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Improvement of social adjustment of visually impaired children in mainstream education.
About 40 years ago mainstream education was introduced for visually impaired children in Denmark. It was the parents who wanted their child to live with the rest of the family but they also wanted  to give their visually impaired child a school situation with more social contact with other young people without visual impairments.

Over the years we have seen that the social situation in the school does not work as we expected. Visually impaired children in mainstream education have told me about their unsecurity, isolation and lonelyness.

Consequently it is of great importance to work with social adjustment and identity and I work intensively in the following 3 fields:

1. The family

2. The attitude of the seeing

3. The visually impaired child.

1. Family.

Parents and siblings should be offered all the support and help they may need and you have to give them time and visit them very often in the beginning because the strenght and insight thus given to them will always help the visually impaired child.

Investigations show 2 fundamentally different ways in which the parents normally act when they have a visually impaired child.

a. One group of parents concentrates on how to handle the situation (they learn braille, participate in courses and so on). They focus on the POSSIBILITIES.

b. The other group focuses on the difficulties and the lack of possibilities for the child. They focus on the LIMITATIONS.

It is of great importance to talk with the parents about these two different choises because my experience is that one of the important conditions for a succesful inclusion is the positive attitude of the parents and that they have a constructiv way of solving different problems. 

Through the years I have come to realize the enormous importance for the parents to meet other parents in the same situation.

It is good to hear about other parents’ thoughts and reactions. They can recognize themselves and feel that they are accepted and understood by those who have been in the same situation.

Siblings show very varied reactions to having a visually impaired brother or sister. The experiences show positive as well as negative possibilities of development.

I discuss this subject with the parents and give guidance on which books to read. The goal is clear – of course the joy having a brother or sister should exist in their family.

2. The attitude of the seeing.

Many factors contribute to a succesful integration. It is of great importance that the work with identity development and social adjustment is carried out with the same intensity as teaching the traditionel school subjects.

Therefore information is important and it’s of great value involving the headmaster of the school as well as all the teachers in this work so they all understand how to support a visually impaired child in the best way, so that misdirected help by teachers and other adults can be avoided.

I often use the words of Helen Keller to express the above ”Not blindness, but the attitude of the seeing to the blind is the hardest burden to bear.”

I also talk with the teachers about sorrow and crises and, how it can affect a family to have a visually impaired child, because it is so important that the surroundings do not meet the family with impatience and lack of understanding.

I always give the schools books and articles about visually impaired children because it is important that the teachers feel they know how to handle this new task.

When I visit a new class I bring simulationglasses to all the pupils. It is my experience that words cannot explain what it means to be blind or visually impaired.

The classmates must experience on their own body how it feels not to be able to see pictures at long distance, to have problems cutting out things of paper, throwing a ball in a basket and so on. 

They get a better understanding of why, when and how to help their visually impaired friend.

I also participate in parents’ meetings and explain how the education will be organized to make sure that both normally sighted and visually impaired children get their needs fulfilled

If we work with the attitude of the surroundings to visually impaired children, then respect, tolerance and insight for their needs will mark the education and the social gathering and the education will be offered due to the visually impaired childrens needs.

3. The visually impaired child.

Many visually impaired children say they have no friends.

Therefore I give the pupils I work with possibilities of being together. 

This is done by arranging activityweeks in Denmark and trips to different places in Europa. 

Through my 35 years of working with inclusion the pupils tell me that lonelyness has been their biggest problem throughout their time at school.

Many of them feel that they are the only one who are different and not joining the social activities. 

They miss somebody to confide in and discuss their problems with.

”Why does not anybody ever invite me home?”

”Why can’t I find a sparetime job?”

”Why can’t I find a friend or a boy/girlfriend?”

By discussing different problems with other visually impaired children they get a better understanding of how to solve these problems and they can develop a stronger identity.

I also want to mention daily skills. The social aspect goes hand in hand with this training because the way of handling these daily assignments influence directly on how the surroundings think about a visually impaired person.

.

We know that good skills in the subject and mobility have a positive effect on independence, self-esteem besides social adjustment.

Bodylanguage
We have to talk about and work with the pupils with this sensitive subject. We discuss the book of Thomas J. Caroll ”Blindness – what it is, what it does and how to live with it”. The book deals with the unusual bodylanguage of the blind and how this affects the communication with the seeing surroundings.

Sighted-guide technique

In many connections blind as well as partially sighted children will be together with other visually impaired persons. Thus it is important to learn sighted-guide techniques and talk about it.

In innumerable situations children with some intact vision will be able to assist their blind friend. Having learned about the sighted-guide technique and understanding the value of it they are willing to do it.

Any blind child should learn to ask for necessary assistance at the same time as he acts as independently as possible.

Knowledge about ones eyedisease and being able to talk about it.

It’s of great importance for the pupil knowing about his own eye disease, partly for the sake of his own, partly to be prepared to answer other people’s questions and to recieve information from newspapers, televison or friends for example it could be results of corneal graft or operations making it possible to stop wearing glasses. The pupils always hope that a treatment easing their visual problems will occur. This is understandable, but to avoid false expectations they should be able to deal with the information they get. The ophthalmologist from the institute takes care of that part during our activity week. Many pupils are sensitive to remarks and questions about their vision from other people. During the activityweek everybody explains the reasons for their visusal problems, which operations and treatments they have been going through and which aids they make use of. It strengthens you talking about the visual impairment in a realistic way. You learn from listening to others and you can feel safe in the group of your equals.

The ophthalmologist informs the individuel pupil about his faculty of vision and diagnosis. She also talks about heredity, driver’s licence and answers the pupils’ questions. 

Aids.

We test different aids and talk about how they can be useful in daily life. We also discuss that there are periods in life or situations where it feels hard or akward. They feel clumsy and ashamed using the aids. The pupils give eachother advises and interchange experiences.

Social training
During our trips we work with social adjustment through discussions which we have given the titel ”Focus on yourself and the others”.

The goal is that the pupils should be conscious of themselves, their limitations and possibilities, which interests they have, how to solve problems and so on.

Besides we try to be conscious of the way our behavior influences on other people and how their behaviour influences on us.

Moreover we work with how to use binoculars. Instruction and practicing is necessary.

It is my experience that it is an advantage teaching use of binoculars in groups.

The fellow-feeling make that the pupils feel secure and share their experiences. They hear the  opinions and ideas of the others and learn from them.

To work with visually impaired childrens insight and understanding of the fact that they themselves can contribute to the social interaction is an exciting task.

The goal is to let the children turn out succesfully and give them a possibility of gaining independence, selfesteem and trust in their own abilities as well as expecting quality in life.

