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To all the people, blind or sighted, who have given their time, talent, and treasure to the struggle
for equal rights for the blind and the improvement of the lives of all people with disabilities.
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The basic truth is that the blind are citizens, that they are not wards, that they are capable of
speaking for themselves, and that they should and must be integrated into the governmental
processes which evolve, structure, and administer programs bearing upon their welfare.

Jacobus tenBroek, 1958
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INTRODUCTION

I first heard of the battle for the Iowa Braille School in the early 2000s while
listening to the meeting minutes of the Iowa Commission for the Blind. The Iowa
Commission is a board of at least three governor appointed individuals who oversee the
work of the Iowa Commission for the Blind, now known as the Iowa Department for the
Blind (IDB), a vocational rehabilitation program serving blind adults in the state of Iowa.
The Commission board meets periodically to discuss the business and operational
concerns of the agency; meetings also typically included the director of the agency,
known as the Commissioner, and the superintendent of the Iowa School for the Blind in
Vinton, Iowa. These minutes capture the routine activities of the Commission from 1925
until the present day, but the records I was listening to were from the 1960s, a special
time in the history of the Commission. At that time, the director of the Commission was
Kenneth Jernigan, a young blind man who determined that the meeting minutes should
serve a higher cause, one that would also serve to whet the appetite of future historians
such as myself.
The minutes were recorded onto reel to reel tapes at the request of Jernigan from
the time he began as Commissioner in 1958 until the time he left in 1978. His sighted
reader assistants were more than secretaries, but were close confidents who he could trust
with the important task of preserving the history Jernigan intended to make as
Commissioner, and who understood Jernigan’s vision. He had bold plans for the
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Commission and the blind in Iowa, and he wanted to be sure that the changes he intended
to make would be well documented. Jernigan also was keenly aware that there were
many in the field of rehabilitation or the blindness community who were watching
closely, and waiting for his first false step. The magnetic tapes were beginning to
oxidize, and a high pitched squeal often accompanied the sonorous voices of Jim Valante,
Larry McKeavor, or the other sighted assistants Jernigan employed. (1) Despite the
deteriorated quality of the recordings, the words of a decade’s worth of struggle still
resonated with me across the years. As I sat in a small office on the third floor of the
IDB training center in downtown Des Moines long after the Commission had closed its
doors for the day, I felt the ribbon of tape pulling me into a story of the blind from
decades early that I wanted to understand better, and that I felt compelled to share with
those who knew little or nothing about the fight for equality that the blind were engaged
in at a time in the country’s history when the civil rights struggled marked a generation,
and turned the wheel of justice ever so slightly in the direction of freedom from
discrimination. As I listened to more of the tapes, the ghosts of another movement
emerged from the shadows and into the streets of Iowa to forge their own civil rights
struggle.
Jernigan was perhaps uniquely conscientious of ensuring that both current and
future generations of blind leaders knew the history of the Commission, and more
importantly, the work of the National Federation of the Blind (NFB) which was then
engaged in a grand experiment. Jernigan was not content to let others tell the story of his
work in Iowa, or of the NFB, and he was determined that the blind would have direct
access to this history through the minutes of the Commission meetings. He therefore
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ordered that all the Commission minutes be recorded onto tape, and were available as an
audio archive alongside the hardcopy files. (2) Jernigan frequently played meeting
minutes for students at the Iowa Commission’s training center, or at NFB meetings to
serve as lessons and prompts for Socratic instruction. (3)
The minutes are detailed in their depiction of the building of the Iowa
Commission under Jernigan into one of the most celebrated vocational rehabilitation
programs for the blind in the country, known not only for its successes in training the
blind to work and live in their communities as fully integrated citizens, but also as a
public agency run not by sighted rehabilitation professionals, but blind activists fully
engaged in direct actions against a system deemed dysfunctional and oppressive. The
minutes are not merely outlines or brief summaries of the regular meetings of the
Commission, but an effort to thoroughly document the experiment Jernigan was
unfolding, and thus include countless asides, commentaries, reflections, and copies of
secondary sources such as articles and personal correspondences among the protagonists
described in the accounts. Jernigan deliberately constructed the minutes to serve not only
as an archive of the Commission, but a testament and apologia for his contemporaries and
future blind leaders to actively read and absorb. They are unapologetically crafted to
provide the facts as Jernigan saw them, and to shape history to his will, rather than simply
let it flow by and risk that others would tell the story in less favorable terms.
I was listening to the minutes for the very purpose that Jernigan had intended
them, as a resource to better understand the blind movement, and why he did what he did
while in Iowa. I was in search of topics, and I hoped the minutes would be a source for
ideas. I wanted to write about the history of the blind movement in the United States, a
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topic I felt to be under-appreciated and under-examined. I believed that the story of the
blind movement in the 1960s deserved to take its place alongside other seminal moments
in disability history, such as the story of Ed Roberts and the independent living (IL)
movement in Berkeley, the 504 sit-ins in 1977, the Deaf President Now, or the passage of
the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) in 1990. (4) I knew of the minutes, and
assumed they would serve as a well-stocked reserve to fish, and I was not mistaken. The
minutes contain the seeds for a dozen research projects exploring topics in blind history.
The minutes describe in great detail the expansion of the Commission’s work, the
purchase and renovation of a building in downtown Des Moines to serve as an training
center for the blind, the efforts to build a talking book library, to court the legislature and
garner more state funds for the work of the Commission, the struggle to secure positions
for blind people in post-secondary education programs or employment, to expand the
reach and influence of the NFB and to organize chapters, and to break down barriers of
ignorance about the blind and change public negative assumptions about the abilities of
the blind.
One issue, one name, came up repeatedly through the course of the decade’s
worth of recordings – the Iowa Braille and Sight-Saving School, most often referred to
simply as the Iowa Braille School. Invariably each month’s meeting of the Commission
included at least one reference to the school, prefaced with the remark, “Next ensued a
discussion regarding the continued problems with the Iowa Braille School…” followed
by an extended description of the latest clash between the two state institutions, the
Commission, and the Braille School.
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As I continued to read through the years it became clear to me that the tensions
between the Commission and the School occupied a significant amount of time and
energy on the part of Jernigan and his Commission staff. I read letters and reports
exchanged between the two agencies that grew increasingly heated and personal, and it
was evident a true battle was in the making. The minutes, along with boxes of letters,
reports, and papers collected and filed specifically to document this struggle lead to the
discovery that twice in that decade, in 1966, and then again 1969, the Commission had
sought to take control of the Braille school away from the Iowa Board of Regents and to
put the school directly under the authority of Jernigan and the Commission. Jernigan
mounted a major campaign to affect this take over, and he and his staff amassed a great
deal of evidence and testimony in support of the proposal. (5) Jernigan, the
Commission, and the NFB lobbied hard to make this happen, and had even garnered the
support of the Governor, and a significant number of legislators. After several months of
intense lobbying and campaigning, Jernigan’s transfer bill appeared certain to pass in the
state Senate, until the Braille School, the Regents, and a host of anti-Commission forces
finally managed to bring a halt to the effort in early 1970.
And yet I had never heard of this seemingly significant event in the modern
history of the blind. At this time in my life I had already been involved in the blind
movement for several years, and knew personally many of the individuals who were
involved in the events I was reading about in the Commission minutes, including Ken
Jernigan. I was very familiar with the story of Jernigan’s Iowa miracle by turning around
a backward vocational rehabilitation program and proving definitively that NFB
philosophy could be successfully implemented and that the results were evident and
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clearly positive. The story of Jernigan in Iowa served as the backbone of the movement
as it moved through the decades and sought to replicate the successes Jernigan and the
NFB had achieved in that Midwest state thirty years earlier. Members of the NFB
frequently listened to selected sections from the Commission minutes, and digested their
lessons of leadership, philosophy, and positive portrayals of blind people achieving their
dreams. Most NFB leaders and members prefer to focus on the first ten years of
Jernigan’s time in Iowa, from 1958-1968, in which so much was achieved, up to and
included a Presidential citation recognizing the agency’s achievements. But this focus on
these highlights, I observed, left out an entire decade, which includes the second major
effort to take over the Braille School, and the hard times that plagued Jernigan’s
leadership in the 1970s, culminating in his departure in 1978 which few in the NFB could
characterize as anything but a retreat from the battlefield on which the blind had fought
so hard, and leaving the noble experiment and the programs so many had committed their
lives to build in serious jeopardy.
It’s not especially surprising that an advocacy organization such as the NFB
would not dwell on historical events that at first blush might be perceived as failures. Yet
when I asked individuals who were actively involved on one side or another during the
battle over the Braille School, to a person the memories were fresh, vivid, and
emotionally charged. No one had forgotten the struggles between the Commission and
the Braille School despite the passage of the years, and many reflected that it served as a
turning point, a forgotten but important lesson in the challenges the blind faced as they
sought to shape their own destinies, and the forces that often aligned against the civil
rights movement in which they fought so hard, sometimes successfully, sometimes in
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vain. Few, in fact, were willing to concede that the failure to seize control of the school
was in the long run a failure for reasons that will be discussed later. The more I read
about the battle over the school, the more it became evident to me that the Commission
and the Braille school represented much more than a clash between two public agencies
over who would provide educational or rehabilitation services to Iowa’s blind children.
The story of the battle over the Iowa Braille School, while only a moment in time,
encapsulates the philosophical divide between blind activists and sighted professionals,
between the right to speak for oneself, and the power of expertise and professional
authority. There are many moments in the history of the blind that need to be explored,
interrogated, and examined for what they teach us about the blind movement and civil
rights struggles, but the more I read about the battle for the Braille School, the more I saw
that the events surrounding this effort, and its aftermath, afforded a unique avenue of
exploring and explaining What Jernigan and the NFB accomplished, what they had to
leave unfinished, and what was at stake in the struggle in the first place.
In this dissertation I will show that 1968 was a turning point in the movement, as
Jernigan and the NFB, following a decade of hard won success, made their boldest move
yet; a move that would turn the tide against the NFB in Iowa, resulting in Jernigan’s
forced departure and a more deeply divided movement. In that year, under Jernigan’s
leadership, blind activists in Iowa sought to wrest control of the Iowa Braille School
away from the powerful University Board of Regents, the same body that oversaw Iowa’s
three public universities and the school for the deaf. The battle for the Iowa Braille
School would constitute the high water mark for Jernigan and the NFB’s successes in
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Iowa, and while waged with vigor and honest intentions, the battle would prove to be a
kind of Waterloo for Jernigan.
The effort to transfer the Braille School to the authority of the Iowa Commission
for the Blind was an audacious and bold undertaking. No other residential school for the
blind in the country was operated by a vocational rehabilitation program such as the
Commission in Des Moines. VR agencies were just then becoming public programs of
any size or note as the federal Office of Vocational Rehabilitation expanded the range
and scope of the programs it funded. This was in many ways the minnow seeking to
swallow the whale. Schools for the blind in most states, including Iowa, had been around
for over a hundred years, and were venerable institutions and cornerstones of their
communities. The superintendents of these schools were almost universally sighted, and
yet still were the leading voice of the blind in their states because of the significant role
the schools played in the lives of young blind people. The Commission, moreover, was
run by blind activists determined to change attitudes and beliefs about blindness, and to
create opportunities for the blind were few existed before. The blind were determined to
speak for themselves and not let the sighted superintendent over in Vinton be the voice of
the blind of Iowa.
Prior to the effort to take over the school, there had been no significant organized
opposition to Jernigan in the state apart from some of the administrators of the school, a
smattering of Braille School alumni, and a handful of legislators in des Moines who
occasionally balked at Jernigan’s increasing demands for funding and support for his
projects. The attempt to take over the school galvanized resistance by school
administrators and teachers, and gave the anti-NFB blind activists a target for their
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organizing efforts. The American Council of the Blind (ACB) did not have an affiliate in
Iowa until early 1970, when national ACB leaders flew in to the state at the request of
Braille School supporters, including the superintendent Frank Rocco. For those who
were already disposed to be suspicious of the motives of Jernigan and the NFB, the
takeover attempt confirmed the Commissioner’s ambition and megalomania. Jacobus
tenBroek had died in 1968, and Jernigan became the NFB president as most had
suspected he would, despite his position as director of the Iowa Commission.
The opposition to Jernigan in the early 1970s grew increasingly dark and sinister
in its tones, resulting in accusations of fraud, abuse, and even apocalyptic activities. The
Des Moines Register ran a series of articles beginning in the mid-1970s that leveled
numerous charges against Jernigan, including that he and the NFB were hording guns at
the Commission building in downtown Des Moines against some kind of presumed
attack, and that Jernigan was running an insurance scheme that defrauded the blind of
their savings. The ACB state affiliate, allied with disgruntled Braille School alumni,
teachers, and administrators, relentlessly hounded Jernigan and the Commission through
the decade. By 1977, Jernigan’s ability to run the program as well as the movement was
no longer tenable from his position as Commissioner in Des Moines, and so he resigned,
and moved the NFB headquarters to Baltimore. The NFB never again attempted to take
control of a school for the blind, but rather focused its attention on the professions of
teachers of blind children and orientation and mobility instructors, and how the blind
were systematically excluded for working in these fields, preserving these professions for
the sighted.
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The blind have sought for hundreds of years to achieve equality, opportunity, and
the freedom to live unencumbered in their communities as fully integrated citizens, but
not many historians, even of disability, are familiar with the particulars of the struggle
that eventually cohered into a movement led by blind people themselves. Most know of
Louis Braille and the invention of the raised dot system that revolutionized education for
the blind, although few know that braille was not unified for English readers until the
1930s, and today that only a small percentage of the blind can read braille fluently. (6)
Many know of Helen Keller and the “miracle” of her learning to read, write and speak,
but few know that her famous teacher, Anne Macy Sullivan was also functionally blind,
and attended the Perkins school for the blind before becoming Keller’s instructor in
Alabama and then lifelong companion and collaborator. Fewer still know that Keller was
a strong supporter of the international socialist worker’s movement, or that she spent
most of her adult life as a professional fund-raiser for the American Foundation for the
Blind (AFB). (7) Even decades after the passage of the Education of all Handicapped
Children Act, many still assume today that blind children attend residential schools for
the blind, even though this has not been true for the vast majority of blind children for
half a century. (8)
Few outside the blind community and the professionals who work in the field of
vocational rehabilitation (VR) know of the state VR agencies for the blind, what they do,
or the central role these publicly funded programs played in the lives of blind people.
Few outside the disability community understand that the blind, particularly as
represented by the NFB, often resisted cross-disability activism, and that there is a long
history of wariness among disability groups as to the degree to which the blind are on
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board with the efforts of the larger community to fight for access and equality. The blind,
primarily represented by the NFB until the 1960s, insisted that their energies were best
spent by focusing exclusively on advancing the rights of the blind, succeeding in carving
out unique positions in the law for themselves and sometimes engendering resentment by
some in the disability movement. (9)
Many disability activists outside the blind community know of the founder of the
NFB in 1940, Jacobus tenBroek, and his contribution to the disability rights movement
through his writings, his support of student free speech and activism while a professor at
Berkeley, and his long and sometimes tumultuous leadership of the NFB. (10) Beyond
tenBroek, however, the story and the players are much less known, but are, nevertheless,
an important part of the history of the blind movement. Within the blind community, the
legacies of tenBroek, Jernigan, and the NFB are often bitterly contested, refuted, and
questioned. The blind community is nothing if not fractious, factious, and on occasion,
fratricidal. (11)
There are some who are blind or visually impaired who deny that a blind
community even exists. Others who are blind accept that there are sufficient
commonalities of experience such that a kind of community exists, but that there is no
real blind movement that equates to the Black civil rights struggle, or the fight for
women’s equality, or LGTB rights. The question of whether it is more salient that one is
blind or that one is Black, Muslim, a woman, or LGTB is part of the regular discourse
among the blind. (12) Even the question of who is blind is vigorously contested – many
will assert their status as low vision rather than blind, while others embrace blindness as a
descriptive category irrespective of their actual degree of visual acuity. Declaring oneself
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as blind, or as visually impaired, is a political statement for many within the blind
community. The length of the white cane one carries, or even not carrying a cane at all,
or the use of a guide dog, signal to those who believe they know the political language of
blindness that one is staking out a position on a wide variety of issues that underlie the
support for policies, programs, and practices that today separates the advocacy groups
that compete for the right to speak as the voice of the blind in the public arena.
It is not unreasonable to ask what the blind movement has accomplished, if such a
movement can be said to exist, with unemployment among the working age blind as high
as 70 percent. (13) Public schools remain ill-equipped to provide adequate services to
blind children now almost universally mainstreamed with their sighted peers; social
services still threaten to take children away from blind parents and many international
adoption agencies will still not allow blind parents to adopt children (14), among many
other pressing concerns. Despite a massive network of vocational rehabilitation agencies,
non-profit community service providers, and a host of local, state, and federal programs,
the blind remain largely impoverished and dependent on social security disability
insurance benefits, unemployed or underemployed, and too often isolated and not
integrated into the community.
There is no denying the truth of the deeply disadvantaged state in which many
blind remain, but nevertheless to embrace only the negative circumstances of the blind
today is an ahistorical position, an does not consider the significant gains that have been
made in the past fifty years or more as a result of the hard work of activists, blind and
sighted. I argue here that there is a recognizable community of blind people in the United
States, and that there is a discernible history of oppression along with a shared set of
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unique cultural practices and a language of experiences that endures over time. This
community is often fractious and defuse, as many communities are, but nevertheless
remains a functional population worthy of distinct examination. I will also argue that the
decades long struggle by blind people to secure what Jacobus tenBroek referred to as,
“The right to live in the world,” is a distinct movement from the broader disability rights
movement, and yet an important part of it, as well as part of the civil rights struggles
more familiar to historians and general readers. (15)
For purposes of definition, the “blind movement” will mean here any non-state
sponsored or affiliated advocacy group founded by and led by blind people for the
purpose of advancing the rights and responsibilities of the blind, or expanding access to
services or public spaces in the United States or internationally. Others may have a
different definition of the blind movement, but this is the one that I will employ and
which I think provides the greatest degree of explanatory power and clarity of mission of
the participants in the movement as I describe it.
It can be said there were many movements, as from the late 19th century through
the middle of the 20th; blind advocacy groups that meet this definition were mostly state
level organizations. (16) The first organization that meets this definition and was
national in scope was the American Association of Workers for the Blind, founded in
1895. However, as will be discussed in a later chapter, the AAWB did not remain a blind
led organization, and by the 1950s was barely distinguishable from other professional
associations whose membership was mostly made up of sighted professionals. The first
effort to establish a nation-wide organization of the blind that was not an alumni group or
professional association was the National Federation of the Blind (NFB), founded in
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1940, and plays a central role in the events described here. The Blinded Veterans
Association (BVA) arrived soon after in 1945, and would influence the blind community
in significant ways, but its focus exclusively on veterans necessarily limited the reach of
the BVA’s membership. (17) For twenty years the NFB was the only national
organization led by the blind and seeking to advocate on behalf of all blind Americans.
The NFB asserted that it was “Not speaking for the blind, but the blind speaking for
themselves.”
The ACB was founded in 1961 as a result of the expulsion of a number of NFB
state affiliates and members, and would become the only other national organization that
competed with the NFB to serve as the voice of the blind. This split in the blind
movement and its significance deserves a book of its own, but here will enter into the
story later on as the ACB would show up in Iowa as an ally of the Iowa Braille School
against Jernigan’s effort to take over the school.
Both the NFB and the ACB stress that they are organizations “of the blind” and
not “for the blind”. This distinction is not trivial, and carries with it the explicit assertion
of the moral and political authority to say what it is that the blind really want or need and
implicitly distinguishes them from agencies or organizations that are not “of the blind”
and cannot therefor truly represent their interests. This important distinction is also seen
in other disability rights groups, such as the National Association of the Deaf (NAD), the
League of the Physically Handicapped, the American Coalition of Citizens with
Disabilities (ACCD), among others.
Not included in this definition of a blind movement are any professional
organizations, research institutes, or charitable foundations created to serve the blind,
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whose membership may include blind people, but is not necessarily led by blind people.
Therefore, organizations such as the American Association of Instructors of the Blind
(AAIB), the American Foundation for the Blind (AFB), the Braille Institute, any of the
various “Lighthouses” for the Blind, or the state VR agencies do not meet this definition
of an organization that can be said to be part of the blind movement. Nevertheless, these
and other agencies and organizations were not passive actors in this drama, and their role
will be described in detail in later chapters. (18)
For the National Federation of the Blind, the years 1958-1968 saw the
organization achieve tremendous success as it put into practice the NFB philosophy of
blindness through its control of the Iowa Commission for the Blind under Jernigan’s
direction, transforming it into a showcase for Jernigan’s unique style of leadership, and
the effectiveness of NFB training methods of teaching and movement building. This
dissertation focuses on these years when the central front of the blind movement came to
Iowa, and explores the struggle between two factions in the blind community that
resulted in a showdown between the major forces in the field of blind education, and the
movement itself. One of these movements was directed by the Iowa Commission for the
blind, led by Jernigan, along with the support of a newly awakened grass roots movement
among the blind of Iowa, which, through the vehicle of the state affiliate of the NFB,
asserted the right of the blind to speak for themselves, insisting that only a positive
philosophy of blindness could bring the transformation that rehabilitation programs
promised. Jernigan and the NFB used the Commission as a crucible to demonstrate the
soundness of their assertion that there was no inherent shame to be blind, and that with
proper training blind people could compete on an even playing field with their sighted
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peers. The NFB’ worldview was both revolutionary and conservative as it sought to
topple the sighted professionals from their positions of power, while showing that blind
people were just like your sighted friends and neighbors, and only wanted to put on ties
or shirts and head off to work, attend their local church, serve on juries, and otherwise
show that it was, in the NFB’s often repeated words, “respectable to be blind.” What
respectable meant, exactly tended to reflect the views of the NFB leadership, and would
be contested from within and from without in later years. (19)
The first decade of the Iowa “experiment” is described and extolled in countless
articles and testimonies from leaders and members of the NFB, including James Omvig’s
detailed history, The Blindness Revolution. (20) Jernigan clearly believe that this period
of his career represented his best work, and his time as Commissioner his most fruitful
years, culminating in the Presidential recognition he and the Commission received in
1968. (21) Nevertheless, Jernigan remained in Iowa another ten years after this
achievement, and they were among the hardest years of his career, the Commission, and
the blind movement.
This period in the history of the blind in the United States is not well known
outside of Iowa, or within the blind community, but it deserves to be examined for the
lessons it offers as well as the manner in which the events described herein illustrate the
stakes of the blind movement, and the forces that aligned on all sides, sighted and blind,
experts and activists, and everyday blind people who fought to improve conditions,
expand the rights of the blind, and to assert the right to speak for themselves, and not
submit to the will of sighted professionals.
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In addition to the incalculable value of the Iowa Commission meeting minutes, I
was able to piece together the story of the battle for the Iowa braille school from archives
and personal papers held in various archives around the country. Of primary importance
to my research were the NFB’s Jacobus tenBroek library in Baltimore; the disability oral
history archive in Berkeley; the Iowa Commission’s archive in Des Moines, as well as its
oral history collection; the Braille School in Vinton, Iowa; the American Foundation for
the Blind Helen Keller archive in New York; and the papers found at the American
Council of the Blind headquarters in Alexandria, Virginia. The state of these archives is
best described as “under construction,” and in need of the systematic efforts of trained
archivists and the resources to safely store and preserve these invaluable materials. I also
conducted about 15 oral histories of individual actors with firsthand knowledge of the
events described here, and drew on the information made available through another three
dozen oral histories conducted by the Iowa Department for the Blind in Des Moines as
part of the Department’s effort to establish its headquarters as a national historical
landmark.
Following this introduction, I offer a historiographical essay that provides an
overview of the scholarship that precedes and informs my work on this research project.
There are now more than three decades of scholarship in the field of disability studies,
although only recently have historians attempted to describe the disability rights
movement as an integral component of the broad sweep of U. S. and global history over
the past half century. As I note in my essay, however, there are few historical
monographs that approach the blind movement as a civil rights phenomenon apart from
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the institutional histories produced by the NFB in 1990, and the ACB in 2000 on the
occasion of their 50th anniversaries.
The first chapter looks at the Iowa Commission for the Blind and how it changed
from a small, paternalistic agency under the 35-year leadership of Eleanor Holmes, to a
dynamic engine of social change for blind people during the years under Kenneth
Jernigan. As already noted, the first decade Jernigan served as Commissioner saw
tremendous growth in the program, both in terms of the Commission’s resources and its
outcomes as blind people achieved vocational goals and pushed over barriers to full
inclusion in their communities around the state. This was also a time of great expansion
for vocational rehabilitation programs across the country under Mary Switzer’s
leadership as director of the Office of Vocational Rehabilitation in Washington D.C.
throughout this decade. Vocational Rehabilitation promise more than just economic
support or training. The “whole man” theory of rehabilitation held that a comprehensive
transformation was possible when the individual with a disability embraced the program
and sought more than just a job or the training needed to get that job. Few social
programs offered so much, and struggled so hard to live up to their stated objectives.
Jernigan effectively rode the wave of federal and state dollars and legislative support to
build his program, demonstrate the capabilities of blind people by placing them in jobs
few rehabilitation professionals previously believed possible, and expanded the reach and
scope of the NFB while shifting the center of power in the organization from California
to the Midwest.
Chapter II, “The Little Braille School on the Prairie”, looks at the history of the
IBSSS, from its charter in 1853, through the early 1960s. The IBSSS would become one
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of the better known and respected schools for the blind in the country. The school would
be the location of the founding of two major organizations of professionals in the field of
blindness -- The American Association of Workers for the Blind (AAWB), and the
American Foundation for the Blind (AFB). Schools for the blind in the 19th century were
philosophical laboratories where sighted directors conducted uncontrolled experiments on
the lives of blind children and adults. After the founding of the Perkins School for the
Blind in 1829 by Samuel Gridley Howe, a number of other schools mushroomed
throughout the northeast and into the Midwest over the coming twenty years. Many of
the schools during this “second generation” were established by blind men who had
graduated from the first schools in Boston or New York, and now sought to serve as
ambassadors of Howe’s vision through the country. Samuel Bacon, a blind graduate of
the Ohio school for the blind and founder of the Iowa school for the blind in 1853, was
among this group of young blind educators and administrators. This second generation
was quickly pushed aside, however, as schools grew, and states were increasingly
unwilling to turn over large budgets to blind school masters. The nascent professionalism
of the field of education for the blind further served to squeeze out the blind in favor of
sighted administrators who were skilled in the art of fund-raising and who were
university graduates trained by the new graduate schools of education.
Samuel Bacon would be the only blind principle of the school, and as with most
of the other schools for the blind, the IBSSS would be controlled by sighted
administrators by the 1870s. This chapter will show how organizations like the AAWB
and the AFB chartered and nurtured from the campus of the IBSSS dominated the field of
blindness through the middle decades of the twentieth century, and formed the basis of
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the opposition to the efforts by the NFB to demolish the authority of sighted
professionals. For the organized blind, the IBSSS represented everything that was wrong
about the educational and rehabilitation systems purporting to serve the blind, with its
commitment to a hierarchy of sight, a dedication to a medical approach to understanding
blindness, and its strong allergy to the insistence by the organized blind that they knew
best what blind people needed to adjust to a sighted world.
Chapter III, “The Rise of Professionalism and the IBSSS”, explores these
connections further by recounting briefly the rise of vocational rehabilitation and the
education of the blind as a profession, and the role the Iowa Braille School played in this
development. Included in this chapter also are brief histories of the AAIB, the AAWB,
and the AFB, all of which had strong connections to the Iowa Braille School and were
constant thorns in the sides of tenBroek and Jernigan.
The Commission and the Braille School continually clash time and again between
1960 and 1966. Chapter IV, “The Battle for the Braille School Part I,” charts these early
clashes between the Commission and the School in the early to mid-1960s, and the first
efforts to take control of the school by Jernigan and the Commission. The minutes of the
Commission during these years is rich with episode after episode of the Commission
attempting to increase its influence over the curriculum of the school, and to work more
collaboratively. Lee Iverson, the superintendent of the Braille School grew increasingly
wary of Jernigan, and saw him as having designs on recruiting the students at the school
to the NFB cause, and therefore sought to put up a firewall between the Commission and
the School which answered to the Board of Regents, not the Commission. The
Commission and the Braille School fought over the sharing of names, library resources,
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and access to the students in order to inform them about Commission services available
to them upon graduation. The Commission was charged by statute to maintain a list of
names of the blind in Iowa, along with a limited number of demographic data. The
Braille School was also supposed to be informed about school-aged blind children by
local district supervisors. As such both institutions had sources of names, but neither
wanted to share them. The Commission asserted that most of the individual blind people
on its lists were not school-aged, and hence of no concern to the school. The IBSSS
retorted that it would share its names of students as soon as the Commission gave over
school administrators’ access to the blind registry, and, for good measure, a long list of
performance data which would inform the school about the quality and quantity of
employment outcomes achieved by the Commission. The school also resented the
Commission’s control over talking and braille book distribution, and saw this as a way to
diminish the role of the school in favor of the Commission and another tool for Jernigan
to use to turn Iowa into a redoubt of the NFB.
The idea of the Commission taking over the Braille School was first floated in
1963, and again in 1966, but in each of these years the proposals were quickly beaten
back, in part because the Iowa Association of the Blind (IAB), the NFB state affiliate,
was largely controlled by Vinton alumni and was not yet ready to support such an effort,
and encouraged Jernigan to give the school another chance to reform its practices and
move past the negativity engendered by poor relations between Jernigan and the school
superintendent. Jernigan himself also seemed cool at first over the takeover proposal in
1966. It was no small thing for a young administrator of a small public agency to take on
the politically connected and powerful University Board of Regents and seek to snatch
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away one of the schools under their charge, and Jernigan had other fires to put out, and
battles to fight in the legislator, including his successful effort to gain a special exemption
in state statute exempting most Commission staff from Iowa’s labor laws.
Chapter V features the second battle for the Iowa Braille School in which
Jernigan was strongly encouraged, some believe against his own better judgment, to once
again seek to have control of the school in Vinton moved from the Board of Regents to
the Commission. This time it was less a personal struggle against a superintendent that
Jernigan clearly disliked and could not work with, to a more systematic and grass roots
effort derived from years of poor relations between the two institutions, and increasingly
hostile positions taken by the IBSSS. By 1968 the IAB was convinced that the only hope
was for the school to be moved to the control of the Commission, and the affiliate
convinced Jernigan, the newly elected president of the NFB, to take on this fight. If
successful, Jernigan would then become the leader of both the Commission and the
school. This came in the wake of a campaign by the IAB to encourage the Board of
Regents to hire a blind superintendent, one that was preferably sympathetic to the IAB
and its philosophy of blindness.
When in the summer of 1969 the Board of Regents appointed a sighted
superintendent, Frank Rocco, called Dr. Rocco by teachers and students, the IAB
complained it had not been consulted in the selection and launched a new protest against
Rocco who they characterized as arrogant and unwilling or interested in receiving the
input of the organized blind. The IAB actively lobbied the legislature to support the
move of the school to the Commission. The blind wrote letters, published editorials,
protested the school, along with public officials who supported Dr. Rocco and the sighted
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professionals at the Braille School. Eventually the IAB gained the support of the newly
elected governor, Robert Ray, and the legislature introduced a bill to affect the move. Dr.
Rocco, the Board of Regents, administrators and teachers at the school, many parents of
blind children, Vinton’s state representatives from Vinton, and even some adult blind,
opposed the move, and made stopping Jernigan and the IAB their number one goal. The
issue became a national cause for many professionals in the field, and for a growing
counter-movement that began to rise from the ashes of the NFB Civil War from nearly a
decade earlier.
Chapter VI looks at the fallout from the second battle over the Iowa Braille
School in the wake of the failure of the transfer effort. Despite having the new
governor’s backing and sufficient support in the legislature to pass the bill affecting the
move of the IBSSS to the Commission, the political climate had become so acrimonious
that Governor Robert Ray called for a truce in January, 1970, and asked that legislators
withdraw the takeover bill from consideration in the state house. The NFB affiliate in
Iowa was deeply disappointed by the loss, and would enter a period of deep division in
the coming decade of the 1970s. The anti-NFB forces would prove too strong, and the
costs were becoming too high for the Commission, Jernigan and the NFB. Jernigan did
not want to jeopardize the advances he felt the movement had made in the past 10 years
in favor of victory over Dr. Rocco and the Board of Regents. Jernigan and the NFB
learned hard lessons from this experience, particularly that the forces against them
remained strong, and often resistant to their civil rights rhetoric, especially when children
were the targets of the struggle, something sighted parents were not ready to embrace.
The Iowa Braille School had held off Jernigan’s advances, but the same parents that once
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supported the school soon turned toward mainstreaming and a whole new model of
educating blind children informed and driven by the disability rights movement. By the
mid-1970s, residential schools for the blind, including the Iowa Braille School, would be
a downward path toward obsolescence.
Ken Jernigan knew he was swimming in the river of history, and was determined
to shape its course, rather than be swept away by its current. He actively built, brick by
brick a house in which the story of the NFB might live, even as he sought to build a
vocational rehabilitation program, a training center, and a movement. Jernigan both lived
and assembled a history of the blind and the NFB, and insisted that those that followed
him learn it and live by it. Jernigan gave no apology for constructing his own history,
and wasn’t interested in the history as told by academics, but by activists, in the voice of
those he felt earned the right to tell the story of the blind and he could be unforgiving of
those who he felt betrayed the trust of the movement as he defined it. One of Jernigan’s
best known aphorisms, often chanted in unison at NFB conventions, was “We know who
we are, and we will never go back.” (22) This was a challenge as much as a rallying cry,
and Jernigan’s perception of the use of the movement’s history was as a tool to ensure
that retreat was never an option. I do not know if the small part of the story of the blind
that I tell here would survive Jernigan’s tough assessment of its veracity, or the
conclusions I offer, but I do hope what I share here contributes to the understanding of
and furthers the struggle by the blind for equality and opportunity, and does justice to the
legacy of the blind leaders who fought so hard to improve the lives of the blind, like
myself, who would follow them.
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HISTORIOGRAPHIC ESSAY

This dissertation is informed by three broad fields of inquiry, including works in
the field of vocational rehabilitation, special education, and disability history and studies.
Of these three broad fields, the latter is by far the more salient and relevant to the issues
examined in this dissertation. Even so, in the case of the blind, of the works that address
the historical struggle of the blind from a non-institutional, non-professional
rehabilitation, or non-literary perspective are very few in number. That is, the story of
the blind in history is largely one that is told through their appearance in works of
literature, or as objects of analysis and assessment for rehabilitation and education
professionals. A few works exist that tell the story of some of the institutions serving the
blind, such as the Perkins School for the Blind in Watertown Massachusetts, and the
American Foundation for the Blind in New York City. There are a handful of other
organizational histories that tell the story of the major advocacy groups for the blind, e.g.
the National Federation of the Blind, the American Council of the Blind, and the
Canadian National Institute for the Blind. However, these works, as noted below, were
written under the flag of these organizations and seek to advance their cause more than
historical understanding, and while they provide a unique and important perspective of
the blind civil rights struggle, and can serve as primary sources of the voices of the blind,
the context in which they were produced places them firmly in the constellation of
organizational or public history. Thus it can be said that the blind are often studied, often
considered for the philosophical and pedagogical questions they raise, but there is no
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body of works that tells the story of the civil rights struggle blind people waged for
equality, access, and opportunity.
The vast number of works examining the African-American civil rights struggle
offers a north star to guide those who would endeavor to follow the trail laid down by so
many writers, biographers, historians, anthropologists, novelists and poets. Works by
Taylor Branch (1988, 1999, and 2007), Aldon Morris (1986), David Garrow (1987),
Timothy B. Tyson (1999), Mary L. Dudziak (2000), Dianne McWhorter (2001), Kevin
Boyle (2004), Michael K. Honey (2007), Michael Eric Dyson (2001 and 2008), among
countless others, offer a framework of how to construct the landscape of a civil rights
history that have been adopted and co-opted by those seeking to elucidate the women’s,
LGTB, and disability rights movements. While Black civil rights leaders have not
always been open to the appropriation of their master narrative of civil rights, all other
movements have by necessity plundered the experience of African-Americans to better
understand that which divides and that which can unify a people. Many of the same
questions that African-Americans grappled with also vexed or inspired women, gay, or
disabled people. The blind, too, had to consider as they sought to take on powerful
institutions as to whether it was better to confront or collaborate, isolate or assimilate,
alter or acclimate in the face of strong opposition and resistance to their demands for
change to the status quo constructed by the sighted. Historians, such as Felicia Cornblut
(2010), are only recently exploring how the African-American movement was also
informed by the work of pioneer disability rights leaders who explored early in the
twentieth century the applicability of the 14 th amendment to a broad range of civil rights,
opening up a more complex dynamic of tactical and intellectual resource sharing across

27

movements. Whichever directions the arrows of historiography point, this dissertation is
in every way shaped and inspired by the works covering the African-American civil
rights struggle as much as the works in disability history and studies discussed below.
Despite some significant advances in the field in the past decade, there remains a dearth
of monographs utilizing disability as an organizing principle around particular historical
events apart from a handful of works that focus on the advent of the independent living
(IL) movement in the 1960s and the effort to pass the Americans with Disabilities Act
(ADA). There are many more works that focus on the institutions that arose to education,
imprison, or train the disabled, and others focus on the battles for equality under the law
and for the passage of legislation designed to eliminate or diminish economic, political,
and physical barriers to employment, housing, and public spaces. Other works in the
field of disability studies have tended to focus on conceptions of the body and its
portrayal in various media and how such representations perpetuate discriminatory
practices and negative beliefs about people with disabilities.
Although this dissertation is not a history of vocational rehabilitation programs in
the United States, the government funded institutions that arose as a response to the
demands of wounded veterans from the two world wars, and the civilian programs that
developed as a parallel effort are a significant part of the historical canvass on which this
narrative is painted. Most salient to this dissertation are the body of works that came out
during the decades between 1960 and 1985 that serve as an early effort to chart the rise of
the vocational rehabilitation field, and to offer early critiques of the quality of services
provided. Among these include: Esco Obermann, A History of Vocational Rehabilitation
in America (1965); Robert A. Scott, The Making of Blind Men (1969); Russell J. Bean, A
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New Life for Millions: Rehabilitation for America’s Disabled (1972); Andrew Polsky,
The Rise of the Therapeutic State (1975); Deborah Stone, The Disabled State (1985);
Irving Howard, Disability: From Social Problem to Federal Program (1984); and
Edward David Berkowitz, Disabled Policy: America's Programs for the Handicapped
(1987). These works, among others, chart the half century rise of rehabilitation as a
profession, and as a responsibility embraced by more activist government policy as a
response to the change in social demands for programs that would do more than simply
warehouse disabled citizens in residential facilities. However, the increasing emphasis
on vocational training and reintegration into the workforce also resulted in inherent
tensions with other welfare programs, which defined disability as the inability to work in
a competitive environment.
The next decade and a half, 1985-2000, saw a sharper critique of the rehabilitation
system by a generation of activists and writers, many of who were products of the
system. This next generation of writers assessed vocational rehabilitation from the
perspective of civil rights, and the desire of people with disabilities to shape these
programs with their voices and to highlight the injustices often perpetrated on those
whom the system was intended to benefit. Among this group of works includes: Richard
J. Scotch, From Good Will to Civil Rights: Transforming Federal Disability Policy
(1985); Gary Albrecht, The Disability Business: Rehabilitation in America (1992); Claire
H. Liachwitz, Disability as a Social Construct: Legislative Roots (1998); Anita Silvers,
Disability, Difference, Discrimination: Perspectives of Justice in Bio-ethics and Public
Policy (1998); Ruth O’Brien, Crippled Justice: The History of Modern Disability Policy
in the Workplace (2001).
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The decade of the 1990s was in many ways a golden age of disability studies and
history. Scholars blended academic rigor with social activism to create a body of works
that served to define disability in a social context and to place the struggle for access and
equality by people with disabilities in the tradition of the civil rights movements of the
1960s and 1970s. Many of the pre-eminent writers of this period came from the fields of
semiotics and literary criticism, and often applied post-modern theories of the body,
building on the work of Michel Foucault, Jacque Derrida, and Rolland Barthes from
earlier decades. Robert Bogdan (1990), Susan Wendell (1996), Simi Linton (1998),
Rosemarie Garland Thompson (1997), Leonard Davis (1996), Carol C. Donley and
Sheryl Buckley (1995), and Nancy Mairs (1996) among others, interrogated the idea of
“normal” and sought to understand the power of the “gaze” and the appeal of “freakery”
and freak shows in history and modern cultural contexts. The authors also sought to
break down dichotomies of disabled and nondisabled, and assert the place of disability as
a nearly universal part of the human experience.
Other scholars in this decade sought to put disability into a more concrete
historical or political context. Michael Oliver (1990), Douglas C. Bayton (1996), James
W. Trent (1995), James I. Charlton (1998), Paul K. Longmore and Lauri Umansky
(2001), Doris Zames Fleischer and Frieda Zames (2001) pioneered the field of disability
history. Their works showed the social cultural context of disability in history, and
sought to create a foundation on which other historians could build the field. These
works asserted that disability is not simply a medical condition unique to each individual
and a matter of private concern, but as much a product of social and cultural forces that
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change the very meaning of normal over time and serve socio-political functions in
society.
If disability was to be defined by the degree of functionality in a given task, it was
not hard to see that such measurements were culturally bound up with what a given
society valued or prioritized as more important. Disfigurement is a disability only in a
society obsessed with beauty; blindness is only a disability in a society addicted to visual
stimulation; deafness is a disability only to the person who cannot Sign. Lenard Davis's
Enforcing Normalcy (1995) looked to the invention of the discipline of statistics as the
moment when the category of disabled was born. Baynton (1996), however, asserts that
measurement was not important, so much as crude racial and gender stereotypes of
normality. Baynton’s work is a synthesis of race, gender, and disability studies, in that he
shows how historically, all of these groups were perceived by the dominant society as
deviations, disabled by their very natures as Blacks, women, or Deaf people. In other
words, while instruments may measure visual or auditory acuity, it is social norms and
beliefs that determine whether blindness or deafness is a blessing or a curse, or of no
consequence whatever.
Among the many excellent works to emerge during this “golden age” of disability
studies, few were more influential than Joseph Shapiro's No Pity: People with Disabilities
Forging a New Civil Rights Movement (1993), or as foundational to disability history as
Paul K. Longmore and Lauri Umansky’s (eds.) The New Disability History (2001).
Shapiro, who is a journalist, and neither an academic nor a disability activist, provided
the first comprehensive history of the disability rights movement for a general audience.
He effectively showed through numerous individual stories how so often the system of
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welfare and institutional supports designed to serve people with disabilities more often
oppressed them and shut them out of full participation in society. Shapiro argued that
“pity” could be as oppressive as outright hatred or disdain. Mostly importantly, Shapiro
described the ways in which people with disabilities fought to have their voices heard, to
gain access to physically inaccessible spaces, and to push for equal rights akin to those
supported by the landmark legislation of the 1960s for African-Americans and women.
Shapiro also highlights one of the more unique characteristics of the disability
rights movement, which is that it often bridged political divides that were much more in
evidence in other civil rights struggles. It was, after all, a Republican president who
signed into law the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), and a number of key
supporters of the bill were prominent Republican insiders. Shapiro argues this is due in
part to the very personal nature of disability, and how disability reaches into virtually
every home regardless of political affiliation or beliefs. Shapiro is not the only observer
of disability history to note this, noting that before the struggle to pass the ADA, both
Republican and Democratic administrations blocked the implementation of Section 504
of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 which banned discrimination against people with
disabilities by any entity receiving federal dollars.
Shapiro describes how the personal trumped the political in the case of the
passage of the ADA in the years leading up to 1990. Evan Kemp, along with Justin Dart,
had close ties to the Bush family, and was able to convince George H. W. Bush when he
was vice-President, and then later as president, to support without reservation the ADA
despite his own conservative reflexive reaction against such sweeping federal legislation.
Bush at first had planned to water down the implementation of Section 504 in 1982 as
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Reagan’s regulations busting VP, but was totally turned around by Evan Kemp and his
personal story of discrimination. C. Borden Gray, White House council, became a close
personal friend of Kemp, and as such, provided important legal support for the policy
initiatives.
Shapiro argues that the focus on national legislation such as the Rehab Act and
the ADA preceded the grassroots efforts to change minds and hearts at the ground level,
resulting in the often-harsh backlash against the ADA in popular culture and public
policy. Shapiro asserts that this is backwards from how the Civil Rights Movement
proceeded for African-Americans, but this is not true to the history of the Civil Rights
Movement. The NAACP focused almost exclusively on fighting legal battles at the
federal level, for example, in order to force the hand of the government to incorporate the
14th amendment as a guarantor of civil rights. The Brown v Board decision was issued at
a time when a solid majority of Americans opposed integration of schools, in the north as
well as in the south, and decades would pass before integration was achieved, and this not
without violence and fierce resistance. Shapiro is correct that the thin understanding
outside of elite disability movement circles and their political supporters led to a backlash
against the ADA, especially by business lobbies. However, there was also a powerful
and violent backlash against the implementation of even the most seemingly benign
policies deriving from the civil rights movement.
Shapiro does not have much to say about the blind movement, especially in the
early decades prior to the 1960s and the independent living movement where he begins
his narrative. Many of the arguments of the social construction of disability, and the fight
for inclusion and equality of access precede the IL movement, but Shapiro’s work
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nevertheless serves as an excellent primer on the reasons why people with disabilities
rejected the charity and pity society offered them and demanded the same rights and
responsibilities as their non-disabled peers.
The introduction to Paul K. Longmore and Lauri Umansky’s The New Disability
History is essential reading for anyone wishing to appreciate how far the disability rights
movement has come, and how the scholars who contributed chapters to the volume
advance the project of disability history. More importantly, however, Longmore and
Umansky demonstrate how disability must be considered a central category of analysis
for historical research, as much as gender, race, and class. In fact, they show how
disability threads all of these categories together, how there are intersects, and how the
question of difference, something that most historians see as a driving force in historical
change and continuity, is key to understanding the socially constructed nature of
disability. Extending this assertion into a challenge, Catherine J. Kudlick’s essential
2003 article, “Disability History: Why We Need another Other,” supports this effort to
insert disability into the triad of race, gender and class, and challenges historians to open
their inquiries to this critical category of analysis.
Two chapters in Longmore and Umansky’s edited volume introduce the topic of
the history of the blind. Cathy Kudlick examines two magazines for the blind, The
Outlook, and The Problem, both of which began their publication run at the turn of the
19th to 20th centuries. The Outlook was published by a blind man, and sought to speak to
blind people as well as sighted. It served as a platform for showing the capacities of
blind people and devoted itself to presenting blind people in a positive light, doing
everyday “normal” activities. Kudlick posits that The Outlook helped serve as a vehicle
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for establishing a rhetorical foundation for civil rights groups such as the NFB. The
Problem was the publication of the AAWB, and as such, focused more on an audience of
professionals working with the blind, and on medical issues.
David Gerber’s chapter looks at the Blind Veterans Association, founded in 1945
in Old Farm Connecticut. The BVA had remarkably progressive politics and practices
for its day, insisting on total inclusion irrespective of race. Nearly 900 of the 1400
blinded WWII vets joined the BVA. Gerber wants to explore how this group found its
progressive commitment, and as such, he shows some of the challenges of oral history.
BVA activists insist it was the challenges of blindness that forced them to overcome their
own personal prejudices and unite to form a common bond. This bond was central,
Gerber insists, to the strength and longevity of the BVA. There, a kind of machismo
imbued in the culture of the BVA. They focused on rehabilitation, independence, and a
return to work. They looked down on BVA members who depended too much on sighted
spouses. They established a rehab center in Hines, Illinois, and focused on mobility
training with a long white cane. The early history of the BVA parallels in many ways to
that of the early history of the NFB, although the former had the support of major
government institutions, but both benefited from a deeply committed and extremely
cohesive core of founding members. Some of the same characteristics Gerber describes
also mirror those of the NFB, especially in terms of the focus on gaining respectability
through hard work, machismo, and middle class values.
Kim Nielsen’s chapter shows how Helen Keller’s deaf-blindness both propelled
her into fame and independence, but also constricted her radical political activities.
Keller was often accused of being manipulated by radical activists, or by Sullivan or her
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husband, but Nielsen makes it clear that Keller’s politics were her own. The question is
why Keller abandoned much of her radical politicking after the 1920’s. Was it because it
hampered her fund-raising efforts for the AFB, and hence, her own ability to earn
money? Nielsen also discusses Keller’s own conflicting conceptions of disability and
gender. Keller framed disability in the context of work, much as her socialist friends did
with their own political campaigns. Human value was centered on one’s ability to work
and support oneself with dignity. What did Keller expect women to do? Wherein lay
their own self-worth? Keller herself worked, so how did this effect self-conceptions of
her femininity? Nielsen does not explore deeply the implications for sexual politics and
identity here. What did Keller think about marriage? Sex? Or children? She spent her
whole life in close, intimate relationships with women; was this expression of her sexual
preference, or a belief that disabled woman ought never to consider marriage and sex?
Keller never extended her efforts to support advocacy efforts begun by the blind
themselves, such as the NFB. It’s likely Keller’s global, working-class approach to the
struggle would have been at odds with Jacobus tenBroek and the NFB if Keller had in
fact offered her services on behalf of the NFB.
Nielsen extended her examination of the meaning of Helen Keller in two
subsequent, and indispensable short volumes. The first, The Radical Lives of Helen
Keller (2004), offers a portrait of a social activist and lifelong fund-raiser for the AFB,
and someone who supported an entourage of helpers and housemates, including Anne
Sullivan Macey. Nielsen also gives particular attention to the work Keller did as a good
will ambassador for the State Department in the late 1940s and 1950s, a remarkable latein-life career for the avowed radical in a time of McCarthyistic anti-communist witch-
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hunts. The second volume, and perhaps the most compelling of the two, Beyond the
Miracle Worker (2009), looks at the life of Anne Sullivan Macy, who herself was blinded
and went to school at Perkins in the 1870s at a time of increased critical scrutiny of the
school’s policies and practices. Nielsen shows how Sullivan Macy’s health was
extremely fragile, and that her extremely limited vision required the pair to erect
sophisticated artifices to hide from the public the fact that in many ways the teacher was
more disabled than the pupil. This was, of course, the opposite of what the world
perceived, and the story of the miracle worker rescuing the deaf-blind child from
darkness and silence through language would remain the fixed lenses through which the
two, Sullivan Macy and Keller, would be seen. In this, Nielsen effectively shows the
contingent nature of disability and how the public are often uncomfortable with, or
unwilling to grapple with the complexities of the lives of people with disabilities.
In addition to the chapters on the blind discussed above, Richard Scotch provides a
chapter on the progression of disability policy, from the Smith Act of 1920, providing
funds for rehabilitation services for non-veteran disabled, to the ADA in 1990, the most
comprehensive civil rights law ever passed. This is a whirlwind tour, and thus Scotch
passes lightly over some of the people and groups that made such legislative successes
happen, but this chapter nevertheless provides a useful map of how we arrived where we
are today. Scotch also mentions some of the misfires and failures of the movement, and
highlights areas where much more research is needed.
One of the first comprehensive histories of the disability rights movement as told
by two participants is Doris Zames Fleischer and Frieda Zames’s The Disabilities Rights
movement: from Charity to Confrontation, first published in 2001 and revised and
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updated in 2011. While Shapiro’s book seeks to explain and justify the disability rights
movement to a largely non-disabled audience, Fleischer and Zames, both activists in the
movement, and present at some of the key events they describe, provide an excellent
primer on the movement from an insider’s perspective. Relying heavily on oral histories
conducted by the authors, Fleischer and Zames do not shy away from presenting much of
the complexity of the movement, divisions within the community, and other
complications in the narrative with which Shapiro does not grapple. The narrative begins
in the inter-war years up to the turn of the century, and includes a wide range of
disabilities, including cognitive, physical, and psychiatric, and offer excellent synthesis of
the most salient scholarship on the topic, incorporating the work of Richard Scotch, Paul
Longmore, Simi Linton, James Trent, Frances Koestler, Oliver Sax, Harlan Lane, and
Shapiro. Fleischer and Zames offer chapters on the Independent Living movement, the
blindness movement, the struggle over accessible public transport, the fight for
implementation of Section 504 and the Rehab Act, and the passage of the ADA.
Curiously, while the work captures much of the confusion and misunderstanding
surrounding the passage of the ADA, the history on the legislative effort is rather thin.
The authors do lean heavily on Shapiro’s No Pity, encouraging the reader to turn to this
book for better coverage of the ADA. Considerably more attention is given to the sit-ins
at the offices of the Health Education and Welfare (HEW) offices around the country in
1977, which led to the implementation of Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act. The
authors describe in detail the occupation of the HEW office in San Francisco, and place
this historic moment squarely in the tradition of other civil rights direct actions, such as
the Montgomery bus boycott, the freedom riders, or the march on Selma, Alabama.

38

Unique among the handful of comprehensive histories of the disability rights movement,
the authors portray the complexity of the disabled community, showing that while there is
clarity of purpose, there are a variety of voices and perspectives within the movement.
They even address the thorny question of whether or not the disabled are a community, as
Steve Brown, and Robert Murphy, among others, assert. Even more unique is the
attention Fleischer and Zames devote to the work of the blind and the deaf, combining the
two disability groups based on their shared experiences with sensory disabilities, and the
struggle to achieve literacy, through braille and ASL. Considerable attention is given to
the founding of the NFB, and its leader, Jacobus tenBroek. This focus on the efforts of
the NFB places the organized blind at the forefront of the broader disability rights
movement. Fleischer and Zames show that the blind were among the first to organize for
the purpose of advocating for a disability payment through Social Security, and for
supports designed to encourage work, not just benefits. The NFB also was among the
first to make the argument on behalf of disability as a nuisance rather than a tragedy.
This was an early version of the social construct approach to disabilities, and an early
example of the inherent contradiction of insisting on normality while still demanding
government services.
Fleischer and Zames dedicate time in their book to the NFB/ACB split, and assert
that this confuses many people who deal with policies for the blind. While the authors
explain well the differences between two groups, they rather too easily accept the ACB
assertion that having two voices in the blind community only serves to confuse policy
makers and dilutes the voice of the blind. The same claim is not made about the different
groups serving people with mental illness when they are discussed later in the book. The
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blind and the deaf are largely abandoned in favor of other disabilities as the book
discusses other topics, although individual blind people do make their way into the
narrative in later chapters.

History of the Blind
The largest shelf for books on blindness and the blind must be reserved for the
personal narratives, journeys “out of the darkness and into the light” by writers from all
fields that seek to tell their personal stories of blindness. A small sample from this genre
includes: John Berger, Ways of Seeing (1972); David Scott, Blackball—The Way I See It
(1970); Karl Bjarnhof, The Stars Grow Pale (1958); Henry Grunwald, Twilight: Losing
Sight, Gaining Insight (1999); John Hull, Touching the Rock: An Experience of Blindness
(1990); G. Robert Kemper, An Elephant's Ballet: One Man's successful Struggle with
Sudden Blindness (1977); Georgina Kleege, Sight Unseen (1999); Jim Knipfel, Slack jaw
(1999); Stephen Kuusisto, Planet of the Blind (1998); Thomas Sullivan, If you Could See
What I Hear (1975); Albert Vajda, Lend Me an Eye (1975); and Sally Wagner, How Do
You Kiss a Blind Girl? (1986). While these works provide some insights into the
individual experience of blindness, they provide only a passing understanding of the
blind in history and the blind movement. Nevertheless, the enduring appeal of these
narratives provides some understanding of the language employed by the blind to bridge
the gap between themselves and the largely sighted audiences for whom they write.
There is no doubt that the sighted reading public retains an abiding curiosity about the
life of the blind, and there appears to be no dearth of blind people willing to satisfy this
interest with their words. Neither is this a new phenomenon, or a product of the memoir
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fetish of the past few decades. In fact, as will be discussed in Chapter 2, many blind in
the nineteenth century would turn to the publishing of memoirs to support themselves
when no other vocations were opened to them. (See Edward Wheately, 2002).
The majority of works dealing with blindness from the 1930s through most of the
twentieth century are predominantly of two types -- psychological, or literary. The
former sought to provide professionals in the fields of education and vocational
rehabilitation with the tools believed to be necessary to assist individual blind people to
adapt to a life without sight, and to learn to live as blind people in a sighted world. The
latter were modern extensions of the eighteenth-century philosophes of Britain and
France, such as Locke and Diderot, who mused over the nature of understanding by
questioning whether a blind person could truly understand an object in nature without
seeing it, and to use representations of blindness in literature to understand social norms
and practices.
Works of a literary orientation sought to trace depictions of blindness through
history by reviewing mythological and religious texts. Among the better known of these
types of works on blindness are Richard French, From Homer to Helen Keller (1932),
Michael Monbeck, The Meaning of Blindness (1973), William R. Paulsen,
Enlightenment, Romanticism, and the Blind in France (1987), Mosche Barasch,
Blindness: The History of a Mental Image in Western Thought (2001); and most recently,
Edwin Wheatley’s, Stumbling Blocks Before the Blind, Medieval Constructions of
Disability (2010). Wheatley’s book demonstrates the enduring power of the blind as
objects of allegorical and literary interest as well as the challenges of writing the history
of the blind in pre-modern times. Wheatley does seek to use literature of the medieval
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period to understand the status and place of blind people and blindness in societies of that
era. A significant and previously unexplored aspect of blindness that Wheatley
effectively shows is the belief in the alienation of the blind from God, and thus their
perilous banishment from Christendom. This was due to the fact that during the centuries
of the High Middle Ages priests did not distribute the Eucharist, or Host, for
consumption, but rather held it aloft for the congregation to behold as it was transfigured
into the body of Christ. As the blind could not see the Host, they were often believed to
be denied the sacrament of the body and blood of Christ through this ceremony.
There are numerous volumes on blindness that focus on the psychological aspects of
blindness, and are important to the understanding of the foundations of the various
rhetorical constructions of blindness that substituted for evidence-based practices. The
psychological genre served to place blindness into a context of a medical problem to
solve. Blindness was a personal struggle in which the individual had to grapple with the
psychological impact of blindness before the sociological implications could be
addressed. Among the more influential and frequently referenced texts in this category
are: Harry Best, Blindness and the Blind (1919, republished in 1935); Father Thomas J.
Carroll, Blindness: What It Is, What It Does, and How to Live With It, (1961); Harold
Chevigny, The Adjustment of the Blind (1950); Thomas Cutsworth, The Blind in School
and Society (1951); Dean Tuttle, Self-Esteem and Adjusting with Blindness (1955);
Lawrence Gregory, Eye and Brain: the Psychology of Seeing (1973); and Berthold
Lowenfeld, The Changing Status of the Blind (1975). All of these authors stressed the
importance of the individual over the social, and in many cases, actively spoke out, and
wrote against the value of the blind organizing as an advocacy group. Such political
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activities, it was asserted, would only delay the individual’s progress toward accepting
their blindness at the psychological level.
The above works were not targeted to blind readers, but rather to professionals in
the field of blindness—educators and administrators of schools for the blind, vocational
rehabilitation counselors, and psychiatrists and psychologists working with the blind.
These works promoted and supported the prevalent “whole man” theory of rehabilitation
that dominated the field from the 1940s through the 1960s. This was predominantly a
psychological approach to addressing the needs of a blind person seeking rehabilitation
services. Rather than simply providing the specific training needed to adjust to living as
a blind person, such as how to use a white cane, or read using Braille, the individual had
to go through a transformation, a kind of rebirth, a psychological reorientation to life as a
blind person.
It was the “whole man” orthodoxy that Robert Scott sought to dismantle in his
landmark critique of the vocational rehabilitation system for the blind. Scott’s short, but
compelling monograph, The Making of Blind Men (1969), demonstrated how agencies
and institutions serving the blind instead served to create, perpetuate, and exacerbate the
negative characteristics often associated with the blind. This ranged from physical
mannerisms, to modes of social interactions. Scott powerfully argued that there was
nothing intrinsic to blindness that should result in persons exhibiting "blindisms”, but
rather it was the professionals who, through their instruction and attitude, taught these
characteristics to the blind. Scott focused on those that lost their sight some years after
birth, as this is how the bulk of the blind obtain their status as blind. Thus, the argument
went that the publicly funded institutions that were chartered to "rescue" the blind from
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their debilitated state, in fact, served to create a status of blindness. These agencies,
furthermore, were paternalistic, claiming to know what was best for the blind more than
the Blind themselves, and that the primary mode of service to these groups was custodial
in nature, rooted in a medical model of disability, and detrimental to the advancement of
blind individuals. Curiously, despite making an argument that should have resonated
with the NFB, there is no evidence that either Scott or the NFB ever communicated, and
Scott’s work is never referenced in any of the speeches or writings of the leaders of the
NFB or ACB.
Robert Scott does not appear to have published any other works on blindness or
rehabilitation following his book in 1969. Nor did his critique lead to a renaissance in the
subsequent decade in new thinking in the writing of history of the blind or their education
or rehabilitation. Nevertheless, the 1970s saw the publication of several important works
on blindness. One of these was Francis Koestler’s, The Unseen Minority (1976), the first
social history of the blind in the United States, covering the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. Despite providing some good background on the early years of education and
programs for the blind, Koestler’s primary focus was to tell the story of the American
Foundation for the Blind (AFB). Koestler’s research and the publication of her book
were both funded by the AFB, and the book appeared in time to celebrate the
organization’s fiftieth anniversary. Despite underwriting by the AFB, Koestler’s work
was a singular achievement in the field of blind history, and remains an excellent source
for understanding the role of the AFB as a major contributor to the advancement of
research on blindness and the advent of the talking books program funded by the Library
of Congress. Koestler shows how the AFB built the profession of blindness brick by
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brick, sponsoring nearly all of the principle writers in the field for half a century.
Koestler mostly leaves unexplained and unexamined the reasons for the AFB’s hard
stance against the National Federation of the Blind and its efforts to organize the blind
against rehabilitation professionals. Although Koestler doesn’t say it explicitly, it is clear
that the AFB’s executive director, Robert Irwin, preferred accommodation to
confrontation, and chose to play an inside game rather than to agitate from outside the
system.
Berthold Lowenfeld’s first collection of essays on the history of the education of
the blind, The Changing Status of the Blind: From Separation to Integration (1975), and
his later collection of essays, On Blindness and Blind People (1981), are excellent
primers on the rise of the schools for the blind, the profession of educating the blind, and
the eventual turn to mainstreaming of the blind into classrooms with their sighted peers.
Lowenfeld’s work largely ignores the blind movement, and has little to say about the
forms of discrimination blind people face in school, work and their communities. His
work is relentlessly focused on the specifics of blind education, using Oregon as his
laboratory for assessing degrees of success of both mainstreaming and residential schools
for the blind. Lowenfeld’s works remain the best source for the early history of
educational institutions for the blind, especially the residential schools, and the
philosophical and pedagogical trends embraced by educators over the decades and
centuries. His writings from the 1930s and 1940s in many ways are avant-garde in
pushing for integrated education for the blind whenever possible. He also provides
specifics about sight-saving techniques and sight-conservation tools, and as such is a
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terrific source for understanding how this mid-twentieth century trend in blind education
was implemented.
By the 1990s, a new generation of writers in the field of rehabilitation and
education for the blind rejected what they perceived as false objectivity and embraced a
more rigorously advocacy oriented approach to their research. Edwin Vaughan, James
Omvig, and Ronald Ferguson pioneered this new approach. Vaughan, a blind researcher
and professor, was not a leader in the NFB, but his widely read works on rehabilitation—
Social and Cultural Perspectives on Blindness (1988) and The Struggle of Blind People
for Self Determination (1993)—were unapologetically aligned with the philosophy of the
NFB regarding blindness and adjustment to blindness training. Vaughan argued that
without a positive philosophy of blindness, rehabilitation would ultimately fail. Vaughan
also collaborated with James A. Omvig, who worked for the Iowa Commission for the
Blind in the 1960s and 70s, and worked closely with Jernigan, who was a mentor to
Omvig in his early career development. Omvig and Vaughan wrote The Education of the
Blind (1998), in which they argued that in addition to a philosophy of blindness, it was
crucial that the blind connect with other blind people in order to gain confidence and
learn skills from those who knew best which techniques were effective. More than just
practical, however, joining a blind consumer group like the NFB ensured long term
success as involvement and activism with such an organization would continually
recharge and sustain ones confidence and abilities.
Omvig’s The Blindness Revolution (2005) is the first and only book-length
examination of Kenneth Jernigan and the Iowa Commission for the Blind. Omvig, who
worked at the Commission in the 1960s, dived deep into the records of the Commission
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to trace the path that led Jernigan to Iowa in the first place and to build a training center
for the blind and expand the Iowa commission’s program into the most widely
recognized success story in the field of blind rehabilitation in the 1960s. Omvig
describes in great detail the shabby condition of the rehabilitation program Jernigan
inherited when he was appointed Commissioner in 1958. Omvig’s primary purpose for
writing The Blindness Revolution was to provide a model for leadership in the field of
rehabilitation. Omvig intends his depictions of Jernigan’s accomplishments to serve as a
blueprint for others who might hope to replicate his success as administrators of VR
programs for the blind. Omvig also wishes to conclusively prove that the NFB model of
blindness training could be successfully implemented and was not just a philosophy of
blindness, but a workable program. Omvig does not provide much guidance to those who
would apply Jernigan’s leadership strategies and tactics in a contemporary setting that is
far less forgiving of mavericks who would run a program like their own cattle ranch
rather than a public agency.
Ronald Ferguson follows in the path of Omvig and Vaughan with his two slim,
but valuable volumes, We Know Who We Are (2001) and The Blind Need Not Apply
(2011). Despite being somewhat burdened by a framework of what Ferguson calls
“policy archeology,” inspired by Michel Foucault, We Know Who We Are shows how the
professionals in the field of education and rehabilitation of the blind for most of the
twentieth century systematically and actively worked to keep the blind from having a
voice in the policies and programs that directly and significantly impacted their lives.
Ferguson, whose daughter was blind, is a strong supporter of the right for the blind to
organize, and he shows how professional organizations, mostly run by the sighted,
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worked actively to oppose the efforts of the NFB. More importantly, Ferguson shows
how sighted professionals were steeped in negative attitudes about blindness and the
blind, and served to sustain a hierarchy of sight. The Blind Need Not Apply is a more
focused history of the profession of orientation and mobility training, a field that
Ferguson shows has exhibited the greatest hostility toward the blind of any profession
purporting to serve the blind. Orientation and mobility, or O&M, is the practice of
teaching blind people how to travel with a white cane or dog, and is an essential part of
the adjustment to blindness process for most blind people. Professional associations of
O&M instructors would not certify blind people to teach O&M, insisting it was unsafe.
This active and persistent discrimination, Ferguson notes, not only denied blind people
access to job opportunities as O&M instructors, but sent a clear message to the blind
receiving the training that only with sight can one truly travel safely. Ferguson’s two
volumes are well researched and provide important background to those who wish to
understand the rhetorical foundations of discrimination against the blind in the education
and rehabilitation fields.
It wasn’t until the NFB in 1990 and the ACB in 2003 published their
organizational respective histories on the occasion of the NFB’s 50 th and the ACB’s 40th
anniversaries that any historian or researcher attempted to fully chronicle the rise of the
organized blind movement and its split in 1961 into two advocacy groups seeking to
serve as the voice of the nation’s blind. Floyd Matson was a professor of American
Studies and a research and writing collaborator with Jacobus tenBroek. The two had
published a number of critical essays and monographs together in the 1940s and 1950s,
laying the legal and constitutional groundwork for legislation in support of rights for the
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blind, the poor, and people of color. Easily the most influential product of tenBroek and
Matson’s collaboration is their landmark book, The Anti-Slavery Origins of the 14th
Amendment (1951), which provided the legal tools for many civil rights efforts in the
courts, not least of which was the Thurgood Marshal and the NAACP legal defense in the
Brown verses Board of Education U. S. Supreme Court case of 1954. Neither tenBroek
nor Matson were attorneys or law professors, but it is their legal history of the 14 th
Amendment that is their lasting scholarly legacy. It was not surprising then, that despite
Matson being sighted, he was charged by Kenneth Jernigan to write the history of the
NFB’s first 50 years.
Matson’s Walking Alone, Marching Together (1990) tells the story of the NFB
largely through the written words and speeches of its two most important presidents and
leaders, Jacobus tenBroek and Kenneth Jernigan. Entire banquet speeches from NFB
national conventions of the 1950s and 1960s are reproduced by Matson, and are intended
to both instruct members of the NFB and to preserve the legacy of tenBroek and Jernigan,
the latter of whom was still alive at the time of the publication of the book. Matson
provides excellent histories of some of the earlier efforts of the blind to organized, giving
special attention to the California Council of the Blind, founded in 1934 by Newel Perry,
the single most influential blind leader from 1900 to the mid-1950s, and a mentor to both
tenBroek and Jernigan. It is through the speeches of tenBroek and Jernigan that Matson
highlights the issues and concerns of the organization, from the effort to secure the right
to sit for federal civil service exams, to the struggle to achieve freedom to travel
independently, and the right to organize in the face of bitter opposition by vocational
rehabilitation agencies and professional organizations such as the American Foundation
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for the Blind (AFB)—see Chapter 3 of this dissertation for a more detailed discussion of
this issue. While the story Matson tells is vast in scope, it is undeniably the story that the
NFB wished to be told, and the book serves as much as an apologia for the policies and
practices of the organization than an independent history. Matson treads very lightly on
the topic of the “civil war” in which several affiliates and leaders of the NFB were
expelled in the late 1950 and early 1960s, leading to the formation of the American
Council of the Blind (ACB). This is clearly a chapter in its history that the NFB does not
wish to highlight. Matson does not question the NFB’s assertion that those who were
expelled were disloyal, power-hungry, possibly corrupt, and essentially unwilling to
check their egos for the good of the movement. Matson gives no quarter to the ACB
argument that the split arose from philosophical differences among the leadership and
concerns over the perceived autocratic behavior of its leader, tenBroek. Nevertheless,
Matson’s Walking Alone is an essential reference guide to both the NFB and to the
movement.
The American Council of the Blind would not publish its own history until 2003.
James and Margerie Megavern’s People of Vision is an extensive and detailed history of
the ACB and is one of the better sources for the early history of the NFB as it draws on
many primary sources to which Matson either did not have access, or chose not to site,
including personal and professional correspondence among all of the leaders of the NFB
up until the split in 1961. Because of the context in which the ACB was formed, the
authors had little choice but to grapple with the internecine warfare that led to the
expulsion and the decision to create a second advocacy group for the blind. Fully one
third of the one thousand page book considers the history of the split, and makes for
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fascinating reading as one watches the slow-motion disaggregation of a movement. Just
as Matson characterized the split as essentially one of personalities and egos, so too do
the authors of People of Vision essentially cast the divide as one of the response of
individual leaders and state affiliates to the erratic and dictatorial leadership style of
tenBroek. Neither Matson nor the Megiverns seek to put any philosophical spin on the
motives of the participants, but it is clear in reading the work by the Megiverns that the
ACB soon took a different path than the NFB, as will be explained later in this
dissertation. By the end of the 1960s, the ACB showed it was much more willing to
work directly with agencies serving the blind and showed a distinct preference for
accommodation rather than confrontation to achieve its goals. People of Vision is
unsparing in its criticism of tenBroek and is positively poisonous in its portrayal of
tenBroek’s successor, Jernigan. It is curious to note that both the NFB and the ACB
employed sighted writers to tell their histories.
The history of schools for the blind is an especially rich vein to tap, and an
important and almost entirely unexplored topic. The systemic effort to solve the vexing
“problem” of what to do with the nation’s blind children and adults is an epic and
important history yet to be told. There are countless short monographs published by
individual schools or alumni foundations that tell the history of specific institutions, but
there is no book-length treatment of the rise and fall of the huge undertaking to build,
staff, and maintain residential schools for the blind in the United States, particularly in
the twentieth century when these spaces became contested sites for reform and resistance.
This dissertation relies heavily on three general works on special education for
background on the history of the move from segregating disabled children to integrating
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them into the mainstream classroom. These include both of Margret Winzer’s
indispensable volumes, The History of Special Education: From Isolation to Integration
(1993), and From Integration to Inclusion: The History of Special Education in the
Twentieth Century (2009). Winzer clearly shows how reform is always the order of the
day in the field of special education, and that these reforms are inextricably bound up
with the zeitgeist in the broader community, which while somewhat tautological as an
assertion, it bears appreciation given that reforms always appear imperative in the
moment. Also of significant value to understanding special education history in an
international context is John Richardson and Justin Powell’s Comparing Special
Education: Origins to Contemporary Paradoxes (2011).
The effort to teach children both the skills of blindness as well as academic and
vocational skills was an ambitious undertaking, and it is no surprise that this would
become the work of romantic young reformers of the 19th century like Samuel Gridley
Howe and his protégés, both sighted and blind. Elizabeth Gitter’s The Imprisoned Guest,
(2001) and Ernest Freeberg’s The Education of Laura Bridgman (2001) show how early
19th century romanticism fueled the establishment of the Perkins School in Boston, and
how these institutions were in effect large, uncontrolled experiments, with blind children
as the objects of speculation, intervention, and assessment. Both Gitter and Frieburg tell
the story of Laura Bridgman, the first deaf-blind girl to learn to read, write, and even
speak under Howe’s personal tutelage. Bridgman was a sensation and Howe declared a
genius for breaking through the supposed barriers of darkness and silence and pulling the
deaf-blind child from savagery to civilization. Howe would grow bored and even
disdainful of his own work, however, as the bright young girl who brought him so much
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fame, grew into a somewhat irascible woman who, against Howe’s expressed wishes,
turned to Christianity as a result of her intellectual exploration. Howe had lost control of
his experiment, and also lost hope that the schools for the blind could solve the problem
of blind children who become blind adults facing a world of prejudice and few vocational
opportunities.
Neither Gitter nor Frieburg take the story of Perkins or other schools for the blind
past the 19th century, and so the long arch of this experiment is still only half-examined.
Howe’s experiment coasted through most of the 20th century, but was totally pulled apart
by the push by parents and educational reformers to mainstream blind children. The
blind residential schools emptied out as their students matriculated into local public
schools. The last straw would come in the early 21st century as legislators looked to
squeeze every dollar from their education budgets. Schools for the blind, which cost
millions to maintain, and were mostly ghost towns with only a few dozen staff and a
handful of children with multiple disabilities apart from blindness, the schools could no
longer justify their own existences. Some remain, but most are now shuttered as
residential institutions, and have had to find new modalities of providing educational
services in order to remain relevant.
Deaf history is perhaps the single most developed area of history within the field
of disability studies and history. Nearly three decades of books from 1985 to 2012 offer
rich detail and context of the rise of Deaf culture through the prism of schools for the
deaf, and the advent of sign language in America. Works by Douglas Baynton (1996),
Susan Burch (2002), Brenda Jo Brueggeman (2001), Richard Buchanon (1999), Marian
CORKER (1998), R. A. R. Edwards (2012), Renate Fischer (1993), Nora Gross (1985),
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Harlan Lane (1999), Carol Humphries and Tom Padden (1988), and John Vickrey Van
Cleve (1989), among many others, provide a much fuller and nuanced history of the blind
and deaf culture than exists for any other disability group. Works by these authors cover
two centuries but almost all use Sign language and schools for the deaf as central
organizing features of deaf history.
Compared to the blind or other disabilities, the body of works in Deaf history
focuses significant attention to the role of residential schools for the deaf as locations of
contested history, cultural inculcation, and Deaf activism. Douglas Baynton’s Forbidden
signs: American Culture and the campaign against sign language (1996) shows how the
popular American culture shaped the policies and practices of schools for the deaf. Just
as with schools for the blind, romantic era philosophical inquiry supported the
development and implementation of American Sign Language (ASL) as a mechanism for
reaching the hearts and souls of deaf children and adults. Signing was perceived as a
simpler and uncorrupted form of communication, closer to God and the Endemic notion
of unfallen creatures. As romanticism gave way to Progressive Era efforts to modernize
and rationalize education and medicine in accordance with popular conceptions of
scientific principles, Sign became associated with the primitive and savagery. Sign was
discouraged, and actively suppressed as a lowly form of communication and a
mechanism for separating the deaf from the rest of humanity. Modernizers like
Alexander Graham Bell argued that the deaf needed to be colonized by the hearing in
order to rescue them from isolation and backwardness.
Schools for the deaf became contested spaces where Sign was under attack in
favor of speech and lip-reading, a modality known as “oralism.” A hierarchy of hearing
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dominated, in which those who were post-lingually deaf, or had some residual hearing,
and hence could speak and even hear better, were presented as models to be emulated. A
similar phenomenon can be observed in blind history, as braille's raised dot system was
compared to more traditional raised letter systems that were harder to read, but preferred
by sighted educators. So too is the hierarchy of sight a significant part of blind culture
and programs for the blind that stressed the use of residual vision over non-visual
techniques of learning.
R. A. R. Edwards’ Words Made Flesh (2012) makes explicit the expected
consequence of putting hundreds of deaf people together in schools for the first time in
history, and how this led to the creation of Deaf culture, much to the consternation of
mainstream educators like Horace Mann. Edwards’s pushes the advent of oralism back
nearly fifty years to 1850, several decades prior to Bell’s campaign against ASL
described in Baynton’s Forbidden Signs. This earlier dating of the battle to suppress
manual communication also coincides with efforts to establish Deaf communities, as
advocated by Deaf separatist movements of the 19th century.
Susan Burch in Signs of Resistance (2002) argues that Sign was never fully
suppressed by the hearing majority or the purveyors of oralism. Rather, deaf students
continued to sign surreptitiously to one another and kept alive ASL through decades of
efforts to squelch Sign. Sign was never fully extinguished, of course, and the degree to
which oralists and promoters of hearing pedagogies were successful at all is contested by
some Deaf historians. Within the African-American community, Sign never went away,
as segregated schools for the Black deaf children never received the scrutiny or attention
that schools with White deaf children did by scientific reformers. The various versions of
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BSL therefore lived on largely unimpeded, although it is not mutually universal even
among African-American signers and is not mutually intelligible with ASL as a result of
its long period of development in isolation. The author is unaware of any book-length
treatment of the historical experience of segregation by race among the American Deaf
community, although Susan Burch and Hannah Joyner (2007) address this deaf cultural
divide in their biography, Unspeakable: The story of Junius Wilson. Burch and Joyner
show the consequences of the inability to communicate verbally or in any form of ASL
that White Southerners could recognize. The result for Mr. Wilson, a Black deaf man in
the 1920s, was to be falsely accused of sexual assault, determined “feeble-minded”, and
incarcerated in a segregated hospital for the criminally insane for nearly half a century.
Junius Wilson was crushed by the duel prejudices of race and disability in a decade of
eugenic predisposition to assume that Black men were inclined to be by nature disabled
and dangerous to society. Wilson is so alienated by language and culture that Burch and
Joyner must often speculate as to his thoughts, motives, and emotions in response to his
treatment. However the authors paint a very vivid portrait of the grim landscape of
mental health facilities for men who were triply damned by the dominant community
race, disability, and criminal justice.
Numerous other authors of deaf history have significantly advanced the field of
study, including Brenda Jo Brueggeman (1999), Robert M. Buchanon (1999), Renate
Fischer and Harlan Lane (1993), Nora Groce (1985), Harlan Lane (1999), Carol Padden
and Tom Humphries(1988), Van Cleve and Crouch (1993). All of these authors, among
many others, demonstrate the critical role that Sign played in the formation and
codification of deaf culture through two centuries of historical experience, and that the
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effort to maintain cultural integrity was and is a central front of the deaf civil rights
struggle. By focusing on Sign as the glue of deaf history and culture, the deaf community
asserts its status as a linguistic minority rather than people with a disability. Buchanon’s
examination of the experience of deaf workers provides an excellent example of how the
deaf, by demonstrating their unique adaptability to working in the Firestone tire plants
during the 1940s sought to define themselves as able-bodied and no different than many
of the myriad other ethnic workers on the shop floor. Defining away the disability of
Deafness had its benefits and drawbacks. The latter would be shown in the deaf
communities struggle to manage their relationship with vocational rehabilitation and
other disability service programs to maximize benefits they were otherwise entitled to as
disabled individuals.
The blind and the deaf have often been uncomfortably conjoined as two halves of
a sensory circle. Schools for the deaf and the blind shared campuses and were governed
by a singular board of governors or regents. The deaf and the blind have rarely found
common cause, however, preferring to work out their political and civic salvation on their
own. Nevertheless, there are enough similarities of experience such that a jointly
considered history of the two communities could be illustrative. Both the blind and the
deaf focus on literacy and language as a critical component of achieving freedom and
independence—braille for the blind, and ASL and Sign for the deaf. Both communities
were early adopters of civil rights tactics and organization to fight for access and equality
of opportunity. The National Association of the Deaf (NAD) and the National Federation
of the Blind (NFB) are among the oldest civil rights organizations in the United States,
and both pre-date all other currently existing disability rights organizations. The NAD
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and NFB promote a largely conservative, inclusive message that seeks to “normalize”
Deaf and blind people for their hearing and sighted peers, emphasizing family, work, and
community as the engines of progress and equality. The NAD and NFB historically were
much less inclined to collaborate or even find common cause with other disability groups,
preferring not to be lumped in with other disabilities that were perceived less favorably
by the non-disabled. Both the blind and the Deaf have achieved significant success with
their “go-it-alone” strategies, however. A thorough historical and anthropological
examination of the way in which these two disability groups took different historical
paths from their other disabled colleagues would inform the broader narrative of
disability rights and civil rights history. As yet no such work exists.
In keeping with a growing trend in disability history, there is a burgeoning
collection of book-length monographs that offer national histories of the blind in Europe,
Asia, and beyond. Euclid Herie’s Journey to Independence (2005) offers a history of the
blind in Canada from the mid-nineteenth century to the present through the prism of the
Canadian National Institute for the Blind (CNIB). The CNIB is a parasternal entity
founded in 1890, and is one of the longest continuous organizations serving the blind in
the English speaking world. The CNIB is both an advocacy group for the blind, as well
as the primary clearing house for the provision of services to the blind, funded by the
provinces and the central government in Ottawa. Herie was the president of the CNIB for
twenty years, and his focus is to provide an institutional history of the organization, and
as such is primarily laudatory in tone. Herie came to know Kenneth Jernigan of the NFB
in the United States, and over time sought to shape the CNIB into more of a civil rights
organization than its history as a service provider, or at least a conduit to services for the
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blind provided by the state would otherwise indicate. This trajectory, traced by Herie, is
inverse to that of the NFB, which began as an avowed blind-directed civil rights
organization which over time morphed into a hybrid entity that provided services as
much as it critiqued them from the outside.
Two other excellent books provide comprehensive histories of the blind in Britain
and France in the first few centuries of the enlightenment and modern eras. Gordon A.
Phillips’ The Blind in British Society (2004) begins with a comprehensive description of
the rise of charitable institutions serving the blind in Britain in the late eighteenth century
and into the first three decades of the twentieth century. Phillips examines the forces that
influenced and shaped these institutions and shows how the perplexing question of what
to do with the blind in industrializing Britain was not easily answered. The mere fact that
the question was posed marked a significant development from either medieval times
which saw the blind as objects of pity or scorn, or the Enlightenment philosophers who
used the blind as elements in their equations to discern the nature of learning and
understanding. The schools and vocational workshops established for the blind in Great
Britain, especially in Edinburgh Scotland, served as models for many of the institutions
founded on the Continent in the early decades of the nineteenth century. The questions
raised by reformers, educators, and politicians in Britain in the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries would be asked by the Romantic reformers of New England in the
late 1820s who would conscript Samuel Gridley Howe to become the first director of the
Perkins school for the blind in Boston.
Zina Weygand’s superb The Blind in French Society from the Middle Ages to the
18th century (2009) begins with the establishment of the first asylum in France for the
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blind in the thirteenth century, and moves forward through the centuries to culminate
with her detailed description of the founding by Valentine Huiy of the school for the
blind in Paris in 1785. For the first time, Weygand extends the narrative well into the
nineteenth century in which the school must come to terms with the changing political
landscape under first the Napoleonic era, and then the return of the monarchy. Louis
Braille’s incalculably positive contribution to the advancement of the education of the
blind is also examined, and how the school where Braille taught music resisted the
implementation of their most famous student’s raised dot system for reading, although
Weygand shows that resistance by sighted administrators at the school to Braille may not
have been as formidable as previously believed.
In addition to Weygand’s most recent work, her earlier collaboration with
Catherine J. Kudlick in Reflections (2001) offers a more intimate portrait of the life of a
young blind woman in late eighteenth century France. Using Terese Adel Husson’s own
words, the authors provide a glimpse into the thoughts, aspirations, and concerns of the
blind, albeit a privileged and educated blind woman coming of age in revolutionary
France. In this short volume, Kudlick and Weygand offer a unique opportunity to hear
the voice of the blind rather than the philosophical pontifications of sighted reformers and
experimenters.
Despite continuing advances in the field of disability studies and history, there is
still much room for growth. Authors like Tom Shakespeare (2006) and Toban Siebers
(2010) seek to push disability studies into a post social construct era in which the
dichotomy of medical and social is no longer a viable or useful mechanism for
categorizing the field. The field has gone international with many works that have taken

60

models of disability analysis and translated them into their own vernacular—works by
Carol Poore (2007), Sarah Phillips (2012), and Sheryl Feinstein (2011) add to our
understanding of disability in Germany, Ukraine, and Tanzania respectively. Meanwhile,
the history of the blind remains a largely undiscovered country. The field of blind history
is an orchard of low-hanging fruit. There are a number of major topics, events, and
issues that deserve full and rigors investigation and analysis. Just a brief sampling of
topics might include: the history of schools for the blind in the United States, particularly
during the middle nineteenth century when so many schools were established; the preNFB history of the blind movement, especially the establishment of the California
Council of the Blind, and the election of 1934 resulting in Jacobus tenBroek’s rise to
power; the struggle to organize sheltered workshops and other labor movements in the
blind community from the late 1950s to the 1970s; the civil war within the NFB in the
late 1950s; the question of race and class in the blind movement; the fight for the right to
travel independently without sighted companions on buses, trains, and planes in the
United States; and the blind industrial complex—the myriad public and private efforts to
train and employ blind people, including the Randolph-Sheppard program, sheltered
workshops, vocational rehabilitation programs, and countless other employment
initiatives and the degree to which they achieved any success. This is just a small
sampling of the topics that would benefit from closer examination.
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CHAPTER I
THE IOWA COMMISSION FOR THE BLIND 1925-1968
FROM RAGS TO RICHES

Kenneth Jernigan arrived in Des Moines, Iowa in the spring of 1958. He was 32
years old, totally blind, and recently appointed to the position of Commissioner of the
Iowa Commission for the Blind. The Commission was one of the federally funded state
vocational rehabilitation (VR) agencies around the country charged with assisting blind
adults to learn how to live independently and to find employment. (1) Although the
Commission and its sister agencies served the blind, few programs at that time had blind
directors, and none with Jernigan’s pedigree as a leader in a national blind movement.
(2) Jacobus tenBroek, president of the National Federation of the Blind (NFB) wrote in
the Braille Monitor on the occasion of Jernigan’s appointment, “The distinctive factor in
the Jernigan appointment is that now a National Federation leader and member of its
Board of Directors has been selected to serve as the head of a state agency for the blind.”
(3) Jernigan had only recently completed several surveys of state VR agencies for the
blind that resulted in poor assessments of the agencies’ performance and shared these
reports with the Office of Vocational Rehabilitation, headed by Mary Switzer in
Washington D.C. (4) Jernigan arrived in Iowa as a young and rising star in a blind civil
rights movement, and was unapologetic in his harsh assessments of the quality of services
provided to blind Americans, either in Iowa, or elsewhere in the country. (5) Many
observers saw Jernigan’s appointment as a fatal mistake, opining that an officer of an
organization that was the public agencies harshest critic could not also serve as a public
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servant in charge of one of these same agencies. (6) Others in the professional field of
blindness saw Iowa as little more than an exile to Siberia, and that Jernigan’s little
experiment was doomed to fail. Jernigan would prove them wrong, and his efforts in
Iowa would bend the arc of the blind movement sharply towards the small Midwest state
in ways that few imagined at the time.
Friends and family called him Ken, but he was born Norman Kenneth Jernigan on
November 13, 1926 in Detroit. His family had moved to the Motor City just prior to
Jernigan’s birth to escape the poverty of hard-scrabble farming in Tennessee. However,
shortly after his birth, Jernigan’s father moved the family back to a small community
southeast of Nashville. At the age of six, Jernigan matriculated at the school for the blind
in Nashville, where he lived and studied during the academic year until his graduation in
1945. He then attended Tennessee Polytechnic for his bachelor’s, and Peabody for his
master’s in English literature. In 1949, he obtained his first full time job after graduation
from Peabody at the school for the blind in Nashville, where he taught English until he
moved to Oakland, California in 1953 to work at the Orientation Center for the Blind.
There are no biographies of Jernigan, but the NFB offers some carefully selected
biographical details, including those provided by Jacobus tenBroek in the Braille Monitor
when Jernigan was chosen as director of the Iowa Commission for the Blind. TenBroek
wrote about Jernigan’s business acumen, his craftsmanship, his literary accomplishments,
and even his physical prowess. Jernigan was described by tenBroek as a man who built
furniture from scratch, sold life insurance, established a vending program on the
Polytechnic campus, published poetry, ran for political office, and was even a
professional wrestler for a brief spell. One critical failure that became part of the Jernigan
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legend, and motivated him to transform the field of rehabilitation, occurred when he spoke
with his first VR counselor after graduation from high school. Jernigan told the counselor
he wanted to be a lawyer, but was told by the rehabilitation professional that as a blind
person this was not a realistic vocational goal. Jernigan spoke frequently in later life of
how this internalized discouragement embodied the low expectations for the blind by
blindness professionals, and the tendency for the blind to simply accept these prejudices as
the true measure of their abilities.
The new Commission director, and the NFB leaders who supported him, believed
that what blind people needed to be successful was confidence, and blindness skills
taught to them by fellow blind people who could model good skills and serve as mentors.
A positive philosophy of blindness had to be the cornerstone of any program that hoped
to rehabilitate the blind person and achieve long term success. The NFB was skeptical of
sighted experts who, in the NFB’s view, promulgated negative attitudes about blindness,
and perpetuated a “hierarchy of sight,” which allowed that the more vision one possessed,
the more likely you were to live a fully integrated and successful life. The NFB asserted
it was harmful to distinguish between the so-called “partially sighted” and the totally
blind, as did most rehabilitation professionals, as it clearly signaled to the blind person
that some vision is better than no vision, and that blindness was shameful. Such
bifurcated training was also seen as ineffectual by many in the NFB, as it denied the
individual the opportunity to learn good blindness skills, but rather only taught them low
vision skills, meaning they had fewer tools with which to work when they went out into
the world to seek employment. A program run by the NFB would make no such
distinctions, and would be infused top to bottom with the NFB philosophy. This is what

64

Jernigan was determined to bring to Iowa in 1958. No programs for civilian blind adults
at this time were modeled on the NFB approach, and rehabilitation professionals were
skeptical it would work. Jernigan was convinced they were wrong and that a new, NFB
approach, could work given the right environment. (7)
The NFB had achieved some success in the 1950s with its lawsuits and agitation
that eventually forced the federal government to allow blind applicants to sit for the civil
service exam, something that had been denied to them for decades. (8) But the
organization was experiencing growing pains, and there was rising dissention among
some of the affiliates of the NFB around the country. Jacobus tenBroek had been its
president since 1940, and some were looking for political change. Meanwhile the VR
agencies serving the blind discriminated against blind people who joined the NFB,
especially if they worked in one of the sheltered employment facilities run by many
agencies for the blind. Sheltered workshops were often the only employment opportunity
for blind adults. If a blind person sought work in such facilities they could not be a
member of the NFB, an advocacy group often critical of these enterprises, or if they
joined they were often dismissed from their employment, denied rehabilitation services,
or even threatened that they would lose their pension benefits. (9)
In 1957, the NFB experienced a major defeat when its effort to pass legislation
guaranteeing the blind the right to organize and thereby protecting members of the NFB
from retribution by VR agencies and sheltered workshops. This was a major set-back for
the NFB and its battle against rehabilitation professionals and agencies such as the
American Foundation for the Blind which had testified against the right to organize
legislation during Senate hearings chaired by John F. Kennedy. (10)
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Thus the 1950s did not end with the organized blind movement in a strong
position. The NFB and its leaders needed a victory, it needed to prove its model of
blindness training could work if applied on a broad scale, using the resources of the state
rehabilitation program. Jernigan and Jacobus tenBroek, president of the NFB, and the
other leaders of the California affiliate of the NFB had been looking for a vocational
rehabilitation agency for the blind that they might transform into a workshop of NFB
philosophy. The Iowa commission appeared to be the perfect opportunity. One of the
smaller programs for the blind in the country, the Iowa Commission was a sleepy
backwater, an agency with poor performance and off the radar for most rehabilitation
professionals. In the year before Jernigan’s appointment, it ranked at the very bottom
among VR agencies for the blind, with only twelve employment outcomes in 1957. (11)
Such an agency would not garner much notice, and little resistance by the professionals
in the field that had pushed back against the NFB’s effort in the prior decade. The Iowa
Commission could be taken over by the blind and turned into a model program.
Until 1958 and the appointment of Jernigan as director of the Iowa Commission,
the blind movement waged its struggle from the outside looking in, and sought to shape
public institutions to their vision through activism and agitation. After 1958, the blind
movement, for a time, would be waged from within the walls of the institutions they had
sought to breach, and would shortly turn its attention to the schools for the blind in an
effort to transform these educational institutions to conform to their philosophy of
blindness. The NFB’s Iowa gamble was a unique strategy for a civil rights movement, as
it represented a shift away from the model of working to change institutions from without
through activism and agitation, an effort that had not yielded the sweeping change sought
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by the organized blind in the 1940s and 1950s, as the movement sought to change the
system from within by taking over one of the very agencies the NFB had spent 18 years
describing as bastions of sighted oppression that caused more harm to the blind than
good. (12)
Through the course of the decade of the 1960s, the Iowa Commission became the
engine of the blind movement. Jernigan used his position as Commissioner to expand the
reach of the NFB and its state affiliate, the Iowa Association of the Blind (IAB), by
recruiting members as the Commission grew in the scope and range of its services and
Jernigan’s own profile rose in prominence. Before Jernigan could grow the NFB,
however, he had to build a program and demonstrate results that would show the NFB
philosophy could actually work to train blind people and give them the tools they needed
to succeed. Jernigan was fond of saying that philosophy baked no bread, and so he first
would have to make the Commission a model program that could produce many loaves of
bread in the form of trained and successful blind people. (13)
Jim Witte, who worked at the Commission through the decade of the 1960s, and
for years after Jernigan left, described how the history of the Commission and the history
of the organized blind were bound up together and made one through the work of
Jernigan. Witte noted:
You can’t just take the Commission for the Blind, or what’s now called
the Department for the Blind, and deal with that completely separately
without recognizing that there was an organized blind movement, a
national organized blind movement, which had a tremendous impact on
what happened in Iowa; and vice-versa. What happened in Iowa had a
tremendous impact on that organization, because the organization is the
one that promulgated the philosophy that blindness is a characteristic that
could be dealt with in a much more positive fashion, and that the average
blind person can do the average job in the average place of business. That
was all heresy to the centuries that had gone before, but the actual proof of
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the pudding took place in Iowa. And so, it’s very safe to say that a
revolution in the field of work with the blind happened in the state of
Iowa. (14)

The Early History of the Commission
The Smith-Fess Act of 1920 provided limited federal funds to states to establish
vocational rehabilitation agencies which were expected to provide training to adults with
disabilities by teaching them the skills they would need to live independently and to
achieve gainful employment and thereby reduce the institutionalization of people with
disabilities and the need to provide other welfare services. The Barton-La Follett Act of
1943 expanded the scope of services that could be offered, and provided greater support
for states wishing to establish separate vocational rehabilitation agencies that would serve
only the blind. (15)
For the decades between 1920 and 1960 these state VR agencies were marginal
enterprises that did little more than teach blind people some basic home economics and
occasionally funded small vending sites which did little to foster independence.
However, as rehabilitation became a recognized profession in the twentieth century, these
public agencies grew in the scope of their programs and expanded their influence in the
blind community as the primary provider of comprehensive government services.
Counselors working for these state agencies were typically sighted, and exhibited low
expectations for the abilities of the blind, and routinely channeled their clients into
sheltered workshops where they would work only with other blind people and earn less
than the minimum wage as they were deemed “unproductive” workers by the nature of
their disability. Furthermore, state VR agencies make determinations as to whether or
not a blind person was eligible for social security disability insurance, and later (after
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1973) for supplemental security income. This put VR counselors and state agencies in
positions of power and control over the basic survival of blind adults. (16)
Jim Witte described the nature of most rehabilitation agencies serving the blind
prior to 1960:
The quickest way to get an understanding of what everybody would
recognize as a custodial approach, which was the historical thing for
centuries. Blind persons were essentially thought of as being helpless,
hopeless and hapless, three fine words; and most programs for the blind
reflected that. They were custodial. They were care taking. The
occupations were very limited. There would be an exceptional blind
person who could…who was really in society as a first-class citizen. So,
that was…you were talking about the time, you know, the training at the
schools for the blind and the sheltered workshops for the blind; very
limited opportunities for blind persons and blind persons tended to accept
that, since that was what society said was the right thing. And, somewhere
in the 1940s, and more on into the ‘50s, that you had what amounted to a
real revolution in the field of work with the blind; going from a custodial
approach to an approach that said blind guys are ordinary human beings
and blindness is not the great tragedy that everybody thinks it is. (17)

The Iowa Commission for the blind was established in 1925, and for much of its first 35
years, the nature and scope of the services provided, and the attitudes expressed in the
sighted staff who ran the agency, reflected Witte’s characterization of such agencies
during this time.
The first full meeting of the Iowa Commission board took place on February 11,
1926, at which time Eleanor Town Holmes would be elected as executive secretary of the
Commission by the three Commission board members, including the superintendent of
the Iowa Braille School Francis Palmer. Holmes would serve as the director of the
Commission until 1957. Present at that meeting as well was Frances Rand of the
American Found for the Blind (AFB), recently chartered at the Braille School in Vinton
in 1921, and headquartered out of New York City. Rand inaugurated a long tradition of
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AFB’s consulting with agencies serving the blind, offering its expertise and advice as to
how to best serve the blind through the vocational rehabilitation program. At that
meeting in 1926, the Commission board defined blindness by stating, “one is considered
blind who with proper glasses cannot see to read print, or has 1/10 vision in the better
eye. One in 1,300 of the Iowa population is blind, according to Ms. Rand. ” (18)
The meeting minutes describe the early plans for the Commission with the
guidance of Rand:
Ms. Rand of AFB says to focus on handwork of the blind, not reading.
The sowing machine is a great thing for the blind. Rand suggests that
centers to instruct the blind be established throughout the state. (19)
The focus of the Commission’s work was primarily on employment, but also the desire to
provide a source of activity for the blind. It was not expected that the blind would
support themselves through their own industry, but rather occupy their time with
industrious pursuits, and perhaps supplement the household income and off-set the cost
of their own care. The meeting minutes went on to outline the early plans of the
Commission:
Mrs. Holmes was charged by the Commission board to explore the idea of
establishing a center for the blind in Des Moines, where they might come
for instruction and amusement. A home teacher was hired, and other local
teachers, with preferences given to blind people as instructors. Supplies
would be bought, such as braille books. Home teachers would be paid
$.75 to $100 an hour, not including guide and car fare when necessary.
Traveling expenses could also be paid. A sales woman could be hired to
buy office supplies. Mrs. Holmes could buy material to advance to blind
workmen for their work. A sighted stenographer was authorized, at $100
a month. (20)

The minutes indicate that the Commission struggled to find a stenographer, and even
offered to pay a blind person $75 to do the same work they were willing to pay a sighted
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person $100 to do. The minutes clearly show an agency grappling with its mission and
discern what methods of instruction would prove most successful. The Commission had
a budget in these early years of $25,000, of which $2,500 was set aside for the salary of
executive secretary Holmes. (20)
The Commission minutes also indicate that the board debated over whether or not
to open a center for the blind as part of the Commission’s program. A “center for the
blind” was a goal for many blind Iowans as well, and over the decades the topic arose
many times, most notably in 1935 when the Des Moines Association of the Blind, a local
blind advocacy group, circulated a petition demanding that the Commission establish a
center. What the Association and even the Commission often meant by a center,
however, was a sheltered workshop, where the blind could produce crafts and household
goods for sale, and not a training center primarily focusing on skills development. These
two ideas of centers for the blind often converged, however, in the field of rehabilitation
for the blind. The purpose of the sheltered workshops were originally designed to serve
as training opportunities for blind adults to learn skills and develop general work habits
after which, with the assessment of a qualified VR counselor, would then move into
employment in an integrated setting. In practice, once an individual went into the
workshop, they rarely came out. Training became a dead end, and the special exemptions
from minimum wage laws that were and are afforded such enterprises create powerful
incentives to keep the blind from leaving. Vocational Rehabilitation Agencies often
earned significant income from the enterprises creating even more disincentives for
agencies to divest themselves from this system of segregated employment for blind
adults. (22)
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The Commission also discussed and rejected supporting the industrial home for
blind women. A number of residential schools for the blind by the end of the 19 th century
had such industrial programs for adults in separate facilities on school grounds. The
Iowa Braille School had an industrial program, with students up to 30 years old, who
learned carpentry, weaving, piano tuning, and other industrial arts. In some cases, adults
were allowed to live for many years at the schools. The Perkins School for the Blind
under Samuel Howe grappled with this issue a hundred years earlier, when blind
graduates of the school begged to be allowed to return for lack of employment and no
other way to support themselves apart from mendicancy. (23) The early progressive era
of the late 19th and early twentieth centuries inspired the establishment of similar
charitable institutions, such as the Iowa Soldiers Home in Marshalltown, Iowa in 1887.
(24)
The Iowa Commission ultimately chose a different path. Rather than sponsoring
a sheltered workshop, or building a training center as some had urged, the Commission
under Holmes decided to focus on small cottage industries, run primarily out of
individual homes, and coordinated by the Commission from Des Moines. This mostly
involved piecework projects, such as making rugs, towels, brooms, baskets, and other
household items, that would typically be purchased in bulk by either the Commission, or
in some cases, a third party vendor, who would then sell the products. Ladies clubs and
the Lions of Iowa often agreed to buy many of these products, sometimes for their own
use, or for resale. The blind participants in the Home Industry program were provided
the raw materials by the Commission, and were provided the sowing machines or other
tools to make the products. The Home Industry system kept the blind person perpetually
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tied to the Commission, and rarely earned individual enough money to fully support him
or herself without on-going family assistance. It also meant that the Commission
exercised a kind of parental control over its clients.
Another common form of support for the blind was to purchase popcorn stands.
The minutes note that a number of blind individuals received popcorn stand equipment
from the Commission and were engaged in the vending of popcorn as their primary
employment. A few other vocational outcomes included shoe repair, leatherworking and
dress-making, piano tuning, and a handful of chiropractors. In November, 1928, the
Commission, along with help from a local Lions club, sponsored the first newsstand
operation for a blind man. (25) The running of small newsstands, where papers, gum,
and cigarettes were sold, would become a staple opportunity for many blind people in
Iowa and around the country. In 1936, with the passage of the Randolph-Sheppard Act,
newsstand operations would pop up like mushrooms around the country. (26)
The Commission provided all the materials and equipment for these small-scale
enterprises, but it did so either on consignment, in the case of piecework efforts like rug
and towel making, and under lease in the case of popcorn or newspaper stands. Vendors
were expected to pay the Commission a small rent for the equipment they used to support
their businesses. Whether or not the individual blind person was actually able to support
themselves with these activities is never mentioned in the minutes or reports of the
Commission during these years. Given that many of these early years of the Commission
occurred during the Great Depression meant that the blind were not alone in needing to
rely on the resources of extended family members to survive. A hint of the hard times
appeared in the May, 1930 minutes from the Commission board meeting where recent
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actions taken for other social agencies to “put all beggars off the street.” The minutes do
not provide details as to whether or not the Commission was cooperating with this effort,
or what the legal framework of such activities may have been. (27)
The Commission also busied itself with sponsoring prevention of blindness films,
paying for medical exams and treatments for indigent or needy Iowans, promoting a bill
to allow for a pension for the blind, and another bill to change the voter laws to allow for
blind persons to use the assistance of a sighted friend or family member to cast a ballot.
Relations with the Iowa Braille School remained strong, with summer classes at the
campus for blind adults offered beginning in 1930, and continuing for most of the next
several decades.
The minutes through the first twenty years of the Commission often recount
discussions among Commission Board members as to whether or not an individual ought
to be given more materials, or allowed to open a small vending stand. Frequently the
individual’s moral character or attitudes toward the Commission were factored into the
decision as to whether or not the individual would receive the requested support.
Commission members noted in the minutes cases where an individual was known to
enjoy alcohol, hang around a pool hall, attend dances, or engage in romantic affairs. In
one case, the Commission considered whether or not to purchase an electric guitar for a
blind client, but rejected the proposal as they did not want him to wear himself out
playing at dances and not be able to work his factory job during the day. Most often, the
Commission members complained that the recipients of the materials such as electric
popcorn poppers were not sufficiently grateful for what they received, nor taking
responsibility for paying off incurred debts to the Commission. The Commission board
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stressed in its minutes that it retained the ownership of any property leant out to the blind,
and could repossess the equipment if rents or other payments were not received. (28)
One striking example of the Commission’s approach to working with clients was
seen in April, 1933, when Holmes, the executive secretary, met with a man about to
graduate from the University of Iowa law school., The minutes of the Commission from
that time reflect only that the man was offered a loan of $300 for books and equipment, to
be paid back over two years at three percent interest. Apparently the client rejected the
offer. (29) Jim Witte reflected on a similar episode occurring ten years later:
The story that really indicates this agency’s approach to the problems of
blindness had to do with the fact that there was a blind guy graduating
from the College of Law at the University of Iowa. The Dean of that
college wrote this agency and said, “So and so was graduating and he’s at
the top of the class. We would hope that you could help him find suitable
employment.” Bear in mind that this is the top graduate of the University
of Iowa School of law, for college law, and this agency’s director
responded by saying, “It’s very difficult for individuals like that to find
their place and we don’t encourage people to go into those kinds of fields,
but what we can do, at this point, is we can help him find a job. Our
placement man will help him find a job at Ankeny.” This was during
World War II, and they would take on blind guys, and there were a
number of blind guys who were then employed at that plant. So, this was
what this agency would then offer this young man who had gone through
probably seven years of college and was a leading graduate. And what he
was going to be offered by the agency was some assistance in getting a job
at an industrial plant, which speaks a whole lot to what kind of
expectations the agency had for blind persons, who themselves didn’t
expect much. That’s what most blind people got, was not much. (30)

Absent from the official records of the Commission during the time of Eleanor Holmes,
was any discussion of training and instruction of the blind. There are frequent references
to summer classes at the school in Vinton, but there is no curriculum or description of
what was taught at these classes, or by teachers of the blind who visited Commission
clients in their homes. In a brief note in the Commission minutes from 1943, the
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Commission Board dismisses the notion that home teachers ought to teach braille, as
first, the teachers didn’t know braille, and second, this was seen as the purview of the
Braille School, even though the latter would not be able to teach blind adults.
In 1934, the blind began to demand more from the Commission in the way of
vocational training. The Commission agreed to meet with a group of members of the Des
Moines Association of the blind in September of 1934 to discuss their demands for more
services, specifically, they wanted the Commission to establish a center, or workshop, to
provide employment for blind adults desperate for work. The Commission minutes
reflect a significant degree of disdain by the Commission board in their reaction to
complaints by the blind, noting:
Many blind people felt the commission does nothing, and that Mrs.
Holmes does nothing but sit in the office. , that money not used to support
the blind, and that there should be a shop in Des Moines. The
Commission feels this is not true, that these complainers can’t work
anyway, and just as well they stay home and make doormats and not go to
a shop and pay car fare. (31)
The Commission’s position was that it was better for the blind individual to stay home
rather than go to a workshop or center for the blind, thereby saving the cost of
transportation. In an effort to respond at least in part to concerns expressed by the Des
Moines Association of the Blind, the Commission agreed to support a blind pension of
$50 a month when it came up in the legislature that year. In a number of states around
the country, blind activists were, at that time, pushing their states to establish blind
pensions. Newell Perry, a blind leader in California, and the founder of the California
Council of the Blind, progenitor to the National Federation of the Blind, drafted a model
pension law that many states borrowed and implemented. (31)
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Little changed at the Commission as the years rolled by, but the arrival of World
War Two meant fewer visits by home teachers to blind clients due to tire and gas
rationing. It also meant the need of the Works Project Administration (WPA) braille
project – the WPA had been brailing government documents and some leisure reading
materials for the blind, including some of the correspondence of the Commission to blind
clients. (32) The war also opened up some new employment prospects for the blind at
various industrial plants around the state desperate for workers. The minutes do not
provide data for the exact number of employment outcomes during the war years, and
there were no annual reports published either with such information. However, the
meeting minutes to make a reference in June of 1941 to the National Federation of the
Blind, formed the previous year, and the board discussed whether or not it ought to join.
The Des Moines Association joined, but the Commission declined. It is unclear if an
invitation to join was extended by Jacobus tenBroek, or if the Commission simply didn’t
understand that the NFB was an advocacy group and not a professional association like
the American Foundation for the Blind. (33)
The passage in 1943 of the Barden La Follett Act signaled to the Commission that
the field of rehabilitation would change significantly. This was the first significant
update to the Smith-Fess Act in more than twenty years, and substantially expanded the
range and scope of vocational rehabilitation services that agencies could provide. The
wartime removal of nearly twelve million “able-bodied” workers from the economy
made it imperative to rehabilitate and prepare for employment as many individuals with
disabilities as possible. Veterans groups initially opposed the legislative updates out of
fear that it would detract from the expected need for rehabilitation services for returning
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wounded soldiers and sailors. Also, the American Foundation for the Blind opposed the
bill out of concerns that it did not support the establishment of separate agencies serving
only the blind. After these concerns were addressed through amendments to the joint
Congressional bill, the Barden-La Follette Act passed overwhelmingly in July, 1943.
(34) Joint language from the bill presented a strong argument on behalf of vocational
rehabilitation for people with disabilities:
From the long-range point of view there is no question but that the
problem of disability is a problem which can be met only by large
expenditures of public money. The very fact that a person who is
normally a breadwinner is disabled often raises a relief problem as to him
and his dependents. From the viewpoint of both Federal and State
treasuries, and of the disabled persons themselves, experience has
demonstrated that the best as well as the most economical approach for
meeting the situation is an appropriate program of vocational
rehabilitation. Where a disabled person may be made fit for employment
through rehabilitation, it would seem poor economy to deny him these
necessary services. This is the dollars-and-cents justification of the
program. (35)

The new legislation formalized the funding structure and enhanced the status under the
law of agencies serving the blind. The new authorization for rehabilitation services
allowed for the provision of medical and surgical services, and low vision aids that
previously could not be paid for with federal dollars, impacting the blind community
disproportionately. The new law also removed the word “physical” from the definition of
disability, meaning that individuals with intellectual and cognitive disabilities could be
served by the VR program. States also had much broader authority to establish fully
autonomous VR agencies for the blind. (36)
The Iowa Commission had to move quickly to respond to the new demands for
services and the raised expectations by the Barden-La Follette Act. The law strengthened
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federal oversight just as it allowed for expanded services, and hired staff for regional
federal offices to provide more direct technical assistance to the state VR agencies. In
1946, the Commission prepared a meeting with Robert Rathbone, the regional director of
agencies for the blind from Kansas City, who would visit that January and discuss with
Director Holmes and the Commission staff implications of the law in the context of the
post wartime economy. (37)
The meeting with Rathbone occurred on January 16 at Director Holmes’s home.
Rathbone laid out an expanded vision for the Commission, suggesting that more staff
should be hired, and the four regional offices could be opened. He also suggested that the
Commission not look to the industrial plans that had been willing to hire blind people
during the war for employment opportunities now that veterans were returning home en
masse, and that the Commission should focus on small business opportunities, such as
shoe repair, lunch counters, and even farm work. Rathbone further suggested that a fulltime psychologist be hired, perhaps in collaboration with the University, and that the
Commission ought to have someone on staff who could conduct outreach to the
community and expand the number of individuals served. Rathbone was convinced the
agency was under-performing and could be serving more of Iowa’s blind. (38)
The Commission rejected almost all of Rathbone’s suggestions, asserted that they
knew the blind of Iowa better than anyone, and that the blind did not want to do the kind
of work Rathbone identified as potential growth areas for employment. Holmes also said
that for 25 years the Iowa Braille School had employed an individual to do outreach and
that there were no blind individuals in the state who remained unknown to the
Commission. The response of the Commission to Rathbone’s recommendations
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indicated both that the agency was not prepared or willing to grow, and that it exhibited a
high degree of paternalism toward the individuals the agency served, particularly given
that there were no blind individuals on staff at the Commission at that time. (39)
Rathbone returned to Iowa in November of 1946, and reported to Holmes that the
Commission focused too much on placing blind people in sheltered workshop settings,
and not in work settings in the community. He observed that the commission was
understaffed, and under-performing. (40) This issue would resurface time and again, as
the OVR regional office conducted studies of blind agencies in the area, and accused
them of being out of touch, and poor performers. In 1947, a review of the Nebraska
agency for the blind by the AFB, under contract by the OVR regional office, harshly
criticized the program as not serving the blind well. Holmes dismissed study and
commented that Rathbone made similar criticisms of the Iowa Commission. Holmes
added that she believed many of the blind of Iowa had disabilities apart from blindness,
and thus remuneration was more appropriate than rehabilitation, a shocking statement
coming from the director of a vocational rehabilitation program, but indicative of a
director and a program that grew increasingly out of step with the times and with the
people it purported to serve. (41)
The Commission in many ways failed to see the blind forest for the trees. The
Commission categorically refused to serve diabetics, as well as those over the age of 65.
It also was slow to recognize the next wave of blindness on the horizon. (42) It was in
1950 when the Commission board first proposed conducting a survey of pre-mature
babies with retrolental fibroplasia, a form of blindness caused by over-oxygenation while
in an incubator. (43) The early years of the use of incubators saved many prematurely
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born babies, but also resulted in one of the largest epidemics of blindness in modern
history. However, because the immaturity of these babies was relatively minor –
typically four to six weeks premature – there were few other disabilities resulting from
prematurity apart from blindness. The exact numbers of children with this condition in
Iowa born in the late 1940s and early 1950s is not known, but the dozens of blind
children with retrolental fibroplasia who grew up in Iowan during that time, went to the
Iowa Braille School in Vinton, and would by the early to mid-1960s turn to the
Commission for services. What they would find there was a very different Commission,
led by a blind man with a very different philosophy about blindness. Trained in the new
philosophy, under the direction of a charismatic leader, this generation would form the
backbone of a movement, a civil right struggle.

The Blind Movement Comes to Iowa
The first few years of the 1950s saw the continued downward slide of the
Commission’s activity. The recession of 1954 resulted in a plummet of the number of
employment outcomes for the blind served by the Commission from 27 in 1953, to 13 in
1954, with none report in 1955, and only 11 in 1956. (44) The Commission seemed to
watch helplessly as blind adults reported losing their jobs in the industrial plants around
central and eastern Iowa. A number of the newspaper stands around the state were
failing, and the blind men who ran them were out of work. Even those with some
professional training, such as one blind woman trained as an accountant, and a machinist
waited in vain for job offers. The Commission appeared ill-equipped to make the
argument that the blind could perform in their jobs if they were only given a chance.
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In 1955, the blind community began to agitate against the Commission director
and the lack of services at the Commission. Director Holmes reported to the Commission
board on December 2, 1955, of a meeting she had with two blind men from eastern Iowa
the previous month. Harold Reaves of Cedar Rapids, and Dr. Henry Schluntz of
Keystone met with the director to tell her of efforts by a number of groups, including the
Des Moines Association of the Blind, and the Iowa Association of the Blind, to remove
her from her position as director. (46) A report was given to the director that showed
that Iowa’s performance ranked the Commission at the bottom among agencies for the
blind. (47) Reaves and Schluntz also met with the superintendent of the Braille School,
Donald Overby, and told him that the Commission needed to be radically reformed, and
organized in a more professional manner, with regular meetings and identified officers.
(48)
Holmes would make a few final efforts to meet the demands of the blind, and the
growing expectations of a massively expanding vocational rehabilitation program
nationwide. She attended a workshop in St. Louis later in 1955 sponsored by the
National Industries for the Blind, an umbrella organization that monitored sheltered
workshops for the blind on behalf of the federal government. Holmes intention was to
establish a number of sheltered workshops in Iowa, something she had resisted for many
years. Nevertheless, these plans would not come to fruition. In early 1956, the Iowa
Association of the Blind, an advocacy group of the blind mostly made up of alumni from
the Iowa Braille School in Vinton, issued a scathing report about the Commission and its
moribund director. Holmes would submit her resignation to the Commission board in
June of that year, effective November, 1956. After more than thirty years, the
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Commission would finally have a new director.
The search for a new director proved difficult, however, as the salary was set
extremely low by the legislature, seeing the position as largely one of a charitable nature,
and the work of the Commission inconsequential. Superintendent Overby sought to raise
the salary with little success, and the search dragged on through the fall. In November
the board selected Malcolm Jaspers from Nebraska to serve as an interim director for one
year, but he at first delayed his start time until April of 1957, and Holmes had to remain
director past her date of resignation until his arrival. June was the last meeting for
Holmes, after 32 years with the Commission. (49)
Beginning in April of 1957, with the arrival of a new, albeit temporary director,
and two new members to the Commission board, the once sleepy VR agency seemed to
be slowly coming to life. A new budget for the coming year doubled the Commission’s
fiscal resources to nearly $80,000, including an increase in the director’s salary to $4,500.
In November, the Commission was invited to join the Iowa Advisory Committee for the
Blind, an entity it had left in protest early that year over the report issued by the IAB, a
charter members of the committee. The Commission board was meeting with the
advisory committee, the IAB, and other stakeholders around the state in a concerted
effort to revitalize the program. New furniture was ordered for the offices in Cedar
Rapids and Des Moines, and the legislature finally let go of control of the director’s
salary, giving the Commission more flexibility in its hiring search for the next director.
(50) It appeared to be a new dawn at the small VR agency. As the search for the new
director ramped up in early 1958, dawn would quickly become bright daylight.
On February 4, 1958, the Commission board met to discuss candidates for the
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director’s position. A budget of $127,000 was proposed by the coming fiscal year. Ken
Jernigan of the Orientation Center for the Blind in Oakland, California, and Harry
Hanson, of Pierre, South Dakota were selected for interviews. The minutes noted that
Alexander Handle of the American Foundation for the Blind (AFB), called during the
meeting to encourage the Commission to consider Ed Liebe of the Brooklyn Industrial
Home for the Blind as a candidate. (51) The AFB knew that the NFB were shopping for
an agency to run, and the AFB was keen to prevent this from happening. The two
organizations had just recently clashed over legislation in the U. S. Senate which would
have guaranteed the blind the right to organize without fear of reprisals from VR agencies
of sheltered workshops. The AFB testified against the bill, contributing to its defeat, and
ensuring long-lasting enmity from the NFB. Now the same organization was intervening
to once again thwart the effort of the NFB. This would not be forgotten a few years later
when the battles between the Commission and the Braille School rumbled into play. (52)
Despite machinations on the part of the AFB, Ken Jernigan was selected on
March 10, 1958, as the next and first blind director of the Commission. What the AFB
did not know, and few others did as well, as that Jernigan had been lobbying in his own
way for the position for nearly ten years. One of the new members of the Commission
board was Dorothy Kirsner, appointed by the governor the previous year. Kirsner for
years was the director of the Jewish Ladies Auxiliary group that provided volunteer
braille services to blind clients of the Commission, as well as others around the country.
Jernigan in 1948, while still a college student in Tennessee, asked if Kirsner could
transcribe into braille a very large literary anthology, which he planned to use in his
teaching. Kirsner, along with three friends, agreed to braille the text, which took over
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three years to produce, and constituted 57 hand-brailed volumes. Through the course of
the book production, Jernigan and Kirsner exchanged letters and became good friends.
Whenever Jernigan passed through Des Moines on his many travels on behalf of the
NFB, he stopped to have lunch or tea and visit with the ladies of the Jewish Temple
Auxiliary. Kirsner came to know Jernigan very well, and became convinced of his
philosophy of blindness, that with proper training, blindness could be reduced to a mere
nuisance. Jernigan took the opportunity to write to Kirsner in July of 1957 when he
heard the news of her appointment to the Commission board. He reminded her of his
affiliation with the NFB, referenced the state affiliate and its new leader, Henry Schluntz,
and encouraged her to read the report the IAB had written the previous year about the
Commission. Jernigan did not miss his chance to exploit the connection and friendship
he had developed with Kirsner by applying for the position. In January of 1958, prior to
an interview, Jernigan flew from Wisconsin where he was visiting with George Card,
first vice-president of the NFB, and met with Kirsner and Jaspers. Jernigan invited
Kirsner to attend the NFB convention in Boston that summer at NFB expense. Jernigan
rarely left anything to chance, and the opportunity for the NFB to finally have an agency
it could control and remake in its own image was too good an opportunity to leave to fate.
(53)
Jernigan did not waste any time making his way to Des Moines after his
appointment. He arrived on April 21, 1958, and went to work right away. The time was
right to leave California, as it happened, as there was a great deal of tension among the
affiliate, and among the young new leaders of the California Council of the Blind, known
as “Perry’s Boys,” after Newell Perry, the found of the CCB, and a charismatic and
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iconoclastic leader of the blind for half a century. (54)
Any tensions within the movement were set aside for a good-bye party hosted by
Jacobus tenBroek for Jernigan held on April 5, at the Shattuck Plaza hotel in Berkeley,
California. The Braille Monitor reported on the event:
Speeches were given by Dr. Perry, Bob Campbell, Al Jenkins, Russ
Kletxing and Dr. TenBroek, in addition to a number of Ken's students and
former students at the Orientation Center. Grateful expression was given
for Ken's dynamic and effective contributions to the cause of the blind
during the last decade as a leader of the National Federation of the Blind,
as a driving force in local organizations of the blind and as a teacher at the
Orientation Center for the Blind. Everybody wished him well in his new
appointment, but expressed profound regret that he should have to leave
this community. (55)

The selection of Jernigan was not met with quietude on the part of those professionals in
the field who watched the activities of the NFB and listened to the complaints of the
organization of the services rehabilitation programs were providing. Jacobus tenBroek,
founder and president of the NFB, wrote of Jernigan’s selection as director in the Braille
Monitor of April 1958. His article was as much a notice to the community as an apologia
in favor of a leader of the organized blind serving as director of an agency. TenBroek
wrote:
The distinctive factor in the Jernigan appointment is that now a National
Federation leader and member of its Board of Directors has been selected
to serve as the head of a state agency for the blind. Mr. Jernigan’s
appointment is indeed a tribute to the independent and enlightened
judgment of the Iowa Commission. (56)

TenBroek went on to deflect any criticism that Jernigan lacked the qualifications to be
director. He was not an expert in the field in the way that members of the professional
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association of the day would recognize, but tenBroek articulated new criteria for
leadership:
There is a good deal of loose and self-adulatory talk among certain
AAWB [American Association of Workers for the Blind) leaders about
their professional status and an alleged lack of “professionalism” among
the organized blind. This talk may be examined from two sides: how
“professional” are the agency leaders and workers: how “unprofessional”
are the organized blind? Whatever answer may be given to the first
question, there are many in the organized blind movement whose
knowledge about blindness and the substance of administration of
programs for the blind can only be described as professional. So, too, as
to their attitudes, their caliber, their bearing and, in many cases, their
careers and duties. In the present case, Kenneth Jernigan has been a
“professional”, in all these senses of the term for many years. (57)

TenBroek argued that it was the experience of the blind that mattered more than the
expertise of sighted professionals. The professional organizations tenBroek referenced in
his article were steadfastly opposed to the NFB approach to training, to its philosophy of
blindness, and to its presumption that it knew more than they did about rehabilitation of
the blind. Many argued, even within the organized blind community that one could not
serve as director of an agency for the blind and, as a leader in a blind advocacy
organization like the NFB without losing effectiveness, focus, and integrity on one side
of the ledger or the other. TenBroek sought to dispel these concerns, writing:
To pose this question at all presupposes some basic fallacies. It
presupposes that the organized blind are on one side of the line and the
agencies are on the other. It presupposes that the function of the agencies
is to rule and that of the blind to obey. It presupposes that the agencies are
professional and that the blind are unprofessional; that the agencies know
what is best for the blind and that the blind should accept it without
question; that the agencies are custodians and caretakers and that the blind
are wards and charitable beneficiaries; that the agencies are the
interpreters of the blind to the sighted community and that the blind are
incapable of speaking for themselves; that agencies exist because the
blind are not full-fledged citizens with the right to compete for a home or a
job and to discharge the privileges and responsibilities of citizenship.
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These are basic fallacies. (58)

Fallacies or not, what was certainly true was that Jernigan inherited an agency that was
only just beginning to pull itself out of the muck. Jernigan described his first impressions
of the agency in a report presented to the Commission board on May 6, just shortly after
he arrived:
The profession and clerical staff of the Commission are housed in only
three rooms which are so crowded and poorly furnished as to make
efficient work almost impossible. One of the three rooms is used as the
Director's office. It is furnished with antiqued chairs and tables that are
castoffs from other state agencies and has a make-shift bookcase and an
old discarded magazine rack as the only filing cabinets. These are so
inadequate that materials are stacked in the corners in knee-high piles and
also on the top of the bookcase. On the door of the Director's office are
printed these words: Child Welfare: Private. In 1957 the Iowa
Commission does not even claim to have rehabilitated but twelve people,
and it is highly questionable whether the agency had anything at all to do
with the rehabilitation of several of these, its claims to the contrary
notwithstanding... since it is estimated that Iowa has a population of more
than 4,000 blind persons) blindness is a kind of living death. (59)

Jernigan went on to provide an excruciating detailed description of each of the three
rooms at the Commission office, including shelves, paint, and condition of furnishing.
This was intended to make a point of highlighting the dilapidated state of the agency, no
doubt with some thought that any improvement one made, even if accidental, would be
seen as positive. Jernigan went on to describe the performance of the agency:
It is estimated that nine people in the state of Iowa become blind every
week. Of these (many elderly people lose their sight) at least three or four
should be in the employable years. Even allowing for other handicaps or
for poor health on the part of some, this would still leave well over 100
blind persons who could and who should be rehabilitated in this state each
year. In 1957 the Iowa Commission does not even claim to have
rehabilitated but twelve people, and it is highly questionable whether the
agency had anything at all to do with the rehabilitation of several of these,
its claims to the contrary notwithstanding. Several blind people have been
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“closed” as rehabilitated and services discontinued to them when they
were making $12.00 a week or less. The Federal Office of Vocational
Rehabilitation says that according to its figures, Iowa ranks forty-eighth
among the forty-eight states in the number of blind persons rehabilitated
per 100,000 of total population. It is not an exaggeration to describe the
present situation as desperate. The blind of the state are receiving
practically no services at all, and they cannot receive any unless there is a
complete reorganization of the Commission. Without more money and
more space the agency simply cannot function. Present funds are largely
being wasted. (60)

The report offered six recommendations, including: better salaries for the professional
staff; a removal of the ceiling on the director’s salary, with the expectation that it rise to
$8l,000 in three years; hire a case service supervisor in order to allow the director to
focus on the bigger picture; an hire an administrative assistant for the director; more
facility space would have to be secured; and the legislature had to increase the budget to
meet the needs of the approximately 800 blind Iowans who should be receiving services
but were not. Along with these recommendations, Jernigan ended his report to the
Commission with a challenge:
If the foregoing six recommendations are adopted, the Commission
Members, the Governor, the Legislature, the Blind and the public in
general have a right to get results. The present Director should be given a
reasonable (but only a reasonable) time in which to show results. If he
does not show results, he should be fired. The present Director would not
be willing that it should be any other way. (61)
All of Jernigan’s recommendations were adopted by the Commission board, and
approved by the governor’s office. As it turned out, no one asked for his resignation, nor
did Jernigan offer it. The next few years saw unprecedented growth in the program,
unseen in the Commission’s history nor any other agency for the blind in the country. He
would push the legislature to double the state appropriation for the agency over the next
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two years to nearly $500,000. Jernigan wanted to build lasting structures as well as
expand services. Very quickly he moved to plan to move the Commission from its
shabby suite of subterranean offices, and into a full-service residential training center,
which would also house a talking book library with braille and recorded books. He began
petitioning the legislature for the funds to accomplish these ambitious goals in 1958 for
the fiscal year 1959. But as much as Jernigan sought to pull together the funds, and put
mortar to brick, he also knew he had to change the ethos of the agency, its attitudes about
blindness, so that it could instill confidence and positive attitudes on the part of the
clients. Jernigan summed up this new ethos of the program in the annual report for 1959,
“The Commission for the Blind is no longer a ‘big brother’ to the blind. It is that agency
which knows that the blind are now full citizens, and it can help them to acquire the many
alternative techniques needed to carry on as fully competitive and participating members
of the community.” (62)
Jernigan frequently met with Hershell Loveless, the governor of Iowa, who he
convinced to attend the IAB convention in June. At that convention, Jernigan first
floated his proposal for a residential training center, which was strongly supported by the
Association, which had been pushing for this for years. Jernigan’s notion of a training
center was nothing like the workshops of prior decades however. Harold Hughes, the
Secretary of Commerce of Iowa, shared the welfare offices where the Commission was
still located in 1958, and they became good friends. Hughes would later be elected
governor, providing Jernigan and the Commission a strong ally in the governor’s
mansion for most of the 1960s. Jernigan also brought colleagues and allies from
California, such as Alan Jenkins, director of the Orientation Center in Oakland, and L. Q.
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Lewis, an orientation, and mobility instructor who worked for Jenkins, and had worked
for the agency for the blind in Kansas. Jernigan also brought to Iowa Louis Rieves,
director of blind services with the Office of Vocational Rehabilitation in Washington
D.C. to provide training to Commission staff. (63)
The Commission began to see some modest improvements in its performance,
increasing employment outcomes for blind Iowans from 12 in 1957, to 24in 1958, and 26
in 1959. This was still not back up to the performance of the agency in 1953, but it was
clear progress was being made. (64) However, Jernigan knew he had to dramatically
expand the capacity of the Commission to serve the blind. According to the registry of
the blind in Iowa, maintained by the Commission, there were approximately 4,000 blind
or visually impaired Iowans, and an estimated 800 who might benefit from VR services.
He needed a residential training center, much like the one he had worked at in California
under Alan Jenkins. He began to petition the legislature for the funds to purchase a
building he could transform into his ideal training center. First he had to make the case
for why a training center was needed in the first place. Writing to the Executive Council,
the state entity that made the budget proposal on behalf of the Commission an outline of
what a training center was, and why one was needed:
When an adult becomes blind he is usually completely lost. He had
always thought of blindness as being helplessness and probably the only
blind people he has seen have been beggars on the streets or occasional
home bound individuals who have been unable to do much at all except sit
in their chairs. He may have known some successful blind person but has
probably considered such a person to be unusual and possessed of some
special gifts and powers. (65)

Next Jernigan described how a training center worked, and why it was so essentially
that it be run primarily by the blind:
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The newly blinded person needs help in several ways. First and foremost,
he needs to be able to see other blind people who are actually traveling by
themselves and doing things for themselves—blind people who are able to
run a drill press or a power saw, who are able to cook a meal or sew on a
sewing machine, who are able to go to and from a job, and who are able to
carry on regular and normal lives. He needs to have instruction in travel
techniques so that he can learn to use the new long cane method of travel.
He needs to have information about what blind persons all over the
country are doing and the new jobs being filled by the blind. If the blind
person is a man he needs to learn to saw a board straight and to drive a
nail, to learn to fix a leaky sink faucet, and do simple electric wiring. If
the blind person is a woman she needs to learn techniques for cooking as a
blind person—how to read recipes in Braille, how to measure ingredients,
and how to tell when food is done when it is in the oven. She needs to
learn to cut out a pattern and to make a blouse or a skirt. The newly
blinded person needs intensive instruction in Braille and typing and in all
sorts of techniques of daily living—everything from how to part his hair
straight to how to match colors. (66)

Jernigan articulated a rehabilitation experience that was transformative, and as
internal as external. It differed from traditional rehabilitation approaches, known as
the “whole man” theory of rehabilitation, in that it was regular, often-uneducated
blind people teaching other blind people the skills they needed, and giving them the
confidence that if they could do it, anyone could. It was a program built on intensive
mentorship, and a total willingness to not allow anyone to slide through without fully
embracing their blindness, and learning blindness techniques of living and working.
Jernigan stepped into delicate areas by stating that sometimes it was the individual’s
family that was holding the blind person back out of excessive care and love.
Jernigan was like the Bolsheviks seeking to develop the new socialist man. In order
to be success, the individual had to be pulled from the context in which he lived and
that was likely oppressing him with kindness or indifference. Jernigan made what
for some would be a bold case for the blind rather than the family being key to the
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blind person’s success:
Some of this help can be brought to blind persons in their homes, but
obviously such help would be limited. Also, the newly blinded person is
very often not able to learn new techniques as rapidly in his own home and
with his own family as in a special training center. Ever since the Second
World War, special training centers (or orientation and rehabilitation
centers) for the blind have been springing up all over the country. At the
present time there is no such center in Iowa, and the blind of our state
suffer accordingly. (67)

The Vocational Rehabilitation Act that funded the vocational services provided by
the Commission did not allow for the purchase of standing buildings, or to construct
new ones. Thus Jernigan had to seek the funding from a state appropriation.
Jernigan lastly made his pitch for the appropriation necessary to realize his dream of
a center.
Accordingly, the Iowa Commission for the Blind is asking the 1959
legislature to give us an appropriation to build an orientation and
adjustment center for the blind of this state. The center would be able to
accommodate thirty students at a time. The average length of training per
student would be six months; thus, we would be able to accommodate
sixty students per year. The building would also contain Commission
office space and would house our entire operation. Besides Commission
office space the building would contain all the facilities necessary for
giving adjustment training to blind persons. (68)

Jernigan made his argument in economic terms, offering training as an investment
opportunity with discernible returns:
The need for an orientation and adjustment center for the blind of Iowa is
very urgent. Over the long haul, the center should more than pay for itself
because of the number of blind people who will be enabled to become
self-supporting by receiving its services. Not only should the people who
become rehabilitated as a result of attending the center be able to stop
receiving welfare grants from the state, but they should also contribute a
great many tax dollars to the state through their earnings. It is certainly
good business to have as many of the citizens of this state earning their
own way and living as independent self-respecting members of their
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communities as possible. It is good business from an economic standpoint
and it is good business from the standpoint of human dignity and selfrespect. (69)

Jernigan was determined that the center be located downtown, in an urban
environment. He did not want Commission clients to be isolated, away from the
sighted population and the community in which they would presumably live and
work. The opportunity came surprisingly quickly as the old YMCA building in
downtown Des Moines, at Fourth and Keosauqua. The old YMCA building was six
stories, with a basement that included a large swimming pool and gym equipment.
On May 15, 1959, the legislature to appropriate $300,000 to purchase the building,
and another $50,000 for renovations. While the building would be owned by the
State Executive Council, not the Commission, Jernigan nevertheless quickly filled
the entire building with his ideas for a comprehensive full-service facility. (70)
In the minutes of the Iowa Commission for May 15, 1959, he presented his
plans for the building. He wanted a metal and car mechanical shop in the basement,
along with boys and girls locker rooms, with every expectation of fully utilizing the
swimming pool and gym facilities as part of the training program. The first floor
would have administrative offices, meeting rooms, recreation center for students, a
switchboard to train blind switchboard operators, and a grill where the blind would
learn short-order cooking skills. The second floor would have more training rooms,
including a home economics suite, more gym equipment, and a dining hall and full
kitchen. A sowing room was also envisioned for students to learn personal as well
as professional sowing skills. The third floor would be counselor offices and
meeting space and the fourth floor would be the library, the other major component
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of Jernigan’s plans for a greatly expanded program. The top two floors would be
dorm rooms for the students at the center, along with supervising staff. One of the
sixth floor suites would be converted into an apartment where the director would
live. (71)
Acquiring the old YMCA building proved easier than moving into it. The
Attorney General, Norman Erbe, grew increasingly resistant to Jernigan’s insistence
that the building was the commission’s to do with what it pleased, including the
custodial and facilities staff. The AG believed Jernigan did not have the right to
control the custodial staff, but rather that belonged to the State Executive Council.
This was no small matter to Jernigan. He firmly believed that the Commission
needed to be a total program, and that all staff, even those cleaning the toilets and
hallways of the training center, needed to be vetted and trained in good blindness
philosophy. In a residential setting, this was key, since students would be moving
about the center at night, after hours, and Jernigan did not want custodial staff
undoing the work of the Commission staff during the day by helping students, out
of kindness, to complete tasks that they should be doing themselves. Jernigan
insisted on, and eventually won, full control over all staff, wresting custodial and
facilities staff away from the authority of the State Executive Council. (72)
Meanwhile, the sub-committee in the legislature overseeing state buildings
grew hostile to Commission claim’s over the building. Jernigan still had the
governor’s support however, but the latter had no direct authority over the Attorney
General’s findings on legal matters, and the building remained unused by the
Commission into early 1960. It would seem that occupying the new building
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required guerrilla action on the part of the Commission staff. Jernigan’s grand
dreams and schemes notwithstanding, the executive council which governed the
utilization of buildings by state agencies never imagined that the small VR agency
would take over the entire YMCA building. The expectation on the part of the
governor’s office was that the Commission would be apportioned a corner of one of
the floors. Jernigan would not be denied his training center however, and in the
middle of the night of February 2, 1960, Commission staff and some hired movers
loaded all the Commission furniture and materials into the building. Jernigan
assumed that squatters’ rights would prevail once he was in the building and staff
and students were busy using it. He gambled that no governor would want to see
news stories of nice blind men and women being turned out into the street to make
way for another innocuous agency, and he was right. Once there, the Commission
would never leave. (73)
After the midnight raid of the YMCA, the first meetings held by the
Commission in the new building occurred on February 17, 1960, and the first batch
of students arrived within a few weeks. A near tragedy the next month turned out to
be a blessing in disguise. A fire started on the roof of the YMCA on March 10,
1960, and the news showed the blind actively involved in evacuating the building,
assisting to bring water to put out the fire, and engaged in the massive clean-up
effort afterward. The event generated a number of positive stories of competent
blind students at the center along with their blind director, and helped dispense
lingering notions of the center as an institution housing helpless blind people. It
also locked in the association between the Commission and the YMCA, squelching
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any residual efforts by the State Executive Council and the Attorney General from
pushing aside the agency in favor of other state offices. The blind had earned their
building through demonstrating their capabilities in a very public way. (74)
From the very beginning Jernigan described the blind that would come for
training at the center as students, and not clients or trainees. Jernigan had been a
teacher at the school for the blind in Tennessee, and always thought of himself as a
teacher. He believed that one had to be a student of blindness, and to learn a whole
new way to live as a blind person. His approach to training was full immersion, and
he himself would be as fully immersed in the process as his students.
The director would live at the center, on the sixth floor, and be a constant
presence in the lives of the students. Jernigan would join his students for work out
sessions at five o’clock in the morning, often waking them up with loud hammering
on their doors, shouting, and “Is anyone alive in there?” He swam with the
students, and challenged them to contests as to who could hold their breath under
water the longest. Ted Hart, a student at the center in those early years, recalled
how Jernigan would time each of the students to see how long they could hold their
breath, actually putting his hands on their shoulders and holding them underwater in
the pool. (75) Jernigan offered grammar classes in his apartment in the evenings,
and it was expected that students would attend, even after a long day of training at
the center. The classes were in part an opportunity for Jernigan to show off his
literary skills, but more importantly, to challenge the students to think more deeply
about their worldview, and deconstruct why they thought the way they did,
particularly about blindness. He believe that in order to make the case that it is
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respectable to be blind, the blind needed to know how to present themselves well,
and if they were to speak for themselves, as he believed they should, they must be
able to do so articulately. (76)
The orientation and training center for the blind, as it was known, quickly
became the heart of Commission services. In the Commission’s annual report for
1962, Jernigan described the work of the training center, and its pivotal role in the
rehabilitation process of the blind:
In many ways, the Orientation Center (sometimes called the Rehabilitation
Center) is the symbol and the heart of the Commission’s new program for
the blind. Until 1959 Iowa had no training facility whatever for its adult
blind, no place at all where the newly blind could receive encouragement
and instruction in technique. It now has one of the finest programs in the
nation. The Orientation and Adjustment Center of the Commission for the
Blind located at the Commission Building at 4th and Keo in Des Moines
gives intensive training in many techniques. Any adult blind person living
in the state can come to the center for training. The Center does more than
teach. It exemplifies the philosophy: blindness need not be as tragic and
limiting as most people consider it to be. Many totally blind persons are
working every day as machinists, lawyers, farmers, factory workers, and
even as electricians and scientists. With proper training and opportunity, a
blind person can be a successful housewife, schoolteacher, or almost
anything else. This is what the Center must help its trainees to learn and
accept, emotionally as well as intellectually. At the Center, a blind person
may learn how to travel by himself independently in city traffic or rural
areas. This is done by using the new "long-cane" method. Also, he may
have classes or instruction in physical conditioning; problems of daily
living, cooking, sewing, and other homemaking skills; personal grooming,
typing, spelling; handwriting; the use of dictating equipment; switchboard
operation; Braille reading and writing; Braille shorthand; and machineand-wood shop. (77)

The Annual Report placed the work of the commission squarely within a philosophical
framework, noting, “The Orientation Center has as its basic philosophy the idea that it is
respectable to be blind. For the purposes of the Center a blind person is blind who must
devise alternative techniques to do efficiently the things he would do with sight if he had
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normal vision.” (78) These were the words of the NFB, now used as the masthead of a
public agency as no other had before. Jernigan was redefining the very meaning of
blindness from a question of medical measurement to one of form and function. It wasn’t
as important that one’s visual acuity was deemed by an ophthalmologist to be within a
range defined as blind, what mattered was what you could do, and whether or not it was
better to do something using alternative techniques of blindness or to do something
visually as most were trained to do.
Many of those who went to the Commission for the first time during these years
remember clearly their first meetings with Jernigan. Often the new potential Commission
client had some residual vision, and did not refer to themselves as blind. Jernigan would
first ask them if they were blind, and when they invariably said no, he would hold up his
hand and say, “How many fingers am I holding up?” And, as often happened, when the
individual could not answer correctly, Jernigan dropped his hand and said “I think you’re
blind.” (79) Jernigan’s intention was not to humiliate the potential Commission
consumer, but to separate them from the notion that partial sight meant one wasn’t blind
and didn’t need blindness skills training. It was also meant to puncture holes in the
hierarchy of sight, in which it was always believed to be better to have some sight, and
not be blind. Jernigan held the opposite, which it was more psychologically sound to
simply embrace blindness and be free from the struggle of constantly parsing one’s
degree of vision. Addressing this philosophical belief, Jernigan wrote:
The Iowa Commission for the Blind believes that blind people are
essentially normal people and that blindness in and of itself is not a mental
or psychological handicap. Each blind person should be judged according
to his individual talents and capacities or shortcomings and weaknesses.
Generalizations about the blind as a class are usually false and are based
upon preconceptions and prejudice instead of knowledge and
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understanding. What the blind need is not sympathy but opportunity.
They should be accorded all of the rights and privileges of citizenship, and
they should be expected to carry their full share of responsibilities and
burdens. (80)

Jernigan described how the rehabilitation process worked at the Commission under the
new philosophical approach:
A new trainee, perhaps a former insurance salesman, does not believe that
he can now support himself or lead a regular social life. When the
Orientation instructors tell him» he can return to competitive employment
and continue to fit into his regular social and civic life in his community,
he finds this difficult to believe. He may even resent being told that it is
possible. And when he sees for the first time the shop machines—band
saw, jointer, wood lathes and metal lathes, milling machine, radial arm
saw, table saw, power hacksaw, wood shaper, drill press, etc.—all regular
pieces of equipment with no special attachments or devices and is told that
he can make a book shelf of commercial quality (even doing the
varnishing, shellacking, and staining himself), the trainee is certain that
this is impossible. (81)
Jernigan was deeply committed to the belief that engaging in the kinds of activities that
many people, including the blind, did not believe they could do, such as use the power
tools in a wood shop, had transformative power. Decades later, when the NFB had
several orientation centers around the country, all of them would feature a woodshop or
metal shop with heavy machinery, and invariably these classes were the source of the
greatest amount of anxiety and fear by newly blind students. Jernigan also liked to make
his students barbeque on an open fire pit, cut down trees for Christmas decorations at the
center, and chop wood, sometimes with a chainsaw. Jernigan described the effect such
activities had on the blind student:
However, if in three months he has made such a book shelf, he is well into
the essential process of re-evaluating his potential as a blind person. In all
classes the trainee is helped to realize what blindness actually means as
opposed to what he may have thought. In shop he learns to build what
was before impossible. In travel he learns to go where he wants whenever
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he desires—alone and efficiently. At the same time while the trainee
learns that a blind person can have a successful life, he himself is having
just that. Confidence, social and vocational skills, and a true
understanding of blindness build daily, and the trainee graduates not
merely from the Orientation and Adjustment Center but into a complete
and competitive world. (82)

This transformation would not occur quickly, but required several months of intensive
work, typically six to nine months in residence at the center. James Omvig, a student at
the orientation training center in 1961, reflected on the impact the training had on him:
So I'm a totally-blind student, I've now finished the Iowa Commission for
the Blind; I've had about a year of school at Drake University. The
thought of simply going to a new city, Chicago, and learning to get
around, going to school, all of that, if I hadn’t gone to the Iowa
Commission for the Blind Training Center and if I hadn’t been a Kenneth
Jernigan student, I never would have made such a change. The idea that I
could go to a place like Chicago, Illinois and get around and go where I
wanted to go would be so foreign to blind people who had had traditional
blindness training. They never would have done that. (83)
Jernigan’s style of leadership at the training center was described by even those who
supported him as autocratic. It was not just Commission staff over which Jernigan
expected to exercise extensive authority. His methods were not unlike boot camp, where
the individual who arrived was not expected to leave the same. The process of
rehabilitation was expected to break down barriers, dissolve old beliefs about blindness,
and build them back up with the new philosophy and with confidence born of experience.
Jernigan also insisted that the blind students at the center represent well the community,
not just for purposes of selling the program to legislators and community supporters, but
to bolster their self-esteem. When Jernigan said that it was respectable to be blind, he
intended that this should be manifested externally. Students at the center were expected
to dress well, as if for a job interview every day and female students were required to
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wear skirts and blouses, and were not allowed to wear pants. In later years, in the early
1970s, when such notions of respectability appeared more and more anachronistic,
Jernigan yielded to the relentless requests by female students to be able to wear pants by
allowing them to wear them under their skirts – a concession that was not widely
appreciated on hot summer days in Des Moines. (84)
The second major accomplishment of the Commission apart from the orientation
training center was the establishment of the library on the fourth floor of the YMCA
building. The talking books program began in the 1930s, with the support and by great
effort of the American Foundation for the Blind under Robert Irwin, its blind executive
director. The talking books program made available recordings of books and magazines
to blind patrons, who would check them out through regional lending talking book
libraries affiliated with the Library of congress, and funded by federal dollars. In an era
when few books in braille were available, and production of recorded books was
expensive and difficult to reproduce and distribute, the Library of Congress program was
one of the few pleasures the blind could enjoy, free of charge, when few other intellectual
or leisurely pursuits were available. For the organized blind, however, access to books
and magazines equated to empowerment. Too many of the books and magazines made
available to the blind prior to the Talking Book program were issued by religious
societies driven by missionary zeal to save the souls of the blind rather than to empower
them with knowledge. A federally funded program, under the auspices of one of the
great libraries in the world, meant the range and scope of secular offerings to the blind
would grow exponentially.
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For the first 25 years of the talking book program, the blind of Iowans received
their recorded books from the Illinois school for the blind in Jacksonville, and their
braille books from the school for the blind in Wisconsin. The selection was poor, and
often the blind of the other states had first priority and access to new titles, forcing blind
Iowans to wait long periods of time to get any materials. Many of the blind complained
to Jernigan upon his arrival in 1958 that they were tired of getting old copies of Reader’s
Digest and detective stories. Jernigan was determined to change this situation.
In October of 1958, less than a year after beginning as director, Jernigan met with
Robert Bray, the librarian of Congress in charge of the talking book program, about
establishing a regional lending library out of the Commission in Des Moines. The
superintendent at the Braille School, Donald Overby, suggested conducting a survey of
the quality of the service from the Jacksonville library, and also suggested that a new
library could be established at the school in Vinton. (86) Bray visited Iowa in the winter
of 1959 to discuss the possibility of the library. Jernigan convinced Bray that the
Commission should be given the authorization to serve as the regional library and not the
Braille School, as the Commission served all blind Iowans, not just the children. Bray
agreed, and the process was set in motion. But first Jernigan needed somewhere to put
his library. He knew he wanted to establish a training center, but it was not a natural
conclusion that the state should support a building sufficiently large to house both the
training center and a talking book library. This made the purchase of the YMCA building
when it became available in late 1959 an imperative. Its walls and foundation were
sufficiently reinforced to support library stacks, and the presence of the library would not
impede the running of the residential training center. Jernigan had to write to Bray in
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January of 1960 to tell him that the library was not ready yet, as the State Executive
Council still held the Commission back from occupying the building, but after Jernigan
decided to simply take over the building the next month, he then wrote to Bray and let
him know they were ready to begin receiving materials.
Having the talking book library at the commission would prove one of the most
powerful symbols of the change in the balance of power in the blind community. With
Jernigan relentless and voracious appetite for reading materials, the Commission quickly
built up one of the largest braille and talking book libraries for the blind in the world.
This allowed the Commission to virtually reach in to every home in Iowa where there
was a blind person, and provide a direct, tangible benefit to them in the form of books
they could read. With the library right in Des Moines, the wait time was short, and
Jernigan personal interest in the status and quality of the collection meant that issues with
availability and quality of recorded or transcribed products was immediate. The presence
of the library also raised Jernigan’s stature in the community as more than just an
administrator of a vocational program, but as someone who advanced knowledge, who
expanded massively the resources for learning by the blind, and satisfied his own desire
to be perceived as a teacher more than just as a state bureaucrat.
James Omvig spoke to Jernigan’s love of books, and what the library meant to the
director personally:
This gets down to his deeper philosophical beliefs. Just about the
importance of reading and knowledge. He was an avid reader, and a
scholarly guy, and when he came, he was getting the limited books
amount of books we could get from the Illinois State Library. Which was
then at the Illinois School for the Blind. Which was really very poor
service and no program set up to have volunteers reading and taking books
that weren’t coming from the National Library of Congress. So once we
got a place where there was a huge space for the Commission for the Blind
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building he got this dream where we would set up a model library where
we would have the library connected with the training center and blind
students go into a library and pick out their own books instead of just
dealing with the mail. And then we started the volunteer Brailing
programs and taping programs and I forget how soon but the Iowa library
became the largest library for the blind in part because all of this volunteer
work and all of these extra books. The students learned they could do was
go up into the library and look around. Being an advocate of Braille
reading and education he wanted so much more. He wanted people to get
in the habit of just sitting down and reading a Braille book. We had
several beautiful reading rooms built where students and the public or
anybody could just sit and read right there. It had nice, comfortable chairs
to sit and read. The Federation was quite aware that a lot of the libraries
around the country were not all that good and did not produce the kind of
books that should be produced. I can't remember when but at some point
the Library of Congress had been screening books, so the blind couldn't
even get them. So it was all that stuff that he wanted to stop and just have
us have the same access to books that anybody else would have. (87)

Jernigan wanted even more than the national talking book program could provide, so he
established a wide network of volunteer braille and recording units. Inmates at the state
prison in Anamosa, Jewish ladies clubs, Lions, telephone operator associations, and
anyone else Jernigan could grab would become part of the library’s army of
transcriptionists. This not only expanded the circulating collection of books and
magazines, but it also allowed the Commission to produce, nearly on demand, materials
needed on the job, instructional materials for those in vocational training, and even
menus for neighborhood restaurants. Jernigan himself frequently read to students at the
training centers. He also recorded many books himself, reading from braille texts onto
reel to reel tape in a recording studio inside the library at Fourth and Keosauqua. He read
dozens and dozens of books, most of them simple homilies and moral tales intended to
inspire, motivate, or teach homespun lessons. Among his favorites were “The Prophet”,
by Khalil Gibran, and “Pollyanna”. (88)
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Jernigan often spoke of the services provided by the library at the Commission
before highlighting any of the other services provided. In a brochure produced in 1962 to
advertise the Commission and describe it was it and what it could offer the blind,
Jernigan innumerate eight different categories of services, first among these was the
library. Jernigan wrote:
Established on July 1, 1960, the Library is one of the newest departments
of the Commission. Before this date, the blind of Iowa had no library of
their own, but received limited service from the library located at Illinois
Braille and Sight Saving School at Jacksonville, Illinois. As the new and
expanded program of the Iowa Commission for the Blind began to take
shape in 1958 and 1959, the need for improved library services was a
major concern. In 1959, the Division for the Blind of the Library of
Congress, designated the Commission as one of its regional libraries for
the blind. This designation meant that the Commission (along with the 30
other regional libraries in the nation) would receive without charge copies
of all talking books and Braille books produced for the Library of
Congress—several hundred titles each year. It also meant that a great
many books recorded on tapes would be available. In addition, the
Library of Congress and the other regional libraries contributed a large
initial collection of books. The Library is headquartered on the fourth
floor of the Commission Building at Fourth and Kio in Des Moines. It has
reading and listening rooms available for any blind person who is able to
cane to the building. (89)

By 1962, the Commission had clearly transformed from a small agency with a low
profile, crammed into a few offices, and serving relatively few blind people, to a
dynamic program that was reaching hundreds of Iowans, and beamed its message of
positive philosophy out from the top of the six stories YMCA building in downtown
Des Moines. The Commission now had double the budget, triple the staff, shelves
full of books, and multitudes of space in which to train, teach, and transform blind
students. The Des Moines Register published a laudatory article in November of
1962:

106

The Iowa Commission for the Blind reported to the State Executive
Council today that its rehabilitation program last year was one of the most
successful in the Midwest. In a progress report to the State Executive
Office, the Commission enclosed a congratulatory message from the
federal Office of Vocational Rehabilitation it said Iowa led all states in in
the region in the percentage of rehabilitation persons receiving public
welfare. Jernigan added that 50 blind Iowans were rehabilitated during the
last fiscal year, and that the number of blind persons receiving state aid is
steadily decreasing. The Council accepted the report and Secretary of
State Kelvin Svuhorst commended Jernigan as “The Most Efficient
administrator in the entire state government”. Governor Harold Hughes
joined in the praise, pointing out Iowa’s program for the blind has risen
from last place in the nation to near the top under Jernigan’s direction.
(90)

Jernigan did not waste an opportunity to boast of his program successes. Writing to Bob
Wellman, Secretary of the State Executive Council on March 7, 1963, to update him with
the prior year’s successes:
Our program of rehabilitation is continuing to achieve great results. As a
matter of fact, an ever increasing number of blind persons are being placed
in competitive jobs and are earning their own way in communities
throughout the state. During the past year we have helped blind persons
obtain employment in such widely diverse fields as medical secretary,
assembly worker in a lawn mower factory, chiropractor, Russian language
translator (this man was a photographer before becoming blind a little over
three years ago and had no knowledge of languages until after blindness),
lathe operator, et cetera. The number of blind persons receiving monthly
.Aid to the Blind grants is steadily dropping. This means tax dollars saved
and is reflected in the budgetary request of the State Department of Social
Welfare for the coming biennium, which is considerably less than the
Department's appropriation for the present biennium. During the past
fiscal year fifty blind Iowans were rehabilitated. We believe the number
will be greater this year. (91)

One of the other functions of the Commission was to operate the Business Enterprise
Program. This was the vending program authorized by the Randolph-Sheppard Act of
1936, described earlier. The BEP gave priority to blind vendors who wished to establish,
with the support of the Commission, a vending stand or cafeteria operation on a federal
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site of in a federal building. Jernigan also sought to expand this priority to state offices,
even though it was not required by the law. Jernigan knew that the image of the
Randolph-Sheppard program was not always positive, not least of which because it gave
special privileges to blind venders that other people with disabilities did not enjoy, and
often the quality of the products offered at many of the vendor sites were seen as sub-par,
with the result that many who purchased a newspaper, pack of gum, or cigarettes from a
blind vendor saw it more as charity than as a regular business exchange. Nevertheless,
Jernigan was charged to support the program, and it did afford many blind men – and
they were all men – the opportunity to learn business skills and earn some money. It was
also true that the blind vendors who were also members of the NFB, both nationally and
within the state, were often among the biggest contributors to the NFB coffers by way of
small donations. In support of the BEP, Jernigan wrote to Governor Hughes, who he
knew well, and offered an expansive explanation of why he thought the state should grant
the vendor priority at state facilities. In doing so, Jernigan offered a rare, strongly
worded, and candid statement on the question of discrimination against the blind and how
this differed from that experienced by other minorities. Jernigan also exhibits an unusual
degree of frustration at the challenges he faced as a director of a program charged with
finding jobs for blind adults. Jernigan wrote:
As you can imagine, I was greatly encouraged to hear of the news today
that the Executive Council of Iowa had discussed at its meeting this
morning the possibility of making available the cafeterias in the state
buildings as one part of our over-all rehabilitation program for the blind.
It is my hope that the Iowa Commission for the Blind will be given the
exclusive right to operate all of these cafeterias and that it will also be
given the cafeteria in the proposed new state office building.
I would like to give you my reasons, for at first glance it might appear this
request is a contradiction of the philosophy which I have always
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advocated. As you know, I have always said that I believe the average
blind person can do the average job in the average place of business and
that he can do it as well as his sighted neighbor. I have said (and I now
repeat) that the blind need a chance, not charity; opportunity, not shelter or
care. Yet, in the present instance I ask that you and the other members of
the Executive Council give us these cafeterias without requiring us to bid
competitively for them and that you consider making them available to us
rent free.
I believe this request is not a contradiction of our philosophy, and I would
like to tell you why. If the blind have equal opportunity, I not only believe
but I insist that they should accept equal responsibility and not ask for
special privileges. But the plain truth is that the blind today in Iowa and
throughout America do not have equal opportunity.
We hear much (and justifiably so) about discrimination against racial and
religious minorities, but we hear little about discrimination against the
blind. Yet, this discrimination exists, often in a more restrictive and
stifling form than against the racial and religious minorities.
You can make a man ashamed of his prejudice against a racial minority,
for the prejudice is based upon hatred; but, discrimination against the blind
is based upon charity and kindness, and a man will rarely forgive you if
you rob him of his charity. Every one of us needs to feel superior to
somebody, and the blind have traditionally been pitied as unfortunate and
helpless. The prejudice which bars them from employment and
acceptance in regular community life and activities is based upon
ignorance, not hostility; upon kindness, not hatred. This does not make it
any less evil or destructive.
There is a large company here in Des Moines which has many jobs that a
blind person could do as competently as any sighted person. Yet, this
company will not even consider the possibility of talking with a blind
applicant. They explained that they tried the experiment some fifteen
years ago and that it didn’t work out. If this same company refused to
consider an applicant who was a member of a racial minority on the
grounds that they had tried a member of that group fifteen years ago and
that it didn’t work out they would be in court tomorrow. But there is no
civil rights legislation to protect the blind.
This instance could be multiplied many times over. It is most difficult to
get companies or places of business even to consider the hiring of a blind
person. Because they know the details of the jobs which they have to fill,
the executives and department heads of these companies and businesses
feel that they know whether the work could be performed by a blind
person. They forget that they do not know the techniques of blindness and
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the methods by which a well-trained blind person performs. Again, it does
not matter that they are sincere. And how do you prove discrimination in
such cases? The problem is not limited to private enterprise. It reaches
into the state government as well. Recently we made a very persistent and
prolonged effort to help a young blind woman secure work as a secretary.
She is not a genius nor unusually outstanding but is a good, ordinary
secretary of ordinary competence. She was turned down by more than one
agency and department of state government for jobs that we of the
Commission for the Blind are firmly convinced she could have performed
competently.
The discrimination which exists is not merely economic; although, this is
certainly one of its strongest manifestations. I have seen a blind person
denied the right to buy flight insurance when going on an airplane, a ruling
which was later reversed by the home office of the insurance agency. I
have seen banks refuse to rent safety deposit boxes to blind persons unless
they would sign a statement that they would not open the box
unaccompanied by a sighted person. Some years back a student of mine
was denied the right to give blood at a blood bank solely on the grounds of
blindness.
These are discriminations flagrant, open, and destructive. The fact that
they are not recognized as discrimination is a negative not a positive
factor. Yet, where is the Civil Rights Commission for the Blind, or the
executive orders, or the special laws? Incidentally, we are not asking for
special laws in this area and have no present intention of doing so. We
have made great strides toward understanding and equal treatment in the
past few years, and we are mindful of the great reservoir of good will
which government and the public at large have toward us. What we are
asking is that you and the members of the Executive Council help us to
balance the scales. I understand that the city of New York is currently in
the process of hiring 5,000 Negro teachers displaced by integration in the
South. These are probably good teachers, but they are not being asked to
compete for these jobs in New York. Why? Because, I think, there is a
recognition that some action must be taken to balance the social scales.
It is just such action that I urge the Executive Council to take in
connection with the cafeterias. If competent blind persons are permitted to
run these cafeterias, it will be a reaffirmation of the state’s belief that the
blind are capable of rehabilitation, it will help to balance some of the
discriminations, both inside and outside of the government. It will be a
demonstration to private business and the public at large of the capabilities
of the blind to support themselves. Thus, it will be the means of securing
many jobs in all sectors of the economy for the blind and will help to
change the public image which now bedevils our way. Finally, it will be a
concrete manifestation of the fact that the state really believes what it has
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said about the possibilities and potentialities of the blind, that the money
spent in developing our training center and our total rehabilitation program
was not simply a meaningless gesture of charity and pity but a deliberate
investment in a worthwhile cause.
In most of the states of the union the blind are given the right to operate
the food service in public buildings, and the Federal Randolph-Sheppard
Act gives the blind an exclusive preference in such operations on Federal
property. I believe this is done because the discriminations against the
blind are more restrictive and more uniformly practiced than against
almost any other group of the handicapped; while at the same time, the
blind are capable of performing almost any job in business, industry, or
the professions. I have discussed this matter with Mr. Hunt, the Director
of the Division of Vocational Rehabilitation of the Department of Public
Instruction, and we both join in requesting that the Commission for the
Blind be given the cafeterias in question. (92)
Despite Jernigan’s expressed frustrations after seven years on the job, the program
marched on, and continued to collect accolades. Another article from the Des Moines
Register on April 17, 1966 offered more praise for the program from the former
superintendent of the Braille School, Donald Overby, who visited Iowa and met with
Jernigan and toured the training center in Des Moines. The article reported:
One of the nation’s outstanding educators of the blind hailed Saturday
what he called the “miracle” that has created in Iowa one of the best
programs of service to the blind in the world. Donald Overbeay,
superintendent of the Ohio School for the Blind, addressed a luncheon
meeting of about 75 persons attending a workshop for transcribers of
materials for the sight-impaired.
Overbeay was superintendent of the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School
at Vinton from 1949 to 1960. He is a past president of the American
Association of Instructors of the Blind, and in 1962 was a delegate to the
international conference on education of the blind in Hannover, Germany.
“Since 1959, the commission has gone from practically no program at all
to one now recognized as one of the best, if not the finest, in the world,”
Overbeay said.
He termed Iowa’s Library for the Blind “The finest in the world — even
better than the Library of Congress.” The center for the blind, located in
the old Y.M.C.A. Building at Fourth Street and Keosauqua Way, opened
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in 1960. The school handles 20 to 30 adult students at a time, most of
whom “live in” for six to nine months.
Kenneth Jernigan, director of the commission since 1958 and blind
himself, says the work of the center is to convince the blind that they can
do what they assumed was impossible and to make them interested in life
again. (93)
The year 1968 was the end of Jernigan’s first decade in Iowa, and in many ways the
pinnacle of his time as director. The program continued to expand and receive
recognition. On March 11, 1968, a luncheon was held at the Commission at which
Harold Russel, Chairman of the President’s Committee on the Employment of the
Handicapped, presented the director with an award, offering a statement that would be
often repeated for years to come, “If a person must be blind, it is better to be blind in
Iowa than anywhere else in the nation, or the world.” (94)
The decade closed with an Annual Report from the Commission that was in many
ways as consistent in voice and content as those the Commission produced ten years
earlier. As with all things, Jernigan began his report with the statement of commission
philosophy:
The real problem of blindness is not the loss of eyesight. It is the
misunderstandings which occur, the misconceptions which exist. Only
when those misunderstandings are corrected, when those misconceptions
are erased, does opportunity become a reality. (95)

One can never be entirely certain the degree of causality might attribute to philosophy
when it comes to performance outcomes for a public service program, but the Iowa
Commission, as evinced in the table below, achieved more success under the first ten
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years under Jernigan than the previous 35 years under his predecessor. The data below
show the number of employment outcomes achieved by the Iowa commission (labeled
“IDB” below) compared to the total for all vocational rehabilitation program in the
nation. The size of the rehabilitation program is also demonstrated by the growth in the
federal and state dollars appropriated to provide services, as well as the total number of
individuals who received services, even if they did not achieve an employment outcome.
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IDB Total

TOTAL

FEDERAL

STATE

INDIVIDUALS

Employment

EXPENDITURES

EXPENDITURES

EXPENDITURES

SERVED/EMPLOYED

Table 1.
Year

Closures

Employment
1957

12

$56,075,386

$34,847,954(62.2%)

$21,227,432(37.8%)

238,582/70,940

Outcomes IDB
1958

24

$66,057,877

$41,083,273(62.2%)

$24,994,604(37.8%)

258,444/74,317

1959

26

$73,337,774

$45,499,023(62%)

$27,838,751(38%)

280,384/80,739

1960

40

$78,711,000

$48,144,000(61.2%)

$30,567,000(38.8%)

297,950/88,275

1961

44

$88,150,000

$53,898,000(61.1%)

$34,252,000(38.9%)

320,963/92,501

1962

50

$101,390,000

$61,986,000(61.1%)

$39,404,000(38.9%)

345,635/102,377

1963

54

$113,111,000

$69,325,000(61.3%)

$43,786,000(38.7%)

368,696/110,136

1964

59

$133,259,000

$82,195,000(61.7%)

$51,065,000(38.3%)

399,852/119,708

1965

61

$154,140,000

$94,317,000(61.4%)

$59,427,000(38.6%)

441,332/134,859

1966

68

$213,639,000

$144,629,000(67.7%)

$69,009,000(32.3%)

499,464/154,279

1967

83

$303,846,000

$225,268,000(74.1%)

$78,578,000(25.9%)

569,907/173,594

1968

90

$377,646,000

$282,337,000(74.8%)

$95,309,000(25.2%)

680,415/207,918

and Total
Outcomes
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As the table shows, the Iowa Commission more than tripled its employment outcomes
over the course of the first ten years of Jernigan as director. At the same time, the
outcomes for the VR program nationwide also grew substantially, with employment
outcomes increasing approximately 250%. Jernigan was able to take advantage of a
substantial expansion in the VR program with the unfailing support of the Office of
Vocational Rehabilitation in Washington. Jernigan rode a wave of opportunity right to
the beach, to the advantage of hundreds of blind Iowans who now had substantial gainful
employment, and comprehensive training obtained at the center in Des Moines. It is
difficult to say with any certainty whether or not Jernigan would have been able to
accomplish what he did with the Commission without the overall expansion of the VR
system nationwide, but there is no doubt that he took every opportunity to exploit all the
resources available to him from both the federal and state governments.
It took the better part of a decade, but The NFB philosophy was operationalized
through the training programs offered to blind adults at the Orientation Center for the
Blind in downtown Des Moines. Jernigan took the six-story building, and transformed it
into the largest training center for the blind in the country. Blind teachers, students,
professionals, and activists from around the country joined Jernigan in Iowa, many of
whom would work at the Center in Des Moines, or for the Commission around the state.
Jernigan also aggressively recruited young Iowans to the movement, initiating a
leadership training program that would eventually populate the upper ranks of the elected
offices of the NFB for decades to come. With Jernigan’s election to the national
presidency of the NFB in 1968, the transfer of power from California to Iowa would be
complete.
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Jernigan melded the functions of the Commission for the Blind, a public
institution, with the activities of the Iowa Association of the Blind (IAB), the state
affiliate of the NFB. During this decade Jernigan used the Commission to grow the
movement, and to prove that the philosophy of blindness espoused by the NFB really
worked when implemented by a sympathetic agency. These years tenBroek stepped
down from the presidency of the NFB, and allowed Jernigan to become the face and
voice of the movement, while tenBroek provided intellectual and spiritual support.
By the early 1960s the Commission had achieve a number of successes,
including: the purchase and transformation of the old YMCA building in downtown Des
Moines into a state of the art training center for the blind; the establishment of a Braille
and talking books library that by 1968 was reported by the Library of Congress to be the
largest in the world; and the placement of blind people into jobs in professions hitherto
closed to them. Iowa saw its first blind public school teacher, its first chiropractor, its
first machinists at the John Deer factory in Waterloo, the first blind jurists, among many
other victories. The Commission under Jernigan greatly increased both the quantity and
quality of employment outcomes for the blind people it served.
Jernigan ran the Commission as more than just a training center and vocational
rehabilitation program. Countless stories by those who worked or went to the Iowa
commission during this decade speak of it as a movement headquarters. Jernigan made
no apologies for his partisanship, or his philosophy. He was, as one of his long-time
assistants noted, a royalist at heart, and was not inclined to run a program a meeting, or a
movement as anything less than a charismatic leader, guided by a vision. Even so, his
method was Socratic in nature, and Jernigan forced his students and staff alike to grapple
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with what it meant to be blind in the world. He taught classes in grammar at night,
worked out with the students at the training center at five o’clock in the morning, swam
with them, read books to them, and in every act as Commissioner sought to serve as an
example of the promise of the NFB’s philosophy. Jernigan managed to achieve a number
of exemptions from state laws that allowed him to hire who he wished, and run his
program with a degree of autonomy unknown to Commissioners before or since.
Not everyone in the state warmed to the work of the Commission, to Jernigan, or
to the new muscular voice of the blind leaders at the Iowa Association of the Blind. The
more the Commission grew in prominence, the more insistent the voices of the blind, and
the more time passed, the more the reactionary forces, some more benign than others, had
a chance to gather and sharpen their own critiques of Jernigan’s style, of the claims of
Commission successes, and the philosophical soundness of the approach to blindness the
organized blind promoted. The field of rehabilitation and special education for the blind
did not stand still and watch to see if Jernigan’s Iowa experiment would succeed or fail.
In truth, much of the professional field hardly noticed what was going on in Iowa at all.
University graduate programs in rehabilitation, such as the one at Western Michigan
State University, developed their own methods of cane travel instruction and adjustment
to blindness training with little heed to the NFB philosophy, and special educators
focused on the question of whether blind children should be educated in the regular
classroom or the residential schools for the blind, and little attention was paid to what the
NFB had to say about whether partially sighted children should learn braille, or whether
the white cane was the best mobility tool. Nevertheless, these two worlds would draw
closer together as the decade progressed, and confrontation grew increasingly inevitable
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as egos, philosophies, and the desires of the blind clashed with one another and fought to
make their voice heard.
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CHAPTER II
THE LITTLE BRAILLE SCHOOL ON THE PRAIRIE

The Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School (IBSSS) is Iowa’s second oldest
educational institution. The Iowa Braille School, as it is often called today, located in
Vinton, a small town north of Cedar Rapids, is a familiar and revered institution to many
Iowans. From 1853-2010, The IBSSS provided education and industrial training to blind
Iowans in a residential setting. Until the early 1970s, most of Iowa’s blind children,
along with many children and young adults from neighboring states, received their
academic instruction at the school. For many decades, the school also provided
vocational training to blind adults who came to the school to learn a trade. Unlike other
public schools, the IBSSS was not subject to a local school board, but served the entire
state, and as such fell under the jurisdiction of the Iowa Board of Regents, just as with
Iowa’s three public universities, and the Iowa School for the Deaf in Council Bluffs. For
nearly one hundred years, the Board of Regents directly appointed the superintendent of
the school, approved its policies and procedures, and set its annual budget. The story of
the IBSSS is a long one, and represents the trajectory of many schools for the blind
around the country, beginning as an embodiment of romantic era hopefulness about the
redemption of all of god’s children, gliding into a long period of genteel complacency as
the pre-eminent institutions serving the blind, and finally arching quietly toward
obsolescence.
The mid nineteenth century saw a growing interest in the establishment of
schools, often labeled asylums, for the blind, along with other institutions for the Deaf,
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mentally ill, and convicted criminals. This movement born of the melding of romantic
era notions of individual salvation and progressive reform of society through education
and rehabilitation led to a growing support by philanthropists and eventually state
legislatures, to fund the construction and maintenance of residential programs during the
1830s, 40s, and 50s throughout the Northeast, and eventually, across the country.
The first, and perhaps most famous of the schools for the blind is what would become
known as the Perkins school for the blind in Watertown, Massachusetts. Founded in
1829, what was then known as the New England Asylum for the Blind became a model
for many schools to follow. Its first director was the Bostonian, Samuel Gridley Howe,
who remains one of the best known directors of schools for the blind. Howe’s writings
and exploitation of his most famous pupil, Laura Bridgman, the first Deaf blind student at
the school, made Howe a household name through the United States in the 1840s and
50s. (1)
Howe’s approach to the education of Laura Bridgman represented the romantic
style of reform. Howe did not have a degree in education, nor any experience in working
with the blind. It was his charisma, and the perception of him as a man of romantic
heroism as a result of his fighting in the war for Greek independence in the late 1820s,
that won him the attention of Boston reformers interested in opening a school for the
blind. Howe sought to replicate through his efforts at the school in Boston the examples
of progressive institutions for the blind in Paris, Scotland, and Vienna, among others.
Institutions for the blind appeared in the late eighteenth century, and represented a
shift in the thinking of blind individuals as more than wards of the state or society, but
rather as individuals capable of learning, and of industry. State institutions that had only
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in that century begun to bear the responsibility of caring for the blind and other disabled
citizens, quickly turned to reformers to seek ways of “rescuing” their charges from
indolence and providing with them the training that would allow them to be selfsufficient, freeing the state of the expense and burden of a lifelong custodianship.
Howe took on his charge by the Boston philanthropists to open a school for the
blind as a challenge, as a social experiment worthy of the greatest enlightenment
philosophes. He embraced the assertions of the European reformers, and their New
World kindred spirits, that the blind could be educated, and could become industrious and
productive members of society. Howe had no pedagogy to employ apart from his belief
in the innate abilities of human beings, as tabula rasas, to acquire language through
instructions. Howe was motivated by, and inspired to contribute, to the question that
enlightenment philosophers had been posing since the late seventeenth century about the
origins of understanding and learning. The school for the blind would be a real life
experiment, to prove his assertions.
The school in Boston flourished, thanks in part to the fame of Laura Bridgman,
who had arrived there in 1837, and quickly became Howe’s most celebrated success. (2)
The success of Howe and the Perkins school led to many other efforts in states
throughout New England, the mid Atlantic, the Midwest, and beyond.
By the mid-1850s, more than fifteen schools for the blind had been chartered,
some of the privately funded academies, and other established by state legislatures and
publicly funded. The school in Boston, as well as the New York Institute of the Blind,
founded by Samuel Wood in 1831, and a protégé of Howe, inspired philanthropists to
establish schools in Kentucky, Tennessee, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Virginia, and Maryland,
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among others. By the 1840s and early 1850s, the blind students of these institutions
came of age and set out to found their own schools. Between 1844 and 1853, James
Champlin, Walter Fortescue, Eli William Whelan, and Samuel Bacon, all blind, founded
schools for the blind in Tennessee, Georgia, Missouri, Illinois, and Iowa respectively.
The age of the sighted romantic reformer gave way, albeit briefly, to a new generation of
blind leaders who sought to bring the instruction they received to the next generation of
blind children.
These schools, founded by blind men were small endeavors, and began as private
schools, often meeting in the homes of their founders or that of local community leaders,
and were funded mostly out of charitable donations. However, the work of this second
generation of blind educators was quickly recognized by state legislators as worthy of
state support and public funding, and by the end of the decade of the 1850s most of these
schools would be public institutions, with large residential facilities, and regular
appropriations from state governments. (3)
Reluctantly, state legislators became convinced of the value and validity of
expending public monies to educate and train blind children and young adults. However,
even as government leaders and educators accepted the model of residential schooling for
the blind, they were less accepting of the blind men who founded these institutions. By
the end of the 1850s, blind educators were pushed out of their positions as principals and
superintendents in favor of sighted trustees and sighted educators. The age of the blind
pioneers was a short one, but would have a long legacy.
Samuel Bacon was arguably the most prolific of this second generation of blind
pioneer educators, establishing three schools for the blind in Illinois, Iowa, and Nebraska
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in the course of his twenty-year career. Bacon, who became blind at the age of 12,
followed in the romantic tradition of Samuel Gridley Howe. Trained as a boy at the Ohio
school for the blind in the 1830s and 40s, Bacon did not pursue college training, but was
largely self-taught, and established his credentials, like Howe, through force of character.
Bacon arrived in Iowa in the spring of 1852, already having established a school for the
blind in Jackson, Illinois. Local friends in Keokuk encouraged Bacon and his wife to
begin a school in Iowa, and by the fall of that year, a small number of students gathered
to receive instruction from Bacon and his wife. (4)
Bacon moved his school for the blind to Iowa City the next year to be closer to
the state’s political power center. The school was chartered by the legislature in April of
1853. There were only a few students at first, but after fourteen months, there were 23
students, ranging in age from 7 to 35. (5) As with many schools for the blind at that
time, there were often many young adults, and even older individuals, who received what
were referred to as “industrial” training, in order to assist them in learning a trade to
become self-supporting, or at least to earn some income. (6) The total budget for the
school in its first biennium was $4,800, $2,000 from the state, and the rest from tuition
charged to the families of the students. Initially, only students whose families could
prove they were indigent could attend the school tuition free, but Bacon believing that
education for the blind should be free to all of Iowa’s blind children, pushed through a
provision in the law in 1855 to make the school tuition free for all Iowans. It was at this
time that the governing board changed the name of the school to the “Institute for the
Instruction of the Blind”, believing the word asylum to be too negative. (7)
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Samuel Bacon was the principal as well as the primary instructor of the blind
students. In addition to Bacon, there were only his wife, who served as the school
“matron and housekeeper,” and Mrs. J. S. Gittinger, who taught music. Under Bacon the
curriculum was divided into three parts: academic, musical, and industrial. Students
began their day early, rising at 5:30am, enjoying an hour of geography study before
breakfast at seven o’clock, with classes continuing throughout the day until eight o’clock
in the evening. Commenting on the curriculum in the 1854 biennial report, Bacon noted,
“... the pupils receive instruction on the Piano, and Geometry is taught to a small class.
The news of the day is read to the pupils from various papers sent to the Institution
gratis.” (8) The report also adds that three hours in the afternoon were dedicated to
“useful” activities, with boys making brooms, and girls engaging in sowing, knitting, and
beadwork. (9)
Throughout the 1850s Bacon searched in vain for a permanent home for the
school in the state’s capital. Despite support from the legislature, the school would
shuffle around to four different locations within Iowa City, including the Fisher house on
the banks of the Iowa river, the old land office at College and Johnson, the Andrews
House (exact location unknown), and the Slezak Hotel at Lynn and Bloomington. (10)
Robert Walker, president of the board of trustees of the school, push for a permanent
location near the newly established state university, but such a convenient location was
not to be. (11)
By 1858, the board of trustees of the school was anxious to find a location with
the capacity to house and educate more students than were in attendance at that time.
Expansion of the schools rolls proved challenging owing to the lack of precise
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information regarding the actual number of blind children in the state at the time. The
tension between the ambitions of Bacon and the trustees and the cost of establishing a
large residential facility led to governor James Grimes to acerbically note that “It would
be more economical to provide for their education by sending them to another state than
to maintain the school in Iowa.” (12) Grimes’s sentiment was not uncommon among the
parsimoniously minded elected officials. The legislature in Jefferson City, Missouri, for
example, in the face of efforts to establish a school in that state, commented in 1850,
"There are only a few blind persons in Missouri, the United States census reports to the
contrary notwithstanding. It would be time, labor, and money lost to try to teach the
blind to read or do anything else." (13) Similar concerns about the high cost and
presumed low returns of educating the blind would be echoed in the chambers of many
state legislatures. As funding for schools shifted from private donations to public coffers.
Despite expressed misgivings, in 1858 the Iowa general assembly appointed a three
person commission to begin a search for a new location for the school. A minimum of 40
acres and a grant of $5,000 had to be offered before the state would kick in an additional
$15,000 toward the establishment of a new site, such that no more than $20,000 toward
the construction of the new school would be expended. Captain Thomas Drummond,
editor of the Vinton Eagle, was instrumental in winning support from the community in
terms of dollars and land, and convinced the appointed commission to choose the Vinton
site. (14)
One of the commissioners, J. E. Traer, then set out to visit other schools for the
blind to assess how other similarly situated schools were equipped and operated. Traer
visited schools in Ohio, Indiana, Michigan, and Wisconsin, and became convinced that
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the initial budget and the range and scope of the plans for the school in Vinton were too
small. Upon his return to Iowa, Traer convinced his fellow commissioners to draw up
new plans for the school that required an estimated$50,000 to execute. The new plans
were implemented in 1859, but the newly designed school, with its greatly increased
budget, infuriated the governor who promptly dismissed the three-man commission in the
fall of 1859, and appointed a single individual commission to carry out the school
construction, with the budget reduced back to its original total of $20,000. (15)
Samuel Bacon meanwhile expressed strong opposition to the relocation of the
school to Vinton. He asserted that keeping the school in Iowa City would mean
proximity to materials for the industrial workshop, a ready market for the workshop’s
goods, and access to the cultural offerings of the university. Bacon accused the governor
of “trafficking” the lives of its most vulnerable charges for the “paltry sum of $5,000.”
He argued that moving the school to such a rural location as Vinton would put the school
at an “eternal disadvantage,” and would subject the students to significant
inconveniences. Bacon argued in the 1860 biennial report that the partially constructed
building at the Vinton site be abandoned, and that the remaining proceeds be used to
secure a permanent site in the state capital. Additionally, Bacon complained of the
school that he was shut out of the development of a new location for the school, and that
it was an insult of the governor appointed commission to ignore his own significant
experience with other schools for the blind by sending the sighted commissioner Traer to
research other schools. (16)
Bacon’s explicit preference to keep the school in Iowa City was ignored. Bacon
believed that the best education for the blind required as much integration within the
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sighted community, and that an urban environment would promote greater independence
for blind adults. Bacon’s protestations notwithstanding, the governor was determined to
minimize cost and authorized the removal of the school from Iowa City to Vinton. Bacon
was so frustrated with his inability to have his arguments considered, and his expertise
and experience ignored by state officials, that he tendered his resignation at the end of the
spring term of 1862. The school opened its doors the next term in its new location in
Vinton, without its founding leader. (17)
After the school’s move to Vinton, Samuel Bacon moved to Nebraska to found a
third school for the blind in Nebraska City. Little is known of his life after he left Iowa.
Today the Iowa Braille School has no buildings or rooms named for its founder. Two
buildings are named for the longest serving superintendents, McCuan and Palmer, and
another building for a popular blind teacher of the twentieth century, but there are no
monuments or commemorations for the blind man who started it all.
The decade of Bacon’s time as the ICB’s director represented a marked trend in
the administration of schools for the blind, as the generation of blind students who set out
to found their own schools were pushed aside in favor of sighted administrators who were
believed to be better suited to provide paternal guardianship over their blind charges. As
public money became the primary source for funding schools for the blind, legislators
were less inclined to allow the blind to run the schools or hold positions of leadership.
(18) Since most schools for the blind were residential, and as principals and
superintendents typically lived at the schools in close proximity to the students, the role
of school administrator became one of surrogate parent rather than peer or mentor.
Legislators, parents, and the general public were not ready to concede that a blind person
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could serve in this capacity, given that blind adults were often seen as little more than
wards of the state or objects of charity, whose own rights and responsibilities were
strictly limited by both legal and social barriers.
Because of their dual roles as educators and parental figures, histories of
individual schools for the blind are frequently per iodized by the superintendents who ran
them. The school in Vinton was no exception to this rule, as the names of its
superintendents – Bacon, Clark, McCuan, Knapp, Palmer, Overby, Iverson, Rocco, and
Thurman, among others less known – mark the stages of the school’s development; its
rise to prominence, its long decline, and its eventual dissolution in 2010. Students from
either century of the school’s existence speak of the out-sized presence of the
superintendent, and how his personality, philosophy, and educational practices influenced
nearly every aspect of the school’s daily life, and leaving indelible marks on the
memories of those who went to school there.
The next few decades were years of rapid expansion for the school. In October of
1862, 23 students started the term in the new location in Vinton, even as construction of
the primary school building was still under way. By November construction was
complete of the facility as it was conceived by the commission, but already the school
was nearing its capacity of 80 students by the end of the term in 1863 when 60 students
were enrolled full time. The board of trustees in the late 1850s were proven correct in
their estimations of the need for education of the blind, even as the legislature balked at
the cost and the board’s projections of need. (19)
Orland Clark, the first principal of the school upon its move to Vinton, had this to
say about the school’s new location and facilities:
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This school sits upon a slight elevation containing 40 acres situated onehalf mile south west [sic] of the village of Vinton. It is made of hewn
limestone [from a quarry north of town]. It is 100 feet long and 70 feet
wide and four stories high, [counting the basement] and is capable of
housing 80 students. It has a pine roof, but because the building is heated
by stoves, the fear of fire is ever present. During heavy rains, water from
the roof runs into the basement for want of sewers [downspouts]. The
amount of rubbish, earth, and stone [around the construction] was
immense. (20)

Some improvements were made soon after the above report, including a retaining wall
around the main building to protect the basement from water seepage, and a secondary
building, later known as the Jordan building, which would house a gymnasium,
workshop, and vegetable cellar. This building was completed in 1866. The land was
divided into 10 acre lots, with one lot for pasture, another for raising “broom corn,” and
another lot with the buildings along with 300 fruit trees, some of which remained
standing 150 years later. (21)
The curriculum remained little changed from the time of Samuel Bacon. School
administrators believed that blind children should be kept busy, so the entire day was
meticulously planned with little free time allowed. The daily schedule during these early
decades went more or less as follows:
6:00 A.M. Students awake
6:30 Breakfast and recreation
7:20 Morning chapel
8:00 Math or English grammar depending on the day of week
9:00 Physiology or raised letter reading depending on day of week
10:00 Algebra or geography, depending on the day
11:00 History or orchestra
12:00 P.M. Dinner
1:00 Geometry or writing
2:00 Raised print or geography depending on day
3:00 Mechanical workshop
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4:00 Choir
5:00 Recreation
6:00 Supper and music
7:00 English literature
8:00 Music theory or Bible class on Saturdays (22)

From the above one can discern the importance of music in the curriculum, another
prominent feature of schools for the blind since the time of Howe at the Perkins school,
and much as their counterparts in Europe earlier that century and before. Music was
clearly the most emphasized and prestigious part of the curriculum. Students were
expected to practice two hours a day, one hour for younger children. Music teachers
were the highest paid of all the staff, and earned nearly as much as the principal of the
school. The intensive focus on music represents deeply entrenched beliefs about the
innate musical abilities of the blind, and the limited range of vocational opportunities for
blind graduates of the school.
Also notable about the curriculum above is the use of raise-lettered books for
reading. Although Bacon incorporated some raise-letter reading in his teaching, he relied
largely on oration and recitation for teaching. This would change in 1863, as the board
voted to begin instruction in braille. An instructor from the school for the blind in St.
Louis was brought to Vinton to teach the braille system. (23) This was not, however, the
same braille system invented by Louis Braille and taught in the Institute for the Blind in
Paris, but rather New York point, a variation on Braille’s raised-dot system, and was
popular in the United States, and would compete for dominance among schools for the
blind until the 1930s when the six-dot braille system known in Paris was as the standard
among American schools for the blind and braille printing houses. Therefore the school
in Vinton would utilize New York point until the mid-1930s. (24)
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In addition to academic courses and music instruction and practice, the school
taught what it referred to as living skills, which included everything from cooking,
sewing, cleaning house, to personal grooming and comportment.
All girls were required to take sewing for an hour a day for at least six years.
Thomas McCune, principal of the school for most of the 1880s and 90s referred to this
requirement by stating, “The impatient teacher was out of place in such a class, because
pupils often spend six months just learning to thread a needle.” (25) Boys beginning in
the 1890s were taught the trade of piano tuning. School administrators did not see this as
an occupation that would provide independence, however. Students were also taught
industrial crafts, such as beadwork, simple lacework, sewing, chair caning, and broom
making. Such skills were intended to provide older students with an opportunity to earn a
small income. Expectations were not especially high, however, as the biennial report of
1880 notes, “Graduates will not be able to support themselves by such industries, but they
can make a contribution to the family income.” (26)
There were blind teachers at Vinton from the very beginning, but with the
exception of Vinton’s founder, Samuel Bacon, blind teachers typically earned lower
salaries than their fellow sighted instructors. One music teacher in 1867, S. F. Price, quit
in protest over his low pay, forcing the school to have to rely on older students to serve as
assistant teachers for the courses Mr. Price taught. Even after Price returned, the practice
of utilizing older students as assistant teachers persisted for many decades. (27)
Male and female students were kept apart as much as possible both in and out of
the classroom until well into the 1900s. Until the 1920s, boys and girls sat on separate
sides of a classroom, recess and recreational activities were enjoyed separately, and of

131

course the girls and boys dormitories were on different floors, and even in separate
buildings in later years socializing even among the older students was closely watched
and heavily regulated by sighted teachers and administrators. Gender segregation
extended off campus, as dating among students was not officially allowed until the early
1950s. Such restrictions even applied to adult students well into their majority. (28)
This strict gender segregation was indicative of both deeply paternalistic attitudes on the
part of sighted administrators, and reflected increasingly voiced concerns about the blind
engaging in sexual activities, particularly if it might result in bearing children who might
be blind like their parents. These prejudices were only bolstered by the rise of eugenics
in the twentieth century. (29)
Reverend H. Knapp became principal in 1869, and sought to expand the role of
the school as an educational institution, to one of a long-term residence for blind adults.
Knapp believed that the industrial revolution was leaving the blind behind, and that the
blind were fundamentally incapable of competing in the mechanized world. Knapp
imagined the development of a community of blind adults, who might come to live at the
school to be employed in its workshops. Knapp conducted the first statewide census of
the blind in 1871, concluding that there were 560 blind individuals in the state, 200 of
whom were under the age of 25. (30) This indicated a much greater need than the school
could then accommodate, given there were already 101 students in residence that term,
and the school was so over-crowded that the broom-making shop often served as a an
academic classroom.
Knapp wanted to be able to realize his dream of an industrial “home” for the
blind. He estimated there were 225 blind adults in the state who could support
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themselves in an industrial “home” if one could be established for them. (31) Knapp, as
many educators of the blind before him, struggled to reconcile claims of the benefits of
education for the blind as a path to self-sufficiency while at the same time arguing in
favor of segregated work spaces for blind graduates. Legislatures in the industrial era
justified the large expenditures for maintaining schools for the blind on the grounds they
would produce industrious citizens, not life-long wards of the state. Despite any
cognitive dissonance this issue engendered, Knapp did succeed in getting a bill sponsored
in the legislature to establish an industrial home for the blind, but he then repented of the
notion and asked the bill to be dropped. (32)
Meanwhile, Knapp secured $70,000 from the legislature to construct a north wing
of the main building to house the growing numbers of blind students. To further stem the
tide of students coming to the school, the board of trustees lowered the maximum age at
which a student could be admitted to the academic program to 21. Those older than 21
could only matriculate into the industrial training program, and could only stay at the
school for two years. (33)
Knapp also saw the expansion of the use of New York point raised dot system for
instruction of the students. Even though the system was first introduced to the school in
1863, lessons were still largely oral, with teachers reading the next day’s lessons to
students, which took up a great deal of class time. Knapp developed a New York point
printer to produce lessons in New York point. (34) It was also under Knapp that the
school’s name officially changed to the Iowa College for the Blind (ICB). (35)
Nevertheless, the school was still commonly referred to as the Asylum. The road
running in front of the school in fact is still known as Asylum Road. Administrators
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routinely referred to students as “inmates” or “patients,” even by the superintendents until
Thomas McCuan stopped this practice in the 1880s. (36)
In 1882, Thomas McCuan was appointed principal of the ICB, following the
death of his predecessor, Robert Carothers. McCuan served as assistant-principal for five
years under Carothers, and then as principal until 1907, becoming the longest serving
administrator of the school in its history. He represented a bridge between the era of
superintendents as paternalistic wardens, and the rise of the professional educator of the
blind in the next century. It also at this time, in 1881, that Mary Ingalls, the school’s
most famous pupil arrived. (37)
Mary Ingalls was 16 years old when she arrived at the school. Her family, who
would be made famous by the publication of her sister’s books, was still living in South
Dakota at the time that Mary arrived at Vinton. Mary had lost her sight at the age of 15
due to what was called at the time, “brain fever,” but was likely scarlet fever, a common
cause of blindness during the nineteenth century. Although the Ingalls family would live
in Iowa for two years, the family’s days in Iowa would not be chronicled in Laura Ingalls
Wilder’s books. Mary would stay at the school until 1889, when she graduated from the
academic program with nearly perfect academic scores. (37) Mary did not return to
Vinton after leaving the school, and would spend the rest of her life living with her
sisters. She died in 1928 at the age of 63. She never married, or had a family of her own,
nor did she ever work outside the home. In this aspect Mary’s experience mirrored that
of many of her peers, in that she was in large part an adult during her time at the school,
but nevertheless her social life was carefully monitored, and her vocational and life
choices after leaving the school were limited. (38)
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By the 1880s, students arrived at the school by train, and would then be
transported to the school by horse-drawn carriage. Family would often stay with the
newly arrived students for several days while they acclimated to the new surroundings.
Lorana Mattice, one of the school’s blind teachers, was responsible for welcoming
students to the school and showing them around the grounds. Dorothy O’Leary, who
collaborated on a personal history of the school in 1983, describes the school at this time:
The school made an impressive appearance to newcomers. The north and
south wings of the school with their long verandas, and the even longer
veranda across the back of the building, commanded an outstanding view.
A gravel path led from the stone gate to the front porch with its wooden
steps. A stone wall between two and three feet high fronted the east edge
of the campus. All of these, along with the curving cinder driveway and
the many trees and shrubs, helped create the distinctive image. (39)

The school had 94 students when Mary arrived in 1882, about equally divided between
boys and girls, and including individuals who ranged in age from five to 67 years old.
(40) To this degree, the mix of young and old, boys and girls, men and women, sighted,
and blind, and in the case of Iowa’s school, a mix of color and ethnicity, made for a
remarkably diverse community. (41) Given that students and faculty alike spent the
majority of the year at the school, including over the Christmas holiday, the school was
for many of its students and teachers alike, a world unto itself. The relative isolation of
the school in a rural farming community could only add to this effect.
Student life at the school at the time of Mary Ingalls set a pattern that would
remain largely unaltered until well into the twentieth century. Most years there were
approximately 150 students, with a maximum of 294 in 1895. (42) Children took classes
in geography, math, literature, New York point or braille, and home economics, as well
as the traditional industrial crafts classes. Students had chapel twice a week, once at 7am
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and again at 7pm, from the 1880s until the 1920s. After chapel, the students were
divided by age and a teacher would read aloud to them from a popular text of the day that
was approved by the principal. (43) A bell installed in the main building in 1877
regulated the course of the day, and the movements of staff and students around the
campus. (44) Bells woke students up in the morning, told them when to go to class, and
even when to eat. As there was no campus wide intercom system installed until the mid1960s, an elaborate system of bells was used to summon students and staff to the front
offices of the main building. Each student had an assigned number, 57 for example, and
to indicate that the student was wanted, the bell would ring first twice to indicate that a
student and not a staff member was wanted, then five bells, followed by seven bells to
identify the specific student to be summoned. (45) As a result, the school day was often
described as a cacophony of bell ringing.
“There was this horrible gong like bell,” recalled Peggy, a student from the 1960s.
“When we went to the dining hall for meals it would ring when it was ok to sit, when it
was ok to eat.” (46) Students were not allowed to serve themselves, but raised their
hands when they wanted food, and a sighted staff member would bring it to them.
According to recollections by many former students, most aspects of the lives of blind
children and adults at the school were closely monitored by sighted adults, and freedom
to move about and explore was discouraged by the staff.
Principal McCuan allowed a greater deal of interaction among boys and girls at
the school, allowing them to socialize during scheduled events such as dances on
Saturday evening, and some opportunities to intermingle during recreational activities
during the day. (47) McCuan did not fully integrate the classroom, and boys and girls
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still learned different industrial skills, but McCuan sought to establish co-education on a
par with that which occurred in other public schools for the sighted. McCuan did not
overtly express hostility to the idea of blind men and women eventually forming romantic
relationships after leaving school. McCuan in others ways played the role of surrogate
father, by policing the student’s table manners, and insisting on proper comportment at
all times. (48)
Through the 1880s and 90s, the primary industrial skills taught continued to be
broom-making for males, and beadwork and sowing for females, including the making of
hammocks and fly-nets for horses. (49) By the 1890s, piano tuning became the premier
industrial trade taught at the school, and was seen as the most viable means of supporting
oneself after graduation. Even so, superintendent McCuan did not hold out much hope
for this profession as a means for self-sufficiency due to poor roads and a lack of
transportation options for the blind. (50)
Older students were expected to spend at least an hour a day working at various
chores throughout the campus. Girls were expected to assist in the maintenance of the
kitchen, including cleaning up after meals, and the regular scrubbing of eating utensils.
Boys helped care for the livestock, including pigs, horses, and chickens. Boys also
milked cows, raked the lawns, shoveled snow, and even cut firewood. (51)
The 1890s ushered in a number of innovations and modernizations at the school.
The facilities were connected to the Vinton water system, although it would be another
decade before the school would enjoy indoor toilets. The school was wired for
electricity, bringing an end to the use of kerosene lamps for lighting. Iron stairways were
installed, and the iconic brick wall surrounding the main building was replaced by an iron
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fence. (52) In 1895, the school enrolled more students than it ever had, or would, with
208 pupils in that year, and a total of 246 counted in the biennial report of 1896,
including both the academic and industrial programs. (53) In 1893, Lynne Haguewood,
the first Deaf blind student arrived at Vinton. (54) She was often referred to as “Iowa’s
Helen Keller,” and was the subject of a special appropriation from the legislature of $500
to fund her education, which was increased to $1,000 the next year, and allowed for the
hiring of a special teacher just for her instruction, a considerable expense and allowance
for the time. (55) The school was diverse in terms of color as well, with the biennial
report of 1897 noting the enrollment of three Black students. (56)
This decade also saw the growth of the collection of raised print and raised dot
books in the ICB’s library. With over 1600 books in its collection, the ICB had by far the
largest collection of books for the blind in the state. The school also established the
practice of distributing free of charge books to blind adults throughout the state. (57)
Due to the scarcity of accessible reading material, the provision of reading
material to the state’s blind served as a way to strengthen the role of the school, and even
serve as an intermediary, or gatekeeper to information for the blind. The blind would
struggle for most of the nineteenth and half of the twentieth centuries to develop a raised
dot system that the blind could easily learn and read, along with the technology to
produce such a reading system for broad distribution. Because of the cost of producing
raised dot reading materials, such as New York point or braille, access to books,
periodicals, and other reading material was often controlled by either state institutions or
charitable enterprises, such as the American Printing House for the Blind in Louisville,
Kentucky. Books for the blind were rare, even after the selection of braille as the
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standard for North American English in 1931 reduced the need to produce in multiple
formats. What the blind read was therefore often dictated by the interests of sighted
administrators or school boards, or charitable organizations who often had Christian
evangelical missions, and saw the production of braille as a means to both proselytize and
contribute to the moral instruction of the blind. This narrow control over the production
of braille in Iowa by the ICB would in later decades serve to heighten tensions between
the school in Vinton and the Commission for the Blind, as the Commission sought to
break the monopoly held by the school to control the production of braille materials for
the state’s blind readers. (58)
In 1892, superintendent Knapp’s vision of an industrial home for blind adults was
briefly realized as the Iowa state legislature appropriated funds to establish a facility four
miles from Knoxville, Iowa. It was the school’s alumni association that pushed for the
opening of the industrial home. However, the venture never proved viable, and the home
would close its doors by 1900. It isn’t clear how many adults ever lived at the home, or
what products were produced, or the nature of training offered. (59) The existence of
the industrial home is a little known nor appreciated moment in the history of the blind in
Iowa. Nevertheless, the very existence of the industrial home, and the support of its
establishment by the school’s alumni indicates the degree to which the school was
incapable of grappling with the broader challenges faced by the blind once they
graduated and went out into the sighted world.
The decade of the 1890s was in many ways the high water mark for the school in
Vinton, and for residential schools in general. The coming years would see increasing
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challenges to the dominance of the residential model, from progressive educators as well
as from the blind themselves.
The school experienced a set-back in 1898 when its board of trustees, in charge of
the school for 40 years, was dissolved, and the school was placed under the jurisdiction
of the state board of control, which also oversaw the state mental and penal institutions.
(60) This resulted in the school’s inability to be accredited as it was legally defined as a
facility of confinement rather than education. For the handful of students who wished to
continue their education at a post-secondary college or university, such as the Iowa State
University, their academic credits earned at ICB would not be recognized, and the
students would have to take additional remedial coursework in order to gain admittance
to institutions of higher education. (61) This situation would be remedied in 1911, when
the school would be moved to the state board of education, but the 13 years of

its legal

status as an institution of confinement represented further erosion of the school’s
prestige.
The transfer of control of the school and the sharp rise in the number of students
and adults at the ICB in the 1890s forced the trustees to consider for the first time in the
institution’s history the question of who was blind enough to enroll either as a student or
as an adult in the industrial program. The school had largely avoided this question for its
first 47 years, but the new board of control was anxious to contain costs, and suspected
that some families were “dumping” their children into the care of the state as a result of
the economic depression of the 1890s. There was no widely agreed upon or legal
definition of blindness in the nineteenth century. There were few social services
available to the blind, so the need to test one’s eyesight for purposes of discriminating
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between those worthy of the state’s benefits and those who weren’t was not an
imperative. (62) Beginning in 1900, the board of control decreed that in order to enroll at
the ICB, one’s vision had to be “so defective that they could not acquire any education in
the common school.” (63) This resulted in a purging of the student population, as some
children were not allowed to return for the new term in 1901, and others deemed too ill to
benefit from instruction, or who were not making sufficient progress in their education,
were sent home. (64)
Samuel Bacon, and many of his peers, did not appear to expend much energy
parsing degrees of blindness. This may in part support arguments that blindness is in
large part a product of the industrial age, not because of the rise of industrial accidents,
which was a leading cause of blindness among adults, but because of the demands of the
mechanized world in which fixed sizes and uniform production values created clearer
lines of demarcation between those who could see well enough to perform the tasks of an
industrial worker, and those who could not. Many of the early reformers in the education
of the blind, including Samuel Gridley Howe, watched as growing industrialization
appeared to undo the successes of their students in the schools, and that increasingly, the
blind could not compete in a mechanized world. This belief fed the movement to
establish industrial homes for the blind, such as Howe envisioned at Perkins, and
superintendent Knapp in Iowa. In the next century, these industrial homes would become
sheltered workshops for the blind, supported by state and federal dollars, and bolstered by
the advent of a national vocational rehabilitation program in 1920. (65)
This argument about the unique vulnerability endured by the blind in the face of
increasing industrialization of society and economy served the interests of professionals
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in the field of education of the blind and later vocational rehabilitation (see the next
chapter for a longer discussion of this issue). Nevertheless, it is just as supportable an
argument to assert that industrialization opened up new opportunities for the blind, and
literally paved the way for greater accessibility to employment, travel, and social
engagement. Certainly the blind at the end of the nineteenth century enjoyed such
navigational benefits; at least in urban environments, as sidewalks, more paved roads,
and regularly scheduled trains and ships, and later, automobiles and busses. (66) Samuel
Bacon certainly believed that the blind were much better suited to urban landscapes.
Meanwhile, the embrace of a “hierarchy” of sight on the part of the board of
control was a significant shift in the way blindness itself would be defined. The tools of
science helped sustain the trend to make fine distinctions between who was blind and
who was not, who was in need of services, and who was not. Rather than rely on a
student’s own assessment of their ability to function, their degree of blindness would be
determined by professionals, by the new science of opt homology and education
assessment. These differentiations between who was blind and who was not became a
driving force in the culture of the school, and would, in later years, served to drive the
curriculum, and would divide the community between those who felt such distinctions
only served the educational and psychological development of blind children, and those
who insisted that the hierarchy of sight led to a more progressive curriculum. In the
school’s self-published history in 1984, this change toward a more restrictive definition
of blindness is described as a positive development. (67) Supported by professionals in
the field, the next century saw an increasing emphasis on this distinction as the school’s
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administrators, teachers, and students grappled with the psychological, sociological, and
educational implications of embracing the hierarchy of sight.
An early example of the implementation of the hierarchy of sight at the school
was the long-standing practice of students with partial vision serving the totally blind
students in the dining hall. This practice persisted until the 1960s. Another example was
the superintendent imposed rule restricting totally blind students from traveling off
campus without being accompanied by a partially sighted peer. This was another practice
that lasted into the modern era, despite the school’s charge to teach mobility and travel
skills to its students. (68) As will be described in chapters six and seven, the practice of
pairing up the partially sighted with the totally blind and giving the former broader
responsibilities, imbedded deeply in the students the value of sight, and that it was always
better to have sight, and to use what sight one had to the greatest extent possible. These
practices would become in later years one of the primary motivators of the Iowa
Commission for the Blind to criticize the school in Vinton as instilled negative attitudes
about blindness, and poorly training students for a life of independence after graduation.
The years between 1910 and 1920 saw a number of changes at the ICB. Among
these included the departure of superintendent McCuan after 26 years in that position.
The ICB was moved from the board of control to the state board of education, and the
school’s name changed to the Iowa School for the Blind, although many would refer to it
as the ICB for many years, until its most currently colloquial name of the Iowa Braille
School, or IBS. A new gymnasium was built that included a swimming pool and fitness
center, and new apartments built for the superintendent and his family to occupy. (69) In
1915, what was known as the “uniform code committee” decided that braille should be
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the preferred raised-dot reading system for North American English speakers. Until this
time, New York point continued to be the most common system for the blind, in part
because of its domestic origin. The ICB had introduced braille in the 1960s as noted
above, but it was not fully implemented until 1928. Today there are still many volumes
in the school’s library embossed in New York Point, but there is virtually no one with the
knowledge of how to read them. (70)
In 1918, Francis Eber Palmer was appointed superintendent of the ICB. His
tenure was the second longest of any superintendent in the school’s history, lasting until
1939. Palmer was responsible for ushering the ICB into the modern era, and instituting
some of the changes at the school intended to meet the challenges of early efforts to
mainstream blind students into the regular classroom. Palmer traveled two tracks
simultaneously by on one hand actively seeking to embrace and promote the new
professionalism among his peer administrators and teachers, and, by also continuing the
tradition of serving as a surrogate father figure, as had his nineteenth century
predecessors.
The role of the superintendent as benign patriarch is reflected in the words of
Richard Peters, the editor of the student paper, the Scarlet Pen, in a tribute written to
Palmer upon his retirement in 1939:
He was a man who gave much to the students of this school. He gave us
courage, religious training, kindness, and a desire to make something out
of ourselves. Though he had many hardships to overcome, he met them
all, never grumbling or complaining. When misfortune overtook his
family life (71), he never let family affairs enter into the running of the
school. He was never too busy to see any one of us when we had a
perplexing problem or needed his help in any way. When we were sent to
him to be disciplined, he treated us kindly and yet impressed upon us the
importance of keeping the rules and not being disobedient to the ones in
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charge. For twenty-one years he worked to make the blind as other people
in the world and to give them a chance to make an honest living. He gave
the best years of his life to us here at this school. But at last,
circumstances over which he had no control overtook him and forced him
to depart from our midst. (72)

As an example of Palmer’s contribution toward the professionalization of the field of
education for the blind, the ICB would host the ninth biennial meeting of the American
Association of Workers for the Blind (AAWB), in 1921, at which time the highly
influential American Foundation for the Blind (AFB) was founded. Palmer expressed his
pride at having helped foster the advent of such a pre-eminent institution as the AFB.
(73)
Palmer also instituted changes in the social practices at the ICB. For the first
time, seating in classrooms or at meals was no longer segregated by gender, and
communication was openly encouraged among all the students. A 20 minute recess was
scheduled each morning during which time boys and girls of high school age were
allowed to stroll together up and down the paved walkway in front of the main building,
known as the “avenue.” There were also roller skating parties on the eighth-mile circular
path behind the main building, and the frequent holiday gatherings afforded further
opportunities for socializing. These encounters were still closely supervised, and boys
and girls were not allowed to hold hands, link arms, or otherwise engage in acts of
affections. Students were also encouraged to spend time with different strolling partners
each day in order to expand their range of social experiences. While this paternalistic
managing of social and sexual explorations were out-of-step with the 1920s relatively
more permissive social norms when compared to earlier generations, Palmer’s limited
allowances for mixed gender activities were more progressive than most schools at that
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time, and ran contrary to the concerns expressed by the promoters of eugenic pseudoscience that warn against allowing “defective” individuals to mix and risk breeding
“defective” offspring. (74)
The curriculum under Palmer included courses required of all high school
students in order to graduate, but the ICB spread these courses over a five year program
rather than four years as in Iowa’s other public schools. Palmer believed the 13-year
curriculum was necessary for blind students, particularly as the school was charged to
teach many life skills and trades that other public schools did not have to provide. (75)
In addition to the academic curriculum, the ICB under Palmer continued to offer
vocational training, including broom and brush making hammock weaving, and chaircaning. In addition to these nineteenth century industrial arts, piano tuning instruction
was offered in the basement of the main building. (76)
All students were expected to attend chapel services in the morning before classes
six times a week, a practice from Bacon’s time that continued into the 1950s, long past
Palmer’s time as superintendent. Services were non-sectarian, but religious in tone, and
included the Lord’s Prayer, along with homilies prepared and delivered by Palmer four
times a week. (77) The requirement to attend chapel reflected the on-going belief by
school administrators that the moral instruction of the blind continued to be the purview
of the schools.
In 1928, braille officially replaced New York point as the raised-dot system that
blind children would learn. Many of the New York point books were taken out of
circulation in the library by 1934, although some continued to be distributed to blind
adults in the state who only knew the old system. There were no large print books in
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either the classrooms, or the library at this time. The students at the school during the
years Palmer was superintendent represented the first and last generation that experienced
comprehensive instruction in the reading and writing of braille. Even students with
partial sight had to learn braille, although students with sufficient vision were allowed to
have with them one regular print book in the classroom. (78)
Those students able to read braille with their eyes were made to wear an apron
worn around the neck that covered their hands as they read the braille pages. This forced
students with partial sight to learn to read braille with their fingers, which is much faster,
and proved to be a beneficial skill for the many students whose eye condition was
progressive, meaning they would likely lose more vision as they aged, eliminating or
reducing their ability to read with their eyes. (79) All students had to learn to write using
what is called a slate and stylus, a manual form of writing braille in which heavy braille
paper or cards are placed between two metal slates connected by a hinge onto which
braille cells are stamped. Using the stylus, the student would poke the holes needed to
construct a braille cell that makes up the words and symbols of the braille system. (80)
This commitment to the universal instruction of braille would last only a
generation, and would give way to what would be described as “low vision” instruction
methods, but for the blind who saw braille as the single most effective system for the
blind to read and become literate, this time at the ICB was a golden age. Many of those
who joined the blind movement led by Jacobus tenBroek and Kenneth Jernigan in the
1950s and 60s argued that the abandonment of braille, and the implementation for
separate modalities of education for the totally blind and partially sighted marked a
significant step backward in the education of the blind, rather than the advancement it
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was asserted to be by sighted educators. Blind activists in the 1960s argued that large
print and low vision instruction actually harmed those with limited eyesight, and they
lamented the retreat from the instruction of braille that occurred at most schools for the
blind by 1960. (81) Nevertheless, for a few decades, braille was king at the ICB, and all
students, blind or partially sighted, had to learn it, and learn to use the slate and stylus.
Techniques known as “sight-saving” were introduced into the daily routine during
the late 1920s. This meant that for at least an hour a day students would be required to
study in darkness. (82) This was intended to relieve those students with residual vision
from the burden of trying to use their remaining sight to complete their lessons. The
belief at the time, later discredited by opt-homological research, was that the loss of
vision could be halted or slowed down by limiting the use of the residual vision. These
sight-saving practices were considered to be progressive, and were promoted by
administrators of schools for the blind as a way to advertise their professional credentials,
but also to offer hope to desperate parents that their children’s eyesight could be saved by
the techniques employed at the residential schools. (83)
Irrespective of the benefits of sight-saving practices, administrators and teachers
at the ICB could point to the continued improvement in the success of their graduates.
Aided by a special scholarship begun in 1928 for qualified ICB students, 10 of 13
graduates in that year went on to study at institutes of higher education. (84) This trend
of sending large numbers of graduates on for further instruction continued into the 1950s.
Blind activists, who later criticized changes in the school’s methods, argued that the
success seen in these decades was owed to the ubiquity of braille instruction, and the lack
of a strictly imposed hierarchy of sight later employed to decide the method of training a
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student would employ. ICB administrators ascribed the success of their graduates to the
implementation of the most progressive methods of instruction, up to and including the
use of sight-saving, low vision instruction, and other practices which many blind activists
opposed.
The ICB ended the decade of the 1920s with a new name, and a new building to
house its younger students. The ICB would be known for the next twenty years as the
Iowa School for the Blind, a name Palmer felt better reflected the educational mission of
the school, but just as the term “asylum” did not fade from use, so too would the school
be known as the Iowa College for the Blind for many years afterward. (85) The new
building, known as the “cottage,” served as both residence and instructional area for
children under the age of ten, segregating for the first time the younger and older students
at the school. The decade of the Depression otherwise flowed by with few significant
challenges to the school’s place in the education firmament, closing with Palmer’s
retirement in 1938.
Dorothy O’Leary, a student at the school during these years, describes bucolic
scenes of the students going on weekly picnics, with games, and lots of food. There were
Campfire Girls meetings, theater productions performed by the students, and regular
concerts given by the school’s famous choir for the community and visitors from around
the region. A greenhouse was constructed in 1932, and there were numerous flower beds
planted throughout the campus, along with stands of fruit trees, vegetable gardens, and
fields of planted corn and other grains. Holstein cows grazed in pastures, and there were
pigs, chickens, and goats. In many ways, it was a storybook scene of an Iowa farm in the
1930s. (86)
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Palmer gave a great deal of attention during his years at Vinton to expanding the
range of opportunities for physical activities, including basketball, boomerang bowling,
and track and field events. Students were required to engage in some form of physical
exercise an hour every day, and in the 1930s, the school joined the National Athletic
Association of Schools for the Blind. Students traveled throughout the region to compete
against other schools for the blind in organized sports and outdoor events. In 1934, the
gym teacher organized a wrestling team that would become one of the most competitive
in the country. (87)
The Depression era Works Project Administration (WPA) made two contributions
to the campus in 1937 by constructing a new heating plant, and a two-story building that
would serve as the middle and high school girls’ dormitory. In addition to sleeping
quarters, this building had a kitchen, living room with a fireplace, classrooms, and a
“beauty parlor” where young women were allowed to practice styling their hair and
putting on make-up. (88) Such facilities were typical of both residential schools as well
as training centers for blind adults. The belief was that the blind needed simulated
environments in which to develop practice skills, and build confidence before employing
them in the real world. This included both domestic and living skills, as well as industrial
and work related skills. Jernigan in the establishment of the training center for the blind
in Des Moines in 1960, described in chapter seven, followed in this tradition, but
employing different techniques and methodologies than found at the ICB.
Other changes in the 1930s included the addition of a principal for the high
school, and a student council in 1935, giving the students a voice in the affairs of the
school for the first time in its history. Palmer, as noted above, also expanded the range
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and scope of social interactions allowed among the students, especially for the older
students. Otherwise, life at the ICB during the Depression was in many ways an insular
world, a universe unto itself. Nevertheless, changes at the school under Palmer paved the
way for a new era in which the school’s curriculum would expand, while its mission
would be challenged by forces of change in the field of education and in the blind
community itself. The 1930s was perhaps the last decade in which the genie of radical
reform remained in the bottle.
The school made its own contribution to the war effort in the early 1940s as the
students knitted socks and sweaters for the Red Cross, and like many households, saved
paper, cardboard, and tin. The iron fence that wrapped around the main part of the
campus was sacrificed for the war, and Thanksgiving and Easter vacations were
cancelled, along with parent meetings over the summer break. (89)
The war years saw a number of other significant changes in the curriculum at the
school. Beginning in 1940, the high school program would be four years instead of five.
The 1941 graduating class was the last group of students to have to complete five years in
order to receive their diploma. This was in part a result of the efforts of Superintendent
Palmer, along with his successor, Leslie Hays, to prove to the State School Board that the
ICB was as good an educational institution as any public classroom in the state. (90) In
1943, large print textbooks were made available to students at the ICB. For the first time,
partially sighted students could choose to read braille or large print. (91)
In addition to the arrival of large print, the curriculum incorporated a number of
other sight-saving techniques, including the use of green chalkboards with yellow chalk,
and yellow paper with green lines, and lead pencils with wide tips for writing. Those
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students with some sight were assigned to special classrooms that utilized these sightsaving methods. (92) For the first time, students were segregated by the degree of sight
they possessed. While the use of low-lighting and other practices designed to preserve
vision were eventually abandoned, the school never rejoined its two populations. The
gulf between the totally blind and the partially sighted or low vision students, would
grow only wider over the coming decades, and would spill out of the classrooms and into
the schoolyard and beyond. What had been unspoken would become part of everyday
discourse – that if you had some vision, you would be treated differently, and that you
would be granted special privileges and advantages that totally blind students could not
enjoy.
While large print became the preferred mode of reading for some students, braille
also made advances at the school. Grade 2 braille, which utilizes some 165 contractions
and other short-cuts to reduce the space needed to write out braille, was introduced to all
grade levels by the end of the 1940s. Previously, younger children only learned a simpler
form of braille, known as grade 1, and then later a more advanced system known as grade
1.5. Grade 2 was not introduced until the children were in the sixth grade. (93) This had
the effect of slowing down the reading speed of students in the primary grades, and
requiring more work later to properly learn the form of braille they would read as adults.
(94)
The acceleration of change at the school increased as the 1940s ended and another
decade began. Superintendent Hays departed in 1948, and after a brief interim period
with Carl Gertetsky as superintendent, Donald Overbeay was appointed to run the ISB.
Overbeay was the first superintendent since Samuel Bacon who had direct experience
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with schools for the blind prior to arriving at ICB. He served as the principal of the
Kansas school for the blind for ten years prior to becoming superintendent at Vinton, and
also taught at the school for the blind in Jacksonville, Illinois, the same school Bacon
founded over one hundred years earlier. (95)
Overbeay continued his predecessors’ efforts to model the ISB after the regular
public classroom. Primary school children would have only one teacher, like in public
schools, rather than multiple teachers throughout the day. Morning chapel was no longer
required, so students could sleep until 6:30. The day was divided into seven hour long
periods, and physical education remained a requirement for all students at least five hours
a week. (96)
In 1951 the ISB would become the IBS. Overbeay encouraged the state school
board to change the name to the Iowa Braille and Sight-Saving School, (IBSSS), but most
Iowans, including the school’s alumni would simply call it the Iowa Braille School. (97)
The new official name reflected the popularity of the sight-saving method of instruction
among schools for the blind. Nevertheless, the IBSSS was already quietly phasing out
some of the sight-saving methods of the 1930s and 40s in favor of low vision techniques.
For example, students were no longer required to read braille with the apron, or study in
dark rooms for at least an hour, large print was more widely used than ever by students
with partial vision as braille was de-emphasized for these students. (97)
In the early 1950s, the white cane was introduced for the first time, as well.
Known as the hoover cane, it was designed for use by the blinded veterans of World War
Two who received training at the VA hospital in Chicago. Students at IBS learned what
was called the “rhythm walking” technique of cane travel, in which the short white cane
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was swept in front of the blind person with a flick of the wrist. The canes were made of
metal, and had hooks on the top like old-fashion walking sticks. Students were never
required to use their canes, especially on campus, but were encouraged to use them when
off-campus. In practice, only the totally blind children were expected to use the canes,
while those with some vision were given dispensations. This mobility tool accompanied
expanded privileges, however, as Overbeay allowed high schools students, 16 years or
older, to go out on double dates off campus, so long as they were home by 10:30. (98) It
was at this time the blind activists began to make the white cane a symbol of their
struggle, and the different types of canes and methods of instruction would deeply divide
the blind community, and open up a chasm between the those in the blind movement, and
the professionals working in the field of blindness in the next decade.
“It was crazy,” remembers Roger, a student at Vinton in the late 1960s. “You had
all these blind guys running around without canes, and I mean totally blind guys too.
You were taught how to use this short white cane with a handle on it, which you left in
your room as soon as the lesson was over.” Peggy, another student at Vinton in the late
60s, and a graduate, recalls, “There was no question that good travel skills at Vinton
meant learning how to get around without a cane. You were actually considered, by staff
and students, to be a less accomplished traveler if you had to use a cane.” Mary, another
student at the Braille School in the 1960s, said, “It didn’t matter how many things you ran
into, no one ever carried a cane. All the canes were kept in a closet. Kids were bumping
into each other and everything all the time.” (99)
The mid 1950s ushered in even more landmarks for the school. First was the
centennial of the school’s founding, which was celebrated on October 15, 1954, with
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Iowa Governor William Beardsley as the special guest speaker, and hundreds of visitors
to the campus to attend a special banquet. (100) The industrial shop and green house
were raised to make way for a new boys' dormitory, large enough to house 88 boys and
their supervisors. Completed in 1952, the new building was two-story, and had a
basement that housed a bowling alley, workshop, smoking room, and barbershop.
Additional construction included a house detached for the superintendent. Overbeay
would be the first superintendent to have his own home separate from the main school
building, something that had been talked of since the days of Superintendent McCuan 75
years earlier. (101)
In 1955, Overbeay decreed that all teachers, blind or sighted, had to know how to
read and write braille. It is hard to imagine how sighted teachers graded their students
work in prior years without the ability to read braille, although it is believe that teacher
assistants, mostly blind students, read the work for their sighted teachers. Starting in
1958, an extension course in braille was offered at the Iowa State Teacher’s College, now
the University of Northern Iowa where IBSSS teachers could learn the raised-dot system
and earn college credit as well. This course was offered for 20 years, but is no longer
available. (102)
This new braille requirement did not extend to the superintendent or school
administrators, however. At that very moment in Oakland California, Kenneth Jernigan
had just arrived from Tennessee to become the new director at the orientation center for
the blind (OCB). Jernigan’s appointment came as a result of much lobbying on the part
of the California Council of the Blind (CCB) and Jacobus tenBroek, president of the
National Federation of the blind. The OCB had never had a blind director before, and to
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ease the path for future directors, Jernigan, tenBroek, and the CCB worked with the
California legislature to make it a requirement that all future directors of the OCB had to
know how to read and write braille. (103)
The latter years of the Overbeay superintendencey of the IBSSS saw the
development of a close working relationship between the Iowa Braille School and the
Iowa Commission for the Blind in Des Moines. Since its inception in 1925, the
superintendent of the IBSSS was statutorily one of the three appointed commissioners of
the Iowa Commission for the blind, the vocational rehabilitation program funded by
federal dollars to serve Iowa’s adult blind. As such, the IBSSS played a significant role
in the policies and practices of the Iowa Commission, until that time, a much smaller and
less well-known program. Overbeay had supported the appointment of the Commission’s
first blind Commissioner, Kenneth Jernigan, in 1958. Overbeay support Jernigan’s
efforts to greatly expand the programs and services offered by the Commission, including
the purchase of the old YMCA building in downtown Des Moines for the purpose of
converting it to a residential training center for the adult blind served by the Commission.
Overbeay and Jernigan met regularly, and the superintendent introduced the new
Commissioner to many of the politicians and power brokers of Iowa whom Jernigan
would quickly learned to exploit to build his program. The harmony between IBSSS and
the Commission was short-lived, however. In 1960 Overbeay left the IBSSS to take a
position with the Ohio school for the blind, and Lee Iverson was appointed the new
superintendent. (104)
Iverson’s four years as superintendent marked a dramatic downward spiral in
relations between the IBSSS and the Commission after a few brief years of cooperation
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under Overbeay. Iverson had taught industrial arts and physical education at the IBSSS
from 1949-53 before taking a position as principal of the Florida school for the blind.
Iverson was openly hostile to the National Federation of the Blind, to tenBroek, and to
Jernigan. Iverson’s time at Vinton was marked primarily by the building of a new gym,
with a basketball court, wrestling room, and two-lane bowling alley, and, the tornado that
hit the school on Sunday, April 23, 1961, destroying numerous outdoor features of the
school and damaging several sections of the main building. (105) Iverson put the
teachers on a pay scale equivalent to that of teachers in the public classroom for the first
time, and expanded the use of large print and low vision education techniques in the
classroom. His overall mission was to shore up the schools position as the pre-eminent
institution serving the blind in Iowa, as will be detailed in chapter six. (106)
The next two superintendents, Donald Walker, 1964-1966, and Robert Hansen,
1966-1969, were both principals of IBSSS before their promotions. Walker supervised
the student teaching program at IBSSS, and noted that more than 100 students from the
Iowa State Teachers College (UNI) did their student teaching at the school for the blind.
This would have the curious effect of preparing many public school teachers for the
eventual inclusion of blind students into the regular classroom with their sighted peers.
(107)
The wholesale mainstreaming of blind children into the public classroom was
only a few years away, and the blind civil rights struggle, led primarily by Jacobus
tenBroek and the NFB, now two decades old, was poised to challenge directly the
institutions that dominated the lives of the blind for 150 years. The IBSSS in the 1960s
appeared to many visitors as a kind of time capsule, a peculiar institution held over from
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the previous century. Nevertheless, forces of modernization, integration, and demands of
the blind themselves would lay siege to the venerable institution in Vinton, forcing its
administrators and supporters to come to terms with the changing landscape of education,
and the rise of a civil rights movement among the blind.
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CHAPTER III
THE IOWA BRAILLE SCHOOL AND THE RISE OF THE
PROFESSIONALIZATION OF EDUCATION FOR THE BLIND

The movement to legitimize the profession of education of the blind occurred in a
context described by Robert Wieber as the rise of the bureaucratic state, and the
establishment of a middle class made up of professional white-collar workers. (1)
Educators of the blind wanted to be part of that effort to modernize and bolster the
reputation of their work. This came in part as a challenge to a number of developments
in the early twentieth century, including progressive educational reforms, the rise of a
federally funded and directed vocational rehabilitation program for the adult blind, and
early efforts among the blind to challenge the authority of sighted school administrators.
This last variable also includes early advocacy efforts by the blind teachers and students
for schools to be less paternalistic, to hire more blind teachers, and to give blind students
and graduates more of a say in the development of the curriculum of the schools.
The late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries saw an increasing divergence
between sighted Administrators and blind teachers and activists, who offered competing
visions for the direction of the field of education for the blind. The former sought to
retain their status as uniquely trained and qualified to govern the lives of the blind
through the schools that they ran, and the latter pushed to expand opportunities for the
blind to lead themselves out of the institutions and into more integrated educational
settings and society as a whole. (2)
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The American Association of Instructors of the Blind, (AAIB), founded in 1871,
became a vehicle for the advancement of the voice of the superintendents of schools for
the blind around the country. The AAIB began in 1853 as a loose affiliation of both
sighted and blind teachers at schools for the blind in New England, but by the time of its
official charter two decades later, it had become the purview almost exclusively of
sighted administrators. (3) The AAIB frequently lobbied legislatures on behalf of the
interests of schools for the blind, and asserted their authority as the most qualified to
speak on behalf of the blind, both young and adult. The AAIB was instrumental in
securing continuing funding for residential schools for the blind, even in the face of early
efforts in the 1890s to mainstream blind children in regular classrooms alongside their
sighted peers.
The AAIB’s hegemony would not go unchallenged. In 1895, a small group of
alumni from the Missouri School for the Blind in St. Louis started the Missouri National
College Association of the Blind. This alumni association’s initial focus was on securing
access to higher education for the blind, a route of advancement that had been largely
blocked to graduates of schools for the blind. After one year, the Missouri association
expanded its membership to include graduates from other schools, and changed its name
to the American Blind People’s Higher Education and General Improvement Association,
(ABPHE & GIA). (4) This new association was one of the earliest organized efforts of
the blind to advocate for themselves, and to challenge the authority of the AAIB and the
powerful sighted administrators who it represented. The leaders of the ABPHE & GIA
stated that they only wished to speak for themselves, noting in their organizational
charter:
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“We ask that blind persons be given an opportunity to earn their own
living. We do not approve any system to pauperize them. We are not
asking for them a degrading pension, or the abstract glories of higher
education.” (5)

What the ABPHE & GIA ask for was the establishment of a specialized college to serve
the blind, government scholarships for the blind and unsegregated access to existing
institutions of higher education. To reconcile these seemingly contradictory demands,
the association promoted what they called the “annex” theory, in which a section of an
existing institution could be carved out to serve the specialized needs of the blind. (6)
This somewhat confusing approach to quasi-integrated education, nevertheless
represented a nascent and important effort of the blind to speak for themselves, and this
effort led to increasing friction between the ABPHE & GIA and the more conservative
AAIB.
Richard French, the superintendent of the California School for the Blind at that
time, dismissed the ABPHE & GIA as a group of unappreciative malcontents, writing “at
first confined its membership to the blind, and declared war, covert and overt, on
the American Association of Instructors of the Blind, then a purely institutional
organization.” (7) What French, and other sighted superintendents of schools for the
blind seemed to object to was the audacity of the blind to challenge the paternal
benevolence of their leadership and to assert that their experience meant more than the
“expertise” the administrators purported to offer. This charge of ingratitude, or lack of
appreciation, would be a common refrain over the coming century from sighted
professionals, both in the schools, and the vocational rehabilitation programs serving the
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blind whenever the latter complained about their treatment of the services they received.
The ABPHE & GIA changed its name in 1905 to the American Association of Workers
for the Blind (AAWB), and opened its membership to both the blind and the sighted who
shared the association’s goals of improving educational opportunities for the blind. This
did not serve to immediately temper the passion of the association, nor the point of view
of its critics in the AAIB. French wrote of the new organization that it still acted as a
“merciless and not altogether undiscerning critic of all that was representative of the old
institutionalism.” (8) The AAWB pushed for a uniform Braille code for blind children,
for the establishment of vocational program to assist the blind to obtain competitive
employment, and asserted the need to either modernize or dispense with the specialized
institutions, i.e., schools for the blind.
Over the next 25 years, the AAIB sought to bring the AAWB under its control, by
joining the organization with the intent of diluting the intensity of its message. French,
writing in 1932, admitted that the effort to tame the AAWB achieved limited success. He
wrote, “Attempts at harmony have not been fruitful. Perhaps it is well that the AAWB
continue to serve as the ‘party of the opposition.” (9) Frances Koestler, writing in 1976,
described the two organizations as “a kind of bicameral parliament, with the AAIB in the
role of the smaller, more exclusive upper house, and the AAWB in the role of the more
popularly representative lower house.” (10) Despite real or perceived differences, the
AAIB and the AAWB remained in the early twentieth century the two primary voices of
the blind, and by the 1920s the two organizations coordinated their activities and
conferences, such that the AAIB would meet annually on even numbered years, and the
AAWB on odd numbered years, with many members from each organization attending
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the other’s annual conferences. Important issues would be debated at each convention,
and then when appropriate, a joint committee would be established to settle the matter.
(11)
In June, 1921, more than 150 of the most influential educators of the blind
gathered at the Iowa College for the Blind in Vinton to attend the ninth biennial meeting
of the American Association of Workers for the Blind (AAWB). This included what
many considered the “great triumvirate” in the field of education of the blind, Edward
Ellis Allen, Olin H. Burrett, and Edward van Cleve, superintendents of the three oldest
and most prestigious schools for the blind, Perkins, the Pennsylvania Institution, and the
New York Institute respectively. The men came to Vinton with the explicit intent to put
into action “the idea or feeling that there should be in work for the blind some sort
of General Foundation representative of and responsive to every important phase or
branch of the profession.” (12) The “triumvirate” was determined to establish a
centralized, permanently staffed foundation that would serve as a clearing house of
information about blindness, foster innovative research in the field, and support the
growth of the profession of education and services for the blind as administered through
schools or the newly implemented vocational rehabilitation programs.
H. Ralph Latimer, the president of the AAWB in 1921, spoke to the assembled
conferees at the school in Vinton about the need for a new foundation that could
accomplish the goals of the associations in a systematic and coordinated way that was, in
his opinion, unattainable by “loose-knit groups that got together every few years.”
Latimer went on to say in his short 20 minute address: “It is evident that there has long
been a desire on the part of the profession, more or less vaguely conceived, for
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some sort of a central organization to co-operate with, and supplement the work
of, existing agencies in work for the blind.” (13) It was evident in part because
Latimer along with Allen, Burrett, and van Cleve, had met a month earlier at Vinton in
preparation for the AAWB meeting that June and had already worked out the basic
outline of the new organization that would eventually be known as the American
Foundation for the Blind (AFB). (14)
It is significant that the AFB, which would become in the middle decades of the
twentieth century the largest organization working on behalf of the blind, was founded in
large part as a result of the work of a handful of powerful, nationally recognized, sighted
administrators of schools for the blind. Latimer presented the AAWB conferees a charter
of incorporation, rather than an opportunity to debate and discusses the nature of this
organization. Nor was there discussion at the AAWB meeting in Vinton about what the
blind themselves wanted or needed, but rather Latimer offered a solution to the concerns
and interests of the professionals assembled in rural eastern Iowa. Latimer closed his
address at that 1921 meeting by stating:
And now, my dear friends, why have we come to Vinton? To
suspect and to discount, to wrangle and to backbite, to circumvent
and to destroy? Not so! Unless I am entirely wrong in my diagnosis
of the human heart, we have come here prepared to fraternize and to
counsel, to confide and to commend, to cooperate and to construct;
and, by the grace of God, we shall go forward to the consummation
of one of the greatest achievements yet known to work for the
blind.” (15)

Latimer and his colleagues promoted the purpose of the AFB was to serve as a national
organization that could more effectively coordinate research on the education and
training of the blind, and to lobby for the interests of the professionals working in the
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field of blindness. Specifically, the charter asserted the purpose of the AFB, “To collect
and disseminate information regarding all phases of work for the blind; to promote
State and Federal legislation in their behalf, to arrange for the establishment of
needed agencies for the blind throughout the country; and to assist in increasing
the efficiency of work for the blind in all particulars.” (16)
Another implicit purpose for the AFB, although not overtly stated in its founding
charter, was to argue for the continued relevance of residential schools for the blind in the
face of early efforts to mainstream blind students into the regular classroom.
Administrators of schools for the blind possessed sufficient foresight to recognize that
arguments on behalf of full integration would be persuasive to legislators who might be
inclined to see integration and mainstreaming as a much more economical solution to the
question of how to educate a state’s blind children. Blind activists would also make the
case for inclusion and integration in later years, not out of parsimony, but on the grounds
of the virtues of integration and the right of equal access to the classroom in what would
much later be referred to as the “least restrictive environment”. (17) Thus the
professionals had to head off arguments against their pre-eminence on multiple fronts,
and needed the fortification of expertise and nationally sponsored research coupled with
strong lobbying efforts.
Mainstreaming was not an immediate threat to schools like the Iowa Braille
School in Vinton, however. Blind students through most of the twentieth century went to
segregated schools for the blind. Not until 1950 did integration of the blind reach 12
percent, and it wasn’t until the 1970s and the passage of the Education Act for
Handicapped Children passed that a majority of blind children would attend classes with
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their sighted peers. Nevertheless, early efforts held some real promise. In early years,
mainstreaming typically meant special classes for the blind co-located in public
institutions, rather than full inclusion in the regular classroom. One of the early examples
of this form of mainstreaming began in 1900, would if nothing else challenge accepted
beliefs about the best methods to educate blind children. Franklin H. Hall, Edward J.
Nolan, and John J. Curtis, were all pioneers in the movement to educate blind children in
the public school. Hall, in fact, was a sighted superintendent of the Illinois School for the
Blind. Nolan and Curtis were both blind, and were graduates from the Illinois school for
the blind Nolan was also a charter member of the ABPHE&GIA, and a successful lawyer.
Curtis studied at the University of Chicago, and taught at the Illinois school before
starting the charter school in Chicago in 1900 after Hall had lobbied the school board to
allow them to open the classroom for the blind at the public school. Hall’s position as
superintendent of a school for the blind did not preclude him from advocating the
education of the blind in public schools, which did not make him popular with the AAIB.
(18)
While the classroom run by Curtis in Chicago did not attract many students at
first, by 1910, other cities, such as Milwaukee, Cleveland, Boston, and New York, began
programs for the blind in their public school systems. By 1908, there were 200 blind
students in public schools, out of an estimated total of 4,800. (19) One of these students
was Robert Irwin, who went to public school in Cleveland. Irwin would later become the
executive director of the AFB, but he nevertheless avoided offending the powerful
superintendents of blind schools, commenting at an AAIB convention in 1909 that he
believed pupils should be sent to the residential school at the age when they are old
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enough to learn a trade, and “past the age when the influence of the home is most
essential to his development.” Irwin went on to suggest that time at a residential school
would “Be a stimulus to the lasting effort for a sightless person about to launch out for
himself to be in contact with others preparing to face life under similar conditions.” (20)
Thus, despite the example of his own success, the power of the lobby of residential
schools was such that Irwin would continue to make the case for residential schools
through his life, and through his tenure at the AFB.
The question of the future of residential schools in the face of experimentation
with integration or “annex” models of education was not entirely squelched or avoided.
Many administrators sought to take on the issue directly. George Oliphant,
superintendent at the school in Georgia, noted, for example,
“It is no longer a question of whether the experiment of educating
blind children in the public schools shall be made. It is already in
progress. The only question for the institution to determine is our
attitude toward the movement. Shall we help it, shall we fight it, or
shall we sit and see if will run over us?” (21)

This debate was not entirely new, however. In 1866, when speaking at the New York
Institution for the Blind in Batavia, Samuel Gridley Howe acerbically commented that
residential institutions “are unnatural, undesirable, and very liable to abuse. We should
have as few of them as is possible, and those few should be kept as small as
possible” (22) This comment from Howe came somewhat later in his career, after he had
grown jaded about the prospects for the blind post-graduation. Howe’ school had shown
that the blind were as capable of learning as the sighted, but this proof did not
significantly change the landscape for the blind once they left the grounds of the school.
Experts again questioned, as some had begun to do so in the 1860s, the institutional
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approach to education of the blind in the era of educational experimentation. Residential
schools were perceived by some progressive reformers as anachronistic and peculiar
institutions, which bred unhealthy behaviors, and risked the unwanted results of comingling of boys and girls in close proximity for long stretches of time. Superintendents
had to regularly fend off accusations of their schools as incubators of unhealthy activities
or sexual vices. Eugenic progenitors fretted over the notion of the blind boys and girls
breeding generations of blind children, and middle class moral reformers fretted over
sexual deviance, such as homosexuality and masturbation. Superintendents were
compelled to constantly police their schools to forestall any carnal activities, and
ensuring their legislative and philanthropic supporters than their schools were veritable
homesteads of wholesomeness. The very word institution resonated with negative
connotations of imprisonment, mental illness, and the fostering of insular, and anti-social
tendencies. (23) Many of these arguments against the residential school as the preferred
model for instruction of the blind existed since the time of Howe and the establishment of
Perkins, but a new emphasis on scientific method, the rise of eugenics, and the increased
influence of psychology and the role of the parent gave new credence to these assertions,
and challenged the dominance of the residential schools and pushed the profession inch
by inch toward favoring inclusion in the public sphere.
To counter the arguments of residential schools as out-moded and potentially
dangerous to the health of blind children, defenders of the schools co-opted the new tools
of psychology to undermine the authority of the parents, accusing them of creating
problems that only the expert educators of the blind could fix. Parents were often cast in
pseudo-psychoanalytical terms as the cause of the behaviors sometimes referred to as
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blindisms. In the early 1900s, a society of the blind claimed that help from the untrained
mother is not to be expected, adding that “a mother can no more save her blind baby from
growing up feeble-minded if left solely to her care and instruction than she can, when
it is older, give it a college education without special assistance.” The society went
on to assert that the reason that “the mother is the blind baby’s biggest enemy is that she
will be over-protective, and will therefore watch her baby grow feeble right under her
eyes.” (24) This kind of argument was embraced by the growing cadre of experts in the
field of blindness, and used to bolster the support for the continued existence of
residential schools, which would rescue blind children from their unwittingly inexpert
parents, and put them in the care of those who know best how to train and educate a blind
child.
Defenders of the residential model also argued that it was a more effective use of
resources to educate blind children in a residential setting as blindness was a relatively
low incidence disability. School administrators asserted that public schools could not
take advantage of economies of scale in terms of instructional resources and specialized
teaching expertise due to the low numbers of blind children in a given school district, and
the expense of providing quality instruction in the general classroom. Public school
teachers did not have the special training to work with blind children, and that only in a
residential setting could all the resources of the state be brought to bear to maximize the
educational experience for the blind child. This efficiency argument was a direct
challenge to state officials who looked with a skeptical eye at the high per pupil cost of
residential education. Advocates for residential schooling also argued that the blind child
risked being ostracized and mal-adjusted by attending the public school where he or she
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would likely be the only blind child in the school, let alone the classroom.
Not everyone agreed with this argument, however. Ralph Merry, a an educational
psychologist writing in 1930, noted that it was better for the blind child to remain at
home, as ”The child does not become a stranger in his own home. Parents are more
willing to send blind children to a day school than to an institution. The public
has a better opportunity to become acquainted with what blind children can do.”
(25) Merry in part makes the case for integration, but is also implying here that the blind
child who graduates from a school for the blind is bound to return home, rather than to
venture out to make his or her own way in the world. As such, it would be less of an
adjustment for the blind child, as well as the family, if the child never left.
John Dewey’s writing on the nature of a progressive education also informed the debate
on the education of the blind. Dewey asserted that the classroom should not shelter the
student, but expose him or her to the complexities of the world around them, and that the
four walls of the classroom should serve as a microcosm of the world outside. (26)
Dewey was writing about the public classroom, but the implicit critique of the residential
school could not be missed. Edward Ellis Allen, director of both the Overbrook School
for the Blind in Pennsylvania, and the third director of Perkins, expressed his concern that
the experience of the residential school does not “furnish the pupils with enough brushes
with reality.” Adding, “according to John Dewey, education is life, it ought not to
be confined to cloistered living, however joyful, eye-opening, cultivating, and
inspiring such an environment may be.” (27) Allen and a handful of other promoters of
the progressive education theories espoused by Dewey believed that only in the public
classroom could the blind child experience the full range of activities and opportunities
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that their sighted peers would enjoy. The progressives were quietly eroding the authority
of the administrators and professionals in the residential schools.
Dewey’s vision of progressive education for all children would be supported by a
culture of experts. The rise of the ethos of professionalism necessitated the establishment
of academic programs that would issue credentials certifying the skills and expertise of
those who would implement the dreams of Dewey. The field of education of the blind
was not immune to this trend. By 1921, Harvard offered graduate courses to train those
who would work with the blind, utilizing texts such as Thomas Haskell’s, “The Authority
of Experts”, and Burton Bledstein’s, “The Culture of Professionalism”. The AFB,
through the work of its bureau of education, would supply the research that would be
used in the classroom that would instruct the next generation of teachers of the blind.
(28) It was this research that injected new life into the model of residential schooling for
the blind, and bought these institutions from the prior century a 75 year reprieve.
Despite nascent challenges to residential education for the blind, the broader
landscape of institutionalization and disability sustained the residential model. Snyder
and Mitchell, in Cultural Locations of Disability, show how the eugenics movement
supported a trend of institutionalization of the “feeble-minded,” not for purposes of
education, but rehabilitation, and when that was not seen as a success, then for purposes
of punishment for undermining the genetic integrity of the White race by procreating.
(29)

Defenders of the residential model for blind children did not evince obvious

concern about the potential for tainting of the reputation of the residential schools in the
context of increasingly punitive efforts to forcibly institutionalize adults with cognitive
and intellectual disabilities in the 1920s and 30s. The move to put the Iowa School for
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the Blind under the state board of education in 1911, however, was seen at the time as a
welcome distancing from other institutions of confinement, such as prisons and
institutions for individuals with mental illness. Snyder and Mitchell show that the
situation for adults labeled “feeble-minded” became increasingly hostile during this
period, characterized by forced institutionalization and surgical sterilization without the
consent of the individual. (30) Nevertheless, educators did not advocate that children
with cognitive or intellectual disabilities be educated in residential settings, but rather in
what were called “ungraded” classrooms, which were connected to public schools, but
otherwise totally segregated from the non-disabled student environment. (31)
The increasing role of the federal government in both the education of disabled
children, and the vocational training of adults with disabilities further served to challenge
the positions of authority of the administrators and professionals in the field of education
of the blind. President Wilson signed into Law on June 2, 1920, the Smith-Fess Act,
which established the first federally funded vocational rehabilitation programs for adult
disabled civilians. This shifted power away from the states, and toward the federal
government. The Smith Act established the Federal Board of Vocational Education to
implement the new vocational program, and state boards of vocational education would
administer the funds at the state level. (32) In order to tap this new revenue stream,
institutions for the blind would need to develop a national strategy, and a more robust
lobbying effort to justify their roles in the training of the blind and to remain relevant in
the field. For this reason, the powers that be in the AAIB and AAWB created the
American Foundation for the Blind in Vinton only one year after the advent of the Smith
Act. The walls of the residential schools had been breached, but the AFB would help
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shore up, for a time, these vulnerabilities.
Only four years later, in 1925, on the other side of the state, in Des Moines, the
legislature reacted to the new opportunities afforded by the Smith Act and established the
Iowa Commission for the Blind, one of the nation’s first vocational rehabilitation
programs for civilian blind adults. The Iowa Commission did not immediately pose
much of a threat to the place of pre-eminence that the Iowa College for the Blind in
Vinton enjoyed. Francis Palmer, the superintendent of the Iowa School for the Blind at
that time, lobbied to be appointed as one of the three statutory commissioners that
controlled the commission and dictated the policies and practices employed by the
agency. In this manner the school was able to expand its influence into the adult
vocational rehabilitation program. (33) It was not until 1963 that Kenneth Jernigan, then
the commissioner of the Iowa Commission for the Blind, was able to dislodge the
superintendent from his position on the commission. The ejection of the superintendent
from the Commission constituted the first shot across the bow in what would quickly
become an all-out war between the two institutions, but this was still many decades in the
future.
The elite superintendents who gathered in Vinton to formalize the creation of the
AFB were certain they would be able to fully control their new foundation as a vehicle to
support their institutions. The AFB was initially chartered to have 15 trustees, 10 of
whom would come from special interest groups in the field of blindness, and five who
would be elected directly by the AAIB and AAWB. However, soon after the AFB first
met in New York City in 1921 to plot of course and elect a director, the board of trustees
voted to expand the number of trustees to 25, to include more representatives from the
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world of philanthropy. (34) Moses Charles Migel, a millionaire manufacturer of silk,
agreed to serve as the foundations first executive director. Migel had retired at the age of
40 from running his business and devoted himself full time to his charitable endeavors,
including promoting the needs of the blind, although he was not blind himself. Migel had
been involved in efforts to establish a standard for a raised-dot reading system for English
speakers, an effort which resulted in the selection of Braille as the preferred system. He
had also worked with the International Red Cross to coordinate services to blinded
veterans after World War One. Migel’s ability to tap into the hearts and wallets of fellow
philanthropists quickly furnished the AFB with sufficient funds to allow for Robert
Irwin’s education research shop to begin producing treatises on blindness that would
serve as the primary texts for fledgling professionals who sought entry into the field of
blindness. (35) Migel’s tenure as executive director was long, and served to raise the
profile of the foundation until it eclipsed both the AAIB and the AAWB. The AFB
became the most prolific publisher of works on blindness. (36) Migel’s legacy is mixed,
in that while the AFB strove to be a clearing house of expertise on the blindness, as well
as a supporter of the professionals in the field, particularly administrators and teachers of
the blind, the AFB also complicated its imagine as strictly an academic endeavor by
engaging in vaudevillian tactics employed by so many schools and institutions for the
blind to raise money.
Just as Samuel Gridley Howe employed Laura Bridgman to raise funds for
Perkins in the 1840s, the AFB contracted with Helen Keller, the world’s most famous
blind person, to travel the world and “perform” in public to raise funds for the AFB’s
work. Keller’s appearances, along with her teachers and interpreters Ann Sullivan Macy
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and Polly were part Chautauqua and part vaudeville. In fact Keller literally performed in
the Vaudeville theater circuit as a professional performer, but it was her work for the
AFB that paid Keller’s bills, and those of her companions for decades. (37) The
relationship between the AFB and Keller was a complicated one, and was clearly more of
a professional nature than as partners who shared a missionary zeal or common purpose.
It was the inclination of Migel and the other philanthropists on the AFB’s board who
complicated the perception of the AFB by engaging in the exploitative practices common
to many charitable organizations, and not behaving strictly as an academic research
foundation. This diluted in part the influence of the administrators from the AAIB and
AAWB who believed they could control the AFB’s message, and it damaged the
reputation among the blind, who by the 1930s, were forming associations and advocacy
groups that would soon become a movement. To the generation of young blind leaders
such as Newell Perry and Jacobus tenBroek in California, the AFB represented the
establishment which only served to perpetuate the power and control of the sighted
administrators on one hand, and the know-nothing busy-body philanthropists on the
other.
One voice that was only faintly heard so far at this time during the debate of the
role of schools for the blind was that of the blind themselves. While progressive
educators asserted their view, and professionals earned their credentials, and
administrators of the schools laid claims of legitimacy, what the opinions, desires, and
interests as expressed by the students of schools for the blind remained beyond
consideration for the most part. The AAWB had begun as a voice of blind students and
teachers of the schools, but its potency and clarity waned with its increasing cooptation
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by the AAIB. And while the AFB purported to speak on behalf of the interests of the
blind, its origins as the hand-maiden of school administrators, and the leadership of
philanthropists such as Migel, ensured that the perspective it shared would be more
closely aligned with the blindness establishment and not the voices of the leaders of the
blind movement.
The AFB nevertheless considered itself to be the leader in the field of blindness,
and gave little attention to the early voices in the blind movement during the 1930s and
40s. The administrators and professionals in the field were mostly pleased with their
creation, however, a decade after its founding, Richard French wrote of the AFB:
“When the American Foundation for the Blind came into being,
many leaders hailed it as the long-looked-for agency of coordination ,
the clearinghouse of work for, with and by the blind. And that is
exactly what this splendid organization has proven to be. Taking
over the Outlook and building on the work of Campbell and his
assistants, the Foundation has, under the direction of Robert B. Irwin,
supported by his able corps of assistants, made for itself an enviable
reputation in research, constructive propaganda , and coordination of
activities. What it has already accomplished justifies the prophecy that
within a few years, with greater financial backing, the Foundation
will be the most outstanding single organization in the world engaged
in work for the blind; not only will this be so, but its place will be
unique and the expansion of its activities will justify rather the name
International Foundation for the Blind .” (38)

Some of the efforts undertaken by the AFB in its early years include: the establishment of
a uniformed Braille code; the expansion of the availability of reading materials produced
by the Library of Congress; the development of talking book technologies such as record
players; the funding of research into other adaptive technologies for the blind; the support
of the design of psychological tests regarding intelligence and the adjustment of the
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blind; and, the establishment of relationships with graduate training programs instructing
teachers and administrators of the blind. The agenda of the AFB was decidedly
apolitical. Blindness was approached as a natural state that required scientific solutions,
not social or economic remedies. The AFB did not describe blindness in socially
constructed terms, or seek to attribute any responsibility to the sighted with respect to
their attitudes or expectations for or about blindness or the blind. The AFB did not
advocate for a blind pension, the Randolph Sheppard program which established the right
of the blind to set up vending stands on federal property, or legislation supporting the
right of the blind to organize to advocate on their own behalf. Rather, the AFB sought to
be the voice of the professional in the field of blindness, sponsoring dozens of
conferences, symposiums, and published papers on topics in blindness.
Under Robert Irwin’s direction as chief of the bureau of education, and later as
the organization’s executive director, the AFB supported the publication of a long line of
research and policy papers on blindness through the 1930s 40s and 50s. The AFB’s
chartered described its research agenda, which was to “ascertain, develop and
standardize by comparison, experimentation and otherwise, the best methods of
instruction, procedures, etc., for the various lines of work for the blind and the
partially blind.” (39) Irwin’s bureau of education sought to “improve every facility
for preparing the blind and the partially blind for the greatest possible participation
in the activities and enjoyments of life.” (40) The research produced by the AFB
constituted the seminal texts of the study of blindness for these critical years of the
development of university education programs that produced a generation of teachers,
administrators, and vocational rehabilitation counselors of the blind. When a blind
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student entered a classroom, or a blind adult sat across the desk from a vocational
rehabilitation counselor, it was very likely that this professional had read the works
published by the AFB. As such, the blind individual who encounter a set of expectations
and beliefs profoundly shaped by the work of Irwin and the AFB.
Perhaps most influential of the publications sponsored by the AFB were those of
Dr. Thomas Cutsforth, a blind psychologist. In 1931, Cutsforth published, “The Blind in
School and Society,” based on the research he conducted for his dissertation. The AFB
later published an expanded edition of this work in 1951. Cutsforth sought to apply
Freudian psychoanalytic techniques to provide a portrait of the psychological state of the
blind. Cutsforth asserted that the blind were fundamentally mal-adjusted as defined by
Freudian psychologists, stating in his essay, “personality and social adjustment of the
blind,” that “the blind person ... has both a personality problem and a social
problem.” As such, Cutsforth did recognize that negative social perceptions about
blindness did impact the psychological health of the blind individual, in such a way that
the blind would eventually find himself separated and apart from the rest of society. In
reaction, the blind person adopts one of two defense mechanisms: he either
“compensates,” whereby the blind person seeks to prove to himself or others that the
inadequacy does not exist; or, he “retreats,” in which the individual lapses into a state of
false security by not aggressively facing life’s challenges. Cutsforth noted that the blind
person may shift from compensation to retreat depending on the situation in an effort to
achieve what Freudian psychologists referred to as “ego importance”. (41)
Cutsforth considered reaction, compensation, or retreat, as evidence of a neurotic
condition. He described the four elements present in neurotic condition:
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“First, the individual fails to establish himself in his social
relationships at his own self-evaluation. Second, he meets the
situation with inadequate emotional response; that is, he fails to feel
the natural, normal irritations, resentments, and furies produced by
failure of accomplishment. Third, he makes an unconscious attempt to
resolve the tensions from anger by withdrawing from the objective
world and concentrating attention , interest, and concern upon the
subjective realm. Fourth, he employs a substitute problem which gives a
false feeling of assurance and importance.” (42)

Cutsforth recognizes that the attitudes of the sighted play a role in the formation of the
psychology of the blind person, but he did not seek to turn his observation into an
outwardly oriented social critique. Rather, he asserted that what was important was how
the blind person responded to the external reality of sighted prejudice. In this Cutsforth
provides no path out of neurosis for the blind person. If the blind person manifests the
appearance of being well-adjusted, he is defined as compensating; if the blind person
shrinks back from the challenge of asserting himself into a world disposed to assume him
to be incapable of functioning on the same level as the sighted, he is seen as retreating.
In either case, the blind person is labeled by Cutsforth as neurotic. There is, in
Cutsforth’s analysis, no room for emotional normality. To assert, as leaders in the blind
movement would, that blindness is merely a physical characteristic, and could be reduced
with training to a nuisance, would be to engage in either denial or over-compensation.
Neither response would be considered healthy or well-adjusted in Cutsforth’s view, nor
hence the blind person by nature would be assigned to a state of mal-adjustment and be in
need of significant psychological treatment. (43)
Explaining what he meant by neurosis, Cutsforth wrote,
“One of the symptoms of the neurosis of the blind is the reaction pattern
produced by their inadequate emotional response to their blindness…
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Many of the blind live in the same emotional world as does my spaniel. If
you must be a dog, at least you can be a nice dog. He is. His ego
demands my affection and approval, and he sacrifices his aggressiveness,
his normal temper and pugnacity to attain it. With strangers he is not
neurotic. He is a healthy, aggressive, self-assured dog.” (44)

What Cutsforth’s warning is, in essence, beware of the seemingly well-adjusted blind
person, as this effort to appear normal only masks an inner tension that will build up
reserves of emotional issues. This will manifest in the form of inappropriate behaviors
by the blind person, such as day-dreaming, fidgeting, and “automanisms.” (45) These
behaviors are an effort by the blind person to resolve the inner tensions, the inability to
act as a “normal” sighted person.
The conclusion that the blind were inherently mal-adjusted was not simply a
philosophical musing, but an assertion cloaked in the language of science, putting it in
sharp contrast to the blind who argued that blindness was a social problem, not a
psychological condition. Cutsforth’s work argued against political solutions for the
betterment of the situation for the blind. He further asserted that the issues dividing the
sighted and the blind were sufficiently complex so as to “prevent a mutual acceptance
and understanding of one another.” (46) Cutsforth went on to assert:
“Until recently the blind and those interested in them have insisted
that society revise and modify its attitude toward the specific group.
Obviously, for many reasons, this is an impossibility , and effort
spent on such a program is as futile as spitting into the wind. In the
first place, society has formulated its emotional attitudes not towards
blindness itself, but towards the reaction pattern of the blind towards
themselves and their own condition. Second, it is extremely doubtful
whether the degree of emotional maturity and social adaptability of
the blind would long support and sustain any social change of
attitude, if it were possible to achieve it.” (47)
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Writing in 1951, Cutsforth’s statement comes some ten years after the advent of the
National Federation of the Blind, and at a time when Jacobus tenBroek’s writing and the
work of the NFB was beginning to gain more notice and attract greater scrutiny by
professionals in the field. It is clear that Cutsforth wishes to address directly those who
argued that blindness was not simply a psychological problem, and that social change
was necessary to improve the lives of blind people. Cutsforth went on to write:
“A further confusion of attitude is found in educators and workers
for the blind who try to propagandize society with the rational
concept that the blind are normal individuals without vision. This
desperate whistling in the dark does more damage than good. The blind
perceive it as a hypocritical distortion of their true state, and society
discovers it to be a misrepresentation of actual facts. If there is to be
any solution of the pattern of frustration, the responsibility for that
solution must be assumed by the blind individual himself, as an
individual, and not as a member of a group. He must mature to
accept himself as he is and to live in his social world as it is. Many
individuals have found this pattern for themselves, and when they
have found it, they have made the joyous discovery that the
condition of blindness is the least important thing about themselves,
and that it is of no importance at all to others. Then, and only then,
can they set about the task of living objectively.” (48)

Cutsforth is seeking with the above declaration to use the language of psychology to head
off arguments in favor of socio-political solutions to discrimination experienced by the
blind and nascent efforts to organize the blind into a cohesive movement. Cutsforth’s
work supported the dominance of custodial institutions like schools for the blind, with
administrators and teachers trained in the psychological approach to blindness, and the
vocational rehabilitation field which believed that the individual blind person had to
arrive at an acceptance of their situation much as Cutsforth described in order to achieve
“ego importance.” The AFB’s support of publications by Cutsforth and others in the
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field who echoed his approach served only to widen the gap between the professionals
and the movement activists who were struggling to gain acceptance. The AFB put itself
squarely in the camp of the professionals, institutions, and public agencies and not on the
side of the blind movement.
In the decades from the 1930s to 1960, the AFB sought to be the sole authority
speaking on behalf of the blind, but in doing so, effectively aligned themselves with
institutions, schools, and public programs rather than the blind themselves. In every one
of the major issues, legislative and social, during these seminal years, the AFB seemed to
speak at odds with the early voices of the blind movement. In 1935, for example, Robert
Irwin was the only blind person to testify during Congressional hearings on the
establishment of the Social Security system. Speaking on behalf of the AFB, Irwin
argued for a much reduced and less comprehensive pension for blind people. Title X of
the landmark social security legislation went much further in its support of the blind than
Irwin advocated. At this same time, in many states around the country, such as
Wisconsin, Pennsylvania, and especially California, the blind were actively lobbying
their state legislatures to enact blind pensions. Early leaders in the blind movement, such
as Newell Perry in California, and his young protégé Jacobus tenBroek, had successfully
petitioned for an initiative to establish a blind pension in their state. The blind pension
was a galvanizing issue for the blind movement, an issue the AFB largely opposed. (49)
The AFB was similarly unsupportive of the other two most important pieces of
federal legislation concerning the blind in that decade, and perhaps the century. In 1936
Congress passed the Randolph Sheppard Act which granted blind people the exclusive
privilege to establish vending stands on federal property. Two years later, the Javitz
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Wagner O’Day Act was passed, which gave sheltered workshops employing the blind
procurement priority for federal agencies. Taken together, these three laws represented a
significant advance toward the support of blind people to secure means by which they
could live independently. This small degree of independence facilitated the ability of the
blind to organize both at the state and national levels. Vendors operating under the
Randolph Sheppard Act would become among the NFB’s staunches supporters, and the
NFB would return the favor by fighting hard to expand the scope of the program, and to
fend off other disability groups who wanted in on the vending business. In each of these
cases, the AFB did not support these landmark laws that afforded the blind unprecedented
legal benefits. (50)
The post war years saw a dramatic expansion of the range and scope of
rehabilitative services for blind people. Just as the First World War had led to the SmithFess Act, expanding rehabilitation services to civilians, so too the Second World War
resulted in more services for blinded veterans that were soon made available to all blind
people. In 1954, President Eisenhower established the Rehabilitation Services
Administration, and simultaneously widened the Randolph Sheppard program. This led
to the creation of a new layer of bureaucratic control over the lives of blind people
through vocational rehabilitation programs, who would come to hold a great deal of
power over access to services the blind needed. The NFB supported the concept of
rehabilitation, but chaffed at the control these programs had over the lives of blind
people. As the NFB’s critique of the paternalistic nature of the rehabilitation programs,
the administrators and staff of these programs did not respond benignly. Vocational
rehabilitation professionals were quick to dismiss complaints by tenBroek and the NFB in
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the 1950s, labeling Federationists as radicals and mal-contents. Stories mounted of
retribution against rehabilitation clients who joined the NFB, including denial of service
at the whim of the VR counselor. As vocational rehabilitation services were not an
entitlement, but rather eligibility based, there were few avenues of redress when a VR
counselor closed a blind person’s case as punishment for joining, or even speaking to
NFB partisans. In one notorious incident in 1955, the North Carolina agency for the
blind released confidential and personal information from the agency’s case files of
individual leaders of the recently established NFB affiliate to the attorney representing
the agency. In part, the agency believed it was showing the NFB leaders to be
hypocrites for receiving services while still agitating against the agency through their
activities in the NFB. This breach of confidentiality was rebuked by the Secretary of the
federal office of Health Education and Welfare, but these actions on the part of VR
agencies in retaliation for political activity remained a constant threat. (51)
During the 1940s and 50s, tenBroek, as president of the NFB, and its chief
spokesperson, frequently advocated on behalf of federal benefits for blind people.
Although from the 1930s it came be argued that the blind enjoyed federal support beyond
that of any other disability group, tenBroek and the NFB continued to challenge the
authority of federal and state agencies that administered benefit programs. Particularly
galling to tenBroek was the means testing that accompanied benefits such as social
security disability payments, that were expanded under new amendments to the social
security Act in 1956. TenBroek testified during hearings in support of these
amendments, suggesting that the social security program should allow blind people to
retain as much property and earnings as they could manage, and eliminate the humiliating
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necessity to prove to federal bureaucrats that one is sufficiently destitute to be eligible for
cash benefits. TenBroek, along with Richard Wilson, wrote in a law article that
“destitution is a poor foundation from which to conduct the difficult work of selfreconstruction.” What tenBroek most wanted was to be free from the influence of
rehabilitation professionals serving as intermediaries between the blind and the services
they needed. As Felicia CornBluh points out, tenBroek not alone is his criticism of the
creeping influence of rehab professional. Paul Strachan, president of the American
Federation of the Physically handicapped, at the 1954 hearings on the expansion of the
social security system, also spoke out against the “so-called rehabilitation specialists in
the field” who “wrapped themselves in the toga of professionalism around” the effort of
finding work for individuals with disabilities. (52)
The NFB managed a complex task of advocating on behalf of legislation that
provided direct benefits to the blind, such as social security, federal vending facilities,
and rehabilitation services, while fighting to minimize the power of these agencies that
administered the delivery of these benefits. Blind leaders in the NFB wanted maximum
benefits with minimal control by sighted bureaucrats and professionals. At the same
time, these agencies actively worked to minimize the power of the NFB, by speaking out
against tenBroek, and accusing the blind of being ungrateful, unappreciative, and too
demanding. While the AFB sought to portray itself as above the fray, the organization,
under Irwin’s direction, continued to support research and publication of authors such as
Cutsforth, Chevegne, and Father Carole, all of whom spoke out against the NFB as
misguided and lacking in the expertise to speak meaningfully about blindness. The AFB
steadfastly argued in favor of what it believed was expertise over experience, serving to
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garner increased disdain and dismissal from the blind movement. TenBroek and the NFB
frequently made note of the fact that the Federation was “of” the blind, while the AFB
and other organizations of its ilk were “for” the blind. This was no minor semantic
distinction, either from tenBroek’s, or Irwin’s perspective. The AFB was clearly in the
camp of the professionals, something tenBroek and the NFB saw as substantially
diminishing the AFB’s standing, whereas Irwin and AFB supporters embraced as the
critical detachment they believed gave the AFB academic credibility and hence, greater
power to advocate their positions. (53)
In the mid-1950s, the NFB won a contract from the federal Office of Vocational
Rehabilitation to conduct a survey of vocational rehabilitation agencies serving the blind.
The director of the Arkansas program for the blind refused to share his agency’s data
with the review team, and the director of the Florida agency dismissed the reports issued
on the Colorado and Arkansas program in 1955, and the Nevada program in 1956, as
nothing but lies. The response from the professional organization of VR agencies was
open hostility. In 1956, the board of the National Council of State Agencies for the Blind
(NCSAB) passed a unanimous resolution condemning the NFB’s preliminary results,
stating “this body of state administrators in work for the blind have no faith or confidence
in the National Federation of the Blind.” (54)
The NFB also advocated on behalf of the right of blind workers in vending stands
under Randolph Sheppard and other blind workers in sheltered workshops to collective
bargaining. TenBroek argued that without the right to organize, blind workers were
doomed to low wages, no pensions, and no benefits. Again, in these issues, the AFB
sided with the VR agencies, the NCSAB, and the administrators of sheltered workshops,
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and did not advocate for either the right of the blind to join advocacy groups like the
NFB, or to join unions. Time and time again, from the NFB’s perspective, the AFB
showed up on the wrong side of the argument, and of history.
TenBroek and the NFB used the term “organized blind” very deliberately. The
right to organize resonated with the ethos of the era in which the right of workers to
unionize and engage in collective bargaining was well established and sufficiently purged
of its earlier associations with more radical political factions. The confederation of the
AFL and the CIO in the mid-1950s, and the grand bargain between labor and capital
represented by the auto industry in Detroit gave a cast of respectability to organizing that
it did not enjoy a few decades earlier. (55) Free association, free speech, and free labor
were all values that were embraced by mainstream American culture, and would lend
power and rhetorical force to the work of the NFB in the 1950s. The focus on the right to
organize also captured the commitment to wage labor and integrated employment as the
primary vehicle for changing the status of the blind. The NFB were self-described
radicals who argued largely a conservative philosophy of the simple right to engage in
ameliorative activities. TenBroek did not entirely neglect the other manifestations of
discrimination experienced by the blind in these years, however. His 1957 speech to the
NFB convention in New Orleans, known as the “Cross of Blindness” speech,
methodically listed 16 distinct acts of discrimination against the blind, including the
denial of the right to serve on a trial, to donate blood, to gamble at a casino in Las Vegas,
to buy travel insurance, to secure a safety deposit box at a bank, to be paroled from
federal prison, to run for elected office, to be credentialed as a public school teacher,
along with several other profound as well as prosaic incidents of desperate treatment of
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the blind. (56) Nevertheless, in recounting the successes of the organization over the
course of that decade, tenBroek, and later Ken Jernigan, frequently looked to its triumphs
in the area of employment and wage discrimination. This included the fight for the blind
to be able to take the federal civil service exam, to be credentialed as public teachers, to
unionize the blind workers in the sheltered workshops, and the right to organize as blind
people as a counter-weight to the power of vocational rehabilitation and social welfare
agencies. (57)
By 1957, attacks against the NFB by VR agencies for the blind, professional
blindness associations, and other private, non-profit charitable organizations grew
increasingly harsh. In order to protect the blind from such attacks, and still advance the
NFB’s agenda, tenBroek determined that national legislation was necessary. John F.
Kennedy introduced the “right to organize” bill in the Senate in June, 1957. The
proposed law intended to:
Direct that, to the fullest extent practicable, the Secretary of Health,
Education, and Welfare shall consult and advise with representatives of
organizations of the blind in his formulation and administration of
programs for the blind and shall take such steps as may be appropriate to
encourage State agencies to do likewise. . . . Second, the bill would
require that no Federal officer or employee concerned with the administration of programs for the blind shall exert the influence of his
office against the right of blind persons to join organizations of the blind.
(58)

A bill with identical language was introduced into the House in August of that year by
Representative Walter Baring of Nevada. Baring was likely influenced by a staff
member who was very involved with the Lions, and a strong supporter of the NFB. (59)
Only weeks after the introduction of the right to organize bill in the Senate,
tenBroek spoke to the NFB national convention in New Orleans, explaining what it why
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the bill was so critical to the work of the blind:
The right to be heard is the right to be consulted in matters of direct and
vital concern. It is the right to have access to the agencies of government,
the right to an audience at the seats of the mighty, the right of petition, the
right of fair hearing. The right to be heard, for the organized blind, means
in particular the right of consultation with the administrators of federalstate programs of public assistance, of vocational rehabilitation, of
vending stands, and of other aids and services. But the right to be heard
extends equally to consultation with those so-called private agencies
which in effect are quasi-public in their structure, in the character of their
programs, and in the source of their funds. These large foundations and
charitable institutions, often the recipients of public aid and always the
advisor of public programs, bear an obligation equal to that of government
to consult with the clients of their services who must otherwise become
the victims of their arbitrary authority. (60)
The blind wasted no time after the national convention to work on their legislators
lobbying on behalf of the bill. Model letters were distributed across the country, and the
Braille Monitor printed an example of one in the Braille Monitor of May, 1958. Victor
Gonzalez, a federation member from West Virginia, referred to the right to organize as
the “Wagner Act” for the blind. The NFB solicited and received support from the AFLCIO, and soon, by mid-autumn, there were dozens of sponsors in both the House and
Senate. (61)
The right to organize legislation was a civil rights bill delivered in the Trojan
horse of labor rights language. TenBroek wrote,
[…] Promises to introduce into the traditional agency-client relationship,
at least with respect to the blind, something very like the principle of
collective bargaining; or, to put it another way, it seeks to introduce a
novel element of mutuality and equality by virtue of which advice and
counsel would no longer flow all one way—from agency to client—but
would become a genuinely reciprocal exchange. (62)
The use of language more familiar to labor supporters allowed southern Democrats to
sign on to the bill without having to grapple with any contradictions between their
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support for civil rights for the blind and not for African-Americans.
Professional organizations such as the AFB, the AAWB, and the Blinded
Veterans Association (BVA), all came out in opposition to the right to organize bill. At
their summer convention in 1957, the AAWB passed a resolution in opposition to the
Kennedy-Baring bills, noting
The bill embodies a completely unsound and retrogressive concept of the
responsibilities and privileges of blind persons as citizens… The proposed
legislation, if enacted, would create an arbitrary and unwieldy system of
review and supervision of all federally-financed benefits or services on
behalf of blind persons by professionally unqualified groups; and such
reviews would in effect make these blind persons supervisors of the
federal agencies and programs and such administrative procedure would
impair the efficiency of federal programs. (63)
The AFB wrote an editorial against the Kennedy bill in its July, 1957 newsletter, stating
“passage of the measure would tend to further the segregation of blind persons, and
coerce them into added identification with selected organized groups if they wished to
have any voice in affairs affecting their welfare.” Robert Barnett, the executive director
of the AFB added in another statement describing the Kennedy bill as “a regrettable
incident because it is likely to cause one of the most serious philosophical debates yet
experienced in our field. On the face of it., we cannot help but be opposed to the
measure, because we believe its basis to be emotional rather than logical and thoughtful.”
(64)
TenBroek pounced on these statements from the AAWB and AFB and responded
to them in his speech at the NFB national convention that summer in New Orleans,
contrasting the NFB philosophical viewpoint and that of these professional organizations:
On the basis of the assertions in the AAWB resolution and the Foundation
release it is hard to imagine any wider and more unbridgeable gulf of
thought and principle than exist between our philosophy and theirs. We
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believe the blind to be normal individuals lacking only the sense of sight.
They believe the blind to be abnormal individuals lacking maturity,
responsibility, and mentality. We believe the organized blind to be the
best interpreters of their own needs and aspirations. They believe the
organized blind to be entirely indeed, dangerously unqualified and instead
assert their own claim to act in the name of the blind without the approval
of the blind. We believe the role of the agencies, whether public or quasipublic, to be that of servants of their blind clients, responsible to their
interests, and responsive to their needs. They believe the role of the
agencies to be that not of public servants but of private dictators, members
of an elite corps of self-designated experts beyond the reach or
consultation of the people. (65)

Other statements by Barnett of the AFB seemed almost calculated to elicit maximum
condemnation from the NFB. Barnet wrote what he most likely believe an equitable
reflection in the Pinebrook Report, a publication of the AFB, in the summer of 1957,
observing:
A job, a home, and the right to be a citizen will come to the blind in that
generation when each and every blind person is a living advertisement of
his ability and capacity to accept the privileges and responsibilities of
citizenship. Then we professionals will have no problem of interpretation
because the blind will no longer need us to speak for them, and we, like
primitive segregation, will die away as an instrument which society will
include only in its historical records (66).

Writing in the March, 1958, Braille Monitor, George McDonald, a leader in the NFB in
Georgia, sought to respond to Barnett’s statement, as well as to other critics of the
Kennedy-Baring bill by suggesting that it was simply a question of establishing proper
checks and balances. McDonald wrote,
No statements could be clearer than these and none could be more
unsound or more harmful to the best interests of the blind and to public
understanding of our problems. The matter is as simple as this. Most
agency workers are basically good people, but they are also human. They
tend to defend their own vested interests, and those interests are not
always identical with the interests of the blind they are supposedly
serving. We need agencies for the blind, and we need independent
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organizations of the blind. In the best American tradition the two forces
serve as checks and balances. (67)

The hearings were delayed for over a year and a half, due in part to the advent of Sputnik,
which forced the education committee handling the right to organize bill in the House to
delay hearings to allow for a response to the Cold War challenge in the form of a defense
education bill supporting the sciences in education. During 1958, while the NFB was
pushing for hearings in support of the bill, the professional organizations, such as the
AFB, were pushing back. They insisted on the right to testify at every scheduled hearing,
and the AFB proposed that a commission be established that would conduct a study of
services for the blind. The NFB saw this as diversionary tactics, and continue to apply
pressure to their Congress members and Senators. Ken Jernigan, the NFB first vicepresident, spent three weeks in late 1957 traveling through a number of states and
working with affiliates to craft testimonies by NFB members.
The hearings were scheduled for March, 1959, and tenBroek and Jernigan would
not leave anything to chance. They packed the Congressional hearing rooms with
hundreds of blind supporters, and demanded so much time to speak to the legislators that
the hearings would last an entire week. TenBroek submitted over 200 pages of testimony
himself, including performance data from VR agencies serving the blind, and lists of the
types of occupations the blind were engaged in. The hearings were NFB performance art
and its most carefully crafted. TenBroek was determined to present an image of the blind
that would challenge stereotypes, and offer the Congress a model of blind citizens in
gray-flannel suits, as ordinary as Ozzie and Harriet, or Ward and June Cleaver on
television. TenBroek wrote, “The evidence which is most is that which is displayed in
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the lives and performance of average and ordinary blind men and women. . . . It is the
evidence of their vocational accomplishments, their personal achievements, and the plain
normality of their daily lives.” (68) The NFB leaders frequently stressed the theme of
the simple normality and averageness of the blind individuals they presented to the world.
This was a deliberate tactic to deflect the frequent criticism against the organization by
rehabilitation professionals that the NFB represented only the elite blind, the small
number of blind men and women who were able to over-come enormous barriers through
superior will and intellect. TenBroek and Jernigan and the members of the NFB wanted
to dispel this notion that they were special, unique, and not like other blind people.
Even though the NFB argued that they were just your average American, the blind
who testified at the hearing were far from the average blind person, given that they were
all employed, many of them in professional, career level positions. The testimonies gave
little indication that the welfare programs for the blind offered them anything but a
barrier to normality and integration. The words of Jack Polston, a blind electrician, or
Jacobus tenBroek, a law professor at a prestigious university, asserted their rights as taxpayers, as workers, as fully contributing members of the community, and not as
individuals who needed the assistance of government programs. (69) The NFB leaders
and members who testified needed to minimize any perception that the programs for the
blind, who were there largely in opposition to the bill, were indispensable to the blind.
The professionals who came to the hearings to oppose the right to organize
legislation zeroed in quickly on what they felt was a misrepresentation of the blind by the
testimonies of the NFB members. E. B. Whitten, executive director of the National
Rehabilitation Association (NRA), noted “We recognize along with witnesses who have
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already been here that the blind can perform in many types of work quite creditably.
However, blind people like other handicapped people sometimes have unreasonable
ambitions.” (70) Others expressed concerns that granting the right to organize, and
consult in the making of policies pertaining to services for the blind would set a
precedence that would not be appropriate or implementable for other more severely
disabled groups. In this aspect of argumentation, the professionals were using the
presentation by the NFB of the blind as capable, competent, and cognizant of their rights
as citizens, as an argument against a broad right to organize since the blind were not like
other disabilities, they were special, elite, and not burdened with the same challenges as
the more severely disabled. The blind were thus lumped unwilling in with other
disability groups, while at the same time setting them apart. This charge of elitism,
separatism, and “specialness” were characterizations of the organized blind that proved
difficult to dispel. The more leaders in the NFB argued that they were just average Joes
and Janes who happened to be blind, the more those who opposed them accused them of
being the elite blind. The professionals would on one hand recognize the
accomplishments of the NFB, and at the same time insist that the majority of their
brethren were not like them, and very much needed the expertise of the rehabilitation
professionals.
Despite its efforts to assert an image of undeniable respectability, testimony by
Whitten implied that the efforts of the NFB to expand the scope of the power of the
federal government into the affairs of state agencies was a violation of states’ rights, and
not dissimilar to the motives and actions of civil rights agitators like Martin Luther King,
Jr., an association that was sure not to endear the NFB to southern legislators still
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smoldering over the desegregation orders issuing from the Brown verses Board of
Education case in 1954. Major General Benjamin Maas of the BVA even suggested that
the NFB was vulnerable to communist infiltration, and that the blind were particularly
easy marks for leftist agitators who might seek to use the unwitting organization as a
front for revolutionary activities. (71)
All the drama of the Congressional hearings could not rescue the bill from the
special education subcommittee that was handling the right to organize bill. Six
executive sessions resulted in no progress, and a committee that grew increasingly
reluctant to indulge in an issue that seemed to generate noise and confusion. Senator
Kennedy moved on to run for President, and when he won, and the Democrats took over
the federal agencies, including Health Education and Welfare, the desire by
Congressional Democrats to criticize these agencies significantly diminished. The bill
was introduced again by Representative Baring just days before Kennedy’s Inauguration,
but it garnered little support, and died quickly.
The NFB experienced a significant defeat in its effort to pass the right to organize
bill at the federal level, but it achieved greater success in the state capitals, as the
organization moved to state houses across the country to push for its rights to organize to
be adopted into state laws. The successes achieved by state affiliates would ultimately
make federal legislation largely obsolete. (72) Also, by 1959, the NFB was nearly two
years into a bitter civil war that nearly destroyed the organization. (73) Thus there was
little energy or time available to take on a major legislative battle in Congress.
Nevertheless, the right to organize effort demonstrated for the leaders of the NFB exactly
where the professional association and organizations stood on the critical philosophical
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issues that mattered most to the organized blind. The statements of the AFB, the AAWB,
NRA, NCSAB, and the BVA, showed tenBroek and Jernigan precisely who they could
count on for support as they considered where next to turn to advance the NFB cause. It
was no small matter for the NFB to take on the entire rehabilitation industry, and the
hundreds of charitable organizations that had been serving the blind for decades. The
NFB under tenBroek’s guidance articulated an anti-professional, pro-consumer, proexperience model of rehabilitation, and in doing so offered one of the earliest example of
a disability rights movement that spoke of disability in largely social, not medical terms.
The NFB took on the professionals, and nearly won. This was several years before Ed
Roberts and the independent living movement came to Berkeley, 15 years before the
Rehabilitation Act was passed and the subsequent fight for the 504 regulations to be
implemented, and decades away from other disability rights movements such as ADAPT,
Deaf President Now, fight for the ADA.
At the same time that the NFB was fighting with the professional organizations
between 1957-1959, Ken Jernigan was taking the NFB philosophy to Iowa, to embark on
an experiment that he hoped would resolve definitively the argument about which
approach to blindness was more effective in transforming the lives of individual blind
people, and changing the social attitudes of the community toward the blind. His
argument that blind people knew best what worked for the blind, and not sighted
professionals, that it was experience, not expertise that mattered, would be the
cornerstone of the agency for the blind he would direct for nearly twenty years. This
philosophy, and the squaring off against the experts over the right to organize bill would
replay itself in Iowa as Jernigan took on another bastion of what he saw as out-moded
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custodial care for the blind at the Iowa Braille School in Vinton. The Braille School was
the site where the AFB was first chartered, and its superintendents and staff were closely
affiliated with the AFB, AAWB, NRA, and other associations that fought the NFB in
Congress in 1957-59. Jernigan and his allies never forgot who stood with them over the
Kennedy-Baring bill, and the teachers and administrators of the Braille School who
invoked their credentials in these organizations as a talisman against Jernigan’s charges
of incompetence would only engender the scorn of the organized blind, and not the
respect or admiration they believed they deserved.
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CHAPTER IV
BATTLE FOR THE IOWA BRAILLE SCHOOL PART I
The Iverson Years --- 1960-1964

For the first three years after Ken Jernigan arrived in 1958 to become its director,
the Iowa Commission for the Blind and the Iowa Braille School, under the
superintendency of Donald Overby, the two principle agencies serving the blind in the
state enjoyed an excellent working relationship. Overby, a sighted man, had served as
superintendent of the Braille School since the late 1940s and was respected, admired, and
even loved by the blind of the state. Overby also sat on the Iowa Commission board in
accordance with the state statute that established the VR agency in 1925. Although the
honeymoon between the two programs would not last past Overby’s tenure, this three
year period afford Jernigan the opportunity to build the Commission in an environment of
support and encouragement from the most respected leader in the field of blindness in the
state.
There was no question in these early years which program was the junior partner,
as the Commission that Jernigan inherited was a small, barely noticed program that
provided minimal services. However, by the time Overby left in July of 1960 to take a
job as superintendent of the Ohio school for the blind, the Iowa Commission had grown
exponentially in size, funding, and the range and scope of services provided. The new
decade of the 1960s, however, saw the arrival of a new superintendent of the Braille
School, Lee Iverson, who had not yet earned the good-will enjoyed by his predecessor,
and appeared ill-equipped to cope with the changes in the landscape of education for the
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blind, and the new program in Des Moines that exerted a gravitational pull that could not
be ignored.
The rapid expansion of the Iowa Commission programs, including the purchase
and occupation of the old YMCA building, and its transformation into a residential
training center for the blind meant that there was an alternative approach to adjustment to
blindness training in the state that was a radical departure from that offered to students at
the school in Vinton. The Commission established the talking books and braille library
in 1960, and with the support and funding from the Library of Congress national talking
book program, quickly eclipsed in size and scope the small library at the school. With
talking book machines to loan to children and adults at no charge, and the availability of
hundreds of book titles mailed right to one’s home, meant the Commission’s reach into
the lives of the blind of Iowa vastly overshadowed that of the IBSSS. Jernigan was
determined to reach as many of the blind in Iowa as he could with his programs, and as
such, intended to fully exercise the legal responsibility of the Commission to gather
information on the state’s blind population and maintain a registry with their names and
addresses. The vocational rehabilitation programs around the country were growing
exponentially under the leadership of Mary Switzer, director of the Office of Vocational
Rehabilitation in Washington D.C., and Jernigan was intent on taking full advantage of
the resources this program made available to him to show what the blind could
accomplish with proper training and the guidance of the National Federation of the Blind
(NFB) philosophy. (1)
Lee Iverson worked as a coach at the Iowa Braille School in the 1940s and early
1950s, and returned to the school as its new superintendent in the summer of 1960.
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Under Overby, the school in Vinton maintained enjoyed a reputation of offering solid
academic instruction, sports and musical programs that sent students around the state and
region to display their skills, and steady funding and support from the legislature.
Graduates of the school during the years Overby served as superintendent often reflected
fondly of their time at the school, and friendships begun at Vinton forged powerful bonds
among the alumni throughout their adulthood. (2) Overby’s widely respected
stewardship held off the slow slippage of students into the mainstream classroom that
other residential schools around the country began to experience. (3) Iverson inherited a
rich legacy but the world of blind schools as he had known it in earlier years was
changing rapidly. Pressures were mounting among parents and children to receive
education in their communities rather than at a residential school far away from home.
The blind themselves were beginning to demand more in the way of both services and
opportunities. In earlier decades the blind who graduated from the IBSSS found few
opportunities waiting for them, and a Commission for the Blind that offered little apart
from the chance to run a popcorn stand or weave rugs for sale. Looking back over their
life, blind Iowans often reflected that the years at Vinton were the best of their lives.
Now Jernigan and the Commission were offering a different deal, one that challenged
them to think differently about blindness, and even more importantly, offered concrete
and comprehensive services. A new crowd had landed in Iowa, as if delivered by a
tornado, leaving Iverson either uninterested or unwilling to grapple with its meaning.
Iverson chose to confront rather than embrace the changes occurring in the state, and
resisted the often aggressive efforts of the Commission to reach through the doors of the
Braille School and talk directly to staff and students. He questioned Jernigan’s training
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methods, doubted the reported successes of the Commission, and rejected offers by the
Commission to place a VR counselor in the school seeing it as a Trojan horse with
Jernigan’s face. Most of all, Iverson did not accept that the library at the Commission
should be the primary resource of educational or leisure reading materials for his
students, insisting that the library at the school could serve the students just fine. Lastly,
he pushed back against Jernigan’s’ efforts to collect the names and contact information of
students at IBSSS, seeing this as little more than a naked attempt to recruit new recruits
for both the training center in Des Moines, and the NFB. Iverson disliked that Jernigan
called trainees at the center students, and he bristled at Jernigan’s brazen advocacy for his
program and his philosophy of blindness.
By 1962, tensions between Jernigan and Iverson grew increasingly evident in the
work of the Commission board, and the efforts of the Commission to expand services to
students at the school. Iverson appeared determined to block Jernigan whenever he
could, and as a member of the Commission board by law, Iverson was in a position of
direct influence and authority over the policies and practices of the agency. Jernigan
recognized that in order to advance the movement and achieve his goals, he would have
to have Iverson removed as a statutory member of the Commission board. (4) If
Jernigan had accomplished much in his short time in Iowa, but he needed more time to
lock in his successes, and use his position as director as a tool to replicate the Iowa model
around the country by training other blind people like him, teaching them the NFB
philosophy, and then sending them out to run other programs like his. Iverson was an
obstacle to accomplishing this goal, and Jernigan had no reluctance to remove whatever
obstacles stood in his way. The NFB as a national organization was also in turmoil
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during this time, and Jernigan did not need to fight battles at home as well as nationally if
he could avoid them. (5)
In a report drafted in June of 1963, and entered into the meeting minutes of the
Commission board, Jernigan offered a description of the degree of cooperation between
the Commission and the IBSSS under Overby:
Between 1958 and July of 1960 relations among the Commission board
members and between the Commission and the Iowa Braille and Sight
Saving School were excellent. As the Commission's new program took
shape and expanded the Director of the Commission and the
Superintendent of the School worked closely and harmoniously together.
It was planned, for instance, that the Junior Class at the School would
come each year to the Commission's Orientation Center in Des Moines for
intensive vocational diagnostic work-ups and for observation and various
types of specific training. In this way the counselors at the Commission
would get to know the students and vice versa. When the students
returned to the School at Vinton in the fall as seniors, the Commission
counselors would continue to plan and work with them during the year.
At the end of the year when the students graduated, there would be a
smooth and efficient transition. Commission personnel would work with
the students as they went to college or into some other type of training.
Assistance would continue until satisfactory vocational placement was
achieved. (6)

It’s possible that the above exaggerates the degree of harmony between the two
institutions, but it Overby would in later years continue to be a strong supporter and
advocate of the Commission under Jernigan, even after relations had become so
embittered between the two institutions. (7) Jernigan then went on to describe how
things quickly turned sour when Iverson arrived:
From the very beginning there was friction with Mr. Iverson. To begin
with, he would have no part of the plan to send the Juniors to the Center
during the summer. Since the Center had just opened, the plan was still in
its formative stages. Further, Mr. Iverson showed real resentment that any
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student who had attended the School at Vinton should be brought to the
Center.
Very soon after Mr. Iverson assumed the duties of Superintendent, the
Director discussed this situation with him at length. The Director said that
to bring graduates of the School to the Center was in no sense a reflection
upon the competence or ability of the School, Students were may brought
in for several reasons: 1) If the student with sight graduating from a
regular school plans to go into secretarial or some related work, that
sighted student will probably go to a business college for intensive work in
typing, shorthand, et cetera. This is certainly no reflection on the high
school. It is simply a method of furthering and intensifying certain needed
skills. The Commission for the Blind has a greater variety of typewriters
and dictating machines than the School and can give more intensive
training in these areas. Braille shorthand (which is quite efficient) is not
available at the School but is taught at the Commission. Advanced
trainees are given actual secretarial experience in the Commission's
library. 2) A student coming to the Center can receive intensive
instruction in how to travel in the busy city traffic of Des Moines. Great
emphasis is given to independent travel in the Commission's program. 3)
The Commission has a variety of training facilities not available at the
School—Braille switchboard, a wider variety of machines and tools in the
shop, a small restaurant open to the public and used for training purposes,
et cetera. 4) Some of the students graduating from the Vinton School need
to gain additional experiences and maturity at the Center before going on
to college or a job.
Other points of friction developed between the Commission and the
School. It almost seemed that Mr. Iverson was jealous of the recognition
which the Commission's program was receiving, instead of feeling that he
was a part of the program. (8)

The conflicts that arose between Jernigan and Iverson were driven by a combination of
personal dislike, coupled with professional distrust. Iverson assumed that as the
superintendent of the IBSSS that his voice would dominate any discussion when it came
to matters concerning the blind in the state, as it had been under previous superintendents
over the decades. Jernigan was hardly content to allow this to happen, not least of which
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as Iverson was sighted, and, even worse, was an active member of, and leader in the two
organizations that had spoken against the NFB in the U. S. Senate a few years earlier
when the NFB sought protection under the law for the right to organize free from
harassment by rehabilitation counselors and administrators and school officials. Iverson
was very involved with both the Association of American Workers for the Blind
(AAWB) and the American Foundation for the Blind (AFB), and frequently referred to
his association with these professional organizations to bolster his credentials as an expert
in the field of blindness. (9) When Iverson knew who Jernigan was through his activities
in the NFB, and was suspicious of his motives as well as his claims of success achieved
by the Commission. When Jernigan asked Iverson for the names and contact information
of blind children at the school for purposes of adding them to the registry of the blind the
Commission was required to maintain and, to offer them talking book and braille library
services, Iverson took the opportunity to push back. He wrote to Jernigan on January 4,
1962, demanding a set of data be sent to him first. Iverson wrote:
I should like to have a list of all of the Commission's employees complete
with name, title, salary from V.R. and from S.O. and total. I should also
like to have the following information for the years 1959, 1960 and 1961:
(I) Number of clients rehabilitated, average length of time clients were in
the orientation and adjustment center before placement, (3) list of
occupations in which the clients were placed complete with the number of
clients that were placed in each vocation where more than one was placed,
(4) number of clients who are currently engaged in the vocation in which
they were placed, (5) number of clients who have moved from their
original placement to other vocations where they are self-supporting, (6)
number of clients who were placed but are not currently employed. (10)
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Iverson, as Commission board member, had access to the annual reports produced by the
Commission, as well as the data reported to the Office of Vocational Rehabilitation. By
requesting this data directly from Jernigan, Iverson was questioning the veracity of the
outcomes claimed by the VR agency. This can also be seen in his next statement in the
letter:
In quickly looking over the report I should like to include these passing
thoughts:
1. I question somewhat your statement, "A four-to-one ratio of students to
teachers is a maximum for this type of intensive, individual training.”
Certainly such a low ratio is no longer considered necessary anywhere in
the nation for teaching blind children. It is also my understanding that
roost adult agencies no longer feel that such a ratio is necessary or even
desirable.
2. As I mentioned to you once before, some confusion is being created in
the state by some of the terminology that is being used by you and the
Commission staff. As you know, nationally in orientation and adjustment
centers the terms client, trainee, etc., are much more commonly used than
the term student. Also, most such centers use the term orientor, counselor,
instructor, etc., rather than the term teacher. A number of people have
expressed concern about a second "school for the blind" being established
in Des Moines. As we both know, this is not the case, but it is quite easy
to see how the general public could get this impression. (11)
Jernigan responded quickly to Iverson’s overt challenge to his approach to training of the
blind. By 1962, he had three years of experience implementing his approach to
adjustment training at the center in Des Moines, and took great offense at Iverson’s
presumption to tell him how to implement his program. Moreover, Jernigan did not use
the terms “student” and “teacher” casually, but in a very deliberate way to signal to the
blind individuals that they were not just getting training about how to use a cane or read
braille, but learning how to live as a blind person. Jernigan always saw himself as a
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teacher, not a VR director, and those who came to the center in Des Moines as students of
blindness. Also, by rejecting the phraseology of rehabilitation professionals, Jernigan
sought to redefine rehabilitation away from the narrow conception of training toward one
of education. Iverson in turn rejected Jernigan’s attempts to use this language in a way
not recognized by rehabilitation professionals and educators such as himself.
Jernigan quickly turned for support to the Office of Vocational Rehabilitation, and
to other directors of blind agencies he knew shared his perspective. He wrote on January
9, 1962, to Louis Rives, chief of blind services at the Office of Vocational Rehabilitation
in Washington D.C. and put the question to Mr. Rives directly, writing:
A question has arisen in our state concerning the ratio of clients in a
rehabilitation center for the blind to professional instructional staff. I
would greatly appreciate it if you would give the opinion of the Division
for the Blind of the Office of Vocational Rehabilitation concerning this
matter, what ratio of professional staff to trainees do you recommend for
an orientation or rehabilitation center for the blind, and what do you
consider to be the maximum number of trainees per instructor that he can
handle efficiently in a center? (12)

Jernigan did not have to wait long for a response from the federal office. Mr. Rives
wrote back to the director on February 10, 1962 providing Jernigan with exactly what he
needed to refute Iverson’s assertion. Rieves wrote:
As you know, we have gone into this very thoroughly with respect to
existing centers, first in the New Orleans Conference on centers, supported
by the Office of Vocational Rehabilitation, and later in a follow-up study
to this conference. The recommended staffing pattern coming out of these
conferences is based on a minimum client load of 20 and an average
training period of four months. It further suggests in this staffing pattern,
21 full-time and 7 part-time positions, this staff of 28 could care for 60
clients a year which would amount to a ratio of about 2.1 clients to 1 staff
member per year. Six centers studied served U23 clients in an average
year, employing an average of 196 staff members. In aggregate, the ratio
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of clients to staff is about 2.1 to 1. In no case would we recommend a
ratio of more than 3 clients to each staff member. (13)

Rieves went on to reference the Hines training center, which no doubt would have
resonated greatly with Jernigan, as the Hines Center in many ways provided a proto-type
of training for the blind in the 1940s, pioneering some of the techniques that the NFB
advocated, including the use of a long white cane, and real world travel experiences for
orientation and mobility training. (14) Rieves wrote:
A staffing pattern which may be cited specifically is the center at the
Veterans Administration Hospital, Hines, Illinois. This center has a ratio
of approximately one specialist assigned to the blind program for each
client in addition to the regular medical social work, housekeeping,
kitchen, maintenance, and administrative personnel which serve the entire
hospital… In this whole communication, we believe it is highly important
for all concerned to understand what an important role personnel have in
providing contact with, and conveying information about, environment to
blind people. This goes beyond ordinary training to a steady transmission
of data on a round-the-clock basis and to give feedback and all kinds of
cues to the client about his environment through which he is passing…
Our experience is that in terms of rehabilitation success, it is cheaper in
the long run to overstaff than to understaff. (15)

Not content to write just to the chief of blind services at OVR, Jernigan also wrote to
colleagues serving as directors of other training centers for the blind around the country,
including his former boss, Alan Jenkins of the Orientation Center for the Blind in
Oakland, California, and the director of the training center for the blind in Kansas City,
Kansas, who wrote back almost immediately:
I have your letter of January 8th relative to the ratio of staff to
trainees in our rehabilitation center program. At the present, we have
a full time professional staff of six persons serving approximately
18 trainees which would be a ratio of five clients to one staff
member. This does not include professional staff of the Agency not
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associated directly with the training center, or the part time staff who
spend some time at the center. (16)

Alan Jenkins also wrote in support of Jernigan’s approach to providing training services
to the blind, noting:
Successful orientation of blind students requires a very small number of
students per teacher. Obviously, blind students can’t be taught methods
and procedures through careful personal training, rather the blind students'
observations most come from the physical contact with the object to be
observed. If a procedure or operation is involved, the blind student must
learn, again from physical contact with the objects involved, and a
performance of the methods of procedures required. In addition to the
imparting of methods and procedures, an orientation center must somehow
instill confidence into each of its students and stimulate the student to
move constantly toward eventual reintegration into society. To gain this
end, each student requires a great deal of individual attention.

In the operation of our Center we employ seven full time instructors and in
addition to this, I spend an appreciable portion of my time with students.
Our enrollment ranges from 22 to 27, averaging, I’d say, from 23 to 25
students. Counting the time I spend with the students as Instructional
[sic], our ratio of students to teachers is 3 to 1. From our experience over
the past several years, we believe that the program suffers when it is
operated with a higher student-teacher ratio than this. We believe, also,
that an orientation program can be very successfully operated with this
ratio, even though there are many centers throughout the United States
which have a lesser ratio than 3 to 1, According to the Spring Mill
Conference on rehabilitation training Centers, held in Spring Mill, Indiana
in 1957. (17)

Jernigan shared all of the responses from other training center directors and Mr. Rives
with Iverson, the Board of Regents, the Commission Board, and the governor’s office.
Jernigan also left nothing to chance with the solicitations for feedback on center training
practices from other directors, as those he polled were individuals who shared his vision
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of adjustment to blindness training, and in the case of Jenkins in Oakland, had once been
Jernigan’s close colleague in California. Jernigan was not inclined to have the
superintendent question his techniques, or the training center at a time when he was still
asking for very large amounts of money from the state legislature to continue expanding
the program. Jernigan also knew that as long as Iverson had a statutory seat at the
Commission table as an automatically appointed member of the Commission Board,
Jernigan would have a devil’s advocate participating in every conversation regarding
Commission business. While Iverson chafed at any interference by Jernigan or the
Commission, the superintendent exhibited little reluctance to return the favor through
what Jernigan perceived as constant hectoring and undermining activities. Jernigan knew
he had to take action to remove Iverson from the Commission board.
As the year 1962 drew to a close, Jernigan began preparing the effort to remove
Iverson from the Commission. He drafted an amendment to the state statute 90-3.1 (93)
that would essentially give the governor the power to appoint three members to the
Commission board without specifying that one of them had to be the superintendent of
the school for the blind. Jernigan had the language of the draft legislation vetted by a
local law firm and then walked it over to the state assembly to give to a state legislator
whom he had been cultivating through the vehicle of a regular game of poker played at
the Commission building on Saturday nights. The legislation would be known as Senate
File 3, and would be the first salvo in the battle of the Braille School, and Jernigan’s to
fight back against the school’s interference into his program. The fight to enact Senate
File 3 also led to a watershed in Jernigan’s ability to organize the blind of Iowa. By this
time he had several years of training center graduates, some of whom now worked for
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him and many others who were now working in their communities around the state.
Jernigan would soon move to mobilize this new cadre of blind activists to fight for the
Commission, and to transform the somnolent state affiliate of the NFB, the Iowa
Association of the Blind (IAB), into a force for real change lead by the blind themselves.

The Fight for Senate File 3
In late January of 1963, the Iowa state assembly passed a bill amending the state
statute governing the Iowa Commission Board appointments with a vote of 102 to zero.
The amendment contained the exact language Jernigan had provided. The bill then
moved to the state Senate, and became known as Senate File 3. By this time, in early
1963, the Board of Regents and Braille School supporters began to organize their
opposition to the bill and to the Commission, and the bill was not guaranteed to pass.
Letters began to pour into the Senate offices in support and against Senate File 3. Iverson
testified on February 4, 1963 to the Board of Control, the state Senate committee with
jurisdiction of the Commission appointments bill. (18) At the same time he distributed a
statement, quoted below opposing senate File 3 removing the Iowa Braille School
superintendent from the Commission board, known as Senate File 3. Iverson wrote:
It has been reported to me that criticisms have been made regarding my
actions as a member of the Iowa Commission for the Blind. Like most
areas of human differences, there are two sides to the problem and the
issues are not as simple as they may seem on the surface. Since I have
been told a number of Legislators and other State Officials have been
contacted by the Director of the Iowa Commission for the Blind to state
his views, I have prepared this statement which gives my reactions to
Senate File 3.
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My primary aims are, first, to keep this situation from developing into a
public controversy which could do extensive damage to all of the
programs for blind persons in Iowa, and, second, to make it clear that my
activities in both my capacity as a member of the Iowa Commission for
the Blind and as the Superintendent of the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving
School have been intended to be in the best interests of all of the blind in
the state.
It seems to me in Iowa the various boards, departments and commissions
which serve the blind are efficiently and logically organized. If each
works in its area of responsibility and gives reasonable support my
understanding the State Board of Regents and the State Department of
Public Instruction are responsible for the elementary and secondary
educational programs for visually handicapped youngsters, i.e., the
Regents at the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School and the State
Department through the various regular public school classes. It is also
my understanding the Iowa Commission for the Blind is primarily
responsible for the various aspects of rehabilitation of the adult blind and
the distribution of books and other materials from the Library of Congress,
and the State Department of Social Welfare is responsible for providing
aid to the blind. I think it is agreed that each of these four groups is
essential to the welfare of the blind of our state.
The Commission, as an agency, has grown rapidly through the past few
years, and a review of the official minutes indicates that this is not its first
case of "growing pains.” Hopefully, it will be one of the last.
The Director of the Commission and I have had some differences of
opinion regarding the role the Commission should play in the area of
education of visually handicapped children. It seems to me this area is
adequately covered by the State Board of Regents and the State
Department of Public Instruction and that any activity by the Commission
would be an unwarranted duplication and an unnecessary expenditure of
state funds.
As far as S.F. 3 is concerned, I can see no serious disadvantages to having
three members of the Commission appointed by the Governor, but it
seems to me it would have a stabilizing effect to also have representatives
from both the State Board of Regents and the State Department of Public
Instruction, making a Commission of five members. I am, however, more
than willing to leave this matter to the wisdom of the Legislature. If the
bill should pass in its original form, I shall be relieved of a great deal of
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responsibility and shall have additional time to devote to the School. If it
should fail, I shall continue to work to the best of my ability. I hold no
malice toward the Director. It is his duty to do what he deems to be in the
best interests of his agency. Evidently at this time he believes there are
disadvantages to having a person with a professional background in work
for the blind serving on the Commission.
Finally, if it should be decided that a full survey of all or any part of the
services for the blind in the state is needed, I certainly would have no
objections. It should be known, however, that I am the First VicePresident of the American Association of Instructors of the Blind, which is
the largest organization of educators of the blind in the world, and that the
Director of the Commission is the First Vice- President of the National
Federation of the Blind, which is an organization of blind adults. Both of
these groups have made surveys in other states in the past, but it would
seem to me to be unwise to consider either to make a survey in Iowa at the
present time. The American Foundation for the Blind, 15 West 16th
Street, New York 11, New York, is probably the only national agency
working primarily with the blind which has the experience, the personnel,
the prestige, and the funds to conduct a study of this magnitude.
It has also been reported to me that State Officials have been told I have
been unfair to the Librarian at the Commission. As far as I know, the
Librarian has been doing good work. Outside of the matter discussed
above from Paragraph 40.6 of the minutes, I have had very little contact
with her. In general, the School receives efficient service from her
department when such services are requested, but since the School has a
library of over 22,000 volumes, our needs from other libraries are not
great.
As I said in the beginning, my primary interest is to do everything within
reason to avoid discrediting any of the programs for the blind in the state.
It seems too many exaggerations, half-truths and bits of questionable
information have already been circulated. I presently have no intention of
attempting to create any type of pressure groups from among our students,
our staff, our parents or our graduates. Certainly the visually handicapped
children and adults of Iowa are entitled to the best efforts and cooperation
all of us have to offer. (19)

212

Iverson’s reference to “a professional” on the Commission frames perfectly the argument
the he, along with many in the rehabilitation field made against Jernigan, tenBroek, and
the NFB for more than two decades at that point. The use of the word “professional” and
the listing of Iverson’s credentials constituted an obvious, even clumsy case for expertise
over experience, and a deliberate attempt to diminish Jernigan as a director. Despite its
bluntness, the argument that the blind running the Commission was simply not qualified
to made decisions governing the policies and practices of the Braille School would be the
hallmark of the conflict between the Commission and the IBSSS throughout the decade
and beyond. The apparent success of the Commission under Jernigan would be explained
away by Iverson and his successors as a product of Jernigan supposedly carefully
selecting those who he would allow to be served by the agency, assuring a higher degree
of success than he otherwise would if he had taken all comers. Iverson’s constant
requests for an accounting of the Commission’s outcomes showed his inherent doubt that
the Commission had accomplished all that it claimed in its annual reports.
Iverson’s personal antipathy to Jernigan was coupled with a very real disagreement with
the philosophy of the NFB and its belief that the average competent blind person was a
more effective teacher than a trained sighted professional. James Omvig commented on
Iverson’s steadfast opposition:
What he hated most of course it that the student would graduate from the
Iowa School from the Blind or Braille and Sight Saving School and they
would come and be a student at the Iowa Commission, to really learn how
to deal with their blindness and learn how to be blind. And that just irked
the devil out of him and I suppose it did all of the following
superintendents. (20)
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Many alumni of the school confirmed in interviews that there was an abiding and deep
suspicion and distrust by teachers and staff at the IBSSS toward the Commission. This
became more acute in the later years in that decade, when the conflict became even more
open and observable by the students, but most of the alumni who attended the school in
the early 1960s seemed largely unaware of the Commission and the disagreements
broiling between the two agencies. Despite Iverson’s assertion in his letter to the
legislature that he would not organize opposition to Senate File 3 among the alumni,
several former students of the IBSSS wrote letters such as the following which was sent
to the student’s state senator:
I am a graduate of the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School, and a
lifelong resident of Iowa. I want you to know that there is only one reason
for this bill to reorganize the Iowa Commission for the Blind, and that is
because of disagreements between the superintendent of the Iowa Braille
and Sight Saving School, Mr. Iverson, and the executive secretary of the
Iowa Commission for the Blind, Ken Jernigan.
I think the superintendent of the Iowa School for the Blind should be on
the Iowa Commission for the Blind, He knows a great deal about
blindness and. work for the blind, and they cannot very easily pull the
wool over his eyes.
This bill was kept a secret and was rushed through the house before
anyone knew anything about it. I do no : that the three members of the
Iowa Commission for- the Blind were not consulted at all by the house
committee…
I do not think they should take the graduates from Vinton and place them
immediately in the training center upon graduation. The only reason they
do this is because they can’t find anyone else to put in there. (21)

The student’s assertion that the other two Commissioners apart from Iverson were not
consulted is likely untrue, given that Jernigan had discussed his plans to remove the
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superintendent in meetings with the other Commission Board members and was
documented in the meeting minutes, nevertheless, the accusations of secrecy and dirty
tricks were frequent charges against Jernigan who was very skilled at managing to get
what he needed from the legislature without leaving fingerprints. The statement in the
letter that students should not be placed in the training center right out of graduation
reflected the strong belief among many IBSSS alumni that Jernigan was simply seeking
to cook his books by funneling graduates through the center no matter what their
rehabilitation needs.
The campaign in support of Senate File 3 continued, despite Iverson’s
protestations. One of the Commission’s first graduates since Jernigan began as director
in 1958, Janet Omvig, wrote a letter on March 5, 1963, to all Iowa Lions of Iowa
regarding tensions between Iverson and the Commission, and in support of Senate File 3.
Janit Omvig wrote, in part:
I am contacting you because I am a blind person and because our programs
for the blind in Iowa are in real danger unless you and your friends can do
something to help. I came to know a great many Lions when I attended the
State Convention last year at Davenport and told the story of my training at |
the Center in Des Moines and then of my employment as a medical
secretary. I am grateful for what the Lions have done to help me, but I want
our programs to continue so that others may have the same chance I have
had.
There is a bill now before the legislature called Senate File #3. It passed the
House of Representatives in January without a single vote against it, but it
is in trouble in the Senate. Let me tell you what, is behind this bill and why
it is so important that it be passed.
At the present time Mr. Lee Iverson, the Superintendent of the Iowa Braille
and Sight-Saving School, is automatically a member of the Board of the
Iowa Commission for the Blind. The other two members of the Board are
appointed by the Governor. Senate File #3 would take the superintendent of
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the Vinton School off of the Board of the Commission and make all three
members appointed by the Governor. The bill makes sense. I don’t know
of any other case where the head of one state agency is on the policy board
of another state agency. The bill doesn’t threaten Mr. Iverson’s job or cost
him anything. Unless he wants to control and dominate all the programs for
the blind in the state, being superintendent of his own school ought to be a
fulltime job. The other two members of the Commission’s Board (Mrs.
Mary Louise Smith of Eagle Grove and Dr. A.R. Winter of Fredericksburg)
are very strongly in favor of Senate File #3, and feel that it must be passed.
This tells you a lot. Why do the other two members feel that Mr. Iverson
should be off of the Board if he is really working constructively? An
attempt has been made to hide these facts. Mr. Iverson and his friends have
tried to make it appear that Mr. Kenneth Jernigan, the Director of the
Commission, is the only one wanting the bill passed.
Since the bill itself is good and they can’t find any grounds for attacking it,
the opponents of Senate File #3 are trying to defeat it by attempting to
smear and attack Mr. Jernigan personally. They began by starting a
whispering campaign among the senators, saying that Mr. Jernigan was
trying to put Mr. Iverson off the Board to gain personal power. Next,
rumors began to be heard that Mr. Jernigan had enemies in other states and
that they were saying very damaging things about his past background.
Since the opponents of the bill know that the Lions have always worked
very closely with the Commission for the Blind and helped to support its
program, these smears and whispering campaigns are now being attempted
even among some of the Lions.
I have not only received training at the Commission but I also attended the
Iowa Braille and Sight-Saving School. I know Mr. Jernigan well and I
know Mr. Iverson well. I also know blind people throughout the state and
what the programs for the blind are today and what they were several years
ago.
It has seemed to many of us that Mr. Iverson is jealous of the
Commission’s programs and of Mr. Jernigan’s ability, and that he is trying
to use his position on the Commission’s Board to block progress. Mr.
Jernigan, the other members of the Commission and the Commission staff
have worked hard to bring opportunities for self-respect and employment to
the blind of the state. I believe that the Lions of Iowa know this and that
they will not let any smear campaigns or other tactics turn them aside from
dealing with the threat which now exists to the programs for the blind. I
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hope the Lions of this state will immediately contact their senators to see
that Senate File #3 is passed.
The Commission is already beginning to lose the trained staff which it has
built up, and it will probably lose most of the rest of it if Mr. Iverson
continues on the Board. We cannot allow programs for the blind in Iowa to
go back to what they were several years ago. Please help us as you always
have. (22)

The Lions, then as well as now were long time supporters of the blind in Iowa. Lions
supported many of the efforts of the Commission for many decades, long before Jernigan
had arrived in the state. Under the umbrella of the Sight Conservation Foundation, Lions
supported many activities of the Commission and the blind around the state. Lions often
bought and then distributed many of the hand-made crafts and products, such as rugs,
brooms, and decorative lace items made by the blind under the support of the
Commission home industries program. Jernigan had carefully cultivated contacts and
connections among the Lions when he moved to Iowa, and he also encouraged many of
his staff, and the Commission graduates to join the Lions in order to maintain and
strengthen the collaboration between the Lions and the blind. It was critical for Jernigan
and the blind to not lose the support of the Lions and to garner their endorsement for the
Commission’s legislative efforts. When the bill appeared bogged down in the state
Senate, Dail Juergens, president of the Sight Conservation Foundation, sent out a
legislative alert on February 27 to all Lions in the state. Under the subject line,
“Legislative Emergency -- Act Now Dear Fellow Lion,” the letter urged immediate
action:
Prompt action is necessary to save the program for the Blind in Iowa. We
want you to contact your State Senator, the Governor, and Lieutenant
Governor, immediately, either personally or by letter and urge him to use
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his influence to get Senate File 3 out of the Committee and on to the Floor
of the Senate for favorable action.
The bill, passed by the House, 102 - 0, is now being held up by the Senate
Board of Control Committee. This bill is vital. It will strengthen all the
programs for the Blind in Iowa.
Background information regarding the bill is enclosed. Please urge your
friends, also, to contact your Senator, the Governor and the Lieutenant
Governor. (23)

Many Lions responded to Juergens call, writing to the governor and Lt. Governor’s
offices to protest and ask for support, W. L. Mooty, the Lt. Governor responded
positively to one Lion from Sanborn, Iowa in a letter of February 21, 1963, explaining in
part why the bill was stalled in the Senate:
Senate File #3 has met with some opposition in our Senate Board of
Control Committee. Apparently the State Board of Regents is unhappy
with this bill, and have elected to voice their objections… We will try to
iron out these difficulties, and it is my hope that this bill will be
considered on the floor of the Senate sometime soon. (24)

Governor Hughes also sent a letter on March 8 to Mel Robie of Clarion, Iowa, who was a
Lion and had written the governor to ask for a statement of support. “I favor passage of
House File 3, a bill to make all three members of the Blind Commission appointive. I
will do what I can to help those who favor the bill get it passed in the Iowa Senate.” (25)
The activities of those who were anti-Commission and pro-IBSSS were closely tracked
by Jernigan and his allies. Noting in the Commission minutes that teachers from the
Braille School were active in contacting legislators and others to try to create opposition.
For example, Miss Mary Osborne, a teacher at the School, went to Iowa City to contact
Dr. Kenneth McDonald, President of the Iowa City Lions Club. Her efforts did not

218

appear effective, as were most of the attempts made by the teachers at IBSSS. With the
exception of the Vinton Lions Club, most of The Lions throughout the state never
wavered in their support and continued to work in support of Jernigan until the bill was
finally passed. (26) Jernigan did not fail to notice, however, those who Iverson and
Braille School supporters rallied to against the effort to remove the superintendent from
the Commission. In a lengthy report giving the entire history of the struggle between the
Commission and the IBSSS, and distributed in June of 1963, Jernigan wrote:
On the other side of the coin the Vinton Lions Club chartered a bus and
came to Des Moines to lobby against the bill. They took the members of
the Board of Control Committee to lunch and talked with other members
of the senate. Mr. Iverson contacted a blind man in the state, of Wisconsin
and got from him a letter attacking the Director's character, which letter
was circulated to members of the legislature. The blind man in question
was a political opponent of the Director some years ago in the National
Federation of the Blind. At the 1961 convention of the National
Federation of the Blind this man's general disruptive conduct in the
organization and his charges against the Director were publicly considered
by the full convention and repudiated. In fact, he was later expelled from
the organization for conduct unbecoming a member. (27)

The reference above to a blind man from Wisconsin is a rare hint by Jernigan at some of
the troubles that had been plaguing the NFB in the years 1958-61, and that led to the
“civil war” resulting in the expulsion of several NFB state affiliates, and the eventual
formation of the American Council of the Blind (ACB). George Card would later return
to Iowa at the invitation of another superintendent in 1970 to establish the first ACB
affiliate in the state. (28)
Iverson sought support from parents as well, many of whom were concerned that
Senate File 3 meant that the school would be closed. Two parents of a blind child wrote
the following letter to their state senator on March 14, 1963:
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We are the parents of a fifth grade blind boy who is now attending the
Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School at Vinton. He started at the school
in Kindergarten. We have always been satisfied that our state has helped
us very adequately with the education of our boy. Even during the
preschool years of our son, we were visited, and encouraged by Mrs. Carol
Bowers, field worker for the State Board of Regents. Also during these
preschool years we were invited to attend and did attend the preschool
institute for parents of blind children on the campus of the Iowa Braille
and Sight Saving School. Both of these services were helpful for us to get
acquainted with the school and what actually is included by our state for
the education of the blind children. Part of the success of the school is due
to the able administration of Superintendent Lee Iverson. When reading
the Des Moines Register for March 12, 1963 it was very disturbing to
learn of the criticism of Superintendent Iverson, saying that he is
unfriendly toward the Commission for the Blind's policies. Mr. Iverson is
a dedicated person who is helping the blind children to get the best
passible education. It does not seem reasonable that his interest in
education for the blind persons would end with their graduation from the
school at Vinton. The bill (H. P. 3) appears, to exclude the superintendent
of the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School from the commission. This
would be unwise for what one person could better help coordinate and
integrate the services rendered by the two programs and give a smoother,
better correlated plan of help for the blind? If Superintendent Iverson is
thought to have been unfriendly to the policies of the Commission of the
Blind, it must be because he thought those policies not to be in the best
interest of the blind persons seeking education and rehabilitation. We
want our state program for education of the blind at all ages to be a
smooth, continuous and correlated program and by having the
Superintendent of the Vinton School on the commission mentioned above,
we think this goal can be more readily reached.
In the Des Moines Tribune of March 11, 1963 and in the Des Moines
Register of March 12, 1963 there were some figures given regarding the
rehabilitation of blind persons in the past year. Figures can be used to
promote almost any point desired. It would be interesting to get a
complete report on the number of blind persons actually rehabilitated last
year at the Des Moines Center and learn how many have employment
away from the center and to know that the persons are not just remaining
at the center on state and federal pay. (29)
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The letter from the Andersons above carries clear echoes of Iverson’s letter to Jernigan in
which he requested information regarding the employment outcomes achieved by those
served by the Commission. The accusation disguised as a request by Iverson reflected
his belief, and not just his, that Jernigan was inflating the number of vocational outcomes
reported by the Commission by training and then hiring graduates of the training center to
work for the Commission.
Picking up on this theme of “dodgy outcomes,” Vern Lisle, a state senator who
opposed Senate File 3, wrote Jernigan on March 26 to ask about the number of graduates
of the center who worked for the Commission. Jernigan was infuriated by the
accusations, and wrote the senator to tell him that while 50 individuals were reported as
rehabilitated in 1962, only two out of a total staff of 30 then worked for the Commission,
one as a telephone switchboard operator, and another as a cook in the center cafeteria.
There were several training center graduates who would over the years work for the
Commission, but never in such numbers as Commission detractors suspected. (30) The
fact that some of those who did in fact go to work for Jernigan after receiving services
from the Commission were very high profile individuals in the blind community gave the
appearance of this phenomenon being greater than the actual number. In his response to
the senator on March 29, Jernigan issued a blistering denouncement of the attacks
prompted by the letter from the parents, writing:
It may very well be that the person writing this letter thought up the idea
all by himself and that the fact that he has a child attending the Vinton
School is pure coincidence… As the opponents of Senate File Three have
tried tactic after tactic for confusing the issue and diverting attention from
what still remains a simple and desirable administrative reorganization, I
have wondered when they would start trying to attack our program itself.
My question has now been answered. My character and activities and the
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work which the Commission for the Blind has done in this state during the
past few years will have to speak for themselves and stand or fall on their
merit or lack of merit. There is nothing more that I can say. Perhaps I
have no right to say these things to you at all and will be considered
presumptuous for doing so, but as you know, I was never given the
opportunity (nor was any member of the Commission except the
Superintendent of the Vinton School) to state a view to the members
committee or defend against any charges made. At this late date it is
doubtful whether any good purpose would be served by such an
appearance--even though I, for one, have never even met some of the
Senators on the Committee. The publicity and innuendo, the diversionary
tactics and half-truths which have come forth in connection with this bill
have, in my opinion, done considerable harm to the interests of the blind
people of this state and the programs established to serve them. I only
hope that the harm may not be permanent and that the damage may be
repaired. (31)

There were a number of other rumors about Jernigan that circulated at the time, one of
which was that Jernigan had been fired from his position as a teacher at the Orientation
Center for the Blind in Oakland. To quell that rumor, he solicited a letter from Andrew
Marrin, the chief of vocational rehabilitation services in California. Marrin responded to
Jernigan’s request for support, writing on April 2, and copying a wide number of
superintendents and other education and rehabilitation professionals in California.
Marrin wrote:
The records of the State Department of Education indicate that you were
employed at the Oakland Orientation Center for the Blind from August 10,
1953, to April 11, 1958. Your separation was due to resignation in order
to accept a position in Iowa. The entire staff of the agency as well as
interested individuals throughout the community joined in giving you a
farewell testimonial dinner.
Your record of performance at the Center was excellent and members of
our staff spoke highly of your efforts on behalf of blind persons receiving
orientation who ultimately became clients of the Vocational Rehabilitation
Service. (32)
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In an effort to dilute the effects of Senate File 3, the superintendent arranged to have an
amendment added to the bill that would restrict the Commission to working with only
blind Iowans over the age of 16. On the surface this would not seem like such a
significant limitation, given that the VR agency’s primary purpose was to provide
training and assist the blind to achieve employment outcomes. Presumably blind children
under the age of 16 would not be actively engaged in vocational training, but Jernigan
had a much more expansive view of the range of scope of Commission activities.
Members of the Iowa Association of the Blind (IAB), some of whom were also members
of the Iowa Advisory Committee authored a memorandum title, “Why Pass Senate File
3,” distributed to Senators in February, 1963. The IAB leaders, Neale Butler and Curtis
Willoughby, pushed the advisory committee in a more activist direction, and took the
lead in preparing the memo which explained the affiliate’s opposition to Iverson’s
proposed amendment and offered a defense of the proposed change to the statute
governing Commission appointments. Speaking directly to the unfriendly amendment to
Senate File 3, the IAB memo stated:
It has been proposed that Senate File Three be amended to provide that the
Commission for the Blind be required not to give services to any blind
person under the age of sixteen. This amendment would do real harm to
the programs for the blind in Iowa:
1. The Commission operates a library which sends Braille books and
talking book records to blind persons throughout the state. This operation
is carried on under the auspices of the Library of Congress, which has
provided (without any charge to the state of Iowa) more than 50,000 books
to the Commission. More than 6,000 books per month (everything from
the Bible to Newsweek magazine) are being sent out. More than 1500
blind Iowans (both children and adults) are now using the library. The
Federal law requires that blind children as well as blind adults be served
by the library. If the Commission cannot serve children, Iowa would lose
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its library for the blind. The Library of Congress would withdraw its
collection of books and its support and we would be back to the old days
of no library service at all for the blind of the state.
2. The Commission is the state agency authorized by the Federal
Government to distribute talking book machines to the blind of Iowa.
These machines must be distributed to blind children as well as blind
adults.
3. If the amendment were enacted, the Commission would be unable to
distribute special tools, devices, and aids to any blind child. These include
items such as Braille watches and clocks, Braille writing devices, Braille
paper, white canes, standard playing cards with Braille markings added,
Braille cookbooks, and specially marked games (checkers, scrabble, chess,
etc.).
4. If the amendment were enacted, the Commission would be unable to
assist in the planning and carrying out of special recreation programs for
blind children sponsored mainly by service sororities. These programs are
primarily carried out during the summer months when the school at
Vinton is closed.
5. The amendment indicates a misunderstanding of the functions and
purposes of the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School and of the
Commission for the Blind. The purpose of the School is to educate those
children who attend it. Nothing more. The Commission has a broader
function. The Code makes it clear that the Commission should give
service to any blind person anywhere in the state in any way that will
improve his over-all economic or social condition. The Commission is
specifically required by Code to keep a register of all of the blind of the
state and (among other things) to describe their capacity for education. A
number of blind children do not attend the school at Vinton but are
enrolled in public schools throughout the state. The Commission works
with the Division of Special Education of the Department of Public
Instruction to procure books and specialized material for these children
and to provide counseling and guidance.
The Commission offers certain miscellaneous services to blind children
and their families. Counsel is given to parents and friends, and occasional
work is done with children, especially in the upper grades. Upon request
information is given concerning services available and sources of
specialized material. The library provides readers' advisory service.
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Advice is given on problems of Independent travel and similar topics.
(33)

The last three of the enumerated functions above as describe by the memorandum give a
very clear picture of a much more expansive vision of the purpose of a VR agency than
otherwise would be supported in the federal laws governing vocational rehabilitation
programs. It was not uncommon, however, then, or even today for VR agencies to play a
much larger role in their respective states than the VR agency establish to serve other
disabilities. Many of the activities described above, such as the summer camps, are
programs that continue to be provided to blind children well under the age of 16. Often
such programs are funded by other revenue stream, such as state appropriations, or by
local service clubs that liked to fund “charitable” activities such as summer camps for
blind children. While Jernigan would never refer to Commission programs as charity
work, he was content to take money from charitable organizations so long as he could
control the curriculum. This coordinated level of support marked a significant change in
the orientation of the IAB toward a much more vigorous activism in the community, and
a much closer affiliation with the Commission, the NFB, and Jernigan. As noted
previously, the IAB until this time, served largely as a social club for IBSSS alumni, and
was not closely tied to the national organization or its leaders such as tenBroek or
Jernigan.
The memorandum went on to provide some historical background to the
Commission, and arguing in support of the expanded mission of the VR agency, and
offered a much narrower scope of duties for the school.
The Commission for the Blind was established in 1926 with a three
member board, two members appointed by the Governor for two year
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terms and the third being the superintendent of the Iowa Braille and Sight
Saving School. At that time the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School was
the only agency in the state dealing in any way with the problems of
blindness. Therefore, it undoubtedly seemed logical to put the
superintendent of the School on the board of the Commission to provide
some beginning know-how about some of the problems of blindness.
The situation now is quite different. The Commission is much broader in
its scope and functions than the School. The function and purpose of the
School is to educate those blind children who attend it. The functions and
purposes of the Commission are much broader. The Code makes it clear
that the Commission is to work with blind persons throughout the state
(children as well as adults) to improve their social or economic conditions.
Senate File 3 provides that the superintendent of the Iowa Braille and
Sight Saving School shall not be a member of the Commission board but
that the board shall consist of three members, all of whom shall be
appointed by the Governor for three year terms. It is extremely unsound
administratively for the head of one state agency to be on the policy board
of another state agency. He cannot act strictly according to his own
convictions or the best interest of the program but will necessarily act with
the interests of his own agency in mind. It is comparable to having the
President of the State University serve on the Board of Control. (34)

The memorandum defended the push to remove Iverson in very direct terms, stating:
The opponents of the bill have not been able to attack it on its merits, since
they cannot deny that it is a sound measure administratively and that the
Commission for the Blind is running a good program. So they have raised
false issues to try to divert attention:
1. The opponents say that personality clashes are involved in the wish to
have the bill passed. The answer is: Yes, of course! So what? This
merely goes to prove the need for the bill. Not only the Director of the
Commission but the other two Commission board members feel that the
superintendent of the School at Vinton must be removed from the board
and that it does not care to have him as a member.
2. The opponents have tried to say that the Commission wishes to educate
blind children and to bring them into the Center in Des Moines for
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training. This is absolutely false. It never has been an issue and has only
been raised to try to confuse the situation.
3. The opponents of Senate File 3 have said that the bill is an attempt by
Kenneth Jernigan, Commission Director, to grab power. Nonsense; now
who is it who is trying to stay on whose board? Mr. Jernigan is not trying
to get himself put on the board which controls the School. If it is an
attempt here to gain power, it would seem to be coming from the other
direction.
The opponents of the bill are also trying to kill it by amending it to death.
The other members of the Commission board and the Director of the
Commission feel that Iowa's entire program for the blind is now at stake.
They feel that if this bill is not passed by the Senate in the same
substantial form as it was passed in the assembly. (35)
During March and April the Federated Women’s Clubs, various church groups, sorority
groups, the Iowa Association of the Blind, individual blind persons, and many members
of the public at large, all expressed their support of the bill. As the support mounted, it
became increasingly clear that the bill was likely to pass. The Director went to the state
house discussed two amendments with the chief senate sponsors, Senators Ftigler and
Nolan. To eliminate the confusion concerning blind children, the Director drafted an
amendment saying that we would not provide academic education to children under the
age of sixteen. Jernigan assured the legislators that the Commission have never provided
such education and had no wish to do so. An amendment was also drafted to make
appointment of Commission members subject to senate confirmation. These two
amendments were incorporated into the bill.
The bill finally passed the Senate late in April and was returned to the House for
concurrence in the senate amendments. Representative Fred Wright of Vinton and the
Board of Regents made a final, desperate effort, to block it, but it was passed and sent to
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the Governor, who signed it immediately afterward. The removal of the superintendent,
which came at great cost in time and energy on the part of Jernigan, the Commission
staff, and the blind who supported him, would not end the conflict. Rather, it seemed
only to further push Iverson and the Board of Regents into a protective stance against
Jernigan and the Commission, and blind activists who had supported him. The question
of library services and the sharing of names would continue to vex the Commission
director and frustrate attempts to improve collaboration.

Talkin’ ‘Bout Talking Books and What’s In a Name?
In addition to Iverson’s continuing probes into Jernigan’s methods of training, and
the outcomes he purported to attain at the Commission, the problem of providing library
services to blind children continued to rankle, leading to the resignation on December 10,
1964, of Florence Grannis, the Talk Books and Braille Librarian at the Commission.
Grannis had moved to Des Moines from Seattle at Jernigan’s request to help him build
the library. She was a major contributor to the success of building the collection. Her
professional connections in the field, and her working relationship with the Talking
Books program in Washington D.C. under the Library of Congress led to the
establishment of the Commission to be the distributor of talking book and braille
resources throughout the state of Iowa. Grannis’ resignation letter explained her reasons
for leaving, placing the lion’s share of blame on the conflict with Iverson and the IBSSS.
Grannis wrote to Jernigan:
In all candor I feel I must mention another factor in my decision to leave.
This is the difficulty I have found in working with Mr., Iverson, the
Superintendent of the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School, and the far
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reaching implications this difficulty has caused in giving effective library
service to the blind of the state and particularly the children.
Shortly after I arrived here (June or July, 1960—shortly after Mr.,
Iverson's appointment, too, I believe) I asked Mr., Iverson if I might come
to the school two or three times a year to speak to the children and
teachers about the service Iowa's new library for the blind had to offer. He
told me very bluntly and abruptly that I might not come--that a teacher
could tell the children anything he wanted them to know about library
service, I understand that Mr. Iverson recently attempted to explain his
refusal to let me talk to the children at the school on the grounds that what
I had in mind was to get the names and address of the children and send
them books whether they wanted them or not.)
On the face of it, this is absurd—no professional librarian would do this
sort of thing; and I believe everyone has as much right not to receive
library service as to receive it. However, does not every person have the
right to learn that there is library service, and what that service is? The
blind of Iowa had no service available from their own state until the
Commission brought a library into being as a department of the agency in
July 1960. We have worked to develop one of the best libraries for the
blind in the country. We have maintained the highest professional
standards in employing staff, equipping the library, etc. Might I not
expect the same high standards from other professional people in work for
the blind in the state, especially the superintendent of the State School
who is also a member of the Commission Board?
How could a teacher at the State School,-tell the children and other
teachers of our service? (Even if the teacher in question should know
about library service for the blind in general, we render some services
which are unique, or, at the very least, unusual.) How could the State
School offer service that would substitute for ours? (At best they have a
very small library with no professionally trained librarian, and they are
closed for all the summer months.) In all of the nation it is the aim of the
better libraries for the blind to make their service equal or superior to that
offered to sighted children. Part of this effort involves, as with all
libraries, making library service known. What has been the result of Mr.
Iverson's "black out"? Many of the children of the state have not known
of our service—have not augmented their school books with our books;
have not had the wholesome and delightful activity of leisure reading.
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During my entire eight years as librarian for the blind in Seattle I worked
very closely with the superintendents of both the Washington and
Montana State Schools for the Blind. As you well know, it is the general
practice throughout the country for the librarians for the blind to work
closely with the State Schools and every other superintendent I have ever
known has eagerly cooperate with the libraries for the blind and has
considered himself fortunate to have their resources available to him.
Mr. Iverson's behavior recently as we attempted to work with the Division
of Special Education of the Department of Public Instruction has served to
underscore again and bring to a focus ay concern and my realization that
his petty jealousies are blocking the fulfillment of our goal of good library
service and effective programs to the blind of Iowa, How else can one
interpret Mr. Iverson's circuitous plan—to have requests for books for the
blind children in public schools first channeled through the Vinton School
(which patently can do little about them); to have as his first concern who
"controls" volunteer tapists and Brailists and where books are located after
the child has used them? These may seem to be trivialities, yet the trend is
for more and more blind children to attend public schools in their home
communities and these problems must be solved for them to get a good
education. With Mr. Iverson's apparent wish to dominate the entire
picture and his obvious concern with personal prestige and credit instead
of service, the problems involved in providing books and materials for
blind children attending public schools in this state (and for that matter
attending the school at Vinton) are likely to become increasingly complex
and difficult, if not altogether insoluble.
Mr. Iverson's attitudes and behavior have placed me in an untenable
position professionally, If I should now remain on the staff of the
Commission as the state librarian for the blind, I would either be
compelled to do less than a first rate, conscientious job in order to have
peace and harmony, or I would have to engage in intrigue and controversy
to try to provide the service which I believe the blind children of the state
are entitled to receive. Therefore, I choose to withdraw from the situation
and return to public library work. (37)
There is little doubt that Grannis’ letter was carefully crafted for maximum effect and
with the intent of highlighting the behavior of the superintendent at IBSSS in the poorest
terms. The letter from Grannis was entered into the meeting minutes of the Commission
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and shared with the Commission board and the Iowa Advisory Committee for the Blind.
As it happened, Grannis did not resign.
The removal of Iverson from the Commission Board as a result of Senate File 3
alleviated Jernigan from having to answer to the superintendent on a daily basis, but it did
little to improve the working relationship between the Commission and the Braille
School, particularly with respect to library services. The Commission minutes of
January, 1964 describe an incident that highlighted the intractability of the provision of
library services and the state of affairs at the IBSSS:
On January 4, 1964, the Director of the Commission received a telephone
call from a woman who said that her name was Linda Erhardt. She said
that she would like to come to the Commission to see the Director that
afternoon. She said that she would prefer not to say who she was or what
she wanted on the phone.
Miss Erhardt also said that there was a great deal of factionalism among
the staff at the School and that the atmosphere was definitely not good.
She stated that many of the teachers were dissatisfied and that there was a
great deal of bickering. She said that the teachers were given no
information at all about the services of the Commission and that an
attitude of hostility toward the Commission was encouraged by the
administration of the School.
The Director told Miss Erhardt that the Commission would be willing to
make available to her or any other teacher at the School any books that the
Commission might have in its library if the authorities at the School would
permit this to be done. The Director expressed the opinion that it would
be most unfortunate indeed if the blind children attending the School were
denied the right to have library services because of personal resentments
or squabbling, regardless of who might be involved. (38)

In January, 1964, Jernigan also had to grapple with rumors that he was actively working
with the legislature to get Iverson fired as superintendent. The director commented on
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these rumors by adding to the Commission Board minutes a description of a conversation
he had with Governor Hughes:
On Friday, January 10, the Director received a call from Governor
Hughes. The Governor said that Mr. Noehren, Chairman of the Board of
Regents had just called him to make a protest. The Governor said that Mr.
Noehren alleged that the Director was circulating a petition to have Mr.
Iverson, Superintendent of the School, fired. The Governor stated that he
had told Mr. Noehren that he “didn’t believe a word of it” and that he
would call the Director about the matter. The Director assured the
Governor that the charge was completely false and then went on to relate
the circumstances of the visit of Miss Erhardt. The Governor expressed
complete support and approval of the course of action taken by the
Director and said that he would say so to Mr. Noehren. The Director then
briefly reviewed with the Governor the circumstances relating to the
passage of Senate File Three last year. The Governor advised that the
Commission now write to Mr. Iverson with a formal request that he supply
to the Commission the list of names and addresses of the students
attending the School. The Governor also asked the Director to call Mr.
Noehren and acquaint him with the circumstances surrounding Miss
Erhardt’s visit to the Commission.
After finishing the conversation with the Governor the Director waited
about ten minutes so as to give the Governor time to talk with Mr.
Noehren and then called Mr. Noehren as the Governor had requested. The
conversation with Mr. Noehren was most cordial. The Director explained
the problems existing between the School and the Commission since the
beginning of Mr. Iverson’s superintendency in 1960, and Mr. Noehren
said that he would look into the matter.
On January 27 the Director went to see Governor Hughes to discuss with
him the exchange of correspondence between the School and the
Commission and the general state of the relationship. The Governor again
expressed complete support of the actions taken by the Commission. (39)

A series of letters between the director and superintendent throughout the month of
January and into February showcase the two issues that vexed relations between the
Commission and the Braille School since Iverson’s arrival, library services, and the
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sharing of names. At the same time, the Commission Librarian and the Braille School
librarian exchanged a series of letters in which the former requested updates on talking
book equipment loaned to the school, and the latter requested a number of books in either
braille or talking book formats for students at the IBSSS. Jernigan wrote on January 15
to Iverson in response to an invitation that the talking books librarians, Florence Grannis
of a Commission representative visit the IBSSS in Vinton to discuss library services
available to the students.
Quite naturally I am delighted at your invitation that Commission staff
members and I visit the School at least once each year to discuss library
service. Since the Commission is designated as one of the thirty one
Regional Libraries for the Blind in the Library of Congress system
throughout the country and since we have some eight to ten thousand
separate titles in our collection, the students at the School should derive
invaluable benefit from the use of the service. Throughout the country the
regional libraries customarily work ’Late closely with the schools to
provide service, and Iowa should certainly be no exception to this general
rule… I would hope that we could discuss the service not only with the
school librarian and the faculty, but also with the students. As you know,
our library has been in existence since 1960, and we have never talked
with the students at the School about it. Some of the students do receive
library service during the summer and holiday periods, but there may be
(and undoubtedly are) others who would like to have it but are not
acquainted with the details of it. (40)

It clearly upset Jernigan that the library he had worked so hard to build in such short time
would go unused by blind children in the state. Furthermore, the existence of the library
served to enhance the stature and raise the profile of the Commission among legislators
and educators alike. Iverson’s response continued in a cordial tone, stating:
We are most eager to keep apprised of the books and other materials you
have available so we can borrow items as needed. I was particularly
pleased to learn from Mrs. Grannis’ letter that she is sending a catalogue
listing the materials you can provide. This information will be extremely
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helpful to us in selecting the books we would like to obtain from your
library. Any other materials you can provide such as a monthly newsletter
listing recent additions to your library or items suitable for bulletin board
displays would be very useful to us. (41)

At the same time Jernigan and Iverson were exchanging the above pleasantries, Florence
Grannis and the library from the IBSS, Mrs. Carl Oldsen were also exchanging letters. It
is clear from the words of Oldsen that even after three years the Braille School remained
largely ignorant of the nature and scope of library services provided by the talking books
library in Des Moines. Grannis wrote to Oldsen:
Perhaps something should be said here concerning talking book machines
in the possession of blind staff members or students at the School. As you
doubtless know, any blind person in the state of Iowa above the age of five
is eligible to receive from us a talking book machine and library service.
This would (and in fact, does) include blind staff members and students at
the School. Also, we make available directly to the School (without any
charge, of course) whatever machines the School may need for the
students’ library and classroom activities. In this way, a student should be
able to have his own machine in his bedroom and also have access to the
machines issued to the School for specific activities during the day…
During the last two or three years we have not always known what persons
were in attendance at the School. Therefore, I would like to request that
you make a check and let us know the serial numbers of machines in the
possession of the individual staff members and students at the school. By
having a current list of all machines checked out directly to the School or
to individuals at the School we should have no difficulty in keeping our
records up to date. (42)

Additionally, Jernigan offered the following observation in the Commission meeting
minutes of February 25, 1964:
On the surface it would seem that these requests [for talking book
materials] from the School represent a desirable and constructive
development, but a closer examination leaves some doubt. In view of the
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late copyrights and the nature of the books requested one would almost be
tempted to wonder whether the purpose of the requests might not have
been an attempt to embarrass. If such was the case, the attempt backfired,
as the attached letters indicate. (43)

Jernigan referred in the above passage to the request from Mrs. Oldsen, Braille School
librarian, who, on February 11, 1964, requested some eleven books on various topics on
behalf of students at the school. Florence Grannis remarked on one of these, reflecting in
part Jernigan’s own suspicions expressed in the minutes quoted above. Grannis wrote to
Oldsen on February 13 saying:
One book on the list would seem to require some special comment. The
fact that you request the New Golden Encyclopedia, copyright 1963,
makes me feel that I should repeat for emphasis what I said the other day.
To the best of my knowledge there has been, during the history of the
world, only one encyclopedia put into Braille. This is the World Book
Encyclopedia published in 1961 by the American Printing House for the
Blind with a very heavy subsidy from Field Enterprises. I believe that you
have two of these encyclopedias at the School. We, of course, have
several copies here at the Commission. In view of the fact that one quite
large encyclopedia already exists in Braille, and in view of the cost of
producing a second one, and also in view of the fact that so many books
are needed in Braille, I doubt very seriously that another encyclopedia
will be produced for quite a number of years. As you doubtless know, the
Year Book of the World Book Encyclopedia is now available each year in
Braille. Under the circumstances it is probably not reasonable to hope for
a second Braille encyclopedia any time soon, either in press Braille or by
hand transcription. (44)

On February 13, Oldsen followed up his request with another one for five more books for
an IBSSS faculty member. Grannis responded on February 18, commenting:
Again, I am happy to tell you that a good part of your request can be filled.
Two of these books (The Last Hurrah and The Fountainhead) have been
shipped to you and will probably have arrived before you receive this
letter. I believe we can get two more of the books (A Shade of Difference
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and Atlas Shrugged) quite soon. If so, we can probably send them within
a couple of weeks. (45)

Given that the Ayn Rand titles would constitute thousands of braille pages, Jernigan and
the Commission library staff were suspicious that these requests were made as much too
deliberately pose irresolvable problems for the library rather than a simple desire to
procure books of interest to faculty and students. Braille production in the early 1960s
was still very expensive and challenging, and often required hand transcription as
embossers were few and very expensive to purchase. Grannis addressed this issue in her
letter to Oldsen, observing:
No library in the world has, or claims to have, every book that has been
published. Libraries for the blind—even the best ones—are still further
limited in their collection because of the resources available to them, the
expense of book production, the relatively limited reader population, the
comparatively small number of books producing sources, etc. Our Iowa
library for the blind is one of the best stocked in the nation, or the world,
but there are still many books that we do not have… When there is need
for a given book, we will be most happy to try to arrange to produce it
within the limit of our resources (46)

In April, Commission library staff along with the director met with the Governor of Iowa,
Harold Hughes, and representatives from the Board of Regents and the IBSSS to discuss
the on-going friction over library services in the state. It is clear from Jernigan’s letter
quoted below that the meeting did not go well from the Commission perspective, at least
with respect to the lack of veracity on the part of claims by the IBSSS with respect to its
capacity to serve blind children in the state. Jernigan wrote to the Board of Regents
member Alfred Noehren of Spencer, Iowa, on May 4, 1964:
In view of the fact that such contradictory statements were made at our
meeting in the Governor’s office about the size of the library at the School
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at Vinton (Mr. Dancer stating that they had approximately 15,000 separate
titles and the Commission saying that its evaluation would indicate fewer
than 500) I am writing this letter to you with its enclosures. In the first
place, the Commission wishes you to have the evaluation of the Vinton
library made by our librarian, Mrs. Grannis. Mrs. Grannis is a
professionally trained librarian, holding two earned Degrees in Library
Science in addition to her B.S. Degree. (47)

Jernigan also copied Governor Hughes adding to the above paragraph included in both
letters:
We of the Commission will hope not to have to trouble you about this
matter any further, since we know how tightly packed your schedule is
and how busy you are. We want to say to you that we deeply appreciate
all that you have done to assist the blind of this state and to further their
programs. You have been a friend, indeed. (48)

Below is the report that Grannis submitted to the Commission board on February 8, 1964,
in the form of a memorandum describing her impressions of the IBSSS library program:
As you know, we arrived at the School shortly after 3 p.m. and I spent the
time before the four o’clock faculty meeting with Mr. Oldsen, the teacher
librarian.
When I reached the library, Mr. Oldsen greeted me pleasantly and
suggested I look around by myself while he did other things, and that,
after I had looked, he would be glad to answer any questions I might have.
We moved around a little during this initial conversation, and we observed
the principal, Mr. Don Walker standing just inside the next room,
obviously listening quite intently to what we were saying. I had not been
aware of Mr. Walker’s presence, and from Mr. Oldsen’s immediate
tenseness, it seemed clear that he had not. He at once became quite
agitated and nervous, and he accompanied me through the library, talking
constantly and limiting my ability to appraise minutely the book
collection.
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I did make certain observations, however. To begin with, I must frankly
state that I was shocked and appalled (these are the only words that can
properly be used) at the scarcity and inappropriateness of the library
collection. It is my understanding that Mr. Iverson has repeatedly said that
the School has a large and well-stocked library so that little help from
outside sources is needed, but what I found in actual existence was
unbelievably poor.
Mr. Oldsen alleged that the School has 500 talking-book titles, and 3,000
Braille titles, but I do not believe this could possibly be the case. Perhaps
this claim can be explained by the need to justify Mr. Iverson’s statements
of last year and recent months that the School has a large library. In any
case, Mr. Oldsen said he had not taken an inventory, but that a “running
inventory” was kept. As I say, I do not believe that the figures given bear
very much resemblance to the fact.
The card catalog was not a professional one and contained scant
information. It seemed to bear little relationship to the books I actually
saw on the shelves. But even if the library does contain 3,000 Braille titles
and 500 talking book titles, this does not tell the whole story. In the first
place, textbooks are included in this number; and Mr. Oldsen did not say
that the library contained 3,500 “separate” or unduplicated titles.
Presumably, therefore, if the School has twenty copies of a given
textbook, this may count as twenty titles. If it has twenty other copies of
an older edition of the same book, this might count an additional twenty
titles.
From the size of the library rooms, and from what I saw on the shelves, I
believe that the Figure of 3,500 titles is far too high and totally unrelated
to the facts. If old Braille magazines and textbooks are not counted, and if
only separate, unduplicated titles are considered, then I believe that the
school library does not contain as many as 500 titles.
Even this does not convey the full picture. A majority of the collection
seemed to be adult books, only a few of which would be suitable for
elementary and secondary use. For example, I could find only thirty
juvenile biographies and thirty juvenile fiction titles on the shelves. It is
possible of course, that there are a few books in classrooms throughout the
building, and some may be checked out to students or blind staff members,
but I doubt if this would be a significant factor.
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There are other problems. Most of the talking-books records (all that I
saw, in fact) were of the old, wide-grooved variety which were taken out
of production several years back and which do not play well at all on the
present day talking-book machines. Also, many of the Braille books were
produced in grade one and one half Braille instead of the grade two Braille
which is now universally used. As you know, nothing has been produced
in grade one and one half Braille for quite a number of years, and all
books and material, even for the primary grades are now produced in
grade two Braille. In addition to all these problems, quite a number of the
books are completely obsolete and inappropriate. For instance, I saw a
book on the principles of osteopathy of the vintage of the 1920’s or early
thirties. One wonders what use could possibly be made of this book and
others like it by elementary and secondary students.
There is a real scarcity of talking-book magazines. Mr. Oldsen told me
they have one subscription each of recorded “Newsweek”,“ Reader’s
Digest” and “American Heritage”—two subscriptions to “New York
Times News in Review”.
In some way the situation with the “sightsavers”, those who see well
enough to read large type as opposed to Braille, is even worse than that of
the students who read Braille. Mr. Oldsen said there are only textbooks in
large type, so if there are no juvenile talking-books, what are the
“sightsavers” going to do for leisure time and general recreational
reading? It is my understanding that approximately half the students are
now “sightsavers”.
Mr. Oldsen talked with me about borrowing junior high geography books,
and in other ways indicated a desire to receive help from us. For the good
of the children at the school, I certainly hope that freedom of
communication can be established so that we can give meaningful library
service. The need is certainly pressing. I hope that the conference that I
had with Mr. Oldsen and our subsequent meeting with Mr. Iverson and the
staff will bring about increased understanding. (49)

At the same time Jernigan sought to explain the situation with the library controversy to
the governor and Board of Regents, so too he looked to the Library of Congress in
Washington D.C. for support against attacks by the Braille School. Jernigan wrote to
Robert Bray, the director of the national talking books program operated under the
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Library of congress authority, in hopes of both deflecting any potential problems raised
by the Braille School and to garner support from the national leader in this field.
Jernigan wished to defend against any effort to reduce or diminish the role of the Talking
Book and Braille at the Commission, or to allow that the library at the Braille School
would supplant the role of the library in Des Moines under his authority as the regional
talking book distributor. Jernigan received the assurance he sought from Bray on
February 1, 1963. Bray wrote:
Book services and the coordination of book resources are an inherent
responsibility of a regional library advantageously located, in this instance
in the Iowa state commission for the blind and operated by a trained,
professional librarian. The Iowa regional library has massive book
collections essential to the educational process as well as to reading for
leisure and enrichment.
Basic responsibility for service and coordination of resources cannot be
delegated to agencies other than the regional library. In every one of the
other thirty libraries in the nation, services to children are on a par in
scope and importance with services to adults. (50)

As the spring wore on, and resolution of the question of library services remained
unresolved, Jernigan wrote again to Bray on May 12, 1964:
Recent requests which our library has been receiving from the Iowa
Braille and Sight Saving School are of such a nature that we are turning to
you for advice and suggestion. Along with this letter I am sending you
letters from Mr. Oldsen, the School librarian, dated February 11, February
13, April 17, and May 7. I am also sending replies which Mrs. Grannis
made to those letters.
As I see it, the problem we face is symbolized by the request from the
School (made, incidentally, in a routine fashion and as if it were a
commonplace matter) that we furnish them with an entire Braille
encyclopedia, 1963 edition. In view of the fact that there has been but one
encyclopedia (The World Book) put into Braille and that this has occurred
only in the last two or three years with a subsidy of many tens of
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thousands of dollars from the Field Enterprises, Inc., the request from the
School that we supply them with a second encyclopedia (a 1963 edition,
no less) is nothing short of astonishing. Are we to assume that the people
at the Vinton School really know so little about books for the blind that
they believe a second encyclopedia (a 1963 edition) can be secured? On
the other hand, are we to assume that this request is a deliberate attempt at
harassment? Either conclusion is hard to accept. Yet, what else can one
believe?
Under date of May 7 you will observe that the School has requested from
us a voluminous and complicated book in automotive mechanics. It would
require a great many volumes of Braille, and it would be most difficult to
transcribe, considering the diagrams and the drawings. In addition, this
book is most ephemeral in nature since it is revised each year to take
account of automobile model changes. To keep it up to date would be a
mammoth and never ending task. Again, what are we to conclude?
We wish to be of help to the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School. As
you know we have a large and varied book collection, offering materials
on most subjects. We can and will assist the School in every way possible
to the limit of our resources. It goes without saying, of course, that we
wish to deal only with requests that are made in good faith. We would
like to ask that you give us your comments and analysis. Concerning the
books that the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School has requested. We
will delay our answer to the School until we hear from you. (51)

Bray responded to Jernigan on June 1, 1964, writing:
Your letter of May 12, with enclosures, has been reviewed by several
members of the staff of this Division.
It is normal for persons needing information to expect a library to provide
it. When requests are in the form of specific titles which are not available,
then the librarian’s role is to provide the information from other sources
which are available, or to attempt to acquire the requested material, if
possible. All libraries have limitations, regardless of their size or scope,
and all librarians are faced with the fact that in some instances they just
cannot meet the needs of their readers.
Referring specifically to the requests from Carl Oldsen, Motor’s Auto
Repair Manual cannot be adequately recorded or put into braille,
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regardless of the time and money which might be involved. The book is
too dependent on the illustrations to be of any value without them. The
World Book Encyclopedia, already available in braille, contains all the
information to be found in the New Golden Encyclopedia and much more.
With present limitations in resources, there can be no valid justification for
attempting to provide the New Golden Encyclopedia in braille in the near
future.
The balance of Mr. Oldsen’s requests fall more into the kind of books
generally requested from libraries for the blind; some of them already
available, others should be made available as resources permit, and a few
others may be satisfied by substituting other titles which cover the same
subjects and are already available. From the wide range of his lists, it
would appear that Mr. Oldsen is merely relaying requests he is receiving
at the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School.
The growth and development of the library at the Iowa Commission for
the Blind have been gratifying. You can expect borrowers to demand the
impossible, and in a way it can be taken as a tribute that requests are made
so casually. Sound, professional treatment of all requests for service will
assure the library’s future effectiveness, even when you have to indicate
that limitations prevent you from filling all of them. (52)

No doubt Jernigan found the response above encouraging, given its support of his
position against what Jernigan felt were unreasonable requests. More than unreasonable,
however, Jernigan clearly perceived the requests as an effort to undermine one of the
signature achievements of his efforts in Iowa, the building of the library in Des Moines.
In a world of scarcity of braille and talking books, the ability to provide books to
hundreds of blind children and adults across the state represented a very concrete benefit,
with the credit and thanks going to Jernigan and the Commission. The battle over talking
books in the state during this time Jernigan sought to shift the balance of power away
from the Braille School by being the primary supplier of library resources to blind
Iowans, building a network of strong support by delivering the written word in accessible
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form. The Braille School resisted this shift, and tried to argue that as an educational
institution, the school had a better claim to retain the right to supply books to blind
children if not adults as well. Jernigan used access to federal dollars and the VR program
to build a library that the IBSSS could never hope to match. It is ironic to some degree
that the talking book program is one that existed in large part due to the efforts of Robert
Irwin and the AFB in earlier decades, but Jernigan was not averse to making allies of
those he otherwise opposed if it meant gaining ground in the larger struggle. Also ironic,
the blind would later fight hard against the perceived paternalism of the Library of
Congress over the selection of book titles that the program would produce nationally – a
story worthy of examination itself.
Even as the battle over the provision of library services raged, a second front
opened up in regards to the provision of names and contact information of blind students
at the IBSSS. Jernigan and Iverson would push and pull at each other in a battle of
names for the remainder of the superintendent’s time in Iowa. Jernigan first wrote to
Iverson on the question of the sharing of names of students on January 13, 1964:
As you know, the Commission for the Blind maintains an official register
of all known blind in the state. This is done pursuant to the provisions of
Chapter 93 of the Code, which states in part:
“93.6 Duties. The Commission shall:
1. Prepare and maintain a complete register of the blind of the state which
shall describe the condition, cause of blindness, capacity for education
and industrial training, and such other facts as the commission deems of
value.”
The Commission gets the data for its register of the blind from various
sources. The state and county welfare departments make referrals to us on
a regular basis, supplying information about all visually impaired persons
who come to their attention. We work closely with the State Department
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of Public Instruction, receiving similar referrals from them. Also, we
receive systematic referrals from ophthalmologists, optometrists, and
various service organizations throughout the state.
Until recently we have always received from the Iowa Braille and Sight
Saving School each year a complete list of the names and home addresses
of all students in attendance at the school, as well as referrals on any
preschool children coming to the attention of the school. Our most recent
list of names from the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School is now
somewhat more than three years old and, therefore, considerably out of
date. Accordingly, we would like to request that you provide to us as soon
as possible a complete list of all of your students along with their home
addresses, cause of blindness, and any other pertinent comments you may
care to make. We would also like to request that we be provided with a
similar list shortly after the beginning of each new school year. In
addition, we would appreciate it if you would inform us of new preschool
referrals that come to your attention. In this way we will be greatly
assisted in keeping our register up to date.
Thank you very much for your cooperation in this matter. (53)

Iverson wrote back to Jernigan immediately the next day, writing on January 14:
Today I received your letter dated January 13. Since the Iowa Code
indicates in Chapter 273, Section 273.18, Subsection 28, that the Iowa
Braille and Sight Saving School also has a responsibility to maintain a
complete register of all of the known visually-limited people in the state, I
think it would be of mutual benefit if the School and the Commission
would exchange lists at least once each year.
Although our program is designed primarily to serve students of
elementary and secondary school ages, a more complete register of the
blind of all ages would be most helpful to us. Our needs for the names
and addresses of all blind pre-school children is, of course, obvious. The
same information for post-high-school age individuals is of value to us in
our follow-up studies of former students and as a source of various types
of general information relating to blindness in the state.
It would also be helpful to us if, in addition to the register, you could
supply to the school each year information relating to the Commission’s
rehabilitation and placement programs. Such information as the number
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of individuals placed, the type of positions in which they are placed, etc.,
could be of value to us in our curriculum planning.
I believe the procedures outlined in this letter could be of benefit to the
School, to the Commission and to all of the blind people of the state.
Please let me know if anything I have suggested does not meet with your
approval. I can see no reason why we should not start this exchange of
information as soon as possible. (54)

Jernigan once again turned to Governor Hughes to try and resolve the on-going tensions
with Iverson. Jernigan wrote Hughes on January 18 to express his concern about
Iverson’s stonewalling in regards to the names:
A few days ago I sent you a copy of my letter to Mr. Iverson requesting
the names and addresses of the students at the Iowa Braille and Sight
Saving School at Vinton. I thought you might like to see Mr. Iverson’s
reply and my answer to that reply. I would hope this kind of
correspondence does not have to go on indefinitely. It wastes everybody’s
time, and there needs to be a spirit of real co-operation instead of just talk
about it. (55)

At the same time Jernigan was writing to Governor Hughes, he also wrote to Iverson to
express his displeasure at the delays:
This will reply to the thank you for your letter of January 14 concerning,
the register of the blind population of the state. I am, of course, delighted
with your suggestion of increased co-operation and exchange of
information between the School and the Commission.
I have checked the Section of the Code to which you refer. As you are no
doubt aware, it deals in general with County School Systems and in
particular with the powers and duties of the County Superintendent. It
reads in part as follows:

CHAPTER 273 COUNTY SCHOOL SYSTEMS
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273.14 County Superintendent - joint action of county boards. In each
county of the state, the county board of education shall appoint a county
superintendent whose term of office shall be for three years, from the first
secular day in August following his election and until his successor is
elected and qualified.
273.18 Powers and duties of superintendent. The county superintendent
shall, under the direction of the board, exercise the following powers and
duties:
273.10 Subsection 28 Report on or before August 1 of each year to the
superintendent of the school for the blind, the name, age, residence, and
post office address of every person resident of the county, without regard
to age, so blind as to be unable to acquire an education in the common
schools: to the superintendents of the school for the deaf, with the
corresponding detail, persons under the age of thirty-five, whose faculties
with respect to speech and hearing are so deficient as to prevent them
from obtaining an education in the common schools; and to the
institution for the feeble-minded all persons of school age, who, because
of mental defects are entitled to admission therein.
From the language of the Code it would seem clear that there is no
obligation whatever, directly or by implication, for the Iowa Braille and
Sight Saving School to keep a complete register of the blind. The County
Superintendent is required to report to the Superintendent of the Iowa
Braille and Sight Saving School the “name, age, residence, and post office
address of every person resident of the county, without regard to age, so
blind as to be unable to acquire an education in the common schools”. In
view of this language it would seem that the County Superintendent would
only report those people who might need the educational services of the
Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School and perhaps also preschool children
with visual impairments but possibly not report the names of children
whose educational needs were already being met by the public schools in
their home communities. In this connection an interesting question arises
as to whether a blind child attending a public school in his own
community is “so blind as to be unable to acquire an education in the
common schools” since he is, in fact, acquiring an education in such
schools.
However this may be, there would seem to be no question as to the general
language and intent of the Code. The County Superintendent is only
required to make a report to the Superintendent of the Iowa Braille and
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Sight Saving School of blind persons who may need the services of the
School, and the Superintendent of the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving
School is not required (although such would probably be done as a sound
record keeping practice) to keep a register of these names at all but
presumably only to receive them and see whether they are already known
to the School. The requirement that blind persons be reported regardless
of age would still seem to relate to education, in view of the fact that until
recent years the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School occasionally
accepted adults as students. The County Superintendent would have no
means of knowing of all of the elderly persons in the county who might
become blind (those in nursing homes, hospitals, private homes, et cetera)
and would have no occasion to report such names to the Superintendent of
the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School. The most convincing evidence
that this is so is to be found in the language of the Code itself. The law
establishing the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School was enacted long
before the creation of the Iowa Commission for the Blind. When the
Legislature decided that a complete register of all of the blind of the state
was to be set up, there was no equivocation. (56)

Jernigan added:
If one agency of Government (the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School)
had already been charged with the responsibility of maintaining a register,
it is doubtful that the Legislature would have required a second agency of
government to duplicate the effort and expense. As a matter of fact there
are more than five thousand names presently on our register, and changes
occur constantly. The mere list of names would be of no value to anyone.
The detailed information which we have about the various individuals
would also be required. This information takes up more than ten fivedrawer legal size files. To duplicate the entire register and supporting data
and keep it up to date would be a truly mammoth task. It would be quite
expensive, would certainly require the employment of additional
secretarial staff, and would be of no possible benefit to the Iowa Braille
and Sight Saving School. What use, for instance, could the School
possibly make of data concerning an eighty year old woman who has just
become blind and is living in a nursing home. Many of the names on our
list are of older persons, persons who never attended the Iowa Braille and
Sight Saving School and who lived their productive years in full
possession of normal sight. More than fifty percent of the names on the
register are of persons who became blind after fifty. The School could, of
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course, undertake the duplication of the work of the Commission by
beginning to analyze such data on its own, hiring social workers, et cetera;
but I am sure that no such plan is envisioned.
It is certainly reasonable and proper for the School to request that the
Commission provide it with the names of all preschool and school age
children who come to its attention. As you know, we have always done
this, and we will continue to do so. We usually refer such names to Mrs.
Carol Bowers, the preschool field worker employed by the Board of
Regents to serve both the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School and the
School for the Deaf. If you wish, we can, of course, refer such names
directly to you so that you can, in turn, refer them on to Mrs. Bowers.
With regard to information concerning the Commission’s rehabilitation
program, I certainly agree that such information would be valuable in
assisting the School to develop its curriculum. In fact, I would go further
and say that such information would be virtually essential. This is why I
have suggested on several occasions that our staff was available for
consultation at any time. It would seem most inefficient for the School to
try to get such information from raw data—that is, by selecting names
from the entire register of the blind of the state, collecting and analyzing
information about each name, and then arriving at a conclusion. This
would especially seem to be the case in view of the fact that we have full
time staff members analyzing such data and working to place blind
persons in employment every day. I would suggest that we arrange for
frequent, periodic conferences between Commission staff members and
those at the School responsible for vocational guidance and curriculum. In
addition I would propose that the Commission be able to have a
representative speak before the entire faculty and student body of the
School at least once during each year to give an over-all picture of the
program. Each student will be personally involved in receiving services of
one kind or another at least by the time he finishes high school, and the
teachers should know of developments so as to be generally informed.
Also, I believe it would be helpful if our counselors could talk with the
students at the School on an individual basis during sophomore and junior
years instead of toward the middle of the senior year as is now the
practice. In this way the beginning of some vocational planning could
take place, and a smooth transition could occur between the services
offered by the School and those offered by the Commission.
All of these things were being put into effect during the School year 195960, but they have been discontinued since that time.
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As I have already said, I am delighted with your suggestion for increased
cooperation between the School and the Commission. We will, as I have
indicated, be most happy to provide information and consultation to the
School in every possible way. On the other hand, I appreciate very much
your willingness to supply us with the list of names and addresses of the
students at the School. I also agree with your idea that these matters
should be dealt with immediately and shall, therefore, hope to have the list
as soon as it is convenient for you to supply it. In turn, I shall be happy to
plan with you for the provision to the School of information on our
rehabilitation program as soon as you may indicate. (57)

Iverson was quick to respond, and to add a series of conditions to his offer of
collaboration, writing on January 21:
I am sorry you apparently misunderstood my letter of January 14. We
have no need for all of the information you have in your files concerning
the blind population of Iowa.
It would, however, be extremely helpful if you would supply us each year
with a list of the names and addresses of all of the blind individuals in the
state. It is understandable that this procedure could be somewhat of a
secretarial problem for your office the first year, but after the initial list
had been completed, the additions, deletions and changes which would be
required each year should not place an unreasonable burden on your staff.
In the near future we shall start preparation of an alphabetical list of the
names and addresses of our blind students which I should be able to give
you reasonably soon. If, for any reason, we cannot expect to receive
similar information from you regarding the blind people known to the
Commission, kindly let me know at your earliest convenience.
I appreciate your willingness to supply information regarding the
Commission’s rehabilitation program. No doubt in the future we shall
make many other requests for additional assistance, but at the present time
I should appreciate receiving the following information:

1. The total number of people rehabilitated by the Commission during
the last calendar year,
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2. A list of the different occupations in which these people secured
employment,
3. The number of people who were placed in each of the occupations
listed in item 2,
4. Any information that can be provided, without a breach of confidence
by the Commission, regarding the salaries the people who have been
rehabilitated are receiving. There is no need for names of individuals to
be included in the above material.
Since the last paragraph on page three of your letter indicates that you may
not be completely familiar with our annual Career Day, I am including c
copy of last year’s registration form for your general information. We
have started planning this year’s program, and you shall be receiving a
request rather soon to provide a staff member to take part. (58)
Ignoring Iverson’s repeated request for the break-down of data of Commission
performance, Jernigan responded on January 27:
I have your letter of January 21 concerning the register of the blind
population of the state. As I said in my letter of January 18, I find it hard
to understand what use the School could possibly make of the list of more
than 5000 names on our register. The mere list itself would be of no value
whatever, and we apparently both agree that it is not practical to duplicate
all the supporting data in the Commission’s files. Even the preparation of
the list of names and addresses of several thousand people is a sizeable
task, one that surely ought not to be undertaken unless it serves some
worthwhile purpose. Since the proportion of quite elderly persons on the
list is high, many deaths occur each year, and changes on the register are
quite frequent and numerous. Again I say to you that I do not understand
why the School would even want this list or what use it would be once
obtained. Even so (and regardless of the value of the list to the School or
the purpose of the request) we wish to do all that we can to promote cooperative relations. Therefore, I shall be happy to discuss this matter
further with you when I am in Vinton on February 5, if you wish me to do
so.
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Before leaving this subject I would only like to observe that the simple
matter of getting the names and addresses (probably about 160) of the
students attending the School does seem to have become most complicated
and involved. The recent exchange of letters between us has almost
seemed like bargaining and maneuvering about an item which was simple
routine until the school year 1960-61. What the Commission is asking is
not something new, but simply a continuation of what had always been
done as routine co-operation between the School and the Commission and
in compliance with the clear provisions of Chapter 93 of the Code. There
had never been a proposal that the Commission give a copy of its register
in exchange for the list of the students at the School. However, as I have
already said, I shall be happy to discuss this matter further with you on
February 5 if you wish.
With respect to the other portions of your letter of January 21, I feel
somewhat the same problem of complication as with the register. I’m,
indeed, familiar with Career Day at the School. It is quite true that one of
the Commission staff members (Mr. John Taylor) was invited to
participate last year. But how different the atmosphere and planning Mr.
Lee Iverson for Career Day might have been! The Commission is charged
with the responsibility for all vocational placement of blind persons in the
state. Yet, there was no consultation at all between the School and the
Commission in preparation for Career Day, a day which in spirit should
have been a co-operative venture. There was no discussion as to what
persons would be asked to speak, new occupations being filled by the
blind, etc. There was simply an invitation issued to a single Commission
staff member to be present. This invitation was, of course, accepted.
What is needed is another type of thing entirely. I repeat what I said in my
letter of January 10. Instead of the analysis by the School of sketchy raw
data about this or that phase of the Commission’s rehabilitation program
(although such should certainly be available to the School), it would seem
far more efficient and productive to arrange for “frequent, periodic
conferences between Commission staff members and those at the School
responsible for vocational guidance and curriculum.” As I further said in
my letter of January 18, “In addition I would propose that the Commission
be able to have a representative speak before the entire faculty and student
body of the School at least once during each year to give an over-all
picture of the program.” (Something more than an appearance at Career
Day is here referred to.) “Each student will be personally involved in
receiving services of one kind or another at least by the time he finishes
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high school, and the teachers should know of developments so as to be
generally informed. Also, I believe it would be helpful if our counselors
could talk with the students at the School on an individual basis during
sophomore and junior years instead of toward the middle of the senior
year as is now the practice. In this way the beginning of some vocational
planning could take place, and a smooth transition could occur between
the services offered by the School and those offered by the Commission.”
I hope that consideration be given to these suggestions. I look forward to
visiting with you and the staff of the School on February 5. (59)

After weeks of wrangling and recriminations, the Commission staff, including the
director, the librarian, and the assistant director, drove to Vinton on February 5 for their
visit. The Commission team drafted a memorandum regarding their visit and included it
in the meeting minutes of the Commission board:
Mrs. Grannis, Mr. Valliant and I arrived at the School shortly before three
o’clock in the afternoon. We went to Mr. Iverson’s office. Mr. Iverson
was formally correct but extremely icy. He suggested that Mr. Oldsen, the
Librarian, could come down to the office to talk with Mrs. Grannis, but he
did not offer any strong protest at my suggestion that Mrs. Grannis go to
the library to visit with Mr. Oldsen. Mrs. Grannis did go to the library and
a copy of her report is attached.
Mr. Valliant and I remained in the office for three or four minutes, literally
talking about the weather with Mr. Iverson. It was clear that he did not
wish to discuss any of the items which have been the subjects of our recent
correspondence. He told Mr. Valliant and me that we might wait in the
teacher’s lounge until four o’clock, the time for our meeting with the
faculty.
Mr. Valliant and I went to the auditorium at l hour, where some of the
faculty were assembled. Mr. Iverson began by announcing that he would
tape record my remarks since there might be information in them that the
teachers would want to pass on to the students. Even though I had not
been consulted about the taping and even though I know that it is possible
to excerpt a tape in such a way as to make one say what he did not say, I
offered no objection.
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I talked to the teachers for approximately thirty minutes, outlining our
library services to them. Mrs. Grannis then talked for several minutes. At
the conclusion of these remarks we left the auditorium and the School
grounds. Mr. Iverson did not speak to us at all as we were leaving.
I would offer these concluding observations. While we were at the school,
I suggested once again that we be allowed, as soon as possible, to talk with
the students about library and other services. The reason for this is that
the students and the parents are now poorly informed about programs for
the blind in the state and about services to which they may be entitled. As
an example, several days ago the parent of a blind child now attending
Vinton asked me whether he had to purchase a talking book machine in
order to borrow talking book records from our library. Also, the
Commission was recently asked by the parent of another blind child
whether a person had to be totally blind in order to receive our services.
Such information should be available to all. I can see no reason whatever
why there should not be free contact between the personnel at the School
(both teachers and students) and the Commission. This illustrates again
the need for us to have for our register the names and home addresses of
the students at the School. No response whatever was made by Mr.
Iverson to my suggestion that Commission representatives be allowed to
speak to the student body about library and other services, and we still do
not have the list of names and addresses, even after all of the recent
involved correspondence. (60)

As a follow-up to the visit on February 5, John Taylor, assistant director, wrote to Donald
Walker, principal of IBSSS, on February 11:
In the very near future we would like to begin working with the members
of your senior class. Please review your schedule of activities and advise
me of some dates which would be suitable… I shall appreciate receiving a
letter setting forth the names and home addresses of these seniors, and we
will wish to secure from you copies of all high school records together
with any other test or evaluative information. (61)

Walker replied within days stating:
About two years ago we had also made tentative plans for your visit to
include counseling sessions with the juniors. On that occasion, you may
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recall, the greater part of the day was used in speaking to the seniors and
the juniors were left for a later time. Will you wish to meet with the
juniors as well as the seniors on this year’s visit? I think this would be a
good idea if you can arrange it. (62)
Included in Walker’s letter was a list of names of seniors at the school, indicating that the
Commission and the IBSSS were beginning to find reproachment in this struggle of the
sharing of names, but it would prove short-lived. Taylor did respond on February 25 to
Walker noting:
The sooner we have the opportunity to talk with your graduating seniors
the better. Therefore, we will plan to come on March 3 if this meets with
your approval. We would like to talk with the juniors, too. It would seem
desirable to become acquainted with your students and to begin
preliminary planning with them as long before graduation as possible.
(63)

Meanwhile, Iverson had also written to Jernigan on February 20, in which he also
included a list of the names of seniors, and a reminder of his request for a the outcome
data, writing, “I am looking forward to receiving the information which I requested
concerning both the Commission’s rehabilitation program and the register of blind
persons in the state.” (64) Jernigan responded on February 25, thanking Iverson for the
names, adding:
I want to take this opportunity to tell you that it was a pleasure meeting
with you and your staff on February 5 to explain our library services. The
proof of the value of the visit is perhaps best illustrated by the fact that we
have already received three letters from parents requesting that we
commence library service to their children and asking for other
information. These letters would seem to be in response to your letter to
the parents after our visit in which you gave some information about our
service.
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As I said on February 5, I hope that it will be possible sometime soon for
us to talk about library services directly with the children. Incidentally, I
would like to request for our files a copy of the tape recording which you
made of my talk.
With respect to your questions concerning rehabilitation we will be most
happy to give you this information when we come to the School on March
3 to interview the seniors and also later when we come for Career Day.
We will be happy to discuss any phase of the program with you and to
answer any of your questions about new jobs being held by blind persons,
et cetera. As I indicated earlier, we will also be happy to participate in the
planning for Career Day or any of the other vocationally oriented phases
of your program if you would care to have us do so. (65)

It would seem that progress had been made in bridging the gap between Iverson and
Jernigan, and the blind community in Iowa, but the situation would get much worse very
soon. Only a few weeks later, on March 13, Jernigan was forced to write again to Iverson
with the following concerns:
On February 17 Mr. Don Walker wrote to us saying that your Career Day
was tentatively set for either March 20 or March 23 and asking us to
participate. On February 25, I wrote you concerning this and other
matters. It is now March 13, and we have not had any notice as to the date
selected for Career Day. As I indicated in my letter of February 25, we
are planning to be on hand and to participate fully. We would also be
happy to offer any help that you might wish in planning this event or any
of the other vocationally oriented phases of your program. Since the time
is growing short, I hope that we may hear from you soon as to the date
fixed upon for Career Day and the time of the beginning activities.
Incidentally, I would also like to request once again that you send us for
our files a copy of the tape of my talk which you made on February 5. We
would like to have this for reference. Also, I would like to repeat the hope
that it will be possible for representatives from the Commission to speak
to your student body from time to time concerning library and other
services. (66)
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Iverson’s response on March 18 pushed back against Jernigan’s criticism of the lack of
responsiveness on the part of the school, writing:
In reply to your letter of March 13, I am glad to know that either you or
Mr. Taylor will be with us for our annual Career Day on Monday, March
28. During the morning hours (9:00 to 12:00 a.m.) all of the high school
students will have an opportunity to visit in small groups with the
representative from the Commission. (67)

Iverson went on to repeat his request for information on the number of employment
outcomes achieved by the VR agency, a list of the occupations secured by the blind, how
many individuals were placed into each of the occupational categories, and their
approximate salaries. Iverson continued to believe that the Commission was inflating its
employment outcome numbers by graduating individuals from the Commission training
program, and then hiring them to work at the Commission. Iverson then put the ball back
in Jernigan’s court, stating:
As yet I have not received information from you regarding when I can
expect to have the list of the names and addresses of the blind persons in
the state who are registered with the Commission. Since I realize the
completion of this list may take some time, I should like to suggest that
you begin by supplying me with the names, addresses and ages of the
blind individuals known to the Commission who are under 21 years of age
and who are not enrolled in our school. The remainder of the list could be
supplied at a later date. (68)

Iverson concluded his letter with a note about the recording of Jernigan, sure to insult the
director, and his own critique of Commission services:
Due to technical difficulties with the recorder, the tape which was made of
your talk on February 5 was of such poor quality that it was not retained in
our tape library… I had a call this morning indicating that Mr. Joyce, the
gentleman I referred to you in my letter of February 4 has not yet received
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a talking book machine. He seems to be most anxious to receive this
service from you. (69)

As relations continued to worsen through the course of the spring, a joint meeting of the
Commission for the Blind and the Board of Regents was held on April 10 in the office of
Governor Hughes. The meeting was the result of complaints which Governor Hughes
had received from parents concerning the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School. Toward
the beginning of the meeting Mr. David Dancer, Secretary of the Board of Regents,
discussed the library situation with respect to the children at the School. He said that as
he understood it there were two problems: 1) the Commission wanted to get the names
and addresses of the children at the School so that they could send them books whether
the children wanted them or not. In this way the circulation figures of the Commission's
library would be increased, and this would in turn increase the amount of money the
Commission would receive from the Library of Congress. 2) the Iowa braille and Sight
Saving School has an excellent library, some 15,000 titles. Therefore, it did not need to
use the library services of the Iowa Commission for the Blind, but the Commission keeps
insisting that its library services are needed. Jernigan responded to Dancer’s assertions,
noting:
1) We do not receive any money at all from the Library of Congress,
regardless of how many or how few books we circulate. Mr. Dancer's
information is incorrect. This information is a matter of public record and
can be verified in the office of the State Treasurer of Iowa. 2) Our
information indicates (see memorandum from Mrs. Grannis, February 5,
1964) that the School has fewer than 500 titles in its library. (70)

257

It was suggested by Governor Hughes that it might be most enlightening if an actual
count could be made of the books at the School so as to determine the truth of the
contradictory statements.
It wasn’t until April 30 that Jernigan responded to Iverson’s letter of March 18,
with a reaction as well to the April meeting with the Governor in a letter reflecting both
his frustration, and the degree to which relations had quickly devolved between the
Commission and the Braille School. It is worth quoting the letter at length given the
severity of Jernigan’s letter, and the degree to which it marks out the shape of the
controversy.
I have deliberately waited before answering your letter re March 18 to
allow time for reflection by all concerned. Your letter underscores a fact
which has been apparent for some time. Our letters of the past few
months have become repetitious to the point of the ridiculous. A review
of the correspondence would indicate that no possible purpose can be
served by a continuation of hashing and rehashing the points in question.
Whatever record either you or I might have wished to build is already
abundantly established. Our letters of the past three months will tell
anyone who cares to read them all that such letters can tell about our
respective characters, personalities, intentions, motives, fears and desires.
I am sure that we will both agree that the letters tell a great deal. I am
equally certain that we will disagree as to what that great deal is.
However that may be, I intend in this letter to state once more as clearly
as I can the attitude of the Commission for the Blind on certain points. I
do not propose to restate that position on the same points in future letters,
but merely to refer you to former correspondence if the necessity arises.
You have several times, in one way or another, asked whether we would
supply you with a register of all known blind in the state. I dealt with that
point quite explicitly and quite conclusively in my letter of January 18.
You have no possible need for this register, and the law recognizes that
fact. As I have told you time after time, we will be happy to supply you
with whatever information we have that will be of any help to you.
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This leads me to the second point. With respect to our rehabilitation
program you continue to maneuver as if some great diplomatic game were
involved. This matter, too, has been dealt with fully in previous letters to
you—namely, my letters of January 18, January 27, and later
correspondence. There is no great mystery in the business and no hidden
subtleties which can be brought out in letters between us. I see no point in
compiling long reams of statistics and figures for you so long as you are
unwilling to use the material the Commission has repeatedly offered to
you—material in a much more useable form than what you insist on
having.
On three separate occasions in the past three months the Commission has
offered to discuss with you data concerning job placement in the state.
We have offered to assist in the planning for your Career Day, making
available all the information and data at our disposal. Each time the offer
has been made; you have ignored it and have literally talked to us about
the weather when we were present at the School. You have then written
nicely subtle letters as if maneuvering in some global diplomatic game
between East and West.
Surely this kind of action is unwarranted. We both head programs for the
blind which are vital and important in and of themselves. These programs
are in no sense competitive. In fact they should supplement and
complement each other to make a unified and constructive totality.
I have repeatedly asked you to permit us to speak and work freely with
the students at the School so as to establish contact with them and let them
know of our services. You have pointedly ignored these requests even
though the children at the School are the ones who suffer as a result. You
have also refused to avail yourself of the assistance which we have tried to
offer in vocational help and planning with the students at the School, again
to the detriment of the students and with no gain to whatever end you are
attempting to accomplish. You continue to make all types of unfounded
accusations against the Commission in general and me in particular. You
give the impression of being in mortal fear that we are trying to grab
control of the School and personally swallow you up, and, moreover, that
we just about have the matter accomplished. I am perfectly willing to put
all of the personal libels against me and the Commission in the past and
look forward to the future, but surely a new spirit is called for. I would
propose that a real era of cooperation be established and that all of this
haggling and maneuvering cease. We of the Commission are perfectly
willing now, as we have always been, to work cooperatively and closely
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with you and with the School. We do not propose to be a party to
continued maneuvering. The welfare of the blind of Iowa will simply not
allow it.
Let me say one thing more to you in conclusion. Your reaction to this
letter can, in my opinion, be of great significance to programs for the blind
in this state. On the one hand, you can simply use this letter as a basis for
further maneuvering. You can misconstrue it, find small points in its
wording to haggle about, and continue on in a cold war posture. If this is
the course you choose, not only the blind of the state but you yourself will
be the loser. By your own actions you may very well bring to pass many
of the things you fear most.
On the other hand, if you are willing to consider what I have said with
reason instead of passion (and admittedly it has been said with directness)
then everyone concerned will be the gainer. The past should be left
behind. I hope that you will think about what I have said and that you will
respond to it if you care to. In any case, your future actions will indicate
what choice you have made.
The present situation is harmful to everyone. If we could really begin to
work together, then the School, the Commission, you and I personally, and
especially the blind of the state would benefit from it. (71)

One day after the above letter was written, on May 1, Jernigan entered the following
paragraphs into the Commission meeting minutes, which were copied and sent to
Governor Hughes:
There is mounting evidence that Mr. Iverson is continuing to attack and
subvert the Commission as widely as possible. There are indications that
these attacks have now reached into the Department of Ophthalmology at
the University Hospitals at Iowa City.
On April 28, 1964, the local area chapter of the PTA of the Iowa Braille
and Sight Saving School asked whether it might hold a meeting at our
building. Permission was, of course, granted. Somewhat more than a
dozen parents attended. Mr. Iverson, Mr. Don Walker (Principal) and
approximately a dozen teachers from the School came to the meeting.
There was marked hostility on the part of Mr. Iverson and some of the
School representatives. Reverend Griffin, the local PTA President, later
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expressed the view to the Director that the attendance of the large
contingent from the School could probably be explained on the grounds
that the meeting was held in our building. Reverend Griffin also said that
Mr. Iverson made a number of hostile comments. (72)

It is unclear as to what Jernigan referred to when referencing the ophthalmology
department at the University of Iowa, but the Braille School and the University, in part
through their shared presence on the Board of Regents, had close ties, and that the
students at Vinton were frequently examined by doctors and residents of the University
hospital. Jernigan mentioned it in the meeting minutes with the likely intention to
highlight how the superintendent and conspired to form alliances against the
Commission. More important to Jernigan was the potential alienation of members of the
Iowa PTA as noted in the passage above. Jernigan knew he could not afford to have
parents continuing to rally against his efforts as few legislators were willing to do
anything to further upset angry parents of blind children.
In the Commission meeting minutes of November 4, 1964, The Director reported
on a conversation which he had with Don Walker) the new Superintendent of the Iowa
Braille and Sight Saving School, on October 27.
An official announcement of Mr. Walker’s appointment to the
superintendency was made on October 22. The Director called Mr.
Walker on October 23 to suggest that a meeting be held to discuss mutual
problems and to try to arrive at common understandings. Mr. Walker
came to the Director’s office on the afternoon of October 27. There was a
general review of the problems which existed with Mr. Iverson. Hope was
expressed on both sides that the School and the Commission might now
work together harmoniously. (73)
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Jernigan’s hopes for a new beginning with Superintendent Walker would be quickly
dissipated. Jernigan had out-lasted Iverson, as he was edged out of his position by the
Board of Regents in the summer of 1964. The Commission was stronger than ever, and it
now had a state affiliate of the NFB that was truly in line with the new philosophy of
blindness and willing to take on the entrenched powers in the state that had dismissed
their calls for a reformed Commission for decades leading up to Jernigan’s arrival. They
would next turn their attentions to taking on the IBSSS directly, and seek to unify
services for the blind across the state under a new flag and a new philosophy.
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CHAPTER V
Battle for the Iowa Braille School Part II
The Rocco Years: 1968-1970

The departure of Lee Iverson from both the Commission board in 1963, and the
position of superintendent did not result in an era of detente between the Iowa
Commission the Braille School in Vinton. Donald walker, the principal of IBSSS under
Iverson, and the man who would replace him, did not elicit overt hostility from Jernigan
at the Commission, nor did he do much to bring the two institutions together. The battle
over Senate File 3 which led to Iverson’s removal from the Commission board left many
at the school deeply suspicious and wary of Jernigan, and the Board of Regents grew
increasingly protective of the small school for the blind which they were charged to
oversee. Trends at the Commission and the school, coupled with the rise of a strong
affiliate of the NFB in Iowa, made conflict more and more likely as the years progressed.
The middle years of the decade saw continued growth of the Iowa Commission, as more
and more blind Iowans were trained at the center in the old YMCA building in downtown
Des Moines, and then went on to achieve employment in jobs few thought the blind could
do. (1) Jernigan believed by the middle of the decade that the Iowa experiment had
proved an undeniable success, and that the philosophy of the NFB was transforming
lives.
Meanwhile, the Iowa Association of the Blind in 1963 elected a new slate of
officers that were strongly tied to the Commission and the leadership of the NFB. The
IAB had largely been a social group made up of alumni of the Braille School, and not
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openly partisan in the great rifts opening up in the organized movement at that time.
Jernigan encouraged the new leaders elected in 1963 to affiliate with the NFB and not the
ACB which had formed a few years earlier, and to purge members who were not willing
to pledge loyalty to the new, invigorated IAB. (2) The IAB fully embraced the
Commission’s work and its underlying philosophy, and would become the agency’s ally
in the coming years and during the battle over the Braille School that erupted once again
in 1969.
The same issues that plagued relations between the Commission and the IBSSS in
the Iverson years, continued to cause problems. Confusion over who would provide
library services, access to the students by VR counselors, understanding of the VR
program and its services, and the sharing of resources and contact information were
problems that seemed to be immune to resolution. The advisory committee that met
several times a year proved to be an ineffectual forum for resolving these problems
between the Braille School and the Commission. The establishment by the Board of
Regents of a Special Education Coordinating Committee in October of 1968 also failed to
become the vehicle for fostering collaboration or harmony among the programs serving
the blind in Iowa.
While the committees met, and problems simmered, a more acute controversy
came in 1966 when Donald Walker left and the Regents conducted a search for a
superintendent to replace him. Jernigan encouraged the assistant director at the
Commission, Manual Urenia, to apply for the position. Urenia was a blind man who
moved to Iowa in 1960 at Jernigan’s request to help him run the new training center.
Urenia had worked with Jernigan under Alan Jenkins at the Orientation Center for the
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Blind in Oakland, California. (3) Urenia was not given an interview, and the blind
community was incensed when another sighted superintendent, Robert Hanson, was
selected by the Regents. Members of the IAB accused the Regents of discriminating
against blind applicants, and against the organized blind. There were, at that time, few
legal recourses apart from moral persuasion and protest against even overt cases of
discrimination. Searching for an avenue to address their frustration and anger over the
refusal to hire a blind superintendent in 1966, the IAB announced its intention to ask the
legislature to transfer control of the school from the University Board of Regents to the
Iowa Commission under Jernigan in the next legislative session in early 1967. (4)
This was an audacious undertaking for a small group of blind activists, most of
whom were not educators or administrators, who only a few years earlier would not dare
to take on a powerful political entity like the Board of Regents, or one of the state’s
oldest educational institutions, the IBSSS. Jernigan, however, was not so sanguine about
the prospects of such a move at that time. He no doubt worried that the work of the
Commission, the building of the NFB affiliate, and the cultivation of the necessary
legislative support were still projects under construction, and that such a bold move
would be premature and likely to fail. Jernigan also had taught at a school for the blind
in Tennessee, and likely had some idea of the complexities of running such an operation
as a residential school. Also, Jernigan in 1966 was busy seeking legislation that would
exempt his training center staff from many of the state labor laws that limited the number
of hour’s instructors and staff at the center could work. Getting this exemption was a
delicate affair and likely to raise concerns by public employee labor organizers who
would not appreciate or support special exceptions for Commission workers. Jernigan
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truly believed, however, that without the ability to run the training center without the
interference or limitations of some labor statutes, he could not fully implement his
revolutionary curriculum. (5)
Not wishing to jeopardize his effort to obtain the labor exemptions, and perhaps
sensing that the time was not right for a takeover of the IBSSS, Jernigan asked the IAB to
not pursue the transfer. Jernigan then announced this decision at the annual legislative
dinner held at the Commission training center in January, 1967 as state assembly and
senate members dined on food prepared and served by students at the center. Jernigan
asked them not to consider the transfer proposal. (6) This first effort to take over the
Braille School would not make it out of the crib, but the next two years saw devolution of
relations between Director Jernigan and Superintendent Hanson that drew the two
agencies closer to open conflict.
The meeting minutes for the Iowa Commission for the years 1966-68, reveals a
constant concern and on-going debate over the situation with the IBSSS. Virtually every
meeting had at least one agenda item which began, “A discussion was held concerning
the current situation with the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School.” Superintendent
Hansen, appeared mostly ineffectual, and no less hostile to Jernigan and the Commission,
according to meeting minutes. There were still problems with blind children not knowing
where to get braille or talking books, and the Commission and the IBSSS remained at
loggerheads over the sharing of names and student records. The Commission staff saw
IBSSS graduates as lacking mobility skills, possessed of negative attitudes about
blindness, and convinced the Commission was a bastion of radicals, determined to “make
everyone blind” by training with sleep shades on. Parents wrote angry letters to Jernigan
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demanding to know why their children would not receive services from the Commission
after graduation if they did not submit to training at the center. The Commission was
legally obligated to assistant all blind Iowans, Jernigan would assure them, but the
perception of the Commission withholding services from those who were not sympathetic
to Jernigan or the NFB persisted. Jernigan blamed the staff at the IBSSS for spreading
falsehoods, and the IBSSS claimed Jernigan was a victim of his own megalomania. (7)

Early Hope and the Slow Slide Toward Conflict
Despite these on-going challenges, 1968 offered a glimmer of hope for improved
relations. This year saw both institutions in many ways stronger than ever. Jernigan had
just completed ten years as Commissioner, and received recognition by Harold Russell,
chair of the Presidential Committee on Employment of the Handicapped. Jernigan also
was elected president of the NFB at its national convention, held, not coincidentally, in
Des Moines. Jacobus tenBroek had just died that spring, and at the relatively young age
of 42, Jernigan was now the unquestioned leader of the organized blind in Iowa and the
nation. (8)
The Board of Regents had a new executive Secretary, Wayne Richie, and the
Regents were undertaking a series of reforms at the school based on a comprehensive
review of the IBSSS curriculum, conducted that summer by superintendents from the
schools for the blind of Michigan, New York, and Wisconsin. A top to bottom overhaul
of the IBSSS curriculum would be undertaken as a result of the recommendations of the
superintendents. (9) Additionally, the Board had decided to encourage Hanson to leave,
and a new superintendent would be brought on board to implement the progressive new
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pedagogy. Richie seemed genuinely interested in bridging the gap between the school
and the Commission for the Blind, and reached out to Jernigan to join the ad hoc special
education coordinating committee. On October 22, 1968, Richie wrote Jernigan the
following letter:
Dear Mr. Jernigan:
At its meeting on Friday, October 18, 1968 the Board of Regents
unanimously adopted a motion aimed at improving the educational
offerings of the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School. This action
resulted from two surveys of IBSSS conducted during the past summer.
The full text of the motion adopted is attached. You will note that it
includes the formation of a Special Education Coordinating Committee
which will be concerned with the services offered at IBSSS. It also
includes a specific request that your Commission consider assigning a fulltime vocational advisor to IBSSS.
The purpose of this letter is to offer your Commission an invitation to
membership on the Committee and to request your reaction to the
vocational advisor proposal. The Board feels that operation of the Vinton
School will be greatly enhanced by a close and continuing relationship
with the Commission. I would therefore hope that you might find it
possible to accept the invitations offered. (10)
The report attached to Richie’s letter outlined the proposal the Board of Regents was
prepared to extend to the Commission voting unanimously on the following steps:
1. That the Board immediately convene a Budget Revaluation Committee
to recommend changes necessary in the current and projected budget for
IBSSS which will permit the implementation of recommended changes in
school operations;
2. That representatives of the University of Iowa, University of Northern
Iowa and IBSSS and the Central Office jointly determine and recommend
whatever formal relationships (contractual or otherwise) are required to
insure that Regent institutions are providing full professional assistance to
IBSSS on a continuing basis;
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3. That a special committee be created for the purpose of coordinating
educational and allied services to the visually handicapped children in
Iowa, said committee to consist of representatives of the Regents, its
institutions, and upon invitation, other agencies or organizations involved
in services to the visually handicapped;
4. That the Board of Regents immediately request full-time vocational
service from the Iowa Commission for the Blind to work with Vinton
students. (11)

On the surface, the fourth step above would appear to be a significant advance toward
achieving the access by Commission staff to students at the Braille School that they had
been seeking. Despite the apparent effort on the part of the board, Jernigan quickly
expressed reluctance to grab the olive branch extended to the Commission. In response
to Wayne Richie’s letter, Jernigan wrote on November 4:
This will reply to and thank you for your letter of October 22 concerning
the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School. The resolution adopted by the
Board of Regents on October 18 provides “that a special committee be
created for the purpose of coordinating educational and allied services to
the visually handicapped children in Iowa...” You invite the Commission
for the Blind to accept membership on this committee and participate in its
activities.
We presume that the committee will deal specifically with the problems
and possibilities of the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School. The State
Department of Public Instruction has responsibilities concerning blind
children in public schools, and the Iowa Commission for the Blind has
responsibilities concerning library, counseling and a variety of other
services to blind children. With this understanding, the Commission for
the Blind is happy to accept membership on the committee to do all that it
can to help improve conditions at the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving
School.
With respect to the request that the Commission for the Blind place a
vocational counselor at the School, I discussed this matter today with your
office. As I indicated at that time, we would be happy to comply with the
request. We could probably send a counselor to the School on or about
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the first of January and he could probably spend two or three days a week
at the School during the remainder of the present school year. By next fall
we could, if such seems indicated, probably place a counselor at the
School on a full time basis. As I indicated by telephone this morning, we
would understand in sending a counselor to Vinton that he would have full
access to all student records and to the students themselves, and that he
should probably teach the class on the psychology of the visually
impaired, since these classes are taught as a single, integrated unit. We
feel it would be undesirable for the counselor to involve himself in the
day-to-day disciplinary problems of the students and understand that he
would not be asked to do so. In order to establish close and meaningful
relationships, he should be able to have students to his home evenings and
on weekends, within reason and the over-all context of the School’s
program and activities. We are most anxious to work in every way
possible to improve the program of the School and to bring about
harmonious relationships with all who are concerned with work with the
blind in Iowa. We believe that the recent steps taken by the Regents are
most constructive and that they will lead to positive gains. We will do all
that we can to help achieve those gains. (12)

Jernigan appears to prevaricate in the above response, using the word “probably” as a
way to put some distance between the proposal of the Board of Regents, and the goals of
the Commission. Jernigan further, with less prevarication, suggested that counselors
should have access to students after hours and on weekends, something he was sure to
know would be rejected by the school as too intrusive, despite the fact that such round the
clock attentions were Jernigan’s hallmark style. It is also of interest to note that Jernigan
here pushes for the right of the VR counselor from the Commission to teach the class on
the psychology of blindness. First, Jernigan knew that at that time, there were no classes
on the psychology of blindness taught at the Braille School, or, as Jernigan called them,
discussions on the “business of blindness.” As noted in the first chapter, these “business”
classes were required of all students at the training center in Des Moines, and a critical
tool for Jernigan to impart the NFB philosophy of blindness, key, he believed, to
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changing a blind person’s perception of their own capabilities as blind people, and to
being successfully “rehabilitated.” Some of the teachers and administrators at the Braille
School were familiar with the business classes in Des Moines, and were much more
inclined to describe them as “brain washing” sessions. (13)
When asked what students and teachers at the Braille School believed would
happen at the Commission, Mary McGee, a student at IBSSS at that time, said, “You
were told if you went down there to the Commission, they’d make you blind,” by which
she meant that those with partial blindness would be made to learn the same techniques
of adjusting to blindness that the totally blind kids did – i.e., braille, the long white cane,
and the use of sleep shades during training. (14)
Another recommendation for action from the report of the visiting superintendents
was to establish a materials center at the IBSSS, one that would produce in-house braille
materials that students might need for classroom study and recreational reading. This
would mean students would get their books from the IBSSS instead of the library at the
center in Des Moines. In part the report argued that the library at the Center did not have
enough large print books to meet the needs of Vinton’s partially sighted students. (15)
For Jernigan, this inflicted two wounds. He had worked hard to put together the largest
library in the world for blind people. He also believed partially blind children should be
reading braille, not large print. It was clear that the battle over library services and the
provision of braille and talking book materials would continue into the new program at
IBSSS.
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Nevertheless, in the late months of 1968, the Board continued to seek
collaboration with the Commission, as evinced by Wayne Richie’s letter to Jernigan on
November 24:
The Board of Regents considered further at its November 14 meeting the
establishment of an Ad hoc Committee on special education, which it
authorized in October. As you will note from the enclosed statement, the
Board stipulated the functions of the committee as being advisory to the
Board “regarding services, procedures or other actions which might assist
toward improved services of the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School and
to encourage coordination of educational and allied services to the visually
handicapped in Iowa.”
Your letter of November 4, 1968, stated that you presumed that the
committee will deal specifically with the problems and possibilities of the
Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School and that you accepted the offered
membership with this understanding.
In view of the fact that the functions of the committee as approved by the
Board include as well the broader purpose of encouraging coordination of
educational and allied services to the visually handicapped in Iowa, the
Board directed that you be notified to preclude any misunderstanding. If
your acceptance of membership stands in light of the broader functions of
the committee, I would appreciate your confirmation. (16)
Richie’s attached report described the functions of the committee as follows:
FUNCTION: This committee will serve in an advisory capacity to the
Board regarding services, procedures or other actions which might assist
toward improved services of the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School and
to encourage coordination of educational and allied services to the visually
handicapped in Iowa. (17)

It is clear as their correspondence continued, that early hopes for a cordial collaboration
through the work of the committee was not likely to occur, and that relations between
Jernigan and Richie were cooling rapidly. On December 3, 1968, Jernigan responded to
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Richie’s letter and the invitation to join the ad hoc special education committee as
follows:
I have your letter of November 25 and am pleased that plans are
proceeding for the formation of the Ad Hoc Committee. You say: “The
Board stipulated the functions of the committee as being advisory to the
Board regarding services, procedures or other actions which might assist
toward improved services of the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School and
to encourage coordination of educational and allied services to the visually
handicapped in Iowa.” From my talks with you and with Mr. Porter I had
understood that the Committee would deal with matters regarding
services, procedures or other actions which might assist toward improved
services of the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School.” As to the further
stipulation that the Committee will “encourage coordination of educational
and allied services to the visually handicapped in Iowa”, this is certainly a
worthy and worthwhile goal.
Presumably such activities will still be focused on activities of the Iowa
Braille and Sight Saving School since this is the area in which the Board
of Regents has responsibility. If a committee were to be appointed for the
purpose of coordinating educational services to blind children in the state,
other interested parties might wish to have something to say about its
make-up, its chairman, and its precise function. If such a committee were
deemed desirable, the Iowa Commission for the Blind (as the prime
agency in the state responsible for programs affecting the blind) might
well take the initiative in establishing it. Likewise, the Governor or the
Legislature might take initiative in the matter if establishment of such
committee appeared necessary. Finally, since the Department of Public
Instruction has specific responsibilities in the education of children and
youth (blind or otherwise) that department might legitimately assume that
it should take initiative.
I see no conflict in my present and former letters and your letter to me, and
I would hope the Regents do not. There are real problems which exist in
the operation of the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School and in its
functioning in the broader educational picture. The proposed committee
should be able to render a real service, and the Commission for the Blind
certainly wants to do all that it can to assist in this effort. It is for this
reason and with these understandings that we have accepted membership
on the committee. I shall wait to hear from you as to the time and place of
the First meeting. (18)
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Despite these overtures of cooperation and collaboration, relations would soon devolve
further. In fact, Jernigan, the Commission, and the IAB were at that time already
preparing for another effort to take over the school, and were not especially open to
seeking compromise with the Board of Regents or the IBSSS. James Omvig, who had
returned to Iowa from New York City around this time, described the general sentiment
regarding these issues as year turned to 1969:
We had started talking about trying to put it [IBSSS] under the
Commission for the Blind so that we could start the kind of training that
we were now giving to adults. If we could start to provide that to young
kids at the School for the Blind, probably to the point where the kids who
graduated from the School from the Blind wouldn’t then have to come to
the orientation center to learn to deal with blindness and we could just deal
more with the people who had blindness as adults, was kind of the hope…
when I was running the center for example, a kid, just an ordinary blind
kid from Vinton and came to the Center. One of the first cool days in the
Fall he was getting ready to go out on travel and I just happened to be
standing there by the travel teachers office and this kid didn’t know how
to zip his coat and I said, how did you use a coat you used a coat in cold
weather for years up in Vinton, how did you zip your coat then. He said
well if I had a zipper coat I tried always to try to get button coats, but if I
had a zipper coat, the teachers zipped it for me. I said, didn’t they every
try and teach you to zip it so you could do it. No he didn’t know how to
do that. About that same time I had another student who didn’t know
which shoe went on which foot I’ll never forget sitting up in my living
room in the center there sitting with him feeling of his foot and feeling of
his shoes feeling the shapes so that he can decide for himself what shoe
went on what foot. He said “you know my the guy at the school the dorm
parent guy he’d sat them always for me in a certain way so I knew to pick
up the right on the right and the left on the left.” (19)

Field reports by VR counselors from the commission, accumulated for years, told of
encounters with teachers, staff, parents of blind children, and even students who shared
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their negative impressions of Jernigan and the Commission. The director read the field
reports, often commented on them at Commission board meetings, and gathered these
field reports together as a dossier of evidence against the school. At the heart of the
complaints was the philosophy of blindness and training techniques, particularly the use
of the long white cane and the use of blindfolds during instructions.
A few examples of these reports give the basic outline of the encounters VR
counselors had with the IBSSS. In 1967, W. D. Quick, a VR counselor wrote about a
meeting he had with parents of a blind girl who was to matriculate into the IBSSS:
On March 21, 1967, the writer again called on the Salvos and was told that
they visited the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School, Vinton, Iowa, on
February 27, 1967, for the purpose of exploring the possibility of their
daughter becoming a student at the School. Their appointment was with
[Principal] Ozias and most of their comments concerned him.
The Salvos indicated that they were left with the definite impression that
he was hostile toward the Commission. Mrs. Salvo stated that because of
his attitude toward the Commission she had no time for Mr. Ozias and was
doubtful about putting her daughter in that School. They did not care to
make direct quotations but said that he seemed to feel that the Commission
was favored by state government, particularly in fiscal matters. He also
did not approve of the Commission’s travel training with the long cane.
(20)

Craig Slayton, another VR counselor at the commission, and later the director of the
Commission in the 1980s, wrote of a May 5, 1969 meeting he had with a mother whose
daughter was a student at IBSSS and soon to graduate and seek services at the
Commission:
It was obvious to the writer from the very beginning that Miss Baldridge’s
mother was cool if not hostile towards either the writer or the agency
which he was representing. When the writer greeted Mrs. Baldridge and
stated that he was interested in speaking to both her and her daughter she
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replied that she was quite anxious to speak with the writer and made this
statement in a tone which did not convey any warmth. Some insight into
the difficulty might be gained from the fact that Mrs. Baldridge has been
quite closely associated with the school for several years. One other child
in addition to Miss Baldridge is attending the Iowa Braille and Sight
Saving School and Mrs. Baldridge has, for several years, been a substitute
teacher at the school as well as handling other duties such as the
temporary secretarial position in the principal’s office.
The writer briefly outlined the various services of the Iowa Commission
for the Blind placing particular emphasis on the Orientation and
Adjustment Center since the writer was already aware that Miss
Baldridge was planning to go on to college. As soon as the writer had
finished his explanation of the Center Mrs. Baldridge asked why it was
mandatory that individuals attend the Center to receive services from the
Commission for the Blind. The writer told Mrs. Baldridge that it was not
mandatory and that in fact only a small proportion of individuals served by
the Commission ever attended the Orientation Center. The writer went on
to say however that in her daughter’s case he would recommend such
training if in fact she was interested in attending college. The writer
addressed this last statement as a form of a question to lass Baldridge and
Miss Baldridge replied that she was in fact planning to attend college.
Miss Baldridge’s mother then asked the writer why he felt that it was
necessary for her daughter to attend the Orientation Center. The writer
told Mrs. Baldridge that there were basically two reasons why her
daughter should attend the Orientation Center in Des Moines. First, the
writer explained that Miss Baldridge did not have all of the techniques
which were necessary if Miss Baldridge were to get along satisfactorily in
school. The writer gave the use of the long white cane, methods of handling tests, and ways of using readers as some of the techniques which
would be learned. Mrs. Baldridge stated that her daughter already knew
how to use the long white cane and the writer stated that he was sure that
she had received travel training but at the Center much more time was
available to be spent on this skill and it could be developed to the extent
necessary if Miss Baldridge is to become a good cane traveler. Mrs.
Baldridge then asked why it was necessary for her daughter to learn the
other things at the Center that instead she should receive this training at
the school for the behind. The writer told Mrs. Baldridge that he did not
disagree with her but that in point of fact the students were not receiving
the training at the school for the blind and thus it was necessary for them
to attend the Orientation Center if they were to do so. Mrs. Baldridge then
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asked why the necessary teaching materials were not made available to the
staff of the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School so that such instruction
could be done. The writer explained that most of the information was not
in a printed form as it came from the personal experiences of Commission
staff members and that the teaching staff of the Iowa Braille and Sight
Saving School was always welcome to observe the classes at the
Commission and were urged to do so. Mrs. Baldridge then asked why
staff members from the Commission did not come to the Iowa Braille and
Sight Saving School and do the instruction there. The writer had told Mrs.
Baldridge that to his knowledge Commission staff members had never
been invited to give such instruction at the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving
School and that it would appear that staff members from the Commission
would not have the right to give such instruction on the campus of the
school unless invited by school officials to do so. The writer then
attempted to touch briefly upon the general attitude training towards
blindness which was done at the Center. The writer explained to Mrs.
Baldridge just because someone had been blind for fifteen or sixteen years
it did not mean that he was an expert as far as blindness was concerned.
The writer explained to Mrs. Baldridge that all through college and her
daughter’s working career she’ would constantly be faced with
challenging situations as the result of her blindness. The writer gave Mrs.
Baldridge and her daughter several examples of students who had given
up in school or a career and not because they were not capable of doing
the work but simply because they did not have confidence in their own
ability to do so. Mrs. Baldridge then told the writer that the reason she did
not wish her daughter to attend the Orientation Center was that she had
heard several stories which she did not like. The writer asked Mrs.
Baldridge what she had heard and received no response. The writer they
told Mrs. Baldridge that he himself had heard a number of stores in regard
to the Center prior to becoming a student and had been surprised to find
that they were no more than stories. The writer told Mrs. Baldridge that
she and her daughter were welcome to visit the Center at any time. Mrs.
Baldridge stated that she had been to the Commission building but when
the writer asked if she had received a tour of the Center she stated that she
had only been to the library and not really seen the Center. Mrs. Baldridge
then stated that a tour would not be helpful since she would be seeing only
the things which it was felt desire’ for- to see. The writer had told Mrs.
Baldridge that in fact the-tours were given by students at the Orientation
Center and that if Mrs. Baldridge liked she might come and spend several
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days at the Center moving about freely on her own visiting any classes for
as long a period as she liked. (21)

As the Commission and the Board of Regents discussed efforts to improve relations
between the Commission and the IBSSS, the meeting minutes of the Commission
indicate that Jernigan was beginning to make his case for moving the school to
Commission control. On October 8, 1968, the minutes refer to the first open discussion
of another takeover effort.
There continues to be considerable difficulty in establishing cooperative
relations with the School. Even though state law requires the Commission
for the Blind to keep a register of all known blind in the state, the School
never willingly gives us a list of its students. Repeated reminders and
requests are always necessary, and the list is always given grudgingly and
without good grace.
Recently the School informed one of our counselors that they would not
give him information from their files concerning a blind person with
whom the Commission was working unless there were specific signed
releases from the family. This has never been the practice in dealing with
the School, and (in view of the state law concerning the register) the
Commission could probably compel the School to supply any information
which it had regarding any blind person. However, in the interest of good
relations an attempt was made to comply with the demands of the School even though this involved loss of time, inefficiency, and expense. (22)

The above complaint by Jernigan indicates that the battle with the Braille School over
access to students continued. As noted in the previous chapter, the “battle of names” was
not resolved by the departures of either Superintendent Iverson or Walker, and only
worsened under Superintendent Hanson. Jernigan goes on to describe the ineffectiveness
of the advisory committee that existed to coordinate services between the two
institutions.
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For a number of years a loose organization has existed, called the Iowa
Advisory Committee for the Blind. It meets three or four times each year
and alternates the place of meeting between Vinton and the Commission.
A meeting of the Advisory Committee was held on September 24, 1968, at
the Commission for the Blind Building. When Mr. Hansen,
Superintendent of the School, arrived he was accompanied by Mr. Paul
Porter of the Central Office of the Board of Regents. During the meeting
it was clear that Mr. Hansen was making his statements for the benefit of
Mr. Porter. He seemed surly and defensive.
On September 30, Mr. Porter called the Director and said that he would
like to come to see him. He came later that day and spent several hours at
the Commission Building. Mr. Porter said that he had not been pleased
with Mr. Hansen’s conduct during the Advisory Committee meeting and
that the Regents were making an intensive study of the situation at the
School. He said that a Committee of Educators from the University of
Northern Iowa had studied the School during the past few months and had
found it deficient in most areas. He said the Committee felt that the
School could not meet state standards laid down by the Department of
Public Instruction for small High Schools and that the School was not
doing a good job. [First open admission of KJ of desire to take control of
IBSSS]. At the request of Mr. Porter the Director told him of the
problems which the Commission has experienced with the School during
the past few years. The Director told Mr. Porter that he believed, from the
standpoint of the good of the students, that the School should be
administered by the Commission but that, from the political standpoint,
the Commission has not felt it desirable to initiate a controversy by
making any efforts along these lines. Mr. Porter said that he had spent a
great deal of time at the School recently studying the situation and that he
tended to agree that the School (philosophically speaking) would be better
off under the Commission. (23)

The above is a curious admission by the Board of Regents as reported by the Commission
director, as in later months, when the takeover effort was in full swing, the Board made
no mention of its concerns about inadequate academic standards at the Braille School.
Students who attended the school often reflected that they felt the academic standards
were very high at the IBSSS, even if their opinions of its blindness skills training, or
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attitudes about blindness were problematic. (24) However, the Regents had just voted in
October to fully adopt the recommendations of the study of the IBSSS curriculum
conducted that summer. The minutes quoted above indicate that there was a moment in
the history of this conflict in which the Commission and the Board were closer in their
opinions about the nature and scope of the problem, and possible solutions, including the
giving of authority of the school over to the Commission. The meeting minutes do not
register any complaint or protest on the part of Paul Porter of the Board of Regents to
Jernigan’s suggestion that it might be best for the Commission to be in charge of the
school. Jernigan further notes in the minutes from this day that “he felt that the Central
Office of the Board of Regents was prepared to make some real effort to bring about
improvements in the School and to create a more cordial climate of cooperation.”
Relations between Jernigan and Hanson only worsened through the winter and spring of
1969, however. Even members of the Board of Regents seemed to grow weary of
Hanson’s inability to work with Jernigan and the Commission, and to implement the
sweeping pedagogical reforms they had adopted in the fall of 1968. The meeting minutes
of the Iowa Commission board from June 20, 1969, provide an excellent summary of the
state of affairs between the Commission and the IBSSS:
Despite repeated efforts on the part of the Commission staff members to
establish friendly and cooperative relations, a steady stream of abuse and
attack continues to come from the School. It would appear that the Board
of Regents (particularly the Central Office personnel) may be making a
real effort to try to remedy the situation. However, the attitude of the staff
at Vinton is such that very little progress is being made.
The students who graduate from the School leave the institution so
thoroughly indoctrinated against the Commission that it usually requires
several months (but only that long) to get them to the state where they can
be worked with at all. There is overwhelming evidence that Mr. All good,
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one of the houseparent§, tries to indoctrinate all of the students to believe
that they do not need and cannot benefit from the services of the
Commission.
In fact, the tragic part about the entire situation at the School is the
detrimental effect which it is having upon the blind children of the state.
The petty back-biting and guerilla warfare which the people at the School
insist upon continuing waste much time. Instead of working
constructively in the total program of helping the blind, the personnel at
the School seem more concerned with resentment at every new advance
made by the Commission. The new philosophical concepts have not been
thoroughly accepted at the School, despite protestations to the contrary.
The classes in chair caning are all the evidence one needs to substantiate
the point.
In addition it would seem that morale at the School is unbelievably low.
Apparently there are many factions among the staff and almost total
anarchy. One of the teachers at the School recently stated that the
Principal blames his failures upon lack of cooperation from the
Superintendent and the Guidance Counselor; the Guidance Counselor
blames his problems on lack of cooperation from the Superintendent and
the Principal; and no one knows what the Superintendent thinks since he is
not communicating with anybody. Many of the staff members at the
School say that if a strong administrator is not soon hired and far reaching
reforms made, total chaos will occur. (25)

Interviews of alumni of the IBSSS who attended that year do not describe a state of chaos
at the school, but rather that there was clearly tension among some of the senior students,
and talk among staff about the intentions of the Commission. Few students had any vivid
memories of Hanson, who was described as largely an absent figure in their daily lives.
(26) Jernigan went on in his report:
Apparently recognizing some of these difficulties, the Regents recently
allowed the Superintendent, Mr. Hansen, to resign effective September 1,
1969. They have also accepted the resignations of Mr. Kakac, the
Principal, and Mr. Ozias, the Guidance Counselor. (27)
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As will be seen below, the hope for improvement that Hanson’s eminent departure
promised would turn quickly to frustration and even outrage against the Regents resulting
from the selection of the next superintendent in September. Jernigan went on to describe
the various efforts to assess and address the problems at the school over the previous
year:
The blind of the state have been much concerned with the continuing
problems of the School. In this connection, the University Association of
the Blind recently made an analysis of the study reports concerning the
School which have been made during the past year. Late last year a
Committee of Superintendents of other residential Schools for the Blind
made a study, at the request of the Regents. Also, Dr. Brim, a member of
the Education Department of the University of Northern Iowa made a
study of the curriculum of the School. Further the Central Office Staff of
the Board of Regents made a study of the School.
It would appear that all of these studies are largely beside the point. The
problem would seem to be fairly simple and the solution not difficult. It
is probably that the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School cannot function
well under the Board of Regents since the Regents must necessarily spend
most of their time on matters dealing with the Universities, and since they
know little if anything (and understandably so) about blindness and its
problems. In any Case, each succeeding Superintendent in recent years
has been trained and indoctrinated by his predecessor, steeped in the
narrow, outmoded philosophy of the past. The situation has been
aggravated by the fear of the resentment toward the Commission, which
has seemed to permeate the entire atmosphere of the School, apparently
stemming from the almost total lack of communication, and annoyance at
the fact that the School no longer stands at the Center of the state in
Iowa’s programs for the blind. The people at the School have seemed
unable or unwilling to regard Iowa’s program for the blind as one entity of
which they are an integral part. Rather, they have seemed to prefer to
think of themselves as being in competition with the Commission, an
attitude which has led only to frustration and bitterness. (28)
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The Commission minutes continued with the description of a discussion among the
Commission board and the director regarding the most recent meeting of the Special
Education Coordinating Committee from a few weeks earlier:
The Director reported to the Commission Members concerning the June
16 meeting of the Coordinating Committee as follows: The first item of
business concerned relations between the Department of Public Instruction
and the Commission with respect to library service and book production
for the blind children in the public schools. The Director made the point
that the Commission participated on the Committee with the
understanding that its purpose was the discussion of problems involving
the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School, not the over-all problems of
education of blind children throughout the state. Otherwise, discussion
should be held as to the composition of the Coordinating Committee and
who has the right to appoint members to it.
As the June 16 meeting of the Coordinating Committee continued, Dr.
Robert C. Hardin, Vice President for Medical Affairs, University of Iowa,
reported on examinations of the children of the ‘School made by medical
teams. Following Dr. Hardin’s report it was brought out that his remarks
would have validity medically but that their educational implications must
be determined by people knowledgeable about blindness and its problems.
Reading between the lines of Dr. Hardin’s report, it is clear that the
problems involved in multiple handicapped at the School are not as severe
as might be supposed in some quarters. Dr. Hardin reports that only seven
per cent of the children have central nervous system damage while five per
cent of the regular population of children has such damage. The fact that
only two per cent more of the children at Vinton have such damage is
most encouraging. While Dr. Hardin found that almost half of the
children at Vinton had some hearing loss, he went on to say that most of it
was minor, and much of the remainder was correctable, thereby posing
relatively little in the way of substantial problems. In other words, the
primary problem faced by the students at Vinton is blindness and the
problems which exist concerning it. This means that—with proper
training, opportunity, and philosophy—the average student should
graduate from Vinton well educated, and fully trained in the techniques of
blindness. The problem would not seem to be the incapacity of the
average student at the School.
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The representatives of the organized blind of the state in attendance at the
June 16 Coordinating Committee meeting indicated that they felt that the
School would function better if it were placed under the Commission. In
response to a question by Mr. Perrin and Mr. Richey of the Board of
Regents, the Director indicated that he had publicly stated his belief that
the School could function better as a part of the Commission than under
the Regents. He went on to state that the Commission had made no
attempt, to the present time, to effect such a transfer. The Director went
on to say, however, that the present situation was becoming intolerable
and that reforms at the School must be brought about in one manner or
another. The Director stated that the Commission was willing and anxious
to cooperate in every way possible with officials at the School but that no
reciprocal attitude of cooperation had yet come from the School. (30)

Dr. Rocco Arrives
Morale was low at the school by the summer of 1969, after a year of strenuous
efforts by the Commission, the Board of Regents, various ad hoc advisory committees,
and advocacy groups to reach some kind of accord. Students were being pulled out of the
school by confused and angry parents, staff turnover was high, and the political rhetoric
was heating up from all sides just as Vinton’s most controversial Superintendent stepped
into the picture. Frank Rocco, called “Dr. Rocco” by most staff and students, was
appointed in July, 1969, after Hansen was dismissed by the Regents. Once again the
organized blind felt shut out of the process, complaining that just as in 1966 when Robert
Hanson was chosen by the Regents, a blind applicant was not even interviewed at the
IAB and the Commission were not consulted during the search, but only told afterward of
the selection.
Just as in 1966, Jernigan encouraged one of his assistant directors at the
Commission to apply for the superintendent position. And, again just as in 1966, the
Commission applicant did not get interviewed, something that infuriated members of the
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IAB. (31) Neale Butler, the IAB president, along with others, wrote angry letters of
protest to Richie and the other Regents, wanting to know why the only blind candidate
did not even get an interview. At first one Regent suggested that it was a question of
expense, but when it was pointed out that the blind applicant lived in Des Moines, and
other interviewees were flown in from Montana and Missouri, the Regents instead argued
that it was simply a question of qualifications, and not discrimination. (32)
Curtis Willoughby, Chair of the Iowa Advisory Committee for the Blind, in a
letter dated September 30, 1969, expressed his outrage over the hiring process, writing:
I went to the hearing on the hiring of a new superintendent, and was
essentially told that the man had been selected, and now that the Regents
had made the decision I was being told about it. I discussed this matter
that afternoon with Bill Quarton, who was a member of the Regent’s
Selection Subcommittee. He made it perfectly clear that the Regents had
made a decision and that it would be nice if the organized blind liked that
decision, but that if we did not he was sorry but whether we liked it or not
it would not be altered. (33)

Jernigan later used the episode of Rocco’s selection as part of his argument in favor of
the transfer of the Braille School to the Commission, claiming that the Regents not only
did not understand blindness, but actively disregarded the expressed interests and
concerns of the blind. Jernigan wrote:
Even though the Regents had been talking a great deal during 1968 and
1969 about consultation with the blind, and even though representatives of
the organized blind had suggested that they would appreciate the
opportunity to talk with any applicant before he was finally employed, the
Regents appointed a selection committee made up of university professors
and Regents and did not permit the blind to attend any of its meetings.
Further, no opportunity was afforded for discussion or consultation before
the Superintendent was employed. In view of the years of trouble and
problems, this behavior on the part of the Regents is hard to understand
except in light of a feeling of condescension and custodialism. (34)
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The Regents seemed genuinely stunned by the rebukes from the IAB and its chapters.
The Des Moines Association of the Blind, a local chapter of the IAB, passed a resolution
at a meeting on August 8, 1969, denouncing the selection process and Rocco’s
appointment. The resolution, along with a letter of protest was sent by Monte Rathboun
of the Des Moines Association on August 24 to Stanley Redeker, president of the Board,
and head of the selection committee. Redeker responded with a description of the
selection process:
The Board first contacted all potential sources for names of likely
candidates. Included in this initial contact were the Iowa Association of
the Blind, the Iowa Commission for the Blind and the Advisory
Committee for the Blind. These organizations nominated two candidates,
one of whom was blind. Potential candidates were then contacted to
determine whether they wished to apply for the position. Sixteen
candidates from nine States did so, including the two nominees of the
organized blind. All candidates were then evaluated by a Professional
Advisory Committee consisting of university personnel highly trained in
Special Education and intimately familiar with the needs of the Vinton
school. No candidates were eliminated by this Committee, since the
Committee’s function was evaluation only. A three-member committee of
Board members then met to consider each candidate individually. Of the
sixteen candidates, four were selected for interview including one of the
nominees of the organized blind. After interviewing the four finalists, the
Committee recommended one of them to the full Board. The Board then
interviewed this candidate and, subsequently elected him. (35)

The reference above to highly train university personnel is exactly what one would
expect a board of regents of a university system to say in defense of the integrity of the
process, but it was not what the blind wanted to hear. It was the experts they most felt
failed to understand what the blind wanted or needed. Again, the Regents were
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demonstrating their tone-deafness to the voices of the blind. Redeker went on to blithely
dismiss accusations of prejudice, stating:
The process described above required more than two months of intensive
effort, during which all candidates were examined from all possible
angles. In view of this, it is difficult to understand the Resolutions’
statement that blind applicants received only cursory consideration. All
applicants were thoroughly evaluated on the basis of professional
background and ability, without reference to blindness or any other
physical limitation. You will also note that only the four finalists were
interviewed, since the cost of interviewing all candidates would be
prohibitive and unjustified.
The implication of the Resolution is that the blind candidates were
eliminated solely because of their blindness. I trust it is now clear that
such was not the case. Fourteen other candidates were also eliminated-all of them sighted. (36)
From the Regents’ perspective the selection of Frank Rocco likely seemed an excellent,
even bold choice. Only 35 years old, he was a young man for such a high-profile
position. The Regents were looking to implement a full make-over of the program and
curriculum at the school, and Rocco, a recent Ph.D. graduate from Western Michigan
University was the fresh-new face with bold ideas to carry out the plan. The Regents
frequently reminded Rocco’s detractors of his credentials, and that he held one of the few
advanced degrees in the country in “peripatology,” the vogue term recently coined at
Western Michigan for the study of orientation and mobility training. Rocco thoroughly
embraced the Western Michigan pedagogy regarding training of the blind – he firmly
believed that there was a meaningful difference in the needs of the partially sighted and
the totally blind. He also exhibited the disdain held by many graduates from Western
Michigan for the NFB, and for its philosophy of blindness. Rocco also belonged to the
AAWB which did not support the certification of blind instructors of orientation and
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mobility. For decades, the AAWB, and the Association of Educators of Rehabilitation
(AER) insisted that O&M instructors had to be sighted in order to ensure the safety of the
blind travel trainee.
The idea of the powerful message that the hiring a blind person to be
superintendent of a residential school for the blind might send, to the community, and
most importantly, to the blind students, was simply not part of the worldview of the
Regents, and in no way a criterion for their selection. After all, there had not been a blind
superintendent at IBSSS since Samuel Bacon in the 1850s, and there were few examples
of other superintendents at other schools in the country after him. (37) Rocco
represented for the Regents the best the field had to offer, an expert willing to take on the
challenge of transforming an educational program for the blind. For the organized blind,
and the Commission, Rocco represented everything they had been fighting against for
decades. The manner of Rocco’s selection practically guaranteed there would be friction,
and a cloud of ill-will toward him from the very beginning. Rocco’s personality and style
did not promise to smooth over a rough start. Rocco was described by even those who
supported him as eccentric and brash, while those who were already pre-disposed to be
wary found him unrelentingly arrogant, frequently rude, and largely dismissive of the
blind.
Within a month of his arrival as superintendent, Rocco’s perceived rudeness and
arrogant behavior toward the blind became the subject of numerous letters of complaint
to the Board of Regents from Neil Butler, president of the Iowa Association of the Blind,
Sylvester Nemmers, Curtis Willoughby, Jim Gashel, Joanne Slayton, and other activists
in the blind community. (38)
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Jernigan wrote to Wayne Richie, Executive Secretary of the Board of Regents on
September 8, 1969, to express his concerns over the coordination of library services
between the Commission and the Braille School. The broader intent of Jernigan’s letter,
however, is clearly to express concerns that the relations with the new superintendent
were not trending well. Jernigan wrote:
[…] If we are ever going to be able to give “coordinated” services, words
must be followed by actions… I would assume (and certainly would
hope) that this latest example of non-cooperation will not continue into the
new administration at the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School. I do not
mean to sound impatient, but we have been repeatedly reminded that
things are going to be different at the School only to be faced with new
instances of the same old attitudes. Sooner or later (and, I suspect, it
should be sooner) we simply must face facts at the School and decide
whether there really will be a constructive effort made to bring
improvements.
We talk, and the months slide by. In the meantime the children at the
School and the entire program for the blind of the state suffer. One more
superintendent is now stepping, onto the stage. What he does during the
first few weeks of his administration will, in my opinion, be absolutely
crucial. If it turns out merely to be the same old play (fourth act, new
character, and same plot), then the prospects are dismal, indeed, and the
days ahead will probably be anything but pleasant. (39)

Another letter from Jernigan to Board of Regents chair, Wayne Richie on September 15,
1969, sums up Jernigan’s frustration regarding the question of who would supply books
to children at the IBSSS:
I am sorry to pester you with what may seem to be trivialities. However,
the accumulation of minutia can ultimately become decisive. On
September 8, I sent you a letter and memorandum concerning problems at
the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School. Two more incidents have now
occurred which I believe contribute to the pattern I was discussing. Under
date of September 10, 1969, Mr. Fistler of the Iowa Braille and Sight
Saving School staff, wrote to Mrs. Grannis. She replied under date I of
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September 12 (copies of the correspondence are attached.) A great deal of
conversation occurred about the agreement which we made to establish an
Instructional Materials Center, and much was said about the cooperation
which could result. After a good deal of effort and discussion the
agreement was reduced to writing. Now, Mr. Fistler—who is the
Curriculum Consultant at Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School—writes
as if he had never heard of the agreement or its provisions. Incidentally, I
pass over the blunt nature and unusual format of his letter and d-al only
with it substance.
As I said in my letter of September 8, the time has finally come when
something simply must be done to change matters at the School. The new
Superintendent has only been on the scene for a few days, it is true, but the
patterns of the past are still apparently unchanged. It is regrettable that the
new administration is beginning with such incidents. I have invited him to
come to visit me, and he was most pleasant in his response. He tells me
that he may be able to get together with me by September 22. I hope that
he can do so, and that we can undertake once more to bring some sense
and efficiency into what has been a long standing muddle.
I do not mean to sound sharp or caustic, but I am simply not going to
spend the rest of my life trying to get civility and cooperation from
succeeding administrations at the IBSSS and then having to pretend, for
diplomatic reasons, that the problem is really .a two-way affair with a very
hard-to-find solution. I know that matters of prestige, tradition, facesaving, and custom must be reckoned with, but I also know that the
welfare of the blind citizens of the state must be considered too. I am sure
that you and I are in agreement on the necessity of action, and that you
will do what you can to bring improvements. (40)

Richie responded on September 18 with the following:
This will acknowledge receipt of your letters of September 8, and 15, 1969
concerning some apparent confusion at the Iowa Braille & Sight Saving
School regarding the provisions of the INCIMC agreement which the
Special Education Coordinating Committee worked out and which the
Board of Regents formally adopted. Your letters have been discussed with
and referred to the new Superintendent, Dr. Frank Rocco, and you may be
assured that appropriate action will be taken.
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It is unfortunate that these trivialities, as you so properly term them,
occurred during a change in school administration and just prior to the
arrival of the new Superintendent. I could have wished that his
introduction to the Commission for the Blind might have been other than
by means of two formal letters of complaint, emotional in tone,
concerning a matter which might well have been handled informally and
quickly by telephone. The environment for cooperation and coordination,
which you profess to seek, would thus have been improved.
Please be assured that the Board of Regents is carefully watching its new
program at Vinton, which is designed to transform the school into the best
in the United States. To this end, the Board has selected a superbly well
qualified Superintendent and has elicited support of the best professional talent in our State universities. We are delighted that the organized blind
of the state participated in the search for the new Superintendent and
continue to participate in the Regents Special Education Coordinating
Committee. This full and fair cooperation cannot help but benefit the
education of the blind children of Iowa — a Board responsibility which
the Board takes seriously. Copies of your correspondence and of this
letter is being sent to all members of the Special Education Coordinating
Committee. (41)

It is remarkable that Richie applauded the participation of the organized blind in the
selection of Rocco, given the bitter exchange of letters between blind Iowans and the
Board of Regents. Richie was either unaware of the controversy, or chose to ignore it.
Meanwhile, Jernigan replied a few short days later on September 22:
I have your letter of September 18 in response to my earlier
correspondence, and I think certain parts of it require comment. Your
second paragraph begins with the sentence, “It is unfortunate that these
trivialities, as you so properly term them, occurred during a change in
school administration and just prior to the arrival of the new
Superintendent.” This statement by you is illustrative of the problems one
always seems to face when dealing with matters concerning the Iowa
Braille and Sight Saving School.
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I did not call these matters trivialities at all. In fact, my September 15
letter began: "I am sorry to pester you with what may seem to be
trivialities. However, the accumulation of minutia can ultimately become
decisive.” I do not care to quibble as to whether I have been misquoted in
substance and spirit. Let our letters speak for themselves.
More important is that part of your statement that the matters referred to in
my letters occurred “during a change in school administration and just
prior to the arrival of the new Superintendent”. The fact, of course, is that
the majority of the incidents involved occurred after the arrival of the new
Superintendent.
All of this is really beside the point. You will observe that I did not, in
any sense, refer to the incident detailed in my letter of September 8 as
unimportant. It involved Mr. Robert Ruby (one of the key people in your
“new program” at the School). You, Mr. Porter, and Mr. Perrin have
talked repeatedly during the past year of the “mess” prevailing at the
School and have stressed the fact that a cooperative effort must at last be
made by officials of the School. Now, Mr. Ruby (one of your “new
people”) does not follow through on the plan worked out for Commission
representatives to appear at the School. He goes further and says that we
may not come since the School does not “need the services” of the
Commission. Under the circumstances I did not regard this a trivial matter
and sent you a letter to alert you to it, assuming that it was not in
accordance with your wishes or plans.
Likewise, the actions of Mr. Fistler take on added significance since he is
another key member of your “new program”. If he did what he did with
the knowledge of your new Superintendent, who was on the job, then we
are dealing with the same persistent unwillingness to work together to
which we have long since become accustomed. If the actions of Mr.
Fistler were taken without the knowledge of the new Superintendent, then
one must wonder even more what Mr. Fistler’s motives might have been.
Mr. Fistler had access to copies of the agreement concerning an
"Instructional Materials Center” and he must surely have known that our
library services are available to the School without charge.
In other words, I do not believe that this was (or is) “a matter which might
well have been handled informally and quickly by telephone”. For
instance, shortly after Dr. Rocco arrived in Iowa we talked twice by
telephone. On both occasions I treated him as hospitably and cordially as
I knew how and suggested that we should get together to get acquainted
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before the meeting of the Advisory Committee on September 30. He said
that he agreed and that he would let me know whether he could come to
visit the Commission on Monday, September 22—which seemed to be the
only day which both of us had available. It is now Monday afternoon,
September 22, and I have heard nothing from Mr. Rocco nor has he
appeared. This form of courtesy speaks very clearly with a message
which is not difficult to read.
The real heart of this problem, however, goes much deeper than anything I
have thus far discussed. The Board of Regents is primarily concerned
with and responsible for institutions of higher learning, involving
expenditures of many tens of millions of dollars per year and planning for
many tens of thousands of students. It is a volunteer Board with a
comparatively small Central Office staff. It goes without saying that I
believe it is a Board and a staff of integrity and sincerity.
This in no way takes away from my point, which is that the School at
Vinton (with a budget of a few hundred -thousand dollars per year and a
student body of slightly more than one hundred) cannot, really retained
much attention from the Regents or the Central office staff. Not only can
very little time be given but the Board and the central Office staff aren’t
likely to have or develop any real expertise or understanding of the
problem involved. Dr. Brinn, for example, (a professor at the University
of Northern Iowa and the man appointed to head up the curriculum study
at IBSSS) admitted publicly last spring that he really had no knowledge at
all about blindness and its special problems. This is no reflection upon Dr.
Brimm as an educator. Rather, it is a commentary upon the system which
now prevails and the solutions that are being attempted.
Perhaps the best proof of the fact that the Regents cannot really devote
time to the School or develop understanding about it can be found in the
history of the past few years. Repeatedly the Regents have hired a new
Superintendent, with appropriate fanfare and statements that he was
“superbly” qualified. They have apparently taken any representations
made by these Superintendents at face value and have backed them fully.
Then, in a year or two, the "new Superintendent” has been allowed quietly
to “resign” and go away. Both you and Mr. Porter have told me privately,
and you and other representatives of the Regents have indicated publicly
at our Coordinating Committee meetings that the administrations of these
Superintendents have been failures and that the fault has lain with the
Superintendents themselves and the fact that the Board has not been able
to give proper attention to the School.
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The organized blind in the state of Iowa (that is, the Iowa Association of
the Blind) has expressed mounting concern in recent years regarding the
deterioration at the School. It is unlikely that the blind will be willing to
wait much longer for improvements to occur. The Iowa Association of the
Blind (containing several hundred members) feels that it should have some
real voice in affairs affecting the blind. You and other representatives of
the Regents have seemed to give recognition to this principle and to show
understanding of its implications in your conversations in recent months.
It still remains to be seen, however, whether the words can be translated
into actions.
I say all of this formally to set the record straight concerning one matter.
The Iowa Commission for the Blind is a state agency. The Iowa
Association of the Blind is a private organization of the blind themselves.
I do not hold any office at the state or local levels in the Iowa Association
of the Blind and cannot speak for that organization. Likewise, the Iowa
Association of the Blind does not speak for the Commission. Let me go
on to say, however, that the Commission works closely with members and
leaders of the Iowa Association of the Blind. Incidentally, I think officials
of the School should do the same. On more than one occasion I have
pointed out to you the distinction between the Commission and the Iowa
Association of the Blind only to find the apparent confusion cropping up
again in letters and pronouncements from your office, witness your letter
of September 18. In your letter of September 18 you allege that my letters
of September 8 and 15 are “emotional in tone”. You then go on to say that
if I had only called you on the telephone the environment for cooperation
and coordination which I “profess to seek” would thus have been
improved. If you will examine my letters again and compare them with
the tone of your communication, particularly the last sentence I have just
quoted, perhaps they will speak for themselves as to objectivity and
emotionalism.
In fact, this is a great part of the problem. Name calling and accusations
will not remedy the situation and loud or angry insistence that a thing is so
will not make it so. In closing I can do no better than repeat what I said in
my letter of September 15— “I do not mean to sound sharp or caustic, but
I am simply not going to spend the rest of my life trying to get civility and
cooperation from succeeding administrations at the IBSSS and then
having to pretend, for diplomatic reasons, that the problem is really a twoway affair with a very hard-to-find solution. I know that matters of
prestige, tradition, face-saving, and custom must be reckoned with, but I
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also know that the welfare of the blind citizens of the state must be
considered too”—which, as far as I am concerned, applies to the Central
Office staff of the Board of Regents as well as to the administration at the
School. (42)

Jernigan is perhaps a little disingenuous in his letter above when he protests that the IAB
and the Commission were separate entities, and that he did not deem to speak for that
organization. Jernigan was elected president of the national organization just six months
earlier at the NFB convention in Des Moines following tenBroek’s death that spring.
(43) One of the hallmarks of the NFB during these years was an organizational structure
built on top down decision making, so it seems very unlikely that the IAB would not have
moved so aggressively against the school on the Commission’s behalf without at least
consulting Jernigan. Some who were at the Commission or members of the IAB at that
time have expressed that the IAB pushed Jernigan hard to take on this fight against his
better judgment. The IAB by this time was no longer merely a social club for IBSSS
alums, but a more civil rights focused organization since the election of Neale Butler as
president in 1963. The tone of Jernigan’s letters on this matter during this time do not
indicate a great reluctance on Jernigan’s part to stay out of the fight, however, and it is
apparent from the tone of his letter above that the question was no longer if, but when the
Commission would move to take the IBSSS away from the Board of Regents and run it
themselves.

Rocco Crosses the Rubicon
A critical mass in favor of action against the Regents was gathering among the
organized blind of Iowa. In October, when two girls, students at Vinton, were hit by a
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car while crossing a street near the IBSSS campus, the debate over philosophy became
very concrete. Both girls were blind, and neither was using a white cane, which was not
unusual for Vinton students. Many Blind in the Association and at the Commission
firmly believed the girls would not have been hit if they had been using their canes.
Many alumni from that period recount how they would receive cane travel instruction,
but they were not required to use the cane, in fact were discouraged, while on campus.
When traveling off campus, blind students were paired up with the partially sighted,
neither of whom would likely use a cane. (44)
Early meetings with Rocco in September and October of 1969 at the Commission
did little to foster good relations between the two programs. Jernigan felt compelled to
write yet another scathing letter to the Board of Regents after Superintendent Rocco
visited the Commission in Des Moines for a Commission Board meeting. On September
30, Jernigan wrote:
Several times recently I have had occasion to write to you concerning
matters affecting the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School. I had hoped
not to need to do so again, but events which occurred make it necessary.
The purpose of this letter is to lodge formal protest concerning the
behavior of one of your employees, Dr. Frank Rocco, Superintendent of
the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School.
For the past year you and other representatives of the board of Regents
have repeatedly stated that you wished to establish cooperative
relationships between the School and the Commission for the Blind. I
have told you that we of the Commission most dearly desire the
achievement of this objective, but that the atmosphere has been so
poisoned and the personnel at the School have become so defensive is to
make this very nearly impossible.
When Mr. Hansen’s departure was announced, both you and Mr. Porter
stated that one of the first acts of the superintendent would be to come to
the Commission for conversations. You said that your office would
undertake to see that abusive personal attacks made against the
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Commission and its employees by personnel at the School would cease
and that the new superintendent would be so instructed.
The first knowledge I had that Dr. Rocco was being considered was a
’phone call from Mr. Porter informing me that the decision was made and
that Dr. Rocco would definitely be appointed. The preliminary
conversations which I had thought had been agreed upon were not held,
although Mr. Porter did indicate that he would try to bring Dr. Rocco to
the Commission for a visit at or about the time the appointment was to be
formalized. The only time which Mr. Porter mentioned being possible (he
later said that it was not possible) was a time when I could not be in the
office and the visit never occurred.
Shortly after Dr. Rocco’s arrival in Iowa, he and I held two telephone
conversations. He seemed cordial enough, and we tentatively agreed that
he would come to the Commission for conversations and to visit our
facilities on Monday, September 22. He was to give me final confirmation
of the date. I received no further word from Dr. Rocco, and September 22
came and went. I had suggested to him that we should try to get together
before the meeting of the Advisory Committee which was to be held at the
Commission Building at ten o’clock on Tuesday, September 30. (The
Advisory Committee, as you know, is composed of the Director of the
Iowa Commission for the Blind, the Superintendent of the Iowa Braille
and Sight Saving School, the President of the Iowa Association of the
Blind, and three additional persons from each group to be appointed by the
officials already mentioned. The Advisory Committee traditionally meets
three or four times a year alternately at the Commission and the School.)
At ten o’clock this morning (September 30) representatives from the
School had not shown up, and I had received no word from Dr. Rocco. He
and his appointees arrived over fifteen minutes late and from the very
beginning his conduct was unbelievably bad mannered and hostile. While
the roll was being called and the minutes were being read he kept up a
constant undertone of whispering and distraction. The first item of
business at the September meeting of the Advisory Committee has always
been the election of a chairman. Dr. Rocco interrupted this procedure to
talk about the fact that he thought an agenda should be sent out in advance
of each meeting. It was not merely what he said but his manner of
hostility and rudeness that was disappointing. He had not been in the
room three minutes, had not taken time to observe any of the procedures
followed, before he began to tell everybody how the meeting should be
run.

297

In addition, the lady who sat next to him was less than pleased with his
behavior toward her. And she subsequently put it: “He thinks he is Prince
Charming. He can’t keep his hands where they belong.” She says that he
not only constantly reached over to pat her every time he tried to make
some point in the meeting but that he was far too familiar with his hands
in general.
He made the Committee a rather lengthy speech in which he literally told
us what an "expert” he was in the education of the blind. I think his very
words were: "I have great expertise in this area.” If he had said this only
once or twice I might have doubted my hearing, but he made the point
several times. I believe this is probably the first time in my life I have
ever seen a man so confident of his own greatness that he felt called upon
to make such a statement publicly.
In addition to the fact that I had hoped to establish a cordial working
relationship with the new superintendent, he was a guest in our building.
Therefore, I tried to treat him with politeness and consideration. However,
his attitude toward me can only be described as one of insulting hostility
and bad manners. Toward the entire Committee he demonstrated an air of
condescension, arrogance, and contempt. When I undertook to talk with
him privately after the meeting, he publicly and rudely declined any
conversation. Nevertheless, I offered to give him a tour of the building.
He consented (and I use the word advisedly) to give thirty minutes of his
time for this purpose. He said that he was very busy and had
“appointments later in the afternoon.” Here is a man who has just become
superintendent of a school for the education of blind children but who can
only spare thirty minutes to look at the facility which will provide
rehabilitation, library, and other services to all of his students.
While the Advisory Committee meeting was taking place, a staff member
of the School, who had come with Dr. Rocco, had conversations with Mr.
Valliant, the Deputy Director of the Commission. Mr. Valliant tells me
that she spent a good deal of her time in overt abusive attacks upon me as
an individual and upon the Commission as an organization. I was not
present but have no reason to doubt his word.
Dr. Rocco is the man whom you have described as being “superbly
qualified” and Dr. Porter has described as “a charming man with great
wit”. He does, indeed, have polished phrases and elegant vocabulary, but
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surely no good purpose can be served by what occurred today. If Dr.
Rocco intended to behave with rudeness and bad manners, one must
wonder why he came at all. Everyone present witnessed a demonstration
of immaturity and ill grace which could hardly inspire either confidence or
respect.
We of the Commission still hope against hope that a reasonable working
relationship can be had with the School, and we will do all that we can to
achieve it. In any event, however, we believe that a public official should
behave decently and courteously in meetings with his fellows, and we ask
that steps be taken to prevent a recurrence of the spectacle we witnessed
today. (45)

Jernigan’s letter to Richie wrapped a number of issues together, including the residual
anger over Rocco’s selection, the question of the superintendent’s credentials as well as
his demeanor, and the perceived condescension exhibited by IBSSS staff. It is unknown
the degree to which Rocco was familiar with the details of the years long enmity between
the Commission and the IBSSS, and whether or not he sought to defuse tensions with a
charm offensive, or whether he simply blundered into a situation for which he was illprepared. It seems unlikely, however, that either his staff at the school or the Regents
would not have briefed him on affairs prior to his first visit to the Commission, but there
are no records of such one way or another. (46) Charm offensive, or just simply
offensive, Rocco’s style clearly irritated the director of the Commission. On October 10,
1969, Jernigan sent yet another letter to the board describing tensions between the two
institutions, noting:
There is not a free exchange and flow of information between the
Commission and the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School, and I send you
these items to point up the problem. Representatives of the Commission
were not permitted to talk to the staff at the School during the staff
training sessions which took place there in August—despite the fact that
we requested permission to do so. Commission staff members are not
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asked to come to the School from time to time to give information to
School staff concerning available services, and apparently School officials
are not able or willing to give such information. Witness the attached
correspondence. It would be almost laughable—if it were not so pathetic.
A teacher at the School must write to the Library of Congress to ask for
the address of libraries for the blind.
If it is possible to open up the channels of communication, information
should be given to teachers and parents of the School as to services
available to them. Hopefully, this should be done by Commission
representatives on a continuing basis. Otherwise the children at the
School will not receive help which they should have and which is readily
available to them. (47)

Following the letter above, Jernigan included in the Commission minutes a series of
letters between a resource teacher at the Braille School, the Library of Congress in
Washington D.C., the Florence Granis (Librarian at the Commission), and the family for
whom the request for a talking book machine was made. The purpose of the inclusion of
the seemingly prosaic correspondence was to substantiate claims by Jernigan that the two
institutions were not effectively communicating, and that blind children in the state were
suffering delays of services as a result. These letters were also included in a dossier
prepared in support of the move of the school and subsequently share with Iowa state
legislators. (48)

The Transfer Campaign Begins
Shortly after the disastrous first encounter with Rocco at the Iowa Advisory
meeting at the Commission, IAB leaders drafted and sent letters to their state
representatives to begin the campaign against Rocco and in favor of the Commission

300

taking over the school. On September 30, 1969, Curtis Willoughby, a leader in the IAB,
wrote to Stanley Redeker, president of the Board of Regents:
I am writing to express my disappointment with the past year’s
developments at the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School. I am a
graduate of the School and of the Iowa Commission for the Blind
Orientation Center.
I am an employed blind electrical engineer who is concerned about
matters affecting the blind in Iowa. Further, I am Chairman of the Iowa
Advisory Committee for the Blind, which consists of representatives of
the Iowa Association of the Blind, the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving
School, and the Iowa Commission for the Blind. This Committee meets
regularly to discuss matters affecting the blind of Iowa. Over the past few
years this Committee has, primarily due to the lack of interest and active
participation on the part of the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School
representatives, deteriorated into a sort of social gathering at which
everyone is nice to everyone else but really nothing is accomplished.
For this and other reasons the organized blind of the state and the Iowa
Advisory Committee for the Blind became involved a year ago When the
Regents said they had finally decided to make some changes at the Iowa
Braille and Sight Saving School. I attended numerous committee
meetings last year and did all that I could to make it clear to the Regents’
representatives exactly what matters concerning the School the blind
people of Iowa felt needed to be changed.
When in May Mr. Robert Hansen resigned as Superintendent of the
School, the promises of the Regents’ representatives that the situation
would improve appeared to be being realized. At a Regents Coordinating
committee meeting on June 16, 1969, and in my letter to Mr. Wayne
Richey dated June 22, 1969, the opinions of the organized blind regarding
a new superintendent for the School were presented. These opinions were
primarily that he should cooperate with the Iowa Commission for the
Blind and with the organized blind of the state, and that the students whom
he graduates from the School should be really effective blind people,
further, it was strongly suggested that candidates being considered by the
Regents for this position meet with representatives of the organized blind
prior to their selection.

301

On July 18 I received a call from Paul Porter of the Regents central office
informing me that the Regents’ Subcommittee which was to choose a new
superintendent for the School had chosen Frank Rocco, and that the
following Monday, July 21, he would be interviewing with the full Board
of Regents in the morning and that I might talk with him in the afternoon.
Clearly, the tone of the interview would be that the man had been selected,
and now that the Regents had made the decision I was being told about it.
I discussed this matter that afternoon with Bill Quarton, who was a
member of the Regents’ Selection Subcommittee.
He made it perfectly clear that the Regents had made a decision and that it
would be nice if the organized blind liked that decision, but that if we did
not he was sorry but whether we liked it or not it would not be altered.
Seeing no point in losing another day’s work to bang my head against a
brick wall, I did not visit with Mr. Rocco at that time. I did, however,
make it clear to Mr. Quarton that I would make every effort to cooperate
with Dr. Rocco if this were met with cooperation and respect in return.
Today Dr. Rocco and some of his staff attended a meeting of the Iowa
Advisory Committee for the Blind. His actions at this, meeting and his
whole attitude toward the rest of us at the meeting did not become any
man, let alone a person in his position and an employee of the Board of
Regents. Condescension and contempt showed in every sentence. He
made no particular effort to cooperate with the representatives of the
organized blind, and was outright hostile to the representatives of the
Commission for the Blind. He nit-picked constantly, objected to several
procedural matters, had to have the last word about almost everything, and
in general made himself obnoxious.
It appears that the Regents have gone so far overboard to pick a man with
“excellent qualifications” that they now have a superintendent who not
only will emphasize the wrong areas at the School, as has been done in the
past, and who will not be able to cooperate with the organized blind and
the Iowa Commission for the Blind, but who also will go out of his way to
make himself offensive. It is my belief that Dr. Rocco and for that matter,
the Board of .Regents in general will find that the organized blind of Iowa
have had enough of this condescension and tokenism, and that they are
worthy by virtue of their own actions of some higher degree of respect.
(49)
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Another letter from a woman who served as an officer in the IAB wrote to the Board of
Regents to complain about Dr. Rocco’s behavior at that same meeting:
Dear Mr. Richey:
I am writing this to make perfectly clear my position in regard to the
welfare of the blind children of this state.
I attended the School for the Blind, worked as a secretary, have twelve
hours toward an M.A. in Special Education, taught at both the Woodward
State Hospital and School and the Iowa Commission for the Blind. I am
now a housewife, mother of three boys, and an extremely disturbed
individual in regard to the welfare of the blind of Iowa as they are affected
by the quality and potentiality of the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving
School.
I was recently appointed a member of the Iowa Advisory Committee for
the Blind and attended my first meeting last Tuesday with high hopes.
The credentials of the newly appointed Superintendent of the Iowa Braille
and Sight Saving School led me to believe that now the blind children of
the state were at last to be given a fair chance. The meeting was an
astonishing experience. It left me with a headache, a sick feeling, and the
conviction that I have a personal responsibility to see that something is
done. I was elated with the thought that now with the help of Dr. Rocco
the blind children of the state were really to come into their own. I was
appalled to discover that my concern was not apparently shared by the
man in whose hands I had placed my hopes. Instead of questioning how
we might work together to give these children the best possible education,
his concern seemed to be with the refreshments which had been provided,
with criticizing committee procedures which he had not yet had time to
observe, and with proposing a means of determining the topics for
discussion at succeeding meetings before any discussion had taken place
at the meeting then in session.
His obvious hostility toward other members of the committee amazed me,
and it became even more baffling when contrasted with his attitude toward
me. During the election of officers he nominated me, “this charming lady
on my right” for the position of secretary without the benefit of knowing
my name, or for that matter, even whether I could read or write.
Throughout the meeting he radiated a sense of arrogance and self-esteem
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which seemed totally inappropriate when contrasted with his blundering
and immature behavior.
In 1958 I was working as a secretary at the Iowa Commission for the
Blind. I was ashamed to admit that I was blind. That year a young man
with a dream came to the Commission as its new Director. I thought he
was an idealist. He said that with proper training and opportunity a blind
person could live a normal life, could be a self-sufficient, productive
member of society. Mr. Jernigan forged ahead and put his dream into
reality. This reality must become apparent to the children at the Iowa
Braille and Sight Saving School. Their lives must not be used as pawns in
a game of tom foolery. They are children who need your support and
mine. I intend to do all within my power to see that they receive a fair
chance.
Sincerely yours,
Revanne Duckett

Iowa Association of the Blind, Inc.
Neale Butler, president of the IAB added his words to the complaints about
Rocco, writing on October 3, 1969, to Paul Porter of the Board of Regents central office,
and who had been coordinating the hiring effort for the new superintendent:
Dear Mr. Porter:
I must admit, I was completely taken by surprise to receive today your
invitation to sit in on the Ad Hoc Special Education Coordinating
Committee meeting to be held October 17, 1969. I had assumed that the
function of this committee was considered by the Board of Regents, at
least as far as the Organized Blind were concerned, to be of no value. I
would like to relate to you as briefly as possible my reasons for making
this statement.
This committee, as is usually the case, was formed for a specific purpose,
namely to improve the educational facilities of the Iowa Braille and Sight
saving School at Vinton. A representative of the Organized Blind was
asked to serve on the committee. This action now appears to me to have
been taken solely to appease members of the Iowa Association of the
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Blind who had been protesting the education received by blind students at
IBSSS. This conclusion is based upon the fact that studies had been made
at IBSSS by qualified educators, but inexperienced in the education of
blind children, before the committee selected to accomplish the previously
mentioned purpose had ever met for the first time. In other words, the
Board of Regents formed this committee merely to approve the studies,
recommendations and conclusions already decided upon.
After the vacancy of superintendent at IBSSS occurred, the members of
the committee were asked to submit names of possible candidates who
might be interviewed to fill this position. I submitted the names of two
people - one sighted the other blind. I appreciate the fact that the sighted
candidate was interviewed, but feel the blind person should have been
considered also. Both candidates, to my knowledge, were equally
qualified - the only difference being blindness. It has been called to my
attention that the reason both candidates were not interviewed was because
of the expense involved. This seems to be a contradiction, since the blind
person lived in Des Moines and the sighted person interviewed was from
Montana - much farther from where the interview took place and I should
expect, more costly. From this information, I can only come to the
conclusion that one person was eliminated from the competition solely on
the grounds of blindness. This is the very thing that the IAB is organized
to prevent - discrimination against blind people. .2—
We also asked to have the opportunity of visiting with prospective
candidates after the list had been narrowed down. This request was not
granted. After Dr. Rocco was hired, you phoned me and tentatively set a
data so that I might have a chance to visit with him. That day also came
and went with no word from you until the letter I received today to notify
me of the next meeting of the committee.
Finally, Dr. Rocco attended the Advisory Board meeting held last
Tuesday and enlightened us on all the things he intends to accomplish, as
well as to emphasize (several times I might add) what an expert he is in
this field. It was quite evident before the meeting had been underway five
minutes that he did not approve of the committee or its agenda or its
procedures. His frequent interruptions during the reading of the minutes,
as well as at other times, and constant whispering to those sitting next to
him were very distracting to the group and certainly were not indicative of
what one could expect of a man in his position or a man of his selfproclaimed expertise.
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In conclusion, I feel that unless more than token understanding of the
position of the Organized Blind is considered by the Board of Regents, it
is a waste of my time to merely warm a chair at these meetings and unless
this is demonstrated at the October 17 meeting, I feel no useful purpose
can be accomplished by my attendance at further meetings. (52)

The accident of October 3, when the two IBSSS students were hit by a car crossing the
street in Vinton generated more letters from angry and alarmed blind citizens. For many
blind Iowans, and especially members of the IAB, this accident was indicative of the
consequences of poor blindness skills training, and the attitudes about blindness learned
at the school. The student affiliate of the IAB, the University Association of the Blind,
wrote to Regent Redeker on October 10 to express their concerns over the accident, as
well as weighed in on the matter of Rocco, Jernigan, and the placement of the Braille
School:
Dear Mr. Redeker:
As President of the University Association of the Blind, I would like to
bring to your attention at this time our concern for the welfare of the blind
in Iowa. The UAB is a state wide organization of blind college and
university students very much interested and involved in promoting the
economic and social welfare of the blind in Iowa and the country. The
Association is a chapter of the Iowa Association of the Blind.
On Friday, October 3, an accident occurred involving the serious injury
and hospitalization of two teenage girls’ students at the Iowa Braille and
Sight Saving School in Vinton. It was reported that the students were
running across a busy street in Vinton and were not carrying white canes
when they were struck by the car. We are deeply concerned about both
the cause of the accident and prevention of further such occurrences.
The state school for the blind has been of great concern to the UAB for
several years. In 1966 the Association conducted a survey of the school
investigating the academic and philosophical aspects of the education
received by its students. It indicated that the Iowa Braille and Sight
Saving School did not meet the academic requirements imposed on public
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schools throughout Iowa and that the attitudes toward blindness conveyed
by the school were pathetically outworn and obsolete. As you know, the
regents conducted two surveys, An Outside Unofficial Evaluation of the
Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School and Iowa Braille and Sight Saving
School Curriculum Survey which confirmed that the school does not even
meet the academic standards prescribed for the smallest of Iowa’s high
schools.
The occurrence on Friday makes it shockingly clear that the students at
IBSSS are not receiving the proper training. It is doubtful that we can
blame this on mere irresponsibility of the students involved. Rather, it is
to be attributed to the travel techniques, if any, the girls as blind persons
were taught to use. Obviously, they were not instructed to carry a white
cane at all times. In all probability, if the two students had been using the
white canes properly, the accident would have been prevented. This is not
only because the students would probably not have attempted to cross the
street when they did, but also the driver of the car would no doubt have
seen the canes, known that the pedestrians were blind, and acted
accordingly.
Upon several occasions the organized blind of Iowa have attempted to
make constructive suggestions to improve the situation at IBSSS. Once
again the Blind of Iowa, and in particular the UAB, would like to register
our protest about the inadequate instruction received at IBSSS. The
seriousness of the recent accident heightens our concern more than ever.
(52)

The Commission Storms the Beach – The Braille School Transfer Legislation is
Proposed and Argued
By the fall of 1969, it became evident to both leaders in the Iowa Association of
the Blind, and the Commission director that the only way to resolve seemingly intractable
problems between the Commission and the IBSSS was to seek legislation transferring the
latter institution from the Regents to the Commission. Just as he had done with the
Senate File 3 to remove Iverson from the Commission Board, Jernigan called in his
friendly legislators to seek their support for the Braille School takeover. He drafted a
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model bill, and had it vetted by the patent attorneys who helped craft the Senate File 3
language from 1963, and began to shop it around the 63rd assembly for supporters and
sponsors. Jernigan’s transfer bill did not offer half measures, but was a sweeping
takeover of the school, its staff, and its facilities. The bill which was introduced into the
63rd Assembly in November of 1969, read in part:
The Iowa Commission shall govern and have jurisdiction of the Iowa
Braille and Sight Saving School, which is, and shall remain, located in
Vinton, Iowa. The Director of the Commission shall, with the approval of
the Commission, employ a Superintendent and such other personnel as
may be necessary to operate the School and its facilities. Such
Superintendent and personnel shall be employees of the Commission and,
as such, shall be exempt from the provisions of chapter ninety-five (95),
Acts of the Sixty-second General Assembly and Acts amendatory thereto.
The buildings and grounds of the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School
shall be maintained, repaired, and altered by the Commission as though
the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School were the same type center
described in subsection nine (9) of chapter ninety-three point six (93.6)
1966 Code. (53)

It was an audacious move of Jernigan to sweep up all the staff, including the
superintendent, under his authority. The superintendent of IBSSS was a high level
position within the state, and for over a hundred years, the most visible representative of
the interests and concerns of the blind in the state. The proposed bill referenced in the
passage above effectively classified the school in the same terms as the training center in
Des Moines, which would give Jernigan the same range of exemptions in the labor law
for IBSSS staff as he had achieved for Commission staff. It meant he could implement a
comprehensive, 24-hour a day training program in an educational classroom setting.
IBSSS staff would be expected to be on hand at any time to provide training to blind
children, engage in confidence building extra-curricular activities, and even participate in
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advocacy work by the NFB, just as staff did at the Commission. Jernigan’s program for
the school would be as top to bottom revolutionary as it was and remained at the training
center in Des Moines. Any question of the control or distribution of names and contact
information, as well as educational records was also resolved in the bill.
The State Board of Regents shall on July 1, 1970, cause to be transferred
to the Iowa Commission for the Blind all records and properties, real and
personal, used in the operation of the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving
School, including any funds in trust or otherwise held under the control of
the Board of Regents for the beneficial use and performance of obligations
of the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School, or for blind persons. (54)

Jernigan clearly meant the transfer to permanently end the battle over names and contact
information, or who would have access to school records. The Bill also allowed for the
Commission to receive all scholarships and federal funding in support of educational
activities, and to contract with the city of Vinton for city services, such as fire protection
and police safety. With the Commission passage of the bill, the Commission would
become an educational institution as much as a vocational rehabilitation program.
The legislation also allowed for the full transfer of all fiscal resources by stating,
“The appropriation to the State Board of Regents for the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving
School for the fiscal year commencing July 1, 1970, is hereby appropriated to the Iowa
Commission for the Blind for the operation of the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School
during the fiscal year commencing July 1, 1970.” (55)
Jernigan did not intend for the transfer to be a half measure, or shared endeavor.
The Commission would not simply provide broad policy guidance, or administrative
oversight, leaving the school otherwise unchanged. The bill was intended to be a
complete takeover, including staff, financial resources, facilities, and all the resources
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available to a public school. All this would be given to the Commission where Jernigan
and the organized blind could remake the 100-year old institution in its own image. The
new superintendent and the Regents were shocked at the boldness of the bill, ensuring a
fierce response, and an instinctive digging in. The Regents and the IBSSS superintendent
had no intention of walking meekly into Jernigan’s lion’s cage.
The transfer was a bold move by any measure, particularly as there was no
precedence anywhere in the country for a VR agency to be responsible for operating a
residential school for the blind. Jernigan knew he had to make a persuasive case strong
enough to support such a move. Jernigan and his Commission staff prepared a statement
in defense of the transfer of IBSSS in November, 1969. Jernigan traced the history of
rising acrimony between the two agencies, contrasting what he perceived as the success
of the Commission with the downward slide of the curriculum at Vinton. Jernigan wrote
an open letter which was added to the Commission meeting minutes for November, 1969.
The new Superintendent has obviously already fallen into the habits of
resentment and jealousy which pervade the atmosphere of the School.
During the first month of his tenure he was twice invited by the Director
of the Commission to get together for talks. He did not do so and publicly
declined to do so when the invitation was again repeated at a committee
meeting. He was asked to tour the Commission's facilities and replied that
he could ''give'' only half an hour of his time to do so. This, despite the
fact that the Commission is the facility which must provide a major part of
the resources for his students. The people who were present at the
committee meeting felt that his attitude toward the blind was one of
arrogance and condescension. His hostility toward the Director and other
Commission staff members (people whom he had never met) was so
pronounced as to constitute unbelievable rudeness. The new
Superintendent has already succeeded in alienating large segments of the
blind population and seems to be going about the business of blaming all
of his problems on the Commission and its Director.
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During the past ten years the educational program at the School has been
less than progressive, and the students have graduated unprepared for
competitive activity in the regular world. The organized blind of the state
have repeatedly pressed for improvement and a cooperative atmosphere
but have achieved nothing but resistance and resentment. In fact, all
attempts to seek cooperative relations with the School or bring
improvements to it seem to be met with defensiveness and personal
bitterness.
If the Iowa Commission for the Blind had come into existence first, there
can be little doubt that the School would have come into being as a part of
the Commission's total program, which it logically is. Work with the
blind is an identifiable specialty, and the total package of services
(including the education of blind children) cannot reasonably be
fragmented. (56)

Jernigan summed up the case for the transfer by asserting that the Regents and the
commission had fundamentally different missions.
The Board of Regents is primarily concerned with and responsible for
institutions of higher learning, involving expenditures of many tens of
millions of dollars per year and planning for many tens of thousands of
students. The School at Vinton (with a budget of a few hundred thousand
dollars per year and a student body of slightly more than one hundred)
cannot really receive much attention from the Regents or their Central
Office staff. Not only can very little time be given, but the Regents and
their Central Office staff is not likely to have or develop any real expertise
or understanding of the problems involved. The Commission for the
Blind, on the other hand, devotes its full time and attention to the
problems of blindness.

James Omvig, a former student at the training center in Des Moines, returned to Iowa in
1969 to work for Jernigan and the Commission. Writing about that time in the fall of
1969 when the decision was fully embraced to seek control of the school, Omvig
observed:
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So I came back to Iowa in July of ’69 and just at that point is when the
decision had been made that because Frank Rocco is there, there would
never be cooperation between the School for the Blind and the
Commission and there would never be proper training there for blind kids
and so for the sake of blind kids in the state of Iowa the best thing we
could do is to put that school under the Commission for the blind and just
take it away from the Regents. And it was literally that purpose, because
if we ran the school, we could then start teaching these kids from the
young age to be good at Braille and travel and start getting philosophy and
get the right teachers and the school and make the Iowa school into a mini
Iowa orientation center and have a model school now for the whole nation
to be able to look at. So Dr. Jernigan had persuaded enough of his
legislative friends that yes, we should go for that and they would support
it. I talked to few legislators at that time. My sister actually came back
from Idaho and went around, and since she had worked in the legislature
for a year she knew a lot of people so she could travel around the state and
go see legislators she knew. In the beginning things were rolling along
very well. We saw our friends who supported us, and believed in us, so
the thing [transfer] was just going to be a go. Frankly what we weren’t
prepared for is what the Regents would do to fight back. Frank Rocco had
no power, didn’t know anybody about anything. He didn’t have
legislative connections but he did have the legislator from Vinton. (57)

The IBSSS, according to the Board of Regents, had an educational mission, whereas the
Commission was supposed to provide rehabilitation services and job placement. These
were described by the Regents as different, diverging interests, contrary to Jernigan’s
assertion that the Center under his direction was as much an educational institution as any
school. As an educational institution, it only made sense to keep the IBSSS under the
Board of Regents with its concentrated focus on education. IBSSS staff, then as well as
today, argue that while the Vinton school is much smaller than its sister institutions,
excepting the school for the deaf, it is better to be the smaller of five schools, than to be
lost in a sea of public schools, with hundreds of thousands of sighted students. Being part
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of the university circle meant special attention, and access to all the expertise the
university education departments could offer blind children.
Members of the Iowa Association of the Blind, NFB members outside the state,
the Iowa Federation of Women’s Clubs, various Jewish temple societies, a growing
number of parents and alumnae, both out-going Governor Hughes, and incoming
Governor Ray, and a significant majority of the state General Assembly and Senate
expressed their support for the transfer. State representatives and Senators from Cedar
Falls, Vinton, Cedar Rapids, and Waterloo spoke out against the proposal, dividing
political support between eastern and western Iowa. Also against the transfer were the
Board of Regents; the Lyons Clubs of Iowa, longtime supporters of Vinton, national
guide dog schools, as Jernigan was perceived as opposing the use of dog guides; the
American Association of Workers for the Blind; and, a significant number of alumnae
and parents who worried that Jernigan was bent on shutting down the school. Locals in
Vinton had a strong attachment to the IBSSS as a community icon, not to mention the
dollars the school brought in through state funds. Newspaper editorials in Vinton, and
state assemblypersons and senators frequently made this accusation against Jernigan.
Since students at the IBSSS had little or no contact with the Commission, their
opinions of that agency were largely shaped by the staff and teachers at the school, which
by most accounts were hostile to Jernigan, the Commission, and the NFB. Life for most
of the students went on much as it had for the preceding decade, albeit with a new
Superintendent every few years. Older students, near graduation, had strong attachments
to the institution where they spent many formative years, developing lifelong friendships
and attachments. (58) As they prepared to graduate, they worried about what would
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happen to them if they tried to get services from the Commission training, college tuition,
or job placement assistance. Many students and parents had been led to believe by
IBSSS staffers that Jernigan would not support them if they did not go to the Center, did
not join the NFB, or if they had a guide dog.
Letters from all sides crisscrossed the state arguing for and against the transfer.
The battle over that would control the Braille School sparks sharp responses and
emotional pleas, but it also created a space in which real differences over philosophy and
the best training methods for the blind could be defended and refuted. In a letter dated
December 5, 1969, from Stanley Redeker to the other members of the Board of Regents,
and copied to Governor Robert Ray, the president of the Regents sought to voice his deep
displeasure over the transfer bill:
The Board of Regents has been advised that legislation will be proposed in
the 1970 session to transfer the Iowa braille and Sight Saving School to
the Commission for the Blind. Mailings from a member of the
Commission and its director have been circulated to legislators and to
many hundreds of Iowa citizens. These level serious charges against the
School and this Board.
It is regrettable that we must be distracted from our main business of
education in our universities and special schools to reply to the unfounded
charges emanating from another agency of state government.
Nevertheless, it is in the best interest of effective government and, more
particularly, in the best interest of the education of visually impaired
children of Iowa that these charges be answered and the programs at
IRSSS explained. Otherwise the Legislature, on the basis of erroneous
information, might take action that it would later regret.
This Hoard emphatically repudiates the charges made against it and
against the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School. We have therefore
adopted the attached statement which contains an objective assessment of
the facts in the case. We earnestly commend this statement to your
attention. We likewise urge you, at any time convenient to you, to visit
the school and judge for yourself as to the validity of these charges. (59)
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A letter of December 19, 1969, and co-signed by Shirley Lansing, Marc Maurer, and
Sandy Ryan, offered the perspective of blind college students. Their letter was address to
Governor Bob Ray and the legislature:
The blind of Iowa are seeking to transfer the administration of the Iowa
Braille and Sight Saving School from the Board of Regents to the
Commission for the Blind. In past weeks many statements have been
made about this proposal. Opponents of the measure have characterized
the issue as a struggle between the Director of the Commission for the
Blind, Mr., Kenneth Jernigan, and the Board of Regents. Allegations have
been made about his motives and his methods which are false and beneath
repudiation here. We are very happy to have the support of a man of Mr.
Jernigan’s caliber, but let there be no mistaking the fact that the
overwhelming majority of the blind of the state are working diligently and
committedly for the change. (60)

In addition to letters, many editorials appeared in newspapers around the state, especially
in eastern Iowa, debating the transfer proposal. The papers in eastern Iowa largely
opposed the move. In a letter dated December 11, 1969 Sylvester Nemmers of the IAB,
addressed his concerns in response to one such editorial to Vernon Ewell, member of the
House from Waterloo, Iowa. Nemmers made a passionate case from the perspective of a
blind person who had received training under Jernigan and understood its transformative
potential:
You are quoted in the press (Waterloo Daily Courier, December 9, 1969)
as calling for the replacement of Kenneth Jernigan as Director of the Iowa
Commission for the Blind. Your statements were apparently made in the
context of the discussion now taking place regarding administrative
control of the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School, You are quoted as
saying that you disagree with the philosophy of the Commission for the
Blind.
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You are a politician and a legislator, while I’m only a private citizen.
Nevertheless, I have something to say too. I am a blind person and have
been all of my life. Before Kenneth Jernigan came to Iowa I tried and
tried and tried desperately to get training and opportunity, but none was
available. For a good part of the time I lived on welfare and hoped against
hope that the day would come when I could support myself and have the
satisfaction and the pride of providing for my wife and children, I wonder
if you know what it means to doubt your own worth as a human being and
wish that you could hold a job like other people? I wonder if you know
how it feels to have your wife and children see you stay at home during
the day while your neighbors go to their jobs with heads held high. I do. I
hope you never have to know.
My meeting with Kenneth Jernigan was the turning point in my life in
many ways. From a despairing, defeated individual, he helped me become
a self-respecting, self-supporting, human being. I now have a good job
and work every day. I pay my own bills and feed my own family. My
situation is not an isolated case. It has happened to hundreds of other
blind Iowans.
This man and his philosophy have brought hope and opportunity to the
sightless of our state and have brought honor and credit to all of Iowa.
There are few citizens of our state who do not know the story well.
Representative Ewell, examine your heart and tell me what you have ever
done to enrich as many lives or bring as much recognition to our state.
This is what you now attack, with political or other motivation. I say
without anger but only sadness: Shame and dishonor to you for what you
have done. If there is any justice left in the world, your attack will -not
help you or your cause. May God forgive you, for the overwhelming
majority of the blind and the general public cannot. (61)

Other Iowa support groups and charitable associations joined the debate. Lions clubs
around the state were divided over the transfer question. David Hibbs of Vinton wrote to
fellow Lions in December of 1969:
I ask you as your club president to become aware of all information
concerning this issue before contacting legislators in your area. The
Vinton Lions Club strongly supports the fine program at Vinton and
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definitely believes that the IBSSS should remain under the direction of the
State Board of Regents. (62)

In addition to dozens of individual letters in support and against the proposed bill to
transfer the school to the Commission, all sides in the fight issued their own reports to
defend their positions. The first of these came in mid-October, the University
Association of the Blind, the student affiliate of the IAB, offered its perspective in a
white paper sent to the governor, the Board of Regents, and legislators. Jernigan as the
Commission director issued a report in November of 1969 that was distributed to the
legislature along with copies of the draft bill, while the Board of Regents issued its
rebuttal of the Commission report in December as well.
In an effort to support the new superintendent at the IBSSS, Frank Rocco, and to
head off growing unrest among the blind against the Regents, the latter presented a
comprehensive report to the Special Education Coordinating Committee at its October,
1969 meeting, only one month after Rocco’s appointment. The plan was based on a
number of studies of the curriculum at IBSSS by University of Northern Iowa special
education researchers, and the medical report issued by the University of Iowa hospital
following a series of examinations of the students at the school by physicians and
ophthalmologists. (63) The University Association of the Blind was the first to offer a
comprehensive critique of the plan presented at the coordinating committee meeting in a
broadly distributed letter dated October 17, 1969. Signed by all of the officers of the
University Association, the letter began:
For several years the University Association of the Blind has been deeply
concerned about the quality of the education available to the blind children
attending the state residential school at Vinton. As early as 1966 the
Association conducted a study of the programs at Iowa Braille and Sight
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Saving School; and again, in 1969, it made a critical analysis of the
unofficial evaluation of IBSSS and of the IBSSS curriculum program. All
of these studies agreed that the state residential school was deficient in
many areas, and that unless decisive steps were taken, the students would
find themselves the hapless victims of a sub-standard education. Wishing
to adopt a reasonable stance, the blind of Iowa offered constructive
suggestions and pointed out positive alternatives which, if adopted, would
have raised the education of the school to a high level. Regrettably, the
officials in charge turned a deaf ear, refusing to meaningfully consult with
the blind; and attempted to solve the school’s problems by hiring one
superintendent after another. (64)
With ill-disguised sarcasm, the letter added, “In the last nine years four different
superintendents proved incapable of coping with the situation, and this parade of
‘superbly qualified experts’ has only caused more instability and has further lowered the
quality of education.” (65)
The University Association letter went on to comment on Rocco’s appointment
before moving to directly address the Regents plans for the IBSSS:
In September another superintendent took the helm of the school, and once
again the blind and the public are being assured that the right man has
been found to lead the school to heretofore unachieved heights. The blind,
while agreeing that the programs advocated are revolutionary in character,
feel certain that their impact will create still greater hardships for the blind
of Iowa. If these programs are put into effect, our worst fears would be
realized. In order to point out the dangerous pitfalls of the new programs,
the University Association of the Blind has summarized the projected
plans as represented at the Special Education Coordinating Committee of
the Board of Regents, October 17, 1969. (66)

The letter identified three areas of concern with respect to the plans, the first of which
was that its focus was clinical and medical in nature, observing:
The new revolutionary plans which have been proposed for the state
residential school incorporate the idea that blindness affects every phase of
individual development. Practically all areas of a child’s life are cast into
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a clinical framework: Thus, the school will have “administrative interns,”
and officials declare that the Child Development Clinic, the IBSSS, the
Iowa Commission for the Blind, and the Department of Public Instruction
are all one continuum. The summer program will feature “mobility
clinics” rather than travel training sessions. This kind of medicallyoriented atmosphere will inevitably foster the concept that blindness is a
major disability. This will necessarily create a self-image through which
the student sees himself as a severely limited invalid.
We wish to make it crystal clear that blindness does not exempt a child
from all other physical or mental difficulties; however, it is equally
evident that lack of sight does not automatically impose upon the
individual additional disorders. From time immemorial societies have felt
that among all other disabilities blindness is the most terrible. This
attitude has been the principal factor in isolating the blind and barring
them from the main thoroughfares of human endeavor. Now we are told
that one of the main features of the new program at IBSSS is a course on
the psychology of blindness. This course assumes that those without sight
have a psychology of their own distinct from the rest of humankind. The
realization of this will inescapably reinforce traditional isolating
stereotypes and will undermine the progress which the blind have made in
the last decade. The UAB categorically takes exception to the idea that
there is a body of psychology which is unique to the blind, and it reaffirms
the view that the blind are normal human beings mirroring their society in
every way except sight. Professionalism; One of the chief innovations of
the new program will be the introduction of “the Michigan School for the
Blind curriculum for pre-cane mobility”. This curriculum advances the
idea that in order for a blind child to successfully orient himself to his
surroundings, he must be exposed to highly sophisticated and complex
procedures. The new scheme, in order to enlighten us on the function of
our senses, tells us that “Auditory awareness involves sound localization,
discrimination, object detection, resonance detection, space judgment,
sound alignment and interpreting movement. Cutaneous awareness
involves object perception, surface identification, temperature change, and
air current change. Olfactory awareness is stimulated for recognition of a
destination and as a warning of dangers”. (67)

The characterization by Rocco, the IBSSS, and the Board of Regents that the students at
the IBSSS were multiply disabled was especially galling to the organized blind. The
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Board of Regents, along with the administrators at IBSSS, would repeatedly assert the
“multiply handicapped” characterization of the students at Vinton. Rocco, citing the
comprehensive medical survey conducted in the summer of 1968 claimed that 60% of
IBSSS students had multiple handicaps, many of them severe. Parents, students, and
blind activists rejected this conclusion, however, and accused Dr. Rocco of deliberately
shifting the perceived mission of the school from one serving primarily blind children, to
a care facility for the multiply and profoundly disabled.
Many of the students at IBSSS from this period distinctly remember the regular
battery of medical and psychological tests “It seems like that all they ever did was give us
tests,” remembered Roger Erpleding. “I can remember having at least 2 major physicals
and one extensive psychological test in less than two years,” recalled Peggy Elliott.
Elliott went on to note that on two occasions when she had serious medical needs, a local
GP in Vinton was found to provide care. One time involved a fractured collar bone, and
another incident involved a finger caught in a pneumatic door. “I had this finger that was
nearly cut off, and they had this GP set the bone, and I still can’t use that finger well, and
that’s my braille reading finger.” (68)
The NFB, including the University Association affiliate, for years made fun of
such puffed up language that they felt merely served to bolster the pseudo-scientific
credentials of blindness professions, while trapping the blind person in a medical model
of disability. The Association letter went on to puncture such puffery by stating:
From antiquity the blind have been able to discern that when they smell
fresh bread, the chances are they are in the vicinity of a bakery; when
smoke fumes are detected, sightless persons conclude that there must be a
fire nearby; and when exposed to inclement weather, they have adopted
the required precautions. (69)
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Seeking to make a clear case in favor of what they believed to be a “common sense”
approach, and to dismiss the “expertise” of the Regents plans, the letter added:
All of these examples make it manifestly clear that visually impaired
people have somehow been able to make use of their remaining senses.
The real need is for those in charge of the new program to practice a little
common sense. We are told that those concepts have recently been
isolated and defined, and that they represent the latest and most modern
development in the education and orientation of the sightless. For ten
years Iowa’s blind have been leaving the public welfare and becoming tax
producers, finding employment in a multiplicity of callings. All this
activity has been accomplished without the benefit of this new elaborate
program. Now we are told that we have been doing it all wrong, and that
in order to set Iowa straight one of the few real “experts in vision” has to
be imported. It is difficult to believe that the more than four hundred
individuals who have been removed from welfare will concur with such a
point of view. (70)

As noted in Chapter III, the Rise of Professionalism, and the IBSSS, the Western
Michigan curriculum was widely adopted by education and rehabilitation professionals
around the country, promoted also by the American Association of Workers for the
Blind, and the American Foundation for the Blind. (71) The Western Michigan model,
where Rocco had received his training, was also widely ridiculed by the NFB, and its
publications on blindness training were routinely mocked and derided at NFB convention
banquets. The idea of the IBSSS adopting wholesale the Western Michigan model of
blindness training was an anathema and completely contrary to the model of training at
the Commission’s center in Des Moines, and totally untenable for those in the NFB who
saw Kalamazoo as a kind of Sodom and Gomorra of blindness. The students of the
University Association didn’t miss a chance to engage in some of the mockery of the
Western Michigan model they likely had heard at NFB conventions by writing:
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One more comment should be made about the introduction of the
Michigan plan respecting the blind at the residential school. In 1968
under the auspices of the Institution of Blind Rehabilitation of Western
Michigan University at Kalamazoo there was published an exhaustive tenpage treatise entitled “Techniques for Eating A Guide for Blind Persons.”
This monograph gives very specific instructions concerning the methods
to be employed for teaching the blind how to eat. The blind must first
learn to align themselves properly to a table, that scooping or stabbing
methods are used when eating, and the fourth “operational phase” of a
seven-step plan for buttering bread or rolls is “break the roll,” This said
publication is illustrative of the demeaning and dispiriting image of
blindness and the blind which still controls the thoughts of far too many
“professionals” and so controls the lives of the blind. Again the surmise
must be made that sightless individuals have been able to feed themselves
without the benefit of these profundities. More concentration ought to be
exercised in assisting the blind to earn their daily bread and less on
developing schemes to help them eat it. Surely it is not asking too much
to assume that the blind will be able to acquire the necessary knowledge to
deal with the social amenities without the guidance of a manual. (72)

The University Association letter went on to address the Western Michigan, and hence,
IBSSS approach to orientation and mobility training, by quoting further from the
curriculum referenced above:
As a further aid for the child in the early stages of orienting himself to his
surroundings, the new program offers explicit instructions in “body”
awareness as a static and dynamic entity occupying a position in space and
related to objects.
When the child finally begins to travel he must learn about
Cardinal points, right and left, geometric shapes as found in the
environment, locating and repositioning oneself to unknown locations,
relating knowledgeably to street dynamics (traffic patterns, rules, street
and block positioning) and intelligent collection of information from
human sources. (73)
The students dismissed the jargon-laden description of mobility skills training above, and
explicitly endorsed their belief that experience and real world success meant more to the
achievement by blind, writing:
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It is not too much to assume that the two blind electrical engineers now
employed in Iowa know about “cardinal points, right and left, geometric
shapes as found in the environment, locating and repositioning oneself
from unknown locations, relating knowledgeably to street dynamics,
positioning and intelligent collection of information from human sources.”
In all likelihood, they may not realize that east and west are cardinal points
or that when they cross streets they are involved in a complicated process
known as “street dynamics.” Probably they do not care since the prime
objective is to arrive quickly and safely at a desired destination. Again it
is safe to conclude that the score or more individuals who make their
living at industrial plants across the state do not realize when they ask a
friendly passerby the name or number of a street that they are
“intelligently collecting information from human sources”. Again it
matters little since walking to work is uppermost in their minds. It is
essential that neither the blind nor the public be deceived or misled by
high-sounding programs which in large measure are devoid of content or
contain peripheral material. The blind of Iowa have managed to improve
their lot through their own efforts and with the goodwill of the public. It is
imperative that the momentum achieved in the last ten years be sustained
and that the citizens of the state be made fully aware of what is real
substance and what are mere shadows. (74)

The reference to electrical engineers above is not casual, as it was clearly intended to
combat the language of experts with examples of blind people doing jobs that few would
suspect them capable of doing by using the techniques taught by Jernigan and the
Commission. Not content to leave it there, the letter further stated:
Of course, turning right or left, knowing how to listen to traffic and
occasionally asking directions are all important. The fact again is that
blind people have been making use of these concepts for years albeit
without the dress of professional-sounding language. It is safe to assume
for instance that the seven blind Iowa’ teachers newly employed as public
school teachers in the fall of 1969 know about “body awareness as a static
and dynamic entity occupying a position in space and related to objects.”
Probably somewhere along the way in their education they learned that
two bodies can’t occupy the same space. (75)
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The question of the course on the psychology of the blind also drew the Eyre of the
students, who quipped:
The term “blindism” deserves special attention. As in the case of the
“psychology of the blind” we are asked to believe that there is a class of
mannerisms peculiar to the blind, “blindisms.” For years the blind of the
state have labored to promote the idea that blind people represent a crosssection of the population. Like a haunting refrain which too well reminds
us of our oppressed heritage, the new program will instill in the mind of
the blind and the public that those individuals without sight possess a
distinctive psychology and set of behavior habits. (76)

The letter also challenges the Regents dismissal of the philosophical nature of the dispute
between the Commission and the IBSSS, noting, “It is stated that questions of
psychology or philosophy should not stand in the way of progress. This is an astonishing
admonition. This attempt to reduce philosophical differences to nonessentials lies at the
root of the problem.” The students then proceed to address the key difference underlying
the philosophical divide by discussing the issue of training for partially sighted verses
that for the totally blind:
The projected program relates that “all modern research shows that the
congenitally blind do not have any visual references at all, and that they
are completely lacking in space orientation as regards themselves as well
as objects around them and that this fact requires special training for the
congenitally blind.” Whatever modern research reveals, “the blind know
through concrete personal experience outside the laboratory the falsity of
this view. The incontrovertible fact remains that today many congenitally
blind persons are carrying on active productive lives without realizing that
they are “completely lacking in space orientation.” The conclusion must
be that the congenitally blind are able to devise ways for learning about
their environment. (77)

The students concluded with a sweeping declaration of the nature of the problem, and not
without the hubris and drama common to young revolutionaries:
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In reality much of the foregoing is symptomatic of the real crisis existing
in work for the blind in our state. It is a direct confrontation of two
schools of thought about blindness. The new program at the school asserts
that the individual afflicted with blindness necessarily suffers additional
psychological and physical losses. It further maintains that through
massive application of medical, psychological, and psychiatric services the
blind individual can hope to attain a measure of independence. The other
program to which Iowans have become accustomed affirms that blindness
is primarily a social handicap rather than a crippling physical disability.
The concept advanced by this program, that the average blind man can do
the average job in the average place of business, is receiving increasing
endorsement throughout the country and the world,. We are certain that
given all the facts the enlightened citizens of Iowa will vigorously
continue to unstintingly lend their support to policies which have created
such an impressive array of services for the blind. In the foreword of the
book, 1984, the statement appears: “This book is one of the great modern
classics of what has been called the negative Utopia: a drama not of what
life might be but a nightmare of what it is becoming.” Working together it
shall not happen here. (78)
Despite its somewhat over-wrought language, the University Association captured the
nature of their resistance to the IBSSS, the Regents, and most of all, to the experts that
ruled rehabilitation services for the past several decades. The introduction of the methods
of blindness training, such as develop by the Western Michigan school of vocational
rehabilitation, was very alarming to those in the NFB who had fought this curriculum as
it was implemented by VR agencies, and now saw that it would serve as the framework
of the educational program at schools for the blind like the IBSSS. For the organized
blind, it was bad enough that the experts imposed their medical-model of training to blind
adults, but the prospect of it spread into the schools and undermining the natural
development of the blind child was especially alarming given the powerful influence
educators had over children in residential schools.
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The Commission report on the effort to transfer the IBSSS was issued in
November, and was distributed to legislators of the 63rd assembly, the Commission
Board, and the IAB. The Commission report identified four areas of on-going tension
and conflict: red tape delays (i.e., the battle over names), establishing a full time
rehabilitation counselor at the school, talking book and braille library services for blind
children at IBSSS and around the state; and, the coordination of volunteer services. After
a detailed history of these battles, Jernigan turned to what for him was the real issue:
The foregoing problems are not nearly as important as the basic
philosophical difference which continually separates the School and the
Commission. Very often officials at the School, representatives of the
Commission, and members of the organized blind movement all use the
same words (independence, competitive employment, capability, et
cetera). However, the words apparently do not mean the same thing to the
people involved.
For instance, a student graduated from the School in the spring of 1969.
He seemed reluctant to have any contact with the Commission but came to
the training center in Des Moines for further training late in the summer.
He states that before his graduation officials at the School advised him that
he should not come to the Commission for training but that if the
Commission insisted, he should certainly not take shop, because he would
likely get his fingers cut off in the power machinery and that he would
need his fingers for his vocational career. He further states that he and his
family were advised to bring legal action against the Commission if any
attempt was made to enroll him in the shop. His statements are confirmed
by a blind person who talked with the student’s grandmother on a bus
during the summer of 1969.
The student now takes shop, has not lost any fingers, and has a whole new
concept of his potentialities and capabilities. The implications of this
philosophical difference go much deeper than the question of the shop. If
the student had continued to believe that a blind person was incapable of
operating power machinery with safety, what implications for his entire
outlook and his potential for achievement and self-support.
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This is not an isolated instance. It permeates almost every phase of the
programs at the School. It cannot help but does damage to have one state
agency (supported by tax dollars) working diligently to teach blind people
one thing, while another state agency (also supported by tax dollars) is
teaching the exact opposite. If the School were a part of the
Commission’s total program then this philosophical pulling and hauling
would cease. (79)

Jernigan did not leave the issue of the new superintendent unaddressed in the report. He
stated first his concerns about the current superintendent, and then about the process by
which he was selected. Jernigan wrote:
Representatives of the Board of Regents have tended to admit that many
of the foregoing charges were true but to answer that all will now be
changed since a new Superintendent has been employed. This does not
seem to be borne out by the evidence. The library and other problems still
remain unresolved, and the new Superintendent has obviously already
fallen into the habits of resentment and jealousy which pervade the
atmosphere of the School. During the first month of his tenure he was
twice invited by the Director of the Commission to get together for talks.
He did not do so and publicly declined to do so when the invitation was
again repeated at a committee meeting. He was asked to tour the
Commission’s facilities and replied that he could ’’give’’ only half an
hour of his time to do so. This, despite the fact that the Commission is the
facility which must provide a major part of the resources for his students.
The people who were present at the committee meeting felt that his
attitude toward the blind was one of arrogance and condescension. His
hostility toward the Director and other Commission staff members (people
whom he had never met) was so pronounced as to constitute unbelievable
rudeness. The new Superintendent has already succeeded in alienating
large segments of the blind population and seems to be going about the
business of blaming all of his problems on the Commission and its
Director. (80)

Jernigan then recounted the selection of Robert Hanson as superintendent in 1966, and
that a blind person who lived right in Des Moines had not even been given an interview,
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and how the same pattern of apparent discrimination occurred again in the summer of
1969 when Hanson was removed, and Rocco hired. It was bad enough to refuse to
consider qualified blind candidates for the superintendent position, Jernigan complained
that what was worse was that the organized blind were left out in the cold during the
selection process, and not even consulted but merely told when the selection had already
been made. Jernigan added:
Even though the Regents had been talking a great deal during 1968 and
1969 about consultation with the blind, and even though representatives of
the organized blind had suggested that they would appreciate the
opportunity to talk with any applicant before he was finally employed, the
Regents appointed a selection committee made up of university professors
and Regents and did not permit the blind to attend any of its meetings.
Further, no opportunity was afforded for discussion or consultation before
the Superintendent was employed. In view of the years of trouble and
problems, this behavior on the part of the Regents is hard to understand
except in light of a feeling of condescension and custodialism. (81)

Jernigan then went on to bolster his own credentials as an educator, and to dismantle the
argument that a VR agency had no business running a school:
Representatives of the Regents have tended to say that the reason the
School should not be placed under the Commission is that the people at
the Commission are rehabilitators, not educators. The present Director of
the Commission went through a school for the blind as a blind child, went
through college and graduate school as a blind student, and successfully
competed in the business world. He holds an undergraduate major in
social studies and minor in education, has a Master’s and postgraduate
work in English and education, has a valid secondary teaching credential,
and taught four years in a residential school for the blind. (82)

Jernigan concluded his report with the following argument:
The difficulty is not with any given Superintendent or group of
personalities but with the system… The Board of Regents is primarily
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concerned with and responsible for institutions of higher learning,
involving expenditures of many tens of millions of dollars per year and
planning for many tens of thousands of students. The School at Vinton
(with a budget of a few hundred thousand dollars per year and a student
body of slightly more than one hundred) cannot really receive much
attention from the Regents or their Central Office staff. Not only can very
little time be given, but the Regents and their Central Office staff are not
likely to have or develop any real expertise or understanding of the
problems involved.
The Commission for the Blind, on the other hand, devotes its full time and
attention to the problems of blindness. It has a member of the organized
blind on its Board and is in close touch with blind people throughout the
state. It has achieved international recognition for its work in
rehabilitation, library services, and the total range of assistance to the
blind. Its administrative staff contains people qualified in the education of
blind children, and it is reasonable to expect excellent results if the School
should become part of the Commission. (83)

The regents released a statement on the transfer question on December 5, 1969, and in a
ten page report laid out their primary justifications for maintaining the two institutions as
separate agencies and against the transfer. The Regents began their defense by in effect
restating a position they had made to the special education coordinating committee in
October, and against which the University Association had protested so virulently:
One of the most compelling reasons for maintaining this separation is that
the majority of children at the Vinton School have handicaps in addition to
blindness. This necessitates close and continuing cooperation between the
school and the University of Iowa Hospitals. A report by Dr. Robert C,
Hardin, Vice President and Dean of Health Affairs at the University,
outlines the findings of a recent examination of all students at the school.
The report is attached (Exhibit 1) to illustrate that IBSSS is not just
another school but that the program at Vinton requires the best joint efforts
of highly trained educators and expert medical people. These services are
being provided by this Board and will continue to be provided in the
interest of the children committed to our care. (84)
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Earlier that same year, in the Commission meeting minutes from June 20, 1969, quoted
above, Jernigan reported out on the meeting of the coordinating committee of June 16, in
which the results of that same study based on a medical examination of the children at the
school seemed to offer a different interpretation of the question as to whether or not the
students at IBSSS had multiple disabilities. Jernigan argued,
As the June 16 meeting of the Coordinating Committee continued, Dr.
Robert C. Hardin, Vice President for Medical Affairs, University of Iowa,
reported on examinations of the children of the ‘School made by medical
teams. Following Dr. Hardin’s report it was brought out that his remarks
would have validity medically but that their educational implications must
be determined by people knowledgeable about blindness and its problems.
Reading between the lines of Dr. Hardin’s report. It is clear that the
problems involved in multiple handicapped at the School are not as severe
as might be supposed in some quarters. Dr. Hardin reports that only seven
per cent of the children have central nervous system damage while five per
cent of the regular population of children have such damage. The fact that
only two per cent more of the children at Vinton have such damage is
most encouraging. While Dr. Hardin found that almost half of the
children at Vinton had some hearing loss, he went on to say that most of it
was minor, and much of the remainder was correctable, thereby posing
relatively little in the way of substantial problems. In other words, the
primary problem faced by the students at Vinton is blindness and the
problems which exist concerning it. This means that—with proper
training, opportunity, and philosophy—the average student should
graduate from Vinton well educated, and fully trained in the techniques of
blindness. The problem would not seem to be the incapacity of the
average student at the School. (85)

The Regents went on in their report to distinguish the work of the Braille School from the
Commission by stating, “The point should be made here that the educational,
psychological, medical and social development of the young children at Vinton presents a
far more complex picture than does the post high school vocational training provided by
the Commission for healthy, young adults.” (86) This was a common argument made by
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those who would diminish the scope of the Commission’s mandate, or argue that what
Jernigan accomplished with his training center was less impressive as he only had to
work with otherwise healthy blind adults. The Regents went on to describe the scope of
the staff at the IBSSS, and the comprehensive wrap-around services provided to blind
children:
A school staff of 36 teachers serves the 155 students enrolled at IBSSS.
The teachers average 11 years teaching experience with an average of 706
years teaching blind students. New teachers are enrolled in Braille courses
for which they receive college credit through the University of Northern
Iowa. UNI students are also enrolled in these courses. An in-service
teacher training program is also in effect for teachers who have not had
training in the continuous progress curriculum used at IBSSS. The school
and UNI are now working out the details of a full scale teacher training
program to be offered by UNI with the assistance of IBSSS, so that Iowa
can train its own teachers of the blind.
Twenty-one house parents provide service to the children during nonschool hours. They work closely with the teachers, so that there is
constant supervision, observation and evaluation of each child. This is
most necessary, since training and development of the child at IBSSS is a
twenty-four hour operation and each child is treated as an individual. The
school psychologist who works with the staff is paid jointly by IBSSS and
the University of Iowa Hospitals. (87)

The Regents described the Braille School as benefiting from the most advanced
pedagogical evaluation, analysis and curriculum development, noting:
The Board, acting on recommendations of the Department of Education,
University of Northern Iowa, which maintains a continuing overview of
the curriculum at IBSSS), has instituted a continuous progress curriculum
at Vinton. Under this curriculum (which originated in the public school
system) each child progresses at his own rate and the typical age-grade
classification is not used. Thus the bright student is not held back and the
slow learner is not frustrated. This approach is educationally recognized
as far superior to the typical grade structure, but it can be implemented
only in smaller schools, such as IBSSS, where there are sufficient teachers
to give individual attention to each child. (88)
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The statement went on to list a number of the accomplishments and future plans of the
school as evidence of the progress being made, and the justification of retaining the
regents authority over the school:
1) Seven parent weekends are currently scheduled to inform parents on
how they might aid in the educational process. An in-service training
program for teachers is under way. The school is instituting workshops
for individuals in the local community who typically come in contact with
blind students.
2) IBSSS is currently putting into operation the Michigan School for the
Blind curriculum for pre-cane mobility and orientation skills. Training in
motor skills is included in all regular classes as well as in physical
education classes. Formal training in the use of the long cane begins in
sixth grade and continues until graduation.
3) The heart of the IBSSS academic program is the continuous progress
curriculum under which a student is permitted to achieve at his own rate.
4) An integrated pre-school program (both sighted and blind youngsters)
based on the Montessori method will be initiated in the fall of 1970« The
Montessori method is a sensory based pre-school educational system
which is currently enjoying widespread acceptance in all progressive
systems of education in America,, The school is emphasizing listening
efficiency, visual efficiency (where possible) and tactual sensitivity«
5) Training in the area of industrial arts is divided into three phases based
upon age and experience. The programs are being expanded to include
such industrial skills as electronics, cabinet making, business machine
repair, auto body repair and photo lab techniques. The industrial arts
program is housed in a new complex and students receive job-like
experiences with the maintenance staff of IRSSS. The objective of the
program is to develop students’ aptitudes in various mechanical areas
rather than concern itself with immediate employability.
6) Programs designed for students from grades 5 through 12 are already
under way in such areas as touch shorthand, typing, data processing,
salesmanship, and business grooming,, They also receive on the job
experiences locally.
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7) IBSSS is currently developing techniques of daily living course which
will include training in such areas as eating skills, grooming consumer
practices, selection and care of clothing, money management, consumer
practices and home furnishing and decorating. Right senior boys are
presently living in an independent boys’ dormitory. They are responsible
for themselves, for rule planning and for observance of rules with a
minimum of adult direction. It is planned to expand this program to
include girls as space becomes available. The senior girls presently live in
a suite arrangement and are responsible for the cooking and serving of
their evening meals.
8) In addition to the regular summer school program for selected students,
the school will introduce in the summer of 1970 a two-week orientation
program for new teachers as well as a mobility clinic in which students
from around the state may attend the school for a one month intensive
mobility program.
9) Complete medical and psychological evaluation of students is being
performed by the Child Development Clinic of the University of Iowa
Hospitals. Medical records are integrated with academic records so that a
complete picture of each student is available to the teacher. It is planned
also to establish an educational diagnostic clinic through the University of
Northern Iowa. The school is also obtaining nutritional advice and
assistance from University Hospitals. (89)

The growth and expansion of the educational program at the IBSSS, as described by the
Regents, was attributed to the superintendent. The Regents offered effusive praise,
stating,
Much of the credit for recent progress at the school belongs to its very
capable new superintendent, Dr. Frank Rocco. The Board considers itself
and the State of Iowa fortunate in having secured the services of a man so
well endowed with professional ability, foresight, drive and enthusiasm.
Dr. Rocco is one of only a small handful of individuals in the United
States holding the Doctorate in Special Education - Vision. In addition, he
is a certified travel teacher (peripatology) having had more than 2OO
hours of blindfold instruction: He has also studied Braille through the
graduate level. Dr. Rocco’s wife, a native of Cedar Rapids, Iowa, is also a
certified peripatologist. Holding the Master’s degree in Special Education
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from Boston College Dr. Rocco has worked with the Missouri Bureau for
the Blind and the St., Louis Board of Education on projects involving
education of the blind. (90)
The Regents, knowing that Rocco’s selection was controversial among the organized
blind, added these clarifications to its mention of the superintendent as a strength of the
program, “In selecting Dr. Rocco, the Board considered sixteen candidates from nine
States, including two candidates recommended by the Director of the Commission for the
Blind. In the opinion of the Board, Dr. Rocco was by far the superior candidate.”
Adding, “Some apparent misunderstanding developed later concerning the selection
process which had been employed.” (91) As noted earlier, the Board sent a letter to
Monte Rathboun of the Des Moines Association of the blind explaining the selection
process with little success in changing impressions that the Board was biased against
blind applicants.
The regents next addressed directly the question of philosophy:
The guiding philosophy of the school is the complete development of each
individual into an emotionally and morally sound, socially acceptable,
civically responsible and self-supporting member of today’s democratic
society. One section of this philosophy states that the school will assist
each individual to develop, maintain and improve saleable skills which are
personally satisfying and those understandings and attitudes that make the
worker an intelligent, socially useful and productive participant in
economic life. (92)

Nothing in the philosophical position stated above would be found objectionable by the
Commission or the NFB. The Regents expanded their philosophical vision, stating:
In line with this philosophy, the school encourages its pupils to develop to
their maximum potential, whether this be a college career or a trade. In
fact, the whole trend of the school has been away from the institutional
approach. Any individual who can be given sufficient skills to make his
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way in the public school system is returned to that system, since this is the
real world in which he will have to live. To this end, we are preparing our
youngsters to return to the local high school for their senior high years of
schooling. Some are now taking individual courses in the Vinton high
school and five students are currently playing in the Vinton band. Two
pupils are attending Vinton high school on a full-time basis. Any
implication, therefore, that the school teaches its pupils that their abilities
are limited is without foundation. In fact, the opposite is true. (93)

The overt support for integrating blind students into the classroom is a remarkably
progressive position for an agency overseeing a residential school for the blind, given that
it ran contrary to the historical mission of the IBSSS. Philosophically, this still did not
conflict with the philosophy of Jernigan and the NFB, although it did feed into fears
expressed by many parents that the new curriculum promoted by the Regents and the new
superintendent were intent on changing the school from one for the blind to one for those
with multiple disabilities. Those who fought against the Commission takeover out of fear
of the dissolution of the school would not be pleased to read that the Board in essence
was already planning to sunset the school’s historic mission. The Regents then went on
to address a far more divisive feature of the IBSSS philosophy:
It should be remembered, in this connection, that IBSSS is a school for the
visually handicapped as well as for the blind. The school philosophy is to
encourage those children who have some remaining sight to use that sight
if the medical prognosis is that their visual impairment is not progressive.
For this reason the school utilizes large-print books as well as Braille. The
average high school student can read only 50 words per minute in Braille.
The average is 250 words per minute in type, which can be increased up to
500 through additional training. It is well established that use of sight is
not harmful to vision. Listening to readers is even more efficient. (94)

As already noted, this distinction between the visually impaired, or partially sighted, and
the totally, or congenitally blind, was contrary to everything Jernigan and the NFB
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believed about the underlying problem of blindness, i.e., the hierarchy of sight, and the
privileging of vision at any cost to the development of the blind person. Compounding
the division, the Regents added the other aspect of this philosophy that the NFB roundly
rejected, the expertise of blindness professionals. As if carefully calculated to insult
Jernigan, The regents stated:
Based on the best of modern research, the school holds that there is a
profound difference educationally between the child who is congenitally
blind and one who became blind later in life. The congenitally blind child
has no visual references at all and is completely lacking in space
orientation as regards himself or the objects around him and necessitates
special training and special handling for the congenitally blind, which the
school provides. Although pedagogical differences exist between the
partially sighted and blind, the sane high level of performance is
demanded of both groups. There are those among the organized blind
who disagree with this position, they do not agree with the scientific
evidence Some of the foregoing positions have been termed
“philosophical problems” with the school, although the school’s position
in these natters is based on the overwhelming weight of modern scientific
Evidence. (95)

The “overwhelming weight of scientific evidence” held no sway with Jernigan or the
IAB, and in fact, couldn’t have been more precisely calibrated to alienate them from even
considering the pedagogical philosophy of the IBSSS, not when the organized blind had
spent decades debunking and debating such assertions based on purported evidence.
However, legislators, parents, and even some of the blind themselves, especially the
newly blind, were much more amenable to persuasion supported by what was presented
as scientifically sound and vetted by experts.
The regents addressed the disaffection and disputes among the blind agencies in
the state, writing in their report:
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Although cooperative arrangements are going forward on all fronts, there
has been for several years a small number of individuals who have been
critical of the school, its policies and its personnel. In an effort to
encourage cooperation and to resolve whatever issues were involved, the
Board established a 10-member Special Education Coordinating
Committee to promote better cross-agency cooperation.
This committee has held five meetings in the last year. Through its efforts
the Commission for the Blind has been designated as an Instructional
Materials Center (IMC) for Iowa, and the Commission librarian now
makes quarterly visits to Vinton to brief the faculty on new materials and
services available. A complete medical and educational evaluation of all
IBSSS students has been completed. The Department of Public
Instruction has completed several cooperative arrangements with IBSSS.
The Commission is being regularly supplied with the names of all students
in attendance at IBS.SS. Some committee recommendations have not yet
been implemented because of delay while a new superintendent was being
selected and oriented. Action on these is now going forward. The Board
feels that through this broadly-based committee it has provided the formal
structure and the mechanism for resolving any honest differences
concerning the Vinton program -- provided the participants are genuinely
interested in resolving such differences. (96)

The Regents report ended with a summary dismissal of the charges against its
competence to oversee the Braille School, and with a not so subtle dig against the work
of the Commission by offering its own list of successful graduates who had not received
Commission training:
It should be obvious from the foregoing that all of the criticism of IBSSS
comes from a single source and that most of it is unfounded. Most of it
also concerns purely administrative matters only indirectly related to the
education of the visually handicapped children of Iowa. Such education is
the prime function of the school and a major responsibility of this Board.
We believe that both the school and the Board have done an excellent job
over the years. For example, there is attached a list of nationally known
educators of the visually handicapped who have served at the Vinton
school. Graduates of the school who are leading productive and selfsufficient lives currently include 10 chiropractors, 1 osteopath, 5 lawyers,
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7 public school teachers, 2 college instructors, 2 social workers, 2
musicians, 2 instructors of the mentally retarded, 6 self-employed in
business and a number of factory workers. None of these people had any
training at the Commission for the Blind. If IBSSS graduates who were
later trained by the Commission were added, the list would be even more
impressive. (97)

By listing the employment achievements of IBSSS graduates, the Regents were
borrowing a page from Jernigan’s book, echoing his style found in the Iowa Commission
annual reports. By noting that none of them had received Commission services, or gone
to the training center in Des Moines, the Regents were not only trumpeting their own
successes, but deliberately seeking to diminish the accomplishments of the Commission,
and refute the argument that only by receiving training and confidence from the
Commission could one succeed as a blind person.
Both sides, as evidenced above, sought to minimize the scope of the opposition,
and place their own program in the center of the mainstream of popular opinion and
reasonableness. The Commission emphasized its personal experience, and demonstrable
success with blind adults, while the Regents promoted continuity and precedence, along
with scientific rigor and evidence. Both the Commission and the IBSSS, however,
deliberately evoked emotional responses in their arguments. Jernigan sought to tap into
the zeitgeist of civil rights in which the power of persuasion came from personal
experience and understanding, and the unique ability of the blind to speak about
blindness. The personal was the political, and the 1960s increasingly gave credence to
the fervency of conviction over the rational assessments based on empirical observation.
Expertise was suspect, and as the example of the Chinese great leap forward offered, it
was better to be red than expert. Jernigan knew how to exploit this new social space to
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show how NFB philosophy resonated with these new evolving norms. Jernigan was still
a product of his times, however, and also felt compelled to provide his own evidence for
the success of NFB philosophy in action. The superintendent, Regents, and supporters of
the IBSSS spoke of scientific evidence, but there was no question that in speaking about
wanting only the best for Iowa’s blind children, they were entering into highly
emotionally charged territory. Few images could be as evocative and compelling as that
of a blind child trying to read, learn to walk with a white cane, or engage in industrial arts
at the Braille School woodshop. The idea of rhetorically tearing down the protective
walls of the school for the blind would be deeply unsettling to those otherwise not well
versed in the real differences between the Commission and the IBSSS.

The Battle Widens and Opposition Grows
Reports, white papers, and letters notwithstanding, the IAB and its supporters
struggled to make in-roads against opposition in some of the local communities,
particularly in eastern Iowa around Vinton. While no opinion polls are known to have
been conducted, clearly the press’s support of the transfer effort was mixed. The papers
in eastern Iowa largely opposed Jernigan’s takeover effort, and editorials and articles in
support of the IBSSS appeared regularly in the Waterloo Daily Courier, the Cedar Falls
Dispatch, and Cedar Rapids gazette. Nevertheless, Jernigan had managed to cultivate
one reporter at the Waterloo Daily Courier, William Wimer, to whom Jernigan sent a
lengthy letter on December 22, 1969, responding to the paper’s editorial stance, as well
as directly addressing the Regent’s report in response to the Commission position paper
on the transfer legislation. Jernigan’s letter also provided another overview of the
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dispute, and offered one of the very few written explanations of the role of the IAB in the
long battle between the two institutions. Jernigan wrote:
In the first place, I do not regard this (nor do most of the blind) as a fight
between me and the Regents, or me and the School. As far back as 1964 I
publicly told the platform committees of both parties that I thought the
School logically should be under the Commission but that I had no
intention (at that time) of trying to put it there because of the inevitable
row and name calling which would result. In 1966 representatives of the
organized blind came to me and said they were going to ask legislative
leaders to make the transfer in 1967. I told them I agreed with the
desirability of the action but still hoped that cooperation could be achieved
and a confrontation avoided. I also told them that I would feel compelled
to go to the legislative leaders and ask them not to make the change at this
time. Despite my suggestions, the representatives of the blind went to the
legislative leaders and requested the transfer. At the legislative dinner
which we held at the Commission Building in January of 1967, I asked
Speaker of the House, Maurice Baringer, not to make the change. I would
have no objection to your asking him if, in fact, such a conversation
occurred. I also discussed the matter with other legislative leaders. In the
1969 legislative session Mr. Sorg, Senate Majority Leader Stanley, and
other legislators initiated conversations with me concerning the transfer of
the School. I believe that anyone who makes a fair appraisal of the 1969
legislative temper will agree that there is little doubt but that we could
have passed the bill. We did not try because we wished to avoid
controversy and because we kept hoping cooperation and coordination
could be achieved. (98)

Jernigan then proceeded to blame the need to revisit the transfer question in light of
Rocco’s appointment, and the continuing philosophical differences between the
Commission and the IBSSS:
With the appointment of the new Superintendent in the Summer of 1969 it
became clear that all hopes for real cooperation were in vain. He has
steadfastly refused to have any talks and has intensified the hostilities
already existent at the School. Moreover, his notions about blindness are
so opposed to those which have proved successful here in Iowa as to make
conflict unavoidable. (99)
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Jernigan next sought to deflect criticism that it was merely a personality conflict that
divided the Commission and the school, writing:
It is, of course, to the advantage of the Regents to portray the struggle as
one centering around me personally. There are some 6000 blind people in
the state of Iowa, and overwhelmingly they feel that this change should be
made. The Iowa Association of the Blind has hundreds of members
throughout the state. It has officially gone on record as favoring this
change, and its members and leaders are spearheading the drive. If I were
to drop out of the picture tomorrow, the battle would continue. (100)

Jernigan knew it was critical to change the public perception that it was his personal goal
to transfer the school, and to place the issue in the context of a broader civil rights
struggle, and that it was the will of Iowa’s organized blind that the Commission be in
charge of the IBSSS. He also sought to explain away the vocal opposition by some of
Iowan’s blind by arguing:
Of course, there are a few blind people who do not like the Commission.
This is always so with any active program. Whether because of our
incompetence or theirs, some blind people with whom we have worked
have not succeeded. If twenty or thirty of these sit at home and call radio
talk shows or write letters to the newspapers, they can sound like an army.
Hundreds of blind people may be successfully at work or in training, and
not be heard from. (101)

Jernigan then went on to rebut the arguments made in the Regent’s report of December 3,
attacking directly the issue of medical support for blind children at IBSSS.
They say, among other things, that the School should remain under the
Regents because it needs to have access to and be coordinated with the
facilities at the University Hospitals and under University related services.
The Hospitals and other University services are currently available to
blind persons with whom the Commission is now working. Are the
Regents suggesting that if the legislature should see fit to change the
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administration of the School, the Regents would be so vengeful as to cut
off hospital and other services to the students? Of course not. Then, the
answer has no substance except to the uninformed. (102)

Addressing the two long-standing issues of the registry of names, and access to student
record by VR counselors, Jernigan wrote:
The Regents publicly stated in the Fall of 1968 that they would like a
rehabilitation counselor from the Commission stationed at the School.
The Commission immediately agreed but stated that the counselor should
have access to student records (including medical records). What kind of
meaningful counseling could occur otherwise? For a whole year (although
repeatedly reminded in public meetings) the Regents did not follow
through. When the Commission brought this matter to the attention of the
public in its November statement, the Regents replied that they had not let
a counselor come to the School because they were required by law to keep
records of students (particularly medical records) confidential and could
not make public disclosure of them. A counselor from the Commission
would be serving virtually as a member of the School’s staff and would
not be going to the School as a member of the general public. Further, the
Commission is required by law to keep a register of all known blind in the
state, describing the cause of blindness, the capacity for ‘education, and
other matters. Accordingly, the Commission could undoubtedly requireany state agency to open its records for purposes of completing the
register. Otherwise, the Commission would be forced to go to the expense
of collecting data to duplicate records already available at the School.
Jernigan then added, “In their December 5 paper the Regents state that the
Commission’s library does not contain many text books needed by the
School and that the School must therefore, procure such text books from
the American Printing House for the Blind and a Center in Lawrence,
Kansas. The purpose of a library is not primarily that of providing text
books but of providing broad and enriched reading matter and collateral
reading. This the Commission can do and is willing to do. This the
School will not let the Commission do in any meaningful manner.” (103)

Revisiting the other perennial problem of library services, Jernigan added:
In their December 5 paper the Regents state that most of the books in the
Commission’s library are Braille and that the Commission has very few
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large type books. Both of these statements are false. The Commission
does, indeed, have massive collections of books in Braille, but it also has
at least as many recorded books, which are useful to children with partial
sight as well as the totally blind. Further, it has a sizeable collection of
large type books. (104)

Jernigan also chafed against accusations in the Regents report that the Commission effort
to organize volunteers to produce braille and recorded books was duplicative of the work
of the IBSSS, and unnecessary expense as local volunteers were doing this work for
students in Vinton for free. Jernigan also refuted the Regents’ claim that the Commission
would not, or could not produce materials in large print or talking book formats for their
students who were partially sighted, or that the Commission could not provide materials
to students in a timely manner. Jernigan reported:
The implication is that the Commission does not have volunteers
producing material on tape or in large type, an implication which is false.
Further, many’ of the items produced are undoubtedly already available on
Commission shelves. Any real planning would allow for a three week
lead time on most of the items not already available on the Commission’s
shelves. (105)

Jernigan also addressed one of the more controversial components of the training at the
center, noted in the Regents report, but also frequently cited by IBSSS students as one of
the classes at the center they feared the most:
For ten years the Commission has trained hundreds of blind persons to use
power tools band saws, planers, et cetera. There has been only one minor
accident during that entire period. Through carelessness a trainee cut a
part of the end of his thumb off. This is a safety record which is probably
not matched in any high school or college shop in the state, yet the
Regents point to it as the excuse for advising one of the 1969 graduates to
have nothing to do with the Commission and to take legal action against
the Commission if any attempt were made to teach him power machinery.
His whole concept of what he as a blind person could do was involved.
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He has now learned to use power tools, has lost no fingers or toes, and has
a whole new outlook on his potential and possibilities as a blind person.
(106)
Perhaps the most poignant paragraph in Jernigan’s December 22 letter to Wimer
succinctly explained the philosophical divide between himself and Rocco -- in fact,
between himself and most of the sighted professionals in the field of blindness. Jernigan
ended his rebuttal stating:
The new Superintendent has said that the Commission tries to make blind
people out of those with partial sight. He says that the Commission
blindfolds the partially sighted and tries to make them totally dependent
on Braille and other techniques. This is not the case. If a person is blind
enough to need the services of the Commission for the Blind, a substantial
part of his eyesight is already lost. He cannot learn the techniques of
blindness very efficiently if he is trying to use eyesight while practicing
them. He may very well be’ able to read Braille, with proper training,
much faster than he can read regular print or large type. If he blindfolds
himself while he is learning Braille he can then remove the blindfold and
use the combination of techniques which meets his individual need. If
Braille is faster or more comfortable and if a given item is available to him
in Braille, he may read it in Braille. If he functions better using print or
large type, then he can do so. Likewise, if he learns he can travel
efficiently under blindfold, then fear of blindness may be removed, and he
can take off the blindfold and use the combination of blind techniques and
eyesight which best meets his needs. Unless he knows the blind
techniques, he is not-in a position to select the combination of blind and
sighted techniques best suited to his needs and he is likely to try (almost
desperately) to use any remaining sight he may have even if it is less
efficient than alternative methods. (107)

Jernigan would not refute the accusation made by Rocco, or many of the students at
IBSSS, regarding the Commission equal treatment of the totally blind and the “partially
sighted,” as they were typically called then. Few issues divided Jernigan and the NFB
from the majority of professional opinion in rehabilitation as well as education as the

344

question of training of those with residual vision. Jernigan made no apologies for
providing training that focused on blindness skills, not vision skills. Not only was it a
matter of superior training, in Jernigan’s opinion, but it was also necessary to break the
fear of blindness exhibited by most of the partially sighted students. The NFB
philosophy could not be effectively implemented if the hierarchy of sight remained
unchallenged. So long as students relied on their remaining vision, however limited, they
were embracing society’s belief that sight was always better, and that it was somehow
shameful to be blind. Jernigan did not accept that Rocco’s insistence, reflected in the
report of the Regents, and countless times by Rocco himself, that there was a profound
difference between the congenitally blind and those with partial sight, or who lost their
sight later in life. Jernigan concluded his letter to Wimer by making a unique argument
in the history of the education of the blind:
One could go on with this sort of analysis indefinitely and the Regents
could answer indefinitely. The real question is whether the Regents are
likely to know as much about blindness and its problems and be able to
administer the School as well as the Commission for the Blind. The
artificial distinctions which have been made between rehabilitation and
education are just that, artificial. The kind of training the student gets at
the School has a great deal to do with what happens to him afterward,
whether he can support himself and function independently. Likewise, his
attitudes, techniques, and skills, will determine what kind of academic
education he will get. What the blind person needs is to be stimulated to
his maximum in the acquisition of academic education and to realize that
blindness need not lower that maximum if he has training and opportunity.
The record of the Commission for the Blind in the past decade speaks for
itself. It should not be traded for the promises of the Regents concerning
what they hope to be able to do in the coming decade. (108)

Here Jernigan put into one paragraph a concise summary of one of the boldest proposals
regarding the education of the blind so far that century, that educators were less qualified
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to run a school for the blind than rehabilitation specialists, and not just any rehabilitation
specialists, but those specifically trained in the NFB way, and guided by a new
philosophy of blindness. Jernigan asserted here that the skills and confidence that the
NFB approach instilled in the blind person would equip the blind child with the tools to
succeed in school as well as in work. He believed that the example of the Commission
was enough evidence to support his assertion, and to give the commission the opportunity
to replicate its success not just in other VR agencies around the country, but in a
residential school for the blind, something that had never been attempted before, or even
proposed.
At the same time Jernigan wrote to the reporter at the Waterloo Courier, the Iowa
Association of the Blind released a legislative update to all of its members, which was
also shared with the 63rd legislature of Iowa, strongly backing the transfer of the school,
and denouncing the reports and plans for the IBSSS by the Regents. The IAB legislative
update laid out the history, philosophy, and the position of the IAB, which, the report is
careful to assert, are supportive of, but distinct from Jernigan and the commission.
Sylvester Nemmers of the IAB prepared the statement, which is quoted here at length as
it captured so well the full scope and magnitude of the dispute:
I write this in mid-December to inform you of developments regarding
matters concerning the blind in the 1970 session of the Iowa General
Assembly. By the time the Bulletin is published, much more may have
occurred. I will try to include only items which will not lose their
timeliness.
As you probably know, legislation will be introduced in the 1970
legislative session to transfer the administration of the Iowa Braille and
Sight Saving School from the Board of Regents to the Commission for the
Blind. On October 19, 1969, the Executive Committee of the Association
voted unanimously to support this move.
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This is not the first time the Association of the Blind has found it
necessary to take action regarding a state agency. In the 1930’s the Des
Moines Association and other blind persons successfully went to the Iowa
Legislature to get an appropriation for the Commission for the Blind to
begin a training center. Even with this appropriation, the Commission for
the Blind was unable to move, and the establishment of the center was
allowed to fall by the wayside throughout the ’30’s, ’40’s, and early ’50’s.
By 1957 the Commission program had become so poor that the President
of the Association released a "white paper” condemning the inaction and
poor program. A federal government survey that year substantiated the
findings of the Association. The Association’s 1957 "white paper” was
one of the factors in changing the Commission program from one of
inaction to one of unprecedented action.
From 1959 until the present, the Association has supported a variety of
bills in the Iowa Legislature. Our requests have been reasonable, and the
Legislature has responded positively by enacting most of these requests.
Today, we find ourselves again involved in a legislative matter the
question as to whether the Commission for the Blind or the Board of
Regents will control the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School.
Philosophical approach is key to the whole situation. For instance, read
the words of Charlotte A. Burns, M.D., Consulting Ophthalmologist, Iowa
Braille and Sight Saving School, Department of Ophthalmology,
University Hospitals, Iowa City, Iowa. Note how she says the School
should be primarily for the multiply handicapped. All of us in the
Association can remember numerous times when we have been called
“multiply handicapped” for that is so often the routine answer of the
uninformed to our question, “Can I have an opportunity?” That is the
“nice” answer of those who close doors to us. We know from years of
experience that if we are treated as “multiply handicapped,” we too often
become multiply handicapped especially if the “treatment” begins in
kindergarten and continues unabated through twelfth grade. In view of
our personal knowledge, read Dr. Burns’ letter of December 5, 1969 and
weep:
“We feel that it would be a mistake to change the direction of the School
as it is now under the new superintendent who envisions the School,
eventually, as a school for the multiply handicapped and where the normal
child with low vision will be trained in techniques of the blind and then
returned to the public school system. There is considerable need in the
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state of Iowa for a special school for the mentally retarded blind as well as
the multiply handicapped blind.”
This is the important, philosophical part of Dr. Burns’ letter. It explains,
perhaps, the reasoning behind to choose but one example the Regents’
statement of October 17, 1969, that totally blind students will NOT be
allowed to take bookkeeping in the business education curriculum. This
example strikes home to me personally, for I am (as most of you know)
totally blind and do my own bookkeeping. In fact, what kind of shape
would my business be in if I had been taught I could not do bookkeeping?
There are many other examples to make the same point. The Regents tell
us the School is progressive and becoming more so every day, yet they tell
us we cannot learn or be taught the very things many of us do daily to earn
our way. The Regents cannot have it both ways. They can no longer give
lip service to being progressive and at the same tine impose upon the
IBSSS students a regressive educational program. Frostings of highsounding phrases glittering with the trappings of academia do not hide to
the knowledgeable a superstructure of second-class education.
For the record, The Iowa Association of the Blind is deeply interested in
providing high-quality educational programs to blind, multiply
handicapped children. We believe the Commission for the Blind could
develop such a program at IBSSS. . That we are concerned about is the
Regents’ emphasis on the handicaps rather than the abilities. It is far
easier to make a person multiply handicapped than to teach him
independence. This is what the Regents have been doing; it is what their
new program would do; it is what the blind of Iowa want stopped. And
the Commission for the Blind is the logical agency in terms of philosophy
and government organization to replace old notions of incompetence with
a continuing educational program to give us competence.
The Regents tell the blind (and the members of the General Assembly in
their letter of December 5, 1969 see Page 7) that they have “the finest
talent in special education available anywhere in the Midwest” to solve the
problems of the Iowa Braille and ought Saving School. But again, what
are the blind of Iowa to believe? For instance, the Regent paraded several
“experts” before us to prove their point, and that parade is led by Dr. Paul
Brimm of UNI’s College of Education. Dr. Brimm is, to us, the best
example of the seemingly impressive list, for he spoke to us at the
Association’s 1969 convention held in Vinton. All of us remember the
substance of Dr. Brimm’s comments at that meeting. In view of the
Regents’ claim, perhaps it would be best to reread what he said:
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‘When I was first contact here I didn’t know the vocabulary that you
people speak here. Mobility training was a tern that was completely
foreign to me. I had never heard the term before. I think this is an
indication of how inadequate I was to face this. I couldn’t even talk the
same language that the people are talking down here. I still am very
inadequate, and I know that my language has been criticized in this report
[University Association of the Blind Report Spring, 196JDJ by the
university people. May I plead ignorance?’
Do not forget that Dr. Brimm is the first of the Regents “experts” in the
education of the blind. Again, the Regents cannot have it both ways.
They cannot tell Iowa they have experts when by their "experts” own
admission they know nothing about blindness.
The blind of this state have enough knowledge to have seen this coming,
to have pleaded with the Regents to do something for several years. The
simple fact is that the Regents have been unable to move or would not
move. The members of the Board of Regents and their employees are not
unkind or diabolical people. Therefore, we the blind must conclude they
know not what they do. Therefore again, we the blind of Iowa conclude
we must support the move to transfer the administration of the Iowa
Braille and Sight Saving School to the Commission for the Blind.
Because of the many inadequacies at IBSSS we ourselves have
experienced and because the blind themselves are often able to pinpoint
these problems for school officials, the Iowa Association of the Blind
requested that its members be consulted regarding the program at the Iowa
Braille and Sight Saving School. We envisioned a new era for the School
and the children attending it when the Regents agreed. Or did they?
Two years ago the Regents had refused even to interview a qualified blind
applicant (endorsed by Association officers) when the job of
superintendent was vacant. This year, we thought, matters would be
different. The job was again vacant. The Regents were, they said,
“cooperating.” But they, still again, refused even to interview yet another
qualified blind applicant suggested by Association officers. The reason
given by Mr. Stanley Redeker, President of the Board, on September 8,
1969 was simply a description of the mechanics used to select the
superintendent with the clincher at the end that “the cost of interviewing
all candidates would be prohibitive and unjustified.” The qualified blind
man in question lives in Des Moines. Perhaps the real reason can be
found in the words of a member of the Board of Regents who said to the
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president of one of the Association local chapters that it would be difficult
for a blind man to be superintendent because he could not see what was
going on at the school.
One reason for our request to transfer IBSSS to the administration of the
Commission for the Blind is simply that we want the School
administration at least to speak our language. It’s not a difficult language,
but it does require the knowledge and the background which the Regents
have proved to the Iowa Association of the Blind they do not have.
Their meetings with our representatives in their “Special Education
Coordinating Committee” have lamentably degenerated into total
noncommunication. The Regents and their representatives expound to us;
we, to them; and the Commission representatives do the same. Again, our
point is simple: We know what the Commission for the Blind is saying. It
is almost incidental that we like it. It is of basic importance for our future
that the language used by the Iowa Association of the Blind and the
Commission for the Blind is mutually understandable.
Officials in the Regents’ complex have talked about intricate curricula to
educate blind people in lengthy reports both verbal and written. But we do
not understand them especially when they end their professional-sounding
treatise with contradictory statements such as, “It [blindness] throws a
monkey wrench into the whole development of the child.” (Quote of the
current superintendent of IBSSS See Cedar Rapids Gazette, November 21,
1969 and October 19, 1969.) Employers in Iowa do not seem to think this
the way they are hiring blind people. The general public does not either
the way it is helping us to reach our destinies of self-support. The blind do
not think this way, and we do not want to be taught it by “professionals.”
The only monkey wrench around seems to be the system of education of
blind children currently administered by the Board of Regents.
In reality, the Iowa Association of the Blind finds the Board of Regents a
featherbed. Ask it a question here, and it bulges there. Place a program of
vitality on top of it, and it spreads out at the sides. There seems no
meaningful way we can suggest changes or improve the School at Vinton,
NO way we can be heard. On the other hand, the Commission is an entity
we can get at.
This year the Commission for the Blind has joined us in our request to
have the administration of IBSSS changed. In 1967 the Commission
discouraged this move, but now it is also convinced that this is in the best
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interest of overall programs for the blind. We appreciate this support from
the Commission and accept it…
Just because we support the Commission for the Blind in this endeavor,
we do NOT speak for it nor does it speak for us. Rather, the Association
and the Commission speak with each other. Tomorrow, it may be
different, but hundreds of Association members think NOT.
The Regents and their employees have been lashing out at Association
members and others supporting this bill in words that make us appear
almost as if we want to ruin educational programs for the blind in Iowa,
What nonsense! What motive would the Association of the Blind have in
ruining IBSSS? Do the Regents really believe the overwhelming majority
of Iowans will NOT see through their smoke screen? For it is a smoke
screen to hide their own mismanagement of the School, their own inability
to understand programs (educational or otherwise) for the blind, and their
own defensiveness regarding weaknesses in their structure.
For these and other reasons the Iowa Association of the Blind strongly
urges the members of the 63rd General Assembly to pass the bill putting
the administration of IBSSS under the Commission for the Blind. We do
not ask this for emotional reasons. Rather, the record of the Board of
Regents requires us to be true to ourselves and to ask this for the good of
educational programs for the blind. We know now we have incurred the
wrath of the Regents for requesting this. We know some of our friends in
the Legislature have questioned our move. This move was NOT taken
lightly. The Association asks it for a simple reason. We sincerely believe
it is needed.” (109)

Capitulation
By early January, 1970, the atmosphere had become so hostile, that Jernigan
ultimately decided that carrying on the fight any further would do more harm to the cause
than good. The bill had passed in the assembly, and waited approval by the senate.
Jernigan knew he had the votes to push the bill through, and affect the transfer, but he
was also collecting more enemies than he had ever had to contend with in the state, and
not just in the legislature. For more than a decade Jernigan had cultivated deep ties
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among civic groups, law makers, and community leaders. The Lions, the Jewish
Women’s Leagues, the state executive office, and a host of other supporters. He had
carved out special exemptions in the state labor laws to allow him to shape his program
according to his will, and not have to be concerned about whether or not it fit with the
labor codes of Iowa. He had also built up the IAB into a strong voice for the blind of
Iowa, when only a few years earlier it was little more than a social club for Vinton
alumni. He was so successful in pulling the IAB out of its torpor, it almost became a
horse he could no longer reign in. Even more damaging, the takeover effort divided the
blind of Iowa more deeply than at any time in recent memory, leading to the
establishment of the first ACB affiliate in the state, something Jernigan had managed to
stave off for a decade. Lastly, the battle over the Braille School was taking an inordinate
amount of his time, and making it difficult to run the national organization for which he
was now responsible. The takeover effort was also beginning to tarnish his reputation in
the state, and could potentially unravel the revolution in rehabilitation he had
accomplished over twelve years of hard work. Despite the sprouting of some baby Iowalike agencies in other states such as Idaho, Nevada, and Kansas, so far the NFB had only
one full-fledged success story

and it could not be jeopardized. Jernigan didn’t realize

it then, but the Iowa miracle was already in serious jeopardy, and was beginning a long
slide into trouble times.
After consulting with his friends in the legislature, and with Governor Ray,
Jernigan became convinced that the transfer fight had to come to an end. Jernigan’s
decision to effectively surrender in the battle to take over the Braille School was a hard
pill to swallow for the staff at the Commission and the members of the IAB who deeply
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believed in and supported the effort. James Omvig reflected on the day when Jernigan
had to tell his close confidents that they were going to give up the fight:
We still were all just convinced we were going to win. I’ll never forget
the grief and sadness… one night Dr. Jernigan called a bunch of us the
leadership types up to his apartment and got us all settled in there. He said
well I want you to know that I've been talking with our friends over there
and this is gonna cause such a war and such a split, causing so much
trouble for so many people that we’re just going to pull the bill. Oh Lord
Almighty, did we feel bad. That was a sad day because in our hearts we
really thought this was going to be a done deal. We had these dreams of
making this model school for the blind and pattering after the Commission
for the Blind. Anyway, and so it wasn't to be and they ended it up pulling
that then. (110)

Governor Robert Ray brought an end to the takeover effort by holding a press conference
on January 30, 1970, where he issued a statement asking the legislature to pull the two
bills addressing the transfer of IBSSS. Ray began by saying,
Today I am asking the 63rd General Assembly to withdraw from any
consideration both the bill which would transfer the Iowa Braille and
Sight-Saving School from the Board of Regents to the Commission for the
Blind, and the concurrent resolution proposing a legislative study of the
entire issue. (111)

Ray added:
I have conferred on this matter with the Chairman of the commission for
the Blind, the Director of the Commission for the Blind, the Chairman of
the Board of Regents, and the Superintendent of the Braille and SightSaving School, All of them concur in my recommendation, and all have
assured me that they will cooperate whole-heartedly to establish and
maintain close, harmonious working relations between the Commission
and the Vinton School. (112)
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It is unclear if Jernigan initiated the withdrawal by asking the governor to pull the bill.
Nevertheless, Governor Ray’s frustration with the entire issue was evident when he
added:
As Governor I intend to bring an immediate halt to the vitriolic and, in my
opinion, extremely damaging statements which have erupted on both sides
of this jurisdictional dispute. The words of bitterness have been harmful
to all Iowa but, as unfortunately is often the case, those whose interests are
at stake have suffered the most. (113)

Ray obliquely evoked the specter of Jernigan’s work at the Commission becoming
overshadowed by the fight over the IBSSS when he waxed philosophically:
From time to time individuals and groups most zealous in their dedication
to this ideal may be caught up by an emotional tide which can sweep away
all of the progress which they have painstakingly and slowly achieved.
When that kind of tragedy threatens, people of good will, especially those
in positions of responsibility, have an obligation to stem the tide, quiet the
emotions, and safeguard the useful works which are menaced. (114)

The governor called for a new ad hoc coordinating committee that would include
members of the Board of Regents, the Commission director and the Commission board
chairperson, the superintendent of IBSSS, and a member of Ray’s staff. The purpose of
the ad hoc committee, according to the governor, was to ensure the effective cooperation
among the agencies serving the blind, and to provide a forum to share concerns and
broker solutions in a controlled, constructive environment. Ray took a moment to reflect
further on the causes of the conflict:
The present friction has developed in part from the rapid growth in the
size and scope and acceptance which the Commission has enjoyed since
1958, and especially since the Rehabilitation Center was opened in the
former Des Moines Y.M.C.A. Building at Fourth and Keo. Basically,
however, the friction has been generated by a difference in philosophical
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emphasis between the Commission and the School. Any philosophical
difference has been unhappily increased in my judgment by the difficulty,
if not the total breakdown, of communication between enthusiastic
supporters of both groups. (115)

Both the Board of Regents and the Commission quickly issued statements in support of
Ray’s call for a halt to the transfer actions in the assembly, and the formation of the ad
hoc committee. Stanley Redeker, president of the Board, spoke for the Regents:
We are pleased that Governor Ray has taken these most appropriate steps
to encourage a close and harmonious working relationship between the
Iowa Commission for the Blind and the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving
School. He added, “Under the circumstances we consider this issue
closed. We would hope that the Iowa Association of the Blind and others
who have supported the transfer will also now consider it closed. We hail
the Governor’s proposal to work out any problems through rational
communication and reasonable negotiation, and we pledge ourselves to
work with the Governor’s ad hoc committee in a spirit of cooperation and
understanding.” (116)

Jernigan Was more circumspect in giving his assurance that the Commission was in
support of Governor Ray and his proposals, not allowing himself to miss an opportunity
to restate the Commission’s belief in the validity of the transfer effort, and righteousness
of the cause. Jernigan wrote:
As you know, we of the Commission have felt for some time that the best
interests of the blind of Iowa would be served by a transfer of the
administration of the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School from the
Board of Regents to the Commission for the Blind. We believe that
proposal was constructive and philosophically sound.
In our estimation this would have resulted in a more coordinated program
for the blind and the visually handicapped of Iowa. It is recognized, we
believe, that the rehabilitation, library and other programs of the
Commission have been successful, and that the state has been able to point
to them with pride.
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Our only interest in this matter from the very outset has been the
promotion of the well-being of the blind children and adults of the state.
Yet we agree with Governor Ray that so much emotion has been generated
on both sides of the question, and so much misinformation has resulted,
that instead of helping those we wish to serve, an opposite condition is
developing. (117)

Jernigan also felt he had to point out one last time that the transfer could have happened
if he really wanted it, not wishing to withdrawal of the transfer bill to be misconstrued as
a defeat for him or the Commission.
Even though we think that sufficient legislative support exists to pass the
bill, we believe placing the School under the Commission in the present
atmosphere would neither be constructive or wise. (118)

James Omvig also reflected on the capitulation,
It was a heck of a campaign but I don't know if I would say that we lost in
the sense of did we lose by a vote count. I can't say that. And in fact, I
don't think we did. I think it was Kenneth Jernigan's decision just based
on what is best for the Commission and what is best for the school, and
what’s best for blind people in Iowa just not to make the legislators fight
with themselves. Because now, all the sudden, people who were our
friends, ended up there friends, many of whom were also Regents type
people and the legislators, were caught in the middle. So I think frankly
that we really had the votes but that he just decided for the good of
everybody, including the legislators, that we ought to just pull it and leave
the whole thing alone and see if we can do anything to try to work with
Rocco to make things better for blind kids that way. That didn’t work
incidentally. After the bill was pulled, Rocco of course was quite cocky
and happy that he had beaten Kenneth Jernigan and that was kind of the
message that came out from the school and from those parents. (119)

Omvig was correct, as letting go of the legislative fight did not lead to healing among the
injured parties. Rocco, Jernigan, the IAB, Vinton alumni, parents on both sides all felt
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deeply dissatisfied with the outcome of the fight, believing that both the Commission and
the IBSSS were significantly weakened by the failed takeover.
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CHAPTER VI
Rocco Strikes Back – The Counter-Revolution Comes to Iowa

On January 20, 1970, about four dozen blind and sighted individuals met at a
Marriott hotel in Cedar Rapids, Iowa. Their purpose was to charter an affiliate of the
American Council of the Blind, the national organization that grew from the faction of
affiliates and former NFB members expelled during the civil war of 1958-1961. (1)
George Card, former first vice-president of the NFB, and a national leader and organizer
of the ACB, had landed in Cedar Rapids the night before, and was met at the airport and
driven to the Waterloo hotel by a staffer from the IBSSS. (2) The rift that Jernigan and
the IAB’s effort to take over the school provided an opportunity to establish a platform
from which dissident blind Iowans could challenge Jernigan, the Commission, and the
NFB. At the meeting in Cedar Rapids were staff, teachers, and students from the Braille
School in Vinton, as well as Dr. Frank Rocco, the superintendent. At the door were
security guards with pistols on their hips, and in the room the atmosphere was tense and
furtive. The guards searched the bags of the attendees as they came and went from the
room, but despite these precautions, a member of the IAB managed to smuggle in a tape
recorder, and the words of Dr. Rocco excoriating the actions of the IAB, the Commission
and its director, Kenneth Jernigan would be heard back at the old YMCA building in Des
Moines. (3)
Card had attempted to infiltrate the IAB in 1961, and then again in 1963 despite
living in Wisconsin. He had served as the first vice-president of the NFB under Jacobus
tenBroek until he was expelled from the organization in 1961. Jernigan was elected to
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that same position upon Card’s expulsion, and for the next nine years, the two leaders
sought to build their organizations through affiliate building campaigns, and traded
accusations of nefarious intentions and ill-will. The fact that it was Card who was
brought in from another state to organize the ICB was guaranteed to outrage Jernigan.
Neil Butler, president of the IAB, expressed this sentiment of fury on behalf of Jernigan
and his fellow Association members, by issuing a scathing letter to all Association
members, and copied it to the Governor, the Board of Regents, and state legislators. In
the letter he denounced the involvement of the IBSSS and the Regents in the formation of
the Iowa Council of the Blind, stating,
When the Board of Regents could not meet the issues raised by the blind
of Iowa concerning the question of transferring the Iowa Braille and Sight
Saving School to the Commission for the Blind, they called in
out-of-staters and collected what dissident blind people they could to form
an organization... We rest our case with these words: Carpetbaggers, go
back to your own states Iowa can run its own business and make its own
decisions without your interference. Regents, fight your own battles and
stop trying to use a few dissident blind adults and innocent blind children
and their parents as pawns in your game. Meet the issues squarely if you
can, but be brave enough to do it in your own name. (4)

The American Council of the Blind was founded in 1960 as a direct result of the
expulsion of several state affiliates of the NFB at the 1959 NFB convention in Kansas
City, Missouri. The cause of the expulsion, and the subsequent split of the movement is
still contested among those who were there. Those who formed the ACB see the split as
resulting from disputes and questions arising from the use of NFB fiscal resources, some
of which went to renovate tenBroek’s office in Berkeley. A number of fund-raising
efforts by the organization led to accusations by some national board officers, who were
frustrated at their inability to determine how the funds should be utilized. Affiliates who
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raised money for the NFB wished to keep as much of the funds in their states, while the
national office, run by tenBroek, insisted that it was critical that the national board have
final authority over the all money raised. There were nascent philosophical differences as
well, over the best strategies for improving the public agencies serving the blind, and
whether or not it made sense to speak of the blind in unified terms, or whether it made
more sense to identify unique needs and differences between the partially sighted and the
totally blind. This philosophical difference was accompanied by a growing concern for
tenBroek’s control of the organization and leadership style, and the growing influence of
Jernigan. The NFB interpretation is that there were individuals within the organization
who sought to take over the leadership from tenBroek and subvert the democratic will of
the NFB’s membership. TenBroek decided in the 1950s that confrontation and direct
action were the only ways to effect true change for the status of the blind, and Jernigan
had showed that he shared this strategic vision. Others within the NFB in the late 1950s
were increasingly uncomfortable with this tactic, and sought a more conciliatory
approach of engagement with the sighted professionals. (5)
The ACB spent much of the 1960s trying to form chapters and affiliates, and find
a distinct voice and set out an alternative vision for the blind movement. The less
confrontational style of the ACB often made them natural allies with public institutions
and professional organizations for the blind who were busy fending off NFB attacks, and
grappling with the Iowa Commission model implemented and nurtured by Jernigan and
his protégés in Des Moines. (6)
The advent of the ACB affiliate in Iowa did little to repair relations between the
Commission and the IBSSS. Six months after the Governor Ray imposed truce on
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January 30, 1970, the two agencies were still mired in disputes and rancor. The minutes
of the Commission, June 25, 1970 begin with the statement:
A discussion was held concerning relations with the Iowa Braille and
Sight Saving School. It is seemingly not possible to establish any
meaningful working relationship with Dr. Rocco, the Superintendent of
the School, at this time. Even when the letter of cooperative relationships
Is observed, the spirit is violated. (7)

Jernigan sought to contrast the two competing associations of the blind, the IAB and the
ICB, by comparing the conventions held by each organization in late May of 1970.
Jernigan described the IAB convention as follows in the June 25 Commission meeting
minutes:
The Iowa Association of the Blind held its annual convention at the Fort
Oes Holmes Hotel on Memorial Day weekend. The meeting was open to
all and was attended by Mr. Balinger State Treasurer and Chairman of the
Governor’s Coordinating Committee. Dr. Rocco declined to attend but
had said that he would send Mrs. Patruchi to speak at the banquet. When
he was informed that a banquet speaker and program had already been
arranged he sent Mrs. Patruchi to the Saturday afternoon session. (8)

To show the strength and numbers of the IAB, Jernigan added
The treasurer announced that the Iowa Association of the Blind has 546
paid up members. The banquet was attended by 275 people Including Mr.
Balinger; Secretary of State Hellen Synhorst; Auditor of State Lloyd
Smith; Warren Colensan, State Secretary of the Iowa Lions Sight
Conservation Foundation, and many other people of prominence.

Jernigan wanted no one to think that the battle over the Braille School, and the arrival of
the ACB in Iowa meant that the IAB was not still the largest, and best-connected
organization of the blind in the state. The director of the Commission wished to make it
very clear which organization he supported, and in doing so, he made the Commission
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and the IAB even more indistinguishable by his reporting on such activities in such
glowing terms in the Commission minutes. (9)
On the other side of the state, however, as Jernigan reported in the Commission
minutes, there was little effort to disguise which organization the superintendent, and
many of the teachers and administrators of IBSSS supported. Jernigan wrote the
following about the June 13 ICB state convention:
The Iowa Council of the Blind held Its convention on Saturday, June 13,
in Cedar Rapids. A policeman checked people at the door and decided
who would be admitted. Several were turned away. The whole focus of
the meeting (based on reports from people who attended) was a violent
attack upon the Commission in general and upon the Director personally.
Resolutions were adopted calling for the Director to be fired and for the
Commission’s books to be audited. At least seven teachers from the Iowa
Braille and Sight Saving School were present, and Mr. Wyman Howard,
an employee of the Board of Regents was re-elected President. (10)

Wyman Howard worked for the Iowa School for the Deaf, and thus by extension for the
Regents. For Jernigan this would be another sign of collusion between the Regents and
the “dissident” blind, whereas members of the ICB saw such a professional association as
little different than those of Jernigan and the Commission. Jernigan held no office in the
IAB, but he was by 1970 the president of the national organization, and much of the
business of the NFB was run out of Des Moines. Jernigan went on to describe in
ominous tones the rest of the ICB meeting:
After lunch the room was cleared so that everyone could be checked in
again for security purposes. Seventy-five people (Including quite a
number of out-of-staters) were present. During the afternoon session one
person was observed taking notes and was required to stand up and give
an account of why she was doing so. Several people demanded that she be
required to destroy her notes, but she was finally allowed to keep them.
Or Rocco spoke at the banquet. He reportedly asked the person who had
been taking notes 1n the afternoon not to take notes. The entire focus of
his speech, according to statements of those who heard it, was a personal
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attack upon the Director of the Commission. Dr. Rocco reportedly said
that the Director’s days were numbered; that he was like King George of
England on his throne, trying to confront the leaders of the American
Revolution; that nothing will stop us now. (11)

The above account of the ICB meeting was corroborated by reports from IAB members
who attended in secret, and by others who were unaffiliated with either organization at
the time. One individual who planned to be a student teacher at the school in the fall
gave a very detailed report to the Commission board on what she observed at that
meeting.
I arrived at the YWCA in Cedar Rapids at ten minutes to nine Saturday
morning. The meeting was scheduled to begin at 9:00. Several people
were milling around, chatting; a policeman was stationed by the only
entrance to the meeting room. I requested permission from Shirley
Wiggens, Membership Chairman, to attend the meeting. She said that
only members were allowed to attend. I explained my position as a future
student teacher to her and she then spoke with Wyman Howard, temporary
president of the Council. He spoke with me, saying that they had
considerable difficulty at the establishment of the Council in January, with
frequent infiltrations of people from the Association of the Blind and the
Commission for the Blind to spy on their activities and recording their
meetings. I professed to know nothing of the former controversy but he
was extremely reluctant to admit me. He said several times that he
regretted having to use “such extreme screening procedures but that it
was necessary to keep out disruptive non-member spies, given that the
Commission would go to any length to plant spies is their midst, of
which they had to be very careful.” (12)

The anonymous report by the student teacher of the ICB meeting captured the sentiments
of many of the blind attendees. (13) She reported a conversation she had with several
recent graduates of the IBSSS, asking them if they worked, and if they didn’t why they
did not seek the services of the Commission to assist them to find employment. One
young woman the student teacher called Isabel offered a harsh critique of Jernigan and
the Iowa Commission, stating:
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The Commission tries to control everyone’s life, telling you where you
can work, how long you can work, who you can work for, when you can
breathe. The ICB members only want the freedom to work and live as
they please. The commission forces its opinion on you, and if they ever
find a job for you, they hold it over your head. That Kenneth Jernigan
wants control of all the blind people in the state and the whole country.
He’s just a power-hungry dictator. (14)
The charge that Jernigan was a “power-hungry dictator” was repeated often, and not just
among the alumni and staff of Vinton, but it became a common refrain among those
sympathetic with the ACB when he became president of the NFB in 1968. Statements of
Jernigan’s penchant for control and a firm hand on the rudder of the organization he led
was noted by even his supporters. Also, some of those who spoke out against Jernigan
did so out of a rejection of the comprehensive model of blindness training offered by the
Commission. Jernigan insisted that one had to fully accept one’s blindness in order to be
successful, and he would not allow a student at the center to identify as “partially
sighted,” or to pick and choose which classes he or she wanted to take. Jernigan offered
a total curriculum, and did not allow participants to order services a la carte. Many blind
people then and today either are not comfortable with identifying as a blind person, or do
not accept the comprehensive approach to rehabilitation Jernigan promulgated.
The charges against Jernigan and rumors of activities at the Commission grew
increasingly fantastical, but nevertheless persisted. The student teacher also reported
more chatter among the ICB conventioneers:
Another conversation I joined was between Miss Mary Burdell, a social
worker from Waterloo, and Ed Murphy, a small- stand owner from Cedar
Rapids, and Rich Farmer, a first year teacher at the IBSSS. Mr. Kurphy
was doing most of the talking, saying:
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"There are so many stories I could tell about that man [Jernigan]. The ICB
will win because the Commission and Kenneth Jernigan will have such a
black eye, we won’t have to fire him; I know of so many job opportunities
lost and injustices to me”. He mentioned then several incomplete
references to divorce proceedings begun between Loui Kolpeck (a former
policeman, recently blinded), and his wife, and the attempt to fire Mr.
Merickle (English, teacher at the IBSSS). “The man [Jernigan] often used
a human guide around the legislature when the rest of us were gettin’
around independently with our dogs and canes. If someone would draw
up the papers of a civil suit against that man. I’d sign them tomorrow, and
we’d win, there is no doubtin’ that”. (15)

The meeting ended with recriminations and accusations that spies from the Commission
were in the room. The student teacher described the scene:
The meeting was about to adjourn when Shirley Wiggins stood up and
said that it had been brought to her attention that a member of the group
had been doing a lot of writing during the meeting. Someone defended the
right of a member to take notes, while another, (Kary Burdell) called for
the immediate” destruction of the notes, as a sign of good faith on the part
of the member. After general unordered discussion I was personally asked
to stand up and explain my activities. I did so, for the most part appeasing
their curiosity, and fright. Miss Burdell requested again that I tear up my
notes. A writer from the Waterloo Courier stood up and said, “He is a
member, I am not: I take far more voluminous mental notes and you
trust me? You owe at least as much to her.” Another man rose to say that
“if we don’t have faith in each other, we may as well not meet next June.”
Mrs. Wiggins stated that I was a new member, vouched for by a member
in good standing who had left an hour earlier. She had been requested to
mention the observation, then publicly apologized for the attack. I was
allowed to keep my notes. Many people came up to me afterwards to
apologize, to make clear the tense situation, the- need for care, but not to
judge them all as superstitious bad people. They sincerely welcomed me
as a member and hoped I would not hold it against them. (16)

The ICB convention in Cedar Rapids that June in 1970 provided a vehicle for all the
frustration, resentment, and hostility towards Jernigan that had accumulated over ten
years to coalesce into one voice. One man, Ed Murphy, declared he had been waging a
ten-year war against Jernigan, and that the recent defeat in the Senate against the takeover
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of the school was just the beginning. Jernigan was accused of using state funds to travel
on NFB business around the country, and that he neglected the interests of blind Iowans
in his work as NFB president. Such charges had been made before, but now they were
attached to ICB convention resolutions, and the Jernigan opposition had powerful allies
in the school for the blind, the community of Vinton and eastern Iowa, and in the
legislature. The ICB wanted Jernigan’s resignation, and the effort to force him out of the
director’s position and out of the state would not let up. It also became increasingly
difficult to separate Jernigan the man from the NFB and its philosophy.
Members of the ICB also tried to build up Rocco and the IBSSS, frequently
referring to his doctorate in vision, and his expertise in blindness. They argued that one
did not need to be blind to teach the blind any more than a doctor needed to have had his
own appendix out before operating on a patient for the same ailment. They belittled
Jernigan as a former salesman, with no experience in blindness, and who had been fired
from three of his previous jobs. The ICB supporters of Rocco asserted that morale was
high at the school and that new methods and curriculum were being introduced at the
school that were progressive and leading edge. More than anything, however, they flatly
dismissed the NFB philosophy, refusing to accept the NFB assertion that blindness was a
mere nuisance, or that blind and partially sighted individuals both needed to learn the
skills of blindness.

The Governor Steps In
Despite efforts by the governor and the Board of Regents to bring an end to the
rancor and discord among the blind in the state, relations only worsened during the spring
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of 1970. In many ways, the same issues that plagued the two institutions for years – the
sharing of names, the provision of VR services, and library services persisted, driven in
many ways by the residual anger resulting from the recent legislative fight. Rocco
remained furious at nearly losing control of his school, and Jernigan had no illusions that
the superintendent would suddenly change his mind about the Commission or the blind
who supported it. Jernigan also knew from his decade-long experience battling the ACB
that the advent of the Iowa Council of the Blind was sure to bring further division among
the blind in the state. It was likely inevitable that the ACB would establish an affiliate in
Iowa eventually, but the manner of its advent in the state, and the close ties with the
IBSSS ensured that acrimony would deepen within the blind community. The opposition
that Jernigan faced until 1970 was defuse and lacked leadership. Now it had shape and
institutional support. The presence of the ICB in Iowa meant that Jernigan and the IAB
would spend the next decade desperately trying to hold on to what they had accomplished
in the first.
As an effort to bring the warring parties together, Governor Ray, following his
announcement of January 30, reconstituted the coordinating committee which included
representatives from the Board of Regents, the IBSSS, the Commission, the IAB, and
other members of the Iowa Advisory Committee for the Blind. The latest effort to put
out the fire resulted in little success, notwithstanding the presence of the governor at its
inaugural meeting in early March of 1970. Jernigan reported on this meeting in a report
to the Commission on March 11:
The first meeting of the Coordinating Committee was held in the
Governor’s office at three o’clock on Monday afternoon, March 2. Those
present were: The Governor; Mr. Baringer, Chairman of the Committee;
Mr. Wimer, Chairman of the Commission; the Director of the
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Commission; Mr. Redeker, Chairman of the Board of Regents; and Dr.
Rocco, Superintendent of the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School. Mr.
Baringer began by turning the meeting over to the Governor, who made a
brief opening statement, calling on all those present to try in good faith to
achieve the objectives which had been agreed upon and announced at the
press conference. Mr. Baringer then asked who would like to bring
anything up, and the Director said that he had a matter to discuss. The
Director presented to the Committee an article which appeared in the Iowa
Falls newspaper of February 12 reporting on a speech made by Dr. Rocco
to the Iowa Falls Lions on February 10, personally attacking the Director.
The Director said that he had been called by a member of the Iowa Falls
Lions Club and told that Dr. Rocco had not only attacked him but also
Senator Potgeter, the chief Senate sponsor of the bill which would have
transferred the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School to the Commission.
(17)

Reports Jernigan received about the Vinton Lions club meeting infuriated the director,
not least because it took place so soon after the supposed truce was called by the
governor, but because of Rocco’s incendiary presentation. During a slide show giving a
history of the school, Rocco reiterated his insistence that Jernigan’s actions were purely
political in nature, that kids with partial vision should not be treated the same as those
who were totally blind, and that many of the students at the Braille School had multiple
disabilities and hence needed expert medical attention in addition to the education
provided by IBSSS. Rocco also repeated his frequent dismissal of Jernigan’s actions as
purely political, stating that “If Jernigan wishes to run for Governor, let him do so on his
own time.” (18)
The article went on to report Rocco’s statement of pedagogical beliefs about
blindness:
There are degrees of blindness and training must account for it. A person
with 20 percent vision is legally blind though he actually may have some
sight. His training must be different from someone totally blind from
birth. Training also differs when partial blindness is progressive.
Students are taught to make use of what sight they have, as well as the
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traditional Braille techniques, he said.
Often, a student may have multiple handicaps. He may be spastic and
mildly retarded as well as blind. But that doesn’t mean he also cannot be
taught, Rocco noted. The school has a 24-hour medical facility staffed by
nurses, with three physicians on call, he related. (19)

No doubt the language used by Rocco above incensed the organized blind, but it was
language not uncommonly utilized by professionals at that time. The president of the
Lions reported on the meeting and distributed it to all members of the organization. The
report very strongly favored Rocco and even quoted Rocco as making a barely veiled
threat:
As for transferring the Braille school to the Iowa Commission for the
Blind, the process could just as well work the other way. Rocco added,
“There’s a difference between habitation and rehabilitation.” Since the
matter has been brought up, why not put the commission under the Vinton
School, he suggested. In any event, don’t make the children pawns in the
game, he advised. (20)
Rocco’s word signaled that the battle was far from over, and the Governor’s call for
comity meant little to the superintendent, and all the issues that divided the Commission
and the Braille School before remained unresolved. Jernigan’s report on the March 2
meeting went on to offer further complaints about the lack of progress and events
occurring since January 30:
The Director next presented [to the Commission board] a letter from Mr.
Harold Pocklington, head of the Leader Dog School, to Dr. Rocco. dated
February 12. The Director said that several Lions had told him that when
Mr. Pocklington spoke at the Lions in Ames, on February 8, he had
attacked the Director personally, saying that the Director hated dogs and
had threatened to cut off welfare from blind persons who wanted dogs.
The Director observed that Mr. Poclington demonstrated lack of
knowledge of Iowa’s programs, since the Commission does not even
administer the welfare program for the blind. Also, the Commission has,
on more than one occasion in the past, helped blind persons who wanted
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them get dogs. In view of the success Iowa has had in training blind
persons in the new travel techniques with the long cane, it is not difficult
to understand why the head of the Leader Dog School might feel
somewhat less than happy with the Iowa Commission for the Blind and
might wish to combine forces with anyone who wished to harm the
program. Many of the Lions resented Mr. Pocklington’s remarks,
especially since they were coupled with such a strong attempt to promote
the Superintendent of the School. (21)

The question of the use of dogs was a touchy one in the blind community, and one that
would plague Jernigan for years. Jernigan was known not to be a strong supporter of the
use of dogs, in part because he argued that most guide dog schools gave dogs to blind
people who otherwise were not properly trained in blindness skills, and that the schools
promoted negative stereotypes about blindness, particularly in their fund-raising letters.
The Commission also did not allow students to receive training at the center in Des
Moines with their guide dogs, a prohibition some blind saw as prejudicial. (22)
Jernigan’s training philosophy was that a blind person first needed to have the skill of
using a white cane before they could use a dog so that the individual could function in
case the dog was unable to serve as a guide. Cane travel was fundamental to Jernigan
and the NFB, and had to come first before a dog could be introduced into the blind
person’s life. Fewer people in the NFB used dogs as guides compared to members of the
ACB, and the ACB gave the appearance of being more open to the full integration of
dogs into the training of the blind and into society. Jernigan and many NFBers supported
the right to use a dog in policy, but often expressed the belief that proper training with a
white cane mitigated the need to use a dog. Raising this issue also threatened to
undermine Jernigan’s carefully cultivated relationship with the Lions clubs of Iowa, as
the Lions were, and continue to be, strong supporters of guide dog schools.
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Jernigan sought to explain his position and concerns regarding the “dog” question
in his report to the Commission Board of the meeting:
The Director said that if the newspaper article accurately reflected what
Dr. Rocco had said, it was a matter of concern since it had been the
understanding of the Commission that all attacks were to cease after
January 30. Further, the letter from Mr. Pocklington was a matter of
concern if the reports from the Lions as to Mr. Pocklington’s statements
were correct. The Director pointed out that there was some indication that
at least one person to be graduated from the School this year was going
directly to the Leader Dog School even though in many instances the dog
constitutes a negative factor to employment and even though the
Commission, not the School, will be responsible for working with the
graduate from now on. Mr. Pocklington’s letter would indicate that the
School may be entering upon a policy of encouraging its students to seek
dogs upon graduation and before they have much contact with the
Commission. (23)

Jernigan believed that students who went straight to a guide dog school were missing out
on the training that the Commission provided, and that Jernigan believed the student had
to have in order to be successful. Getting the dog first put the training process in reverse,
and would do harm to the student. The IBSSS perspective was that the school provided
adequate and effective cane travel training, and that students who went to receive dogs
after graduation were suitable prepared to do so, and were exercising individual choice.
Jernigan’s report continued:
The Governor said that the Iowa Falls news article had also come to his
attention and that he thought it was a matter of concern. He then asked
Dr. Rocco if he would care to comment or "rebut” what had been said.
Dr. Rocco replied, "I have spent most of my time since I have been in
Iowa ‘rebutting’ and I am getting tired of it. I don’t see anything sacred
about a date, so I think the January 30 press conference is not that
important.” Dr. Rocco went on to say he could bring up instances where
he had been attacked if anybody wanted to talk about such things, that he
had been accused of molesting women and all sorts of other things. He
said that he would prefer to get off of such topics and talk about
philosophy. The Governor said that he regarded the news article of some
importance and would like an explanation, but none was forthcoming.
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The Director asked whether all present should not now firmly reiterate the
pledge that there would be no attacks made against the School by
employees of the Commission or against the Commission by employees of
the School. The Director and the Chairman of the Commission
unequivocally stated that they were willing to make such pledges but Dr.
Rocco and Mr. Redeker said that the matter was not that simple and that
people had a right to their own private opinions. (24)

Jernigan also expressed to the Governor at the coordinating committee meeting
his displeasure with the close collaboration between the IBSSS and the Iowa Council of
the Blind (ICB), noting in his report to the Commission:
This led to a discussion of the newly formed Iowa Council of the Blind.
The Director said that since the organization had as its President a Regents
employee at the School for the Deaf, with several employees of the Iowa
Braille and Sight Saving School in its leadership, that it would seem that
the Regent employees should either withdraw from the organization or
that it should not continue its public and violent attacks upon the
Commission and its Director. Dr. Rocco said that he had asked employees
of the School not to attack the Commission and was willing to ask them
again but that he could not coerce them or infringe their civil rights. Both
he and Mr. Redeker said that they would certainly not condone any attack
made by an employee while on School time or in his capacity as a staff
member of the School. Mr. Redeker said that if the new organization did
not have constructive goals it would undoubtedly die because of its
negativism. The Director and the Chairman of the Commission reiterated
that they were willing to dispense with technicalities and undertake to
ensure that Commission members and employees would simply not attack
the School and that it was to be hoped that the Regents could see their way
clear to adopt a similar policy. There was no affirmative response. (25)

Rocco did not leave the charge of collusion between the IBSSS and ICB unchallenged,
and offered his own complaint about the Commission and the IAB. In particular, Rocco
complained about a letter sent by Neale Butler, IAB president, to Governor Ray on
February 27 in which Butler accused the superintendent of continuing his attacks against
Jernigan and the Commission, and was engaging in retaliatory actions against the IAB.
In response to Rocco’s complaint about Butler’s letter, Jernigan reported:
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The Director told Dr. Rocco that Mr. Butler "is not my employee and so I
have no way of controlling his actions.” The Director went on to ask Dr.
Rocco if he thought Mr. Butler’s letter had been untrue, and Dr. Rocco
replied that it had not but that it would be a source of friction. He said that
the Director, as President of the National Federation of the Blind, had
responsibility for the actions of the state organization. The Director
respectfully disagreed, but said that he would be glad to talk with Mr.
Butler about the matter if Dr. Rocco wished. It was suggested, however,
that Dr. Rocco talk the matter over directly with Mr. Butler and Dr. Rocco
said that he did not wish to do this and that he did not wish the Director to
do anything that he merely wished to make the protest. (26)
Butler’s letter referred to by Rocco sought not only to denounce the new ACB affiliate in
the state, but to accuse the IBSSS of facilitating its creation, and to taking sides in a longstanding dispute between the NFB and ACB as to who would speak for the blind. Butler
wrote to Governor Ray, the Iowa Association of the Blind has approximately 500
members and has been in existence for several decades. It has represented the blind of
the state and has tried to act responsibly and constructively. (27)
The ICB had just been established the previous month, and Butler and other
members of the IAB expressed loudly in whatever venue they could their displeasure
with the IBSSS involvement in the ICB charter. Butler’s words to Ray were, in part, an
effort to argue that the IAB remained the primary voice of the blind of Iowa. Butler went
on to reference the recent battle over the Braille School transfer:
As you know, the Association felt that the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving
School should be transferred from the Regents to the Commission for the
Blind. To this end a number of our leaders talked with you last Fall. As
the controversy over the transfer of the School developed, we were
dismayed by the bitterness and emotion which developed to cloud the
issue and create confusion.
When you held your press conference on January 30 and announced the
withdrawal of the bill to transfer the School and the creation of the special
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committee to try to achieve coordination, we were disappointed but could
understand the reasons and were inclined to support your action. I wrote
you a letter to that effect and the [IAB] Board later ratified that action.
Our attitude was based on the assumption that the Regents and officials at
the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School were willing to try in good faith
to find solutions to existing problems. (28)
Butler’s letter to Governor Ray included a complaint about Rocco’s appearance at the
Lions club in Vinton:
However, developments since January 30 have given us cause for concern.
In the first place, we understand that Dr. Rocco is continuing publicly to
attack the Commission for the Blind and to make statements which cannot
help but lead to further bad feeling, chaos, and confusion. I have a
clipping from the Iowa Falls newspaper of February 12, describing Dr.
Rocco1s appearance at the local Lions Club on February 10, which
illustrates the point quite well. Also, Dr. Rocco has just informed us that
the Iowa Association of the Blind may not hold its annual convention at
the School, which it has done for decades. There is evidence that he and
some of his employees, as well as other Regents employees, continue to
support the newly formed Iowa Council of the Blind. This organization
contains very few blind persons and came into being with the avowed
purpose of discrediting the Commission for the Blind, its Director, and our
Association.
Even though we felt that the blind of the state would be better off if the
School were part of the program of the Commission, we are willing to try,
in good faith and in every way possible, to work toward cooperation and
program improvement under the present arrangement. However, we
cannot do this unless the Regents and Dr. Rocco are willing to reciprocate.
In fact, this is the same problem we have always faced. (29)
One sign of Rocco’s allegiance came when he denied the IAB their request to hold their
state convention on the IBSSS campus, as it had done for decades. Rocco’s denial not
only rankled its leaders, it confirmed the bias of the superintendent, and the willingness
of IBSSS partisans to enter into the rift in the organized blind community. Rocco wrote
to Jo Anne Slayton, secretary of the IAB, on February 18, 1970, stating:
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It will not be possible to offer our facilities for convention purposes this
summer. We are in the process of bringing about many changes here at
IBSSS, and it will be necessary to involve all of our personnel in the
various preparatory measures necessary to affect our new program. Our
physical plant is also undergoing modification in order to be better suited
for our needs. (30)

Pushing the knife in even further, Rocco added:
In addition to all of this, a request has been made by the new organization
representing blind persons in the State of Iowa, the Iowa Council of the
Blind, for convention facilities. In order to bring about the changes I have
mentioned and to be fair to all organizations concerned, I regret that we
find it necessary to discontinue the practice of making our school available
for conventions. (31)

With respect to the provision of VR services, and the work of the Commission, Rocco
continued to cloud affairs by restating his charges that the Commission favored those
blind who were members of the IAB and supporters of Jernigan. These accusations
surfaced again through conversations between Rocco and a VR counselor in the Cedar
Rapids office of the Commission. On March 17, 1970, Jernigan wrote to Rocco to
address the latter’s charges. Jernigan wrote:
Yesterday afternoon Mr. Robert Rucker of our Cedar Rapids office called
to say that you had just called him on the phone. He says that you
indicated that one of your seniors was planning to go to Cornell and that
she would need a $100 advanced payment and that you wished to know
whether the Commission would pay this. Mr. Rucker reports that you
went on to say that the counselors from the Commission were welcome to
come to the School at any time as long as they only worked with students
over sixteen, since state law prohibited the Commission from working
with anyone under that age. He further reports that you were critical of
the Commission, saying that the students at the School were not receiving
any counseling at all and that you had tried to learn from Mr. Taylor and
me what services could be provided but had not been able to get the
answers. He quoted you as saying "the Commission really should have
objective criteria as to what each student is entitled to, for your own
protection if for no other reason. Otherwise, you may be accused of
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discrimination in providing more for one than for another.” He says this is
the sense of your remarks, if not the exact language.
He says that you went on to remark that the students at your School feel
that the Commission is a “highhanded” operation and that you are coming
to believe it yourself. He sums up your remarks as being critical of the
Commission to one of its employees, and filled with innuendo. He says
this was coupled with an invitation that he come by and talk with you
when next he was in Vinton. (32)

Jernigan went on to provide an explanation of the nature of vocational rehabilitation
services, commenting:
Regarding your statement that we should have some objective criteria as
to what each student at your School is entitled to, this indicates a lack of
understanding as to the Federal rehabilitation laws and, indeed, the entire
spirit and purpose of the public rehabilitation programs as they now
operate in this country. The Commission for the Blind, in its function as a
rehabilitation agency, is not merely a “bill-payer.” It is not simply a
matter of sitting down and determining that every blind individual is
entitled to a tape recorder, a Brailler, a machinist’s hammer, a plow, a
sewing machine, a college tuition, or a kettle drum. Rather, as Mr. Taylor
indicated in his letter, it is necessary that the Commission and each blind
person involved work out an individual plan of rehabilitation. (This,
incidentally, is a Federal requirement, even if common sense did not
indicate it, which it does.) This means that you or other officials at the
School cannot do vocational planning with the student, work with him to
enter a given college, or other training situation, and then simply make
arrangements to send the bill to the Commission. I emphasize once again
that there must be a "joint plan” and that it must be made between the
Commission and the individual himself. Further, this does not mean that
the individual can decide (without any prior consultation with the
Commission) that he intends to follow a given course of action and then
satisfy the requirements of the “joint plan” by ”telling” the Commission
and then submitting bills to it. (33)

Jernigan concluded his letter by insisting that until harmony was restored between the
Commission and the Braille School, that all communication should be routed through the
director, or John Taylor, the assistant director, or Ms. Grannis if it involved library
services.
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Meanwhile, the ICB moved quickly to strike at the Commission. Wyman
Howard, an employee at the school for the deaf in Council Bluffs, Iowa, and a sighted
man, was elected president of the ICB at the meeting in Cedar Rapids in January.
Howard’s first move was to try and force the Commission to release the names from the
Commission register of all blind Iowans over the age of 21. The ICB president, Wyman
Howard, made no secret of its intents, writing on April 27, 1970, in his request to
Jernigan for the names:
The Iowa Council of the Blind, of which I am the President, respectfully
requests that it be furnished a list of the names and addresses of all legally
blind persons in Iowa over the age of 21 years. This information is
available in the register of the blind which the Commission maintains in
accordance with Chapter 93.6, Code of Iowa.
Our request is simply for names and addresses. We are aware that, under
Chapter 106, Laws of the 62nd G.A0, certain personal information must
be kept confidential and ‘we wish none of that type of information. The
requested names will be used to solicit membership in the Iowa Council of
the Blind - a new organization devoted entirely to improving the situation
of the blind citizens of Iowa. Since the Commission for the Blind is
devoted to the same end as a public agency, we are confident of your
cooperation -- particularly since the information we request has already
been made available to the Iowa Association of the Blind, an organization
similar to ours. (34)

Jernigan had long insisted that the IAB did not have access to the names of blind Iowan s
on the registry kept by the Commission, but the letter above shows in part the degree to
which his assurances were believed. In its request, the ICB was revisiting the battle over
the names from years earlier, and that continued to cause friction. Howard ended his
letter with the threat:
The laws of Iowa regarding public records state that the rights of citizens
to such records may be enforced by mandamus or injunction, we would be
most reluctant to take such action and we are confident that it will not be
necessary. (35)
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Whether Jernigan appreciated the irony of revisiting the battle over names from the other
side of the argument is unknown, but the Commission refused the request. In a tersely
worded letter dated May 6, sent to Howard, Jernigan wrote:
Your letter of April 29, 1970, requesting a list of the names and addresses
of all legally blind persons in Iowa over age 21, addressed to the Director
of the Commission for the Blind, has been referred to me for answer. You
state that this information has been given to the Iowa Association of the
Blind. Your statement is incorrect. We have not provided this
information to the Iowa Association of the Blind, nor have we provided it
to anyone else because we do not believe that the law permits us to do
so… Even if the law did permit the releasing of such information we do
not believe that it requires us to do so or that it would be in the best
interests of the blind citizens of the state for us to do it. Federal as well as
state laws are involved and the fact that a blind individual has applied for
services or registered with us does not mean that we must (regardless of
his wishes) give his name to anyone who requests it so that he may be
solicited for this or that purpose by anyone who wishes to solicited,
regardless of how well intentioned the solicitor may be. (36)

Just as the battle over the sharing of names returned, so too the question of library
services continued to frustrate the Commission librarian, Florence Grannis. In April of
1970 she prepared and distributed another report, not unlike the one she produced in
1963, in which she expressed her concerns about the library at Vinton. Grannis wrote:
During the ten years I have been in Iowa directing the library of the Iowa
Commission for the Blind I have been more than a little concerned at the
situation of the library of the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School.
Having established a most harmonious working relationship with the staff
at the Washington State School for the Blind, involving a rotating deposit
collection, book talks at the school and a summer reading program, while I
was Librarian for the Blind for Washington State (1952-1960), I was
surprised to have my suggestions for such an enrichment of the Iowa
Braille and Sight Saving School facilities summarily rejected when I
presented it to the school superintendent at my first meeting with him in
1960. My subsequent observations of the school library did nothing to
reassure me. The person in charge of the library had no qualifications for
the position either by background or education and had seemingly no
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interest in books or feeling for the treasures therein. Later it was
heartening to have a trained (though inexperienced) school librarian take
over the school library and in my fragmentary contacts I could see that he
was coming to grips with the problems discarding some of the obsolete
materials, developing a useable card catalog, and making use of some of
the Commission’s collection. However, his stay at the school was brief.
I was told-by a reliable person that the present librarian was at the school
for two years before she learned of the existence of the library of the Iowa
Commission for the Blind. While she has served as a kindergarten
teacher, I could not discover that she has any qualifications, background,
or real interest in libraries or books. The chief tenor of her talk was that
she has too much to do (and indeed since her responsibilities seem to
include checking in and out machines, ordering and receiving all
textbooks and many other supplies, and keeping the students under control
as they use the library for a study hall) it is easy to see that she would
indeed have scant time to do "library” work. Her statement that she had
not filed catalog cards for two years would probably be an understatement.
Her indication that cards for discarded books had not been withdrawn
would be inevitable; her fragmentary knowledge of books for the blind
would also be inevitable. She appears not to know what was done before
she came, she seems not to know what to do now, and she is doubtful
about what to do in the future. (37)

Grannis also pointed out in her report that 2,575 of the 4,312 books in the IBSSS library
collection were regular print books – not large print, but regular typeface books.
Grannis’s survey found there were only 73 large print titles in the collection, compared to
the 1,943 available from the Commission library. Once again, the differing philosophies
of the Commission and the IBSSS were evinced by the description of Grannis of the use
of the library at the school when she observed:
The modus operandi of any program is determined by the philosophy
expressed directly, indirectly, or by implication. What was in evidence
here? One of the teachers told her students who were visiting the library
to select books by the type size so he or she could read it - the subject or
content seemed of no importance.
In another situation when a student asked for a book the librarian said,
“I’ll give you a book and you find someone to read it to you.” No effort
was made to find a book the student could read to himself. One very
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bright student was read to by the librarian because the “reader” came in at
a time that conflicted with his schedule and there seemed to be no material
in a media he could use.
It was significant that there were few Braille books, especially new ones,
and there were many print books. Almost no one was reading Braille.
Many hold the print books almost against their noses. The atmosphere
seemed to say that it is shameful to be blind and the more blindness the
more shame. (38)

Grannis showed in her report that not only was the philosophy of the school not serving
blind children well, the school did not even offer adequate services in accordance with its
own curriculum of distinguishing between the totally blind and the partially sighted. The
report of Grannis demonstrated to Jernigan and the IAB that the IBSSS continued to
poorly serve blind students, even after years of complaints by the Commission, countercharges from the IBSSS, whether one called it philosophical differences, or expertise in
action, the blind children of Iowa were caught between two opposing forces, and likely
were paying the price in terms of access to books.
Through the summer of 1970, skirmishes continued to pop up around the state,
with salvos in the form of letters, reports, newspaper articles, and phone calls lobbed
back and forth between Des Moines and Vinton. The legislative fight was dead, but few
seemed to know how to leave the battlefield, as participants in the struggle sought to find
a way to work out their frustrations of salvations as circumstances allowed. Rocco
sought to garner supporter from older IBSSS alumni by holding reunions at the school
during June, July and August, where he arranged his audiences with speech’s against the
wrong-headed notions of Jernigan and the Commission; the IAB now had a rival
advocacy group to contend with after the Iowa Council of the Blind was established in
January; the Commission librarian, Florence Grannis, sought once more to enhance
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library services for the students; and Jernigan endeavored to conduct “teach-ins” at Drake
university in the vocational rehabilitation graduate program. Others simply sought other
avenues to express their frustrations.
Sylvester Nemmers, the newly elected president of the IAB, wrote to Maurice
Baringer, state treasurer of Iowa, on September 15, 1970, wryly beginning his letter with
the statement, “How tired you must be of the never ending problem of the Iowa Braille
and Sight Saving School! My feeling exactly.” Nevertheless he went on to share his
latest concerns with the IBSSS, writing:
Not only am I the President of the Iowa Association of the Blind and a
blind person myself, but I am also the father of a blind child. It is for that
reason that I write to you.
Sylvia is five. She is intelligent and personable. She is also blind. I love
her and want her to have better opportunities than were available to me. It
is for this reason that I have worked so hard in the Iowa Association of the
Blind and that I took such an active part in trying to transfer the Braille
and Sight Saving School to the Commission for the Blind. I know from
personal experience about both the School and the Commission. A few
days ago I enrolled Sylvia in the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School.
She came home at the end of the first week and said to me, “Daddy, I am
sorry you are blind. I wish you could see. I’m glad that I have a little
eyesight.” She said this to me in several ways and more than once. Never
before in her life has she expressed pity for me or such concern about my
blindness, nor has she ever expressed such urgency about having a little
sight herself. This all occurred after just one week. It took place under
the “new” Superintendent and the “new” program at the School. What
will my child be like in five years, or ten? What would you do if it were
your child? (39)
Nemmers’s words above provide a clear and succinct expression of the members of the
IAB. Disagreements about the proper length of a white cane, whether or not braille
should be taught to partially sighted children, and the use of the word “blind,” added up
to more than differences of approach, but were the internal building blocks of negative
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attitudes about blindness and the anchor that would weigh down the future generation of
blind children. The pervasiveness of the hierarchy of sight at the school and in society in
general is what the Commission and the IAB sought to dismantle and discredit. The
blind saw the road map to their future in the faces of the children at the school. They
believed that taking over the school and making it a model of positive blindness training,
raising children in the federation philosophy, was the only hope for truly changing what it
meant to be blind, and for breaking apart the structures of discrimination. The question
remained as to whether the words of a blind father were strong enough to dissolve the
edifice of centuries of prejudice, the confident assertions of sighted professionals, or the
concerns of sighted parents of blind children who were caught in the middle.
Balinger responded on September 19, addressing Nemmers as a friend and a
sighted person grappling with the issues presented by the IAB president. Balinger wrote,
I understand your reaction to Sylvia’s remark, Sylvester, and I cannot help
but tremendously admire the courage and the character of those blind
persons such as yourself who take the position that blindness should not be
made the basis for a sympathetic comment. On the other hand, perhaps a
degree of tolerance is required of all of us with reference to infringement
of our respective standards and ideals. As you say, Sylvia is only five.
Could it be that she has just arrived at the stage of being conscious of the
problems of others and of the fact that it is nice to show consideration for
them, with the result that she took the course which you have indicated in
an effort to be kind to Daddy? It would be interesting to question her
regarding the background for her comment, whether it was some chance
remark which she heard at school, or elsewhere, by a student or a teacher,
or whether it was an oft-repeated concept which comprises an integral part
of the school’s program. I do not profess to know what the answer is,
Sylvester, but feeling that I do know you to a limited extent, at least, I
wanted you to know that I am concerned. (40)
The battle over the Braille School became an issue in the governor’s race that fall when
the September 10 Waterloo Courier carried an article which included a statement by the
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Democratic candidate Robert Fulton, responding to a question about the controversy.
The article observed, “Fulton also came out strongly in favor of the Iowa board of
Regents retaining control of the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School, and indirectly
chastised Gov. Ray for “Appeasement politics.” Fulton noted that he “fully supported the
IBSSS concept. It is an institution of learning and must be retained under the Board of
Regents...It probably should be under a Commission for Education, but in (lieu of such) a
commission, the proper place is under the Board of Regents. If this is a rebuke to the
Commission (for the Blind), then so be it.” (41)
On September 15, Sylvester Nemmers, elected president to the IAB a few months
earlier, wrote directly to Fulton seeking clarification of the statement appearing in the
Waterloo Courier. Nemmers wrote:
The Iowa Association of the Blind has more than 550 members and a great
many friends throughout the state. Many of these members and friends
are long time, staunch Democrats. It was, therefore, with some concern
that I read your statements [in the Waterloo Courier]. (42)

Nemmers went on to explain some of the recent history of the issue from the IAB
perspective, noting:
Last January all parties involved in the discussion as to whether the Iowa
Braille and Sight Saving School should remain under the Regents or be
transferred to the Commission for the Blind agreed to put the past behind
them and try to cooperate. The membership of the Iowa Association of
the Blind felt that the School should be under the Commission, but we
agreed to try the Governor’s plan in the interest of peace and harmony.
(43)

Nemmers then offered a somewhat tempered statement of the position of the IAB
regarding the IBSSS:
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We, too, “fully support the IBSSS concept,” but we honestly felt that the
School would function better as a part of the total program of the
Commission. From firsthand experience we know that the Commission is
providing good service and doing an outstanding job, statements from a
few disgruntled individuals to the contrary notwithstanding. If the
newspaper quoted you correctly, it would seem to me that your comments
were more in the nature of an attack upon the Commission than an
endorsement of the School. This is brought into focus by your last
sentence, which would seem to have been added for that very purpose.
Although we feel that the School has had real problems and shortcomings,
and that it would have been strengthened and improved by being placed
under the Commission, we certainly do not want to see the School hurt or
weakened. At the same time we strongly support the Commission and
would not want to see it hurt or weakened. In other words, we do not
believe that an individual has to attack the one in order to support the
other, which it appears to me your remarks would indicate. (44)

Nemmers concluded by offering the candidate an opportunity to respond and clarify his
position, saying,
“If you leave matters where they are, I believe that many of the blind and
their friends will be extremely unhappy. Some have already expressed
their feeling that the blind and their programs are being used as pawns in a
political campaign. We are proud of our programs for the blind and do not
wish to see them injured.” (45)

Fulton responded eight days later, writing to Nemmers:
I’m sure that the members of the Iowa Association of the Blind are
convinced that the school would be most effective under the Commission
of the Blind. I fully agree with your statement that it is not necessary and
in fact, harmful when in defending one position, that one would appear to
be attacking either the Commission for the Blind or the Board of Regents,
both of whom I am certain would do only what is best for the Blind.
During my entire legislative career, it was always my privilege to support
strongly the total program of the Iowa Commission for the Blind, and
believe that it is a program that is respected throughout the entire United
States of America. I assure you that my position regarding the placement
of the IBSSS in no way will change my support for the activities of the
Commission in providing rehabilitation services for the blind in our State.
I agree with you completely that it is not necessary in supporting one idea
or concept that it is necessary to attack another. In fact, it would be very
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very harmful to the blind of Iowa and I will do nothing in order to bring
about that result. (46)
Fulton’s statement, coupled with Governor’s Ray’s retreat from the battle the previous
January signaled that no matter who was elected in November that the question of the
place of IBSSS was politically dead. The IAB, recognizing it likely could not muster
enough support for another Braille School takeover bid, would have to relinquish this
dream, and adopted a more neutral stance on the matter, while continuing to hold Rocco’s
feet to the fire, and push the argument to the board of regents that blind children in Iowa
were ill-served by the IBSSS. The summer and fall of 1970 was a time to assess the
potential damage of the Braille School battle, and address new challenges, including that
of the arrival of the ACB affiliate, and increasingly hostile and wary school alumni.
The entrenchment of the two hostile camps through the affiliation of either the
Commission and the Braille School and Board of Regents meant that reconciliation and
recovery from the now decade-long battle would not come easily, if ever. What in other
contexts may have been construed as simple misunderstandings or personality conflicts,
would be magnified and scrutinized by both sides for implications of either loyalty or
betrayal.
Those who opposed the Commission under Jernigan routinely turned to the Board
of Regents and the Coordinating Committee as a conduit to air their grievances and
continue to sow doubt about the director. As the appointed chair of the coordinating
committee, State Treasurer Maurice Balinger, receive more than his share of this
correspondence. Through the fall of 1970, letters of complaint about Commission
services were routinely sent to Ballinger and other members of the Board of Regents,
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which then generated letters to Jernigan, who frequently had to seek to defend
Commission actions. One such letter from an ICB member college student was sent to
Balinger in October of 1970 complaining that the Commission was not providing the
books and reader services he needed to successfully complete his studies. Balinger wrote
to Jernigan requesting an explanation, to which Jernigan responded on October 9, first
offering an overview of the situation as he saw it:
In Iowa one of our real strengths has been the coordination of effort which
we have achieved. Since our library and our rehabilitation services are
paint of the same agency, there is no difficulty in a student’s knowing
what is available and being introduced to the library service. Further, we
coordinate the work of almost all of the volunteer typists and Braillists
throughout the state. As a matter of fact, because such coordination has
been generally lacking in other states, many of the volunteer transcribers
in those states work for us. This gives us a valuable and unique resource.
We now have more than 100 blind Iowans taking one type or another of
training in specialized schools or institutions of higher learning. The
books which we can give them that are produced by volunteers to meet
their individual needs constitute a service generally unavailable in other
states. (47)

Jernigan went on to describe the specific situation with the blind student who had
complained about Commission services, putting the complaint squarely in the context of
the political battle over the school that year. Jernigan wrote:
Now let me talk about the specific problems of Mr. Williams personally.
The first semester of last year he borrowed textbooks from our library.
During the second semester he did not. This was the time of his extremely
heavy political activity in attacking the Commission. However, he did not
return the books he had borrowed during the first semester, and it took
repeated contacts and a great deal of energy and time finally to get them
back in the summer. In the meantime they could have been used by other
blind students. The courses for which Mr. Williams had borrowed them
had been finished for many months… Mr. Williams did not let us know
that he wished us to tape any textbooks for him for the fall semester until
August. Most other students had long since given us their lists. The late
summer is always a very heavy work season for our volunteers, and their
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time is scheduled fairly tight by August. (48)

Jernigan then concluded his letter by questioning the role of the coordinating committee
that had been established earlier that year as part of the truce called by Governor Ray in
the battle over the Braille School. Jernigan had long believed that the coordinating
committee, which was supposed to provide a venue to allow the Commission, the IBSSS,
and the Board of Regents, to coordinate services for the blind across the state, and across
state agencies, was ineffectual at best, and a bastion of anti-Commission, anti-NFB forces
at worst. Jernigan wrote to Balinger regarding the use of the committee to funnel
complaints to him from “disaffected” blind Iowans:
Since this is a matter involving a textbook for a college student and not the
coordination of services of the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School with
the rest of the program, it would appear that it does not properly come
within the scope of the committee on which we both serve and of which
you are chairman. Rather, it would seem to be an attempt by Mr.
Williams to influence you as chairman and to prejudice your committee
actions. If a blind individual is dissatisfied with any act of the
Commission, there are regularly established appeal procedures available to
him. The first appeal would be to the Director of the Commission. If the
person is not satisfied, he may then appeal to the full Commission Board.
If he is still not satisfied, judicial review is available to him. Be this as it
may, I am glad to give you this information and hope that it will clarify the
matter. (49)
Baringer also received frequent letters complaining of Rocco’s activities and statements
and concerns about the IBSSS. Jim Omvig sent a lengthy report on what he observed at
one of the alumni meetings in July, 1970. Omvig began with the following:
As you undoubtedly know, Dr. Rocco has made arrangements for a series
of four alumni weekends to be held at the Braille and Sight Saving School
during June and July. These were to be open to all graduates, although
only some graduates actually received invitations… I am a 1953 graduate
of the School, and the rally for my age group took place this weekend,
July 18 and 19. Although I received no invitation, I wrote for reservations
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for my wife and me, and my request was granted. I found it necessary to
participate since I am vitally interested in what has been happening at the
School. (50)

Omvig worked at the Commission at this time, a fact that was undoubtedly known by
Rocco and the organizers at IBSSS of the alumni reunions. Omvig’s lack of an invitation
only served to confirm for him and others at the Commission that the superintendent’s
purpose for organizing the reunions was to garner support from former students for his
positions and against the Commission. Omvig continued by describing some of the day’s
events:
Our first formal meeting was a Saturday luncheon. As was to be expected,
Dr. Rocco, the Superintendent, wasted no time in turning on the charm.
He insisted that we all call him “Frank,” and stated that he would fine
anyone who called him Dr. Rocco. He also made humorous remarks. For
example, he described how he and his wife had met by literally bumping
in to one another as they were travelling blindfolded while they were
working on their master’s degrees in peripatology (white cane travel).
After we had finished eating, Dr. Rocco went around to each individual
who was present and secured basic information about that person and then
announced the presence of that individual to the entire group, rather than
permitting each individual to introduce himself. (51)

The story of Rocco meeting his wife would be considered insulting to Omvig and other
blind people who believed that anecdotes about “bumping into each other” demeaned the
blind and made light of blindness training. The NFB loathed the term, “perapitology,” as
a bloated term only used by professionals and not the blind, and often mocked anyone
who used such jargon. Rocco’s presenting each alumnus, instead of letting them speak
for themselves confirmed for Omvig and the NFB that sighted professionals like Rocco
assumed they could speak for the blind, rather than the blind speaking for themselves.
Omvig included these observations to show Rocco’s what Omvig observed as arrogant
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behavior on the part of the superintendent. Omvig’s report went on to describe the
atmosphere at the school as reported by one of the staffers at IBSSS:
After lunch we had free time. Bill Kapler, Pat Bedard, Bob Seliger, and
my wife and I took this opportunity to visit Charlie (Gramps) Powers.
Gramps is now retired but had been housefather to each of us while we
attended the School. Gramps is the father of Wilbur (Skeets) Powers, who
is presently a housefather. Skeet’s wife, Evelyn, is Dr. Rocco’s secretary.
Gramps had many interesting things to tell. The general tone of what he
had to say was that Dr. Rocco is neither liked nor respected by the staff,
students, or by the townspeople of Vinton. He said that there are several
reasons for this. He said that probably the most important reason was Dr.
Rocco’s unparalleled egotism, absolute lack of tact and diplomacy, and his
condescension toward other people.
So far as the staff is concerned, Gramps said that the fact that Dr. Rocco
was hired right out of school with no experience either in teaching
children or supervising adults is greatly resented. Many of the staff people
have dedicated their lives to working with blind children and now see
programs which they worked hard to achieve simply tossed by the
wayside. In this same connection Gramps said that so far as most staff
people are concerned, Dr. Rocco is simply making change for the sake of
change and giving new names to old projects. They feel that in many
instances there is no reason for the action he is taking or, if there are valid
reasons, they are not presented to the staff. (52)

The students were also reported to be frustrated and upset with the superintendent, as
Omvig noted:
Gramps told of the feelings of the students toward Dr. Rocco. He said that
toward the end of the year the students had plans to bombard Dr. Rocco’s
house with rotten eggs. Instead, however, they stole his pet dog which had
had the run of the campus all year and which, according to the students,
was treated better by Dr. Rocco than they were. The dog has never been
found. Again, this story was confirmed by John Hamling, and also by
Jack Harmon, the former coach who was fired this year… Throughout the
afternoon Gramps referred to Dr. Rocco as “the bonehead,” ”the young
punk,” and “that fool over there.” (53)

Part of the debate over the Braille School had involved the question of the future of
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education for the blind. Many in the blind community believed that the curriculum at
residential schools was increasingly out of step with the mainstream classroom, and
continued program and practices the blind saw as anachronistic and even insulting.
Rocco had argued on behalf of his own expertise in this regard, and for the role of the
Board of Regents as ensuring that only the latest pedagogical practices would be
employed at IBSSS. Omvig report to Baringer introduced some doubt as to Rocco’s
claims, or at least that eradicating moribund practices at IBSSS had not proceeded
quickly under Rocco’s tenure. In this regard Omvig wrote:
The question arose as to whether the students will still be taught crafts and
trades. Dr. Rocco announced with great determination that the broommaking machine has been relegated to a place in the attic. He did
mention, however, that the students are still taught rug-weaving; that the
students are still taught piano-tuning: that the students are still taught
chair-caning and mat-making; and that the students are still taught basketweaving. He said these items were not being stressed, but our own
observations and statements by Mr. Hamling and Mr. Harmon indicated
otherwise. Many of us were dismayed to learn of this situation. We
discussed it at great length and concluded that we have no complaint
against these activities in and of themselves, but we recognize that they
have become part of the stereotype of “the things the blind can do.” We
feel that a school which is truly attempting to eradicate the concept of the
helpless blind man would eliminate such training, since it simply tends to
cement such attitudes into the minds of students. I know of no public
school in this state which teaches such activities as a part of its regular
curriculum. (54)

Other aspects of the curriculum were discussed during the alumni visit and tour. Omvig
reported on these in his letter, focusing on two topics of particular concern to alumni and
parents of blind children, the physical education and music programs at IBSSS. For
decades, the boys wrestling team at Vinton had been one of the best in the country,
winning many championships and traveling around the Midwest competing at other
schools for the blind, as well as mainstream schools. The wrestling coach and Phys. Ed.
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teacher had recently been fired by Rocco, and many of the alumni were very upset, and
those among the IAB and Commission supporters saw it as another reflection of Rocco’s
obsession with the medicalization of blindness. Omvig wrote:

In the gym an interesting conversation occurred. It is a matter of record
that Jack Harmon was fired as coach and physical education instructor
because Dr. Rocco plans to use physical therapists rather than P. E. majors
in the phys. ed. programs. This fact upset the alumni since we are as
concerned as the alumni of any school with having excellence in P. E. and
athletic programs. We were additionally concerned because we believe
that if Dr. Rocco seriously contends that all the blind students at the
School need physical therapy rather than the ordinary kind of P. E.
training received by public school students, then this attitude clearly
reflects upon his poor concept of blindness.
Pursuant to this issue, Bill Kapler asked if athletic programs, particularly
wrestling, would be continued. Dr. Rocco said that they would. Kapler
asked who would teach P. E. and coach the wrestling team, and Dr. Rocco
indicated that he did not know. Kapler then flatly asked whether the
instructor would be a P. E. major or a physical therapist, and Dr. Rocco
replied that it would be a P. E. major. Dr. Rocco then explained the need
for physical therapists in given situations. However, he never explained
the discrepancy between what he wrote to Jack Harmon and what he told
us verbally. (55)

For Omvig and other alumni, issues of phys. ed. verses physical therapy were not just
semantic differences, but rooted in a philosophy of blindness. Alumni were also deeply
committed to the musical program at Vinton, and many of the students had participated in
band during their years at IBSSS, and many went on to support themselves as musicians.
Thus not only did the music program evoke powerful and fond memories for the alumni,
any threat against the program also meant a potential impact on the ability of blind
graduates to earn a living, or at least extra income. Jim Omvig, for example, had
supported in part himself and his wife by playing in a jazz combo while going to law
school in Chicago. Omvig had learned and sharpened his musical skills while playing in
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the band at Vinton. On this matter, Omvig wrote:
The school band was of concern to many of us. Dr. Rocco stated that
there is no longer a school band and that students are now integrated into
the Vinton Public High School band. Questioning revealed that only five
persons participated. When I was a student 30 to 35 people participated
actively and with enthusiasm in the school band program. (56)

With respect to the question of the philosophy of blindness, Rocco was reported to be
defensive. Omvig, who saw philosophy at work in everything both the Commission and
the IBSSS did, reported the following on this topic:
We were cut off when we tried to ask questions about his philosophy of
blindness and his attitudes generally toward schools for the blind. He said,
“If you have any questions wherein you are looking for factual
information, I will be happy to answer them. However, I have been
engaging in ’intellectual sparring’ all year long and I am tired of it, and
I’m not going to do it anymore.” Since we had no desire to start a row, we
dropped it; but I can tell you that many people were unhappy. Only the
week before in discussing the recent controversy Dr. Rocco had taken
great pains to point out his opinion that large numbers of blind persons
who had supported the move to transfer the School to the Commission had
made decisions on emotion and hearsay rather than on fact, and he had
stressed the fact that the “intelligent person” must gather facts before he
reaches a decision. So far as those of us attending the rally are concerned,
this was our opportunity to ascertain firsthand the facts about the School
and about Dr. Rocco’s attitudes about blindness and schools for the blind
generally. He denied us this opportunity. (57)

Omvig concluded his report to Baringer by summing up the mood of the alumni and his
impressions of the purpose of the alumni meetings at IBSSS:
Thirty-two people, including alumni and their spouses, attended the
meeting. I believe the alumni rally proved unsuccessful in two respects.
First, because of the activities of the past year there was not the complete
feeling of camaraderie and friendship that one might expect to find at an
alumni gathering. Secondly, and more importantly, this meeting clearly
was not planned for the sake of camaraderie. It was simply Dr. Rocco’s
attempt to win political friends. I believe that he was not successful in this
attempt. The majority of those in attendance left the School still very
much concerned that it has not become what we believe it could be with
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proper guidance and direction. Because of Dr. Rocco’s continual digging,
his arrogant attitude, and his unwillingness to discuss vital questions, he
won no friends. (58)

A transcript of a speech that Rocco gave to the alumni on July 10 during one of the
alumni rallies gives a sense of the superintendent’s mindset six months after the failure of
the takeover attempt, and confirmed for some of the alumni Rocco’s retrograde beliefs
about blindness. Rocco was reported as saying to the assembled alumni:
You know, you’ve heard around the state that you have to be blind in
order to run an effective program for the blind. It seems to me if one
wants to carry and that sounds very astute on the surface. You know, that
sounds very astute really when you consider it just simply on the surface
but let’s go beyond the surface and use the kind of intelligent minds that
we all have. If that’s the case, then let’s carry it to its extreme. The
emotionally disturbed ought to run programs for the emotionally
disturbed. The retarded ought to be in charge of programs for the retarded
because after all who knows better about retardation than the retarded.
Who knows better about delivering a baby than pregnant women or
women who have had babies? So why isn’t every obstetrician a woman
who has had a child? Why isn’t every gynecologist female? You know,
why isn’t every man in the state legislature? We had even legislators say
this to us. You know, why gee, isn’t there some merit to that argument?
And I asked one man what do you do in the legislature and what
committees are you on and he said he was on the highway committee and I
asked him if he had ever built a highway. He said no but then he didn’t
ask me any further. And I’m not trying to say that’s a smart aleck
response, It's just that on the surface that sounds very good, doesn’t it? It
sounds very, very bright. (59)
As the year 1970 wore on, Rocco’s behavior at the school grew increasingly bizarre and
alarming even to those who had only just that previous January supported him against the
Commission takeover. Particularly for those parents who had fought to keep the IBSSS
under the Regents, in part because it maintained the school in a more educational setting.
Despite this, it appeared that Rocco seemed intent on realizing the truth of his statements
that the students at the school were primarily “multiply handicapped.” Rocco’s
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statements to alumni and parents through the course of the summer and fall gave many
the impression that he was actively moving to convert the school from one that served
blind children, to one that served only those who could not be effectively taught in the
mainstream classroom. For those parents, especially, who had lobbied the legislature and
the Board of Regents to keep the Commission away from the school, this was very
concerning, and in many ways a betrayal by Rocco of what they believed they were
fighting for.
These concerns by parents, both blind and sighted, led to an extraordinary
meeting with Ralph Gartner, House Majority leader, and a sponsor of the bill to move the
IBSSS to the Commission. Gartner issued a report which he sent to the Board of Regents
on October 20, 1970, in which he described the meeting, “At about 11:15 A.M. I invited
into my office Mr. and Mrs. Baldridge and Mr. and Mrs. John Hamling. Those two
couples, together with Mr. and Mrs. Nemmers and myself, had a visit until approximately
12:30 P.M.”
Sylvester Nemmers was the IAB president, and Hamling a former teacher at the
IBSSS. The Baldridges had two children at the Braille School, Mrs. Baldrige had taught
there, and both parents actively fought the Commission and IAB effort to take over the
school over the past year and a half. A meeting between a VR counselor and Mrs.
Baldrige quote in the previous chapter also describe the deep suspicion the Baldridge
family harbored about Jernigan and the Commission. The fact that the Nemmers, along
with former IBSSS faculty, and previously anti-Commission parents gathered to meet and
express their concerns indicated the degree to which the situation at IBSSS under Rocco
had devolved. Gartner shared the perceptions of the Hamlings about Rocco’s behavior
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and attitudes:
Rocco is very condescending to the blind according to Hamling and is
“contemptuous” of them. Rocco has had 15 teachers at least either quit or
be fired, which method is unknown to me, and has replaced them with
twice as many teachers. All seem to indicate that Rocco is arrogant and
talks down to people and that people are afraid of him. He savaged a
music instructor who is considered quite competent after a performance in
front of a large group of observers. (60)

Gartner went on to discuss with the parents their concerns about the direction Rocco
appeared to be taking the Braille School:
Hamling and Mrs. Baldridge told me that Rocco has made it apparent to
staff members that within a few years (three-four) all blind youngsters will
be out of the Vinton School and will be in public schools in the state,
based, of course, upon their residency. Rocco further stated in private to
staff people that the Vinton School will be converted into a school for the
multi-handicapped youngster, and Rocco is quoted as saying that when
this is done, they won’t dare deny me anything. (61)

Putting aside the accusations against Rocco for the moment, Gartner sought to question
the need for a school for the blind for most blind children.
I asked the group if possibly it would be a good thing for blind youngsters
to go to public school and not be educated at Vinton because I felt that I
do not know enough about this type of schooling to make any judgment;
… Both Hamlings are graduates of the Vinton School, and Mr. and Mrs.
Baldridge have children at the School. One youngster graduated in 1970
and another youngster is now in the Vinton School fourth grade. They all
assured me that it is their basic conviction that the training and education
of the blind youngster (and Hamling asserted for at least the first eight or
nine grades) does not lend itself to the average public school situation and
cited to me their reasons. The lack of training on the part of the public
school teacher in handling school materials and in handling blind
youngsters was the paramount reason, and after this discussion I was
inclined to agree with them that the original concept of the School as
being a school for blind youngsters was still valid. (62)

395

Gartner seemed to grasp that the field of education was quickly changing in favor of
mainstreaming students with disabilities, but the parents of blind children, both sighted
and blind, were not ready to embrace this model for fear that the public schools were not
equipped to provide the necessary services. The conversation quickly turned to the
dilemma of where the problems resided, and to whom one ought to register complaints
about the IBSSS:
Somewhere along the discussion I then asked H. and Mrs. B. if their
concern was with the Superintendent or a more fundamental concern of
the ultimate control of the School and its management. H. did not
understand my question at first, but Mrs. B. grasped the point
immediately. I further explained to H. that if he was concerned only about
the present manager of the School, he should take his complaint to the
Board of Regents and to make his case there. H. finally grasped my
question and said that he felt that the Regents should not manage the
School, and I explained to them my legislative position and asked them
where they stood on this issue last year when we were preparing the
legislative session. Mrs. B. said that they (meaning staff people and other
employees) had been misled by R. and they had been interested in keeping
the School with the Regents as of a year ago but that now she felt that a
different scheme should be devised concerning the management of the
School and that it should be removed from the Regents. She suggested a
Commission for the present Commission for the Blind and for the School
at Vinton and for the School at Council Bluffs. H. thought the School
should be placed with the Commission for the Blind as it now exists. H.
also said that whereas one year ago most everybody gave credence to
Rocco’s professions of concern and interest, that this year none at the
School felt that way. I asked him if this wasn’t possibly overstating the
position, and he acknowledged that the teachers would be in jeopardy of
their jobs if they openly expressed their concern about Rocco now, but he
did indicate that there would not be the push to support Rocco as there was
a year ago. (63)

The above conversation represents a remarkable turn of events, given the fierce
resistance to removing the school from the Board of Regents authority. Gartners words
reflect some frustration with what must have seemed to be a weathervane like switching
of positions by critical opponents to his own legislation from the prior legislative session.
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None of the participants, however, suggested that the IBSSS ought to be put under the
Commission; even Nemmers, IAB president, did not wish to make this case again.
Gartner continued in his report to note:
I called Baringer [State Treasurer or and chair of the Iowa Coordinating
Committee] during the conference and in the presence of the group and
told him that some people had stopped by my office to visit with me about
the Vinton school situation and that I had fairly well plumbed the depths
and that I thought they should meet with him. His first statement to me
was, “Are they pro School or anti School?” I told him that I didn’t really
know what they were but that I assumed that they were pro blind
youngsters. I then gave him their names, i.e., Hamling and Baldridge, and
he said, “OH, I know about Mrs. Baldridge.” I then made an appointment
with the group to see Baringer at 2:15 to 2:30 P.M… I told Mrs. B. that
Baringer had said that he knew of her. She said that she was sure that R.
had told him that she was a troublemaker and a dissident and that it was
probably laid up to the fact that she is no longer employed at the School. I
told her to open her conference with Baringer by letting him know that she
was aware of the fact that R, may have labeled her a troublemaker but that
she should proceed to express her interest and, concern as she had to me
and not to worry about this sort of label and that I would visit with
Baringer later in the afternoon about the entire matter. (64)

Gartner concluded his report with a statement about his concerns of the direction of
education for the blind in the state, writing, “I am deeply concerned that Rocco will
convert this School and place blind youngsters back in public schools if this group is
correct in their position that blind youngsters do need specialized training.” (65)
Parents, blind activists, legislators, and the Board of Regents all seemed at a loss
as to how to resolve this problem. Rocco seemed determined to alienate even his own
allies, and Jernigan remained embattled at the Commission, while the IAB fought off the
attacks of the ICB. It was time and broader changes that would slowly, painfully, bring
an end to the battle.
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CONCLUSION
JERNIGAN’S WATERLOO

Jernigan, the Commission, and the IAB had by January 1970 garnered the
legislative votes to affect the transfer of the Braille School from the Board of Regents to
the Commission, but the transfer did not become law as governor Robert Ray asked that
it be removed from consideration in order to try and cool tempers, and restore civility. In
the end the educational professionals were not ready or willing to concede to divestiture
of their own authority, and Jernigan’s high visibility allowed them to cast the battle as
simply one of political ambition. Furthermore, while Jernigan had made tremendous
strides in Iowa, his view and that of the NFB was still a minority one. Some simply did
not believe in the new philosophy of blindness. Those who had spent years studying
special education at universities, and had earned degrees, and completed internships, and
pursued their fields with Ernest energy, were not keen to hear that much of what they
learned was not appreciated or wanted by the organized blind. For that matter, many
blind people themselves were unsure about IAB and the Commission’s message, and
doubted its effectiveness. Sighted parents of blind children were ambivalent about giving
their children over to the care of what some described as political activists, and many
preferred instead to move their children out of the IBSSS, and take their chances in the
public schools.
On June 12, 1970 Tom Bauer, a TV reporter from Cedar Rapids, asked the
director for an opinion regarding the progress of the coordinating committee established
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by the governor in January. Despite the continued rows over books, names, VR services,
and convention locations, Jernigan still offered a positive note:
We must put the past behind us and move positively toward the
accomplishment of the purposes for which we as state agencies were
created, training of blind people, the creation of new and constructive
attitudes about blindness on the part of the public, and the opening of new
opportunities for blind people. I am hopeful that this can be done. (1)

Jernigan and the NFB would have to relinquish for the time being the dream of
controlling services for the blind from cradle to grave. The governor would call for a
truce, and ask for cooperation and collaboration between the Commission and the Braille
School, but neither side would give up the fight. The deep divide between the two
agencies only worsened in the early 1970s. Dr. Rocco continued to accuse Jernigan of
dark motives, and continued to shut out the Commission from the curriculum at the
Braille School.
In 1972, Rocco would finally be forced out of the superintendent position by the
Board of Regents. (2) As the decade wound on, fewer and fewer blind children went to
Vinton for their education. Pressures by parents to guarantee equal access to the
mainstream classroom led to the passage by Congress of the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act (IDEA) in 1975, which further served to drain blind students from the
residential schools, and into the public schools, whether they were ready or not to receive
them. Legislators looking to control costs also welcomed the more economically
sustainable model of mainstream education. Meanwhile, as the incubator blinded babies
of the 1950s came of age, a newer generation of blind children were born, in many cases
as a result of medical advances that radically reduced infant mortality, but also increased
the numbers of children with multiple disabilities. By the 1980s, Rocco’s vision of a
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school that largely served the “multiply handicapped” had been achieved. As the years
passed, even those students with significant, and multiple disabilities increasingly went to
school in their local communities, until by the arrival of the 21 st century, the number of
full time residential students at the IBSSS had dwindled to less than a dozen.
Just as with residential schools for the blind around the country, the Iowa Braille
School was a prime target for legislators looking to reduce the enormous costs of special
education. With average per pupil costs well in excess of $150,000, it became
increasingly difficult to justify keeping to doors open at the school in Vinton. (4) In
2010, the school was effectively closed as a residential facility. After nearly 160 years,
the bell in the main hall of the IBSSS would no longer call any children to meetings,
meals, or classes. The school would continue to provide services to blind children
throughout the state, but would do so through itinerate teachers who would provide
instruction in the local communities where the children live. The IBSSS would
coordinate these services statewide, but would no longer be the heart of the blind
community as it had once been for so many years.
Almost ninety years after its quiet beginnings in 1925, the Iowa Commission for
the Blind, now known as the Department for the Blind, stands alone as the most visible
public agency providing services to the blind in Iowa. The training center at the old
YMCA building in downtown Des Moines still provides residential adjustment to
blindness training, although with fewer and fewer students in residence. (3) The library
remains one of the largest components of the program, constituting the nearly 15 percent
of the total budget for the agency, and serving several thousand blind Iowans by
providing talking books and braille transcription services. With the increasing reliance
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on digital downloads of talking books from the internet, however, the role of the library
in the lives of blind children in the very near future is likely to diminish significantly. (5)
Books, and access to them, was a powerful tool at the Commission’s disposal, and made
the program into the nerve center and hub of learning activity under Jernigan. With book
distribution more defuse, the power conferred to the Commission through its talking book
library will undoubtedly also be splintered.
For twenty years under Jernigan’s leadership, the Commission grew. Every year
its budget appropriation was larger, and every year more blind people were served. In
1957, only twelve adults found employment with the Commission’s help, but only one
year later this number had doubled. Each year after that, the numbers grew, reaching 142
by 1975. (6)
By 1976, however, the tide had turned, and Jernigan’s revolution in blind services
was rapidly being pulled out to sea by forces beyond his control. After 1970, Jernigan
had a discernible opposition to contend with in the form of the ICB, and the voice of the
blind was divided. The first ten years Jernigan was largely unchallenged by the media,
undaunted by the faint voices of criticism, and mostly left to his own devices by the
powers that controlled the state house and the governor’s mansion in Des Moines.
Beginning in 1976, the Des Moines Register began publishing a long series of articles
critical of Jernigan, the Commission, and the NFB. Jernigan was accused of misusing
state funds, of running an insurance racket out of the commission building, and of
hording weapons against some imagined apocalypse in the basement of the training
center. Over two years, hundreds of negative articles appeared in the Register, and it
became increasingly untenable for Jernigan to remain as director. (7) Jernigan’s days in
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Des Moines were waning fast. James Omvig, who served as an assistant commissioner
under Jernigan during the 1970s, commented on Jernigan’s final days and his decision to
leave in the spring of 1978:
That’s when he decided just for the good of Iowa, it’s better that he leave.
Because you had families out around the state who had to decide do I dare
send my kid to that training center in Des Moines. After 360 newspapers
attack articles are whatever it was over that two year period. So he finally
decided that for the sake of Iowa, and for the sake of the Federation, and
for the sake of the Commission for the Blind, that he ought to leave. (8)
The Commission was left in dire straits by Jernigan’s departure. He left the Commission
in the hands of John Taylor, one of his assistant directors, and someone who would in just
a few months turn against his former boss and eventually leave the NFB. (9) The
organized blind was shocked by Jernigan’s removal to Baltimore. The movement in
Iowa would split into further factions, and even the ICB could not hold together once its
prime nemesis was gone. The VR program suffered terribly as well, with employment
outcomes by blind Iowans served by the agency dropping like a stone under Taylor’s
stewardship. Not until 1999 were there as many employment outcomes as were seen in
1975. (10)
In so many ways, Jernigan delivered the promise of a Commission for the Blind
that challenged what it meant to be blind in Iowa, and transformed the lives of many
blind Iowans in profoundly positive ways. At the same time, his style of leadership,
steadfast belief in the NFB philosophy, and limited patience with dissent, also incubated
and nurtured those who were disinclined or even deeply opposed to his brand of
revolution. Alumni of the Braille School who had been lifelong friends were forced to
choose sides, to support the Commission, Jernigan, and the IAB, or the school where he
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or she grew up alongside his or her peers from a small blind child to a young adult. A
blind person would find it difficult to simply graduate from the school, go to the
Commission for services, become a member of the Vinton alumni group, and not be
forced to grapple with the competing philosophies of blindness espoused by the IAB and
ICB. One had to decide if she was a blind person, or a partially sighted person, knowing
that the decision had consequences in terms of how and with whom she would live her
life.
Jernigan truly believe he was bringing a revolution to Iowa. It was both an
internal and external revolution. Blind people needed new techniques in blindness skills
training, but more importantly, they needed the confidence to believe that they could
truly accomplish their dreams as blind people, and that their lives weren’t over when they
lost their sight, or when they left the walls of a school for the blind. Jernigan rejected
much of the profession of rehabilitation, but in his own way, he fully embraced the
transformative power of rehabilitation as a process, and that the “whole man” had to be
reborn as a blind person. In addition to the change from within, Jernigan also knew that
without social change, the internal revolution would not take one very far. It was critical
to change social norms and practices about the blind, to normalize the experience of
blindness for one’s sighted friends, family, and co-workers. Jernigan also learned from
Jacobus tenBroek the importance of securing legal rights when simple argument and
demonstration was not sufficient to achieve one’s goals. Jernigan never articulated a fullthroated legal framework in support of a civil rights agenda as tenBroek did in his writing
on the 14th Amendment, and he grew increasingly reactionary in his views about civil
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rights as the decades wore on and the civil rights movement became complicated with
competing agendas. (11)
What seemed revolutionary in 1960, however, appeared considerably less so by
1970. Jernigan came of age in the Eisenhower era, and while his beliefs, and those of the
NFB were described as radical, Jernigan’s favorite expression was that “it is respectable
to be blind.” This was not a mantra that resonated with empowerment in 1970 as it might
have in a much more conservative decade. Jernigan held fast to 1950s notions of what
exactly respectable meant, and for Jernigan, respectable looked much more like Richard
Nixon on the beach than a free-speech protestor at Berkeley. Young Black men and
women in the civil rights movement grew increasingly disillusioned with the more
conservative style of the Southern Christian Leadership Council, with its jackets and ties,
hierarchical leadership, commitment to non-violence, and deep affiliation with the
church, and looked for more radical options such as the Student Non-Violent
Coordinating Committee, with its nearly anarchic dedication to the democratic process,
or Black Power movements offering a more revolutionary path. (12) So too some
younger blind people saw Jernigan’s brand of civil rights as old-fashioned and hopelessly
White, middle class, and mainstream.
The inability of the Commission and the IAB to take over the Braille School came
at the height of Jernigan and the blind movement’s influence in the state, making the
failure of this effort all the more significant. The ability to meld both a public program
and a civil rights movement grew increasingly difficult to sustain in Iowa, and eventually
the IAB would have to distance itself from the Commission and the Orientation Center,
and Jernigan would leave the state and take the NFB headquarters from Des Moines to
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Baltimore. Despite making great advances in the quality and scope of services provided
to blind people in Iowa, and expanding the membership of the IAB in the state and the
NFB around the country, the noble experiment ultimately resulted in a mix success.
It was one thing to talk of bringing a revolution in blindness to Iowa so long as
one was speaking about adults. As was seen in the IBSSS takeover attempt, the
willingness to allow either public officials or civil rights leaders to conduct social
experiments was significantly attenuated when it came to children. As President Dwight
D. Eisenhower reportedly said to one of his speech writers while reflecting back on the
Brown decision:
I am convinced that the Supreme Court decision set back progress in the
south at least 15 years. It’s all very well to talk about school integration, if
you will remember that you may also be talking about social
disintegration. Feelings are deep on this, especially where children are
involved. (13)

President Eisenhower is not credited with embracing the civil rights movement with any
deliberate speed, but his words represent well the reactionary forces that the Brown
decision mobilized. The emotive power of children becoming the frontline soldiers in the
war against segregation cannot be over-estimated. By taking on the public schools, the
civil rights leaders in the NAACP, Southern Christian Leadership Council (SCLC)
among others were guaranteed to reap a whirlwind of resistance and reaction. While
many questioned the tactic of focusing on children and education, asserting it was too
insightful, Black civil rights leaders continued to push for desegregation, and would
eventually allow for the mass participation of children and teenagers in high profile direct
actions, such as in Birmingham, Alabama. The image of children facing off against Bull
Connor’s dogs both shocked and galvanized the broader society and turned the tide
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against the reactionary forces of resistance and compelled a reluctant White House to
take direct action to support the civil rights movement. (14)
Similarly, although not with anything like the level of violence or vitriol, when
activists in the blind movement first challenged the orthodoxies of the residential schools,
and then later the public schools they inadvertently stumbled into a wall of resistance
greater than what they had faced when taking on the vocational rehabilitation programs
for adults in prior years. The focus on blind children proved to engender resistance for
some parents, teachers, and administrators, but also served to motivate rank and file
members, ardent activists, and the hearts and purse-strings of legislators and non-profit
organizations who were deeply moved by the stories of blind children growing up
without the same educational opportunities as their sighted peers. Thus even though the
initial efforts of the NFB to influence the educational system fell short of their goals, the
focus on children would prove to serve both the organization well in terms of fundraising, growth in membership, and most importantly, promoting the philosophy of
blindness that the NFB believed would “change what it means to be blind.” Thus more
than forty years after the events described here, the NFB continues to focus much of its
time, energy, and creative output on reaching the schools, transforming the profession of
special education for the blind, and convincing skeptical parents that their way is the best
true hope for blind children.
The NFB today is still indelibly marked by the experiences and struggles of the
years when Iowa was the workshop and showroom of the movement. Many of the
current leaders of the NFB look to the 1960s in Iowa as a model that offers many lessons
about how to build affiliates and chapters of the organization, run public and private
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programs, and galvanize and inspire its membership with charismatic leadership. Many
of the residential training centers for the blind operated by the NFB borrowed their
curriculum from what Jernigan created and implemented in Iowa. (15) The philosophy
of blindness that is the core of NFB’s mission is essentially unchanged from what
Jernigan infused into every facet of the program he ran, and the organization he would
come to lead.
Today the NFB dedicates a significant amount of its resources to advocating on
behalf of school-age blind children, despite the fact that the vast majority of the blind are
adults, and the majority of the adult blind or older adults (55 or older) who lost their sight
later in life, and not as children or from birth. The NFB commits a tremendous amount
of staff and volunteer time, as well as fiscal resources to provide direct services to blind
children, but it must do so outside the school systems which remain largely inhospitable
environments for blind activists. This includes summer camps that focus on teaching the
so-called “STEM” curriculum – science, technology, engineering, and math -- to blind
secondary and elementary school children, braille reading and awareness programs that
emphasize the importance of learning and using braille for daily life skills. The NFB also
gives tens of thousands of dollars in scholarships to blind students entering college or
graduate school every year at its national conventions. (16)
One might speculate as to what might have been the consequences if the Iowa
Commission for the blind and its supporters had been successful in their takeover effort
of the Iowa Braille and Sight-Saving School. Mark Maurer, the current president of the
NFB, reflected that in the end it was likely a good thing for the organized blind that
Jernigan failed to win control of the school at that time and in that place. The
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Commission would likely have found itself ill-equipped to manage such a complicated
enterprise as a kindergarten-twelfth grade school. Maurer added that it would have been
a tremendous drain on the resources of the organization at that time to be responsible for
the education of 150 blind children. (17) The educational landscape was rapidly
changing. The passage of the IDEA only a few years away, meant that the trend already
well underway in 1970 of blind children going to school in their local communities would
accelerate, pulling more and more students out of IBSSS. Additionally, the coming of
age of the generation of children blinded by retrolental fibroplasia meant the large
number of children whose only disability was blindness would soon give way for a new
cohort of children born prematurely and experiencing multiple disabilities. The
Commission would be left governing a school which, much as Frank Rocco had
predicted, would become a school for children with multiple disabilities. The NFB
would be stretched beyond its capacity in terms of the skills needed to work with children
with multiple disabilities, particularly as the NFB’s mission of changing what it means to
be blind was facilitated in part by a focus on promoting an image of the blind that was
mainstream, middle class, and professional.
Today the status of the Iowa Braille School is once again in transition and the
future is unclear. In 2010, the superintendent of the IBSSS also became the
superintendent of the school for the deaf in Council Bluffs in an effort by the Board of
Regents to consolidate authority into one position, and reduce costs to the state. This has
raised concerns among the organized blind of Iowa, including state affiliates of both the
NFB and ACB, that the blind will be ill-served by an educational program lead by a
director with divided responsibilities. The blind of Iowa are asking for the autonomy to
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have their say in how the blind shall be educated and the nature and scope of the
rehabilitation services they receive. The blind today, just as fifty years ago, are reluctant
to be conjoined to programs serving other disabilities. One of the options under
exploration by the NFB and ACB affiliates in Iowa is to transfer the IBSSS from the
Regents to the Iowa Department for the Blind in order to create one unified program of
services for the blind in the state. While such an outcome seems as improbable as it did
45 years ago when it was proposed and pursued, the dream of a single agency providing
cradle to grave services, and guided by a positive philosophy of blindness, administered
by the blind, for the blind, remains alive and well in Iowa.
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NOTES
Introduction
1.
Larry McKeevor was a longtime assistant and friend to Kenneth Jernigan,
serving as a driver, pilot, and technology specialist. McKeevor had worked in radio for
years, and first met Jernigan when he interviewed him for a local Des Moines talk show
in the 1960s. McKeevor later converted the reel to reel tapes into compact disc form at
my request, and then I later converted the CDs to MP3 files which are now available to
others through the Web site set up by the Iowa Department for the Blind,
www.iowablindhistory.org. Larry McKeevor remained a friend and supporter of the
NFB until his death in 2002.
2.
The Commission minutes comprise approximately 75 CDs, and 100s of hours of
recordings, and include recorded minutes from 1925-2004. The recordings are slightly
abridged. Jim Valiant, assistant to Ken Jernigan, along with others who read them at
Jernigan’s request, often left out names of individuals referenced in the minutes to protect
confidentiality, and occasionally editorializes after reading a particularly important
passage. For the full, unabridged minutes, one must consult the paper copies.
3.
Some of these recordings can be directly accessed from the NFB’s Web site,
www.nfb.org, or from www.iowablindhistory.org.
4.
Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 contained the 45 words that
effectively outlawed discrimination against people with disabilities by any entity
receiving federal funds. The refusal of successive Presidential administrations to
implement regulations enforcing this section of the Rehab Act prompted a coordinated set
of sit-ins across the country in the Health Education and Welfare regional offices in order
to demand the federal government issue the regs. See Fred Pelka, What We Have Done:
An Oral History of the Disability Rights Movement, (Amherst: University of
Massachusetts Press, 2012).
5.
The Jacobus tenBroek Library houses extent copies of folders that were prepared
as talking points in support of the Commission’s push to take over the Braille School.
The portfolios contain mostly letters and correspondences over a decade laying out the
problems the Commission experienced with the school. It is uncertain how many of
these folders were printed and distributed, but it appears as though they were sent to each
of the legislators in the Iowa assembly and senate.
6.
For brief histories of braille and its standardization for English readers between
1850 and 1933, see Robert B. Irwin, The War of the Dots (New York: AFB Press, 1970);
and Pamela Lorimer, Reading by Touch: Trials, Battles, and Discoveries: A History of
Braille, (NFB Press: Baltimore, 2002). For a brief biography of Louis Braille, See the
unfortunately titled but otherwise solid work by Leonard Bickle, Triumph Over
Darkness: The life of Louis Braille (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1988). Estimates of the
percentage of the blind and visually impaired who read braille ranges from as low as two

410

percent to as high as ten percent. However, few reliable surveys exist owing to the
difficulty of accurately measuring the use of braille. According to Fred Schroeder,
Commissioner of the Rehabilitation Services Administration under President Clinton,
only 5,500 of the 55,200 legally blind children in the United States read braille.
Commissioner Schroeder points out that while 10 percent of the blind read braille, 90
percent of the blind who are employed read braille. The raised dot system, despite
standardization for North American readers, can still appear in varying degrees of
complexity – grade one braille, for example, is a letter by letter representation of the text,
whereas grade two braille utilizes some 150 abbreviations and symbols in order to
condense the volume of text. There are also distinct codes for math and music that are
not mutually intelligible and so-called “grade three” short-hand and individualized
versions of braille. The percentage is certainly closer to the two percent end of the range
if one counts only those who read braille as their primary medium of literacy.
7.
See Kim E. Nielsen’s excellent pair of books, Beyond the Miracle Worker: The
Remarkable Life of Anne Sullivan Macy and Her Extraordinary Friendship with Helen
Keller (Boston: Beacon Books, 2009); and The Radical Lives of Helen Keller (New York
University Press, 2009).
8.
Now known as the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), this
federal legislation made access to public schools a right, and required that children with
disabilities be educated in the “least restrictive environment,” assumed to be the regular
classroom with their non-disabled peers. The American Printing House for the Blind
(APH), a federally funded program under the U. S. Department of Education’s budget for
special programs, collects statistics on the blind in the United States for the purpose of
tracking educational needs, particularly with respect to literacy. According to APH, there
were 48,080 blind students in the nation’s public school system and 5,085 (or 9%) blind
students served by residential schools for the blind in the academic year of 2006-2007.
However, the figure 5,085 includes infant, pre-school, non-academic or ungraded,
vocational, post-graduate, and adult learner programs. Removing all but K-12
academically tracked students leaves 1,928 blind students in residential schools.
9.
A good example of this is the preferential status given to the blind under the
Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) program, in which the blind may earn twice
that allowed for people with all other disabilities before their cash earnings are affected.
See Pelka, What We Have Done, for a good description of how various disability rights
groups collaborated, or conversely, went their separate ways. The division between the
blind and other disability rights groups, such as the National Independent Living Council
(NICL), the American Coalition of Citizens with Disabilities (ACCD), ADAPT
(American Disabled for Accessible Public Transit), among others, was especially acute
during the consideration of the passage of the ADA. The NFB was not a strong supporter
of the ADA, and insisted on inserting amendments to the bill that some worried would
derail the entire effort. In contrast to the NFB, the ACB, was an ardent supporter of the
ADA and actively pushed for its passage.
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10.
Jacobus tenBroek held the first meeting of the National Federation of the Blind in
Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania in 1940, with representatives from six states. TenBroek
served as NFB president from 1940 to 1961, but remained in firm control of the
organization even after he resigned as president until his death in 1968 at age 57. See
Floyd Matson, Walking Alone, Marching Together: A History of the Organized Blind
(Baltimore: NFB Press, 1990).
11.
The division among the blind community is best exemplified by the so-called civil
war within the NFB from 1958-1961 that split the organization and resulted in the
creation of the American Council of the Blind. See Matson, Walking Alone, Marching
Together (1990); and, James and Marjorie Megivern, People of Vision: The History of the
American Council of the Blind, (Washington D.C.: AFB Press, 2003).
12.
The same can be said for most all disability groups, especially the Deaf
community which has long asserted that it is a linguistic minority, not a disability. See:
http://www.nfb.org/lawsymposium2012 to listen to a presentation by Adrienne Asch on
disability and identity given at the 2012 NFB tenBroek Law symposium.
13.
The Department of Labor’s Office of Disability Employment Policy (ODEP)
estimates the unemployment rate for people with disabilities at around 40 percent for all
disabilities according to its Web site in as of December, 2012. However, the Bureau of
Labor Statistics (BLS) puts the unemployment rate closer to 12% for people with
disabilities as through most of 2012. The BLS relies on self-reporting of disability, and
has only been measuring unemployment among the disabled since 2008. Disability rights
groups argue over the true number, most placing the figure closer to 70 percent. The
NFB, for its part, routinely cites the percentage of 70 percent working-aged blind as
unemployed.
14.
See Gary Wunder, “Whose Child is This When Mom and Dad are Blind?”
Braille Monitor (November, 2010) for just one story of a blind couple in Missouri who
had their baby taken away by child protective services. Many agencies that coordinate
international adoptions do not themselves discriminate against parents with disabilities,
but the countries with which they work, including China, explicitly excludes people with
disabilities from adopting children.
15.
See Jacobus tenBroek, “The Right to Live in the World: The Disabled and the
Law of Torts,” California Law Review (1966): 841-919. TenBroek’s assertion of this
right was fundamental to his interpretation of the 14th amendment, and his way of
encompassing the full range of civil and political rights he believed were routinely denied
the blind and all people with disabilities. “The Right to Live in the World” is perhaps
one of tenBroek’s most poignant contributions to the lexicon of disability rights.
16.
See Frances Koestler, The Unseen Minority: A Social History of Blindness in the
United States (New York: David McKay Company Inc., 1976), for background on the
various proto-movements among blind people in New York, Wisconsin, and
Pennsylvania among others. See Floyd Matson, Walking Alone, Marching Together.
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(Baltimore: NFB Press, 1990), 55-73 for a brief history of the California Council of the
Blind, which was one of the largest and most influential early advocacy groups founded
and run by the blind, including Newell Perry, mentor and teacher to Jacobus tenBroek.
17.
See David A. Gerber, “Blind and Enlightened: The Contested Origins of the
Egalitarian Politics of the Blinded Veterans’ Association,” in Longmore and Umansky,
313-335.
18.
Koestler’s The Unseen Minority describes many of these organizations, but most
especially the AFB, which sponsored the publication of Koestler’s work.
19.
See Felicia Cornbluh, “Disability, Anti-Professionalism and Civil Rights: The
National Federation of the Blind and the ‘Right to Organize’ in the 1950s,” Journal of
American History 97:4 (2011): 1023-1047. Cornbluh’s excellent article examines the
NFB in its first two decades, focusing on the fight to win the right of blind individuals to
take the civil service exam in the late 1940s and the “Right to Organize” battle of 1958.
Cornbluh argues that the NFB achieved notable successes, but was biased by its desire to
project an image of the blind as primarily professional, middle class, and conservative.
This characterization accompanied the NFB and its leaders through its early years and is
leveled today by the ACB and other organizations that are more inclined to engage in
cross-disability activism and so-called “identity politics.”
20.
James H. Omvig, The Blindness Revolution: Jernigan in His Own Words
(Greenwich, CT: Information Age Publishing, 2005).
21.
On March 11, 1968, Harold Russell, Chair of President Linden Johnson’s
Committee on the Employment of the Handicapped presented Kenneth Jernigan with an
award recognizing the Commission’s accomplishment with respect to finding
employment for blind men and women. Over 300 attended the banquet, including the
governor of Iowa, the Secretary of State of Iowa, and numerous Iowa state legislators.
For Jernigan, this award and the event where it was presented validated his work in Iowa,
and was mentioned often by the NFB and other supporters when speaking of Jernigan’s
most notable achievements.
22.
From the banquet speech, “Blindness: Of Visions and Vultures,” given by
Kenneth Jernigan at the annual national NFB convention in Los Angeles, 1976.

Chapter I
1.
There were 31 vocational rehabilitation (VR) agencies serving the blind in 1958.
See Esco Oberman, A History of Vocational Rehabilitation in America (New York: T. S.
Denison, 1965), 173.
2.
There are no data available showing how many other directors of VR agencies for
the blind were themselves blind in 1958. The professional organization of directors of
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agencies for the blind, The National Council of State Agencies for the Blind (NCSAB)
was not established until 1978.
3.
Jacobus tenBroek, “Federation leader appointed Commissioner for the blind.”
Braille Monitor, (April 1958): 8-10.
4.
The NFB was invited by the governors of three states to conduct comprehensive
surveys of their programs for the blind, including Arkansas and Colorado in 1955, and
Nevada in 1956. See ibid, above.
5.
Jernigan was elected to the national board of the NFB in 1952, and to the position
of first vice-president in 1958, gaining tenBroek’s trust in a turbulent time of the
organization.
6.

See tenBroek, “Federation leader appointed…” Braille Monitor, (April 1958), 9.

7.
The Hines center in Chicago offered adjustment to blindness training for blinded
veterans, and while not affiliated with the organized blind movement, ran a program that
served as a model of the more aggressive, boot camp, training curriculum that Jernigan
would introduce in Iowa. See David A. Gerber, “Blind and Enlightened: The Contested
Origins of the Egalitarian Politics of the Blinded Veterans Association,” in Paul K.
Longmore and Lauri Umansky, eds, The New Disability History: American
Perspectives (New York: New York University Press, 2001); 3331-334.
8.
Felicia Cornbluh, “Disability, Antiprofessionalism, and Civil Rights: The
National Federation of the Blind and the “Right to Organize” in the 1950s” (Journal of
American History (March 2011 97(4): 1023-1047. . Cornbluh provides an excellent
history of the fight for the right of blind people to sit for civil service exams, and how it
offered an image of “respectability” the organization wished to promote as its model
blind person.
9.
See Floyd Matson, Walking Alone, Marching Together: A History of the
Organized Blind (Baltimore, NFB PRESS 1990), 112-256.
10. Cornbluh, “Disability, Antiprofessionalism, and Civil Rights” (Journal of
American History 97(4)): 1038-1047.
11. Annual report of the Iowa Commission for the Blind for the Fiscal Year 1957,
Iowa Department archive, Des Moines, Iowa.
12.

See James H. Omvig, The Blindness revolution, 2005, 99-109.

13. “…and without a philosophy no bread is baked.” See Kenneth Jernigan: The
master the mission the movement – Compiled writings of Dr. Kenneth Jernigan,
published by the National Federation of the Blind, Baltimore, 1999, 73.
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14. The Iowa Blind History Archive, History of Blindness in Iowa – An Oral History
Project. Interview with Jim Witte, conducted by Mike Hicklin, February 9, 2011,
transcribed by Beverly Tietz.
15. See Gary Albrecht, the Disability Business: Rehabilitation in America (Newbury
Park: Sage Publications (, 1992; Harry Best,. Blindness and the Blind: Their Condition
and What Is Being Done for Them in the United States (New York,: MacMillan), 1919;
and C. Esco Oberman, History of Vocational Rehabilitation in America (New York:
T.S. Denison), 1965.
16. Floyd Matson, Walking Alone, Marching Together, 1990; and James Omvig, the
Blindness Revolution, 2002.
17. The Iowa Blind History Archive, History of Blindness in Iowa – An Oral History
Project. Interview with Jim Witte, conducted by Mike Hicklin, transcribed by Beverly
Tietz.
18. Minutes of the Iowa Commission for the Blind, February 11, 1925, Iowa
Department for the Blind Archive, Des Moines, Iowa.
19.

Ibid.

20.

Ibid.

21.

Ibid.

22. See Stephen T. Murphy, and Patricia M. Rogan, Closing the shop: conversion
from sheltered to integrated work (Baltimore: Paul H. Brookes Publishing Co., 1995.
The Javis Wagner O’Day Act of 1940 allowed for such sheltered workshops to exist,
and were even given special no-contest bidding rights for federal contracts.
23. See James W. Trent, the Manliest Man: Samuel G. Howe and the Contours of
Nineteenth-Century Reform (Boston: University of Massachusetts Press), 2012.
24. For an excellent description of the Iowa Soldiers Home (ISH, See Brian Edward
Donovan, “Like Monkeys at the Zoo: Politics and the Performance of Disability at the
Iowa Soldiers Home 1887-1910,” Annals of Iowa (71) (Fall 2012), 323-347.
25.

Minutes of the Iowa Commission for the Blind, November 11, 1928.

26. Sponsored by Representative Jennings Randolph of West Virginia, and Senator
Morris Sheppard of Texas, the Act was passed in 1936, and substantially updated in
1974. The Randolph-Sheppard Act gave the blind first priority for establishing vending
sites at federal properties. Most often this meant a small individually run stand where
newspapers, magazines, candy, gum, and cigarettes were sold, but later operations
expanded to allow for full-service cafeterias. For a first-hand account of the history of
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the passage of the Randolph-Sheppard Act, see Leonard Robinson, Light at the tunnel
End (Washington D.C.: McClain Printing, 1975).
27. Minutes of the Iowa Commission for the Blind, May 11, 1930. For an excellent
history of such anti-vagrancy laws that coupled as efforts to clear the streets of
“undesirable and unsightly” citizens, see Susan M. Schweik, The Ugly Laws: Disability
in Public (New York: NYU Press, 2010).
28. For an extended discussion of recalcitrant popcorn vendors, See the Minutes of
the Iowa Commission for the Blind, January 26, 1932, Iowa Department Archive.
29.

Minutes of the Iowa Commission for the Blind, April 28, 1933.

30. The Iowa Blind History Archive, History of Blindness in Iowa – An Oral History
Project. Interview with Jim Witte, conducted by Mike Hicklin, February 9, 2011,
transcribed by Beverly Tietz.
31. Missouri is the only state that still offers blind residents a blind pension in
addition to the social security benefits they may receive. For a brief history of the
efforts to establish blind pensions in the 1930s, See Floyd Matson, Walking Alone,
Marching Together, 1990. An oral history of Newell Perry, recorded in 1955, is
available at the Regional Oral History Office, Bancroft library, University of California
Berkeley.
32. Minutes of the Iowa Commission for the Blind, June 3, 1941. A broader history
of the WPA involvement in such efforts to provide braille materials would be most
welcome.
33. Ibid. No mention is made in Floyd Matson’s history of the NFB, Walking Alone,
Marching Together to any consideration of memberships for VR agencies such as the
Commission.
34. C. Esco Obermann, A History of Vocational Rehabilitation in America (New
York: T. S. Denison), 1965. Graham A. Barden of North Carolina took the lead in the
House, and then Robert La Follette of Wisconsin took up the bill on the Senate side of
Congress. The position of the AFB was somewhat remarkable, given that it was harshly
critical of agencies for the blind in a report a few years earlier, accusing them of being
mere extensions of the welfare system, a response generated by the rise of blind
pensions in many states which were frequently administered by the VR agencies for the
blind. There is no record of the NFB registering an opinion at the time of the initial
proposal of the bill in 1941, but there is little doubt the organization would have
supported strongly the effort to ensure that blind agencies were retained and
strengthened.
35.

House Committee Report 78-426, dated May 7, 1943.
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36. Oberman, A History of Vocational Rehabilitation in America, 1965. For a more
recent history treatment of this topic, I utilized the unpublished manuscript of Jerry
Abbott of the Rehabilitation Services Administration, U. S. Department of Education.
37. Minutes of the Iowa Commission for the Blind, January 15, 1946, Iowa
Department Archive.
38. Minutes of the Iowa commission for the Blind, January 16, 1946, Iowa
Department Archive.
39.

Ibid.

40.

Minutes of the Iowa Commission for the Blind, November 14, 1946.

41.

Minutes of the Iowa Commission, June 25, 1947.

42. Minutes of the Iowa Commission, August 18, 1950. It wasn’t until the late 1940s
when the first batches of self-administered insulin doses were available to diabetics.
Prior to the ability of diabetics to regulate their sugars outside of a hospital setting, it
was very difficult to maintain a regular routine do to wild swings in sugar levels
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117. Statement by Mr. Kenneth Jernigan, Director, Iowa Commission for the Blind,
January 301, 970, Box 1, Folder 23, Commission Archives.
118.

Ibid.

119.

Interview by author with Omvig, October 12, 2011, Des Moines, Iowa.
Chapter VI

1.
See Floyd Matson, Walking Alone, Marching Together: A History of the
Organized Blind (Baltimore: NFB Press), 1990, and, James and Marjorie Megivern,
People of Vision: A History of the American Council of the Blind (Washington D.C.:
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ACB Press), 2003.
2.
Kenneth Jernigan succeeded George Card as first vice-president of the NFB when
George Card was expelled at the 1961 national convention in Kansas City, Missouri. See
Matson, Walking Alone, 1990, and Megivern, People of Vision, 2003.
3.
A description of the scene around the meeting was provided by a number of IAB
members who went to the meeting, most of whom were not able to get in. Neale Butler
provided a written report to the IAB, and Jernigan at the Commission – see, An Open
Letter from Neale Butler to the Legislators of Iowa, January 22, 1970, Box 5 Folder 23,
Iowa Commission for the Blind Archives, Des Moines, Iowa.
4.

Ibid.

5.
See Matson, Walking Alone, 1990, and Megivern, People of Vision, 2003. These
philosophical differences became much more pronounced over the years following the
split. In the early years, the differences appeared more organizational and personal in
nature.
6.

See Megivern, People of Vision (2003), pp. 323-450.

7.
See Minutes of the Iowa Commission for the Blind, June 25, 1970, Iowa
Commission Archives, Des Moines, Iowa.
8.

Ibid.

9.

Ibid.

10.
Ibid. Records of the May Convention of the ICB in 1970 appear to be lost. No
archive of the ICB from this time appear to have been lost during the split within the ICB
in 1980, and the formation of the Iowa Council of the United Blind (ICUB).
11.

Minutes of the Iowa Commission, June 25, 1970.

12.
“Report on the Iowa Council of the Blind Meeting, June 13, 1970,” from the Iowa
Commission Minutes, June 25, 1970.
13.
The minutes of June 25 state, “That the individual wishes his name not be used.”
The report appears to be written by a woman however. The identity of the student
teacher remains unknown.
14.
“Report on the Iowa Council of the Blind Meeting,” Commission minutes, June
25, 1970.
15.
Ibid. Many of the stories of Jernigan’s “darker” activities at the Commission
were written up in the Des Moines Register in a series of articles in beginning in 1977,
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and led in part to his decision to leave in 1978. To date, many members of the NFB in
Iowa harbor bitterness over the Register’s reporting on Jernigan, and see the Register as
an enemy to the organized blind.
16.
Ibid. The paranoia exhibited by the ICB members was not unfounded, as a
number of IAB members sought to infiltrate the ICB meetings, record them, and share the
tapes with Jernigan and other members of the Association. The habit of recording such
meetings was shared by many involved in the conflicts in the blind community at that
time, as it was an easy way to document statements made by the different parties, and
then later transcribed and quote each other’s words as evidence.
17.
“Report of the Commission Director Concerning the Iowa Braille School from
January 30 to the Present,” March 11, 1970, Box 5 Folder 23, Iowa commission for the
Blind Archives, Des Moines, Iowa.
18.
“Don’t Make Up Your Mind about Vinton Until You’ve Heard All the Facts,
Braille School Superintendent Tells Lions,” Iowa Falls Citizen, February 12, 1970, pp. 2.
Appended the Minutes of the Iowa Commission for the Blind, March, 1970. Jernigan’s
detractors often accused him as taking positions and making statements designed to
propel him into higher office. Jernigan reportedly did consider running for Lt. Governor
in 1972, but decided not too when it was unclear if he had sufficient support in the state
to win.
19.

Ibid.

20.

Ibid.

21.
“Report of the Commission Director Concerning the Iowa Braille School…”
March 11, 1970, Box 5 Folder 23, Iowa commission for the Blind Archives.
22.
This practice continued for decades after Jernigan left in 1978, even under some
directors who were guide dog users. The restriction on the use of guide dogs resulted in
at least one law suit filed in 2002 against the Department for the Blind, but did not result
in a change in the policy.
23.
“Report of the Commission Director Concerning the Iowa Braille School…”
March 11, 1970, Box 5 Folder 23.
24.

Ibid.

25.

Ibid.

26.

Ibid.
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27.
Letter from Neale Butler to Governor Robert Ray, February 27, 1970, Box 5
Folder 23, Commission Archives.
28.

Ibid.

29.

Ibid.

30.
Letter from Frank Rocco to Jo Ann Slayton, February 18, 1970, Box 5 Folder 23,
Commission Archives. Jo Ann Slayton was also blind, and married to Craig Slayton, a
VR Counselor at the commission who worked out of Cedar Rapids. Craig Slayton, as
noted elsewhere, became the director of the Commission in 1986.
31.

Ibid.

32.
Letter from Ken Jernigan to Frank Rocco, March 17, 1970, Box 5 Folder 23,
Commission Archives.
33.

Ibid.

34.

Letter from Wyman Howard to Ken Jernigan, April 27, 1970, Box 5 Folder 23.

35.

Ibid.

36.

Letter from Ken Jernigan to Wyman Howard, May 6, 1970, Box 5 Folder 23.

37.
“Florence Grannis, Assessment of the Iowa Braille and Sight-Saving School
Library,” April 1970, Box 5 Folder 23.
38.

Ibid.

39.
Letter from Sylvester Nemmers to Maurice Baringer, September 15, 1970, Box 5
Folder 23.
40.
Letter from Maurice Baringer to Sylvester Nemmers, September 19, 1970, Box 5
Folder 23.
41.
Quoted in a letter from Sylvester Nemmers to Robert Fulton, September 15, 1970,
Box 5 Folder 23, Commission Archives.
42.
Letter from Sylvester Nemmers to Robert Fulton, September 15, 1970,
Commission Archives.
43.

Ibid.

44.

Ibid.
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45.

Ibid.

46.
Letter from Robert Fulton to Sylvester Nemmers, September 23, 1970, Box 5
Folder 23.
47.

Letter from Ken Jernigan to Maurice Baringer, October 9, 1970, Box 5 Folder 23.

48.

Ibid.

49.

Ibid.

50.

Letter from James Omvig to Maurice Baringer, July 20, 1970, Box 5 Folder 23.

51.

Ibid.

52.

Ibid.

53.

Ibid.

54.

Ibid.

55.

Ibid.

56.
Ibid. The role of music in Omvig’s life was discussed during an interview of
Omvig by the author, October 12, 2011 in Des Moines. Omvig played in jazz combos
throughout the 1950s and 60s, playing piano, guitar, and even the ukulele.
57.

Letter from Omvig to Baringer, July 20, 1970. .

58.

Ibid.

59.
Minutes of the Iowa Commission, July 1970. The speech by Rocco was recorded
by one of the alumni present at the school, and then transcribed into the minutes
verbatim.
60.
Report of Ralph Gartner to the Iowa Board of Regents, October 20, 1970, Box 5
Folder 23, Commission Archives.
61.

Ibid.

62.

Ibid.

63.

Ibid.

64.

Ibid.
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65.

Ibid.
Conclusion

1.

Minutes of the Iowa Commission for the Blind, June 25, 1970.

2.
Rocco left Vinton and took a job with the faculty at Winona State University,
Winona, Minnesota, where he stayed until his retirement in 2007. Rocco passed away in
2008 at the age of 62.
3.
Annual report of the Iowa Braille and Sight-Saving School to the University
Board of Regents for the fiscal year 2010.
4.
In the past three years 2010-2012, the number of students at the training center
who are engaged in full-time residential adjustment to blindness training ranges from
eight to sixteen, over the course of the year, with stays averaging six months. These
numbers are estimates as reported to the author in conversation. The agency is not
required to report this data to the Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA). The
capacity of the center is as high as 30 if students share accommodations.
5.
Eligible blind and visually impaired patrons of the National Library Services for
the Blind and Physically Handicapped (NLS) can download talking books directly from a
Web site known as BARD, operated by the Library of Congress, and then play the books
on portable reading machines. While initial eligibility for library services is still
determined by the LOC designated regional talking book library, individuals do not need
return to the regional talking book library to download books electronically.
6.
This historical data was provided directly to the author by the Iowa Department
for the Blind, but can also be compiled by extracting each year’s reported employment
outcomes from the annual reports of the Iowa Commission, a public report issued in each
of the fiscal year’s 1958-1975. The Department for the Blind is required to report
employment outcome data to the Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA) at the end
of every federal fiscal year, but RSA does not maintain a database of data for more than
five of the previous fiscal years.
7.
All of the Des Moines Register articles can be found in the Iowa Department
archive, box 1 folder 23.
8.

Interview by the author of James Omvig, October 12, 2011 Des Moines, Iowa.

9.
See Box 1 Folder 28 of the Iowa Department archives for a collection of papers
and materials referred to as “NFB chapter controversy of 1980.”
10.
This is based on data reported to the author by the Iowa Department for the Blind.
There were no reported outcomes in 1976, 1978, or 1979, however, this is likely a
reporting error rather than a reflection of the true number of employment outcomes
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achieved by the agency in those years. Data that is available from the agency and the
annual reports published for the years between 1980-1999 show that the outcomes
dropped as low as 69 in 1993, before creeping back up to 114 in 1998, and then jumping
to 192 in 1999.
11.
See, “Beyond Civil Rights,” a speech given by Ken Jernigan at the 1996 NFB
national convention in Anaheim, California. The speech is available for download at the
NFB Web site, www.nfb.org. Jernigan’s rhetoric does not provide a clear road map, but
seems to be more of a cautionary tale to those who would look to the legal or political
system to combat discrimination. This was one of Jernigan’s last banquet speeches
before passing away in October of 1998.
12.
See Taylor Branch, At Canaan’s Edge: America in the King Year’s 1965-1968
(New York, Simon & Schuster), 2007. This is the third and final volume of Branch’s
magisterial trilogy, America in the King Years, in which he details the growing rifts in
the Black civil rights movement.
13.
James T. Patterson, Brown v Board of Education: A civil rights milestone and its
troubled legacy (New York: Oxford University Press), 2001.
14.

Ibid.

15.
This includes the NFB training centers in Rustin, Louisiana, Littleton, Colorado,
and St. Paul, Minnesota. These residential training centers are private non-profit training
centers, run by leaders in the NFB, and are closely modeled after the Commission in
Iowa under Jernigan. The center in Rustin was the first private residential training center
establish by the NFB in 1987, and was run for nearly 15 years by Joanne Wilson, a
school teacher from Iowa, and a former student of Jernigan’s at the center in Des Moines.
Wilson went on to be the Commissioner of the Rehabilitation Services Administration
(RSA) under President George W. Bush.
16.
The scholarship program is one of the NFB’s largest yearly expenditures. For
years the scholarship committee was chaired by Peggy Pinder Elliott of Grinnell, Iowa.
Elliott was also a student of Jernigan’s, and an alumnus of the Iowa Braille School in
Vinton. The ACB also gives out scholarships at its national conventions each year.
17.
These thoughts were shared with the author in an interview in Baltimore at the
NFB national center on September 23, 2011.
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APPENDIX A
CHRONOLOGY OF IBSSS AND THE COMMISSION FOR THE BLIND

1852

The Iowa Asylum for the Blind establish in Keokuk, Samuel
Bacon director
1858
The Asylum is moved to Vinton, after a few years in Iowa City
1862
The Asylum is renamed the Iowa College for the Blind
1877-1888
Mary Ingalls attends school in Vinton
1911
The College for the Blind is put under the control of the Board of Regents
1925
The Commission for the Blind is established by state law; Vinton
Super is put on Commission
1926
Ethel Towne Holmes begins 31 years as Commissioner for the Blind
1940
The National Federation of the Blind is founded in Wilks-Barre Penn.
1958
Kenneth Jernigan appointed Commissioner for the Blind
1960 Feb.
Commission moves into old YMCA building at 4th and Keosauqua in Des
Moines
---- July
Library established at the new center for the blind in Des Moines
1963
Superintendent of IBSSS removed from Commission by state law,
marks the First Battle over Vinton between the Commission and the
IBSSS
1966
The Iowa Association of the Blind advocates transfer of IBSSS to
the Commission
1968 Feb.
Jernigan receives award from Pres. Johnson
---- July.
Jernigan elected as national president of the NFB
---- Sum.
Extensive review by UNI of IBSSS curriculum
---- Oct.
Regents invite Commission to send full time councilor to IBSSS
1969 Sum.
Superintendent Hansen fired, Dr. Rocco hired
---- Oct. 2
Two girls not using canes hit by car while crossing street near Vinton
school
---- Dec.
Both Commission and Regents produce papers defending their positions
on the upcoming legislative battle over the transfer of IBSSS to the
Commission
1970 Jan. 17 Organizational meeting of the Iowa Council for the Blind in Waterloo;
armed guard keeps out Commission sympathizers
----- Jan. 30 Gov. Bob Ray calls for a truce in the battle over Vinton
----- March 10 Dr. Rocco gives controversial speech at Lyons club meeting, says Jernigan
ought to run for Governor on his own time
1970 Sum.
Dr. Rocco attempts to reorganize Vinton alumnae groups
1971 Fall
The IBSSS becomes a charter member of the National Accreditation
council
1972
Dr. Rocco leaves his post as Superintendent of Vinton
1974
Superintendent Charles Woodcock introduces a disability rating
system to justify low staff to student ratio
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1978

Jernigan leaves as director of the Commission, moves national
headquarters of the NFB to Baltimore shortly thereafter
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APPENDIX B
VARIOUS NAMES OF THE IOWA BRAILLE SCHOOL

1853-55
1855-60
1860-72
1872-1929
1929-51
1951-present

The Iowa Asylum for the Blind
Institution for the Instruction of the Blind
Iowa Institution for the Education of the Blind
Iowa College for the Blind
Iowa School for the blind
Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School, often shortened to Iowa Braille
School
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APPENDIX C
SUPERINTENDENTS OF THE SCHOOL FOR THE BLIND IN VINTON

Samuel Bacon, 1852-62
Orlando Clark, 1862-64
Reed Wilkinson, 1864-67
James L. Geddes, 18667-69
S. A. Knapp, 1869-75
Orlando Clark, 1875-76
J. B. Parmalee, 1876-77
Robert Carothers, 1877-82
Thomas McCune, 1882-1907
Joseph Vance, 1907-10
George Eaton, 1910-18
Francis Palmer, 1918-39
Leslie Hays, 1939-48
Carl Gernetzky, 1948-49
Donald W. Overbeay, 1949-1960
Lee Iverson, 1960-64
Donald L. Walker, 1964-66
Robert Hansen, 1966-69
Frank Rocco, 1969-72
Charles Woodcock, 1972-77
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Richard Demott, 1977-1989
Donald Thurman, 1989-2008
Patrick Clancy, 2008-present
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APPENDIX D
DIRECTORS OF THE IOWA COMMISSION FOR THE BLIND

Lotta Rand, temporary, 1925-26
Ethel Towne Holmes, 1926-57
Malcom Jaspers, 1957-58
Kenneth Jernigan, 1958-78
John Taylor, 1978-82
Nancy Norman, 1982-86
Creig Slayton, 1986-2001
Allen Harris, 2001-2008
Karen Keninger, 2008-2012
Richard Sorey, 2012-present
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APPENDIX E
STATEMENT BY GOVERNOR ROBERT D. RAY CONCERNING THE VINTON
SCHOOL
January 30, 1970
Today I am asking the 63rd General Assembly to withdraw from any consideration both
the bill which would transfer the Iowa Braille and Sight-Saving School from the Board of
Regents to the Commission for the Blind, and the concurrent resolution proposing a
legislative study of the entire issue.
I have conferred on this matter with the Chairman of the commission for the Blind, the
Director of the Commission for the Blind, the Chairman of the Board of Regents, and the
Superintendent of the Braille and Sight-Saving School, All of them concur in my
recommendation, and all have assured me that they will cooperate whole-heartedly to
establish and maintain close, harmonious working relations between the Commission and
the Vinton School,
To assure the implementation of this agreement I shall promptly constitute the Director
and Chairman of the Commission, the Chairman of the Regents, the Superintendent of
the School and one of my staff as an ad hoc working committee to devise, develop and
carry out specific arrangements for cooperative activity in all areas of mutual
responsibility by both the Blind Commission and the School.
As Governor I intend to bring an immediate halt to the vitriolic and, in my opinion,
extremely damaging statements which have erupted on both sides of this jurisdictional
dispute. The words of bitterness have been harmful to all Iowa but, as unfortunately is
often the case, those whose interests are at stake have suffered the most.
The essence of the American spirit is that “something human is dearer...than all the
wealth of the universe,” as some wise man said a long time ago. This is the motivating
force in all our public and private efforts in education, social services, and the whole
spectrum of rehabilitation activities.
From time to time individuals and groups most zealous in their dedication to this ideal
may be caught up by an emotional tide which can sweep away all of the progress which
they have painstakingly and slowly achieved. When that kind of tragedy threatens,
people of good will, especially those in positions of responsibility, have an obligation to
stem the tide, quiet the emotions, and safeguard the useful works which are menaced.
We stand in that position today with reference to our sightless and partly sighted fellow
Iowans. Their welfare is jeopardized by what might be termed a domestic relations
problem between the commission and the School.
Yet the objectives of both are the same: to free the blind and partly blind from
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imprisonment in physical darkness, and to make them full participants with the rest of us
in the world of opportunity & and achievement.
Because of my pride that Iowa has accomplished so much in its work with the visually
handicapped, and my determination that gains continue to be made, I have given this
problem much time and I have great respect for and confidence in Kenneth Jernigan,
Director of the Commission for the Blind, certainly one of the most gifted public servants
that Iowa has ever had in any field. Just now completing twelve years here, Mr. Jernigan
has brought Iowa national recognition as a trail-blazing pioneer in successful work for the
blind. I subscribe wholeheartedly to his philosophy that blindness and other handicaps—
need not mean helplessness, and that the blind--with suitable training and opportunity—
can become fully functioning human beings in any endeavor. This is much more than
theory; Mr. Jernigan has proven it in practice; the achievements of Iowa’s blind also
attest to its effectiveness.
I have visited, and tried to acquaint myself with the operation of, the Braille and SightSaving School at Vinton. The School is relatively small, with fewer than 200 pupils from
kindergarten through high school. It is operated on the residential plan, but about one-half
of the students go home most weekends, and no charge is made for board, room, tuition,
laundry or educational supplies, all of which are financed by state appropriation. For the
past quarter-century there has been an instructional program at Vinton for the partly
sighted as well as the blind, and each year some graduates, under the sponsorship and
guidance of the Commission, go on to vocational schools or colleges.
The Vinton School has for years enjoyed the advantages of stability and prestige under
the Board of Regents, and I am confident that we can, with Dr. Frank Rocco’s new
program and leadership, achieve outstanding results there.
The present friction has developed in part from the rapid growth in the size and scope and
acceptance which the Commission has enjoyed since 1958, and especially since the
Rehabilitation Center was opened in the former Des Moines Y.M.C.A. Building at Fourth
and Keo. Basically, however, the friction has been generated by a difference in
philosophical emphasis between the Commission and the School. Any philosophical
difference has been unhappily increased in my judgment by the difficulty, if not the total
breakdown, of communication between enthusiastic supporters of both groups.
The loyalty of both sides to their respective viewpoints is attested by the large volume of
both oral and written expressions which have come to me and members of the General
Assembly since legislation was proposed to transfer the School to the Commission for the
Blind. This issue has aroused enormous emotional intensity because it touches three areas
in which-human beings are properly most sensitive: (1) education, (2) youth, and (3) the
handicapped.
I am convinced that the best interests of education, youth and the handicapped require us
now to return to the first principle that “something human” must not be lost in a rising
crescendo of angry voices. Heated passions must not be permitted to jeopardize the great
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gains which have been won by Iowa’s sightless and partly sighted.
Their welfare and, hence, the welfare of the whole state—can now be most wisely served
by lowering voices, suspending argument, and getting on with the programs which suffer
from current conflict.

