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Interview by:
Natalie Martiniello
Editor's note: Michael Ciarciello is a computer instructor at the Mab-Mackay Rehabilitation Centre in Montréal, QC.
Mike teaches students who are blind how to use screen readers (such as JAWS), scanning and reading software (such as Open Book), and other assistive devices used by the blind, such as the Pacmate.  Mab-Mackay has one very unique advantage in having Mike in this position, in that it is the only rehabilitation center in Quebec which is able to offer specialized adaptive technology training in music notation software (most notably with GoodFeel and Sonar/CakeTalking), enabling them to effectively serve the needs of blind music students and professionals.

Indeed, it is Mike's passion for music which has defined much of his personal and professional endeavors over the years.  Inspired by his grandfather's love for the accordion, Mike was strongly encouraged to pursue his musical interests by his family, ultimately learning the accordion, piano and guitar before starting high school.  In 1984, he was afforded an opportunity to appear on Don McGowan's television show - and it was at this point that music became a serious affair for Mike.  His high school career saw him joining various bands and winning numerous 'Battle of the Bands' competitions, and learning about music in a more in-depth, theoretical manner.

Mike's success in music led him, naturally, to pursue the program at Vanier College during his CEGEP years as well, starting in 1990.  He studied the guitar in-depth, and Mike recalls his instructor stating at the outset that "just because you have a good ear, that's fine, but I'll teach you how to play properly - the proper way, the way it is supposed to be done."  In fact, up to this point, Mike had learned everything he knew by ear, without ever having been taught much of the theory, terminology, or technicalities behind it.  After all, none of his earlier teachers necessarily had any experience with a student who was blind, and while they found ways to adapt their methodology to suit Mike's abilities, this was a time when greater formality became necessary.

Crucial to Mike's success has been his learning and knowledge of music Braille.  Mike asserts that knowledge of music Braille is essential for serious pursuers of the craft; in much the same way as knowledge of sheet music is essential for sighted students.  Many musical subtleties simply cannot be accurately represented - and more importantly, communicated - in any other way.  That being said, at the time, resources were very limited, and it was only through the tireless efforts of Mab-Mackay volunteers that Mike was able to participate fully in the music program at Vanier, including Mable Edgerton and Don, the security guard, who together spent several days each week transcribing music into Braille.

Looking beyond CEGEP to university, Mike was determined to pursue music at Concordia University.  University was a very different realm from CEGEP, though, and the expectation was that he would have to find some way to communicate his musical knowledge with sighted professors and peers.  After much reflection, Michael decided that, in spite of the odds, and in spite of the challenges to be overcome, music was his passion, and he was going to set out to prove to all those who doubted just what was possible.  Of course, in 1990, personal computers were only in their infancy, and to the extent that any musical notation software existed, it certainly wasn't accessible to someone who was blind.  After years of searching for a solution (beyond spending hours upon hours dictating musical scores by hand), Michael was put in touch with a company called Dancing Dots, which was working on a product called "Goodfeel," a Braille music translator.  This was, in fact, the answer to Michael's number one impediment to the industry, as he was now able to create a musical score and produce both Braille and regular print versions, so others could benefit from his labor.

Where does this leave Mike now?  Happy and content to teach at the Mab-Mackay Center during the day, play in his bands, direct and accompany his church choir (and, more recently, as part of the Yellow Door Choir here in Montreal), Mike has reached a place where he will, as he put it, "probably stay for the rest of my life."  Someday, when he retires from teaching at Mab-Mackay, his music will still be with him.  Speaking with Mike, you quickly realize that he is just an ordinary, down-to-earth person who has taken a passion, overcome the obstacles and barriers, and made a life he can be happy with out of that passion.  
Sure, there are those who have taken pity on Mike (such as the band that let him in, only to kick him out a few weeks later, admitting in the process that they just couldn't have said "no" to the blind guy); and there are those who have doubted that he could succeed.  Sometimes that will mean banging down a few doors and making a bit of a ruckus; at other times, when Mike stumbles across a product or service that truly meets his needs and is accessible to him, it means congratulating a company or person for a job well done - whether or not its applicability and usefulness to a person who is blind was, in fact, intentional.  But to Mike, challenges are meant to be overcome, and if you really want to make something work - if it is truly your passion - then you will find a way to do it, sooner or later, someway, somehow.
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