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VLANJ]’s Expanded Tech Program Builds Skills and Hope

Losing his sight devastated
Mario Cedeno, but what he
has gained since joining

VLAN] is faith in his future.

Mario is one of more than

60 people with blindness or
vision loss enrolled in VLAN]'s
growing technology program.
This year, the nonprofit hired a
full-time technology coordinator
and expanded offerings to
provide more sessions and
one-on-one coaching.

Anthony Filingeri, who oversees
a team of six instructors, said
artificial intelligence (AI) has
become “a game-changer”

for people who've lost their
sight. “"With technology,

and especially AI, there is

so much independence that
can be regained,” he said.

One of the most popular
offerings is Tech Tuesdays,
where participants receive
hands-on training in small
groups. They practice using
iPhones and iPads with the
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VoiceOver screen-reading
app, sending texts, making
calls, and browsing the web.

On Mondays, Filingeri
introduces participants to

the latest assistive apps and
gadgets. For example, they've
explored AI-powered

Ray-Ban Meta glasses, which
respond to voice commands

to search the internet, take
photos and videos, and describe
users’ surroundings for safer
navigation. The glasses can
also integrate with Be My Eyes,
a service that connects users
with volunteers who provide
live visual descriptions.

About 30 people attend
Tech Corner virtually on
Fridays. The weekly sessions
are conversational, and
Filingeri often reinforces
information about previously
introduced tools.

“It's a very strong community,
and they are eager to help each
other,” Filingeri said. “There's

a lot of loyalty and support.”

On the fourth Wednesday of
each month, VLANJ] also offers
virtual Tech Talks exploring
the latest accessible technology.
The evening sessions are held
over Zoom and feature guest
speakers who are advocates or
vendors specializing in the field.

From Monday through
Thursday, Filingeri also
offers one-on-one sessions
for participants who have
questions about their devices
or apps they want to explore.

In late spring, Mario enrolled
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in Learning Lab, a 12-week
course held on Wednesdays.
Participants learn to use JAWS
(Job Access With Speech), a
screen-reading program for
Microsoft laptops. Soon, he
was creating, editing, and
saving documents, and sending
and responding to emails.

Mario first came to VLANJ]

in April for its six-week
Independent Living Skills
course. The 33-year-old
marveled at people getting
around on their own and
preparing meals independently.
"I saw possibilities,” the
Irvington resident said.

Mario lost vision in his left
eye at age 23 due to a viral
infection that caused retinal
detachment. In November
2023, his right eye began to
fail, and despite surgeries
and treatment, he became
fully blind by late 2024.

Mario previously studied
filmmaking in college and ran
both a deejay business and

a power-washing operation.
Now, he practices his laptop
skills by typing narrative ideas,
character descriptions, and
psalms from the Bible, he said.

Looking ahead, he is
considering starting a tire
business. He knows he’ll need
to improve his computer skills
so he can create invoices, send
emails, and design social media
ads. In the next VLANJ session,
Mario has signed up to take
Learning Lab again, as well as
classes in Braille and training

in iPhone accessibility apps.




BILL SCHULDT
President and CEO

Dear Friend,

2025 has been a remarkable
year for VLAN] — and there’s
more to come.

In February, we opened

our new headquarters in

Morris Plains, a welcoming

and thoughtfully designed
space built to meet the

needs of people with vision

loss or blindness. It gives us
room to grow, especially as
enrollment rises and we expand
technology training.

In April, our Visions of Spring
fundraiser was a tremendous
success, thanks to our vibrant

community of participants,
volunteers, supporters and
staff. Kelly Bleach, now
president of our Board of
Trustees, received the well-
deserved Founders Award.
Kelly spent three decades in
leadership at the American
Foundation for the Blind and
focused her doctoral research
on using technology to
advance inclusion.

Kelly succeeds Carl Augusto,
AFB’s longtime CEO, who
recently completed nine
extraordinary years as VLANJ
board president. We're thrilled
Carl agreed to stay on as our
first trustee emeritus. His
wisdom and friendship have
helped shape VLAN] into what

it is today. Our board room now

proudly bears his name.

Both Carl and Kelly are
members of the Diamond
Spring Society, which
honors those who include
VLANIJ in their estate plans.
Because VLANJ receives no
state funding, we rely purely
on donations and grants.
Bequests — no matter the

amount — provide a strong
financial foundation to support
our life-enhancing programs.
If our work has touched your
life or the life of someone you
love, we hope you’ll include
VLANJ in your will. Reach

out to Jennifer Singer, vice
president of development and
communications, at jsinger@
vlanj.org or 973-627-0055 ext.
2 to learn more.

During Blindness Awareness
Month, we invite you to take
part in two meaningful events:
our fourth annual Day of
Giving, kicking off Oct. 9th,
World Sight Day, along with

an open house that evening
from 4 to 7 p.m. at our

new headquarters in Morris
Plains. For details on both
events, see the Save the Date
announcements on the back of
the newsletter.

Happy reading!
Warmly,
Bill Schuldt

VLANJ] President and CEO
wschuldt@vlanj.org

Meet Tzu-Lin Toner: VLANI]'s Newest Trustee

Tzu-Lin Toner admired longtime
friend Kelly Bleach for her work
at the American Foundation

for the Blind and dedication to
improving the lives of people
with vision loss. After Bleach
joined the VLANJ] Board of
Trustees, Toner began attending
galas and was inspired by how
the organization’s programs
empowered participants.

While vacationing with their
husbands in the Italian Alps
last summer, Bleach invited
Toner to join the board, and
she accepted. “I see the role
as giving advice and guidance,
and supporting the direction of
VLANJ],” she said.

Toner is assistant director of
campus recreation at Montclair
State University. She holds an
MBA from Columbia University
and worked in management

at Procter & Gamble before
becoming a mother of three.
She served 11 years as director
of community activities in New
Providence.

“I'd love to be a resource for
VLANJ’s wellness offerings,” said
Toner, who lives in Rutherford
with her husband. She’s
impressed by VLANJ’s programs
and the promise of artificial
intelligence in advancing
independence for people with
vision loss.

Tzuin Toner



New Board Chair Champions Technology and Expanded Outreach

Kelly Bleach spent much of her
career working to improve
outcomes for people with vision
loss and understands the life-
changing impact of effective
services — from smartphone
apps that identify what is in
someone’s environment to
training that helps them cross a
street safely.

“VLANJ programs can really
make the difference between
feeling fear and isolation versus
confidence and belonging,” said
Bleach, named chair of the
VLANJ Board of Trustees in May.

“Kelly is a forward-thinking
professional in the field of vision
loss, and VLANJ is so fortunate
that she shares her wisdom and
guidance to take our efforts

to a higher level,” said VLANJ
President and CEO Bill Schuldt.
In April, Bleach received the
Founders Award in recognition
of her decades of advocacy
and leadership.

Bleach succeeded Carl Augusto,
her friend and former boss at
the American Foundation for
the Blind (AFB), who invited
her to join him on the board in
2017. Augusto’s nine-year term
ended last spring, and he now
serves as VLANJ's first trustee
emeritus.

For 25 years, Bleach held
leadership roles at AFB,
including chief business officer
and chief technology officer.
After retiring, she continued
consulting while earning a
doctorate in leadership and
change. She also holds a
master’s degree in computer
information systems.

Bleach collaborated with
companies like Facebook,
Google, Apple, Microsoft,

and Dropbox to improve the
accessibility of digital tools.
She recalled one of her earliest
digital design experiences,
working with Facebook staff

to help make the original
Messenger app more usable.

She introduced remote

work policies long before
the pandemic made that

commonplace and launched an
internal messaging platform

to help staff connect both

professionally and socially. Blind
employees, she noticed, seemed

to use the social threads on
the platform more than sighted

colleagues — a dynamic that

inspired her doctoral research.
On a digital platform, “people
could get to know you first as

a person,” without awareness

of a disability, several research
participants told her.

The New Providence resident

and mother of three is
especially impressed by VLANI's
expanding technology offerings
as well as its orientation

and mobility program, which
empowers people to get out in
their communities. As board
chair, Bleach plans to support
the growth in programming and
push to increase awareness of

VLAN]J services so more people

can benefit from them.

“I'm so optimistic,” Bleach

said. “"The staff, instructors,
and volunteers are excellent
and the organization has come
such a long way since I joined
the board. I'm proud to be
associated with VLANJ.”

Meet Anthony DiPonio: VLANJ's Newest Trustee

As a legally blind IT
professional, Anthony

DiPonio knows firsthand

how technology can foster
independence for people with
vision loss. Introduced to
Vision Loss Alliance of New
Jersey by good friend and
fellow trustee Philip So, he was
drawn to VLANJ’s mission and
programs that help participants
build skills for daily living and
professional success.

DiPonio, who became a trustee
in September 2024, said his
interest in the IT field grew
from its role as an “equalizer’
of sorts.” He firmly believes
that the true potential of
technology for helping those

with disabilities has yet to be
realized.

The Dutchess County, New
York resident is IT director for
Guardian News & Media with
25 years of experience in the
IT field. He recently served

as a mentor for the American
Foundation for the Blind’s
yearlong Blind Leadership
Development Program.

DiPonio said he is energized by
VLANJ’s work, and “passionate
about raising awareness

and helping to expand the
organization’s reach across
New Jersey and beyond.” He
added, “What's happening at
VLAN] is inspiring.”
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Anthony DiPonio




Vision Loss Alliance

Formerly NJ Foundation for the Blind

201 Littleton Rd., Ste. 150
Morris Plains, NJ 07950

We are please to announce two events coming
up in October, and our annual fundraiser in
Spring 2026.

We welcome you to check out our headquarters,
designed specifically for people with vision loss
or blindness. The Oct. 9" open house runs from
4-7pm at 201 Littleton Road, Suite 150.

That same day, we kick off our fourth annual Day
of Giving. It will run for 1 day, 9 hours and 43
minutes to commemorate our founding year,
1943. Our goal is to raise $10,000 to support
our Technology Initiative.

VLANJ has used technology as a tool for
developing independence and self-sufficiency for
adults with vision loss for 30 years.

With the recent advances in how technology can
benefit participants, we have committed to
expand offerings.

The enhanced program meets growing needs for
in-depth, comprehensive training for participants
to access technology in their everyday lives, and
to develop and maintain skills.

We'll host our annual Visions of Spring event on
April 23, 2026 at The Mansion at Mountain
Lakes. Mark your calendars! More details
coming soon.




