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Welcome speech by Tommaso Daniele – President of the Italian Union of the Blind and Vice-President of the European Blind Union - Italy

Ladies and gentlemen, dear friends, I am very pleased to welcome you to Italy.

A special welcome goes to Herman Gresnigt, European Chairman of the International Council for the Education of People with Visual Impairment, ICEVI. A special welcome to Norbert Müller, Secretary General of the European Blind Union and also to Václav Polášek, member of the EBU Board.

I would also like to thank you all for accepting our invitation to attend this international conference.

The Italian Union of the Blind considers it a great honour to host this conference organised by the Commission on Education of the European Blind Union chaired by Enzo Tioli, Vice-President of the Italian Union of the Blind.

Until recently the European Blind Union did not have a commission dealing with issues regarding education. Italy is among those countries which very much wanted the setting up of this commission and was particularly pleased when the existing working group was transformed into a regular EBU commission.

The Commission has been very successful and immediately put on its agenda important matters such as the policy of integration at school, the preparation of teachers and the role of families and associations.

This conference will discuss all this and we hope that at the end we will have some guidelines that are applicable at least at European level.

We have just come back from Cracow in Poland where we attended the periodic conference organised by ICEVI. The theme of this conference was “Visions and Strategies for the New Century”. I would like to take this opportunity to congratulate Herman Gresnigt once again for the excellent conference. I would like to repeat here a thought I expressed in the speech I had the honour to make on behalf of the European Blind Union.

At the dawn of the new millennium co-operation is not only useful, it is absolutely necessary. The challenges the blind have to face today are indeed many and sometimes they frighten us.

To give just one example, new digital technologies are a great resource for mankind because they break barriers and reduce distances, but if they are not made accessible to all, they can be a new form of isolation and therefore exclusion.  As you know, the blind are not asking for the moon but only equal opportunities to study, to work and to have relationships just like everyone else. For many blind people this is still a far-off goal. For some it is even a forbidden dream. It is also the duty of this conference to tackle the theme of equal opportunities for blind children who go to mainstream schools. These children are often left on their own to fight against the huge mountain of difficulties created by blindness. Blindness is a very serious impairment. Nevertheless, it is necessary to take steps to make sure the blind are given the necessary means and help.

In conclusion I will express the hope that this conference will give the right answers to many questions, seeing that we have invited here from all over Europe people of great experience and culture. I can therefore say that I am optimistic because being optimistic can help us continue our fight and win our battle against blindness.

Thank you all for your attention.

Opening speech by Enzo Tioli, Chair of the EBU Commission on Education and UIC Vice-President
Aims and content of the first EBU international conference on the education of the blind and partially sighted

I would like to thank the European Blind Union (EBU) for accepting the plans and initiative of the EBU Commission on Education to hold this conference in Italy. I must above all thank the President of the Italian Union of the Blind, Mr. Tommaso Daniele, and the management of the Union, for their sensibility, generosity and the readiness with which they financed and organised this meeting. A heartfelt thanks also goes to the Royal National Institute for the Blind in London and the Organización Nacional de Ciecos Españoles for supporting the work of the Italian Union of the Blind with their financial contributions.

The EBU Commission on Education, in planning this conference, proposed as an objective the possibility of identifying some concrete solutions for the many problems encountered by those who dedicate themselves to educating blind and partially sighted children and adolescents.

The general theme that we are asked to reflect on and examine concerns “the role of associations and families in the improvement of the status of the education of the blind and partially sighted in mainstream schools”.

Somebody might ask, “Why, at this early stage, has the Commission started from the concept of improving? Must we think that similar planning is born of the conviction that we are faced with a situation that presents too many serious problems?”

The situation is not exactly like that. Certainly, everything human can be perfected because it is human (therefore, we are not being pessimistic), but we have been induced to talk about improving for a more objective, albeit less universal, reason. In reality, mainstreaming of the blind and partially sighted in nearly all European countries presents difficulties which have not yet been overcome, and which we feel certain will be overcome in time with our united efforts. A dynamic interpretation must be made of the theme, because this is the spirit in which it was proposed.

To make our discussion more concrete, allow me to give a simple example of problems not being overcome.

Reading the paper presented by the Padua centre of the “Robert Hollman” Foundation at the recent ICEVI
 conference in Cracow, I came across an observation that made me somewhat angry. Research proposed the study of the reactions of a small group of partially sighted children integrated into mainstream schools. Initially, cohabitation of these children with the same disability gave rise to tension and also some acts of aggression. In more aggressive moments, the strongest term used by the children to accentuate insults was “blind, you’re blind”.

Without wishing to go into deep psychological analysis, which anyway is not within my competence, I think we can identify at least two causes for this behaviour:

a) These children who go to mainstream schools and do not know other children with their disability, see their situation as exceptional in moments of high tension, and probably wanted to attack their companions with references to a disability that for them meant exclusion from games, relegation to a marginal role during interesting scholastic activities, impossibility to overcome obstacles and much more.

b) The support system for mainstreaming evidently does not always provide effective remedies for the delicate problem of self-acceptance. The desire to insult people by saying “you’re blind” gives this expression all the tension and negative meanings that each person traces back to themselves.

Each educator knows full well that, with respect to the life of each individual, the problem of self-acceptance remains unresolved (or partially resolved) and, consequently, the problem of faith in oneself and self-evaluation is destined to have very serious consequences. Those who do not accept and evaluate themselves adequately will find it difficult to make others accept them and have a satisfactory role within their social group.

Everyone with a disability, and therefore everyone who is visually impaired, can reach an acceptable level of social integration on two conditions: having the maximum faith in themselves and being as independent as possible. Those who respect such conditions will be capable of forming balanced personal relationships, thanks to which they will be able to become properly integrated in different social environments that they will come across.

The blind or partially sighted child who uses the word “blind” with contempt is naïvely trying to negate reality. They are almost practising exorcism, underlining the presence of something in others that they would like to be immune from. This means that they are still not sufficiently aware of their diversity to be able to live happily.

I have chosen this example because it is the latest documented one that I have come across, but also because the problem highlighted is undoubtedly one of the most significant.

Our worry about our children and adolescents going to school is, in layman’s terms, the following. We would like schools, by collaborating with families and other education agencies, not to limit themselves to supplying (when they do) some knowledge, be it fundamental, but to promote and guide a genuine training process, finalised at evaluating and using the subject’s potential.

For this reason, the poster for this conference said “Contrary to what most people thought at first, authentic mainstreaming is not just opening up schools to the disabled. More needs to be done”. Schools must change completely from being schools of content and judgement to schools offering individual training and evaluation. We are not alone in wishing for this qualitative and possibly quick change in schools and are committed to uniting ourselves with an ever-increasing number of other qualified people.

With this international conference, the EBU Commission on Education wanted to give experts who are witnesses and/or a part of the reality of European countries, which is different from country to country, a chance to compare situations.

As a basis for this comparison, the following four themes were proposed:

the possibilities for the EBU to promote the improvement of education in Europe;

what national associations of the blind and partially sighted do to support mainstreaming;

how families of blind and partially sighted children can be helped to carry out their educational activity more effectively;

what the fundamental knowledge for teachers and educators of the blind and partially sighted is.

The four themes were assigned, in order of speaking, to Mr. Norbert Müller, EBU Secretary General, Mr. Stanislaw Jakubowski, a Polish typhlology expert, Mrs. Juliet Stone, a lecturer at the University of Birmingham until last year, and Dr. Herman A. A. Gresnigt, Chairman of the European Branch of the International Council for Education of People with Visual Impairment (ICEVI).

The specific brief papers and debates planned will allow the themes dealt with by the speakers to be studied in depth.

There are twenty-two European countries, including Italy, represented at this conference. When it ends, the most significant indications that emerge from the papers, brief papers and debate will be gathered together in a document which will be presented to the EBU Board.

However, when the Board and the Commission on Education undertake to act on the basis of the suggestions that we will be able to formulate, they must always bear in mind that even the most positive ideas in Europe cannot be transferred entirely from one country to another. All ideas to be transferred must be adapted (if they can be) to suit the society they are destined for.

Personally, I would like the spirit with which we are confronting a subject that we are deeply involved in, also on a personal level, to be sustained by the common acceptance of some assumptions, namely:

1) Comparisons are always positive

2) Positive experiences can help others to improve

3) Considering the complexity and proliferation of the problems, we must have realistic hopes regarding the outcome of this conference. We would be happy enough if we could claim to have contributed towards a small step forward for the improvement of the educational situation of the blind and partially sighted.

As this conference was an idea of the European Blind Union and was organised by the Italian Union of the Blind, allow me to conclude with the following observation, which may appear to be extraneous to the theme of education, but is closely related to it.

In Europe, between the end of the 19th Century and the beginning of the 20th, the blind were able to work on obtaining civil rights only because they were closely united and became aware of their common problems associated with being blind. Together, united by their spirit of solidarity, they fought (and still fight) for the solution to these problems.

Today, we must be careful that our youngsters are not led astray in evaluating their blindness or partial sightedness. Blindness or partial sightedness are not things to be ashamed of. They cause problems, some of them very serious, but they do not deprive the individual of personal resources sufficient to overcome most of these difficulties and lead a satisfying and dignified life.

We must help our youngsters in every possible way to attain total integration at school, work and in society. Moreover we must give them the chance to:

- get to know other blind and partially sighted people;

- compare their ideas and experiences;

- teach themselves ways of overcoming the minor problems in everyday life;

- exchange information on the quality and usage of new technological apparatus, and more.

We must prevent, wherever possible, a blind person from scorning another blind person or from not wanting to know him/her or from not recognising that, because they are blind or partially sighted, they share the same problems. If we cannot prevent this, there will cease to be awareness of the problems due to visual impairment and also solidarity, which is the only resource we have to solve these specific problems.

This is a problem that must be dealt with very carefully because sentiments often come into play and also because commitment to a cause, however right it is, cannot be imposed.

Until now, blind people have been able to find effective remedies for overcoming their problems. If, in future, they cannot think for themselves or, especially, for others less fortunate than themselves, others would have to think for them, but with goals and ideas that would presumably be very different.

The education of the blind in Italy

Paper by Tommaso Daniele, President of the Italian Union of the Blind and Vice-President of the European Blind Union - Italy

I can, without doubt, share the opinion of our coordinator, Enzo Tioli, that our meeting is part of an international conference and is therefore, of necessity, formal. However, as we are here to discuss matters of mutual interest, we can give our meeting as informal a tone as possible.

I begin by apologising to the interpreters for not having provided them with the text of the address that I shall give here this morning about educating the blind in Italy. To make the interpreters’ job easier, I will speak slowly and use language that is as least specialised as possible.

I would like to make it clear that my address will not be technical, but decidedly political.

This means that I will not be discussing the history of the blind in Italy, which would be too long and perhaps a bit boring. Nor will I discuss Italian laws that deal with educating the blind (which are numerous, confirming the fact that our country has produced the most regulations in Europe), or the troubles that there have been, even in Italy, between supporters of state and specialised schools. There is so much paperwork regarding this that a summary would be impossible.

Instead, I will talk about the current state of education for blind children in Italy. I will try to give you a complete but essential picture, which, I hope, will be easily understood. The elements of this picture are:

· data regarding our children (as I think we all like to call blind youngsters) attending school;

· the thinking behind the Italian education system;

· our (the Italian Union for the Blind) opinion on the education of our children, which, I anticipate, is not very flattering;

· the reasons for changes that have taken place or are taking place in the education system for the blind in Italy;

· the work that our Union has done over the last twenty years to confront the problem of educating the blind, in the conviction (which, I think, is shared by all the visually impaired) that education, teaching and culture are the main instruments for our full integration into society. In other words, being able to request and obtain equal dignity and an active role in society.

Numerically speaking, there are about 2,000 blind children in Italy who go to primary school, about 500 who go to secondary school and about 200-250 who go to university. Vague as they may be, these figures are sufficiently indicative.

It is well known in Europe, and maybe worldwide, that Italy was very quick (too quick, according to our Union) in adopting the principle of mainstreaming blind pupils and students. It has now been nearly 25 years that people in Italy have determinedly and strongly advocated that the blind should be educated in mainstream schools. For some time the law allowed parents to choose between special schools and mainstream schools. Now, both the Ministry of Education, which deals with educating the blind, and Parliament believe that special schools should be shut completely and that our children should go to mainstream schools. This goes not only for blind children of normal intelligence, but also those with additional disabilities, physical, sensory or even mental, whether serious or not. According to the current regulations laid down by law, all children with visual impairments must go to mainstream schools. The current school of thought is that special schools are marginalizing students, who are not being allowed to socialise normally.

The Italian Union of the Blind has debated this question for a long time, and after many heated discussions, has chosen the path of mainstreaming. There are still doubts about whether blind children with additional disabilities can profit from going to mainstream schools. In the opinion of our Union, a different system needs to be devised for these children. The fact is that, as we see it, mainstream schools, which are already poorly equipped to deal with blind people of average intelligence, are even less equipped to deal properly with children who have other disabilities in addition to blindness. For multi-handicapped children, attending a mainstream school is very difficult.

According to the governing regulations, children who go to mainstream schools have the right to a support teacher. The ratio of support teacher to pupils if one to four; in other words, each teacher is assigned four students. Nevertheless, it is possible to repeal this rule. In fact, in most cases, the support teacher has one, at most two, pupils. The support teachers should operate on the basis of functional diagnosis, provided by a psycho-medical-pedagogic team, and an individualised education plan. In actual fact, the functional diagnosis and the individualised education plan are not adequately formulated or are missing altogether. Consequently, the Italian Union of the Blind has been fighting for twenty years to make mainstreaming of the blind a real process, rather than just the basis of an idea, that allows blind children to take an active role in mainstream schools. Naturally, the conditions for this to happen need to be created.

Reading the official documents, the Ministry of Education reports and above all those produced abroad, we are led to believe that mainstreaming of the blind in Italy has produced excellent results and that our children have no difficulties and are perfectly integrated. Our Union, though, has a direct relationship with the blind children who go to mainstream schools and their families, and we know that there are still numerous problems. Firstly, it must be said that the quality of the integration process varies in different parts of the country. The regional councils and local bodies support mainstreaming of the blind in accordance with the budget they have. Consequently, the situation cannot be said to be good; there are some bright spots but a lot of dark areas. Among the difficulties and malfunctions of the Italian system for educating the blind, the foremost is the lack of any form of assistance and advice for the families of these children.

You all know how parents feel to suddenly find themselves with a blind child. This is seen as a sort of bereavement, and coming to terms with blindness is a long and complex process for the child. Therefore, it is very serious that the family is not helped in any way and is not informed of the methods available for educating the blind child, such as orientation, mobility and basic rehabilitation techniques and the Braille system. Another negative note is the absence of assistance and advice for the support teachers. As opposed to the past, it is thought that the training of support teachers should be generic, so that they can take care of educating the sensory, physically and mentally handicapped. But, as the training process of support teachers widens, it loses depth and the teachers often find themselves having to deal with situations they are not prepared for. We often meet support teachers who do not know reading and writing techniques for the blind. In these cases, paradoxically, the roles are reversed, and it is the pupils who teach the teachers to read and write in Braille. Our children’s education is also impeded by delays in supplying books in Braille, the difficulty of reproducing the pictures which form the basis of text books, especially those used in primary schools, by the fact that in some cases the special didactic materials are missing and by the fact that often, too often, our children are not taught manual activities, are not involved in games played by their companions who can see and are not allowed to participate in physical education lessons.

As I anticipated, this discussion would be very long, and I must limit myself to the essential. What I have said is enough to understand that the system for educating blind children in Italy has a lot of serious shortcomings. Forced to forego fundamental disciplines and activities, our children only receive a partial, incomplete education, which affects their scholastic and social integration.

The fact is that the change from special schools to mainstream schools has not been adequately prepared here in Italy. Mainstream schools, created for “normal” children, have suddenly found themselves having to cope with children who are not “normal” and have found themselves in difficulty. For fifty years, the visually impaired in Italy were educated in special schools, set up at institutes for the blind, which are present in all regions. The system in special schools was tried and tested. All pupils had the same book, took part in manual and physical activities and played amongst themselves. Often their teachers and head masters were blind.

When it was decided to close the special schools, driven by the cultural revolution that started in 1968, their extraordinary experience was not transferred to mainstream schools. As with asylums, the special schools were shut without planning alternatives. The advice of René Descartes, to buy a new house before selling the old one, went unheard. The old home was destroyed without a new one being built, and this produced the malfunctions and deficiencies that I have briefly illustrated.

How have we, the Italian Union of the Blind, reacted to this state of affairs? Firstly, we have tried to give the Government and the Ministry of Education a precise description. To this end, we have produced a white paper on an investigation carried out on a group of blind children and their parents, support teachers and curricular advisers. The 2,000 plus interviews carried out, by questionnaire, highlighted the difficulties that I listed previously: the total absence of counselling for families and support teachers and the delays in supplying textbooks and didactic materials, etc. Our efforts have, however, produced the desired results with the government authorities. Thus, in order to document the problems our children encounter in mainstream schools in a more scientific manner, we asked a company specialised in opinion polls to carry out a second investigation, which produced exactly the same results as before.

Naturally, we did not limit ourselves to outlining the difficulties within the system, we also formulated some proposals. In particular, we upheld that regional centres to support integration, capable of providing those specialised interventions that are missing, need to be set up to help to realise the principle of mainstreaming for the blind in our country. We fought hard, and when the necessary finances had been found and Parliament was about to approve the laws for the centres, opposition from some disabled and invalid associations and political parties blocked this measure. As an alternative, we tried to contact the various institutions that work for the blind so that each of these could, within their competence, support the mainstreaming of our children.

For example, we made it possible for the “Regina Margherita” Italian Library for the Blind in Monza, which produces books in Braille for adults, to start producing textbooks in Braille. Thanks to additional financing, the library has been able to put its lengthy experience in producing Braille texts, which as you know requires technical, didactic and pedagogic skill, to the service of our children. They have also been able to start new initiatives, such as the reproduction of textbooks on computer disk and making guides available for support teachers and parents. We have also made it possible for the body which worked on the education of the blind in Italy when there was no integration in mainstream schools (the National Federation of Institutions for the Blind) to specialise, thanks to state financing, in the production of special didactic material such as maps, globes, models of geometric figures, aids for learning arithmetic, games and so on.

We have also established I.Ri.Fo.R., the Institute for Research, Vocational Training and Rehabilitation. It has been able to start organising courses in basic rehabilitation, orientation and mobility and computer courses for our children, thanks to special financing. They also provide updating courses for support teachers, curricular advisers and blind teachers and other courses aimed at training, research and rehabilitation. We have also involved the Italian Committee of the International Agency for the Prevention of Blindness in activities to support our children’s mainstreaming. Thus, we have tried, through our actions, to attain what we would have liked to have been done by the legislative measures of the regional centres in supporting the mainstreaming of the blind, and to eliminate those deficiencies that are disadvantageous for our children from the Italian education system.

Bearing this important aim in mind, we have continued to insist for state funding of the regional centres project and finally, last year, we realised this ambition. Now, it is a matter of obtaining laws governing this. The Union is working energetically in this direction, but, as in the past, is encountering obstacles in its path. It is forced, for example, to deal with the idea that blindness is not so serious as to require special interventions for those who suffer from it. This idea finds agreement amongst both our members, especially the younger ones who have difficulty accepting their disability, and politicians who always want to reduce public expenditure. This, which is clearly damaging to the interests of the visually impaired, is keeping the Union busy on two fronts. Another preconceived idea against which the Union is currently battling is that all disabilities are the same, that blindness is the same as physical and mental handicaps. In this light, as we said before, we believe that support teachers should have general character training to enable them to deal with all disabilities.

An eminent Italian educator said that there is no greater injustice than making equal those who are not equal, and surely a blind person is not the same as a paraplegic or a person suffering from Down’s syndrome. Another idea that the Union is trying to combat is that new technology is such an effective aid for the blind that parents and support teachers become marginal figures in the education process and most of the psychological problems that a blind person has to resolve every day are simply banal. Now, those of you who are visually impaired know full well that this is a serious disability that affects the blind person from dawn to sunset, from childhood to old age. Certainly, blindness can be overcome, but until it is, specialist interventions are required.

There is no doubt that new technology constitutes an extraordinary resource for the human race, breaking barriers and reducing distances between people. But, for us who are blind, this technology is becoming a new source of marginalisation and exclusion if it is not fully accessible. In Italy, 97% of public Internet sites are not fully accessible to the blind. For this reason, the Italian Union of the Blind has started a new battle, the importance of which I think all blind people in Europe and the world are well aware of.

I hope I have been successful in providing an essential picture of the Italian system for educating the blind and partially sighted.

In conclusion, I believe that this conference may contribute towards clarifying the terms of the problems that I have outlined. A Chinese proverb, which I think you all know, says that even a thousand-mile walk is made up of small steps. It is my opinion that this conference will represent another small step towards full integration for us blind people in Europe. I would like to repeat what I heard a few months ago during a seminar in Finland. The speaker, quoting one of the Kennedy’s (possibly John, but I can’t remember), said that there are two categories of people: those who observe the world and, at most, wonder why and how come they exist and those who dream of things that are still not invented and which would be necessary for the progress of mankind. Personally, I place myself in the second category and I ask myself if it is legitimate to hope that our children might some day have proper books, well prepared support teachers and good mainstreaming. My answer to these questions is “why not?”

Thank you very much.

What can the EBU do to improve the status of education of the blind and partially sighted and how can the EBU go about this?

Paper by Norbert Müller, EBU Secretary General and Educational Director of the German Institute for the Education of the Adult Blind - Germany

When I started my school career back in 1959 it was – at least in Germany and many other countries – common knowledge that blind people had to attend special, residential schools where they would get an excellent education. Looking back I must admit that this was true – with one exception: during the first decade of my school years we did not get enough training in mobility and independent living skills. But our academic training was very good.

My first six school years were spent in a small institution which at that time had no more than 35 students. Except for weekends and vacation time we all had to live in the dormitory. We had teachers who were very much dedicated to their jobs. They were all able to read and write Braille – including Grade II Braille – and even in their leisure time they often worked on models which would have helped us get a better understanding of the world around us. These models were made out of wood, plaster and other materials and showed buildings and streets around our school, landscapes, islands and more.

My teachers were sighted, with one exception: there was a blind man who was not a teacher by profession, but he came and taught piano and accordion. We all knew that he was the President of our State Federation of the Blind, an organisation we would all join once we were old enough (at that time, you had to be 16 before you could become a member).

Yes, those were the good old days! During the last four decades, many things have changed in the education of the blind and partially sighted, and – as with other facts of life – it is not always easy to say whether things changed for the better or for the worse. I mentioned above that during the first decade of my school career there was not much training in mobility and independent living skills. This has changed, and that definitely is a change for the better.

Educators have discovered the partially sighted as a separate group and have developed special curricula for them. That is a change for the better; however, we hear complaints: blindness skills, which on some occasions might be of help to this group as well, are totally neglected. So this coin shows two sides.

Whereas in my school days segregated education was the rule, we nowadays see more and more visually impaired students integrated into the regular school system. The emphasis at the schools for the blind has shifted to multi-handicapped children. If educators speak of multi-handicapped, they usually mean visually impaired plus mentally retarded and maybe with other additional handicaps. So in this sense, the blind student of average or above intelligence using a wheel-chair would not be regarded as multi-handicapped. You may argue that this is not a good terminology, but to my knowledge no one has come up with a better one so far.

Now the shift to integrated school training of the visually impaired would be a wonderful thing if the students got the quality education we received in our school years. In order to achieve that we would need many more teachers who are specialists in the education of the visually impaired and more so-called “media centres”, where school books and other materials could be produced in Braille and large print. At these centres they would also have to be able to produce up-to-date maps and other models as required by the individual students. After all, they should have the same material available to them as their sighted class mates.

That’s the theory. Many people, including myself, have complained that the reality is totally different. Many governments see an integrated school system or – to use the up-to-date term – mainstreaming as a good way to save money. It is very easy to justify the reduction and even destruction of special services for the visually impaired with the “Full Inclusion” ideology. And it is unfortunate that some blind people – without considering the final consequences – fall into the same trap. This is already one area where EBU can and must help. We must make those visually impaired people feel at home in the organisations of the blind. We must make them aware that as sensory impaired people we have special needs which are different from those of other handicapped people and we must show them that the blind are the best advocates for the blind!

There is another problem associated with mainstreaming. Very often blind students who attend regular schools do not know any other blind persons who could serve as role models for them. This is also true for their families and – with the exception of the special education teacher who may see them once a week – also for their teachers. This can prevent them from developing a healthy attitude about their blindness, thus causing low self-esteem. After all, as they see every day, they have more limitations than their sighted peers and they may not know that other blind people have overcome many of those. When I was living in the USA I got to know a man who went through the regular school system seemingly without problems. Only when he started university, where he wanted to study psychology, did they find out that he had a learning disability. So while he was at school his limitations were attributed to his blindness. He certainly did not get a school education tailored to his individual needs.

The skill which is most important for blind people is the ability to read and write Braille efficiently. Studies conducted in the USA have shown that about 90 percent of blind people who are in employment read Braille. We all know that this is the most neglected skill in the education of the blind today. And we know the reason. Unlike the teachers in the little school I attended 40 years ago, many teachers of the visually impaired today are not at all efficient in the use of Braille. In their university training they are often not even required any more to learn Grade II Braille – even in countries like Germany where Grade II is the common form of Braille. So is it any wonder that those teachers start questioning the value of Braille? Whenever a new technology becomes available, be it the reel tape recorder, the cassette recorder or the computer, people tell us that this is the end of Braille, that Braille will become obsolete now. Experience has always proved them wrong, and we who are able to use Braille efficiently know that nothing else can give us the same degree of independence. By the way, all these technologies are also available for the sighted. Why doesn’t any one get the idea that finally print will become obsolete?

Let me add two remarks here: 1. Sighted teachers are not the only ones who have a tendency to try to make life easy on themselves. I have been a member of the commission who worked on a reform of the German Grade II Braille – something we had to do because the official rules for proper spelling were changed in the German speaking countries. There were some blind teachers who, at times successfully, tried to change the rules in a way which would make them easier to teach. Of course, the official argument was that the proposed new rules are easier for the student to understand. But many of us wonder why things we were able to learn suddenly are impossible to grasp for today’s youngsters. 2. What I said about the importance of Braille is not only true for totally blind individuals, but also for many persons with low vision. The argument is that they should use print because there is much more reading material available for them. But what good does that reading material do them if they can only read for a few minutes at a time and then have to suffer from eye strain? Wouldn’t it be better to teach Braille to them and let them decide when they want to use Braille and when print is preferable for them?

So where do young blind children of normal intelligence get a quality education? Mainstreaming often does not provide it and at special schools they have specialised on the multihandicapped.

We cannot answer this question if we just think of a dual model: integrated education on the one hand and segregated schools on the other. We need a system in which both sides cooperate. There are skills which can be taught better at special schools; there are times when a student may no longer be able to handle the frustration of being one blind student among hundreds of sighted youngsters; there are times when the student in a segregated school really feels closed in and should go out into the unprotected world. We need a school system which meets all these needs. There must not be integrated schools on one side and segregated institutions on the other. Both must cooperate and be available whenever a student needs them and it must be possible to switch from one to the other without difficulty.

I have used the term “quality education” several times already. For me it means an education which is tailored to the individual’s needs and best capabilities, enabling him or her to lead a full and productive life as an integrated member in his or her society. It will be up to this conference and to bodies like the EBU Commission on Education to fill this term with life.

So far, I have described the current state of the education of the visually impaired. Of course, in this short speech I cannot touch all areas in this field. We should not forget the issue of vocational training, social skills and computer training. It is almost common that sighted youngsters have their own computer and become computer experts at an early age; but what about the blind? Their parents have to dig deeper into their pockets because they also have to pay for the expensive screen readers which enable their youngsters to perform at least a part – but still only a part – of the things their sighted peers do on a PC.

So what can EBU do to improve the situation?

One of the many strong points of EBU is that it represents organisations OF the blind as well as those FOR the blind. Take as evidence the national delegations at our General Assemblies. If I may use my country as an example: one of the members in our delegation is a representative of the German Association of the Educators of the Blind; and of course the European President of the International Council of the Visually Impaired, Herman Gresnigt, is a well liked guest at the assembly as well. This already shows you that all in all we have good cooperation between the “Professionals” and the “Consumers” within EBU. And in this context I should not neglect to mention the parents of visually impaired children, who are also represented in some national delegations as well as in some of our commissions, for example the Commission for Activities of Multi-handicapped People. At the same time, it is clear that our Union is led by people who are visually impaired themselves. Thus it can be ensured that EBU really represents the interests of the blind and partially sighted.

Organisations of the blind in large part consist of people who have gone through the educational system and may or may not have found employment afterwards. Thus, we can judge what was useful in our education, which errors have been made and which qualifications were most effective for us. Because of that we can give our advice to professionals in the field of education of the visually impaired as well as to those who make important decisions in that area (e.g. politicians). This is a major reason why we established the EBU Commission on Education.

Organisations like ICEVI are not only made up of sighted people. We have many blind people who work in the field of education. They should not only join professional organisations, but participate actively in their work. Our experience and advice is needed within organisations for the blind and we should not withhold it or preserve it for bodies which are run by us. After all, decision makers outside the blindness field do not understand and are not interested in the difference between organisations OF and FOR the blind. Therefore, it is good if we can speak with one voice, like we do as European Blind Union.

If our advice is not sought or accepted, we must make our voice heard louder. We can do this by strengthening our organisations of the blind at the grass roots level and by being present when and where decisions of importance to us are made. On the European Union level we have established the Brussels Office, so we are right where the heart of the European Union is beating. On the European level in general we have established contacts and started fruitful and increasing cooperation with the Council of Europe.

Lobbying is not the only channel available to us. This conference is a good example of what we can do. We must make sure that the conference will have fruitful results and we must publish those as widely as possible – not only within EBU.

We have the EBU Newsletter whose circulation is increasing steadily. So this is a perfect place to inform people about this conference and its results.

EBU has established an internet site at <www.euroblind.org>. As the director of our EBU Office, Mokrane Boussaid, reports, the number of requests for information he receives has increased enormously since we have been visible on the world wide web. More than half of these requests come from people outside the blindness field. So again, this is a place where we should inform people about our views on the education of the blind.

It is a nice coincidence that there is another EBU in Europe - the European Broadcasting Union. At our sixth General Assembly in Prague we had a speaker from that organisation. We should take advantage of this situation and try to get them committed to closer cooperation between our "sister EBUs".

What about a mailing list on educational matters within the EBU Internet structure? The EBU Social Rights Commission has set up its Hermes Network. The Technical Commission already had its mailing list many years ago. We should follow their examples. A lot of work can be done through the internet.

So, as you can see, there is a lot of work ahead of us, during and even more after this conference. Therefore let me close by wishing you a successful and fruitful conference. The National Federation of the Blind in Baltimore, USA, the World Blind Union and many other organisations claim that they “change what it means to be blind“. This is a very worthy cause. Let us do our part by beginning to “change what it means to be educated as a blind student“.

Projects on access to music scores. The work of the Regina Margherita Italian Library for the Blind in two European projects concerning access to musical material

Brief paper by Antonio Quatraro, typhlology consultant (Italy)

Good morning ladies and gentlemen,

I am very pleased to take the floor on this occasion. The Italian Library for the Blind in Monza is involved in many areas concerning the production and distribution of textbooks and documentation, in the framework of a network of services for the integration of the blind led by the Unione Italiana Ciechi (Italian Union of the Blind). Before I go into detail about its actual work in the domain of access to musical material, let me share with you some short considerations, for the subject I am going to deal with is closely related to the education and the development of a person with a visual impairment.

The Germans have a very appropriate term to express the idea of "respect", they say "beruecksichtigung", which means to look more than once, to look not only straight ahead, but, as we would say, in all directions. Respect means to watch and listen to a child, as he/she is, and to help him/her to become what he/she can become; that is to attribute value to his/her personal and family history, to his/her expectations; at the same time respect means to help him develop in every possible direction, with the awareness of limits imposed by nature, but aiming at all possible perspectives for him/her. Respect means to watch and listen to what a child and his family have to express, but also to watch and listen to what they dare not, or have no means to express. And music is among the many unexpressed wishes, a neglected corner in the education of the visually impaired. In this sense we want globalisation to stand for a school, a society, a world for all and for each of us. We do not want globalisation to be a rough standardisation, where everything looks the same and where there is no place for human peculiarity; this is our bet. If we have well-developed individuals, we will certainly have a richer community, a wiser society, a more cooperative one. Therefore we dare claim that what is good for our children and for their families is valuable and of benefit also for the community as a whole.

Thus we need a network of resources which can tailor education and teaching activities, the physical and social environment, equipment and service organisation to individual needs and potentialities and to the situation of his/her family.

And now back to our two projects:

Both of them aim at promoting music among the visually impaired by facilitating their access to Braille and digital scores through the use of the most recent computer applications and by coordinating the efforts of the most important libraries in Europe.

The first project is called MIRACLE, which of course is nothing extraordinary, although it can prove to be a little miracle if it succeeds, but for this we need the cooperation of each European organisation concerned with the education of the blind. What is MIRACLE? It is an acronym for "Music information resource assisted computer library exchange". The most important libraries in Europe are involved: SVB (Holland), RNIB (UK), SBS (Switzerland), ONCE (Spain), DBD (Denmark), BIC, SB and Shylock progetti (Italy). In sum it is a very simple idea: these libraries and a software house have joined together to establish a unique catalogue and a coordinated database of all their digital Braille music scores (over 20,000 titles). This catalogue at the moment is available on the web at the following URL:

http://192.87.186.10/miracle

Each individual, even you, can browse it. Once the desired work has been located, authorized users can download the score, that is they can retrieve it and store it in their own computer and braille it for the end user, that is the blind musician. So what we are going to have is: a) a central catalogue of music scores including different formats (Braille, large print, spoken music); b) a librarian-friendly way of browsing the catalogue; we are endeavouring to improve its accessibility for the visually impaired; c) a system of downloading the chosen score; d) a procedure for printing and delivering the Braille book; e) an accounting procedure, to track the various exchanges between partners.

MIRACLE also considers two alternative forms of presentation of a music score: large print and spoken music for visually impaired persons who for some reason are not familiar with Braille music notation.

I need not use many words to underline how important it is to coordinate efforts, in view of reducing costs and time required for the production and distribution of Braille scores.

Perspectives. - MIRACLE is now in its last stage as it will be finished in 2001. We want to use the results of our work to establish a consortium, aiming at running an ongoing, stabile, comfortable and efficient service for the benefit of all. But for this we need your help. I would like to call for the participation of all those organisations that believe in the great value of musical education for the visually impaired. They can become our correspondents. Being a correspondent has no costs and gives the right to take part in our work meetings and to access our database.

The second project is called "Play2". It is coordinated by Prof. Nicotra (Italy) and the following partners are participating: KFKI (Hungary), Paul Sabatier University (France), ONCE (Spain), ACAPO (Portugal), Sensory Disabilities Research Unit, University of Hertfordshire (UK), CNR Genova, UIC Verona, Biblioteca Italiana per Ciechi Monza, Arca Progetti (Italy).

Play2 aims at facilitating access to music by the visually impaired in its more recent forms, mainly computer related resources. Its duration is 3 years (2000-2003) and the major expected results are:

a) a complex system of access to musical databases. - The visually impaired user will be able to access existing databases in a friendly way, import the desired files and manipulate them, that is listen and edit.

b) a special Braille music editor (BME), with which a blind musician (professional or amateur) will be in the position to write his score in a friendly way, review it, test it (listening to it) and print it (Braille and/or normal).

c) A starlike packet of converters. This piece of software should facilitate access to music in such a way that the input may be in one of the most common formats (including niff, midi, finale, Braille) and the output in the desired format (midi, print, Braille, etc).

Play2 is still in its first stage, but one of its main characteristics is going to be participation and direct involvement of as many users as possible.

What is the sense of our work? In general we wish to reaffirm the importance of music education and of being able to play an instrument with a good understanding of music.

Music appears to be a neglected corner in the education of the visually impaired. Still it has great importance for the development of the individual, especially for the visually impaired child, in our case. Just think of all the skills it involves and promotes: expression skills, social skills, manual skills, but also memory, attention, concentration, etc.

Music is at the same time a very evolved and complex language and the only form of art fully accessible to blind persons. I have nothing against making music just by ear, but it is like being able to speak a language without reading it. It is a real deprivation, therefore, for the visually impaired child and it denies the principle of equal opportunities to develop his/her potentiality. Music has been and can still be a valuable job opportunity.

It is now necessary to recover our best traditions in the domain of music education and training, to value the heritage that Louis Braille has left us and that our special schools have received and developed, sometimes with excellent results! Let us accept the challenge coming from mainstreaming in relation to music education! We should fight so that our children and our youngsters gain benefit from all the possibilities offered by music and access the same treasures available to the past generation.

What do organisations and associations do and what could they do for the support of school integration?

Paper by Stanislaw Jakubowski, typhlology expert - Poland
1. Introduction

In the modern world, marked by dynamic scientific, technological and social development, every person, also a visually impaired individual, has an undeniable right to education and effective communication at all possible levels. This can be achieved with the use of advanced access technology, recently applied by numerous countries.

The community of visually impaired persons has always been confronted with difficulties in accessing information, which has a significant impact on their education process. Therefore, this group should, more than any other, develop an active attitude to education on the one hand, but on the other, visually impaired persons in education should receive reasonable support from teachers, families, local authorities and, last but not least, organisations.

Full participation in life, including its social aspect and a vocational career, requires a disabled person's integration in society. In order to arrive at successful integration, it is necessary to start the process as early as possible, even before primary school. There is, however, some controversy around school integration of totally blind children. The arguments are related to such factors as age of a pupil, living environment and especially class of locality (rural/urban area), technical aids available at school and at home, as well as teachers' background and experience with the blind.

Following the literature, there are four parties actively involved in the process of education of an able-bodied child: the student, the school, the parents and the respective local authorities. In the case of disabled pupils it is also necessary to note an increasing role of organisations and associations, disregarded for quite a long time.

It should be pointed out that organisations usually associate the most active disabled individuals who have reached a high level of education, independence and social integration. Thus it could be worthwhile considering the role of NGOs in the process of education and school integration of the blind.

2. The compensatory role of education for the blind

Let us recall one of the well-known pedagogical theories according to which an impaired body organ or sense is compensated for by an efficient one. As for blind persons, sight is, to a certain degree, substituted by all the remaining four senses: hearing, touch, smell and taste. In this way the affects of disability are partly reduced and further improvement can be achieved through rehabilitation which should be started as early as possible.

There is one more important factor inhibiting the consequences of blindness, namely, education. The role of education for visually impaired persons cannot be overestimated as education provides the means to acquire both knowledge and working skills which, in turn, help to get satisfactory employment - one of the best sources of self-assurance and ways of integration in society.

So there is no exaggeration whatsoever in the statement that for a blind or partially sighted person it is education that compensates best for lack of vision or visual impairment and to a great extent determines a successful life.

3. The role of NGOs in assisting education of disabled persons

As was already mentioned, there are four parties directly involved in the education process of a healthy child: the pupil, the school, the family and the respective authorities (central or local). In the case of visually impaired students there is one more partner having significant influence on successful education i.e. non-governmental organisations of visually impaired persons.

Blind adults, members of associations and organisations, can contribute with something that any other party cannot offer, namely, personal experience of a blind individual gained throughout childhood and youth to reach an independent life. Such persons can best assess the knowledge and level of rehabilitation through the looking-glass of their own success and failure. That is why they can make all those involved in the education process apprehend what corrections should be made or changes introduced.

Associations and organisations of the blind and partially sighted may have an effect on all the other cooperating parties even if they do not run or supervise schools or education centres.

Over the last decade there has been a clear trend, especially in highly developed countries, towards integration of visually impaired persons in the area of education and employment. Integration, however, requires increased initiative and involvement of each of the parties listed above in order to ensure better access of the blind to information. This is the area of activity that the EBU Commission on Education examined in the questionnaire survey.

4. The analysis of the questionnaires

In October 1998 the EBU Commission on Education undertook to carry out a questionnaire survey among the member states with the aim of examining education opportunities for the blind and partially sighted in various European countries. The Commission received 14 answers from the largest (sometimes the only) organisations of and for the blind. Among the respondents there was one umbrella organisation (from Belgium) and one national institute for the blind (from UK). The organisations represent both big countries with high living standards and well-developed social security systems (such as Italy, Germany or the United Kingdom) as well as small ones some of which have just appeared on the map of Europe (e.g. Moldova). There is also a group of Central European countries in transition (including the Czech Republic, Hungary and Poland), confronted with dynamic political, economic and social transformation which has a tremendous impact on the problems of disability and education. In this situation, even though the number of respondents was not significant, the description provided by the questionnaires seems to be quite comprehensive and representative for Europe as a whole.

The questionnaire consisted of 9 questions. Let us discuss the answers in detail in a consecutive order trying to adopt a comparative approach.

Question No. 1.

Do you see the necessity and/or chance of your organisation to get involved in the educational process of the blind and visually handicapped in your country?

Nearly all the organisations (13 out of 14) see the necessity and/or chance to get involved in the educational process of the blind and visually handicapped.

Question No. 2.

Does your organisation provide any assistive services to blind and partially sighted pupils such as recording or transcription services, provision of equipment, counselling to pupils or parents, legal help, other?

The vast majority of the respondents provide assistive services to blind and partially sighted pupils, except one organisation which does not and another one which renders such assistance indirectly, through local agencies. The most commonly provided services are those suggested in the questionnaire, and thus as many as 12 countries declare recording and transcription of materials, provision of equipment as well as counselling to pupils and parents, while 9 organisations provide legal help.

Some countries also ensure a much wider range of services, just to mention music training (Greece), specialisation and refresher courses for teachers of visually impaired students (Hungary), summer schools for students (Poland), programmes of short breaks and educational holidays for students and families or assessment of pupils in specialist areas (UK).

Question No. 3.

Do you run or supervise a school, training or rehabilitation centre for blind and visually handicapped individuals?

There are two countries (Moldova and UK) where blind organisations run both schools and rehabilitation centres, while two others (Greece and Spain) run schools only. 6 countries declared that they had their own rehabilitation centres and 4 countries reported that their schools and rehabilitation centres were not linked to blind organisations.

Question No. 4.

Do you provide guidance or consultation to an institution of learning, training or rehabilitation centre for blind and visually handicapped individuals?

In the majority of cases (11 countries) such guidance or consultation is provided by the organisations interviewed.

However, the remaining 3 countries do not perform this task.

Question No. 5.

Do you have any consultative or legal influence in the policymaking concerning the education of the blind and visually handicapped in your country?

The answer of all the 14 organisations was "yes", but some of them admit that the only authority they refer to is the Ministry of Education.

Question No. 6.

Do you participate in the training of teachers or other support staff for the education of the blind and visually handicapped in your country?

In 9 countries the organisations of the blind either participate in staff training or organise such courses themselves. The remaining countries entrust this task to other institutions.

Question No. 7.

Are there any services (provided by the local authority, regional authority, health authority, etc.) that co-operate with mainstream schools in order to complete the education of the visually impaired?

According to 7 respondents the local authorities do not show any initiative in this area and one just skipped the question. However, in the other 6 countries the role of the local authorities in supporting education of the blind and partially sighted is significant. For example, in Italy teachers and readers are employed all over the country to help blind students to do their homework. Moreover, local authorities subsidise camps for young children with their family members as the guides. In the United Kingdom support given by each local authority varies enormously in size and quality. In Belgium regional authorities provide funds to pay for technical aids in mainstream education, but this kind of assistance is not available for special schools. Assistant staff are also partially paid in mainstream education.

In Germany the situation is quite similar. Local governments subsidise children in integrated schooling. There are special support teachers who help pupils in classes.

In Turkey local authorities provide such assistance as talking books and transportation to and from school.

Question No. 8.

Do families have to share expenses for the education of their children or is education free of charge?

In all the countries participating in the survey education is free in state schools. In certain cases parents have to cover part of the cost of education, e.g. books or insurance. In private schools the tuition fees are to be paid by the parents and the amounts vary from school to school.

Question No. 9.

Please add any other comments and remarks you care to make concerning your role in the educational process for the blind and visually handicapped in your country.

Only 7 respondents chose to complete their reply with additional comments. The Czech Republic attached 5 appendixes providing valuable details.

There are a few conclusions to be drawn on the basis of the above analysis:

1) In each respondent country there are two parallel trends in the education of the blind - special schools and mainstream education. Spain was the only country to have reported some statistics according to which as many as 92% of blind children and the young attend mainstream schools. On the basis of the answers it can be judged that in Italy the enrolment of blind children in mainstream schools is also very high. In Central Europe special schools are still quite popular but the proportions are changing rapidly. For instance, in Poland enrolments in mainstream and special schools are more or less equal in number. It can be supposed that in such countries as Moldova and Kazakhstan the process of school integration has not even started.

2) One of the characteristic features of the EU countries (such as Italy, Belgium or UK) is a high competence of the local authorities to supervise and finance schools and education centres. In Germany it is the authority of a province (land) that takes responsibility for education units.

3) Nearly all the blind associations, though not directly responsible for school supervision, have a share in staff training and provide experts' consultations.

4) Significant and diversified assistance is also granted by the organisations to individuals and their parents. Blind organisations run their own printing houses and recording studios providing Braille, large print or recorded materials and books.

Additionally, the majority of the countries issue information leaflets and brochures for parents and organise short training courses for family members. Legal consultation and assistance is also commonly offered by the associations of the blind. So it seems obvious that school integration would be impossible without active and wide participation of blind organisations.

5. What else could organisations do to support the education of the blind?

The questionnaires have revealed a wide range of effective actions performed by different organisations of the blind all over Europe. Some of them are closely related to the economic situation of a given country and its administrative division. However, a large group of activities is universal and can be adopted by other countries. They include:

1) NGOs' activities directed to administrative authorities:

· explaining the need to allocate more funds to the education of blind and partially sighted children and to the provision of technical aids,

· justifying the necessity to enrich teachers' training with selected aspects of tyflology,

· organising a forum for the exchange of opinions and experience between schools attended by blind and partially sighted students.

2) Another group of measures undertaken by NGOs is addressed to schools and teaching staff:

· organising meetings with professionals and blind individuals who can share valuable employment experience,

· issuing information and training materials,

· providing consultation both for school management staff and individual teachers.

3) Numerous activities can be directed to families:

· providing guidance, advice and early intervention with the participation of successful blind adults,

· discussing with parents the benefits of integration,

· organising short courses for families (preferably during the holidays) with the aim of preparing a blind child for active life,

· providing legal help as needed.

4) However, the most effective help can be provided by NGOs for the children themselves through:

· offering experts' services in teaching Braille and mobility training,

· organising transcription, recording or possibly other computer-based forms of reproduction for blind pupils on request,

· promotion of assistive technology and training of both blind children and parents to use computer equipment,

· development of Internet services with the aim of ensuring tele-education and tele-employment,

· establishing a joint organisation of blind students and adults enabling the members to exchange experience and provide individual adults' guidance and care for students and pupils.

In order to achieve all the above goals it would be worthwhile to establish a common ground for discussion, exchange of ideas, information and experience on an international scale.

One of the areas of such international co-operation could involve the assistance of EU countries to those applying for membership in finding co-operating partners and raising funds for education and rehabilitation programmes. It seems that the EBU Commission on Education could have a leading role in designing such projects.

The education system for the blind in England

Brief paper by Colin Low, Chairman of the Royal National Institute for the Blind and Vice-Chair of the EBU Commission on Education (UK)
In order to understand the development of RNIB's education services it is important to understand the relationship between the role of the state and of RNIB. Unlike many European countries, education in the UK is primarily the responsibility of local government, with over two hundred separate local authorities running schools in their own areas. RNIB is a charity and as such we do not receive any direct grants from the Government but local authorities do pay for many of the services we provide, including places in our special schools. One of our main objectives is to influence the development of provision but we do not control provision and our activities must respond to the external environment.

The development of RNIB's education services can be summarised in four phases: the establishment of special schools, the emergence of direct support for integrated pupils, the development of an indirect service strategy to extend and improve integration and the move from integration to inclusion.

RNIB's role in education throughout most of the last century has concerned running special schools for the blind. The first UK schools for blind children were established at the end of the 18th century and RNIB was not established until 1868 and our education services were not developed until the 20th century. In 1918 we opened the first of ten Sunshine House Nursery Schools which were developed to meet the needs of very young blind children. Largely as a consequence of the move away from residential provision for young children, only two of these schools remain open and both now specialise in the needs of multi-disabled visually impaired children. In 1921 we established Chorleywood Grammar School for academically able blind girls aged eleven to eighteen. This school was intended to complement Worcester College for blind boys which had been established by a separate charity in 1866. RNIB took over Worcester College in 1936 and in 1986 the two schools were merged to form RNIB New College. Condover Hall, the first school for multi-disabled visually impaired children was opened in 1948 and a second school, Rushton Hall, was opened in 1960.

Over the last year we have undertaken a strategic review of RNIB's role in the provision of special schools and we are about to embark on a number of significant changes. Looking to the future, we believe that special schools will be required primarily for children with multiple disabilities. We are conscious that our schools only cater for around 160 multi-disabled children while there are over seven thousand such children placed in special schools which cater primarily for children with severe learning difficulties. One of our key objectives now is to develop services to support these schools in meeting the needs of children who have a visual impairment alongside other needs. 

In the 1960s a number of pioneering integration schemes were established by other organisations and in 1970 RNIB established an Education Advisory Service to provide support for pupils integrated into mainstream schools. In practice this was a very limited service with only twelve specialist teachers working on a regional basis across the UK. Our staff provided advice for parents and for schools but case loads were very large and the level of support we offered was inevitably limited. Government reports in 1972 and 1978 encouraged the development of integration and we increasingly came to recognise that our Advisory Service did not provide an adequate structure for rapid expansion. 

The Education Act of 1981 replaced categories of handicap with the concept of individual special educational needs and placed significant new duties on local authorities to integrate children with special needs. Children with significant difficulties were to have a 'statement of special educational needs' which explained what should be provided for the individual child. 

RNIB became increasingly aware of the need to develop a new strategy to support the development of integrated education and a major research exercise was undertaken. "Vision in the Classroom", published in 1986, provided the basis for the new strategy. The key decision was that the focus of our Advisory Service should move away from direct support for families and schools in favour of advising local authorities on how to develop their own services. The strategy had a number of key elements:

1. Policy - influencing central government and local authorities.

2. Raising awareness through information and publications - we introduced an "Integration Bulletin" and a range of other publications targeted at local authorities, mainstream schools and parents.

3. Advice and consultancy - providing specialist advice on the development of local authority peripatetic teaching services and establishing resource bases in mainstream schools.

4. Training - we developed substantial training programmes for specialist teachers, mainstream teachers and classroom support assistants. 

5. Incentive schemes - we developed a number of services including an 'Integration Support Scheme' designed to encourage local authorities to integrate blind children.

6. Support services for children and their families - services included weekends for families, vacation schemes for integrated children and an advocacy service for parents.

In order to implement this strategy we developed a network of regional education centres and these centres have recently been expanded to include post school education and employment services. 

We think that RNIB can claim some significant credit for encouraging the development of local authority services. From a position where only a tiny minority of local authorities had specialist services twenty years ago, we have moved to a position where all local authorities have access to such services and we estimate that there are around 600 peripatetic teachers supporting visually impaired children in mainstream schools.

The 1990s saw a shift in emphasis from the concept of integration to the concept of inclusion, the key difference being that inclusion implies that mainstream schools and services are designed in a way that takes account of the needs of children with special needs, and not simply modified later to facilitate integration.  The 1993 Education Act introduced a Code of Practice to be followed by all schools and a Tribunal was established to resolve disputes between parents and local authorities concerning the level and quality of services. The present Government is introducing further measures to encourage and enable schools to be more inclusive.

RNIB's strategy has remained broadly the same but with some important new elements. In particular, we are turning our attention increasingly to the quality of provision and to achieving equality of access to services in different parts of the UK. We are encouraging the Government to develop a set of quality standards to be adopted by all local authorities in order to overcome the wide variation in services from one local authority area to another.

The relative benefits of integration and segregation were hotly debated throughout the eighties and into the nineties but the heat has now largely gone from the discussion. The Government has a vigorous inclusive agenda but nevertheless recognises that there is a place for some special schools. RNIB has adopted a similar stand and this is summarised in our current policy statement concerning school placement:

"For most visually impaired children the appropriate placement will be in a mainstream school with specialist support...... 

While well resourced and properly supported mainstream placement should be the normal form of provision.... 

A special school placement will continue to be the most effective way of meeting need and family preferences for some children..."

The integration of visually impaired children has certainly come a very long way in the UK over the last twenty years and in one sense it may seem that we are now simply refining the art of inclusion. However, there are pressures in the system which could jeopardise the progress that has been made. In particular, there is some uncertainty about the future role of local authorities in the provision of education services. Since progress on integration has been linked primarily to the development of local authority peripatetic advisory services, any change in role could result in major disruption and even the reversal of the trend towards inclusion. Needless to say, RNIB will be watching this space very carefully.     

The education system for the blind in Spain

Brief paper by Ventura Pazos Clares, member of the EBU Commission on Education and the Central Board of ONCE (Spain)

Introduction

Since its foundation in 1938, O.N.C.E. has undertaken the responsibility for educating the Spanish blind and partially sighted as one of its fundamental aims. Although, in theory, the State was responsible for providing education for its citizens, in practice it has been O.N.C.E. which has taken care of persons with visual impairment.

In a first period, from 1938 to the late seventies, O.N.C.E. carried out this task at five specific centres for educating the blind and partially sighted set up in Alicante, Barcelona, Madrid, Pontevedra and Seville. These centres were supplemented by others providing occupational training in areas such as telephony or physiotherapy.

Since the late seventies, thanks to the efforts of a great number of educational professionals, and above all, parent-teacher associations, the new educational tendencies favouring the integration of people with disabilities in ordinary schools began to be introduced. After attempts in some areas of the country, the educational care teams for blind and partially sighted persons integrated into ordinary schools were set up on a definite basis. Since then, these teams, together with the five aforementioned centres form the resources on which O.N.C.E. bases its educational model for the Spanish blind and partially sighted.

The O.N.C.E. educational framework

After some years of adapting to the new situation described above, O.N.C.E. developed a framework which, on the principles of efficiency and streamlining, aims at addressing the new challenges facing education.

On a nationwide level, the Education Department of O.N.C.E. is responsible for co-ordinating, overseeing, training of professionals, educational quality assessment as well as managing human, material and financial resources, student services, adaptation of the study place and the handing out of grants and other aid. Throughout the national territory the five educational resource centres belonging to this Education Department cover those aspects of educational care in their respective zones.

It is from these educational resource centres (C.R.E.) that the guidelines emanating from the Education Department in that area of influence are observed, and the educational action of all their elements is co-ordinated and relations with public administrations are maintained.

The C.R.E.s have a specific centre which offers direct care for boarding school pupils of primary education, secondary education, and vocational training; care for the deafblind where boarding school pupils receive classes; support teams for mainstream education which give support at school for students of all ages from early care to adult education; modular units charged with research, advising families and professionals regarding materials such as curricula development, basic skills, educational orientation, design of learning materials, etc.; a temporary educational care service charged with training the students or pupils, on an individual and group basis, in those aspects missing from the ordinary school; a residential service which apart from giving accommodation to the students and pupils of the specific centre, instructs them in daily living skills, socialisation, study habits and play, as well as serving as a support for professionals to meet and schools for parents etc.; a documentation service charged with gathering, cataloguing, and disseminating all the bibliography available on educating blind and partially sighted persons; and the administrative services.

With this framework the C.R.E.s cover the direct care to all those pupils and students in their area of influence, assessment to all the professionals whether at the boarding schools or within the infrastructure of O.N.C.E., as well as family guidance.

Current situation 

Even though O.N.C.E. considers one of its primary aims to be the educational care of blind and partially sighted people, it is also very true that these persons, enjoying full rights as citizens, must also make good use of the resources made available by the State in education. Therefore, and once all the hurdles have been overcome in the normal school situation, O.N.C.E. has promoted a series of agreements with different public administrations allowing for better use of common resources covering educational needs throughout the national territory and homogenous action and thus, higher quality in education for the pupils cared for. In this way, the specific centres of O.N.C.E. make full advantage of the educational agreements in the national education network. The support teams consist of professionals, itinerant teachers, psychologists, and pedagogues from both O.N.C.E. as well as those in public administration; joint projects carried out for research and training and the necessary exchange of information and experience are promoted.

With these resources approximately 8,100 pupils are attended, of whom 7% are in special-needs education and 93% are in mainstream education. It is worth pointing out that approximately 40% of the pupils and students cared for present some other impairments to that of blindness, basically mental, thus increasing the difficulty of the care and demanding greater training in the professionals involved.

Conclusion

Summing up, the following conclusions can be made:

Despite the increase in, and the necessary implementation of, mainstream education O.N.C.E. believes that the specialised centres play an important role due to the fact that the general education system is lacking in important aspects.

However, the educational framework of O.N.C.E. has been designed to deliver educational care to whichever place necessary. It should be the families who decide which educational model they wish their children to receive.

Close collaboration with public administrations is absolutely necessary and unquestionable.

The evolution of the characteristics of the attended population will condition to a great extent the training of professionals as well as methodology and intervention strategies.

The education of the blind in Sweden

Brief paper by Nina Sjöblom, typhlology expert (Sweden)
Children in Sweden with visual impairment have been individually integrated in pre-school, school and after school recreation activities for approximately the past twenty years.

The special school, which was previously available for children with visual impairment, is currently a national resource centre. This has resulted in the children's local school being able to provide the individual support needed and is due, in part, to the development of technical aids.

A special school, for children with visual impairment and additional functional impairment, serves at the moment both as a school and a resource centre. However, the school section will be closing down shortly following a government decision which makes respective municipalities responsible for compulsory basic and upper secondary school education for those children who live in the municipality.

Governmental responsibility remains, however, for the Education Act, the curriculum and the national goals. Within the goals and framework which the government and parliament stipulate, individual municipalities decide how the school activities are run. Through the Swedish National Agency for Special Needs Education (SIH) the government provides special pedagogic support in the form of consultants which every municipality, at no cost, can use for advice and selected education.

SIH produces special educational teaching material which municipalities can buy at subsidised prices.

Technical aids and adaptations are provided by county councils and those who, in varying degrees, are responsible for education of children who only have a visual impairment as well as children with other functional impairments.

In most cases children learn to read, write and count and receive the instruction which they all have a right to, and which the curriculum prescribes.

Difficulties appear mainly during leisure time, at break time and after school in leisure time.

Nowadays, difficulties are concerned with social participation, children's socialising and children's social competence. We now have the possibility and ability to focus on this problem which has always been there, but has often not been considered as something which can be corrected.

With this as a background, SRF has carried out a number of projects and also has several planned.

A study was carried out in co-operation with Professor Ulf Jansson at the Institute of Education at the University of Stockholm.

The report from the project is entitled "Skolgården som mötesplats" (The playground as a meeting place) and is available in English in an abridged version.

The aim of the study was to investigate interaction around pupils with visual impairment and show that encounters in the playground - in other words, the situation where encounters occur - have relevance on how "handicapped" the visually impaired pupil becomes. The conclusion of the study is that the school has a significant responsibility for creating activities which minimise the handicap.

SRF has also carried out an extensive investigation among all members who are 7-16 years old and their parents. The investigation shows that both children and parents are largely satisfied and are happy with integration. Difficulties and problems do, however, exist and in most cases involve the competence of the teacher, co-operation between parents and teachers, the children's social situation and shortage of mobility training for visually impaired pupils.

As a continuation of this theme, I have been responsible for a project the results of which will be published in book form entitled "A place for everyone – including children with visual impairment in pre-school, school and after school recreation". This is a method book which covers both theory and practice aimed at children's socialisation, interaction and play.

The book is aimed at parents, educationalists, teachers and school principals among others, and takes up various theoretical ideas focussed on the child as a person and functional impairment - defective vision - including integration, the current situation with parents, the child's general development and a detailed description of children's play development.

The book also gives many concrete examples of methods, material and procedures for how to design existing educational practices in pre-school and after school recreation activities so that all children are included.

The manner of teaching and implementing educational activities can either take place through integration which separates and isolates – or through integration which involves and socialises.

The latter type of integration – which involves and socialises – means that activities and teaching are adapted and designed so that all children can take part. This is a form of integration where those involved in the process of education possess a high awareness of children's social participation.

Children with visual impairment need individual support in the form of, for example, technical aids, practice in using certain material and training in mobility etc. This support needs to be designed so that it does not separate or appear isolating.

The environment needs to be adapted so that handicap is minimised but at the same time encourages social involvement. If the coat pegs in the hall are marked with Braille then every child's coat peg should be marked so that the child with visual impairment can learn whose peg is whose and not only be able to find its own. The material which is used needs to be planned so that all children are able to understand it. Pictures should be replaced with real objects or models and there should be more work with shapes than with pictures, etc.

There should also be conscious support for social involvement in teaching, activities with adults and the children's own creative play.

To be able to take part in teaching and group activities without the need of an individual and separate support from an extra adult is one way of being socially involved. This implies among other things that visual imitation is eliminated. A physical training teacher, for example, could give instructions by saying, "and now everyone do the same as me….like this…." and make movements which a child with visual impairment has no chance of understanding. Instead, instructions such as these need to be given with the help of clear, verbal instruction.

I am now going to present a practical example which you can all take part in: "Everybody stand up…..stretch your hands up high…….stretch the right arm higher…..and stretch the left…..and right……and left……let your arms drop down and hang relaxed by your sides…..and bend your knees slowly, down, down and stretch up slowly until your legs are straight and you are up on your toes and go down again…..up on your toes and down again….."

As you can see, this is applicable in many situations. In order to be socially involved the children also need adequate time for conversation and mutual experience. All in all, this is an educational way of working which not only benefits children with visual impairment but also provides good teaching for all children.

It is also an educational way of working which can be used not only in pre-school and during the first years at school, but can in principle be used in all types of instruction.

The way in which teaching is done in school affects relations between the children, even at break and leisure time.

Handicap which occurs, or does not occur, happens when we meet each other. This even applies to children – when children meet.

In order to get to know each other and be friends, children need positive company, time for interaction in play and other activities.

Play is children's way of being together. Playing together with children of the same age develops social rules, gives equal, real social experience and ties bonds of friendship.

Those children who have the best social competence, who are very popular and have status in a group, are those children who are clever at solving conflicts in a positive and constructive way. By playing together, children learn how to solve conflicts when they are small with the help of adults and eventually more independently.

A child with visual impairment has the same needs as all other children, of getting social experience through play, but needs as a rule many more opportunities to play in order to develop his/her social competence.

This is because children with visual impairment have so much more to concentrate and use their energy on at the same time due to their reduced functional ability. It also depends on the fact that a child with visual impairment often needs to build his/her relationships with other people through verbal communication, a communication which other children have through using their eyes. Playing together with children of the same age is difficult before verbal language has been developed by the child but can even take place with the help of other non-visual communication.

Because difficulties between children arise during interaction, educational support should be given to all children and not only to the child with the visual impairment.

One way in which pre-school creates situations which are socially beneficial for all children is to form small groups of two to four children who play together regularly during a longer period in a well adapted and stimulating play environment where pretend play and role play are included. Even adult supervised activities need to be in smaller groups and carried out in a way so that all children are included.

In school, children continue to play but the conditions there are often different. There are more children, larger groups and classes. The environment can be more difficult to adapt for play so that even children with visual impairment can take part. There are often fewer adults present but the child's need to play does not decrease because he/she has started school. The opposite is probably true. Play promotes children's potential to learn, in every respect, and not least for the development of social competence. Play is needed even in school.

Children with visual impairment who are older need (just like all other children) a great deal of positive social experience alone, without an adult, together with children of their own age, in order to be able to develop social competence. At the same time, if the child is left without the supervision of an adult, there is a risk that this experience could create a handicap – i.e. create dependency and an unequal friendship because of the functional impairment.

For the adults around the children it can become difficult to decide when and how often to offer support.

Pre-school and school have a significant responsibility. The children need support from adults in different ways in order that socially beneficial situations arise. It is in the actual togetherness between children that the support is needed.

We live today in an age of opportunity. With the help of computers and other modern technology the visually impaired can obtain an excellent education and live well.

BUT – to live well also means social involvement, friendship, human warmth and consideration. If an integrated education is to be meaningful, even in the long term, i.e. in the child's adult life, it is vitally important not to forget the social aspect. This is an aspect which cannot be solved solely with individual support, technology and modern technical aids, but demands a conscious educational input for the entire child group or class, with the inclusion of basic principles of conduct.

Children should not bring up each other – adults should bring them up. Children should play together.

The Swedish school system

Schools in Sweden are under the authority of the municipalities, who have full responsibility for their resources, under a National Education Act and a single National Curriculum. A growing number of private schools are financed by public money and regulated by the same national rules.

The nine-year basic school is compulsory. In practice, higher education is also compulsory nowadays, since it is impossible to find a job without having achieved this level. Adults with no higher education have a right to adult education and are eligible for state grants and loans to finance their studies.

About one-quarter of students go on to university studies - a fairly low figure for an industrial country.

Integration or mainstreaming

As a rule, people with disability get their education in regular classes, in the same schools as other students of their age (the exception is deaf people who must use sign language).

The municipalities are responsible, according to law, for making it possible for students with disabilities to attend any school he or she prefers. This may imply special text books (e.g. literature in Braille or on tape) as well as specially trained teachers.

County councils, through their low vision centers, are responsible for providing students (as well as other people) with technical devices.

The state provides resources, such as adapted text books, support and guidance from special advisors, and financial support for development. The state also has a responsibility for providing university or adult education college students with special educational equipment.

There is also a National Agency for Special Education (SIH) to give advise to municipalities on how to adapt education to special needs. SIH also produces educational material for students with disabilities.

According to SRF the capacity to provide these resources has been impeded by recent budget cuts. Although integration as a principle is supported by SRF, it has not been fully followed up by either necessary financing or clearly demarcated responsibility.

Special schools and resource centers

There are three national special schools for multi-disabled students. The future of these is questioned. Some think that all students should be integrated into regular schools, while others think that the abilities must be increased considerably in the school system  before that can be done.

A former special school for blind students, Tomteboda, was transformed over a decade ago into a resource center where specialists give advice and knowledge to students, teachers, parents and relevant agencies and authorities.

Working with Parents - intervention not interference

Paper by Juliet Stone, former lecturer in special education at Birmingham University, now working with parents of young visually impaired children - United Kingdom
I am very very pleased to be here. Some of you know the story of my terrible mistake in confusing the dates of this conference right up until this last weekend. For those of you who don't, I will tell you sometime. It is sufficient to say that I had got myself into a real muddle, and at one point I thought I would not manage to be here - and I am so very pleased to be.

I thank you for your invitation to speak at this conference. The EBU and its discussions are highly regarded and it is a privilege to be asked. I am also delighted that you are holding the conference in such a lovely city, which gives me the chance to experience it.

In this paper I want to discuss some of the ways in which the parent/professional relationship can sometimes go wrong.

In most European countries now, professionals work with parents and families of visually impaired children. This can be an excellent partnership, - one that can be really helpful for the development of the child and supportive for the parents.

But there are so many ways in which professionals, far from helping parents can really make things more difficult for them and add real pressures to their lives.

Firstly I need to tell you a bit about my own background. I was a mainstream primary teacher for the first few years of my teaching career. I then took a degree in special education, and then specialized in visual impairment. I eventually became head of an advisory service for visually impaired children in a region of England, and my team of teachers were responsible for the pre school children and for those pupils integrated into mainstream schools, as well as maintaining links with the special schools. I finally went to the University of Birmingham as a teacher trainer. Having retired from that, I am now back in the field, working with young children, their parents and also supporting blind and visually impaired students in Universities and colleges. Currently, I am also undertaking a review of the adult residential services of SENSE, the UK organisation for the deafblind.

But I am also a parent of a son with severe learning disabilities. He is the second of my four sons.  And as a parent I had involvements with professionals of all types, so I relate very much to the issues I raise in this paper. Because of Pete I have also been involved with the United Kingdom society for mentally handicapped children and so many of my friends have sons and daughters with severe learning difficulties. So I have a wide experience of being with parents of disabled children. What I say in this paper is a reflection of what many of these parents have said.

When I use the term 'professional', I am referring to a wide range of people, - doctors, teachers, therapists, social workers, administrators, anyone who comes into contact with the family simply because there a disabled member.

It's a rather peculiar situation. Just because you have a disabled child, this seems to give a tremendous amount of people the right to become involved with your life. Very few people have the right to be involved with me and my life when I am just Juliet Stone, but as the parent of a disabled child, that all changes. It seems many, many people can become involved. Even when Pete, my son was young, which was thirty years ago, a lot of people came into my life - and my home, - doctors, educationalists, administrators, social workers. Nowadays, there seem to even more people that can become involved. All seem to have a right to get involved with the family. As a parent, I dare not refuse, even if I wanted to.

Firstly, because yes, there are ways in which professionals can help me and secondly, if I refuse their help, I can be seen as not being a 'good parent'.

Many other parents have said that they resent the intrusion into their lives, but are too scared to say so.

Why should parents of a visually impaired or other disabled child need help? Having such a child may make very little difference to the experiences and to the interaction of the family. Life may not be very different to other families without a disabled child.

But I think most families with a disabled child, will find that their lives are different to what they expected - in some ways for the better - in some ways perhaps with more problems, but different anyway.

Consider for example some of the life events, which happen in any family;-

Birth, going to school, leaving school, going to college or work, getting married, having a family, the death of parents. If you consider these events, there are very few which won't be affected if one member of the family has a disability.

There is a wealth of literature, which discusses the effect of the birth of a disabled child to a family. I actually disagree with some of it. I firmly believe that parents do not automatically feel guilty, bereaved, resentful and so on. Of course, some of them do, - but not all. For some parents, it is not until the child reaches some of the milestones that I have just mentioned that the real impact of the disability happens. For example, starting school should be an exciting time for the young child - and for the family.  But if the child has a severe visual impairment it may be very different. What sort of school will the child go to, will it have to be residential? Will the child have the type of help that is required? Will the authorities agree? Many parents have to fight for the sort of provision they want, - and this is not the sort of experience that parents of non disabled children have. This may be the first time that parents really appreciate that their lives are different and could be one example of a situation where parents may appreciate some help.

Leaving school, the transition into work or college and adulthood - such another exciting time. But for the young person with a visual impairment and his or her parents, it may be a very difficult time, particularly if the young person has additional difficulties. Parents are getting older, perhaps not as fit as they were, and the young person is getting bigger and stronger. The parents may worry about the future - about what will happen to their son or daughter when they are gone. Parents of non disabled children do not have the same worries.

Professionals working with families feel that they have a lot to offer parents with a visually impaired child.

Let's look at what the role of professionals working with parents and families might include;-

Firstly work with Pre school children.  The role might include:

Assessment

Advising parents on toys and activities that might be helpful

Giving advice on child management

Helping to get the child to move - the beginnings of mobility

Explaining about the visual impairment if the parents haven't understood it fully from the ophthalmologists

Giving information on education - the options that are open to parents and the advantages and disadvantages of each system.

Later on at school, the role may be being the link person between home and school, advising on choice of courses, transition plans etc. The role will also involve working with mainstream teachers - but that's another subject.

I have no problem with any of this - these are all important aspects of supporting parents and the child and young person.

But I do have concerns about the wider implications of the role and it is really to do with the 'How' professionals carry out this role. There are several aspects of how to - and how not to- be with parents. Much is written about good practice, but I want to highlight the problems for parents when the support is not carried out in an extremely sensitive way.

Firstly, it is generally thought there are a lot of advantages in working with the young child and its parents in the home situation. Sessions can be in a familiar, informal situation, where the child, particularly the youngest ones, and the parents feel comfortable. The child will most probably respond in a more positive way in his or her home, than in a more clinical setting. In addition, home visits can save parents long and frequent journeys to other venues, such as hospitals.

And there are many other occasions throughout the child's life when professionals may visit the home.

This can seem sensible, but there are dangers in these home visits. I have mentioned the general sense of intrusion that parents can feel, but there are other features.

It is almost impossible for professionals to stop being judgmental when they visit a home. However hard they try, it is difficult to ignore what they see and feel about a home they go into. We know that for ourselves. When we visit the homes of friends, some are immaculately clean and tidy, some are chaotic. Some are very rich homes, some very poor, but we cannot ignore what we experience when we go into them.

Parents realise this and feel that they are being judged by the professional that comes into the home.

Most of us, too, when expecting visitors will have made an effort at tidying and cleaning, even when it is friends coming to the house.

Imagine the cleaning that could go on before a stranger - and a professional at that - arrives. But parents know that professionals have influence - they can influence what happens to our children.  They will probably write a report on us - and the house - afterwards. Imagine what they might write about us. Parents fully appreciate this and many spend a long time tidying and cleaning the house before the professional come. I know I did. It was almost a nightlong job to get it done, - everything put away, - everything cleaned - really hard work. Yet professionals are convinced that their input is always helpful. Little do some of them know.

We must do everything we can to ease this pressure on parents.

And then of course there may be other children in the family. Parents know that the professional will want to talk to them, the parents, so it's a case of 'Children, you must keep quiet when the visitor is here, because I want to talk and listen'. Those of us who have had experience of young - and not so young- children - know that frequently the one time when you want them to be at their most quiet is when they will be at their most noisy. Again, what will the professional think? That they are bad parents who can't manage their children?

Then of course, you must have the coffee and biscuits ready, and get the best cups out.........

Even preparing for the visit of the professional can be a real pressure for the family.

So the professional arrives at the house. Some parents might wonder, 'Have the neighbours noticed? Do they know why this person and that person keep on coming to see me? Will I have to explain to them?

It can set you apart having a lot of obviously professional people coming to the door.

The session starts. Hopefully, all will go well and it will prove to be constructive and helpful time, but what if it doesn't. What if the professional says something and the parent wants to disagree.  One parent said to me 'I find it really difficult to disagree with someone in my home. When you're in my home, you are a guest and I will treat you courteously. Even if I think you are talking rubbish, I probably won't say so - it would seem rude!' I am sure many of us can sympathise with that feeling.

Another father said to me, 'If I could just meet them on neutral ground I feel I could have a much more equal conversation. But in my home, I'd probably keep my mouth closed'.

Parents may feel reluctant to disagree with a professional, - the expert-, but this can be particularly so when the meeting takes place in the home.

Unless the professional is very aware of these possible feelings, he or she may go away from the visit with a very wrong idea about what the parents think and feel.

Another point I would like to raise is that families have their own culture. We easily recognize that countries have different cultures, - we have celebrated some this week. So do towns and villages within each country. Padua and Venice will have differences. And each family has its own individual culture.

For example   - when my sons were small, we lived in a fairly big house. On Christmas Eve, the night that Father Christmas comes to England, we had a routine. To get the boys to bed on that exciting night, I told my boys that when they were in bed, if they listened hard, they would hear the bell of the sleigh that carried Father Christmas. Once they had gone to bed, I had a small bell that I would take into the garden and ring. This happened every year.

Recently, when my sons, now adults, were staying with me at Christmas - and having drunk a little too much English beer -  they asked me if I would stay up and ring the bell! They were unlucky.

It was just a simple part of our family's culture, not shared by any other family.

These traditions - ways of family interacting are important to us all. A professional who comes into the home and doesn't appreciate the individuality of a family can do real harm. A thoughtless chance remark can do a lot of damage.

Here is an example of what I mean. A professional might advise on suitable and appropriate books that parents can read to their children to help the child's language, help the development of important concepts and as part of a pre literacy strategy. This seems a sensible suggestion. But suppose books aren't a part of the families' culture - it isn't a home where books, newspapers and so on have a part. Far from making a helpful suggestion, we may have put another pressure on the families and perhaps have unwittingly suggested that they are not a 'good' family. Of course they are - it's just a different family culture.

If  professionals do not take account of the feelings and influence of the larger family circle, such as grandparents, this too can be unhelpful.

I mentioned earlier that one reason for a visit might be to give advice on toys and also activities.  This can clearly be enormously helpful to parents, for visual stimulation programmes, early mobility ideas and so on. But a situation that happened to me many years ago still haunts me. I was seeing a two year old blind child on a weekly basis - I saw her every Tuesday morning. I had worked hard to devise some really good programmes for her and I thought the mother and I had a very good relationship. One Tuesday morning I arrived as usual and knocked on the door. Mother opened it and said 'Oh no, Juliet, it's not Tuesday again already- I haven't had time to do half the things you told me to do last week yet'.

Oh dear. Far from being supportive and helpful to mother, I had added a real pressure to her life. I had forgotten, in my professional enthusiasm, that parents have other things to do besides carrying out my suggestions! They had their jobs, looking after the family and the home. Of course they wanted to do their best for their visually impaired child, but there was the rest of their lives to cope with as well.

And I have known so many situations very like this. One mother said to me 'It's all very well for teachers to give me things to do with John - I want things he can do by himself and let me a bit of time to get on'.

So is our intervention always appropriate?

We can offer the knowledge that we have gained from our experience with all the children we've worked with, but we don't know that individual child as well as the parents.

Parents are the one that know the child. Sometimes I am afraid that professionals want to impose our ideas on families and parents, rather than start from where they - and the child - are at the time.

Another thing that some parents find difficult to cope with is the reaction of other people.  Sometimes this can be hostile, but perhaps it's even more difficult to cope with when the attitude seems sympathetic. When Pete - my son- was young, I was often told 'You're marvellous - managing as you do, I never could'. So many other parents have experienced the same reaction. It can make them feel very uncomfortable. I expect a number of people in this audience have a similar story to tell. But as one father said 'You just go to bed and get up the next morning and carry on. You don't spend all the time thinking about it - you just cope because you have to'.

Professionals must be very careful about the attitudes they demonstrate when they are with parents. We don't want sympathy, - we want some practical advice, some useful information.

Professionals must also realise that what seems abnormal for other families becomes just normal for us.

Pete, my son, was very hyperactive, very tall and strong and would suddenly move towards anything at a lightning speed. So if we had hot drinks around, such as tea or coffee, it was safest to drink them standing up so that Pete couldn't suddenly make a leap for it. This became just normal for us, although visitors were sometimes very surprised. Parents do develop strategies and quickly become used to unusual lives. Professionals must expect this.

Another point.

All families have their internal stresses and exciting times - situations affecting other members of their family, some good, some bad. Weddings, birthdays, children changing schools, illness, care for elderly parents, - every family experiences them.

Here is not the place to tell you about mine, - but I can assure you there were plenty of life problems along the way. There were many times when the focus of the family's interest and concern was a long way away from Peter. We didn't have time to concentrate on Peter, there were too many other things to think about. I know many other parents who have said the some type of thing, I remember a mother of a deaf child who told me that she had two teenage sons as well. She also had her mother and her grandmother living with her. She said that the rivalry between these two was very open and most of her time was spent keeping the peace between the two of them. She went on to say that her mind was often on other members of her family, not her deaf child. Again, professionals need to be aware that there will be times where families cannot concentrate on - and work with - their child.

Professionals must never say anything that might make the parents feel guilty.

A final point about parents. I want to make it clear that just because I - and other parents like me -  have a child with a disability, it doesn't make us better people or parents. There sometimes seems to be an assumption that we are, -  that we can work harder and longer, that we have endless patience and dedication, that somehow we have more time than anyone else. Or at least, if we aren't better people or parents than anyone else, - we should be.

Well, we're not. We are not fitter, or more clever. We have not got more energy, more patience - probably the reverse. We're most likely to be more tired with very little energy or patience, - our reserves may well have been used up.

Most of us, as I have said, don't want sympathy, we want practical help, and the right to access all the facilities that other families have.

In this paper, I have deliberately focused on the negative aspects of parents and professionals working together. I am not suggesting for a minute that there are many professionals who would approach working with parents in a tactless, insensitive way, - at least deliberately. I have been fortunate enough to work with some excellent people - who have provided parents, their families and the child with support, help and advice which has had the most positive influence.

All I am suggesting is that there are some professionals who may miss some aspects of working with families and do real harm.

What can authorities and services do to ensure that the help parents and their children receive the very best support that can be delivered? Firstly by taking extreme care with the people they select.  Just because teachers are good at teaching, it doesn't mean that they are necessarily the best people to work in the delicate situation of family interaction. The same is true of doctors', therapists, social workers and so on.

The next thing that managers can do is to provide training for the personnel they select. It amazes me that too often, people are appointed to these jobs and not given any extra training at all. It is a critical issue.

Sensitive help and support can be really positive intervention. The examples I have noted in this paper suggest interference and none of us can allow this to happen.

The action of the French Association of Parents of Blind Children in favour of mainstream schooling

Brief paper by Monique Duchateau, member of the EBU Commission on Education (France)

I thank the EBU Commission and its Chair, Enzo Tioli, for their invitation to present the actions of ANPEA parents to support school integration of blind and partially sighted children.

The National Association of Parents of Blind or severely visually impaired children, with or without associated disabilities, that we abbreviate ANPEA, is the only association of parents in France to be concerned with the education of blind children, in ordinary schools or in special schools, and the education of blind or partially sighted children with associated disabilities.

We also work with another association of parents for partially sighted children.

Integration has been a key word of ANPEA since its beginning in 1964. In our association we have always considered blind or partially sighted children to be, first of all, children who could learn how to read, write, count and live with the others, like the others, "Like the Others" is the name of our quarterly revue.

A child should stay in his or her family. If he or she is away from the family, it is broken up.

That’s why we think that a child is not integrated when he or she attends an ordinary school near a specialised school, where he or she is accommodated, but which is three hundred kilometres away from the family. A child should stay in his or her family.

But in France this is not always possible because, historically, blind schools are not well distributed and some have not changed. They do not always have support services for integration. They refuse multihandicapped blind or partially sighted children, who stay at home with their mother. They keep "good" blind children and frighten parents about integration.

However, in France our legislation is favourable to disabled children's integration. There are two major laws:

· in 1975, education for disabled children became compulsory

· in 1989, school integration should be favoured

For both laws and subsequent laws, parents have been incentives. They have obtained the creation of autonomous support services to complete special schools.

Another problem: in each region there are not many blind or partially sighted children. For a long time they have been put together with deaf children.

Although pedagogies are very different, administrative authorities think they answer the needs of blind children when they have answered the needs of deaf children.

As parents of blind or partially sighted children we have to have their specific needs recognized.

Main difficulties of parents

Each child is different but all parents must be very strong to overcome barriers:

· lack of support services: non-existent or badly organized because they are reserved for partially sighted children and prohibited for blind children, or the staff visit children once a year because they are too far away

· refusal of ordinary school teachers to accept disabled children

· lack of special teachers to support integrated children and adapt documents and also lack of mobility teachers to teach autonomy

· lack of schoolbooks in Braille, relief, large print...

· lack of special computer equipment because they are too expensive and parents cannot pay.

Challenges of ANPEA parents

We support parents with information, documentation, meetings with others parents and children...

All these difficulties have led ANPEA parents to different actions:

1 - Creation of support services in each region

Some of them are autonomous support services created to complete special schools.

These services provide all compensations for visual impairment at ordinary school or at home: learning of Braille and computer systems, low-vision re-education, mobility, motor function development, daily life techniques, daily adaptation of documents, figures, images...

ANPEA itself has created a support service in Suresnes near Paris. The manager is a teacher in order to co-ordinate work between staff of the support service and the teachers at ordinary schools.

Seven years were necessary to create this service for ANPEA parents but this service has a budget to support twenty children and has sixty registered children.

2 - Development of adapted editions

There are currently few children's books published in Braille or large print. Computer systems have made it possible to increase the number of accessible books but few visually impaired people are interested. Small children are excluded because they need to learn touch and pictures. ANPEA regularly promotes adapted books like those of "Les Doigts qui Rêvent" (Fingers which dream). These are integration books which contain Braille and large print relief in the same book.

All the children in a family can read these books. But ordinary publishers are not interested because Braille books are too expensive.

ANPEA organised a petition which gathered twenty-five thousand signatures for the development of adapted editions.

ANPEA has set up "BrailleNet" which offers a virtual library of two thousand books on line which is accessible to everybody. Another project called "Hélène" will provide the visually impaired with copyright books thanks to safe access.

3 - Access to new technologies for all young blind and partially sighted people

ANPEA, with two partners, has created "Autonomic", an exhibition for disabled people with a specific space for visually impaired visitors. We regularly write comparative articles on technical equipment in our magazine.

Through BrailleNet, ANPEA participates in tests of new software for internet access and works for the accessibility of internet with WAI. We also participate in testing ordinary games on CD-ROM adapted for blind and partially sighted young children thanks to "concept keyboard".

Families with visually impaired children and the issue of education in the Czech Republic

Brief paper by Hviezdoslava Novotna, President of the Association of Parents and Friends of Blind and Partially Sighted Children in the Czech Republic

Dear Ladies and Gentlemen,

I bring you many warm regards from the families with visually impaired children in the Czech Republic. I’d especially like to thank Mr. Enzo Tioli and the Unione Italiana Ciechi for their invitation for us to come to this conference and for enabling us to take an active part in this event. Our country has gone through quite a few positive changes in the last decade which have also influenced the situation of families with visually impaired children. Before 1990 there was practically no support available to families with young visually impaired children. Children of preschool and school age were allowed to attend only special schools for the visually impaired which meant in practice that they lived in separation from their families starting from the age of three.

What does the situation look like today? There is a network of early intervention care centers in the Czech Republic now which offer support, guidance and professional assistance to families particularly with blind and multiply disabled children. They provide the latest scientific findings as well as contacts with other families. They help families with integration into society. The families who make use of this kind of care usually decide to utilize an opportunity which has been available only since 1990, that is to educate children with disabilities together with non-disabled children. It means in reality that parents visit a school (kindergarten, primary or secondary school) in the area of their residence and get information about the possible admission of their visually impaired child to the school. They enter into dialogue with the school principal and express all the reasons supporting their child's admission. Success also depends on the flexibility of the school which is influenced by a number of factors, such as the personality of the principal and teachers and previous experience obtained by the school itself or by somebody else in that area. It can be generally said that placing children with low vision into a regular school is easier than children with more profound visual impairments. The reality is also such that a child is always accepted at a special school if the parents wish so, whereas he or she is admitted into a regular school only when its principal agrees to it. There is another option offered in the form of special classes (in kindergartens as well as primary schools) provided by regular schools in areas where there are more children with visual impairments. In these cases for many, it is necessary to commute though. The child is, however, together with his or her family every day and is not isolated from his or her non-disabled peers either. The third option is education in special schools for children (or adolescents) with visual impairments. Schools of this category are usually residential (boarding) and children who do not live within easy reach of these institutions are accommodated there. The participation of the family in upbringing and education is at its lowest in this case. In rare cases, parents use the option of individual private education.

The time has come today to deal with needs of families with children with multiple disabilities. These children were exempt from the obligation of mandatory school attendance in the past. More and more often nowadays there is the possibility for children with multiple disabilities to be included in an education programme according to their individual abilities.

Understandably so, parents invest most of their efforts, work and initiatives into the mainstreaming of their visually impaired children. Cooperation on the parents' side is rightly expected of them. Centers of specialised guidance and counselling should become another partner for the school and the family as well. In short, they are to provide counselling and guidance to the school as well as the family, including things like assisting with getting special textbooks and various aids. The centers are established at special schools for children with visual impairments (partially sighted or blind). The quality of these services and cooperation ranges from excellent to barely satisfactory. It depends greatly on the professionals in the centers of specialised guidance and counselling. The quality is, however, also influenced by the principal of the special school who simultaneously also acts as head of the center. Sometimes conflicting interests arise when it becomes an issue that the special school finds a sufficient number of students. There is often a problem with the lack of teaching aids and textbooks in large print and Braille. The enthusiasm of parents becomes important here who together with the teachers of the child make up and create specific teaching tools and aids for the child. Parents (mostly mums) transcribe textbooks into Braille.

Parents enjoy very good cooperation with and support of the Jan Deyl Conservatory in Prague which provides music teachers as well as students and their parents with advice and Braille music notation materials right from the beginner stage of music education.

There is not enough time for me to speak in detail about all the themes I’ve touched on so far. I’d like, however, to mention briefly the way in which the Association of Parents and Friends of Blind and Partially Sighted Children in the Czech Republic supports the efforts of parents of children with visual impairments. We work in close cooperation with early intervention care centers and families with older children, participate in meetings of the families that are currently receiving the care of these centers where they exchange their experience and can ask us various questions, etc. If clients, who don’t have to be members of the Association, wish so, we take part in talks with principals and teachers of a school where the family would like to place their child. We can provide evidence, documentation and contacts that can help the school decide to accept the child with a visual impairment. We regularly hold practical workshops and conferences on themes of integration for parents and teachers of our children. They serve as a place for sharing experiences, ideas as well as self-made aids. Thanks to funding received also through an assistance program of the European Union, we’ve obtained conditions for the conversion of textbooks and other study materials into large print as well as Braille. We’ve been able to create a database of these aids so that they can be lent by families and schools who no longer use them to places where they are currently needed. Through cooperation with some publishers we’ve received as a gift a number of textbooks in digital format. In this way we can alleviate the hard work which is inherently present in manual transcribing of textbooks that I’ve mentioned earlier. We are also trying to get access to materials in other countries and translate them for our parents. Furthermore, we’re organizing "discovery" trips for older children and adolescents who are often also joined by parents in the role of guides for the blind. Our recent trips have been to Brussels, Luxembourg and Strasbourg with the aim of learning about activities and institutions of the EU and only a week ago we returned from a trip to Corsica.

Despite the indisputable improvement which is obvious in the range of choices for the education of children with visual impairments in the Czech Republic, there is still a lot work to be done by us in the future. We can definitely see the many talents and great enthusiasm our children have and want to put into their education. The number of university students who are blind or partially sighted is increasing every year.

I’d like to conclude by wishing all of us and our children with visual impairments as well a lot of strength, good conditions for living and working, much success and finally many future opportunities for similar meetings.

The education system for the blind in Finland

Brief paper by Leena Honkanen, manager at the Association of Parents of Visually Impaired Children in Finland

I come to you from the parents’ association for visually impaired children in Finland, Näkövammaisten Lasten Tuki ry. I work there as a manager. So my point of view concerns families: how they have organised the association to support their children and what the tasks of the association are in order to support families in educating and rearing their children at different stages of the child’s life. And, of course, I want to introduce the principles and main functions of our association. 

This family association was founded thirty years ago. In the first year, 1970, there were 18 members, now there are almost 900 members, (700 families), which is estimated to be 70-80 per cent of all visually impaired children of the age 0 -16 in Finland.

Thirty years ago the main question which occupied the minds of parents was the question of integration at school. Up to the 1960’s almost all the blind and severely low vision children used to go to the blind boarding schools. To send a seven-year-old little girl or boy far away from home to unknown circumstances was hard for the families. In addition, parents worried about how their children would manage when they became adults if they had not had connections with persons of unimpaired vision. That is why they so deeply wanted integration.

However, when a system changes, there will always be problems. The teachers in nearby schools did not know Braille or did not have the other special skills or knowledge to teach these kind of children. So, at first, improving the level of schooling of the integrated children became the main task of the association. Little by little a system developed and gave each area in Finland special services for all the blind and partially sighted pupils.

With integration some other problems appeared as well. When the visually impaired children moved to the schools near their homes, the social ties to other visually impaired companions were broken. Becoming friends with children with normal eyesight was not so easy. While at the blind school leisure time activities were organised, now the hobbies had to be found in a different social context. In this situation many of the parents found how much more information concerning visual impairment they needed and how important it was for their children to meet other visually impaired children. These new problems gave the association further tasks: to relay information and to arrange camps where children could meet each other.

Our own publication, Silmäterä, is a very good means to relay information to every member-family. From Silmäterä, parents get a lot of information about the life of visually impaired children, about social and health services, about rehabilitation and therapies, about new research made in the field of visual impairment, about school, educational issues, professional training and so on. Parents need this information in order to survive in the labyrinth of limits and possibilities. On the other hand Silmaterä is not only for parents, but for professionals as well. These professionals get information about the everyday life of families and their children. They get an idea of what the real child behind the specific medical report can experience and accomplish.

We think that it is important that we have no rehabilitation goals on our normal family-camps.  Anyway, we are paying a great deal of attention to the children having an opportunity to have new experiences with other blind and partially sighted children. For example, at the camps they meet farm animals, they can try different kinds of sports ranging from canoeing to shooting, and they have adventures in forests. These experiences help them visualize such things as nature and understand the meaning of co-operation. That is very important, but all this comes by playing and having fun together.

Nowadays we have found the family-network a very basic element in our work: the families are a great emotional and practical support for each other. This year, as we have an anniversary, we have some special interventions. In autumn we will have a seminar, where the focus will be on blind children’s play and creative activities. There will also be two special publications. The first of them is a brief book of stories written by parents and grandparents of visually impaired children. The other publication will follow the history of blind children in Finland from the 18th century to the present day.

Statistics have shown that for visually impaired youth a high level of education is the key to equal life opportunities. Education is more than schools, colleges and universities: it is a lifelong journey beginning from birth. For the family their own child is in many cases the first visually impaired person they have met. They do not have a clear vision of what kind of future their child is going to have. They might be confused as their baby has a different way of discovering the world. Parents need positive models and a realistic vision of the future. On these elements they can construct a solid base for their child’s life and education.

Rehabilitation and therapies are a very great help. They give clear goals and scales on how to evaluate different skills as language, motor control and so on. Sometimes, in my own work, I have noticed that parents are stressed by all the different demands on their child. In many cases time is a real problem especially for the families with disabled children for there are so many extra things to do.

As you have noticed, our association’s role is to support families in their everyday life. Much is included here. Most of the everyday issues of these families are tied to the tasks of arranging practical things arising from their child’s vision: demands of schools, rehabilitation and so on. However, we try to keep in mind how much happiness and love every child needs to grow up and become a unique, valuable individual with dignity and a positive outlook on life. As one of our members said: the task of the association is the task of creating joy.

Standards required by specialist teachers of children/youngsters with visual impairment

Paper by Herman A.A. Gresnigt, European Chairman of the International Council for Education of People with Visual Impairment (ICEVI) - The Netherlands

Ladies and gentlemen,

First of all I want to express my thanks to the EBU Commission on Education which has given me the opportunity to participate in their activities and has invited me to present a lecture at their conference.

I will first introduce myself briefly. My name is Herman Gresnigt. Till July 1994 I was the Director of Theofaan, a centre for education and rehabilitation of visually impaired people of all ages, in the south of the Netherlands. Since my retirement in 1994 until the end of 1997 I was in charge of Theofaan International, an organisation that builds and maintains international contacts and undertakes international activities.

Since 1992 I have been the European chairman of ICEVI. I was elected for the first time at the world conference in Bangkok in 1992. I was re-elected at the world conference in Sao Paulo in 1997.

Something about ICEVI:

ICEVI is a world-wide organisation of professionals, involved in the education and rehabilitation of visually impaired children and youngsters. ICEVI was founded in 1952 and will celebrate its 50th anniversary during the World Conference in the Netherlands in 2002.

The mission of ICEVI is as follows:

Through the exchange and dissemination of scientific and practical information and expertise ICEVI aims at the qualitative and quantitative enhancement of education and rehabilitation in order to reach and maintain equal educational opportunities for children and youth with visual impairment.

In pursuit of this aim ICEVI will facilitate the exchange of expertise and professional knowledge and skills through

· the promotion of networks on a regional and global level;

· the promotion of training courses, meetings and conferences;

· the promotion of publications.

ICEVI consists of 8 regions, one of which is Europe. ICEVI Europe has had a European Committee since 1987 when Elisabeth Chapman became the chairperson. I succeeded her in 1992. At present, the European Committee consists of 12 members each of whom represents a certain part of Europe. Four members come from Central and Eastern Europe. In addition, there is a network of contact persons.

The main activities since 1992 have been the major European conferences: in 1995 in Budapest, Hungary and last week in Cracow, Poland. At this conference there were more than 450 participants from nearly all European countries.

At the conference in Budapest the initiative was taken to establish twinning contacts between schools and other organisations for education of people with visual impairment from different countries, in particular between Eastern and Western Europe. This has led to a series of ad hoc as well as more structured contacts.

Since the Budapest Conference in 1995 ICEVI Europe has published a European Newsletter three times a year. Last week issue number 16 was published. At present, we distribute about 1200 copies all over Europe. Recently, ICEVI Europe has also launched its own website.

ICEVI promotes professionalization of people involved in the education/rehabilitation of children with visual impairment. Good education/rehabilitation of children and youth with a visual impairment depends on good and professionally trained teachers and other staff. Considering its mission, ICEVI has an important task in this area.

That is why, after the Budapest Conference in 1995, I took the initiative to organise an invitational workshop for teachers/staff members of universities/colleges etc. whose duty it is to train the teachers of the visually impaired. It appeared to be just what people needed. After we sent out the invitations we received positive reactions from nearly 30 countries. Participants from 22 countries took part in this workshop which took place in Budapest in March1997.

After this first introduction and exchange of information, the participants shared the unanimous view that a second workshop had to follow in which the level of information exchange could be raised, and which offered the opportunity to discuss essential topics more in depth. This second workshop took place in Bratislava, Slovak Republic in September 1999.

Both workshops focused on the COMPETENCIES of the teachers of the visually impaired. What is a competence? A “competence” is an ability to carry out a specific task or activity according to pre-determined standards of attainment. A competency-based approach means describing what skills and knowledge people (students/teachers) must have at the end of their training. The curriculum of training/education is based upon the desired competencies.

The training staff should thoroughly investigate the desired competencies, i.e. the competencies which are necessary to become/be a professional teacher of the visually impaired and translate these into concrete educational goals and curricula.

There is a wide range of desired competencies, namely basic competencies and more specific ones. Basic competencies are required for every teacher whereas more specific competencies are required, for instance, for science teachers.

The UK has developed a list of competencies:

1. With regard to knowledge and understanding (for example anatomy, physiology of visual functions, principles of assessment of functional vision)

2. With regard to abilities for example:

· teaching Braille, using both traditional methods and new technology 

· using material designed to evaluate and train residual vision

Throughout Europe there is full agreement about the desired competencies (see appendix).

During the second workshop five specific topics, all of eminent importance to being a qualified teacher of the visually impaired, were discussed at greater length. They included:

Theme 1: Residual and functional vision

Motivation: The number of partially sighted children, children with residual vision, is many times higher than the number of blind children, especially in Europe. The knowledge about the use of residual vision has increased considerably in the last decade. Therefore, it is important to equip the future teachers optimally.

· models of visual functioning 

· residual and functional functioning 

· assessment of visual functioning 

· different assessment techniques

· importance of residual and functional vision in all areas of the curriculum, in mobility and daily living skills 

· teaching strategies 

· use of low-vision aids, technology 

· environmental issues

Theme 2:  Multi-disabled visually impaired children

Motivation: All over Europe the number of multi-disabled visually impaired children is increasing exponentially. In the special schools for the visually impaired the percentage of children with additional disabilities is increasing enormously, in particular in those schools whose pupils without additional disabilities are leaving for mainstream schools. The education of these children requires additional knowledge, understanding and abilities of the teachers. Is the curriculum sufficiently geared to this?

· assessment

· implications for the teaching process 

· teaching strategies 

· parents' expectations, teachers' expectations 

· what type of school will be best suited to teaching these pupils

· the relation between teaching and caring

· children with cortical visual impairment 

· legislation regarding the education and care of these children (Ministry of Education, Ministry of Health)

Theme 3: Social & emotional development 

Motivation: In addition to cognitive development, the social and emotional development of children with a disability or impairment requires extra attention, both when they grow up in the special setting of a special school (usually a boarding school) and when they participate in mainstream education. This applies to visually impaired children as well. What is the role of the special teacher in the social and emotional development of children with visual impairment?

· extra-curricular activities 

· parental involvement 

· teaching social skills 

· mobility and daily living skills 

· adolescence 

· sexuality

· transition to adulthood 

· ethos

· attitudes in society towards visually impaired people

Theme 4: Access to information, information technology

Motivation: All of us are living in an information society. This applies to the visually impaired as well, who need something extra if they want to gain equal access to information. In this respect, the question to be discussed (or answered) is how the special teachers for the visually impaired should be equipped for this task.

· what do teachers need to know about the possibilities 

· (critical) attitude towards technology 

· teaching methods

· what kind of software is available for children of various ages 

· special adaptations, devices 

· low-budget possibilities

Theme 5: Practical component of the training of teachers of the visually impaired

Motivation: Apart from knowledge and understanding (the theoretical part of the training of teachers), the acquisition of a wide range of skills requires a great deal of practical training (just take a look at the list of abilities in the standards required for specialist teaching of children with visual impairment).

· what kind of experiences are offered to the trainees 

· range of experiences (with respect to the children's ages, the nature of their visual impairment, etc.) 

· have the targets been formulated in the curriculum 

· what is the relation between the university/college and the school where the practical training takes place 

· who conducts assessment, on the basis of which criteria 

· do the students have a coach or a mentor at the college, at the school 

· should reports be made about actual practice

· assessment of practical teaching skills

Groups consisting of about 10 persons discussed these topics intensively during four half-day sessions on the basis of material sent to them in advance. This led to the concretising of a number of generally formulated competencies.

All these discussions have been summarised and laid down in a report which was published in April of this year and which may still be ordered. It can also be found at the ICEVI website.

Since the target group – children with visual impairment - is relatively small, international exchange of information, knowledge and experiences is quite essential because otherwise the know-how that was built up in the past two centuries will be lost. This especially applies to countries where special schools for the visually impaired no longer exist as a result of integration of these pupils into mainstream education. This is a good cause provided that clear guarantees are given that the know-how once built up will not be lost.

I would like to exchange ideas with you about the fact whether you, as consumers, agree with the competencies described on the list and whether, even more importantly, you think that other competencies should be added to this list.

I thank you for your attention.

APPENDIX

Competencies required by a teacher of the visually impaired

The teacher should be able to demonstrate a knowledge and understanding of:

1.
Current national and local developments and legislation in curriculum and assessment and their implications for learners with a visual impairment;

2.
The anatomy and physiology of the eye and an understanding of visual functioning;

3.
The educational implications of pathology and treatment of eye diseases and conditions;

4.
The implications of visual impairment on physical, cognitive, emotional, social and language development and their effect upon the individual's independence;

5.
The development of secondary senses (hearing, touch etc.) when primary sense is impaired;

6.  
The appropriate methods of teaching and communication for children and young people who have visual impairment including those with multiple or dual sensory impairment;

7.  
The principles of assessment of functional vision;

8.  
Appropriate strategies to enhance functional vision;

9.  
An awareness of the principles of mobility and ADL training;

10.
The appropriate information and communication technology and its applications for those with visual impairment;

11. 
The distinction between roles of a teacher in a special school, an itinerant teacher or a resource teacher in a mainstream school or college;

12. 
The range and functions of support services available to those with a visual impairment;

13.
Research methodologies and how to interpret research findings

The teacher should be able to demonstrate an ability to:

1.  
Carry out an appropriate assessment of the educational needs of children and young persons with a visual impairment and to identify and organise assessment in other areas and to present a report of the assessment;

2.  
Use information gathered from assessment to design and manage an adapted teaching programme, taking account of the competing demands of the national curriculum and the special curriculum;

3.  
Use information gathered from ongoing assessment to design an appropriate physical and social learning environment;

4.  
Monitor and evaluate the implementation of individual student programs and learning environments and plan the next stage in the education of the individual;

5.  
Implement a teaching program to train residual vision and evaluate its effectiveness;

6.  
Design, produce, present and evaluate material in the appropriate medium for all students with visual impairment e.g. objects of reference, tactile diagrams, Braille and in large print using both traditional methods and new technology;

7.  
Co-operate with a qualified mobility specialist in the design and delivering of mobility programs;

8.  
Employ appropriate strategies for teaching literacy and numeracy skills in the appropriate media to the young Braille user;

9.  
Use appropriate strategies for teaching the Braille code to late beginners;

10. 
Assess, plan and evaluate for the application of available micro technology in meeting the needs of children and young people with visual impairment;

11.  
Facilitate the use of a range of hardware and software and employ criteria for evaluating usefulness and appropriateness;

12. 
Use established networks to access resources;

13. 
Lead training sessions for teachers, non-teaching assistants, parents and relevant others in the field of visual impairment;

14. 
Assist parents and learners to participate in decision making processes;

15. 
Support the inclusion of a visually impaired child or young person in the school and community;

16. 
Use a range of interpersonal skills, appropriate for working with children, parents and professionals;

17. 
Use the above mentioned competencies in all situations and settings involving children and young people with a visual impairment;

18.
Carry out simple research using a range of methods e.g. observation

The training of experts in early intervention

Brief paper by Erika Goergen, Director of the Early Intervention Centre for visually impaired children of the R. Hollman Foundation in Cannero Riviera (VB), Italy

The Robert Hollman Foundation, a Dutch non-profit-making foundation, runs two centres in Italy for the rehabilitation of children with a severe visual impairment.

In 1995 the early intervention centre for visually impaired children in Cannero Riviera (on Lake Maggiore), upon request of the Institute for Rehabilitation, Professional Training and Research (I.Ri.Fo.R.) of the Italian Union of the Blind, planned and carried out a “post graduate” training programme for experts in early intervention for visually impaired and/or multihandicapped children (from 0-4 years old).

From over 120 requests from the whole of Italy 20 participants were selected who had already received some basic training that was suitable for the acquisition of knowledge aimed at the field of early intervention.

The aims of the course:

1. train experts to be able to carry out professional activities in state and private health centres as employees or freelance professionals;

2. create professional capability to be able to evaluate the functional capacity of a visually impaired and multihandicapped child, put individual needs into perspective and apply methods that have been acquired in the areas of motor skills, playing, basic stimulations and visual stimulations;

3. develop capability and professional and human skills in order to be able to pass rehabilitative principles onto parents so that they can foster a better understanding of their child and his/her capabilities and potential and feel supported in their task of educating him/her (empowerment of parents)

The contents of the course aimed above all at passing on skills with respect to small blind, severely partially sighted and/or multihandicapped children, his/her family, interdisciplinary work and networking.

Priority was also given to personality training, the development of human and relational skills, independence and self-awareness. Experts should be able to face complexity and tolerate ambiguity in their daily professional activities.
The course was held between 1997 and 1999 for a total of 468 hours, subdivided into 6 theoretical modules each lasting a week, 2 practical modules (each lasting three weeks) and a week-long study trip to the Institute for the Blind in Würzburg in Germany.

The practical part (training) was organised entirely at the Early Intervention Centre of the R. Hollman Foundation in Cannero.

Out of 20 participants chosen, 19 finished the training programme successfully. Almost everyone works (even partially) in the field of early intervention in various fields of service up and down the country.

Evaluation of the training programme

The training programme was a pilot experience for Italy. By carrying out very thorough preliminary research we became aware of the fact that there have been very few similar experiences in Europe (a complete training programme in Austria and sporadic courses in Germany and Switzerland).

Having evaluated this first experience of ours in Italy we are convinced of the compelling need for thorough training that can stimulate awareness of the importance of qualified early intervention as a means of prevention and improvement in the quality of life for a disabled child and his/her family.

Future prospects

After this first very promising experience (which has aroused a lot of interest abroad) we have planned two more courses of this kind upon request of I.Ri.Fo.R.

Unfortunately this project was “rejected” at the last moment due to financial reasons and the situation therefore is “pending” for now.

The Robert Hollman Foundation, however, is continuing to organise updating courses on various themes (visual rehabilitation, prerequisites for Orientation and Mobility, interventions of a psycho-pedagogical kind).

Unfortunately we think it is a great “shortcoming” that it is no longer possible to continue with this initiative for financial reasons, having all the scientific and organisational know-how already in hand.

In our opinion at least 200 experts should be trained who can cover the whole country and be able to satisfy the enormous need for personnel qualified in this field and be able to stimulate the setting up of networks that are indispensable for taking forward such a promising challenge as this.

It is our impelling duty to let all children and their families benefit as early as possible from intervention which is carried by people who deserve their trust.

Considerations on the specialisation of teachers

Brief paper by Enzo Tioli, Chair of the EBU Commission on Education and Vice-President of the Italian Union of the Blind
Education is a process that occurs in a specific social and cultural context, with the subject and his/her unique individual characteristics as the protagonist. This process will have brighter prospects when the activities planned and carried out by the parents, schools and other national education agencies to respond to the needs of the subject are more qualified, coordinated and properly finalised.

In particular, the aim of education for blind and partially sighted children and adolescents is the development of the subjects’ potential through overcoming the problems of visual impairment. In this way, these people can acquire behavioural and working strategies and the necessary knowledge and competence to be as independent, personally capable and fully integrated as possible.

If this definition is accepted, even in part, the criteria of evaluation relevant to the significance of training and work of the specialised teacher who is called to support the visually impaired who go to mainstream schools need reviewing. Once, when blind and partially sighted children were educated in special schools, their education depended almost exclusively on the competence and sensibility of the teachers and educators. The time spent with the family (for those who could) was quite short because many institutes tended to fix holidays in relation to the age of those concerned, as if adopting the ancient Jesuit “ratio studiorum” principle. The time spent with the family was less for younger children, so as to avoid negative interference in the formative process.

The current situation is quite different.

The family and the schools are no longer the only educating bodies. The child lives with the family and interacts constantly not only with relatives but within his/her own social context, which is determined by numerous factors (economic situation, cultural level, presence of services, groups of various sorts, mass media, etc.).

The formulation of the formative process occurs in the family and is strongly conditioned by the evaluation (generally negative) of blindness by relatives and those closest to the person in question.

The first fundamental learning is in pre-school age, when the first sentiments that develop personality, such as thinking for oneself, self-appreciation and self-evaluation, manifest themselves. 

In some cases, when the child starts school, particularly kindergarten, the teachers must (more correctly “should”) make up for backwardness or correction of involuntary errors by the family, which is too often left to carry out a delicate job alone, for which they cannot be prepared. But, even in the case of a blind or partially sighted child whose family have managed to plan and carry out the formative process as correctly as possible, what are the aims for the teachers?

I will list those that I regard as vital:

· Guide the children to gradually accept themselves, their resources and possibilities, and to knowingly accept their differences.

· Motivate them to enrich their knowledge of reality, through experiencing things, situations and personal relationships.

· Help them to acquire all the techniques that will positively influence their quality of life by making them independent.

· Make them work, according to their personal attitudes, so that results are, as far as possible, the same as for their peers.

· Favour their integration into the class as part of the social integration process, through respecting rules and taking a well-defined role in the group.

To carry out this complex job profitably, the teacher specialised in teaching the blind and partially sighted must be properly trained, know the methodology and didactic procedures for these particular pupils and the instruments which they must use to perform certain activities.

We cannot be generic in evaluating the teachers as unprofessional. As regards special teaching methodology, we know that this does not present insurmountable problems for a sufficiently motivated professional.

After these clarifications, however, I must underline that, in my view, excellent professionalism and knowledge of the specific methods and technical apparatus used are only part of the requirements that the teacher and educator of the blind and partially sighted need to possess. In fact, to be effective, education presupposes an important factor that is not inferior to professionalism and specific knowledge: experience acquired “on the spot”, from which a particular attitude towards blindness and low vision derives, which I could define as “familiarity with the disability”. During a meeting on 8th June at the Ministry of Education, it emerged that 33% of support teachers have no specialisation and most of the others, as well as being inadequately trained, lacked any experience whatsoever.

The lack of a system that enables preservation and accumulation of experience is surely the biggest deficiency of the Italian system for educating disabled people.

It emerged from a study carried out by the Italian Union of the Blind and the SWG Institute that, among other things, 19% of support teachers were not able to communicate with their blind or partially sighted pupils. A high percentage of the rest had difficult relationships with their pupils.

If we consider that the work of the teacher and the educator is founded primarily and essentially on communication, it is not difficult to imagine the negative consequences on the training of pupils entrusted to such teachers.

The teachers, whose professionalism derives from good training and work experience in support of mainstreaming of blind or partially sighted pupils, will not only not have problems communicating with their pupils, but, being freed of prejudice towards blindness, will be able to conduct themselves in the same way as they would with sighted pupils. They will also be on the same wavelength as their pupils, finding adequate ways of advancing activities, motivating work, requesting respect of times and rules and forming objectives in line with real attitudes and interests of the child or adolescent they work with.

But the current situation in Italy does not allow for the accumulation of experience. In fact, there are 2,500 blind or partially sighted people who go to state schools in Italy. This means, on the one hand, that it is practically impossible to organise valid apprenticeships for teachers undergoing training. On the other hand, there is little chance that a support teacher will be called upon to teach more than one blind or partially sighted person during their career. Also, almost all the support teachers ask to be transferred to normal teaching duties because of the lack of consideration that most schools give to support activities.

The solution to the problem, which is currently being pursued by the Italian Union of the Blind, consists in promoting the setting up of a resource centre on a national level, with local branches (the financing law for this has already been passed). One of the jobs assigned to the centre will be training teachers specialised in teaching the blind and partially sighted. The specialists will be able to lay the foundations for gaining experience by carrying out apprenticeship activities in the schools with the highest number of visually impaired pupils, collaborating with experts and visiting foreign centres specialising in support activities for mainstreaming.

These specialised teachers will operate from the national centre or one of its branches. They will act as travelling teachers, within territorial limits, doing counselling work for families and schools. They will participate in elaborating personal education plans for each student within their territorial limits, and collaborate with specialists in the National Health Service (psychologists, psychiatrists and others) in solving particularly serious problems. With the setting up of these resource centres, there will be no more dissipation of experience and the school life of our children and adolescents will surely benefit.

Final Report

Having heard the papers and brief papers presented by experts from several European countries;

Having seen that school integration, which is only fulfilled in a few countries, must be asserted all over Europe;

Considering that the status of the blind and partially sighted at mainstream schools differs greatly from one country to another;

Considering that there are still numerous unresolved problems;

Convinced that considerable improvements can be made, thanks to international co-operation and rational use of available resources

and

Considering that special schools can carry out a decisive role as educational resource centres supporting school integration;

The participants in the EBU International Conference on Education held in Montegrotto Terme, Padua (Italy) on 19/23 July 2000 on the theme “The role of associations and families in the improvement of the status of the education of the blind and partially sighted”, put forward the following proposals for the European Blind Union, particularly for its Board:

1. get member organisations to obtain quality education for the blind, that is to say education that meets the specific needs of the individual allowing him/her to live a life as normal and truly integrated as possible in the social context they belong to;

2. carry out indispensable promotion in the area of education, taking care of the widespread and systematic distribution of information through the EBU web site, newsletter, the publication of official documents from the European Union and individual countries. Even though the complete transfer of positive experience from one country to another is almost always impossible, a knowledge of good results obtained elsewhere can always inspire others to draw up determinative proposals appropriate to their social reality;

3. put together projects aimed at solving specific problems and if they are capable of being realised, promote their carrying out through co-operation between associations and institutions in various countries, possibly benefiting from funding foreseen by European Union programmes. To this end, it is advisable to give as much publicity as possible to these programmes, highlighting the chance for member organisations to benefit and helping them in the completion of documentation when applying for funding;

4. plan international initiatives capable of spreading and supporting the use of Braille which is still indispensable for access to culture and the world of work for the blind. Possible practical examples are:

· offering incentives to manufacturers of Braille writing instruments (Braille slates, Braillers etc.);

· encouraging the production of adequately adapted text books, above all for the first few years at school, and reading books for children (moulds for the graphic part in relief could be used at international level, whereas the translation of the text would require commitment of time and money, which is easily sustainable);

5. set up a group of experts for the unification, completion and constant updating of special Braille codes, such as the mathematics code, scientific code, music code, computer code etc;

6. foster international co-operation so that member organisations that have resolved specific problems can help those that have not yet obtained completely satisfactory results;

7. pay particular attention to the development of technical devices and software (above all radios, televisions, cellular telephones, personal computers, accessibility to web sites, household appliances etc.) in order to prevent such developments from being another cause of exclusion of the blind and partially sighted from culture and work;

8. identify the most suitable ways for the exchange of secondary school children and university students, between organisations in different countries, making use of the ways most commonly adopted by organisations for international exchanges of the sighted, in order to promote mutual understanding between young people and the learning of foreign languages;

9. insist with the European Union and national governments that works that have to be used by the blind and partially sighted in Braille, on cassette and in digital format should not be subject to copyright;

10. foster and finance the preparation of a descriptive manual of activities that are organised in various European countries to promote meetings between blind and partially sighted children and youths attending mainstream schools (summer camps, sports activities, special learning courses etc);

11. see that exams for admission to postgraduate courses are not inaccessible for the blind and partially sighted;

12. get member organisations to promote as much co-operation as possible between special schools and mainstream schools attended by visually impaired pupils. Special schools should operate as educational resource centres supporting school integration;

13. co-operate more and more closely with the International Council for the Education of Persons with Visual Impairment (ICEVI), above all as regards the training of teachers and educators of the blind and partially sighted; also maintain contact with the European Agency for Development in Special Needs Education, which among other things, produces numerous documents that are very useful;

14. encourage the setting up of an international network of representatives of parents’ associations that could co-operate with the EBU Board, as well as national associations of the blind, and support the EBU Board’s demands for an improvement in life conditions for the blind and partially sighted;

15. thank the Italian Union of the Blind for the excellent organisation of the Conference and for the generous and exquisite hospitality given to all the participants.
� From 9th to 13th July 2000, the European conference of the International Council for Education of People with Visual Impairment (ICEVI) took place in Cracow (Poland) on the subject of “Visions and strategies for the new century”. The paper referred to was presented during the sessions entitled “Poster Presentations”.





