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The core of our mission at Perkins is to change lives for the better. As president for the last 11 years, I’ve had the opportunity to witness such transformation on a daily basis. Our students graduate and move on to lives of independence. More children with disabilities in developing countries are discovering literacy through Braille and assistive technology. Societies are taking critical steps to reverse discrimination by writing inclusive laws, passing accessibility treaties and adopting a more open-minded view of the potential of all people. 

The past 11 years at Perkins have enriched me personally. I have learned, grown and changed throughout this period. I’d like to share what I consider some especially noteworthy observations gathered during this transformative time: 

1. 
People in this field are doing remarkable work.


Perkins works with nonprofit and government agencies all around the world. We partner with teachers, university professors and government officials who have started services where none existed. Faced with minimal resources, they take it upon themselves to volunteer, raise money and work creatively to do more. I am encouraged every day by the thousands of professionals who display unparalleled determination and focus on behalf of the children they serve.

2. 
All we see is possibility – and for good reason. 


You may have heard our slogan. Chances are, if you’re in this field, you live it. Our students have proved repeatedly that potential is limitless, given the right tools, training and opportunity. And that truth reflects the way most of our partners work: rather than dwelling on what may seem impossible, they emphasise the positive, focusing on what students, clients or a community can do, and build from there. The results are tremendous. Thanks to Perkins and our hundreds of partners – many of whom are responsible for starting the first programmes of their kind in their countries -- I remain an incurable optimist.

3. 
Individuals with disabilities are role models for us all. 


I am regularly humbled by the amazing potential, determination and success of people I meet around the world. Particularly poignant was my introduction to a young woman in Kenya, who is deafblind and had been abandoned by her father at a young age. Despite the challenges she faced, this woman refused to bend. She attended one of Perkins’ partner schools and learned many skills, including how to knit. She created and sold beautiful sweaters, which enabled her to support herself. Today she is a teacher at that same school, and has even reconnected with her father. She, and hundreds of others like her whom I have had the good fortune to meet, are truly my role models.

4. 
Parents are the ultimate educators.


No one knows a child better than his or her parents. While public and private educators undoubtedly play a vital role, parents who are empowered and engaged have the most power to transform their child’s world and create opportunities where none previously existed. Many of our partnerships have been initiated with parents as leaders, who go on to start schools, advocate with government officials for their children’s rights, and establish parent support groups. 

5. 
Accessible technology creates new opportunities daily for people with disabilities. 


Individuals with a range of disabilities have more opportunities today because of the availability of accessible technology and some mainstream technology. Computers that convert text to speech, low vision devices, refreshable Braille displays, and countless other tools are changing lives every day. People with disabilities have more ways to interact with and contribute to society thanks to these invaluable devices. Unfortunately, much of this technology is out of reach for consumers in developing countries due to cost, unavailability, and a lack of training – a challenge we must address with immediacy. 

6. 
Patience is overrated.


While you are reading this article, more than 4 million children are not in school simply because they are blind. They are losing precious time waiting for society to evolve and for education services to appear. Having witnessed firsthand what opportunity means to children with disabilities, I am today a less patient man than I was 11 years ago. How would our world be different if Helen Keller’s parents had given up after the first, second or third “expert” had suggested there were no opportunities for her? We must be less tolerant with government officials and leaders who delay taking action that would benefit these deserving individuals. We should be less respectful of the systems that exclude young people who are unable to speak for themselves. We must not accept the word “no.” Our students cannot wait.

7. 
Accountability is more critical than ever. 


As funding grows ever more competitive, we need a much broader base of private and government supporters to continue and expand our work. These parties increasingly – and rightfully so -- expect to see clear indicators of success. We must be ready to provide key performance indicators and engage in regular, open communication about the people we serve, the services we provide and more. As a field, we must embrace the fact that measurement is part of our management responsibility.

8. 
Power lies in numbers.


Blindness is considered a low-incidence disability, compared to the number of individuals affected by other conditions such as autism. Our political support and advocacy power could significantly expand if we consistently and systematically networked beyond the blindness field. There are natural, unexplored allies throughout education and health care that can magnify our voice and our impact if we work together.

9. 
Collaborations are vital.


Groups like ICEVI, the World Blind Union, Deafblind International and others are critically necessary, and we need to find additional ways to support each other. While we are all working hard in our respective countries or regional and international groups to strengthen our organisational impact, ultimately we all want the same thing: for the world to acknowledge the rights of children with disabilities. Together, we are so much stronger. The need for collaboration is particularly important when it comes to post-2015 Millennium Development Goals, to policies regarding literacy through Braille and a growing need for early intervention services.

10. 
Margaret Mead was right. 


Working with ICEVI members and many other people around the world over the course of these 11 years has inspired, encouraged and motivated me immensely. Whether I joined you in places from Peru, Ghana, India or elsewhere, being part of your movement for change has been one of my life’s true honours. Seeing the impact that you and your colleagues are making all over the globe, I am reminded of the words of Margaret Mead: “Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world; indeed, it's the only thing that ever has.”You are today’s “thoughtful, committed citizens.” I will always be grateful for the opportunity to learn from each of you.
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