
 
 
           
 

PROGRAM REVIEW COMMITTEE 
Notes from April 4, 2012 meeting 

 
 

 
The Braille Institute Program Review Committee met on April 4, 2012.  Members 
attending were:  John Nuanes, Chair.; Stevey Bruce, Caryl Crahan, Joy Efron, Parissa 
LaMarra, Barbara Oberle, Dr. Ron Smith, Charlotte Stradtman, Marty Stradtman, Mike 
Tanner and Diane Wilkinson.  Also in attendance were Regional Directors Jay Comstock 
(San Diego), Gene Mathiowetz (Orange County), Michael Lazarovits (Santa Barbara), 
Lisa Jimenez (Rancho Mirage) and Sue Parker-Strafaci, Director of Child Development. 
Other staff attending were Adama Dyoniziak, Director of  Strategic Programs; Nancy 
Niebrugge, Assistant Vice President; and Sally Jameson, Vice President, Programs and 
Services; and Peter Mindnich, Executive Vice President. 
 
Members unable to attend were Dr. George Lobely and  Dr. Bertha Melgoza. 
 
Review and discussion about follow-up topics from 2-1-11 meeting 
In advance of the meeting committee members were sent information pertaining to items 
for follow-up from the meeting held in February, 2011.  There was no discussion on any 
of these although Committee Chair John Nuanes noted that a number of the follow-up 
items pertained to activities under review or consideration in the strategic planning 
process. 
 
Review and discussion about Braille Institute’s Strategic Plan 
Adama Dyoniziak provided an overview of the entire strategic plan to acquaint the 
committee with the scope and range of the plan: 
  
There are eight primary strategic goals: 

1.  Governance—this concerns the criteria for board membership, composition and 
diversity as well as increasing the capacity of the Board for fundraising.  
Governance also includes developing regional leadership to generate greater local 
support. 

2.  Human Resources—this includes an assessment of current and future staffing 
needs, creating a training plan to enhance our workforce and developing an action 
plan to address  internal communications, recruitment, retention, benefits, 
compensation and recognition.  Also included is an assessment of current 
volunteer recruitment and utilization. 

3. Technology—the goal is to enhance and better manage our technology and 
resources to support operational and programmatic goals for current and future 



needs for Braille Institute and our clients.  The first step has been taken with an 
audit conducted by a consulting firm.  We have hired a Chief Information Officer 
who brings a breadth and depth of skills.  We are now beginning to address 
operational efficiencies.  This is the priority area for Braille Institute in that our 
technology provides the fundamental tools for greater operational and program 
effectiveness.   

4. Revenue—this area is all about diversifying our funding and revenue sources to 
ensure our future financial stability.  Toward that end we will hire a consultant to 
do a thorough audit/assessment of our fundraising program as a first step.  

5. Resource Allocation-- The goal is to develop a financial plan that assesses 
current and future resource needs while aligning expenses with projected income. 
One of our current actions has been to implement a voluntary separation plan for 
employees with 10 years of more of service.  To date, 34 employees have opted to 
take this plan and sever their employment with Braille Institute. 

6. Visibility—the plans in this area include implementation of the Low Vision 
Wellness campaign that will more effectively communicate to people with low 
vision about how Braille Institute can help them, capitalizing on current interest in 
health and wellness and countering the notion that Braille Institute is for blind 
people only. This will be phased in over five years.  This team is also focused on 
increasing online engagement/traffic to all of our websites; and finally, to 
implement a marketing plan focused on Orange County to support our capital 
campaign in that area. 
 

The remaining two goals—Childhood Literacy and Adult Programs were presented 
and discussed as a part of the Program Review Committee agenda. 

 
 

• Childhood Literacy initiatives:  Nancy Niebrugge reported on the growth and 
expansion of national programs that support braille literacy.  Specifically she 
described a new Braille Challenge app that is being developed.  This app will 
provide an Internet portal for The Braille Challenge® that enables students to take 
a practice contest electronically, have immediate automatic grading with scores 
ranked against their peers.  This provides instant feedback and measure student 
performance as well as identifying specific literacy skills and/or weaknesses. 
With our newest program, Cane Quest (an orientation and mobility contest that 
utilizes braille reading skills) we are working with the Texas School for the Blind, 
who will hold an event similar to ours. 
Finally, we are refocusing the production of our Braille Publishing department 
on supporting our own childhood literacy initiatives—that is, producing our own 
books (the Braille Special Collection) and materials and discontinuing 
commercial production, such as textbooks and tests. 

• Sue Parker-Strafaci reported that she and the Child Development staff are 
working with Braille Publishing to develop materials and new products intended 
to help parents teach independence skills and braille literacy.  For example, 
TopDot is a card game using braille and raised line shapes.  These are interactive 
products that are tactile, fun and instructive.  Other literacy kits have been and are 
being developed as a part of our Dots for Tots line of materials. 

[NOTE: While it was not mentioned at the meeting, we are regularly posting 
parent information and “how to” materials on our website.] 



 
Committee comments:   Dr. Smith asked how we are intending to measure these 
initiatives.  It’s one thing to do them but quite another to know if our actions are having 
any impact.  Nancy indicated that through the Braille Challenge app we will be collecting 
data that can be measured in a variety of ways.   Sue Parker-Strafaci also stated that we 
will be developing an advisory group of professionals to help us both identify needs as 
well as develop a survey to ascertain impact of our products and materials.  Adama noted 
that every aspect of our strategic plan includes an evaluation tool because measuring 
impact is very important to us.  Nancy noted that with Cane Quest we will be doing a pre- 
and post-program evaluation.  Peter Mindnich also stated that our new investment in 
technology will enable us to be more efficient and effective with measurement.  
Parissa stated that, as a teacher of the visually impaired (TVI) she sees how much the 
parents need information and tips about how to do all the things that are expected of their 
child.   
 

 The committee agreed that it would be worthwhile for Braille Institute to 
facilitate meetings of parents and TVIs. 

 Joy Efron volunteered to forward to Nancy Niebrugge a braille assessment tool 
developed by the LA Unified School District. 
 
 

• Adult Program initiatives were presented by Lisa Jimenez, Regional Director in 
Rancho Mirage and chair of the strategic plan team for adult programs.  There are 
several components to the adult programs: 

 Core skills classes review: consistency, standards, process for 
developing new curriculum and presenting/discussing best 
practices 

 El Poder Sin Ver: aligning all our Latino programs under the El 
Poder Sin Ver brand with consistent curriculum.  Develop center-
based programs to serve this population so as to expand it from 
being just an outreach program. Also want to involve promotoras 
throughout the region. 

 Age-cohort directed programs:  recognizing that learning styles 
and needs differ with certain segments of  the population, we are 
looking are the ways to better serve Young Adults,  Gen X/Baby 
Boomers and Traditionalists with a variety of programs, classes 
and delivery modes.  This also includes employing three skills 
levels—introductory, intermediate and advanced. 

 Low Vision Wellness: using this term to bundle our services in a 
way that will attract and interest people with low vision who 
currently don’t know that Braille Institute has services for them. 

 Expand relationships with and for care givers: involves the 
training we provide to other care givers (agencies and others) as 
well as partnerships with agencies to extend the reach of our 
programs. 

 Community outreach programs: transitioning fixed sites to peer 
run support groups as well as determining how to serve other age 
cohorts in community locations.  This area also includes more 
effective training for community outreach volunteers as well as 



staff.  The definition of Community Outreach is changing and now 
includes training professional/para-professionals in the community, 
health fairs and distance learning (using the website as a teaching 
or educational forum) to reach more people. 

 Admissions, registration and reporting—This area pertains to 
streamlining the registration process and managing enrollment 
using contemporary technology.  Technology will then enable 
better, more efficient data collection and reporting.  

 
In general, the members of the Program Review Committee felt that through the strategic 
planning process some of the issues expressed at last year’s meeting—consistency of 
classes among regional centers, technology and getting the word out about Braille’s 
programs are all being addressed. 
 
John Nuanes raised the point that there is so much out there in terms of technology, 
helping students understand this would be important.  Nancy Niebrugge explained our 
plans for what we are referring to as an “aggregator app” where we will have in one app 
all of the apps available that are useful for blind and visually impaired people—with 
ratings and user comments.    This would make Braille Institute’s app the “go to” spot to 
find out about mobile apps within the blindness community. 
 
Lisa Jimenez explained how the Rancho Mirage technology resource center, currently 
under construction, will offer technology in a new way to our students.  In a lab-type 
setting, it offers computers for Internet use as well as using various software.  It will also 
have download stations for talking books.  Each of our centers will eventually have such 
a technology center.   
 
Diane Wilkinson asked about classes at all the center for iPhones and iPads, Sally 
Jameson said that we are in the process of being able to offer this at all centers although 
Santa Barbara has taken the lead on this at this time. 
 
The final items on the agenda concerned two issues that resulted from the Voluntary 
Separation Plan.   Transportation in Orange County and in Los Angeles has been 
impacted because three drivers at each center will be leaving our employment.  As a 
result, we will be cutting our transportation services (routes for students to/from Braille 
Institute) substantially.  However, most of the students already use Access or some other 
way to get to Braille on other days.  Also, every effort is being made to assist affected 
students by providing assistance with using other modes of transportation. 
 
The longtime creative arts instructor in Orange County is leaving and Braille Board 
members and administration received letters and petitions from students in her mosaic tile 
classes who were rallying for Braille to hire a replacement rather than use volunteer 
instructors.  We explained to the Program Review Committee that we have successfully 
transitioned from paid staff to volunteer art instructors in San Diego and Rancho Mirage.  
The volunteer instructors have enabled us to offer a wider variety of arts classes and the 
programs are flourishing. 
 
General discussion followed on a variety of topics: 



• Auxiliaries may have members who artists and would like to teach art classes for 
us. 

• Even though the Youth Program is not a focus of the Strategic Plan, it still is a 
key part of our programs.   There is an active assessment process in place for the 
youth and young adults. 

• Caryl Crahan asked if other centers have someone like Nicholas Jackson, a recent 
Stanford graduate, who is based in Santa Barbara, who could serve as both a role 
model and mentor for other youth. 

 It was suggested that we create a new advisory group made up of 
teens and young adults with whom we are in contact from our 
own youth program and through The Braille Challenge who 
could offer advice and guidance for our programs and our 
students. 

• Stevey Bruce mentioned that so many older people who are losing their sight are 
depressed and that we use support.  Diane Wilkinson suggested a “Hope Brigade” 
made up of volunteers who can go into the community—even in residential 
facilities—to offer this kind of hope as well as connection with our services. 

• Charlotte Stradtman ended the meeting with the reminder that the social part of 
Braille Institute is so important and must be maintained.  With all the talk about 
technology she feels we cannot forget how important the social component of our 
centers and our programs are.  Sally Jameson emphasized that we believe Braille 
Institute can preserve that—we can be “high tech and high touch” without losing 
the spirit and humanity that makes Braille Institute the kind of organization that 
give blind and visually impaired people hope, courage—and independence. 

 
 
The meeting was adjourned at 1:45 pm.  Meeting notes will be distributed along with 
items for follow-up. 
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