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Congratulatory Message

CONGRATULATIONS to our Finalists!
Your hard work and perseverance earned you a place among the top 50 braille 
reading students from across the country and Canada! WOW! What an amazing 
accomplishment!

This year marks the 22-year anniversary of the Braille Challenge.  After two years 
of successfully hosting Braille Challenge in the virtual realm, we were thrilled to 
reconnect in person and welcome everyone back for Finals this year!  We were 
grateful to return to the beautiful University of Southern California to host this year’s 
event and we hope you all enjoyed your time there. To those of you who competed for 
the first time this year - welcome to the party!  And to all our returning contestants – 
we’ve missed you! 

Braille Institute has upheld its 100-year legacy of working to eliminate barriers 
caused by vision loss.  While we come from many backgrounds and perspectives,  
we are all part of a shared story. Every one of us has brought new life to our 
community. Every one of us has helped promote Braille Literacy!

We cherish the strong connections that have been made between students and  
their families over the years. We hope you had the chance to get to know your  
cohort and build lasting relationships. We take pride in the program’s growth  
and look forward to the future!

We hope you all savored the moment and remember to give thanks to all those 
who have helped you with this significant achievement. Surely your parents, family 
members, and teachers deserve a big round of applause for supporting you in this 
endeavor and helping you to achieve your goals.  

This yearbook provides an exciting glimpse into the lives of our inspiring finalists and 
our 2022 Finals event! So many of you excel in both academic and extracurricular 
activities such as playing sports, music, and the arts. We are very proud of your 
talent, and we encourage you to always follow your dreams and aim high!

Once again, congratulations to you all, and we hope you enjoyed the festivities!
   
Braille Onward!

Warmly,
National Programs Team
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Year in Review

January – March 2022 
Braille Challenge Regionals
Regionals from across the US, 
Canada and UK hosted their 
regional programs. TVIs also 
proctored for students who wanted 
one on one testing.
  

March – May 2022
The National Programs team 
processed all of the returned 
contests to determine our top 50 
among all students who participated 
in the Regional events.

Early May
Finalist Announcement
We announced the 2022 Braille 
Challenge Finalists!

June 2022
Social Media Contests
Supporters and families showed us their 
Braille Challenge spirit during our online 
social media contest. Photos received 
hundreds of likes!
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June 24 -25, 2022
Braille Challenge Finals
It’s competition time! Finalists, 
families and special guests arrived 
in Los Angeles, CA for a weekend 
celebrating braille literacy! In 
addition to Finalists taking their 
contests at USC, there was 
networking, learning, engaging 
activities, and a dazzling one-of-a-
kind Awards Ceremony with Keynote, 
Superintendent Emily Coleman! 
Finalists and guests dressed in 
their fanciest attire for the Awards 
Ceremony held at USC Tutor 
Ballroom. The ceremony was also 
livestreamed to viewers across the 
world!
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2022 Toppers 

The Best of Pop Culture `21 – `22

Top Pop Songs
•	“As	It	Was”	by	Harry	Styles
•	“Easy	On	Me”	by	Adele
•	“good	4	u”	by	Olivia	Rodrigo
•	“Levitating”	by	Dua	Lipa!	

Top Animated Films
•	 Encanto
•	 Sing	2
•	 Turning	Red

Top Action Films
•	 Jurassic	World:	Dominion
•	 The	Batman
•	 The	Matrix	Resurrections
•	 Zack	Snyder’s	Justice	League

Top Children’s Books
•	 	“Room	For	Everyone”	 

by Naaz Khan (Author) and  
Mercè López (Illustrator)

•	 	“The	Great	Whipplethorp	Bug	
Collection”	by	Ben	Brashares	
(Author) and Elizabeth 
Bergeland (Artist)

•	 	“The	Longest	Storm”	by	Dan	
Yaccarino
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Top Young Adult Book
•	 All	My	Rage	by	Sabaa	Tahir
•	 Beasts	of	Prey	by	Ayana	Gray
•	 	Firekeeper’s	Daughter	 

by Angeline Boulley

Top TV Series
•	 Star	Wars:	The	Clone	Wars
•	 Shadow	&	Bone
•	 The	Mysterious	Benedict	Society
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2022 Teacher of the Year
Melinda Demaris
Melinda lives in Princess Anne, Maryland,  
close to Chesapeake Bay. Mindy is married  
to	Rob	Demaris,	and	she	has	a	son,	Erick,	 
who is a software engineer, and is her go-to,  
top-notch tech guru!

She is a teacher of the visually impaired  
and orientation and mobility specialist for  
Wicomico	County	Public	Schools.	“Ms.	Mindy,”	as	her	
students call her, has been a TVI for 21 years, teach-
ing children from Birth to 21 across Wicomico County. She is also a church musician 
and choir director. Mindy has also worked as a music therapist, nursing home activities 
director, music teacher and special ed teacher.

Mindy has two teaching assistants, Mr. Cuddles and 
MistyCat, who were her classroom assistants during 
virtual	learning.	Mr.	Cuddles	specialized	in	Zoom	cam-
eos and responding to Braille Mail, while MistyCat as-
sisted	in	modifying	Duxbury	documents,	starting	Zoom	
recording sessions, and activating impromptu iTunes 
serenades. (The techs never could figure out how she 
started	those	Zoom	recordings.)	When	Mr.	Cuddles	is	
not working, his favorite hobby is trying to catch that 
doggone cuckoo when it pops out of the clock and, 
well,	cuddling	of	course.	MistyCat’s	hobbies	include	Dry	
Erase Marker theft, and screen door climbing.

Mindy’s favorite hobby is wildlife photography. While 
riding around the beautiful Chesapeake watershed, and 
the seashore towns along the Atlantic coast, she loves 

to find unexpected beauty in the wildflowers, birds, and all creatures great and small 
as she slowly, slowly pedals along. Mindy also loves singing, and getting others to sing 
along, and reading and listening to audible books.

Some of Ms. Mindy’s absolute happiest moments are watching her students make 
amazing growth, and become independent, and the thousands of laughs that she has 
shared	with	kids	over	the	years.	Her	first	braille	student	is	now	working	as	her	braille	
transcriptionist! Even though she makes mistakes (403 so far this year, according to 
identical twin students who she misnames daily), she learns something new from her 
students and their families every single day.

CONGRATULATIONS MINDY! THANK YOU FOR YOUR TIME & DEDICATION!
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2022 Quotes

Words are powerful. They inspire us, launch us into action, 
and they drive us to create the changes we want to see in the 
world. Below we celebrate braille literacy by sharing quotes 
from major supporters in the visually impaired community!
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Braille Literacy is the necessary vehicle to take us to  
wherever we want to go.

— Brian G. Darcy
Administrator,	Idaho	Educational	Services	for	the	Deaf	and	the	Blind

The Braille Challenge is a wonderful reminder that braille  
remains as vital and fresh as ever. Reading and writing braille 
helps our children create, innovate, and achieve their dreams!  

— Frances Mary D’Andrea, Ph.D.
Program	Coordinator,	Visual	Impairment	&	Blindness,	 

Dept.	of	Teaching,	Learning	&	Leading,	University	of	Pittsburgh

Braille literacy is imperative to a student’s growth and for them 
to be on the same level as their peers academically.  

It also is vital for communication and affects a person’s life in 
other ways such as health and wellness. For a person  
to be braille proficient is giving them the opportunity  

of equal access. 

— Cody Alvarez
Youth	&	Family	Services	Manager

FOUNDATION	FOR	BLIND	CHILDREN

That’s what [Braille Challenge] was all about, making friends with 
braille being the common denominator that just  

happens to bring them together.

— First time Braille Challenge Finalist Parent



Apprentice
1st – 2nd Grade Finalists

Dominic Budell 
Dominic	is	a	second	grader	from	Meridian,	Idaho.	He	loves	 
music,	whether	he	is	playing	it	or	singing.	Dominic	is	currently	
learning how to play the piano and how to read and write braille 
music.	He	likes	rocks	because	of	the	different	textures	and	
shapes.	Dominic	enjoys	skiing,	ice	skating	and	camping.	 
When	he	grows	up,	Dominic	wants	to	be	a	musician	who	 
writes his own music and songs!

Daniel Gevers
Daniel	is	a	second	grader	from	Arlington,	Massachusetts.		 
He	is	fun,	silly,	and	protective.	Daniel	likes	to	play	games	on	 
his	Alexa.		He	wants	to	be	a	game	developer	or	a	landscaper	
when	he	grows	up.		His	idea	of	a	perfect	weekend	afternoon	is	
playing	with	his	friends.	His	advice	to	new	braille	readers	is	to	
read every day!  

Adalyn Kumm
Adalyn is a funny and talkative 7-year-old first grader from  
Wausa, Nebraska.  She likes to read, play outside and go  
camping.   Adalyn wants to be a doctor when she grows up.  
If she could make her own holiday, it would be a day to spend 
with	your	pets.	Her	favorite	books	are	the	Junie	B	Jones	series.	

Jayda Magers
Jayda is an energetic, curious second grader from Oklahoma. 
She loves swinging at the park, reading Llama Llama books, and 
spending time with her family. She won a gold medal at Braille 
Challenge!	Her	advice	for	new	braille	readers	is	to	pay	attention.	
When she grows up, Jayda wants to be a doctor.
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Michael McGreenery
Michael	is	a	second	grader	from	Washington.	He	is	helpful,	silly	and	
funny.		Michael	enjoys	swimming,	music,	and	playing	on	his	iPad.	He	

hopes to become a marine biologist. A perfect weekend afternoon 
for him would be lots of jumping at a trampoline park.  If he could 

be an expert in anything it would be fossils. Michael’s advice to new 
braille readers is to keep both hands on your books. 

Sloan Peterson
Sloan is an 8-year-old from Minnesota. She is curious, kind, and 

happy.	Her	hobbies	are	drawing,	listening	to	audiobooks,	swimming,	
cooking,	and	painting.	Her	goal	in	the	future	is	to	become	a	zoo-

keeper	and	to	be	an	expert	in	zoology/animals.	Her	advice	to	new	
braille readers is to be patient with the process of learning braille.

Xia Pope
Xia is a creative and inquisitive second grader from Washington. In 

the future, he hopes to create something helpful and useful for peo-
ple.	If	he	could	travel	anywhere	in	the	world,	he	would	go	to	Hawaii	
to explore the volcanoes and Paris to visit the Eiffel Tower and eat 
food like crepes.  If he could be an expert in anything, it would be 

science	and	engineering.	He	says	Braille	Challenge	makes	him	feel	
good because it helps him know that there are other people like him.

Maely Porter 
Maely is a happy, playful, silly and imaginative 7-year-old. She is 

from St. Augustine, Florida.  Maely says her perfect weekend would 
be taking her baby dolls to the splash park. She says Braille Chal-
lenge	was	hard	but	very	enjoyable.		Her	advice	to	new	braille	read-
ers	is:	“Braille	isn’t	easy	at	the	start,	but	you	get	better	every	time	it	

comes	under	your	fingers.	Keep	trying.”

Khanh Tran 
Khanh is a second grader from Iowa who loves cars, books, and 

learning	about	famous	scientists.	He	also	loves	designing	cars	and	
wants to be either a car designer or a pianist when he grows up. 

Khanh is a 1st place Iowa Braille Challenge Finalist, and his advice 
to new braille readers is to ask questions and read plenty of books!
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Freshmen
3rd – 4th Grade Finalists

Michelle Allen
Michelle is a fourth grader from Morgantown, Illinois.

Reese Blum
Reese is a fun and caring 10-year-old from Raleigh, North Caro-
lina. Reese wants to have her own pet store when she grows up.  
Her	perfect	weekend	would	include	playing	with	her	friends	and	
cooking dinner with her dad. Reese hopes to get a guide dog in 
the	future.	Her	advice	to	new	braille	readers	is:	“Don’t	give	up.	It	
is hard at first, but you will get it. Take breaks if your fingers get 
tired.	Try	reading	one	more	page	every	day.	You	can	do	it!”	

Hao Wen Deng
Hao	Wen	is	a	9-year-old	from	Flushing,	New	York.	He	is	smart,	
playful,	loving	and	kind.		Hao	Wen’s	favorite	book	is	My	Weird	
School.		He	wants	to	be	an	elevator	mechanic	when	he	grows	up.	
If he could make up a holiday, he would celebrate by making ev-
erybody in the world learn the braille alphabet and contractions! 
Hao	Wen	says	Braille	Challenge	has	made	him	a	faster	braille	
reader. 

Matthew Heesen
Matthew	is	a	third	grader	from	Wisconsin.	He	is	creative,	fun,	
friendly and curious. Matthew likes to play video games and play 
outside with his sister. Matthew wants to be a braille teacher 
when	he	grows	up.	He	says	that	one	thing	he	hopes	to	accom-
plish	in	the	future	is	to	have	a	good	family.	He	would	like	to	go	to	
Washington,	D.C.	to	see	the	Lincoln	Memorial!

Gracie Jones
Gracie is a 4th grader from Kalispell, Montana. Gracie is a fun 
and happy young lady who loves writing, beading, music, Goal-
ball, art, animals, space and the ocean.  Gracie currently attends 
The	Montana	School	for	the	Deaf	and	the	Blind	in	Great	Falls,	
Montana.
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Narjis Karimipour
Narjis	is	a	smart,	brave	10-year-old	from	New	Orleans.	Her	perfect	

weekend would be swimming at her grandparents’ house. Narjis 
hopes to train animals someday. One way Braille Challenge has im-

pacted her is showing her that there are a lot of blind people, not just 
her.		Her	advice	to	new	braille	readers	is	to	read	books	that	you	are	

interested in so that your fingers can get interested in books.

Aviana Nelson
Aviana is a third grader from Florida. She’s happy, inquisitive, and 

hardworking.  Aviana hopes to become an inventor, singer, or actress 
when she grows up. She loves Beyoncé, the beach, and playing with 

dogs and cats. If she could be an expert in anything, it would be 
speaking lots of languages. Aviana has a goal to learn more Spanish.

Fayette Ollek
Fayette is a smart, funny, perky fourth grader. She is from Wichita, 

Kansas.	Fayette	enjoys	reading	and	roller	skating.	Her	favorite	book	
is	Arnie	the	Doughnut.	She	wants	to	be	a	teacher	when	she	grows	up	

and	hopes	to	play	beep	baseball	in	the	future.	Her	favorite	Braille	
Challenge memory is when she won the Kindness award!

Emma Stamper
Emma is a 10-year-old from Indiana. She is smart, helpful and kind.  

Emma wants to be an interpreter when she grows up. She would love 
to travel to Mexico or Spain to practice her Spanish.  If she could 

be an expert in anything, it would be proofreading. She says Braille 
Challenge has made her life fun and that practicing reading and writ-

ing braille has given her more confidence!

Zora Stover
Zora	is	a	kind,	smart,	and	creative	9-year-old	from	New	Jersey.	She	
loves participating in Braille Challenges because of how much fun 

she	has.	In	the	future,	Zora	wants	to	become	a	baker	and	make	deli-
cious	pastries	for	everyone.	Zora’s	favorite	memory	of	Braille	Chal-

lenge is when she performed standup at the talent show!

Emrie Wisner 
Emrie is a hardworking, happy, kind, funny and inquisitive third 

grader. She is from Olathe, Kansas. If Emrie could be an expert in 
anything, it would be in braille.  A perfect weekend for her would be 
going	to	her	grandma’s	house,	going	to	the	pool,	and	eating	out.	Her	

advice to new braille readers is read anything you can!
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Sophomore
5th – 6th Grade Finalists

Diego Caperon 
Diego	is	a	sixth	grader	from	San	Ysidro,	California.	

Janna Cheung
Janna is a 10-year-old from Toronto, Ontario. She is hardworking, 
energetic, and easy-going. Janna wants to be a scientist when she 
grows up. If she could, she would make up a holiday called Spring 
Day	to	celebrate	the	end	of	winter	and	the	beginning	of	spring.	
People would celebrate by having huge feasts and lots of desserts. 
She says that Braille Challenge has made her a better reader and 
writer!

Salome Cummins 
Salome is a fifth grader from Missouri who is curious, creative, 
and	a	Gryffindor!	She	loves	Harry	Potter,	playing	the	piano,	playing	
games, and doing math. When she grows up, Salome wants to be  
a teacher for the visually impaired. Additionally, Salome would 
love to return to the Republic of Georgia to develop a deeper  
understanding of the Georgian culture and language, as she  
was born there!

George Eaker
George is a witty, adventurous, clever, and mischievous fifth grad-
er	from	Georgia.		He	likes	to	ride	horses,	read,	build	Legos,	and	
hang	out	with	his	friends.	George’s	favorite	books	are	the	Harry	
Potter	series.	He	wants	to	be	a	creature	scientist	when	he	grows	
up. George says Braille Challenge has made him feel good about 
himself.   

Mellany Fernandez
Mellany is a 12-year-old from Nebraska. She is sassy, caring and 
fun and enjoys swimming. Mellany wants to be a nurse when she 
grows up. If she could make up her own holiday, it would be spent 
on	the	beach	with	friends	and	family.	Her	advice	to	new	braille	
readers	is:	“Never	give	up	on	yourself!”	Mellany	says	that	Braille	
Challenge makes her feel smart and motivates her to be better!
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Hannah Gevers 
Hannah	is	a	sixth	grader	from	Massachusetts.	She	is	creative,	en-

thusiastic and independent.  If she could be an expert in anything, it 
would	be	in	braille	technology.	Hannah’s	favorite	Braille	Challenge	

memory is when she won Apprentice and received a braille display. 
Her	advice	to	new	readers:	“Don’t	give	up	even	if	it	is	hard	because	

braille	can	help	you	do	many	things!”

Keaton Hamilton
Keaton	is	an	11-year-old	from	Newmarket,	Alberta.	He	is	humorous,	

musical, and determined. Keaton likes to play the piano, violin, soc-
cer,	and	hockey.	He	wants	to	be	an	author	when	he	grows	up.		He	

would	love	to	visit	Australia	to	see	where	his	CNIB	Buddy	Dog	was	
born.	His	advice	to	new	braille	readers	is:	“You’ll	pick	it	up	faster	if	

you	read	a	lot!”

Layla Hildenbrand
Layla is a creative and adventurous sixth grader from North Caro-

lina. She plans on being an author or a dolphin trainer when she 
grows up.  If Layla could be an expert in anything it would be piano.  
Her	advice	to	new	braille	readers	is:	“Keep	trying	because	once	you	
learn	braille,	you	can	do	anything!”	She	says	that	Braille	Challenge	

has helped her meet new friends and make fun memories.

Miel McGrath
Miel is a 12-year-old from Napa, California.  She is playful, hard-

working and thoughtful. Miel enjoys theater and rock climbing. If 
she could go anywhere in the world, she would go to Ireland where 
her	family	is	from.		Her	perfect	afternoon	would	be	spent	hanging	

out with her friends and swimming on a warm summer day. She 
says she is excited to improve her braille skills during Braille Chal-

lenge!

Khloe Miller
Khloe is an ambitious, driven sixth grader who has a love for sing-

ing and music. She is fiercely independent and a bit of a choco-
holic. Khloe takes pride in succeeding academically and strives to 

be at the top of her class. She also loves the thrill of roller coasters 
and amusement park rides. When Khloe grows up, she would love 

to work in the music/entertainment industry.

Shianne Ramsey
Shianne Ramsey is a 12-year-old from Jefferson City, Missouri
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Junior Varsity
7th– 9th Grade Finalists

Jenna Claywell 
Jenna is a 13-year-old independent, caring, funny, musical, intelli-
gent 8th grader from Kentucky. Jenna’s favorite book is Pretty Little 
Liars. When Jenna grows up, she wants to be a therapist. If Jenna 
could make up her own holiday it would be a day where you cel-
ebrate disabilities. Jenna’s favorite memory from Braille Challenge 
was meeting new people at the banquet!

Habiba Hafez
Habiba	is	a	friendly,	brave,	and	kind	seventh	grader	from	Edmonton,	
Alberta.	Her	favorite	book	series	is	Hunger	Games.		Habiba	wants	
to	be	an	actress	when	she	grows	up.	Her	advice	to	new	readers	is:	
“Try	your	best	and	never	give	up	no	matter	how	hard	it	seems	and	
remember	braille	is	your	right,	so	take	it.”	Habiba’s	favorite	Braille	
Challenge memories are red carpet pictures and the band!

Caden Johnson
Caden	is	a	14-year-old	from	Red	Deer,	Alberta.	He	is	creative	and	
caring.  Caden enjoys playing goalball, downhill skiing, and playing 
piano	and	hopes	to	compete	at	the	Paralympics	in	the	future.		His	
advice	to	new	readers	is:	“Don’t	give	up,	it	will	come.”	Caden	says	
that Braille Challenge has shown him that his hard work has paid 
off and that he has met lots of people who are like him.

Christopher Morgan
Christopher is an empathetic, faithful and competitive eighth grader 
from	Douglasville,	Georgia.	If	he	could	be	an	expert	in	anything,	it	
would	be	in	helping	people	play	goalball.	He	also	enjoys	playing	
piano	and	reading.	He	describes	a	perfect	afternoon	as	sunny	with	
lots	of	basketball	games	on	TV.	His	favorite	Braille	Challenge	mem-
ory is the long walk to the stage when he has earned a placement!

Emma Grace Olech
Emma Grace is a 14-year-old from Texas. She is energetic,  
adventurous and authentic.  Emma Grace wants to be an astronaut 
when she grows up and hopes to learn how to code in the future. If 
she	could	create	a	holiday,	it	would	be	Creative	Writing	Day	and	she	
would celebrate by being able to write all day. Emma Grace’s advice 
to new braille readers is to practice a lot to help with fluency.
 14

Brooke Petro
Brooke	is	a	witty	ninth	grader	from	Kansas.	Her	favorite	hobbies	are	

choir and reading. One day, she would like to be a Spanish translator 
or a professor of Linguistics. Brooke’s advice towards new Braille  
users is that learning Braille can take a long time, but it’s worth it.  

Her	perfect	weekend	afternoon	is	hanging	out	and	watching 	
a movie with friends.

Braeden Robinson
Braeden is a home schooled eighth grader from Simpsonville,  

Kentucky.	He	is	a	dedicated	computer	programmer	who	has	spent	the	
last year learning to use Python to create accessible computer games. 

When he graduates, he hopes to work for a big technology company 
like Google or Microsoft. A funny tidbit about Braeden is that he is 

good at braille but hates to read.

Batya Sperling-Milner
Batya is a resourceful and perceptive ninth grader from New York. 

Batya likes to run, write poetry, play basketball and go tandem  
biking.	She	hopes	to	be	a	journalist.	Her	favorite	book	is	Mrs.	Dalloway.	
A perfect afternoon for her would be knitting with her friends and then 

going for a long walk in the woods. Batya’s advice to new braille  
readers is to keep reading!

Faith Switzer
Faith is a ninth grader from Los Lunas, New Mexico.

Margot Wehrle
Margot is a 15-year-old from Victoria, British Columbia.  

She is resilient and creative, and her hobbies include choir, horseback 
riding,	and	reading.	She	says,	“I	hope	to	help	sighted	people	 

recognize that blind individuals are just as capable, if not more  
capable than they are, and even though we have differences and  

diversities, we also have personalities and opinions. There are far 
more	interesting	things	about	us	than	our	lack	of	sight.”
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Varsity
10th – 12th Grade Finalists

Charlie Bethay
Charlie is a curious, witty and kind eleventh grader from Prairie  
Village, Kansas. If he could travel anywhere, he would go to Alaska 
because of all the nature. Charlie likes to read, play piano, and go 
tandem	biking.	He	says	Braille	Challenge	has	helped	him	see	a	
positive	side	to	reading	braille	instead	of	print.	His	advice	to	new	
braille readers is to stick with it; it gets easier!

Nathan Deeds
Nathan is a hardworking, kind, honest, and task minded sophomore 
from Iowa. When Nathan grows up, he would like to become an 
accountant. If he could make up his own holiday it would be a day 
where school is cancelled but parents still must work. Nathan’s  
advice to a new braille reader is to keep persevering. Nathan’s fa-
vorite Braille Challenge memories are the snowstorms every  
year for Regionals!

Sujan Dhakal
Sujan is a sarcastic and determined eleventh grader from  
Maryland.	He	is	a	history	buff	and	foodie.	Sujan’s	hobbies	are	 
reading	books	and	watching	the	news.	He	speaks	English	and	 
Nepali and wants to become a cyber security analyst in the future. 
The	advice	that	he	would	give	to	a	new	braille	reader	is:	 
“Braille	is	the	gateway	to	all	knowledge”.
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Julia LaGrand
Julia is a determined, stubborn, detail and goal-oriented 17-year-old 

from Michigan. Julia is a serious violinist and enjoys reading and 
writing. Julia wants to become a professional musician in the  
future, where she will create a program to highlight disabled  

classical musician’s work on a national scale. Participating in 
Braille Challenge for the past 12 years has allowed Julia to connect 

and build relationships with other visually impaired or blind  
participants.

Savannah Lindberg 
Savannah is a 16-year-old from St. Augustine, Florida who enjoys 
volunteering, reading, and writing. She is energetic, outgoing and 

vivacious.  Savannah wants to be a teacher. If she could be an ex-
pert in anything, it would be languages. She says Braille Challenge 
has given her an opportunity to test her skills and celebrate braille 

literacy every year.

Madeline Mau
Madeline is a philosophical and ambitious tenth grader from New 

Jersey. In the future, she hopes to make the world a better place 
for marginalized communities and empower creativity and self-
expression	in	people	around	her.	Her	advice	to	new	readers	is:	 

“Try	to	integrate	braille	into	your	everyday	routine	-	whether	it’s	by	
typing only in braille on your phone or reading books/news articles 

in	braille	if	you	can.”

Joey Parra
Joey is a responsible, hardworking, and dependable twelfth grader 
from	Tucson,	Arizona.	His	favorite	book	is	The	Three-Body	Problem.	

Joey wants to go to the University of Arizona and become a  
forensic psychologist. If he could travel anywhere, it would be to 

Japan. Joey’s perfect afternoon would be spent listening to his  
records and hanging out with his family.
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Varsity
10th – 12th Grade Finalists

Luke Philip Pilar
Luke	is	a	16-year-old	from	San	Bruno,	California.	He	is	curious	and	

kind and enjoys playing piano and hiking. Luke wants to be a  
mathematician	or	scientist.	His	favorite	books	are	the	Harry	Potter	
series.	If	he	could	make	up	a	holiday,	it	would	be	called	Braille	Day	

and would be celebrated by discussing braille history, its importance, 
and its impact on the blind community. 

Silvio Plata 
Silvio is a twelfth grader from Florida who is determined, loving, 

and	compassionate.	He	enjoys	singing	and	performing	and	hopes	
to make a career out of both law and music. If he could make up a 
holiday,	Silvio	would	create	National	Coffee	Day,	where	caffeinated	

beverages	would	be	offered	for	free.	His	advice	to	new	braille	 
readers is to take it one step at a time!

Lynn Wu
Lynn is a tenth grader from California with dreams of becoming a 

lawyer. She’s responsible, kind, and humorous. Lynn spends her time 
playing piano, singing, reading, and puppy-sitting guide dogs! If she 

could go anywhere in the world, it would be Italy because of the food 
and culture.  She encourages new braille readers to keep practicing 
and never give up. Lynn values the skills that she’s gained from the 

Braille Challenge.

2022 Braille Challenge Finals
Awards Ceremony and Banquet

Saturday, June 25, 2022  |  6:30 pm – 9:00 pm
Tutor Center, USC

•  WELCOME	&	MASTER	OF	CEREMONIES	•  

Jacqueline Otwell
Educational Consultant, Maryland School for the Blind 

•  REMARKS	&	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS • 

Noah Haytin, MFA
Braille Institute, Creative Arts Teacher

•  SPEAKERS •  

Peter Mindnich
Braille Institute, President

Rima Kaddoura – Alumni Speaker
PhD Student at McGill University, Studying Epidemiology

Emily Coleman – Keynote Speaker
Superintendent at the Texas School for the Blind and Visually Impaired (TSBVI)

•  TEACHER	OF	THE	YEAR	AWARD	•  

Melinda Demaris
Certified Teacher of Students with Visual Impairments (TSVI) and an Orientation and Mobility 

Specialist, Wicomico County Public Schools in Salisbury, Maryland 

•  BRAILLE	CHALLENGE	AWARDS	•  

Dr. Adam Wilton
Program Manager, Provincial Resource  

Centre for the Visually  Impaired and Braille 
Challenge Advisory Committee Member

Adrian Amandi
Director, California Education Resource  

Center for the Blind and Visually Impaired

Rosie Silverio
Youth Programs Specialist, Braille Institute

Jana Hertz
President, National Braille Association and 

Lead Scorer

Rachel Antoine
Director, National Programs and Youth 

Services, Braille Institute 

Madeleine Hernandez 
Manager, National and Youth Programs, 

Braille Institute

Sergio Oliva
Vice President, Programs and Services,

Braille Institute



Awards Spotlight
 

Varsity Awards
1. Nathan Deeds, Williamsburg, IA

2. Charlie Bethay, Prairie Village, KS

3. Julia LaGrand, Grand Rapids, MI

Sophomore Awards
1. Salome Cummins, St. Charles, MO

2. Layla Hildenbrand, Mills River, NC

3. Janna Cheung, Toronto, ON

Apprentice Awards
1. Maely Porter, St. Augustine, FL

2. Xia Pope, Vancouver, WA

3. Daniel Gevers, Arlington, MA

Excellence in Spelling Award
Hao Wen Deng, Flushing, NY

Excellence in Charts &  
Graphs Award
Nathan Deeds, Williamsburg, IA

Junior Varsity Awards
1. Christopher Morgan, Douglasville, GA

2. Brooke Petro, Leawood, KS

3. Margot Wehrle, Victoria, BC

Freshman Awards
1. Hao Wen Deng, Flushing, NY

2. Aviana Nelson, Riverview, FL

3. Emrie Wisner, Olathe, KS
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Meet the Team

Sergio Oliva, VP, Programs and Services
Sergio has a strong program development and 
design background and is committed to building 
strong	teams	to	match	program	goals.	His	overall	
experience includes administration and reporting 
on grant-funded projects, strategic planning and 
identifying and measuring program outcomes. 
Sergio joined BIA in 2013 to lead and grow  
long-standing national programs focusing on 
braille literacy and orientation and mobility for 
school-aged youth.

Rachel Antoine, Dir. Natl Programs and Services
Rachel develops and manages all National and 
Youth Programs operations and programs. She 
started in this field a few years ago, working at  
the Massachusetts Commission for the Blind.  
She hails from Boston and enjoys all things  
about her hometown. She loves exploring Los 
Angeles, hiking, traveling, trying new cuisines,  
and spending time with family.

Ivan Rivera, Publishing Coordinator
Ivan is involved in all aspects of Braille Challenge 
production including the embossing of all contests,
proofreading contest content and shipping contest 
materials.	He	enjoys	working	with	braille,	and	his	
favorite food is enchiladas!

Madeleine Hernandez, National and  
Youth Programs Manager 
Madeleine supports the strategic planning and 
development of National Programs, including 
Braille Challenge, Cane Quest, and Special 
Collection. She also oversees the design and 
delivery of Braille Institute’s Youth Programs 
across Southern California. She loves reading and 
discovering new places with her camera.

Scarlett Brais, Youth Programs Choir Director
Scarlett is a seasoned recording artist, performer 
and music and arts educator from Los Angeles, 
CA.  She has extensive teaching experience with 
students of all ages and abilities. Scarlett began 

her journey at Braille as the children’s choir piano 
accompanist in May 2014 and became the choir 
director in May 2017. 

Jacky Garcia, Resource Specialist
Jacky researches products, coordinates vendors, 
and supports the delivery of services for all 
National Programs. She also handles customer 
service where her upbeat personality shines 
through.  Jacky is visually impaired herself and  
has been an employee at the Braille Institute  
for the past 22 years.

Antoinette Rena Bone, Administrative Assistant 
Rena is the Administrative Assistant for Child 
Development	and	National	Programs.	She	has	
extensive experience supporting others in all levels 
of Management and above.  She loves traveling and 
spending time with her family and friends.

Rosie Silverio, Youth Programs Specialist
Rosie brings her enthusiasm as lead for the  
Youth Program by promoting independence  
through fun and interactive activities inspired by  
the Expanded Core Curriculum. Rosie also supports 
National Programs, including Braille Challenge and 
Cane Quest. You will find Rosie biking and walking  
along the beach in her spare time.  

Byron Hammond, Production Specialist
Byron is the Production Specialist for National 
Programs.	He	uses	his	expanding	knowledge	of	
braille transcription to support the production of 
all materials, including contests, book labels, and 
braille materials. Byron’s passion is music, which 
he pursues as a hobby.

Kimberly Coleman, Administrative Assistant 
Kimberly works on many of the behind-the-scenes 
aspects of the three National Programs to make 
them possible for our students. She loves being 
able to make a difference through her work. She 
enjoys riding her bike on the beach, doing Pilates, 
and watching movies.
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Los Angeles
741 North Vermont Avenue
Los Angeles, CA 90029
323-663-1111

Anaheim
527	North	Dale	Avenue
Anaheim, CA 92801
714-821-5000

Laguna Hills
24411	Ridge	Rte	Drive	#110
Laguna	Hills,	CA	92653
949-330-5062

Coachella Valley
74-245	Highway	111,	#E101
Palm	Desert,	CA	92260
760-321-1111

Riverside
6974	Brockton	Avenue	#100
Riverside, CA 92506
951-787-8800

San Diego
4555	Executive	Drive
San	Diego,	CA	92121
858-452-1111

Santa Barbara
2031	De	La	Vina	Street
Santa Barbara, CA 93105
805-682-6222

1-800-BRAILLE (272-4553)
BrailleInstitute.org

http://BrailleInstitute.org
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