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Mission Statement

The mission of blind rehabilita​tion is to provide instruction to blind or visually impaired Veterans. The goal of blind rehabilita​tion is to promote indepen​dence, self-care and improve the overall quality of your life.
Produced By
The Biloxi Breeze is a publication of the Gulf Coast Blind Rehabili​tation Center (GCBRC). 
Contents are not necessarily the official views of or endorsed by the U.S. Government or Depart​ment of Veterans Affairs. 
Links may take you outside of the Department of Veterans Affairs website. VA does not endorse and is not responsible for the content of the linked websites. 

Comments or Subscriptions

Contact us to request subscriptions and/or to submit comments, letters from GCBRC graduates or announcements. You can also contact us to unsubscribe from The Biloxi Breeze. 

Gulf Coast BRC

400 Veterans Avenue (124)
Biloxi, MS 35931

228-385-6777

For conservation and publication purposes, notify GCBRC if you are able and willing to receive an email version of The Biloxi Breeze. Call (228) 385-6777 or send an email to: debra.gilley@va.gov.
Message from the Chief
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This past year has been a busy one for all of us at the Gulf Coast Blind Rehabilitation Center. 
In December, I attended the Christmas dinner with the Blind Veterans Support Group in Pensacola, Fla., and had a wonderful time. About 35 people showed up, including Veterans and their spouses.
Andy Amberson, our Admissions Coordinator, was the guest speaker at the Christmas party for the New Orleans, La., VIST Support Group on December 11. Then, on December 18, Andy spoke to the Jackson, Miss., Blind Veterans Association Group.

Many of our staff attended the Orientation & Mobility International Conference in New Orleans in December. We learned a great deal, socialized with others in our field and saw the city of New Orleans.

Finally, I want to announce that I will be retiring the end of May after so many fulfilling years with VA. No one could have asked for a better career experience than I was fortunate to have. I started teaching Orientation & Mobility and CATS in Waco, advanced to become Assistant Chief and then had the experience of a lifetime getting the new Gulf Coast Blind Rehabilitation Center up and running. I would like to thank all the Veterans and staff who have made this such a wonderful experience.
~Karen Spruill, Chief GCBRC

 M.Ed., COMS
MEET OUR STAFF
Staff Updates

That time of year has arrived for the leaves to turn beautiful shades of brown, orange, and yellow to go along with the crisp winter weather. Along with the changes in weather, there have been a couple of staff changes here at the GCBRC. 

After several months without a staff secretary, we are thrilled to announce the arrival of our new secretary Jenesis Lewis. We are pleased to have her join the staff and look forward to working with her. 

With the gain of a new staff member, it saddens us to say goodbye to another member of the GCBRC family. Mrs. Gail Gaddis, Low Vision Supervisor, announced her retirement. Gail has over 13 years of experience in the VA system, working in blind rehabilitation in visual skills, manual skills and living skills. We thank her for her hard work and dedication assisting Veterans with vision impairments. From the GCBRC staff and all the Veterans she has assisted along the way, we wish her well in all her future endeavors. Enjoy every minute of retirement, Gail!

Staff Highlight
[image: image3.jpg]



Lorrie L. Bowen, BA, MA, CVRT

Living Skills and Vision Skills Supervisor
I have 21 years of extensive experience as a Certified Vision Rehabilitation Therapist (CVRT) in the field of blind rehabilita​tion. I received my bachelor’s degree in rehabilitation counseling from the Wilberforce University and my master’s degree in blind rehabilitation from Western Michigan University. I specialize in teaching adaptive techniques and skills to Veterans who are legally blind due to various eye diseases. The various skill areas I teach include touch-typing, braille, communi​cation and technology, basic computer, organization and labeling methods, low vision devices, and kitchen and cooking. Currently, I am doing my internship for my certifica​tion as a Certified Low Vision Therapist (CVLT). 
I worked for two years as an itinerant teacher for Sight Connection, a private community-based agency in Seattle, Wash. I covered three counties, providing training in clients’ homes. Later, I joined the Blind Rehabilitation Service of the Department of Veterans Affairs. I worked at the Palo Alto Blind Rehabilitation Center in California, Augusta Blind Rehabilitation Center in Georgia, and then the Birmingham Blind Rehabilitation Center in Alabama. In July 2011, I accepted the position as the supervisor of the Living Skills Department at Gulf Coast Veterans Health Care System in Biloxi. 

I am excited to be a part of a fantastic new program and am honored to be a part of this outstanding team that started from the ground up. It has been my pleasure to serve Veterans, and I look forward to many years ahead. One thing that I always say: “Give Veterans what they need; they’ve earned it.” 

On a personal note, I am an avid cat lover and have one now. His name is Max, and he keeps me busy. 
Noteworthy News

Fitness Center
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M. Andy Amberson, M.Ed., COMS, CLVT
Admissions Coordinator

I want to remind incoming Veterans that we have a great Fitness Center at our GCBRC. Our recreation therapist opens the fitness center once or twice a week. If you would like to use the fitness center any time without supervising staff, ask your primary health provider to fill out the exercise release form. The form can be obtained from your referring VIST coordinator. 

Ask the O&M Guru 

David Burke, M.Ed., COMS

Blind Rehab Supervisor (O&M)

Since certified orientation and mobility specialists teach the use of traffic patterns for timing and increased safety during an intersection crossing, I am often asked if it is truly necessary to use the pedestrian push button at a lighted intersection. In short, the answer is a resounding “YES!” 

Pushing the pedestrian button can make numerous differences at an intersection. Here is a short list:

· Many new intersections will only provide a pedestrian cycle when the button is pushed.

Not pushing the button may mean you are crossing the intersection at a time not designated for you to cross the intersection.

· At many of these same intersections pushing the pedestrian button will activate both the actual pedestrian cycle for crossing the intersection and will lengthen the cycle. This gives you the time needed to cross the intersection. 

· While the long cane is an excellent device, it is not the only means of signaling to traffic your intention to cross an intersection. The red stop light, activated by pushing the pedestrian button, is also a device you need not ignore. Use all your resources.
· Even though the laws in most states say that all traffic must yield to pedestrians, there are also laws enforcing the ability of traffic to move smoothly without interference from pedestrians. Jaywalking laws are part of these laws. By crossing at lighted intersections and by using the pedestrian button, you are doing all you can to ensure your legality in the intersection.
Manual Skills

Nancy Shampo, M.Ed., COMS
Blind Rehab Supervisor (Manual Skills)

Happy new year from the GCBRC Manual Skills Shop! Tom Wedemeyer and Nancy Shampo wish you and yours the best year ahead.

We have had an exciting, productive and creative first quarter.

To start, we now have our kiln up and running. The Veterans learned to throw, shape, coil, slab roll, pinch and mold pots, bowls, and many types of objets d’art. December 2 marked the successful firing of our Veterans’ first run at making pottery. There were a plethora of shapes, sizes, decorative and functional pieces fired. All turned out great. The Veterans remarked how much fun and how challenging it was to work with the clay. They were given a good workout on tactual skills, object manipulation, finger dexterity and bimanual coordination in making their “objets d’ art.” Their creative abilities and willingness to try something new made us all proud.
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In addition to adding pottery to our skill set, we added a tabletop loom. The Veterans can make table runners, placemats and other useful covers of their own design. The Veterans found the activity useful in remembering sequences, using their hands and relaxing. 

Last, but surely not least, is our volunteer group. Healing Waters, a group of retired Navy Veterans, have engaged our Veterans in fly tying. The Veterans are challenged with following directions, tactual manipulation, finger dexterity and bimanual coordination in the art of tying flies. The bonus to this program is their fly rod competition. Healing Waters provides the fly rod blanks and the Veterans wrap the rods in a decorative pattern, take a picture and submit it to Healing Waters. It’s a win-win situation: the Veteran keeps the rod and could possibly win the competition.

For more information on this activity contact Tom Wedemeyer at GCBRC, (228) 523-5000, ext. 36406.

That’s it for now. We’ll keep you posted with what’s new and coming up in the next newsletter.

GCBRC Recreational Program

Shondra Davis, CTRS

Recreation Therapist
What a great time I have been having as your recreational therapist! In the last five months several volunteers and organiza​tions have come to help out Veterans at the GCBRC with car shows, lunch and dinner trips, and the opportunity to attend the National WWII Museum in New Orleans in November.

I look forward to bringing in the new year with just as much of a bang! Upcoming events include monthly ice cream socials given by the Ladies Auxiliary and VFW of Long Beach, monthly luncheons given by the VFW of Bay St. Louis, along with other activities that are still under wraps!

I enjoy being your recreational therapist and look forward to serving you in the upcoming year.
Community Based Instruction (CBI)
Jake Haight, COMS

Blind Rehab Specialist (O&M)

CBI Chair

GCBRC has been busy with numerous educational and fun adventures in the community. Veterans have experienced a variety of CBI experiences since the CBI instructional method was introduced. Veterans demon​strate the skills they learn to their GCBRC specialists in real life settings away from the GCBRC. 
For the October CBI event, the Veterans visited the Gulf Island National Seashore Park. The park rangers gave a presentation on the local habitat and the native animals. The Veterans prepared a BBQ lunch in the park’s picnic area. The day ended with shore fishing on the bayou. The event was covered by our Medical Media Service, and photos and video were used in the Gulf Coast Veterans Health Care System’s Fall Video Newsletter.

In November, the Veterans traveled to the National WWII Museum in New Orleans, La. They received a police escort during the entire drive, a gesture of respect from our local police department. The day started with an introduction ceremony where WWII Veterans received special recognition. The Veterans watched an amazing 4-D movie about WWII and then spent the rest of the day exploring the museum and enjoying each other’s company. 

Also in November, the GCBRC held its first White Cane Day Celebration. The celebration began with presentations from our GCVHCS Director, GCBRC staff and our guest speaker, alumni Marion Pollard. The attendees then participated in the White Cane Day march across campus to the GCBRC and enjoyed cake, coffee and fellowship. The Veterans and GCBRC staff then demonstrat​ed the skills learned at a BRC facility to visitors who came by throughout the morning.

In December, Veterans visited the Biloxi Visitors Center and watched a movie about Hurricane Katrina and its effects on the area. They returned to the GCBRC and enjoyed a BBQ led by Veterans demonstrating what they learned in their Living Skills classes. The next afternoon they used their mobility skills to go Christmas shopping at the local mall. 
In January, the Veterans traveled to the Air Museum in Pensacola, Fla. The museum provided guided tours of the WWII exhibits for our Veterans. Veterans then enjoyed lunch at the museum’s picnic area before heading back to Biloxi.
The CBI committee is planning more exciting and educational events. Some events to look forward to include attending a presentation from the Army Drone Unit at Camp Shelby and a visit to the USMI Shipyard for a guided tour of the facility and a sponsored lunch. 
We believe CBI events are an invaluable way for students to improve their training experi​ences, apply their newly acquired skills and increase their confidence and quality of life by practicing in real world situations.
Photos from our Community Based Instruction Day at Gulf Island National Seashore Park in Ocean Springs, Miss.
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Veterans practice with an  iPAD and iPhone

[image: image7.jpg]



Veterans feel furs during the demonstration by a park ranger 
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A Veteran casts a line on a recent fishing trip
Eating Healthy Can Make a Healthier You

Jane Osowski, PhD, RD
It is well known that if you are overweight or obese you are more likely to develop potentially serious health problems. These problems may include high cholesterol and triglycerides, Type 2 diabetes, high blood pressure, heart disease, stroke, cancer, gall bladder disease, sleep apnea and depression, to name a few. Your quality of life may be lower too since you may not be able to do things you’d normally enjoy as easily as you’d like.
Even though you may be aware that it is important to lose weight if needed, at times it can be overwhelming to think of actually achieving a goal such as a healthy weight. That’s when extra support is often helpful to motivate you to reach your goals. 

Veterans Health Administration recognizes the need for extra support to achieve weight loss and healthy lifestyle goals. A program called Managing Overweight Veterans Everywhere (MOVE!®) is available to any interested Veteran for assistance with achieving goals. MOVE!® is a weight self-management program for Veterans who want to improve their health. Through this program you work with a team of professionals including a registered dietitian to help with food choices, a psychologist to help with behavior change and a physical therapist to help with exercise. The first step is to let your VA Primary Care team or your VIST coordinator know that you are interested in MOVE!®.

To help you get started on a healthier path, here are some useful tips: 

· Set realistic and specific goals. 

· Losing ½ to 2 pounds each week is a reasonable and healthier method than losing a lot of weight right away. 

·  Remind yourself daily why you want to lose weight. 
· Reward yourself with nonfood awards when you reach your goals. 
· Write down the specific changes you are making. For example: I will eat ice cream once a week instead of every day. 

· Keep track of your journey. 
· Weigh yourself once each week and write it down. 

·  Keep track of everything you eat or drink for one week. 
· Write down how you feel when you eat or drink. Are you hungry, bored, sad or lonely when you eat? 
· Try to eat only when you are hungry. Find another activity to keep you busy if you eat when you are bored.

· Decrease the calories you eat. 

·  Find the extra calories in your diet and cut back on them. 
· Skip high calorie snacks such as chips, cheese and cookies. 
· Snack on vegetables and other high fiber foods. Peeled and cut carrots work well. 
· Skip soda or juice drinks and drink water instead. 
· Go easy on fast foods and eat more foods prepared from home.

· Be consistent and you’ll see results

· Increase the calories you use. 

· Add extra activity to your day, most days of the week.
· Check with your provider about starting an exercise program.

· Keep track of your activity each day and write it down.
· More weight loss tips:

· Eat regularly; don’t skip meals.
· Drink six to eight cups of water each day.
· Get support from family and friends.
· If you splurge, don’t give up!
Source: http://www.move.va.gov/default.asp 
Nursing Corner

Susan Lindsey, RN
Influenza (the flu) can occur at any time, but most people are affected during the winter and spring seasons. January and February are when most infections occur. You can still get a flu shot; it is the best prevention available. Other methods to help prevent the spread of infection include frequent hand washing, covering your coughs and sneezes and staying home when you are sick. 

Hand washing tips: 

· Use clear, running water

· Moisten your hands

· Apply soap and lather hands for at least 20 seconds (hum the “Happy Birthday” song twice from beginning to end)

· Rinse your hands well and pat dry
Chaplain’s Corner

The Law of the Garbage Truck

Chaplain Arthur Dawson

THE NAILS IN THE FENCE

There once was a little boy who had a bad temper. His father gave him a bag of nails and told him that every time he lost his temper, he must hammer a nail into the back of the fence.

The first day the boy had driven 37 nails into the fence. Over the next few weeks, as he learned to control his anger, the number of nails hammered daily gradually dwindled down. He discovered it was easier to hold his temper than to drive those nails into the fence. Finally, the day came when the boy didn't lose his temper at all.

He told his father about it and his father suggested that the boy now pull out one nail for each day that he was able to hold his temper.

The days passed and the young boy was finally able to tell his father that all the nails were gone.

The father took his son by the hand and led him to the fence. He said, "You have done well, my son, but look at the holes in the fence. The fence will never be the same. When you say things in anger, they leave a scar just like this one. You can put a knife in a man and draw it out. But it won't matter how many times you say I'm sorry, the wound will still be there.

A verbal wound is as bad as a physical one.

Reflection questions to think about:
1. When was the last time you responded in anger to anyone? What triggered your anger? How did the person respond to you?

2. When was the last time you were the target of someone’s anger? How did you feel? How did you respond?

3. What have you "done" or "are doing" to learn to control your anger?

4. In whose fence do you regret leaving a hole that is still open?
Partner’s Point:

WHEN YOUR PARTNER BECOMES VISUALLY IMPAIRED
Compiled by Veronica Johnson, MAS Clerk

Dependency really robs people of self-esteem. The more they learn to be independent, the happier they’ll be and the happier you will be. However, it can be frustrating when your partner won’t accept help, even when it appears to be needed. It is difficult to watch your partner’s frustration when struggling with a task. If your partner with impaired vision says, “I can do it,” let your partner do it.
It is normal for you to struggle over when to offer assistance, how much to help and when to encourage your partner to do things alone. It can be very difficult to hold back as you watch someone undertake a task that is much easier and quicker to accomplish with full sight. However, providing unneeded assistance can come at an enormous price – feelings of excessive dependency for your partner and added responsibilities for you. One woman, hesitant to leave her husband to take an overnight trip, found that he enjoyed staying by himself; it gave him back a feeling of independence. 

Communication is very important. There’s always a price for keeping things in. Your partner may pay closer attention to your touch, as well as to the tone and volume of your voice. Share your feelings. You may experience many different emotions such as fear, guilt, anger and frustration. These feelings can get in the way of your relationship with your partner if they are not communicated and not recognized or understood. 

Other important ways to communicate: a) Say when you enter or leave a room; b) if you address a person by name, he or she will know that you are talking to him or her; and c) if you want to shake someone’s hand, tell that person so he or she can respond to your gesture.

Reference: Lighthouse International, New York
Announcements from the GCBRC
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We celebrated our second anniversary this fall. The staff and Veterans enjoyed a reception with cake and punch. Mr. Appleby from the Blinded Veterans Association of Pennsylvania presented the GCBRC with two tactual American flags. The flags contain the words to the Pledge of Allegiance in braille on the stripes. These wonderful gifts are hanging on the wall in our entry foyer.
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Upcoming Events

We want to have a reunion of all our alumni in the spring or summer of 2014 and have attached a questionnaire on the last page. We would like your feedback on what type reunion you would be interested in having. Let us hear back from you as soon as possible.

VIST Support Groups

Pensacola VIST Support Group 

1 p.m. on the first Tuesday of each month. For additional infor​mation contact Mr. Scott Turner, VIST Coordinator, at (850) 912-2552.
Know Your VIST

The Visual Impairment Service Team Coordinators are your case managers for blind rehabilitation care and services and your first contact when you need to enroll or apply for a program. Whether it be your first admission to the BRC, a special program to meet unique needs or a refresher program, these representatives are important to your success. The following is the current updated list for the South Central VA Health Care Network VIST Coordinators.

	VIST COORDINATOR
	LOCATION

	Adrienne Thompson 
(713) 791-1414

ext. 25398
[image: image11.emf]Marcia Harris

(713)791-1414

ext. 25327
	Michael E. DeBakey VAMC 
2002 Holcombe Blvd. (580/112-C VISOR) 
Houston, TX 77030
Michael E. DeBakey VAMC 
2002 Holcombe Blvd. (580/112-C VISOR) 
Houston, TX 77030

	Harold Miller 

(601) 362-4471

ext. 1551
	G.V. (Sonny) Montgomery VA Medical Center 
1500 E. Woodrow Wilson Dr. 
Jackson, MS 39216

	John Laakman

(405) 456-3915
	Oklahoma City VA Medical Center 
921 N.E. 13th St. 
Oklahoma City, OK 73104

	Kara Aaron 

(501) 257-5070
	John L. McClellan Memorial Veterans Hospital 
Central Arkansas Veterans Health Care System 
4300 West 7th St.                                                                                                
Little Rock, AR 72205-5484

	Latrice Reaves 

1-800-935-8387

ext. 7214
	Southeast Louisiana Veterans Health Care System 
1515 Poydras St., Suite 650
New Orleans, LA 70112

	Scott Turner 
(850) 912-2552
	Gulf Coast Veterans Health Care System 
400 Veterans Ave. 
Biloxi, MS 39531

	Marilyn Murray 

(318) 473-0010

ext. 1+2047
	Alexandria VA Medical Center 
P. O. Box 69004 
Alexandria, LA 71306

	Melanie Austin

(601) 362-4471 
ext. 5078
	G.V. (Sonny) Montgomery VAMC 
1500 E. Woodrow Wilson Dr. 
Jackson, MS 39216 

	Olukanyin Bode Harrison 

(918) 577-3666
	Jack C. Montgomery VA Medical Center 
1011 Honor Heights Dr.
Muskogee, OK 74401

	Paula Ellington 

(479) 443-4301 
ext. 65364
	Fayetteville VAMC 
1100 N. College Ave. 
Fayetteville, AR 72703

	Broderick Burks

(318) 990-4839
	Overton Brooks VAMC

510 E. Stoner Ave.

Shreveport, LA 71101
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