2008 Dr. Jacob Bolotin Awards

The Dr. Jacob Bolotin Awards are presented annually by the National Federation of the Blind with support from the Santa Barbara Foundation to recognize outstanding individual and organizational achievements in the blindness field.  For the 2008 awards $100,000 is being distributed.

Made possible through the Alfred and Rosalind Perlman Trust.
About Dr. Jacob Bolotin

Dr. Jacob W. Bolotin (1888-1924) was a blind physician who lived and practiced in Chicago in the early part of the twentieth century.  Born to a poor family of Jewish immigrants, Dr. Bolotin attended the Illinois School for the Blind and began his working life selling kitchen matches, brushes, and typewriters door-to-door.  Although he was successful as a salesman, Bolotin’s dream was to become a doctor, and so he fought the prevailing attitudes of disbelief of both the medical establishment and the general public to obtain a medical degree and a license to practice medicine.  Although Dr. Bolotin possessed extraordinary medical skills (particularly in diagnosing and treating conditions of the heart and lungs), he found great difficulty in gaining acceptance and recognition of his ability.  But by the time of his death, Dr. Bolotin was one of the most widely respected physicians in Chicago, as well as a professor at Loyola University Medical School, his alma mater.  In addition to maintaining a heavy load of private patients, he volunteered his medical services in Chicago’s poorest neighborhoods and screened recruits for the armed forces during World War I.  

Dr. Bolotin’s inspiring story made him a popular public speaker throughout the Midwest.  He used his many speaking engagements to advocate for the employment and full integration of the blind into society. 

“I am blind, and I am a doctor.  The fact that I am standing here before you is living proof of what we the handicapped can achieve.  The sentiment held by the average person that we are helpless, useless objects of charity must be erased forever. 

“The major problem for us is not our affliction, but the wall of ignorance, injustices, indifference and misconceptions that separate us from you who can see.  We must break down that wall, but we can’t do it alone.  We need your help.  How fortunate we all are to be citizens of this great country.  Let us make its bounty, its freedoms and rights we take so for granted, available to every human being—equal rights to education, equal rights to work, equal rights to dream and achieve that dream, to achieve lives of self-reliance, pride and usefulness to our fellow man, and to live to the fullest the life God granted him, regardless of physical infirmities or economic status.”

In addition to being an early voice for the rights of the blind, Dr. Bolotin was particularly interested in the welfare of children and youth.  He established a Boy Scout troop for blind boys and served as its leader until his death.

Dr. Bolotin’s heavy workload, speaking schedule, and volunteer activity took its toll on him, and he died in 1924 at the age of thirty-six.  It was reported that five thousand people attended his funeral.  Sixteen years later, in November of 1940, the National Federation of the Blind was founded in Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania, and committed itself to breaking down the walls of misconception about which Dr. Bolotin had spoken so eloquently.  

About the Dr. Jacob Bolotin Awards
The Dr. Jacob Bolotin Awards are funded by the Alfred and Rosalind Perlman Trust, established by bequest of Jacob Bolotin’s niece, Rosalind Perlman.  Mrs. Perlman’s husband, Alfred, and his mother lived with Jacob Bolotin and his wife Helen after the death of Alfred’s father.  The Blind Doctor: The Jacob Bolotin Story, written by Rosalind Perlman and based on the personal memories of her husband as well as archival material, is available from Blue Point Books and can also be purchased from the National Federation of the Blind.  Proceeds from book sales also support the award program.  

The National Federation of the Blind was specifically chosen by Rosalind Perlman to bestow the annual awards because it shares the beliefs about blindness espoused and demonstrated by Jacob Bolotin.  Like the awards’ namesake, the National Federation of the Blind believes that the blind are normal individuals who can, with proper training and opportunity, compete on terms of equality with the sighted.  

The National Federation of the Blind, the nation’s leading authority on blindness, presents the annual awards to individuals and organizations whose efforts in rehabilitation, technology, advocacy and other areas bring Dr. Bolotin’s dream of a society where the blind are accepted as equals closer to reality.  The individuals and organizations receiving the 2008 Dr. Jacob Bolotin Awards represent creativity, enlightenment, and excellence in the blindness field.  

Dr. George Kerscher

Dr. Jacob Bolotin Award in the amount of $30,000

Throughout history, one of the most significant barriers to opportunity for the blind has been the lack of information in a format accessible to them.  Dr. Jacob Bolotin was acutely aware of this challenge as he studied to receive his medical credentials.  Although the invention of the Braille reading and writing code brought literacy to the blind, producing books, magazines, and study materials in Braille was not always easy, and other formats for the production of books, such as audio recordings, also had their limitations.  But today, blind people have more access to books, magazines, textbooks, and other publications than at any other time in history.  These publications can be transmitted and stored in electronic form on computers or portable devices.  Readers can access them in the format of their choice—be it large print, Braille, or the spoken word—and can easily navigate by page, chapter, or section just as easily as sighted readers do with print materials.  These developments have been significantly advanced by the tireless efforts of Dr. George Kerscher.  Dr. Kerscher believes that properly designed information systems can make all information accessible to all people, and he has worked to ensure that technological developments evolve in that direction.  He coined the term “print disabled” to describe people who cannot effectively read print because of a visual, physical, perceptual, developmental, cognitive, or learning disability.  Kerscher’s work with Computerized Books for the Blind, Recording for the Blind & Dyslexic, and the DAISY Consortium, as well as his service on numerous prominent committees, has benefited individuals throughout the United States and the world.

The symptoms of Retinitis Pigmentosa began to affect Kerscher in his late teen years. He became a high school English teacher and developed a keen interest in computer technology.  As the disease progressed, Kerscher decided to change professions and exchanged his high school classroom for the computer science labs at the University of Montana.  From his first days as a graduate student, Kerscher realized that few of the required texts were available in a format he could use.  Hired readers often had difficulty reading complex computer code.  Scanned textbooks were full of errors.  The few textbooks available on tape typically ran thirty hours.  The only way to look something up was to fast-forward or rewind through piles of tapes.  Kerscher knew that there must be a better way to access information, and he knew that the solution lay in technology—in computerized books for people with print disabilities. 

In 1987, Dr. Kerscher started his own company, Computerized Books for the Blind, which provided hard-to-obtain materials in an accessible format to blind students and professionals.  The company was later acquired by Recording for the Blind & Dyslexic, of Princeton, New Jersey and became that entity’s research and development arm.  Kerscher demonstrated to publishers and consumers the effectiveness of electronic books for Braille production and for direct access via adapted computers.  These early experiments in digitizing print material to make it accessible by computers and other devices that blind people can use led ultimately to the development of the Digital Access Information System (DAISY), a standard for making books electronically accessible and navigable which has been adopted throughout the world.  Dr. Kerscher, who has led the staff of the DAISY Consortium since 1996, now serves as the organization’s secretary general.  Dr. Kerscher also helped to develop the National Instructional Materials Access Standard (NIMAS), an offshoot of the DAISY format designed to make textbooks and other instructional materials accessible to blind students.  

Dr. Kerscher’s work to make information accessible to the blind, as well as others with disabilities, is not limited to the printed word.  He co-chairs the Web Accessibility Initiative of the World Wide Web Consortium (W3C) and has been instrumental in the development of standards to make Web sites and Internet applications accessible to those who use screen access software, Braille displays, and other alternative means of accessing information on the Internet.  

George Kerscher has said that access to information is a fundamental human right.  Through his pioneering work to develop and continually improve the accessibility of digital media, Dr. Kerscher helps to guarantee that right for millions of individuals who are blind or who have other print disabilities.  His work has immensely enhanced the educational and vocational opportunities available to the blind, and it is for this reason that he is the recipient of a Dr. Jacob Bolotin Award.

BLIND Incorporated, the Colorado Center for the Blind, and the Louisiana Center for the Blind Dr. Jacob Bolotin Award in the amount of $30,000

Self-confidence and a belief that it is respectable to be blind are essential tools for any blind person who wishes to be an independent and productive member of society.  Dr. Jacob Bolotin achieved his status as a respected member of the Chicago medical community despite the fact that the social, legal, technological, and institutional developments that are available to assist blind people today were not in existence in his time.  Dr. Bolotin believed in himself despite the negative attitudes and stereotypes about blindness and blind people held by the medical establishment and society.  In order for a rehabilitation program for the blind to be truly successful, it must recognize that teaching a set of skills to the blind is not enough; the blind must also have confidence that those skills have the power to make them truly independent and productive.  An effective rehabilitation program must have high expectations for its students, thereby encouraging them to set goals based on their own interests and abilities rather than on negative stereotypes about blindness and blind people.  

This principle was first dramatically demonstrated by Dr. Kenneth Jernigan, former president of the National Federation of the Blind (NFB), when he was director of the Iowa Commission for the Blind from 1958-1978.  The program he built to help adult students adjust to and accept their blindness focused not only on skills such as traveling with a white cane and reading and writing Braille, but on helping the students develop a positive attitude about blindness.  Students participated in intense philosophical discussions designed to help them recognize and change the way they thought about blindness, and they engaged in activities designed to build their confidence.  Some of Dr. Jernigan’s students, who were also leaders in the National Federation of the Blind, decided that the revolutionary program he developed should be replicated to give blind people across the nation access to the best adult orientation and adjustment to blindness training possible.  As a result, three nongovernmental rehabilitation facilities—the Colorado Center for the Blind, the Louisiana Center for the Blind, and Blindness: Learning In New Dimensions (BLIND), Incorporated, of Minneapolis, Minnesota—were established in the late 1980s.  Today, these three centers—collectively known as the National Federation of the Blind training centers—have served thousands of blind graduates, and their model of rehabilitation has proven so successful that other rehabilitation agencies across the nation are attempting to replicate it.  

Students at the three NFB training centers learn the skills of blindness from blind instructors and mentors who reinforce the centers’ message that it is “okay to be blind.”  These instructors train the students using a technique known as “structured discovery,” which emphasizes allowing the student to analyze situations and surroundings and solve problems using the skills learned.  

In addition to the typical six to nine months of training provided to students of college and working age, special programs are also provided to give blind youth basic skills and work experience and to help seniors who are losing vision continue to live independently.  Programs for younger children and outreach to parents with blind infants and toddlers are also provided.  The Louisiana Center for the Blind has partnered with Louisiana Tech University to create the Professional Research and Development Institute on Blindness, which teaches the principles of structured discovery learning used in the training program to students interested in entering the special education and rehabilitation fields.  

The NFB training centers have now trained thousands of students, 85 percent of whom have achieved gainful employment.  

These graduates are demonstrating in their everyday lives the empowerment gained by the training at the NFB centers, and the examples they provide are continuing to draw new students to these world-class facilities.  The centers have also demonstrated conclusively that the Iowa experiment was not an isolated incident, and as a result rehabilitation programs across the nation are adopting a positive, consumer-based rehabilitation model built upon a foundation of high expectations and individual empowerment.  The profound impact of these three rehabilitation centers represents the kind of innovative effort that the Dr. Jacob Bolotin Award is intended to recognize.

Adaptap

Dr. Jacob Bolotin Award in the amount of $10,000

Swimming, a universal means of recreation, provides healthful exercise for people of all ages.  A visionary team at the University of Notre Dame realized that the 1.3 million blind people in the United States deserve the same opportunity to engage in swimming, whether for recreational or competitive purposes.  

The team—associate professor of industrial design, Paul Down; graduate industrial design students, Fernando Carvalho and Kyle Walters; aquatics swim coach, Annie Sawicki; and student athletes Ashley Nashleanas and James Fetter—joined forces to establish a method of safer swimming for blind and visually impaired people in the United States.  They quickly realized that the realities in a public swimming pool presented several intimidating challenges for the blind.  Most importantly, maintaining constant awareness of position and trajectory is necessary for all swimmers in order to avoid injury from accidental collision with pool boundaries or lane markers.  The current available solutions for the blind require paid assistants placed at ends of a pool lane.  These “tappers” touch the swimmer on head or shoulder, using a soft tennis ball fixed to a long stick, signaling the swimmer to initiate a flip-turn.  Practice, competition, or even casual swimming requires two tappers per blind swimmer.  The use of tappers costs approximately $8 per hour with unreliable results—missed taps or distractions result in swimmers rushing headlong into pool walls.  

With these difficulties acknowledged, the team endeavored to develop, test, refine, and perfect a “universal design” for enabling visually impaired swimmers to safely and independently enjoy public swimming pools without the need for paid tappers.  By doing so, they hoped to enable safer swimming and allow all blind people the opportunity to freely participate in one of America’s favorite pastimes. 

Under the designation of the Adaptap Team Swimmer Project, the team created the Tactile Navigation System for Blind Swimmers.  It is a guidance network of in-water touch rods (tappers) attached to pool lane markers in order to signal a blind swimmer’s proximity to lane side and end boundaries.  The tappers’ strategic placement, flexibility, and soft tactile ends are intended to painlessly guide swimmers, improving pool safety and enhancing swimmer performance during recreational and competitive pool swimming.  The tapper designs are particularly appropriate for a visually impaired swimmer.  Applying the tapper system to all competitive training sessions will allow easier teaching of proper flip-turns and improved straight-line navigation between lane markers for virtually all blind and sighted swimmers, particularly during aggressive competition strokes.  The team’s end goal is to introduce a marketable and mass-produced product that is cost-efficient, easy to install and remove, and valuable to the swimming experience of an underserved community.  The Adaptap project was started in spring of 2007, and the team anticipates completion by 2009.

Deborah Kent Stein

Dr. Jacob Bolotin Award in the amount of $10,000

In the fall of 2003, Deborah Kent Stein encountered a hybrid car for the first time and had the shocking realization that there were vehicles on the road too silent for blind people to hear.  She recognized instantly that these cars posed a serious threat to the safety and independence of blind travelers, who depend upon their hearing to determine the presence and movements of vehicles in their surroundings.  Unless steps were taken, she foresaw a future in which blind people would no longer be free to walk the streets without danger and fear.

Deborah quickly alerted leaders of the National Federation of the Blind to the concern about quiet cars, and the issue was raised before the national board.  NFB President Marc Maurer appointed her to head a new committee, the Committee on Automobile and Pedestrian Safety (CAPS).  The committee’s purpose was to investigate the problem and explore possible solutions.  Deborah built the committee by seeking members with expertise in several areas, including engineering, technology, law, and publicity.

Deborah continued to work tirelessly to educate those inside and outside the field of blindness about the dangers posed by new silent automobile technologies, such as the battery-powered motors used in hybrid cars.  She organized tests with blind volunteers at the 2006 convention of the National Federation of the Blind, and these tests established that blind pedestrians could not hear these vehicles.  In November of 2006, Deborah planned and conducted a day-long conference on this issue—the first of its kind—and reached out to automobile manufacturers, scientific researchers, groups representing pedestrians and cyclists, those who work to train blind people in independent travel techniques, and other stakeholders in order to find solutions to this problem.  The conference led to an important consensus: the participants concluded that there should be a minimum sound standard for vehicles.

Deborah has traveled throughout the United States to meet with lawmakers, regulators, automobile industry representatives, and others.  Her hard work paid off—on April 9, 2008, the Pedestrian Safety Enhancement Act (H.R. 5734) was introduced into Congress.  If passed, the bill will require the U.S. Secretary of Transportation to commence a two-year study to determine the best means to provide the blind and other pedestrians with information about the location, motion, speed, and direction of vehicles.  Upon completion of the study, the secretary will report the findings of the study to Congress and, within ninety days, establish a minimum vehicle safety standard for all new vehicles sold in the United States.  Much of the impetus for this proposed legislation came from the work of CAPS and from Deborah’s efforts to coordinate the many phases of exploration and strategizing on the quiet car issue.  Although much work remains to be done, there can be no doubt that Deborah Kent Stein will continue to be a leader in future efforts related to this critically important topic.

Deborah Kent Stein has done more than any other individual to educate the blind and the public about the dangers posed by hybrid cars and other silent vehicles.  By doing so, she has taken great steps to ensure that the blind can travel safely and independently, and therefore that they can continue to function as productive members of society.  

Bookshare.org

Dr. Jacob Bolotin Award in the amount of $5,000

Bookshare.org has revolutionized the way that blind people access printed material, enabling them to decide for themselves what to read and share.  Bookshare.org is a Web-based library of digitally scanned books created and shared by blind, visually impaired, and reading-disabled users.  Bookshare.org’s library provides its U.S. members with legal access to over 37,100 books and one hundred fifty periodicals in digital formats that can be converted to Braille, large print, or text-to-speech audio.  The creators of Bookshare.org believe that people with print disabilities should have the same ease of access to books and periodicals that other people enjoy.  

Bookshare.org is a project of Benetech, a nonprofit organization whose goal is to create new technology solutions that serve humanity and empower people to improve their lives.  Bookshare.org was developed to do just that, by providing a forum for print-disabled readers to decide for themselves what they want to read, and then by making that material available to all Bookshare.org members, dramatically increasing access to books for all blind people.  In addition, 9 percent of Benetech’s staff and 85 percent of its two hundred fifty active volunteers are blind.  Bookshare.org is truly a library by the blind, for the blind.

More than 20,000 individuals across the United States are Bookshare.org members, most of them students who use Bookshare.org for access to education-related materials.  Its membership has grown dramatically in the past twelve months due to growing interest and awareness of the valuable resource.  All qualified students in the United States can use Bookshare.org at no charge, and non-student members pay an affordable $50 annual fee; fees are discounted for those who volunteer.  Monica Willyard, a Bookshare.org volunteer, wrote the following about the organization: “You and your staff have made my world a better place, and I’m grateful for that.  Your vision for the future is contagious.”

Noreen Grice

Dr. Jacob Bolotin Award in the amount of $5,000

In 1984, Noreen Grice, a senior astronomy student at Boston University, was working as an intern at the Boston Museum of Science.  One day she encountered a group of blind students in the planetarium, and at the end of the show asked the students how they liked the presentation.  There was an uncomfortable pause.  Finally, they said, “This stunk,” and walked away. 

Knowing there was something wrong, Noreen took the local bus to the Perkins School for the Blind to look at astronomy books.  She noticed there was Braille in the books but no raised photos.  The librarian explained, “Not many Braille books have raised pictures because they are very expensive and labor-intensive to make.”  Noreen realized that the planetarium was not accessible to the blind; the Museum had made the assumption that blind people would not be interested in astronomy and would not want to visit.  

The Museum’s assumption is not unique; many blind students do not pursue careers in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics due to such widely held false assumptions.  Dr. Jacob Bolotin, the namesake of this award program, experienced that kind of discrimination firsthand as he struggled to become a doctor.  

Almost immediately, Noreen began etching plastic pages by hand and creating astronomy picture books to accompany each planetarium show.  Since then, Noreen has authored five accessible astronomy books in collaboration with the National Aeronautics and Space Administration.    Each book contains text pages in both print and Braille and accompanying tactile pictures.  The books went through a formative review by blind evaluators for their input in ensuring the tactile images and descriptive text were clear, understandable, and inspiring.  

Noreen presented children’s astronomy workshops at state and national NFB conventions, and worked collaboratively with blind mentors at the Circle of Life Science Academies and the 2007 NFB Youth Slam.  Through these efforts, Noreen Grice has reached thousands of blind and visually impaired children and adults in the United States and inspired many young adults to consider careers in the sciences.  Like Dr. Jacob Bolotin, Noreen Grice helps to break down barriers and change people’s assumptions about the ability and true potential of the blind.

Linda Miller

Dr. Jacob Bolotin Award in the amount of $5,000

Linda Miller has been a leader in the blindness movement for well over forty years and has assisted countless blind persons in achieving social and economic independence in the state of New Mexico.  

During the late 1970s, Linda Miller was personally responsible for reviving and reorganizing a faltering New Mexico affiliate of the National Federation of the Blind (NFB) which was on the verge of total collapse due to lack of leadership.  She was instrumental in bringing life back to the affiliate and served as state president for several terms.  She set the stage for future leaders to follow in New Mexico such as Dr. Fredric Schroeder, current first vice president of the NFB.  The New Mexico affiliate has since come to be recognized as one of the more progressive states in the country in its programs and services for the blind.

Much of Linda Miller’s time and energy over the past thirty years has been devoted to assisting blind persons in attaining and advancing in employment.  Numerous blind individuals today hold high-quality jobs as a direct result of Linda’s efforts in advocating for and promoting employment opportunities for the blind in New Mexico.  She was successful in convincing the state personnel director to actively recruit blind persons for job positions within state government, opening the doors of opportunity for many blind individuals to enter the state employment system.

Before Linda Miller came to New Mexico, she worked in Ohio as an advocate for the blind.  She advocated for employers in Toledo to give blind individuals an opportunity to work.  She also advocated for Ohio’s school for the blind to give mobility training to youth younger than eighteen.  Due to her influence, the school agreed to do just that and even better—it began providing mobility training to students at the age of twelve rather than waiting till the age of eighteen.  Linda also started the Radio Reading Services in Toledo.

To this day, Linda Miller continues to assist in organizing new chapters in the state of New Mexico.  In 2008, she was one of the members instrumental in organizing a new West Mesa Chapter in Albuquerque, which will reach out to the growing population on the west side of the city.

Robert Leslie Newman

Dr. Jacob Bolotin Award in the amount of $5,000

Robert Leslie Newman has been a staff member of the Nebraska Commission for the Blind for approximately thirty-five years, which parallels the length of his National Federation of the Blind (NFB) membership.  Nearly ten years ago, Robert sought an additional way to enhance the results of his work with clients and also to engage and inspire a wider audience of blind people.  He developed the “Thought Provoker” (TP), a Web-based discussion forum that makes use of peer counseling to achieve its purpose of educating the reader on the human potential for dealing successfully with blindness.  

A Thought Provoker is a fictionalized short story that encapsulates a specific real-life, blindness-related issue demanding a sharing of thought.  A new Thought Provoker comes out every month and is sent to members of the TP forum and to a number of mailing lists.  Readers respond, and responses are collected, listed within each story, and posted on the Thought Provoker Web site for blind people from all over the world to read and learn from.  

Robert has created one hundred thirty Thought Provokers so far, engaging and challenging blind people for almost ten years.  The Thought Provokers pose questions about specific situations and permit the readers to develop their own responses.  The Thought Provokers are a superlative tool in helping an individual overcome the myths and misconceptions of blindness.  Most importantly, the Thought Provokers are a resource for blind people to learn how other people like themselves handle specific issues of blindness and to share their own experiences with blind people from all over the world.  

The program is exclusively developed and promoted by Robert.  He creates, moderates, and authors the majority of the short stories.  He is also the Webmaster of the Thought Provokers Web site, thoughtprovoker.info.  

Thought Provoker has touched the lives of blind people in every state in the United States and has a presence in several foreign countries.  In addition, Thought Provoker is being used in high school and college classrooms as well as in rehabilitation settings. 
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