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THE TRAINING OF PROFESSIONALS AT THE ONCE

INTRODUCTION


The integration and standardisation of the education of the blind and visually impaired constitutes, without doubt, the fundamental objective of the social activities of the ONCE. Such an objective, recognised both by the scientific-pedagogical community, and by the general and special legal regulations of the entity, must guide and direct the work of all agents involved, in whatever capacity, in the education and training of the visually impaired.


In this respect, the training and ongoing update of the professional technique of these agents becomes a key aspect and an indispensable instrument for the achievement of the aforementioned fundamental objective. Indeed, without sufficient, full and flexible professional training and preparation, both in respect of teachers working in the classroom and with parents, and those who work with university students of educational psychology, those following teacher training, courses and their corresponding teachers, the work toward the integration and standardisation of the blind and visually impaired which these latter carry out, would be significantly and seriously missed. The ONCE, then, in an awareness of this fact, makes a clear commitment to contribute with its technical and human resources toward the achievement of the specific training in education of such agents.


Since its introduction, the Spanish National Organisation for the Blind has employed all its energies in the development an important project in the field of the education and training of the visually impaired. On this basis, both from the theoretical-scientific point of view, and in practice, we can affirm with all certainty that this institution is the best prepared and best equipped to take on the difficult challenge, in all its specific aspects, of the integrated education of these handicapped people.


Quality of education is considered as the primary objective of all activities in the field of education and training (ONCE, 1998). If this is the case in general terms, it takes on a greater importance and singularity in so far as concerns the education of the blind and visually impaired.


It is also clear that the training of any agents participating in the educational process must be perceived as an extrinsic aim of paramount relevance in terms of the achievement of the proposed general objective (Martínez-Liébana, 1994). If we bear in mind the multiplicity and variety of agents participating directly or indirectly in the education and training of the visually impaired (classroom teachers and tutors, the school management teams, professional providing specific support, parents, etc.), it is evident that without the adequate and specific training of the same, the education process in question would suffer from significant and insurmountable insufficiencies. Moreover, and in view of the fact that the integration/standardisation of education can be seen as the ideal instrument to optimise the quality of the education of these students, the training of the general agents in the education system must constitute a key element of the institutional activity in this area. It should be considered, in this respect, that the Warnock report (1978) considered the training and improvement of the teaching staff to be one of the fundamental priorities in guaranteeing the success of special education reform.


So, then, given the exceptional importance of the training of professionals in the specific area of the education of the blind and visually impaired, it is necessary to set out the most important characteristics and modalities of the same, evaluating their pertinence and suitability in respect of the aforementioned objective.


In this respect, the general objectives to be covered in this report, are the following:

1. Analyse the general needs of the training of professionals in the specific area of the education of visually impaired students.

2. Announce the characteristics and modalities of the training, directed at professionals members of the institution.

3. Issue the model for the training of professionals outside of the institution.

4. Offer an overall view of the relevant institutional structures and services in respect of the training of professional educators.


Consequently, the basic points which this report will approach are:

1. General considerations.

2. Modalities of educational training in the ONCE.

2.1. The integral model.

2.2. Training of professionals within the institution.

2.2.1. Individual oriented training.

2.2.2. Training following the observation/evaluation model.

2.2.3. Training via the development and improvement model.

2.2.4. The institutional or training model.

2.3. Training of external professionals.

3. Training levels.

4. Training structures.

4.1. Training committee.

4.2. Department for Teaching Reform.

4.3. Training modules for professionals.

5. Future outlook.

1. General Considerations

Training is an ongoing technical-reflexive learning process which requires commitment and an intrinsic sense of duty in terms of professional practice, which is demonstrated in improved teaching performance in the centre and in the classroom, resulting in the benefit of the student (Medina, 1995).

From a personal point of view, training requires the adoption of a positive attitude, in order to be able to examine one’s own performance with critical and systematic sensitivity (Stenhouse, 1982). The more teachers have an awareness of their teaching practise and reflect on their performance, the greater professionals they will, without doubt, become.  The criteria to achieve this practical reflection are indicated by Roth (1989) and Imbernón (1994).

The training of professionals has, in recent decades, taken on an extraordinary relevance, due above all to the increasing interest in the teaching profession in general and in the education of children and young people with visual impairment in particular. It constitutes a key element in the improvement of the quality of the education. Furthermore, it converts the professionals into ideal mediators in the education system in so far as concerns individual attention to the needs and specific interests of blind and visually impaired students.

The need to train has its origins in the existence within the education system of a wide range of problems relating to professional practice, to the methods used and the resources available. These problems must be approached by evaluating the appropriateness of the best methodological approaches, which only training and educational innovation can provide.

Furthermore, the education system needs those professionals who, first and foremost, dedicate their efforts and work to the transformation of the education system and its adaptation to the needs of blind students and the training process (Medina, 1995, p. 143).

This need for training and professional development has been demonstrated in public by means of:

1)
the numerous works published on the issue,

2)
the intensification of study and research activity on training in universities,

3)
the sponsorship of international bodies such as the OCDE, the Council of Europe, UNESCO, etc.,

4)
the contribution made by the media in the promotion of decisions and public debate on education,

5) the education reforms in a great number of countries, among them, Spain,

6)
the questioning of the function of teaching by the professionals themselves and by society in general,

7)
the need for the update of the scientific and didactic contents, in accordance with new needs generated by scientific and technological advances and the requirement for the adaptation of the same in order to be appropriate for the education of persons with blindness or visual impairment.

Also, the most solid basis for the training of professionals is the analysis of social change and the future needs of our society, which entails dramatic processes of change and transformation (Imbernón, 1994, p. 9), thus anticipating the function of education, of the education system and of teachers within this new framework. Planning the training of professionals requires, moreover, compliance with the requisite of carrying out market research on political, technical, cultural, economic and demographic changes which may affect our society, given that, in the future, they will have a bearing on the education needs of our professionals and our visually impaired students. As a result of all this, an analysis must be made of the needs, problems and demands of training. (Meirieu, 1987).

2. Modalities of training in education in the Once

2.1. The integral model

So called because it aims to combine, in one systematic action, the entire process of the training of professionals, in all that concerns self-training, institutional training of its own managers and the training of all of the sectors of the education community, using to this end various training models and multiple modalities (OCDE-CERI, 1985), all of which are compatible and complementary. The following are the main characteristics of the training modalities used at the ONCE.

2.2. Training of professionals within the institution 

2.2.1. Individual oriented training 

The conceptual model is traditional (Rogers, Dewey) and affirms that the only training which has a significant influence on behaviour is that which is based on self-learning and self-discovery. (Imbernón, 1994).

This model is defined as any education activity in which the professional designs and orientates his or her own training by accessing the education available outside of the ONCE itself. This is the training offered by the educational community and its training boards through multiple modalities (courses, short courses, seminars, etc.). The institution professional gains access to the aforementioned training by means of a system of individual financial subsidies.

2.2.2. Training in accordance with the observation/evaluation model 

The observation and evaluation of teaching facilitates data to the teaching staff and professionals, on which they can reflect and analyse, in order to benefit the learning process of the students and the educational intervention. Individual reflection on the practice may itself be improved by the observation of others. The judgement supplied by an external observer helps to objectify the process of the analysis of the teaching process itself.

This model is effected by means of the establishment of work groups or permanent seminars between professionals from teams specialised in the integrated training of the blind and visually impaired and from the educational resource centres.  The viability of this model has been amply validated by Showers, Joyce and Bennet (1987) and Sparks (1983).

2.2.3. Training by means of the development and improvement model 

This is effected by means of the involvement of the teaching staff in curricular development tasks, the design of programs, educational or organisational projects to resolve general or specific problematic situations, related to intervention in the education of blind and visually impaired students.

The procedure is as follows: through the holding lectures, discussions, debates, regular meetings, etc. with the specialised teams and the teaching teams, as well as with the education departments and teaching teams, in the case of a specific ONCE centre. This model can also be extended to the educational community and its training units, principally the Teacher and Resource Centres.

The basis of this model stems from the concept that professionals learn more efficiently when they need to learn something specific, or have to resolve a problem. It is also based on the fact that persons who are closer to their work have a more appropriate understanding of what it required to improve it (Imbernón, 1994, p. 71).

2.2.4. The institutional or training model 

Specifically, this comprises attending courses and seminars where the speaker is an expert who establishes the content and the course of the activities, in accordance with the training needs of professionals involved in the education of the blind and visually impaired. The objectives, the content and the methodology of the training program are designed on the basis of the Training of Professionals modules of the ONCE educational resource centres in the corresponding geographic zone, and also by the Department of Education, following the general guidelines of the Training Commission of the Entity. This always includes theoretical aspects, the demonstration of strategies and practical work in simulated situations (Joyce y Showers, 1988).

An extremely relevant aspect of the institutional model is the continuity offered by training via seminars and work groups on monographic issues, such as the early treatment of blind children, the psycho-pedagogical diagnosis of blind or visually impaired students, among others.

2.3. The training of external professionals

This is the training which the ONCE offers to professionals who act directly in the education of blind or visually impaired children. The target population of this training is as follows:

1)
teachers at schools where there are blind or visually impaired pupils in the classroom,

2)
psychologists and teachers from the teams working in education and educational psychology,

3)
students at teacher training colleges,

4)
students in university psychology and teaching faculties,

5)
graduates,

6)
etceteras.

The most frequent training modality here is the holding of 30 hour courses, except in the case of regulated courses, recognised officially by the university (postgraduate courses), in which case these conform to the stipulations of a general nature.

The following chapter deals in detail with the curriculum of this training.

3. Training levels

 In view of all of the above, we can divide the training provided by the ONCE into five main levels, according to the target population at which each is directed.

Level 1.- Initial training (first grade): Aimed at students in teacher training colleges and university faculties of teaching, psychology and educational psychology. It comprises training imparted by university lecturers, established in the plans and programs of the corresponding studies, more precisely in specific subjects such as “Evolutionary and educational aspects of visual impairment”, “Learning difficulties”, “Teaching compared”, etc. The ONCE can act as consultant, collaborator in teaching practice and provide bibliographic material. The duration of this training  is as established by the corresponding study, varying between one and two four month periods.

Level 2.- Initial training (second grade): Targeting the above group, this is markedly practical, with an essentially active and participative methodology. The training is imparted by professionals of the ONCE, experts and specialists in the education of the blind and visually impaired.  The modality of the training is intensive courses, varying in duration between 15 and 20 hours. The most notable topics covered at this training level are: Curricular adaptations, Training in personal autonomy, Family guidance, Education systems, the reading and writing of Braille, New technologies, Family guidance, etc.

Level 3.- Advanced training of the teaching staff in primary and secondary education and of professionals involved in education (psychologists, teachers, educational psychologists, social workers, educators). External training: The recipients of this training are teachers of ordinary classes or professionals with an involvement in education who do not work specifically with blind or visually impaired. This training, which is considered to be fundamental in the process of educational integration, is imparted by means of weekly or bimonthly courses, with a duration varying between 20 and 40 hours. Responsibility for the training corresponds to ONCE professionals, experts and specialists in the education of the blind and visually impaired. The training curriculum normally comprises the following themes: Anatomy and physiology of vision, Psycho-evolutionary development in blind children, Stimulation and visual rehabilitation, Training in independence skills, Early treatment, Deficiencies concurrent with blindness: blind deafness, The code for reading and writing of Braille, Specific didactics: mathematics, natural sciences, social sciences, artistic education, physical education, etc., New technologies, Family guidance, etc.

Level 4.- Advanced course for teaching staff and other professionals in education carrying out specific educational functions with the blind and visually impaired in ordinary schools or special schools. Internal training: Targeting teachers and professionals forming part of special teams working for the integrated education of the blind and visually impaired, or the specialised centres of the ERCs   The training is given by professional experts, from within the ONCE or outside of the same. The training modality is intensive courses with a duration of approximately 30 hours. The training curriculum is variable. By means of an example, the following is a list of the short courses planned for the year 2000 which will be given at the Institutions educational resource centre:

1)
The “Antonio Vicente Mosquete” educational resource centre in Madrid:

- Neuro-psychological diagnostics

- Early and junior education 

- Support for the education of deaf-blind children 

- Educational solutions for people with more than one deficiency with zero or nil  vision

- Independence in terms of accommodation.

2)
The “Joan Amades” educational resource centre in Barcelona:

- Awareness and application of technical resources for the blind

- Support for the education of blind-deaf children 

- Group dynamics.

3)
 “Luis Braille” educational resource centre in Seville:

- Support for the education of blind-deaf children

- Awareness and application of technical resources for the blind.

4)
 “Espíritu Santo” educational resource centre in Alicante:

- Support for the education of blind-deaf children 

- Awareness and application of technical resources for the blind.

5)
 “Santiago Apóstol” educational resource centre in Pontevedra:

- Early and junior education 

- Support for the education of blind-deaf children.

Level 5.- Postgraduate university courses (expert, specialist, masters): This is an official training, recognised by the university and which constitutes a qualification in itself. It is aimed at qualified teachers and graduates of teaching, psychology, educational psychology, etc. It is given by university lecturers and by ONCE education professionals. The duration of the training is one or two academic years. As an example of the training curriculum we can mention the course offered by the Teaching Faculty of Complutense University, Madrid during the academic years 1996/1997 and 1997/1998 and which formed part of the degree awarded by this university "Masters in education and training of the blind and visually impaired ":

-Area I: Introductory and conceptual aspects in the education of the blind and visually impaired.

-Area II: Bases of the anatomy and physiology of vision.

-Area III: Psychological and evolutional bases of the blind or visually impaired child.

-Area IV: General teaching bases. Teaching fundaments for the education of the blind and visually impaired.

-Area V: The family.

-Area VI: General educational bases.

-Area VII: Research into blindness and visual impairment.

-Area VIII: Bases for educational intervention.

-Area IX: New technologies. 

-Area X: Practicals.

-Area XI: Research project.

4. Training structures

The ONCE training in education is planned and programmed by three different training structures, all closely linked and co-ordinated: the Training Committee, The Department for Teaching Reform and Training Modules for Professionals.

The following is a description of the most fundamental aspects of each one of them.

4.1. Training Committee

Attached to the General Management of the Organisation, this is the highest authority of the ONCE in the area of the training of its workers. It has authority in all the areas of training  which affect the same. It is not, however, a formative structure of a purely educational nature.

Its principal functions are:

1)
to approve the Training Plan of the ONCE on the basis of the training projects presented by each managerial body of the General Management of the Entity, collecting the proposal forms from the regional offices,

2)
to distribute the budget from the ONCE for staff training in accordance with the needs and priorities of the Entity, both for individual initiatives and for institutional training,

3)
to establish the criteria for the evaluation of access and financial subsidies and make decisions in respect of the same,

4)
to establish the general criteria for the evaluation and monitoring of training activity and the general program as a whole (ONCE, 1997).

4.2. Department for Teaching Reform 

This is the structure that, reporting directly Education Department of the ONCE, is responsible for the promotion of education and innovation research projects, and assisting in the implementation of new and ever more efficient methodologies in the teaching of the blind and visually impaired, such as the general co-ordination of the training of professionals involved in the education of these persons in all those fields which may improve their intervention (ONCE, 1998).

It is also therefore responsible for the drafting of the general proposals for educational training, the study of those provided by training modules for professionals, the monitoring of training activities carried out through these modules, as well as the general evaluation of such activities.

4.3. Training modules for professionals 

These are specialised services which, inserted into the modular structure of the educational resource centres of the Entity, are made up professionals qualified for the design, development and evaluation of training projects directed at professionals in the area of education, in the field of blindness and visual impairment.

The objectives set for the training modules for professionals are:

1)
to propose the establishment of relations and the signing of agreements with organisations, entities and centres which act in the field of the training of professionals,

2)
channel the needs of the professionals in the field of training,  contributing to the optimisation of their professional development,

3)
plan and organise training activities for professionals from within and outside of the Entity,

4)
propose training activities and draft, develop and co-ordinate those which are approved by the Training Committee of the Organisation (ONCE, 1998).

5. Future Outlook

By means of a conclusion to this report, we would just like to highlight some of the general projects planned by the ONCE over the next few year in the field of educational training.

Firstly, in full awareness of the extreme importance of the education of blind and visually impaired children and young people, as an ideal instrument by means of which they may achieve personal independence and full social integration, we consider that the specialised training of teachers, and other professionals in education, to be a priority, and a fundamental and permanent objective. To this end, we will strive so that the ONCE, an institution specialised in the provision of specific social services for the blind and visually impaired, can progressively become, by means of its various structures and strata, a centre which truly promotes and channels the training activities directed at such agents. Here at the Institution we are deeply committed to achieving a situation whereby no teacher or education professional, directly or indirectly related with the education of the blind and visually impaired, lacks the training required to confront the difficult but highly rewarding challenge of the education of these people. 
First, we believe that it is absolutely fundamental that two different courses of action are undertaken in this field. First of all, the creation of a documentary base on the training of professionals involved in the area of blindness and visual impairment, since this permanent source of access to information is extremely important. This documentary base, promoted internationally via Internet, must take into account the following aspects:

-the identification of training needs,

-priority areas of education ,

-innovation in education ,

-training modalities,

-initial training of the teaching staff,

-training aids,

-international exchanges,

-postgraduate training.

Furthermore, we believe that paramount importance should be accorded to the promotion of periodic training meetings, between teachers and professionals in education from the Teams and from the special Centres, to act as a forum for the expression, analysis, debate and evaluation of their specific experience of education, to be carried out by teachers and professionals in their respective centres.  These meetings, to be held on a weekly to yearly basis, may, without doubt, constitute an invaluable instrument for the transmission of information and the acquisition of techniques and strategies in very specific and defined fields. They will serve above all to convey to the teaching staff and to the education professionals of the ONCE, in a direct and specific manner, the work and initiatives of their colleagues in relevant and significant areas of education.
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