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Windows to More Than the Soul:  
The Importance of Routine Eye Exams

You’ve probably 
heard the old saying 
“The eyes are the 
windows to the 
soul.” To a trained 
eye doctor, the eyes 
are also windows 
to the rest of the 
body and its overall 
health.

There are many 
reasons it’s 
important to have 
routine eye exams. 
Some of them are 
obvious: Monitoring 
your eye health, 

protecting your vision, and detecting eye conditions at an early stage when 
they can be treated most effectively. But an eye exam can also reveal clues 
about health conditions that affect the rest of the human anatomy.

Dr. Kallie Harrier, an optometrist with Isthmus Eye Care in Madison with 
expertise in low vision, explains that a lot of problems centered in the 
eye don’t have any symptoms. One common example is glaucoma, often 
referred to as “the sneak thief of sight.” Many patients aren’t aware anything 
is wrong until they’ve already started to lose vision. Routine eye exams 
where pressure inside the eye is tested are the only way to detect glaucoma 
before it starts to cause irreversible damage.

continued on page 2
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Abnormal blood flow isn’t the only type of warning sign a doctor can observe 
through the eyes.

“Just a couple weeks ago, I had a patient come in for a routine exam just to 
get some new contact lenses,” Dr. Harrier said. “I found swollen optic nerves, 
so I sent her to the emergency room, and she had emergency surgery that 
day to remove a brain tumor. So there are a lot of things we see in the eye 
that reflect what’s happening throughout the body.”

Dr. Harrier emphasizes that it’s important to continue getting routine eye 
exams even if you’ve already been diagnosed with and are being treated  
for a particular eye condition.

“I tell my patients ‘You can have as many diseases as it pleases,’” she says. 
“That means just because you have glaucoma doesn’t mean you can’t also 
get macular degeneration, or just because you have diabetic retinopathy 
doesn’t mean you can’t get glaucoma.”

For people with a new diagnosis of a condition that threatens their eyesight, 
Dr. Harrier says it’s beneficial to see an optometrist who specializes in low 
vision to make sure you get the best lens prescription possible.

“A lot of times, people are just resigned to not seeing well, but even a little 
bit of glasses prescription can make a big difference,” she says. “If you have 
access to a low vision optometrist, they can help you get the best vision 
possible and help you find the tools you need. And if there’s a tool we can’t 
provide, we can refer to an organization like the Council that may be able  
to help.”

Further Reading:
American Academy of Ophthalmology, “20 Surprising Health Problems an 
Eye Exam Can Catch,” https://www.aao.org/eye-health/tips-prevention/
surprising-health-conditions-eye-exam-detects

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, “Keep an Eye on Your Vision 
Health,” https://www.cdc.gov/visionhealth/resources/features/keep-eye-on-
vision-health.html

AARP, “8 Health Problems That Can Be Detected Through an Eye Exam,” 
https://www.aarp.org/health/conditions-treatments/info-2021/eye-exam-
health.html 

“In glaucoma, early detection is key because it’s a disease that progresses 
slowly and we can do something about it,” Dr. Harrier says. “The sooner 
we can start you on your eye drops or other treatment the better, because 
that’s going to reduce the risk of future progression of the disease.”

Even with other eye diseases that are less treatable than glaucoma, such  
as retinitis pigmentosa or macular degeneration, early detection can lead  
to the best outcomes.

“There may not be a cure that we can offer but knowing about the condition 
helps people prepare for what’s coming,” Dr. Harrier says. “The sooner we 
can acknowledge what’s happening with their vision, the better position 
they’ll be in to adjust to the changes.”

More surprising to many people is that the list of conditions an eye exam  
can uncover goes far beyond the eyes. High blood pressure and diabetes  
are two health problems that are often first identified by an optometrist  
or ophthalmologist.

“A lot of people, especially if they don’t have health insurance, skip their 
routine physical exams, but they’ll come to us because they can’t see  
well and they need new glasses,” Dr. Harrier says. “And then we find a 
systemic condition like diabetes or high blood pressure. There have been 
multiple times where I’m the first person to see diabetes in a patient, and 
then we can refer them to their primary care provider to get the treatment 
they need.”

How are eye doctors able to discover these conditions? It turns out that  
the eyes really are like windows in a sense. They provide a unique view  
of the body’s inner workings.

“The cool thing about the eye is that it’s the only place in the human body 
where we can see blood flowing through your veins without having to cut 
you open,” Dr. Harrier explains. “We can tell a lot about a person’s overall 
health just by looking at that vasculature. With high blood pressure, instead 
of nice smooth blood vessels, we often see them get kinked or start to 
change course because of that increased pressure over time.

“Sometimes we’ll see blood in the back of the eye that shouldn’t be there, 
and that can be an indication of diabetes,” Dr. Harrier added.

continued from page 1
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Ballot Return: After the Wisconsin Supreme Court ruling in the Tiegan 
case in June that resulted in disallowing the use of ballot drop boxes 
and limiting ballot return, there was confusion among both voters and 
election officials on whether a voter could have someone else return 
their ballot. A recent federal ruling assures the rights of voters with 
disabilities to receive assistance in returning their ballot. This assistant 
can be anyone of the voter’s choosing except the voter’s employer or 
union representative.

Accessible Voting Equipment: If you vote in person, Wisconsin 
law guarantees the right to use the accessible voting equipment 
in the polling place. This equipment uses both screen reading and 
magnification technology to make the ballot readable for people with 
print-related disabilities. While this equipment should be set up, fully 
functional and tested when the polls open, we hear countless stories 
from around the state that voters run into access barriers when 
attempting to use the equipment. We encourage you to contact your 
clerk in advance of the election to let them know you plan to use 
the equipment and that you want to be sure it is ready and that poll 
workers have had proper training in its use.

Voting Assistance: Wisconsin law also guarantees the right of voters 
with disabilities to ask for assistance in completing the ballot. This is a 
person of the voter’s choosing, excluding the voter’s employer, union 
representative or a candidate on the ballot. Poll workers are required to 
assist when asked. Voters have shared with us that some poll workers 
have declined to assist, believing that they were not allowed to help. 
This is inaccurate.

Other Accommodations: All polling places should be equipped with 
signature guides, magnifying glasses and chairs for sitting. The Council 
has helped advocate for the Wisconsin Elections Commission to facilitate 

Letter from Executive Director Denise Jess

Speaking Out for Our 
Voting Rights
Assuring the rights of 
voters with vision loss is an 
important advocacy priority 
for the Council. With the 
mid-term elections just 
weeks away on November 8, 
we encourage everyone to 
understand your rights and 
to make your voting plan.

Absentee Voting: If you 
plan to vote absentee, please 
do so several weeks before 
the election to ensure that 

your ballot is received at your polling place no later than 8:00 p.m. on 
Election Day. With the delays in mail delivery, we suggest mailing the 
ballot at least two weeks prior to the election. Remember that you will 
need to have your ballot witnessed and the certification envelope signed 
by both you and your witness. If someone is assisting you in completing 
your ballot, this must also be noted. Your assistant and witness may 
be the same person. Due to recent administrative rules changes, clerks 
can no longer “cure” small errors, like adding a forgotten zip code, on 
the certification envelope. Please have your witness carefully check that 
all information is accurate on the return envelope.

Wisconsin currently does not have a way for people with vision loss  
to vote absentee privately and independently, as we are still reliant  
on having someone else complete our ballot on our behalf. The Council 
will continue our work to advocate for an accessible absentee ballot in 
the 2023-24 legislative session.

continued on page 6
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a supply program where any clerk can order large print signs, signature 
guides, magnifiers, doorbells and other accessibility supplies at no cost 
to the municipality. Ask for these tools if you need them.

Encountering an Access Issue: If you encounter an access issue 
while at the polls, ask to speak with the Chief Elections Inspector to 
resolve it in real time. The Chief Elections Inspector is the “supervisor” 
of the polling site. If you are not satisfied with the resolution, ask to 
speak with your clerk.

Disability Rights Voter Hotline: If you are unable to resolve an issue 
with your local officials and need assistance, call the Disability Rights 
Voter Hotline at 844-347-8683.

Sharing Your Voting Story: We’d love to hear your voter story.  
If an election official provided excellent support so that you could  
fully exercise your right to vote, we’d love to help celebrate this.  
If you experienced difficulties, these stories assist in our advocacy 
efforts. You can use the Share Your Story form on our website at 
https://wcblind.org/2021/01/share-your-story-on-our-website/.  
You can also email your story to Communications Director Bob 
Jacobson at bjacobson@wcblind.org or call Bob at 608-237-8111.

Also consider reporting your experience to the Wisconsin Elections 
Commission using their accessibility concerns page at https://elections.
wi.gov/form/report-an-accessibility-concern. While we hear many 
stories directly from voters, having them documented with the Elections 
Commission is a vital component in advocating for change.

As people with vision loss, it’s critical that our life experiences, 
perspectives and needs are represented in our local, state and national 
governing bodies. Our votes matter in this November mid-term election 
and in every election. 

continued from page 5

2022 Sharper Vision Store Gift Guide

The Council’s Sharper Vision Store is a one-stop shop for adaptive 
products and other useful items to improve your life. From games to 
personal care items to the latest helpful gadgets, you can find the 
perfect gift here. Try products in person during business hours or view 
hundreds of items online at WCBlind.org/Store. You can also order  
by phone at 800-783-5213.

Access Technology
PENfriend 3 Audio Labeler $165.00
The PENfriend 3 creates audio labels for any item on which  
a sticker label is applied. HL670

Overlay Keyboard Stickers $14.00
Keyboard Stickers with contrasting backgrounds.  
Easy to apply and perfect for people who have  
difficulty reading small letters. 
Black on Yellow: CA105
Black on White: CA100
White on Black: CA101
Magnetic Data Charging USB Cable $20.00
A must have to eliminate the frustration over charging  
your favorite electronic device. Three options available:  
Type C, Lightning, and MicroUSB.
Type C: CA110
Lightning: CA115
MicroUSB: CA120
Wilson Digital Recorder $45.00
The Wilson™ Recorder is a simple to use digital recorder  
which can store up to 12 hours of recordings based on the  
selected recording quality. The buttons are on the front of  
the recorder. Users can pause while recording. CR430

Talking Indoor/Outdoor $25.00 
Thermometer
This waterproof talking indoor/outdoor thermometer  
announces and displays the air temperature in both  
Fahrenheit and Celsius scales. HG141

https://wcblind.org/2021/01/share-your-story-on-our-website/
mailto:bjacobson@wcblind.org
https://elections.wi.gov/form/report-an-accessibility-concern
https://elections.wi.gov/form/report-an-accessibility-concern
http://WCBlind.org/Store
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Health and Wellness
No-Contact Talking Thermometer $60.00
This no-contact, infrared thermometer can measure  
temperature when held 2-4 inches from the forehead  
or behind the earlobe. HM245

Talking Blood Pressure Wrist Cuff $72.00
Our talking blood pressure monitors offer a clear  
speaking voice and ease of use. It offers one-touch  
operation, irregular heartbeat detection, 2-person  
memory storage with 90 measurements each, LCD  
displays with 3 color backlighting, and averaging  
of last 3 measurements. HM705

Superior Talking Scale $77.00
The Superior Talking Scale is accurate to within  
1% of actual weight up to 440 pounds. It speaks  
in English or Spanish in a female voice and  
operates on 4 AA batteries (included). The voice  
can be turned off. HM400
(Note: We also sell an alternative talking scale  
that can weigh up to 550 pounds. HM400XL)

Recordable Talking Alarm Clock/ $50.00 
Pill Reminder
The Your Minder Recordable Talking Alarm Clock  
has speakers on both sides of the clock and can  
be programmed for six daily alarms. HM801

Talking Pedometer $15.00
This talking pedometer measures and announces  
steps, calories, distance, and total activity time.  
It also can announce the current time and has a  
seven-day memory. HM500

Kitchen Aids
Talking Timer $16.50
The talking countdown timer speaks the hours and  
minutes during setting and can be set up to 24 hours.  
HT160

Talking Digital Cooking $33.00 
Thermometer
Ensure your meat is properly cooked with  
this talking food probe style thermometer.  
The temperature is read on demand, in  
0.1 Fahrenheit increments. HK600

Talking Measuring Scale $44.00
This stylish talking kitchen scale uses strain gauge  
technology for extreme accuracy and precision.  
Results are announced in ounces or grams with  
a max capacity of 6.6 pounds. HK710

Liquid Level Indicator $14.00
Easily determines when a container of liquid  
is filled to within approximately one inch of  
the top. Hang this popular unit over the lip  
of a container. When liquid reaches height,  
a buzzer will sound and unit will vibrate.  
HK500

Colored Dimensional Markers $4.00
Bright, fluorescent, raised colored markings create easy-to- 
identify tactile symbols. This tactile paint directly applies  
onto paper, wood, cloth, plastic, rubber and metal. Great  
for marking buttons on kitchen appliances. Three colors  
available. HL100/HL102/HL103
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Since 1964, October 15 has 
been designated nationally 
as White Cane Safety Day. 
White Cane Safety Day is  
an opportunity to raise 
awareness of Wisconsin’s 
White Cane Law, which 
requires drivers to stop  
at least 10 feet from a 
pedestrian using a white 
cane or service dog. Every 
year, the Council works with 
local leaders to officially 
recognize White Cane Safety 
Day through a formal 

proclamation. Last fall, leaders in 23 Wisconsin communities joined Governor 
Tony Evers in formally proclaiming October 15 White Cane Safety Day.

Building awareness of the White Cane Law is important in itself, but we 
understand that it will take much more than a once-a-year push to make  
our streets safer for pedestrians. Bringing about meaningful change requires  
a long-term, multi-faceted, strategic effort, and we believe White Cane 
Safety Day can be a springboard to a much more ambitious campaign. So 
this year, we’ve raised the bar and are taking the opportunity to promote 
pedestrian safety on a broader scale.

This summer, the Council wrote to those 23 local elected officials thanking 
them for their commitment to pedestrian safety and offering ideas for  
building on the momentum of White Cane Safety Day. Our suggestions,  
in addition to issuing a proclamation, included:

• Creating a “Vision Zero” plan aimed at eliminating traffic fatalities 
through comprehensive, cross-disciplinary local planning and 
cooperation.

• Joining a community member on a “walk audit” to evaluate how 
accessible our streets are for pedestrians.

Building on the Momentum of White Cane Safety 
Day to Promote Safer Streets for All Pedestrians

continued on page 15

Light and Magnification

Syrinx standing adjustable $85.00 
floor light
This gooseneck lamp features dimmable lights,  
adjustable color control, two timer setting, and  
a remote control. LT175

Brightech Lightview Portable $30.00 
Magnifying Lamp
This Brightech LightView Portable Battery Powered  
4X Magnifying Glass with Bright LED Light, Stand  
& Clamp is a must have for painting, sewing, crafts,  
reading, and many more. LT130

Rechargeable Magnifier $225.00 
and Stand
This handheld magnifier needs no batteries  
because it is charged wirelessly. Two brightness  
levels are available. XXVESPEROKIT

2.5x Lighted Neck Magnifier $38.50
This unit has a large 4” diameter lens for a big  
work area and a bright light to help you see in  
all lighting conditions. This hands-free magnifier  
is great for sewing, knitting, and more. MX420

Merlin Mini portable video $3,345.00 
magnifier
A 3-in-1 rotating camera allows you to magnify  
text and objects up close, at a distance, and  
even view yourself. Easily transported to and  
from home, office, classroom, and anywhere  
else needed. CCTV12

http://WCBlind.org/Store


13CourierFALL 2022WCBlind.org12

Building Awareness in Three Courses (Plus Dessert)

“With the increasing number 
of people who are aging and 
experience vision loss, just 
knowing how to be more 
thoughtful in how we serve 
our guests is helpful,” Kari 
adds. “Everybody can use 
those skills across the entire 
customer base. It doesn’t 
just have to be a person who 
is visually impaired.”
The Council has been 
collaborating with restaurants 
to host Dining in the Dark 
events since 2013, bringing 
them back in 2022 after a 
two-year break. Dining in the 
Dark meals usually consist of 
three or four courses plus dessert. Guests remain blindfolded through most 
of the event and are not told the menu ahead of time; courses are described 
only after the first few bites. Each course incorporates a variety of smells  
and textures to provide a full sensory experience.
After dinner, Council staff members lead discussions about enjoying food 
using senses other than sight and answer questions about cooking and  
eating with vision loss.
Four Winds Farm hosted its first Dining in the Dark under the leadership of 
events coordinator Mark Wroczynski this summer. Mark has hosted many 
previous dinners and has observed some changes in guest behavior. “Guests 
seem more adventurous, curious and willing to participate,” he says. “With  
no visual cues to let them know portion sizes, guests tend to eat all that is 
put in front of them. It’s a chef’s dream come true!”
Like Kari, Mark values the opportunity to better understand some of 
the challenges of dining with vision loss. “Many attendees have little 
awareness of what those with visual impairments have to deal with at dining 
establishments,” he says. “It is inspiring to witness that moment the light 
bulb goes off and their facial expressions change with acknowledgement.”
If you are interested in attending or hosting a future Dining in the Dark 
event, contact Lori Werbeckes at lwerbeckes@wcblind.org or 608-237-8114. 

Kari Walker, chef and co-owner of 
the Reedsburg restaurant Beastro & 
Barley, was enrolled in the Culinary 
Arts program at Madison College 
when she got her first taste of 
Dining in the Dark a few years ago. 
It started with a visit from Council 
Executive Director Denise Jess.
“I got to hear Denise talk about 
making restaurants more inclusive,” 
Kari says. “Making pathways so  
that people can safely navigate,  
for example.”
The next day, the Culinary Arts 
program hosted a Dining in the Dark 
event, at which Kari was a server.  
“I was just so moved,” Kari says.  
“It was a powerful experience for  
the servers and the participants.”

Dining in the Dark is a unique culinary experience where patrons enjoy their 
meal while blindfolded. Typically, some participants are visually impaired, 
but most are not. The idea is to provide diners an opportunity to experience 
an excellent meal relying on senses other than sight, allowing them to focus 
more on texture, aroma and subtle flavors. The other idea is to raise money 
to support the Council’s work; the organization receives after-expenses 
proceeds as a donation.
Kari points out that patrons aren’t the only ones who gain new insights 
through Dining in the Dark. There are revelations for restaurant staff as  
well. Servers gain a stronger understanding of the accessibility needs of 
their patrons as they discover the importance of introducing themselves 
before approaching a diner and arranging food in ways that are easy to 
describe verbally. “We take things a little slower, and we’re more thoughtful 
and careful in our movements,” she says.
Randy Pierce is a longtime customer at Beastro & Barley. He knows the 
owners and servers, and they know he is visually impaired. Kari had been 
accommodating all along, but after she attended the Madison College 
program, “it turned on a light,” Randy said. “She started consciously  
doing that. It was very nice.”

Blindfolded diners at Beastro & 
Barley enjoying their salads

Diners digging in at Four Winds Farm

mailto:lwerbeckes@wcblind.org
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New Faces at the Council: Welcome to debbie 
rasmussen and Rachel Pavone
The Council is pleased to welcome two new members to the team!

Debbie rasmussen joined the Council staff in April 
as Fund Development Coordinator, working side-by-
side with Fund Development Director Lori Werbeckes. 
Debbie’s role is to maintain donor records and support 
fundraising efforts in a variety of other ways.
Debbie holds a B.A. in psychology from the University 
of Minnesota and an M.A. in journalism from the 
University of Wisconsin-Madison.
Debbie deeply appreciates sunshine, warm weather, 
reading, writing, making music, preparing vegan food 
and spending time with animals, and she’s passionate 

about housing cooperatives and other forms of communal living.
“I discovered my love of fundraising while working as director of a nonprofit 
feminist media organization,” debbie says. “Doing something I love in 
support of the Council’s important mission is an exciting opportunity.”

Rachel came on board in June as a Vision 
Rehabilitation Therapist. In that role, she collaborates 
with clients who are blind or have low vision to 
educate them on ways to accomplish independent 
living tasks, introducing them to new methods and 
assistive devices to help with daily activities. Rachel 
was instrumental in the development of the Council’s 
new on-site Vision Rehabilitation Classroom, where 
she began working with clients earlier this fall.
Rachel has a Bachelor of Science degree in general 
studies and a Master of Arts degree in Vision 
Rehabilitation Therapy, both from Western Michigan 

University. When she is not working with clients, she loves to play with her 
guide dog Glory and play jazz on her alto saxophone.
“Through my own life experiences, I realized that I wanted to help others 
who are blind and share the learning opportunities I benefitted from that 
they may not have had growing up,” Rachel says.
Welcome to the Council, debbie and Rachel! 

• Initiating plans to make a troublesome intersection safer by installing 
pedestrian safety features such as crossing signals.

• Checking out the Wisconsin Department of Transportation’s Non-Driver 
ArcGIS Online Application and encouraging city planners to use this 
valuable tool to gauge transit needs and allocate pedestrian resources.

Now we’re working to expand the number of municipalities taking part in the 
movement. We’ve also reached out to our network of grassroots advocates, 
asking them to encourage leaders in their communities to make pedestrian 
safety a top priority. And in early September, we collaborated with Sierra 
Club-Wisconsin Chapter and 1,000 Friends of Wisconsin on a webinar, “Make 
Way for Pedestrians,” that outlined strategies for improving pedestrian safety 
in your community.

If you’re interested in joining the effort and helping promote pedestrian 
safety in your community, you can find a White Cane Safety Day Toolkit 
containing sample letters, social media posts and other resources on the 
Council website at https://wcblind.org/events/white-cane-safety-day/. 

debbie rasmussen

Rachel Pavone

White Cane Safety Day, October 15
October 15 is recognized nationally each year as White Cane 
Safety Day. The Council takes this opportunity to promote 
safe, welcoming communities for people with vision loss, 
educate the public and policymakers about the White Cane 
Law, and advocate for greater pedestrian safety everywhere.

Gallery Night, November 4
Our annual Gallery Night highlights the amazing art created 
by people from across Wisconsin living with vision loss. 
We’re returning to an in-person event format after two years 

of virtual gallery nights. Visit https://wcblind.org/events/gallery-night/ 
for more information and to view art from last year’s Gallery Night. 

continued from page 11

Upcoming Events
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The Council publishes four monthly e-newsletters: Upcoming Events, 
Advocacy Update, On Sight and News You Can Use. Each has important 
information to help empower readers living with vision loss to live vibrant, 
independent lives. Subscribe to any or all of them at https://wcblind.org/
who-we-are/contact/newsletter-signup.
Did you know that the Council Courier is also available in braille and audio 
formats? To request an alternative format or update your mailing address, 
call us at 608-255-1166.

Contact Us
Wisconsin Council of the Blind & Visually Impaired 
754 Williamson Street, Madison, WI 53703
608-255-1166 • 800-783-5213 • WCBlind.org • info@WCBlind.org

FREE MATTER FOR THE BLIND  
AND PHYSICALLY HANDICAPPED

POSTAL MANUAL PART 138
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mailto:info@WCBlind.org
http://WCBlind.org
http://WCBlind.org
https://twitter.com/TheCouncilWI
https://www.facebook.com/WCBlind
https://www.linkedin.com/company/wcblind
https://www.instagram.com/wcblind/
https://www.youtube.com/user/wcblind1
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