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[Claire Stanley, ACB]
Hi everybody, welcome back to another episode of the ACB Advocacy Update. I'm Claire Stanley, the Director of Advocacy and Governmental Affairs with the American Council of the Blind, with my lovely co-host.
 
[Grace Hart, ACB]
Hello, hello, everybody. This is Grace Hart, the Operations Administrator for Advocacy and Accessibility here at ACB.
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB]
We're really excited today to talk to one of our affiliates that I have great affinity for, and we'll introduce you guys to them in a second. Before we jump into the content of our show today, though, we always like to remind our listeners that if you have any advocacy issues that arise. Please know that that's what we're here for. Please reach out. You can email us at advocacy@acb.org and we can assist and see how we might be able to help to work against any type of issues that we might be facing as people who are blind or have low vision. Um, but now we'll jump into the content of the show, which I'm really excited about, because our guests are from one of our awesome affiliates, ACB Students, and I'll just use this time of personal privilege to say that I love ACB Students, because when I first got involved with ACB. Almost 20 years ago. I was part of ACB Students. I was a scholarship winner and became a member of ACB students. Ricardo and Kit, who I just named, who will introduce themselves in a second, might not even know that it wasn't even called ACB Students at the time. We had a totally different name. So things have changed, but, so, really excited to have them here because it's just such an important affiliate for ACB. So now that I have spilled the beans and said their names, Kit and Ricardo, can you introduce yourselves and what is ACB Students?
 
[Ricardo Salazar]
You wanna go first, Kit?
 
[Kit Rajpal]
Yes, absolutely. My name is Kit Rajpal. I am the first vice president of ACB Students. I am a sophomore at the University of Texas at Austin studying business, and it has been such a privilege to serve this affiliate, and I got involved when I won a scholarship. Um, right before my freshman year of college, and I've absolutely loved being a part of this community, and I'm so excited to, um, share my insights today and meet you guys.
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB]
Awesome.
 
[Ricardo Salazar]
[bookmark: _Int_GLMHmb1h]Awesome. Well, my name is Ricardo Salazar. I am the president of the American Council of Blind Students. I am currently a student at FIU, the Florida International University. I'm going to get my master's in public administration. I'm working towards my master's in public administration. And at the moment, well, I have been with ACB students for over almost two years. I started as a general member. I jumped to treasurer and then I became the president. Yeah, that funny story. But, uh… But yeah, a lot of it was voluntold. I was voluntold to do things, and then I found out I love it.
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB]
Yeah. That's how things tend to go. Yep.
 
[Ricardo Salazar]
I know! Yeah, so, so yep, um, so, uh, answering the question to, as to, um, what ACB Students is, um… ACB Students is a community for blind students, you know, by blind students, you know, like me, like Kit, we are blind and low vision, visually impaired, to go and... Our first mission, like, first and foremost, is to connect blind students.
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB]
Mmhm.
 
[Ricardo Salazar]
Not only for them to connect with each other, but we connect them with different opportunities. You know, we have different workshops, quite different mentoring opportunities. And of course, one of the most important things, and I know that's one of the topics for today. We connect them with internship and other job opportunities as well.
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB]
Mm-hmm.
 
[Ricardo Salazar]
So, um, that's our main mission, and, you know, any member… any person who's a student can join, no matter the age, no matter… well, you can be, um… I think the youngest is, uh, 16 years old, that we accept as members, our junior members, and, um, you know, our, um… well, there's no… of course, there's no limit in age, so…Anyone who's a student, if you're going to college, you're going for a certificate, if you're going for your master's, a post-grad student, whatever, you want to join, you want to see what's about, you want to share your knowledge, you want to be, like, involved with advocacy in the national level with the students. You're definitely welcome to join ACB Students.
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB]
I love that. When I was a scholarship winner and just joining ACB Students, we had scholarship winners who were graduate students who were probably the same age as my parents. So I love that. All ages are welcome. Everybody's a student.
 
[Ricardo Salazar]
Yes.
 
[Grace Hart, ACB]
Exactly, learning is a lifelong undertaking. 

[Ricardo Salazar] 
Oh, yeah.
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB]
Yeah.

[Grace Hart, ACB]
Now, ACB is incredibly excited to work with some of our corporate sponsors to find internship opportunities for blind students. How does ACB students feel about such opportunities?
 
[Ricardo Salazar]
Okay, Kit do you want to answer that? Or, is that my question? I think that's my question, right?
 
[Kit Rajpal]
Yes, that's you. That's yours.
 
[Ricardo Salazar]
Oh, oops. Okay, alrighty. Well, I think, well, we're really excited, really like this is something that well, as long as I've been part of ACB Students, it hasn't been a thing, you know, like things that something that we are always looking forward to, um, um, having is more opportunities for our students, um, you know, either coming from ACB or coming from other organizations. We constantly partner with other, um, with other organizations to provide either workshops or even, like, work opportunities, job opportunities, internship opportunities, um, but, you know, you know, it is always kind of like hit and miss, because, you know, you have to look really, really look, look and look, and you know it is, you know, really greatly appreciated that ACB is able to to leverage their connections with companies like Microsoft, like Comcast, this is such a good thing, because, you know, as we know, it is… well, this is a different question, I know that, but it's definitely not easy to start working as someone who's just graduated, or is still studying, because, you know, we're students. But we still want to get some money somehow. So yeah, so these are just great things and we are so, so excited to have these opportunities made available to us.
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB]
That's great. And I'll just put a little meat on the question I should have, you know, elaborated before Grace started talking. ACB has really been fortunate for years and years to have relationships with some of the big corporate names out there, the Googles and Apples and Amazons and Microsofts. Um, for a lot of reasons. One, we want to make their products accessible, right? We are their customers.
 
[Ricardo Salazar] 
Oh, yeah.
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB]
Um, so some of those relationships started out, I don't want to say adversarial, but in places where we said, hey, make your product accessible. And others have been for, you know, sponsorship purposes, of course. We're a non-profit, we need sponsors.

[Ricardo Salazar]
Right.
  
[Claire Stanley, ACB] 
But for a whole slew of reasons, we have those relationships with these big corporations. And that's when we kind of said, hmm, why don't we reach out to them to try to find internship opportunities for, um, our students, um, because we know they have them. You know, you always hear, come intern for insert company here, and so. That was really the starting point for why we wanted to do this is because we have the relationships. So let's use them.
 
[Ricardo Salazar]
Yep.
 
[Grace Hart, ACB]
Thank you for that context, Claire.
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB] 
So…Yeah. So Ricardo, you kind of started to jump into the next question, but let's talk about the experiences of persons and Kit, of course, please chime in as well. But let's talk about the experiences of people who are blind or low vision after they graduate from school, whether that be undergrad or grad school. Um, you know, we hear a lot of statistics about, uh, employment of people who are blind or low vision, um, and this definitely starts, obviously, right after you graduate. Can you guys talk about the experiences of that community? Are people finding jobs? Is it taking a while? You know, positive, negative, neutral?
 
[Ricardo Salazar]
Okay, Kit, do you want to say a little bit, and then I can jump in?
 
[Kit Rajpal] 
Yes, absolutely. So, I have… obviously, the statistics are not… are slightly frightening, because the job market is hitting everybody hard right now, and especially for people who are blind or have low vision, it's even…starker in the number of people that are struggling to find jobs. Um, from my experience, the people in ACB as a whole, and especially in ACB Students, have really, really tried their best to find their niche in a field that is accessible to them, where they can. Use their gifts to make a difference in, uh, in a company, in a field, in the world, and I've seen people go into STEM, in the humanities fields, public administration, like Ricardo is, um, business is a big one, I've seen, so people are definitely trying their best to do things in a way that works for them. Obviously, it's a struggle, but that's what ACB students and ACB as a whole is here for, to help get our members through to those opportunities. So, Ricardo, would you like to, uh, chime in on that?
 
[Ricardo Salazar]
Yes. You really hit, like, hit the nail on the head, you know, like, but… and students are hungry for these opportunities, Claire, and that's basically what we're trying to say. 
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB]
I like that word. I like that. Yeah.
 
[Ricardo Salazar]
So, because, you know, you might think, oh, like, as you said, you asked before, like, maybe think its gotten better, really, they really haven't. It is a thing, you know, even if we've come very far with ADA, with things like that, not only is because finding a job during college and after college is hard for everyone, period. You know, for a lot of people, for most people, right? With the job market, how it is right now, it is difficult. But adding that layer of having a low vision or a visual impairment, it definitely is a thing. You know, I have my own personal story with employment. I was discriminated against at some point before I started going to college, and that's why I started going to college, because I wanted to. Prove myself that I wanted to work in the field that I wanted, and education was definitely part of that.
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB]
Yeah.
 
[Ricardo Salazar]
But not only education, it helps, but also having the right connections, having internships, having things like that. I was able, fortunately.  I was fortunate to have during my career, and I know not everyone has that same opportunity. So just having this from ACB, you know, these connections, these internships, is just so, so necessary and so, so, like, important right now, really.
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB]
Yeah, I mean, I can be, I'll be transparent and tell everybody that one of the things that kind of pushed me just being on staff at ACB to look for these internship opportunities is my own lived experience when I graduated in college. Don't laugh at my age, Kit. When I graduated from college back in 2011, it was during the recession, one of the many recessions, but I remember applying for job after job and I would even get in some interviews, but I'd walk in with my guide dog and it was like, nope, we're not gonna hire. You know, just that… that discrimination and the misconceptions about blindness. And granted, again, I know it was during the recession, so jobs were tight for everybody, um, and things like that. So there were a lot of factors playing into it, but I knew how hard it was, and so… That's why, you know, my goal is just to try to find as many opportunities for blind students as possible so that you can build your resume, you can network, you can have those opportunities because it all helps to, you know, build up your toolkit, so to speak, to find employment later in life. So I'll say selfishly, but not selfishly. I wanted to see this come to fruition because I've been there myself. I get it. So.
 
[Ricardo Salazar]
Mm-hmm.
 
[Grace Hart, ACB] 
Wow. Well, how do you think that ACB Students will respond to these internship opportunities?
 
[Ricardo Salazar]
Yeah, I mean, doing what we can do to share them. I think, you know, like we try to share everywhere we can. You know, when Claire shared those things to me with me. Really, I was like, I'm gonna make the most out of this. And you know we did. We encourage people to join the sessions, informational sessions. We posted on our social media, because, you know, ACB Students, we have our own members and stuff like that. But, you know, ideally, we want to reach more people. You know, it doesn't matter if you are not part of our WhatsApp group, for example, because our WhatsApp group is, like, you know, so to speak, is our closest members, you know, the ones that interact with us directly. But, you know, we have 200 people, 200 something people are on social media that, they are not part of the group. So, uh, but to me, that's not really an issue. You know, that's why I tend… I forward that to our social media, so that anyone who's blind and visually impaired, uh, low vision.
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB]
Hmm…
 
[Ricardo Salazar]
They're able to see those opportunities, even if they're not, like part of our inner ACB student circle, so that they have also the same opportunities, uh, because I really don't mind if, if they're not, like, it's not an exclusive thing, you know? Um, maybe, yeah, maybe they would get curious, and we'll say, okay, maybe there's gonna be more out of this group, or not, and to me, I'm like, I'm all about.
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB]
Yeah.
 
[Ricardo Salazar]
Giving the opportunity to all blind low vision students if possible. Right? So I think that's how we do it. Encouraging students sharing, sharing, sharing, mailing list, social media, Instagram, Facebook, everywhere we can, so that the word is out. Because that's the most… I think that's the most important part of all this, right?
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB]
Hmm. I love that. Um, yeah, we appreciate that you guys are helping to disseminate this information far and wide, um, because that's what we want. You know, we don't want it to be something that's hidden, but that people know it's there. Um, and just as a fun teaser to kind of, um build off of what you were talking about, Ricardo. We've even had some conversations with some of the companies, um, like Comcast is one that comes, um, to mind immediately, where they thought, oh, maybe we could even do sessions in the future through our community platform. So for our listeners who are part of ACB and you know the community platform.
 
[Ricardo Salazar] 
Right.
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB]
maybe Comcast will do a session on how to write a resume, or how to prepare for an interview. Um, so look forward to even opportunities like that, where we can use our different systems to put out information.
  
[Grace Hart, ACB] 
Yes, those soft skills are so important.
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB]
Mmhm.
 
[Ricardo Salazar]
I agree, yeah.
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB]
Um, to, to circle back, one thing we kind of, um, touched a little bit on, but are students responding, um, positively? You know, I'm sure when you put things out on social media, it's not always easy to know how they're responding on the other side of their screen, but are students responding well?
 
[Ricardo Salazar] 
It, yeah, it's, it's, it's, it's grabbing attention. We, we have people following us all, like, you know, new followers. We have people from other groups following us, so I, I personally can see that there's interest. Um, so I've seen.
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB] 
That's awesome.
 
[Ricardo Salazar] 
Yeah, and I see an interest to collaborate, I see an interest to people from, for people to get more involved with other opportunities with ACB, with ACB students, so I… I can personally see that there is some… some… and there is an interest. There is. There definitely is. Mm-hmm.
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB]
That's awesome.
 
[Grace Hart, ACB]
Oh, wow. The time has flown by. Is there anything else that you, either of you, would like to share with our listeners on this topic?
 
[Ricardo Salazar]
Kit, do you wanna talk?
 
[Kit Rajpal]
Yeah, absolutely. So one of the, I wanted to jump in with one of the main reasons or one of the main kind of philosophies that we use when we share information and opportunities is making them as accessible as possible. And I know that sounds very obvious, like duh, this is an accessibility group, you know, this is obviously what we're trying to do, but it's more than just, is it compatible for people to access in theory, and more, like, in practice. Like, for example, when somebody is having, like, a free 5 minutes in between their classes, or if they're sitting and waiting for an appointment somewhere else, like, are… is our platform something that they're going to be able to check? Because oftentimes, within those little gaps, um, is when you know, things really start to, like, move along, because then there's everyday engagement and consistency. If somebody needs to basically block time out for themselves just to check our platforms, then we know that, okay, we need to be able to make our message visible to a wider audience. we did just recently move from GroupMe to WhatsApp for our internal communications. We've always used Instagram for our external communications, and our social media coordinator, Ella, is absolutely fantastic with that. And we also have 2 committees within our group. We have the Education and Advocacy Committee, and we have the Social Engagement and Events Committee. Those 2 are really our backbone for internal projects within the group. So, if you join ACB Students, then you'll be able to, um, join either or of those committees, and really get involved in the community, and it's a tight-knit group. So we absolutely love all of our members and thank you so much for helping us get our message out.
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB]
I love that.
 
[Ricardo Salazar]
Yeah, and yeah, we do, you know, just we have an amazing little group of social media. Ashley, we have Sydney, we have, um, who else? Claire Schulz, one of the scholarship winners for this year, and so that is just so amazing. And, you know, I guess my message, you know, that I would give to people take advantage, you know, make the most out of the, like, the opportunities that you have in front of you, uh, because this is, you know, I feel that, you know, I had a very, very um, interesting path, and… but what I've learned throughout all my years, you know, and that's gonna take, like, another two podcasts to tell, but…
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB]
We'll invite you back.

[Grace Hart, ACB]
Coming soon.
 
[Ricardo Salazar]
Yeah, but… yeah, but what I've learned through the years, as someone who has immigrated from other… from a different country that, you know, studied here in the United States, coming from a different place, take the opportunities that you see in front of you, make the most out of them, try it, even if you're, like, doubting about it.
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB]
Yeah, okay.
 
[Ricardo Salazar]
Try to see what it is about. Try to get into that meeting to see if it's a fit for you, you know. Don't be scared of trying new things and be scared of making new connections. I think that's what really gives you an edge, and that's what makes you, you know, a more round individual in this era of AI and things and, you know, all these things that are now in, um, the current market, right? So, you know, this is, that's my message for everyone.
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB] 
I couldn't have said it better myself. I love that. One thing I wanted to emphasize too, going back to Kit's great comments about accessibility and accessing these things, one thing we've also tried to talk with these corporations about is, is there application process to interview and go through the whole process even to get accommodations? If someone's selected for a position, is it accessible? And it's kind of funny because it's kind of, just as a quick policy education, we all know about the Americans with Disabilities Act. Title I of the ADA covers employment. And internships can be a little fuzzy sometimes because sometimes it's quote unquote employment, but sometimes it's just an unpaid internship. But regardless of whichever it is, we still are going to advocate for our rights for equal access to applying online and to get accommodations once you start the position. So all that to say, some of these corporations have even said, hey, is the process to apply for the internship accessible? Most of them tell us it is, but we all know that saying that and it actually being true is a whole other thing.
 
[Ricardo Salazar]
Yeah. Yeah.
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB]
So let us know. Let ACB National know, hey, I applied for the internship for ABC company, and I clicked on their website, it wasn't accessible. Let us know, that's the kind of thing we want to hear too, because they're promising that these are fully accessible, but they've also been honest and said, hey, tell us how it really goes. So we want to hear that as well.
 
[Ricardo Salazar] 
Absolutely. I agree. And we'll definitely stay in touch in regards to that because that's really important, I think, right? Thank you. Yep.
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB]
Yeah. Well, thank you so much, Ricardo and Kit. It's so fun to have the students speak with us. We really appreciate it. And we look forward, you know, this was just the first, you know, summer. It was really a growing process and just kind of…I often joke throwing the spaghetti at the wall and seeing what happens. Um, so I see cool, exciting things coming as we develop this more and more, so thank you for working with us as we're kind of stumbling through the first summer.
 
[Ricardo Salazar]
Thank you for having us. Thank you for having me. I love this. Yeah.
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB]
Yeah. Awesome.
 
[Kit Rajpal]
Yes, thank you so much.
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB]
Awesome. Well, thanks to all our listeners for listening to our podcast. Again, if you need any assistance, reach out to us. And Kit and Ricardo, we always like to end our episodes by telling everybody to keep advocating.
 
[Grace Hart, ACB] 
Keep advocating.
 
[Ricardo Salazar] 
Keep advocating!
 
[Kit Rajpal]
Keep advocating!


