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Our Mission... 
Visually Impaired Persons of 
Southwest Florida is a non-
profit rehabilitation center 
committed to ensuring blind 
and visually impaired persons 
have the tools, support and 
opportunities necessary to 
successfully achieve their  
desired level of independence. 
 

Contact Information 
35 W. Mariana Avenue,  

North Fort Myers, FL 33903 
(239) 997-7797 

E-Mail: aspencer@vipcenter.org 
E-Mail: mlincoln@vipcenter.org  

Website: www.vipcenter.org 

From the Executive 
Director’s Desk 

 
Dining in the Dark 2010 was a 
fabulous success!    Experiencing 
dining in a restaurant, with colleagues, 
supporters, and friends was cited as  
an ‘eye opener’ by everyone! 
 
 Several board members of the 
Visually Impaired Persons of 

Southwest Florida who supported and attended Dining in the 
Dark shared the experience.   This enabled them to experience 
some of the challenges our clients face every day.    One board 
member, who lives with major vision loss, brought his mother.    
She was overwhelmed with emotions as she experienced first 
hand the challenges her son is faced with everyday.  
 
I want to sincerely thank the tremendous efforts of Margaret 
Ruhé Lincoln, Director of Operations; Allison Spencer Leone, 
Director of Marketing; Sheila Kelley, Director of Development, 
and Linn Higgins, Executive Assistant for making Dining in the 
Dark 2010 a tremendous awareness and fundraising event. 
 
My invitation is for you to read about Dining in the Dark 2010 and 
consider how you can be a part of the supporting the mission of 
the Visually Impaired Persons of Southwest Florida! 
 
 

Sincerely, 

Douglas Fowler,  
Executive Director 
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Staff Spotlight 
center.   
     As the Director of Development one of the 
many tasks Sheila is working on is establishing 
new contacts and relationships as she brings 
more awareness to potential program 
expansions.   
    Married with three adult children,  you can 
spot Sheila walking on Fort Myers Beach in her 
free time.   
    We are delighted to have Sheila as part of the 
VIP staff. If you see her passing by, please 
extend a heartfelt welcome!  

Evan Connell, board member of the Visually 
Impaired Persons of SWFL, wears many hats in life. 
Along with his service to the VIP Center, Connell 
works fulltime as the Criminal Intelligence Analyst 
II for the Lee County Sheriff’s Department, and is 
also a dedicated husband, father and son. 
 
 Visually impaired since a young adult, 
Connell never let it hold him back from 
taking full advantage to what life has to 
offer. As a previous client of the VIP 
Center’s Technology Program, Connell 
graduated in 12 weeks, learning how to 
type 22 words a minute as well as 
mastering the several screen reading 
programs. 
 
As the recent fundraising chair, Connell helped play 
a role in putting together the first annual “Dining in 

    Visually Impaired Persons of Southwest 
Florida welcomes a new addition to the team!   
As VIP’s first Director of Development, Sheila 
Kelley comes to us all the way from the San 
Diego Center for the Blind.   Full of excitement 
and ideas, Sheila looks forward to continuing 
the successes for the Visually Impaired Persons 
center as we enter into this fall season.   
     Born with Retinitis Pigmentosa, Sheila has 
never let her eye condition hold her back and 
realizes first hand the importance of 
organizations like the Visually Impaired Persons 

Evan Connell, Board Member and Chair  
the Dark” event that was held at the Morgan House 
on Sept. 18th, 2010. 
 
The educational fundraiser, aimed at raising 
awareness about blindness and visual impairments to 

the community, blindfolded guests during 
their meals while giving them actual 
instructions on how to navigate through 
each course properly.  The event hit home 
with the guests as many faced frustrations 
with cutting their meat, buttering their 
bread or locating their beverage without 
knocking it over. 
 
The goal of the night was accomplished.  

Everyone got to enjoy a wonderful dinner while also 
realizing the obstacles and struggles persons with 
visual impairments or blindness face on a daily 
basis, more importantly they realized just how 
important rehabilitations centers like the Visually 

Lunch ‘N Learn:  Presented by V.I.P. Staff 

Bring your bag lunch and join 

us for these informative 
monthly presentations. 

 
11:30 am—12:30 pm 

V.I.P. Price Room 

November 16th 
Dianne Valisalo, 

Cert. Low Vision Therapist 
 

December 14th  
Gabino Lares 

Assistive Tech. Supervisor 

January 18th 
Margaret Ruhé Lincoln 
Director of Operations 

 
February 15th  
Margie Ribeiro 

Transition Coordinator
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First Annual Dining in the Dark 
Huge success!  

Board of 
Directors 

 
DEBBIE CONRAD, President 
 
Evan Connell, Vice President 
 
CYNTHIA CABO SELLERS, Secretary 
 
 
Directors-at-Large 
BOBBIE DAVIS 
DR. ANGELA KAPLAN, OD 
RACHELLE YOUMANS 
MARK SCHULTZ, ATTORNEY 
STEPHEN E. SMITH, M.D.  
 
 
DOUGLAS FOWLER, Executive Dir 

On Saturday, September 18th 
Visually Impaired Persons of 
SWFL held their first annual 
“Dining in the Dark” fundraising 
event. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The goal of the event, along with 
raising money, was to raise 
awareness about the center itself, 
because although it has been 
around a while a many were still 
not familiar with their services.  
 
For more than 30 years, Visually 
Impaired Persons of Southwest 
Florida has provided support and 
tools to help the blind and visually 

 impaired live as independently as 
possible.   
 
With support from local eye doctors, 
business leader and community 
members the night was a huge 
success.   
 
Dr. James Croley, an ophthalmologist 
who practices throughout Lee 
County, came to dinner and put on a 
blindfold. 

"This kind of experience gives people 
who are not visually impaired one 
hour to experience something that 

 

-Eye Associates of Ft. Myers/ Naples 
-Ft. Myers Toyota 
-J.J. Taylor Distributing Florida Inc.  
-Magnifying America 
-NBC2 
-Schlager, Schlager & Levin 
-Space 39 
-Suncoast Beverage  
-Southwest Florida Eye Care 
-S.W.F.O.A. 
-The Indigo Room  
 

Thank you 
“Dining in the Dark” Sponsors 

affects 16 million people in the United 
States," he said. 

"In 2020 there will be 32 million blind 
or visually impaired. We have a huge 
social problem to take care of. The 
VIP center offers many ways to help 
people handle it. It's great they're 
doing it." 
 
Francesca Donlan, local reporter with 
the News-Press attended the event, 
toured the center and did an article 
that was recently front page of the 
Healthy Living Section.   
 
A big thank you to Francesca for her 
time and true dedication and 
understanding of our cause.  
 
For the complete article please go to http://
www.news-press.com/article/20100928/




