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Come visit usl!

Join us for upcoming campus tours,
Tuesday, March 24th « Thursday, April 23rd
Wednesday, May 20th.... ALL at 9:30 am

To RSVP email our Community Relations Manager
Jasmin Joya at: jasmin@blindchildrenscenter.org

www.blindchidrenscenter.org . 4120 Marathon Street, Los Angeles CA 90029-3584 . 323.664.2153
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Learning Through Discovery: The Power of Qutdoor Play

At the Blind Children’s Center (BCC), outdoor play is more than Outdoor play also connects directly to BCC's whole-child

just recess; it's an essential part of learning that provides multi-  approach to education. Physical activities help students build
sensory experiences that foster confidence, independence, and coordination, strength and motor skills, while time outside

joy. The Center’s varied half-acre play space inspires studentsto  supports problem-solving, decision-making, and independence.
learn through discovery and sparks cognitive, social, and The playground also offers the chance for “risk play,”
physical growth. llowing students to assess challenges and

make safe choices under adult supervision.

“Children with and without disabilities can create  WEREE
and explore in our outdoor play areas,” said BCC
Program Director Bianca Ciebrant. “For those with
visual impairments, it is an especially important
place to experience sensory input.”

Socially and emotionally, outdoor play pro-
vides a natural setting for collaboration and
. communication. Children learn to share
space, take turns and work together, all skills
that strengthen peer relationships and
self-confidence.

BCC's outdoor areas encourage curiosity, creativity,
and confidence. The playground

bins, paint stations, a water table
and other intentional spaces
where students can safely
engage with a variety of ma-
terials and activities. Visually
impaired and sighted students
play side by side, sharing the
sensations of fresh air, grass, dirt,
and water. It is a safe space for all
children to run, climb and navigate
new terrain — whether using a
cane, wheelchair or simply their
curiosity.

“Children may be in different

places developmentally, physi-
cally or cognitively, but they all share the opportunity
to explore, grow, and discover through inclusive outdoor play,”
said BCC Education Coordinator Emily Dunkijacobsnolten. “The
outdoors provides experiences that cannot be recreated inside
the classroom.”

“Outdoor play gives children the confidence to try new
things,” said Assistant Director of Education Veronica Proctor.
“It inspires discovery, imagination and a love of learning that
stays with them for years to come.”
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Sometimes | close my eyes and stand in place for minutes
at a time. I notice the sound of cars or people and wonder
how far away they are and in which direction they are
moving. | smell cinnamon and sugar somewhere in the
distance: maybe a vendor selling delicious churros. My
heart beats faster as | feel unsure about how to step safely
forward if | have to move. When | do this, | am reminded not
only how | depend on my vision to navigate my world, but
also how | miss so much when vision is my dominant sense.

Very few people know what it's like to live with vision
impairment and blindness. As a health equity advocate, |
speak with patients who perceive blindness as something
to be avoided, expressing sympathy for people with a con-
dition they have a hard time imagining. | see sighted people
avoiding blind people for unknown reasons. It is a strange
space | inhabit: as an eye doctor working to prevent vision
loss and restore vision, | want sighted people to protect
their vision, but | also know that vision loss and blindness
present an equally valuable way of being.

While | am sighted, | have experienced life alongside my
sister, who is an alumna of Blind Children’s Center. Being
part of a community which sees blindness as a beautiful
aspect of human diversity makes me appreciative of
differences as assets. Appreciating differences gives us
new perspectives; the perspectives | have learned about

SEEING BEYOND SIGHT

WRITTEN BY DR. MELISSA CONTRERAS, 0.D., MPH, FAAO, A MEMBER OF THE BCC BOARD OF DIRECTORS,
SISTER OF A BCC ALUMNA, AND ASSOCIATE VICE PRESIDENT FOR THE CENTER FOR INCLUSION, DIVERSITY,
EQUITY, AND ACCESSIBILITY, TITLE IX COORDINATOR AT MARSHALL B. KETCHUM UNIVERSITY

through lived experience have shown me how people with
diverse strengths can contribute to the world. Disability
communities demonstrate that reclaiming and reframing
identities previously associated with shame or fragility
helps normalize these differences and creates a space to
feel proud and comfortable.

| am so grateful that Blind Children’s Center welcomes
children and families with unconditional inclusion and
acceptance. It's a space where they can be who they are.
Parents learn together and are supported as they navigate
challenges and celebrate milestones. Children have class-
mates and friends across a range of abilities, supported

by teachers that understand how to help them thrive. The
center shows people that blindness isn't something to hide
or feel limited by.

Spaces like BCC help us imagine what the world could

be if we acknowledge blindness (as well as other forms

of disability) as just another difference among groups of
people. | am grateful to share stories of hope, success and
possibility with my patients across a range of vision loss.
My dream is that — with increased awareness, acceptance
and a little imagination — we can design more experiences
that are inclusive of all ability types. Then, blindness will no
longer be a word associated with limits, but with endless
possibilities.

WELCOME NEW BOARD MEMBERS

TORI SAMUEL, CRPC, CFP

Founder and President of Cognitive Wealth Management, Tori Samuel leads a team of advisors and
works directly with clients on financial planning, investment management, and insurance services.
Based in Southern California with clients nationwide, he holds the Chartered Retirement Planning
Counselor® and Certified Financial Planner® designations. Recognized by Investment News as a 2024
Rising Star, Tori is known for his innovative approach and commitment to growth. A Los Angeles native,
he also serves on the Board of the Compton Unified School District Education Foundation, supporting STEAM programs,
and is an active member of CABSE, advancing equity and inclusion for underserved students.

VINAYAK SHARMA, MBA

Vinayak Sharma is a healthcare finance professional with more than 12 years of experience

in financial planning, analysis, and reimbursement strategy. Currently Accountable Care Manager at
UCLA Health, he leads teams in managing Medicare Advantage, Commercial ACOs, and CMS Alter-
native Payment Models, driving multimillion-dollar revenue gains and efficiency improvements. His
career spans leadership roles at UCLA Health, Children’s Hospital Los Angeles, and Yale New Haven
Health System, where he specialized in operating and capital budgets, ROl analyses, and business plans that advanced
patient care while strengthening financial performance. Vinayak earned his MBA from USC's Marshall School of Business
and a Bachelor of Engineering from Delhi Technological University. A passionate advocate for equity in healthcare and
education, he is eager to bring his expertise to support the Blind Children’s Center through its Finance and Strategic
Planning Committees.

Giving Has More Benefits than Ever!

Donors are the foundation of everything we do at the Blind Children’s Center. Your generosity fuels life-changing early
intervention, preschool education and family support for children who are blind or visually impaired. With renewed
federal tax incentives taking effect this year, you now have an even greater opportunity to make a lasting impact.

As of January 1, both single and married households may claim a new charitable deduction for donations made to BCC
and other qualified nonprofit organizations. Contributions of up to $2,000 now qualify for the deduction, making
charitable giving more impactful and appealing than ever before.
“Nothing feels better than when you see a smile on a child’s face, a first breakthrough on the playground
or a teacher realizing they've changed a child’s life,” said Tom Sullivan, who chairs BCC's planned giving
Legacy Society. “The difference donors make at BCC is something measurable that they can feel proud of.”
As the needs of children with visual impairments continue to grow across Los Angeles, sustained

philanthropic support from individuals like you allows us to expand our services, strengthen our
programs and respond to each child's unique needs.

To discuss giving options and personalized philanthropic strategies, please contact our .
Director of Development & Communications, Scott Kassel at Scott@BlindChildrensCenter.org.

To make a donation today, please enclose your gift, or visit our Donate Now page and help
ensure a brighter future for children and families who depend on these vital services.

Note: The content in this article is informational, not a substitute for tailored advice from a licensed tax expert.



