Greetings Western staff and faculty!

I wanted to apprise you all of an amazing and transformative experience that Western students participated in (sacrificing 8 days of their summer break!) from  August 23rd through August 30th on a service learning trip to Seabeck, Washington. 

These students all are ASL-fluent and worked as SSP’s (Support Service Providers) and interpreters for Deaf-Blind adults who traveled from all across the US, Canada and other countries (Germany, Switzerland, Australia) to enjoy a vacation with other Deaf-Blind adults. (Many Deaf-Blind campers were turned away--this is a popular camp!) The Lighthouse for the Blind in Seattle hosts this camp annually, and this was the 30th year that Deaf-Blind campers from ages 18-85 came, explored, adventured and most all with the support of an SSP. An SSP gives visual information and cues (how many steps are up ahead, where the bumps or potholes are, what’s on the dinner table, where the salt and pepper shaker are, who else is in the room, where the railing or ropes are for walking on stairs and along paths…that sort of thing). And when there were announcements of activities and the days’ events at all the meals, the SSP’s also worked as interpreters—many using tactile communication, some using close vision, some signing from across the table, depending on the visual field of the Deaf-Blind camper.  

Working with Deaf-Blind individuals was an education for many students—most of whom are in the WOU interpreting program. All the Western students applied and wrote essays in order to participate in this experience. They met weekly throughout Spring term, raised over $2100, and participated in team-building activities. They took responsibility for teaching each other different educational components about working with Deaf-Blind individuals (that is—that EVERY Deaf-Blind person communicates differently!)  We used resources available at DB-Link (a grant housed in Todd Hall), and capitalized on leaders in the Deaf-Blind community here in the Pacific Northwest. Prior to the trip, these students volunteered locally in a service project, donating their time to Chestnut Lane, the Deaf & Deaf-Blind retirement community in Gresham—hosting bingo games, coordinating a gardening project, playing games, making pudding parfaits—and also in taking a Deaf-Blind adult shopping weekly. 

Going into this experience some of the words Western students used to describe how they were feeling about the learning and actually working as SSP’s and interpreters for some 80+ Deaf-Blind adults included: nervous, frustration, intimidating, amazement, thrilling, exciting, new, insightful, difficult, nerve-wracking, informative, eye-opening, effort, knowledgeable, enjoyable, and learning. Leaving this experience, there are A LOT of exclamation points punctuating all that encompasses SEABECK!!!!!!

While the Western students had read and viewed numerous resources, including Theresa Smith’s book, Guidelines for Working and Socializing with Deaf-Blind people, and practiced with each other how to interpret and simulate what it would be like to have different types of Deaf-Blindness, they still may not have felt well-prepared. Their final meeting spring term culminated in a meal at the Dusty Spur, half the time as an SSP and interpreter, and half the time as the Deaf-Blind person. And once the Western students arrived at Seabeck over 2 months after their last meeting, I think they realized that they had already done quite a bit to be more ready for the experience. 

The Western students met daily as a group and processed the experience in spoken English (as the whole camp experience was primarily in ASL, except when working with those campers who were more hard-of-hearing). Throughout the week as different demands came up, our hour together decreased, but there were more than a few memorable lasting memories—Western students getting bestowed with cultural name signs (a huge accomplishment and honor for those allies of the Deaf and Deaf-Blind communities), watching Deaf-Blind campers ride a mechanical bull, lead at the dance, do a conga line, go up in the Space Needle, ride accessible bicycles for two people, kayak, parasail, walk over rocks in a reflexology workshop, make arts and crafts, hear from international Deaf-Blind panelists, jump in the lagoon at 7am every day, check email, and generally have a great time!  

Sure, there were hard moments—where we as privileged hearing, sighted folks saw the world through a Deaf-Blind person’s lived experience—what it might be like when progressive vision loss may hinder one’s sense of independence, how one’s lack of access to livable wage jobs can impact spending money, how some campers require more dependence on SSP’s for mobility and support…gaining this perspective gave us all a greater appreciation for the  experience and motivated us to be in high spirits with campers enjoying their summer vacation. 

By the end of the week, students were changed, new friendships were forged, and many email addresses and hugs exchanged. And no doubt they were ready to go home—tired, exhausted from working two, 4-hour shifts every day with different Deaf-Blind campers, and our eyes needed a muscle break from all the signing! J

On Saturday, we enjoyed a final lunch in Seattle before heading south, wherein the students honored each other with creative awards as a capstone ritual. This activity brought tears, laughter, and great memories to reminisce in and cemented the team in realizing they shared in an experience uniquely theirs and one many will return to volunteer in again and again.

As we return to the Fall term, if you have ASL-fluent students (who will have completed up through ASL8 by the end of Spring ‘09), if you would like to mention this experience, we would like to make it an annual service learning project. Granted, there are application requirements and there will be more info on that later in the fall.

And if you see any of the students who participated in the Seabeck experience, I hope you’ll give them a thumbs up, a handshake, a hug, or a high-five. They represented Western Oregon University with great distinction and professionalism, and were well-received by campers and camp organizers alike for their maturity, responsibility, flexibility, ASL fluency, and leadership. I was proud as a Western (interpreting program) alum and staff member to participate among them.

On Tuesday, September 30th, all the Seabeck participants will be on campus wearing their brown Seabeck—Branching Out t-shirts. Be on the lookout for them!

Those participating in the Seabeck trip:

Alexa Haller 

Audrey Loudenback 

Jenica Herndon

Katrina Baker 

Kelsi Phares 

Laura Keeney

Marissa Foley 

Nicole Blue 

Rachel Walker 

Robin Van Dusen

Susie Strickler 

Tara Morgan 

CM Hall (Advisor) 

Susie Friberg (Advisor)

There are great photos and video clips you can link to for more fun glimpses of the trip. Thanks to Audrey Loudenback and Nicole Blue for their work chronicling this experience. 

Audrey’s page:

http://www.wou.edu/~loudena/Seabeck.html 

Nicole’s pages and links:

http://www.wou.edu/~nblue05/Seabeck/Seabeck.htm

Here is the link to the youtube video: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BbM4lFEyJ2U

Thank you also to the staff of SEP and ODS for releasing Audrey Loudenback and Susie Friberg to participate in this experience.  And my thanks to Cara Groshong for managing our funds and to Michael Hampton for his help in utilizing the service learning trip materials and tailoring them to suit our unique needs for this experience. Whether or not you knew it, the Western community had a hand in making this trip such a success. 

This trip idea originated based on the Alternative Break experience I participated in as an advisor to the Montana trip in 2007. Having worked as an SSP and interpreter at Seabeck in the past, I knew that with our talented bilingual students at Western, we could really showcase our strengths in this setting. I was so glad to see it succeed and from the student feedback, I know we could make this an annual trip, with student leadership and support. 

So expect to hear more from us as we plan for Seabeck ‘09! 

Cheers to all.

~CM

CM Hall, Ed.M. 

Project Coordinator 

Western Region Interpreter Education Center 

Western Oregon University 

345 Monmouth Ave. N. 

Monmouth, OR 97361 

hallcm@wou.edu (e-mail) 

503-689-5462 (work cell) 

503-838-8731 (office)

503-838-8228 (fax) 

http://www.wou.edu/wriec

WRIEC is a collaborative endeavor of Western Oregon University and El Camino College and a member of the National Consortium of Interpreter Education Centers (NCIEC).

