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The parents of visually impaired children are the most important partners in the process of early education. We have to go side by side on a long and difficult road. 


Besides the typically negative reactions towards the visual impairment, such like confusion, disparity, protest, escape from problems, etc. the parents are confronted also with isolation, helplessness, and lack of information and vision for the future. They tend to think that the problem is only their own. The parents need two major actions—to be brought together and to receive appropriate training.


In 1992 two important volunteer organizations were established in Bulgaria—Bulgarian Association for Education of Visually Impaired Children and Association of Parents of Visually Impaired Children. We began working together supported by the two schools for visually impaired children. 


The brief review of the specialized literature shows that the interest to the group training of parents has been growing up significantly. In 1927 Adler suggested a systematic education for active parenting. His ideas were modified by Dankman and McCay (1976). The model includes lectures and practical exercises. Organizing seminars for parents is another traditional model that we started with in 1977. The Gordon’s model (1970) focuses upon training for communication with children. Brumbrink (1997) describes the realization of the parents’ weekends in Germany. This model is widely used in UK, USA and other countries. The model provides joint activities of parents, visually impaired children and their sighted siblings. 


Hornby, Cuningham & Davis, and Dale (1996) describe the model of the support group. In 1998 at the resource center for education of visually impaired in Sofia University we began to organize support groups with the financial support of the Hilton-Perkins foundation. 


We adopted the small group model of 3 up to 5 participants included. Thus a maximal opportunity for active participation is provided. Providing the heterogeneity of the group is one of the major requirements for its constitution. One of the groups had the following structure: a teacher, a policeman, a businessman and a housewife. Besides people with diverse social status, there were also parents of children with multiple handicaps who participated. A blind parent was included in one of the groups.

A key figure is the leader of the group. He/she must have got a good experience in both the education of visually impaired and the work with parents. The leader must possess three major groups of skills—reaction skills connected with discussion leading, interaction skills, and action skills to lead to the success desired (Trodzer, 1977). Each group has its own dynamics of functioning. Williamson (1982) describes 4 stages: inclusion, work, action, and conclusion. 

The inclusion begins with selfintroduction of everybody, followed by clarification of the rules of the informal discussion and the aims of the group. It must be carefully explained that the parents are those to help themselves:

· not to feel alone;

· to seek for greater solidarity among themselves;

· to discover new problems and needs;

· to receive mutual aid;

· to share experience;

· To find solution to many problems.

The second stage- work begins with asking key questions on the theme by the leader in order to provoke the participants to collect facts and events. For instance, when the parents discussed the play, they came upon 4 points of view:

“The other children don’t accept my daughter”;

“My son plays with the others”;

“My child plays only with the adults”;

“My nephew makes my child with multiple handicap party to the plays”.

We heard interesting happenings related to wearing of glasses.

“One of my integrated child’s class mates makes fun of him and it is inspired by his mother”;

“My child asked me why her elder brother doesn’t wear glasses and I told her that she is more beautiful wearing glasses and the problem was solved”.

The theme “My child and the other children” finished with video film about integrated education. The discussion about the film provides an example of the third stage- the action. In this stage the participants reached to common solutions. The visually impaired children should come into sight of the society. One father gave a hint about how to include the child in the physical education in ordinary school. The teacher has told the child that he is not able to play basketball and has to go round the school three times. The next time the child has brought his own ball in the school demonstrating that he is able to play. 

The parents accepted with pleasure the theme about “How to understand the independence”. They learned that each skill is a set of operations. A father of a child with multiple handicaps shared that his mother-in-law is the only one that could manage to teach the child how to wear himself. If the family doesn’t succeed, the relatives can do this. The experience of the blind parents was highly evaluated. The video film about the role of the computer in the independent life of the blind was considered as very stimulating.

In one of the sessions the parents accepted by themselves ideas how to communicate with the professionals, what kind of questions to ask the ophthalmologist. They suggested that creating of more social awareness of the blindness and the low vision should be included in the training programs for ophthalmologists. They learned how to be more tolerant. A mother shared that her child has been admitted to the kindergarten because the teacher’s child has wearied glasses. The parents appreciated the work of the resource teachers and the primary teachers in the special school.

We applied the interdisciplinary approach in one of the sessions. In order to acquire mobile techniques of the sighted guide, each parent was demonstrated these practical techniques by the university lecturer in mobility Dr. Tzvetkova. Before practicing, the parents made an experiment with simulating spectacles to realize how their children see. The effect was enormous. The parents said they have felt more free and confident.

Fixing up the next one closed each session. One mother brought her child in our resource center to choose the most appropriate reading-magnifier. At the last meeting all parents were asking for further sessions and were exchanging their addresses and phone numbers. We received a good response by the parents’ association which desire was to organize many other groups.

Conclusions:

1. The support group helps parents to improve their knowledge about the children, their needs and environment.

2. They acquire new approaches and strategies to cope with diverse situations.

3. The parents are aware of their significance, solidarity and the fact they are not alone. 
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