From Hearing High School to Deaf High School Life: A DeafBlind Student’s Discovery of Self
Philip Wismer
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Before coming to the Western Pennsylvania School for the Deaf (WPSD) I attended a hearing high school at Central Bucks County West (CB West). I only attended there for one year before I transferred to WPSD. At CB West, the hearing high school, I had two interpreters every day. One interpreter would work with me in the morning, and then I would get a different interpreter in the afternoon. Communication access was well-covered at CB West; but I needed to have more interactions with deaf peers.  So my family decided that WPSD would be a good place for me to go to school. Even though WPSD is five hours from my home, I really like going to school there and have many deaf friends and staff who know how to support me. 
Self Awareness
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My vision and hearing loss are the result of a syndrome called CHARGE. I guess I was about 10 or 11 years old when I learned about my vision loss. Before that time, I was maybe 6 or 7 years old when I learned about my hearing loss. I can’t remember the exact words my parents used to tell me about my condition, but I do recall my parents telling me that I was profoundly deaf and that I had problems with the retina in my right eye. When I attended school at WPSD I met other kids who were deaf with vision problems. At CB West, there was only one deaf boy and four or five hard of hearing kids; but there were no other students like me who had both vision and hearing problems. Fortunately, one thing I did learn at CB West was how to manage life with a vision problem and how to control myself. 
When I was at CB West, I attended a monthly support group meeting for deaf kids through the Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia. Our instructor was a woman named Louise Montoya. We discussed how our disabilities affected our daily lives at home and in school. It was a great group and I learned a lot. That support group really helped me learn more about myself as a deaf person with vision loss. 
This past summer I began to prepare for the future when I will graduate from high school. First, I went to the Helen Keller National Center (HKNC) to attend a two-week program for high school students like me who have both vision and hearing loss. At HKNC, I learned that the training program could help me to improve my independent living skills. The HKNC program also provides evaluations to help students figure out what type of job they would like to have in the future. However, the two week program I attended only focused on helping me learn more about how to advocate for myself and what types of support services I will need to be successful. After finishing the two week program at HKNC, I went on to the “Explore Your Future” program at the National Technical Institute for the Deaf (NTID) where I learned about the university campus and what would be expected of me as a college student. Both programs were a lot of fun and I learned a lot about myself and what kind of job I would like to do in the future. 

Because I left CB West and transferred to WPSD I had to complete one more year of high school. So now I will be 20 years old when I finally graduate from high school. For this reason, it is really good that I am starting to plan for the future right now. If possible, I would like to return to HKNC next summer to get an evaluation. It will be fun to be at HKNC for more than two weeks because I really enjoyed learning new things and meeting new people this summer during the two week program.
Life At Home
In my neighborhood, I have a lot of friends who live close by. I enjoy playing games with them outside or even just being in the house chatting with them online. The computer has really helped me to get in touch and stay connected with my friends from my neighborhood and from WPSD. When I am at home I really enjoy playing games with my mother and reading different news stories on the computer. Right now I am working on trying to get a nice computer for when I graduate from high school. My computer skills are very good, so I really want to have a computer that is nice and powerful when I am ready to go to college. 
Using Internet mapping programs to learn about my neighborhood is something that I would like for my new computer to be able to do quickly. Getting around the community is pretty easy for me right now, and so far I do not have any major challenges walking around my neighborhood. However, in the future as I prepare to be independent, I want to know where things are located and to be able to identify the safest route to take to get around. It will also be neat to use the Internet mapping sites or other special software to visit my friends and relatives. One of my future ambitions is to become a computer technician. I really like working on computers and other electronic gadgets. Because things are going so well for me at school right now, I really do not think that I would eliminate anything about my preparation for adult life. However, if I could add something to my school life, it would be to receive a little bit more employment training experience every week. I really like learning new things, and just receiving employment training two days a week is not enough for me. If I could have my way, I would like to receive employment training five days a week!
Future Goals
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Assistive technology is a big part of my life; I use a lot of adaptive and assistive technology everyday in school and at home. All the equipment I use is very important to helping me get through the day. I use four different types of equipment to help me do things. The Flipperport CCTV, a telescope for traveling, a desktop CCTV, and an AlphaSmart note taker are my daily companions. The Flipperport CCTV helps me to watch television from across the room. I just focus the flipper camera on the television and the image on the television screen is then projected onto my CCTV that is set up on a table near the sofa in our family room where I sit to watch television. The telescope helps me watch sports games when I am outside. The CCTV that is connected to my desktop computer is also a great tool that helps me to do paperwork or read books for school. The AlphaSmart note taker that I have is like my second pair of hands. It helps me to communicate with people who do not know sign language and also enables me to take notes in class. It is small and portable, and I really like using it. In the future I am sure that I will use the telescope a lot as an adult because I really like watching sports games and getting out into the community. The other devices will also be a part of my future one way or another.
Ultimately, my goal after high school is to go to NTID to receive training to become a computer technician. I think that all the planning that is happening right now in my life is really preparing me for life after high school. Being at a deaf high school has been a lot better for me than the hearing high school. My special needs related to being a deaf person who has vision loss and uses a lot of adaptive equipment are being addressed very well at WPSD. 
Wismer visits many technology expos to see what new equipment has come out which could benefit him.





Philip Wismer uses his AlphaSmart device to communicate with people who do not use sign language.





Wismer, who has CHARGE Syndrome, uses a Video Magnifier to read restaurant menus prior to a mobility lesson in the community.





AlphaSmart device.
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