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Suggested Intro: Studies have long found that adults with disabilities face many obstacles in the working world. Discrimination, low wages, and costly adaptive equipment are just some of the factors that contribute to a chronic unemployment problem. Kate Archer explores these employment challenges through the perspective of blind adults.

VO: Many employers just don’t get blindness. While this assertion may be oversimplified, blind people are faced with the never-ending task of teaching others about their disability. According to the 2000 census, 9.3 million Americans have a disability involving sight or hearing. One in five workers with a disability has difficulty remaining employed or finding a job. And the employment rate for the blind is bleak. According to the National Institute on Disability and Rehabilitation Research, about 70 percent of working-age blind adults are unemployed. In one labor study related to impairments, this puts blindness on par with mental illness, emphysema and depressive disorders. However, this unemployment data is from the mid-1990s. Where does that leave us today? With lots of unanswered questions about blindness, says Ramona Sangalli, the CEO of Lions World Services for the Blind.
Soundbite: “Blindness is a feared subject for a lot of people. It is almost as feared as cancer would be, if you told someone if you had to pick the worst things that could happen to you.”
VO: Sangalli has made a career out of working for Little Rock, Ark.-based Lions World. In 1971, she started as a part-time secretary while going to college. Through the years, she has worked in nearly every capacity until being named CEO in 2000. Her experience with blindness is deep-rooted because she was raised by blind parents.
Soundbite: “While I, as a person who grew up with a close association to blindness, understand an awful lot more than the average individual, I still don’t truly understand all of the issues facing someone who has experienced sight loss. I can put my glasses on and read when I need to.”

VO: Sangalli focuses on building business partnerships that help pave the way for the employment of Lions World graduates. The Internal Revenue Service, for example, has been on board since 1967. Lions World offers three training programs that when successfully completed lead to jobs within the IRS. Over the years, Sangalli says about 800 graduates have gone to work for the IRS, primarily in customer service-related positions across the country. Today, Sangalli notices how these graduates who started in entry-level positions have moved up.

Soundbite: “It’s not too long ago that we had an admissions committee for one of our IRS-related training programs and I walked into the room and was struck by the fact that four of five people in the room had over a span of 25 years come through the training program and were now in positions where they were given hiring authority for new people to come down the pike.”

VO: One of those people who worked up through the IRS ranks is Lee Giurlanda of Richmond, Va. He started as a taxpayer service representative after completing the Lions World training program. Now, as the IRS’s national accessibility coordinator, he ensures that all employees with a disability have the equipment and training they need to succeed in their jobs. According to Giurlanda, about 10 percent of the IRS workforce has an identified disability, and about 1,150 are visually impaired. He contends that workers with a disability, on average, make better employees because they tend to be under the microscope in the workplace.

Soundbite: “You’ll find many times that the reliability or the dependability factor is such that a disabled individual recognizes that they have to take the extra step or go the extra mile to be competitive. So they can be in many cases more dependable or more reliable. I think in many situations you’ll find that disabled people are very careful and don’t have as many accidents in the workplace.”

VO: Giurlanda also feels that adaptive equipment has helped blind employees gain equal footing with their sighted counterparts.

Soundbite: “When I started to work for the IRS, that was back in 1973 before the days of talking calculators, I used an abacus to do math. I used a portable Braille slate and stylus. Both of those are very outdated. Adaptive equipment has come a long way to what we have today and that is calculators that talk and computers that have great speech software. You name it and it’s available.”

VO: However, Sangalli often finds in her work that employers are reluctant to make even minor modifications for a potential blind employee. She says they simply can’t fathom how a position could be filled by a blind person. They may also lack an important past experience of working with a blind person.
Soundbite: “It’s really a long road in terms of educating the employer to help them understand that sometimes it’s a small accommodation to a job site that might be $25. It might mean changing lighting. It’s not a major issue but it is so different from other disabilities that people seem to have difficulty understanding how a blind person can do a particular job.”

VO: 25-year-old Rosy Carranza from Wasco, Calif., is currently job-hunting, having recently finished her master’s in education. She’s confident that she will find a job as a teacher, if she can just put that potential employer at ease about her blindness. She finds that non-disabled employers are overly cautious about asking probing questions that could help demystify her disability.

Soundbite: “Put yourself in the position of an employer, you know, if I was going to come in and apply for a teacher position, you would think oh my goodness, o.k., I can’t tell her she can’t do it because that would be discrimination and that would be against the law. But how is she going to write on the blackboard? How is she going to make sure the kids aren’t misbehaving? And in our society we have a climate where there’s not much freedom to ask those types of questions.”

VO: Her husband, Marco, who is also blind, doesn’t discount employer ignorance. However, he feels that joblessness falls more squarely on the shoulders of blind people because of a lack of skills and training. Marco grew up in San Francisco and through early intervention, he was taught Braille beginning at age 3 and cane travel at age 4. Today, he teaches cane travel in north Louisiana school districts.
Soundbite: “A lot of poorly skilled blind people don’t know how to read Braille. They can’t work because they can’t travel to work because they can’t use a cane or they don’t know how to use public transportation. I mean there are lots and lots of different variables.”

VO: It’s the hope that more blind people learn life skills in childhood — like Braille and cane travel — that makes Ron Gardner extremely optimistic about the future of blind people in the labor market. Gardner is the director of the Professional Development and Research Institute on Blindness at Louisiana Tech University. He believes the more preparation that teachers have in working with blind students, the better the outlook is for tomorrow’s blind workforce.

Soundbite: “But where I really get excited is in the teacher preparation courses and instilling in their minds and hearts that the place to make a difference in a person’s heart is when they’re in first grade. That generation will grow up employed. They’re going to grow up with college educations. They’re going to grow up with master’s and doctoral degrees. They’re going to grow up owning the businesses and hiring other blind people. They’re going to be the ones paying the taxes and casting the votes. That new generation of blind people is not going to be a minority that is unemployed.”

VO: Gardner, who was born legally blind, practiced law in Utah for 25 years. He says he can appreciate the thought process behind the Geroge W. Bush catchphrase concerning "the soft bigotry of low expectations."

Soundbite: “The end of my college career I was looking to go to law school and I remember that university counselor saying to me: No. 1, you’re blind. You’re never going to get into law school. If you do, you’ll never make it, you’ll never finish. If you do finish, you’ll never pass the Bar. Well, if you happen to pass the Bar there’s no one who will hire you. This really isn’t a good goal for you.”

VO: Gardner disproved everything his counselor predicted.

Soundbite: “Well, I did go to college. I had an academic scholarship to go to law school. I did pass the Bar. I did get a job.”

VO: The philosophy of high expectations is one Joanne Wilson spreads throughout the country. When Wilson started her career, she was one of the first blind teachers in the Iowa public school system. Today, she is the Bush-appointed Commissioner in the Department of Education’s Rehabilitation Services Administration. At any given moment, the RSA is serving 1.2 million people who are going through vocational and rehabilitation programs. Each year, 235,000 people are placed in jobs through the RSA system. Yet, Wilson says there’s still much work to be done.

Soundbite: “Employers aren’t just all lining up to hire people with significant disabilities! It means that we need as many folks out there—private agencies, public agencies—building up relationships with employers so they are open-minded and willing to look at people with significant disabilities to hire them. The IRS thing is a good example of how a relationship has been developed. But we need more of that with lots of other employers. The thing with people with disabilities, including the blind, is that we’re like everybody else. Some people are interested in working with IRS and others want to be teachers, lawyers, doctors or go off and do factory work or computer work.”

VO: The IRS’s Giurlanda echoes Wilson’s sentiment that blind people are a cross section of society with myriad goals, values, personalities and aptitudes. In his liaison role between IRS managers and disabled employees, Giurlanda sometimes sees a communication breakdown. He says the problem often has to do with employers talking around instead of to the person with the disability.
Soundbite: “It seems like many times an individual has an opportunity of talking to a disabled person and they might use a third party to communicate what does he or she want? Or, what is he or she looking for? Rather than saying to the person, what is it you want? Or, what is it I can do for you? They will address a third person. Thinking that either the person can’t think for themselves or can’t speak for themselves. Most disabled folks are willing to discuss their condition, their disability, their shortcomings, whatever it happens to be. We’re people too. Same wants, same needs, same desires as everybody else. We just have in many cases one additional challenge to deal with.”

VO: In Ruston, Louisiana, I’m Kate Archer.

