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What does the history of education for the blind show us? In part in this presentation we will show, through postage stamps that it has been a long hard struggle by the blind to obtain an education. It has been filled with pit falls and stumbling blocks, often placed there by well meaning sighted persons whom did not fully understand the needs of the blind. Yet we will show that there were and continues to a growing number who did and do have the insight to change history.

Also on display in a poster session are pictures of some of the great 19th century schools for the blind, titled  “Buildings: the ‘Glory’ of Schools for the Blind in the 19th Century”. See if you can find yours. If not send us a copy for our collection.

Berthold Lowenfeld (1975), one of the greatest educators of the blind and historian said “In spite of the appearance of remarkable blind men [and women] and other blind people who could lead comfortable lives because of family wealth, the great mass of the blind were forced to attempt sustaining themselves by begging” France 1957.  There were those who were educated. In some countries as Miles (1999) points out “The tradition of blind musicians at the imperial court dates back to antiquity in China. Occupational guilds of blind people also existed for many centuries in China and Japan. Medieval and early texts indicate that some formal education was given to blind trainees in musicianship, acupuncture and therapeutic massage, and fortune telling, in China, Japan and Korea.

The sketches of the famous Japanese artist, Katsushika Hokusai (1760-1849) Guyana, Nevis and Lesotho, 1999 show many examples of blind people going about their daily and productive lives.

In ancient times there were a number of blind people who were poets and storytellers. The most notable was Homer (circa 850 BC-) Greece, 1954. There is some debate about if Homer actually lived or if he was more than one person or just one of the many ancient blind poet storytellers.

Adulhasan Rudagi, Iran, 1958 was a blind poet who lived in Persia about 952 AD. He wrote thousands of verses. His motto was “Wisdom is better than eye or sight”. Then there was the blind 15th century Indian poet Surdas, India, 1952 who is noted for his simplicity and “sweetness”. The “Surgager”, a collection of his poems is considered a masterpiece of literature in the national language.

As access to information increased by the introduction of the printing press in Europe during the 15th century, society moved further and further away from the oral, memorization education. The blind found that they became more and more isolated from intellectual advancement by having to rely on the sighted for their information. Some like John Milton (1608-1674) Hungary, 1967, after losing his sight wrote by using his sighted daughters to write down his words.

It was in France during the Age of Enlightenment and Revolution that the dawning of a new age for the handicapped was heralded in, especially for the deaf and the blind. By the 17th century France had become the intellectual and scientific centre of the world.

This new area was ushered in by intellectuals like Denis Diderot (1713-1784), France, 1984. It was when he looked into the mental processes of intelligent blind men and women such as the mathematician Nicholas Saundersen (1682-1739), the road builder John Metcalf (1682-1739) and the musician, singer and teacher, Maria Von Paradis (1759-1824) that he was faced with a dilemma, were they exceptions? Could the blind indeed learn as well as the sighted if they were given the right instruction. These observations were considered in his famous “Essay on Blindness”. This work would stimulate others not only to think but also to act.

One such person was Valentin Haüy, France 1959. The recent historian, Regi Enerstvedt writes that Haüy, “became aware of the need for education [of the blind] when he saw a blind girl visiting the public school together with her sighted brother. She asked if he could read aloud for her in his spare time. He [Haüy] knew of Diderot’s opinions and had also observed the work of L’Epee for deaf people. Through Maria Theresia Von Paradis he heard about [George] Weissenburg and the devices the German blind used in their learning and when writing”. Enerstvedt further mentions that Weissenburg adapted and further developed aids to teach geometry and geography. “Maps were used on which the frontiers of the countries were produced with the aid of silk strings, the rivers with flexible steel threads, the ocean with sand and the cities with pinheads.”

Haüy, or as he is sometimes called “The father of the education of the blind” opened the door to modern education of the blind, as we know it today in Paris in 1784.  What made Haüy’s instruction different from many other forms of instruction, in his day was that they generally stressed hand skills such as basket and hand weaving and craft work Netherlands Indies 1941, Indonesia 1956, Finland 1954. In addition Haüy put an emphasis on the mental abilities. He observed that although lacking in some areas the blind did not, as was most often thought, have a considerable lack of mental abilities as compared to the sighted. Haüy noted that some of his students indeed had an aptitude for mathematics and geography.  This is shown in the issue from Sweden, 1981 in which a student at the Tomteboda School for the Blind (now the Tomteboda Resource Centre) is shown studying a raised globe. The Indonesian, 1956 issue also shows a student using a raised map.  Haüy read about and studied earlier means of teaching the blind to read and write using tactual forms. In 1786 he published “Essay upon the Education of the Blind” in an embossed letter system the blind could read. This is now known as Haüy Type. This type simplified the commonly used letter system to, what he considered the simplest forms for the blind to read but without changing the form so very differently from already in use. The big mistake as researcher Pam Lorimer remarks “was to consider that because a letter is easy to interpret by eyes, there should not be too much difficulty in using only slightly adapted shapes by touch…” It was the major error made by nearly all who developed embossed letter systems. This also included Moon Type which was developed by the blind Dr. William Moon (1818-1894) in Britain Ghana 1982. Moon is the only other system of reading for the blind, which is in common use today, although it is mainly used in Britain and some British Commonwealth countries.  The problem with all the embossed letter system was the ability to write them. They could, in the 19th century only be produced successfully using printing presses, not written by hand. This was the great disadvantage to the blind that had to rely on the sighted for their books and information.

Literacy, reading and writing was hampered, as Lorimer points out because “a tactile version of the alphabet which could be read [and written] by the blind was not invented until two hundred years ago (Haüy 1786) and a means of writing was not evolved until 1821. This development of a means of literacy was caused in part by technological problems but also by a lack of understanding of the needs and capabilities of those lacking the major sense of sight. Because blind people often appeared helpless it was not realised that the remaining senses could be trained”

It took a blind French boy, Louis Braille (1809-1852) Argentina 1935, France 1948, Russia 1959, Peru 1975 to design the best system ever developed for the blind to both read and write. His “Braille System” was based one called “Night Writing”, which had been designed by a French army officer, Charles Barbier. He developed this system so that the military could be able to read and write messages in the dark. He later developed this system for the blind and called it “sonography”. He brought it to the institute for the blind in Paris, which Louis Braille was attending. After three years of working with sonography the young Louis Braille developed his own system using only six dots Brunei 1981. At long, long last the blind could both read  Mali 1977,  Germany 1975, Transkei 1977, and Surinam 1981 and write. Braille, unlike any other systems before included a device, slate and stylus, by which they could write with  Mauritius 1990.   Sir Clutha Mackenzie in his 1954 UNESCO report “World Braille Usage” said, “Braille was more compact than any other system, which preceded or followed it. It was outstandingly versatile, equally able to express the languages and scripts of Europe Belgium 1975, Asia India 1987, China 1996, Japan 1990 and Africa [and middle East] Ghana 1972, Swaziland 1981,  Saudi Arabia 1975 and, as we have seen, readily adaptable to mathematics, musical notation and other purposes [including computer language]”. It was by using Braille that blind students were able to advance in their education.  Helen Keller (1880-1968) who was both deaf and blind was able to go to college in 1900 due in large part to her proficiency in Braille,  Mauritius 1980.  

Helen Keller was an early user of the typewriter. Nelson Coon in his paper on the development of the modern typewriter Malaysia 1976 points out that “most of the efforts of early inventors [of the typewriter] were directed to producing machines for the use of the blind and embossed characters”. In 1779 a mechanic named Wolfgang Von Kempelen designed a machine for Maria Von Paradis. Later an Italian in 1808 designed a typewriter for use by a friend’s blind daughter. Pierre Foucault, a teacher at the school for the blind in Paris made a machine that was patented in 1848 that printed embossed letters for the blind. All these and many others in many countries would eventually lead to the modern typewriter. This device was vital for the blind as a means of communication with the sighted. It mostly replaced the much slower ways to write such as the long handwriting methods like “square hand writing”, which were taught for many years. It also proved to be an invaluable device for the employment of a great many blind.

The development of Braille writers Barbados 1981by persons such as Frank Hall, superintendent of the Illinois School for the Blind in 1892 made it possible for the blind to write Braille in nearly the same way as they used a typewriter. The introduction of efficient a Braillewriter made possible speedy transcription of Braille books and other materials. This was especially so after Hall made his stereotyper in 1893, which produced thin brass sheets of Braille, which were then used by printing presses to mass, produce Braille books.

For nearly two hundred years there was, for most blind children only one means of education and that was in schools for the blind. These schools, often great distances away from their homes were they only way they could obtain academic and vocational training. Schools were opened all over Europe and the world. Benjamin Constant School in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil 1854 Brazil 1954, School for the Blind, Zagreb, Croatia Croatia 1995, Light and Hope Society for Blind Girls, Egypt 1973, School for the Blind in Thessalonika, Greece, Greece 1977, Calcutta School for the Blind,  India 1994, Tomteboda School for the Blind, 1888 Sweden 1981, Iran Institute for the Blind  Iran 1964, Salvation Army School for the Blind, Kingston, Jamaica  Jamaica 1987, National School for the Blind, Panama  Panama 1961, National School for the Blind, Mexico Mexico 1995, Worcester Institute for the Blind, now the Pioneer School, South Africa South Africa 1981, Belarus School for the Blind, 1887 Belarus 1997.

These schools and many other schools for the blind developed many programs and educational aids for the education of the blind. They also developed in service training programs for their teachers and staff, which were often incorporated later into university programs. They also were often quick to pick up on new technology and adapt it for the needs of their students.  The development of the phonograph by Thomas Edison in 1877 was soon seen as a means by which books could be made accessible to the blind. It also lead to the development of the Dictaphone which was a great asset to blind typists.  The radio was one of the first devices of the 20th century, which made it possible to have greater access to information. This was seen to be of such great importance that a number of countries gave free radios to the blind France 1938 or they allowed the blind free radio licenses. Some countries have in recent years, like the United States developed radio information services for the blind. In schools for the blind the radio became a source of opening up the world to the students. No longer did they have to wait for newspapers to be read to them. It also opened up the world of music by being able to listen to some of the world’s great orchestras and concert bands. Then long before the Internet there was “short wave radio”; this became a means of being personally in touch with others around the world.  Advances in audio technology during the Second World War lead to the development of audio tapes Greenland 1983, using which made it possible to record first hand materials, lectures and take notes in class thereby giving greater independence.

The computer age India 1994 has brought about many educational aids such as reading machines and personal aids like Braille n’ Speak and voice output calculators. Personal computers with voice and Braille outputs have meant that the blind have access to the World Wide Web and others database. Today the world of information is at blind person’s fingertips. The computer age has opened up a whole new and interesting area of employment for the blind.

Independence, the goal that all education of the blind strives for came about slowly and in many forms. The most important, after academic and vocational education was independent travel, mobility. The achieving of which made it possible to live and work outside of the schools, institutions and workshops for the blind. It also greatly helped to change the negative attitudes of the sighted towards the blind.  As the sighted saw blind people being able to get around independently, instead of being assisted  Bosnia 1916 & Ghana 1988 pity was replaced by admiration. For hundreds of years, in one form or another the blind had used a stick, staff or some form of cane to aid in their mobility. Some time with disastrous results as seen in this picture of the blind leading the blind  Belgium 1954. In 1872 the blind director of the London Association of the Blind, W. Hanks Levy felt so strongly about mobility and independence that he wrote “ The importance to every blind man of acquiring the power of walking in the streets without a guide can scarcely be exaggerated. Loss of sight is in itself a great privation, and when to it is added the want of power of locomotion, the sufferer more nearly approaches the condition of a vegetable than that of a member of the human family”. Yet it was only during World War II that the cane was developed as a truly effective mobility aid with instructors and training programs to teach its use. Dr. Richard Hoover and others working with newly blinded American soldiers in the United States based their long cane and training method on the suggestions made by in 1872 by Levy. Levy asserted that the hand holding the cane should be centred in the front of the body, the cane tip should swing from side to side in rhythm with the traveller’s footfalls in horizontal arc approximately shoulder width, and the cane tip should touch the ground at each extreme of the shallow vertical arc described by the cane.  Barbados 1981, Brunei 1981, Ireland 1996.  

 Dogs also had been used for centuries as companions, guards and travel aids and they like the cane were first used as effective guides with blinded soldiers. It was during World War I in Germany that dogs were trained to meet the needs of thousands of blinded veterans. The training was based in large part on the writings of Joseph Reisinger (ca.1755), Rev. Johann Wilheim Klein in 1819 and Jacob Birrer, Saar 1926, Isle of Man 1996, Netherlands 1964, Austria 1997,  Uganda 1981. Although many first thought that the use of a guide dog would bring about negative attitudes toward the blind it has proved to be the opposite. Ian Fraser, a blinded veteran of World War I, in 1930 envisioned “the blinded soldier walking, upright and confident with his dog at his side, and his friends…full of admiration for his and his animal’s skill in getting over their great difficulties”  

We started this presentation with an image of a blind beggar. We conclude with one of a young visually impaired girl confidently walking alone to school. She holds her mobility cane in one hand and her school books in the other. Her friendly teacher St. Vincent 1990 greets her at the door of her regular school.

As we enter the new millennium we need reflect on the history of education of the blind in our own countries and the world. We should think about how far have the dreams of our founding fathers, Valentine Haüy, Rev. Johann Wilhelm Klein and Dr. Samuel Gridley Howe of educating blind children with their sighted peers have become reality? Today inclusion is in, exclusion is out. We have indeed come a long way from the time when most blind children were not educated. But this journey is on-going, we still have not fully fulfilled the dream of these early educators of the blind. Today there is still a need in many parts of the world for a form of the traditional school for the blind. But before blind children can be fully integrated or as some would say to be “educated”, there being no educational distinction between blind and sighted, there needs to be in place strong support systems. These systems including the national resource centers, many formerly schools for the blind and national organisations serving the needs of the handicapped must play a full and effective part in all areas of the blind child’s education.  Organisations such as ICEVI and the World Blind Union can bring about “securing the equality of opportunity and participation in society of those it represents” (WBU)
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