This publication has been produced jointly by the Ministry of Education and the Vision Education Agency.

INTRODUCTION

I’m vision impaired, nine years old and in Room 11.  I like school and my interests are music, story tapes, writing letters and art.

(Student with vision impairment) 

It is known that about 80 percent of learning takes place through vision and that as much as 40 percent of the brain is devoted to the visual process. Students with vision impairment, defined as vision that cannot be improved to normal levels with glasses or surgery, need additional resources and support to achieve to their full potential. 

Services for students with a moderate vision impairment are provided by Blind and Low Vision Education Network NZ (BLENNZ). Resource Teachers Vision work from twelve visual resource centres around the country. BLENNZ also has a national assessment centre based at its Homai campus in Auckland.

This resource is designed to give an understanding of what it means to be a student with vision impairment and the strategies and resources teachers can use to provide the best opportunities for learning and development. These practical strategies are intended for use in conjunction with skilled, specialised support, such as that of the Resource Teacher Vision.

The term vision impairment is also known as low vision. It is classified into mild, moderate or severe. Students with moderate vision impairment are those whose vision impairment interferes with optimal learning and achievement, unless adaptations are made in the way learning experiences are presented, the way learning materials are used, and to the learning environment.  These students use vision for learning and have a:

· Visual acuity of 6/18 or less after the provision of the best possible glasses or lenses (this is approximately 30 percent of normal vision); or 

· Visual field so restricted that it affects the ability to function in an education setting; or

· Progressive loss of vision which may affect the ability to function in an educational setting.

The impact of the vision impairment is to:

· Inhibit optimal processing of visual information;

· Affect access to regular print resources, black/whiteboards and other learning resources in the educational setting;

· Require the use of specialised techniques, teaching materials or equipment.  For example, some students may require visual aids for detailed visual tasks, or enlarged print materials.

Each student’s vision impairment may take a different form.  For example, one student may have sufficient vision to move around freely, but may be unable to distinguish small print or facial features. Another may be able to read small print but may not be able to see the board.  Some students wear glasses, which help improve their vision, while others with vision impairment cannot be assisted by glasses.

Many of the factors influencing a student’s visual efficiency are directly related to the quality of the learning environment.  However, with understanding and support, students with vision impairment can function visually and learn to their full potential.

UNDERSTANDING VISION IMPAIRMENT

Think laterally, on an individual basis.

(Student with vision impairment)

An example

On entering an unfamiliar classroom, a sighted student is able to take in something of the whole at a glance.  They can perhaps work out the overall position of the room in relation to other, more familiar places, such as the library, computer room, hall, or the secretary’s office.  Paying closer attention to details, the same student will be able to focus selectively on a wall chart, signs that identify work areas such as a listening centre or the writing corner, or a display of students’ work.

For the student with vision impairment, constructing an inner map of this new classroom presents a problem of synthesising information from small, local details to achieve a sense of the whole.  This must then be largely memorised.

A vision impairment may be:

· Congenital (present from birth);

· Hereditary (genetic, congenital or later onset);

· Acquired (through accident, illness or disease).

Reduced visual acuity: Distance vision

Visual acuity is a measurement used internationally by eye specialists to describe the ability of the eye to perceive the size and shape of objects in a direct line of vision. Reduced visual acuity results in reduced clarity of images and fine detail. 
Normal visual acuity is expressed as 6/6, ie, a person with normal vision can see a letter approximately one centimetre high from six metres away. A student with a visual acuity of 6/24 needs to be at six metres to see what a person with normal vision can see from 24 metres away. Distance visual acuity measurements are used to establish eligibility for driving licences (6/12 with normal visual fields is required for driving a car) and some occupations.

Reduced visual acuity: Near vision

Students with moderate vision impairment can still use print as their main medium for learning.  Visual acuity measurement is used to describe the ability of the eye to perceive the size and shape of an object involved in near tasks, eg, reading, and for this measurement print sizes are used. The ability to read N5 size print at 33cms (as used in small newspaper advertisements) is considered normal near visual acuity.

It is important to be aware of each student’s near visual acuity measurement to establish the most suitable print size for learning materials.  This need for adaptation will apply to the full range of near tasks across all areas of the curriculum (eg, Technology, the Arts, Social Sciences).  Some students with vision impairment can see small print. They can also achieve magnification by holding materials at much closer distances than those with normal vision.

Depending on the eye condition, some students wear glasses or use magnifying aids. For others, visual aids are of no assistance.

Resource Teachers Vision provide assistance to the class teacher in interpreting information on students’ vision and in choosing the most appropriate print size for each student’s educational needs.

The following are examples of print size:
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The effect of a vision impairment

Students with vision impairment have a visual condition in which distance vision, central vision or peripheral vision is affected and thereby reduces visual functioning. Some students experience both reduced acuity and visual fields.

	Impact of reduction in…
	Found in eye conditions, eg,
	Areas for special consideration

	Distance vision
	amblyopia, cataracts, myopia
	Board viewing, teacher demonstrations, television viewing, overhead projection material, sport activities and mobility outdoors

	Central vision

(affects fine detail vision)
	macular degeneration, Stargardts
	Activities involving reading, writing and close and fine visual tasks

	Peripheral vision

(central vision is largely intact but surrounding vision is affected)
	retinitis pigmentosa, diabetic retinopathy
	Mobility, sporting activities and night vision may be affected, depending on the amount of field loss


Further information on specific eye conditions may be found through the Resource Teacher Vision, through the resource materials section of this booklet, or on the following websites: 

http://home.swipnet.se/macula-lutea 

www.tsbvi.edu 

www.rnzfb.org.nz
www.pvi.org.nz 

www.afb.org 

Functional vision

Functional vision refers to the way in which vision is used in everyday life. Visual acuity is a reasonably good predictor, however individual students will vary in their use of vision and two students with the same visual acuity or eye condition may function quite differently.

Teachers need to be familiar with medical details and, in particular, need to observe how each student functions in educational settings.

Factors that can influence functional vision include:

· Eye condition;

· Visual acuity (distance and near);

· Other medical conditions;

· Medication;

· Attitude of the student;

· Strategies students adopt;

· Attitude of others (eg, parents, teachers, peers);

· Physical environment (eg, building and room layout, play and sports areas);

· Access to and use of low vision aids;

· Access to and use of specialised equipment and resources;

· Access to specialised support.

Undiagnosed visual problems

Teachers are good observers and while in many instances, vision impairment is identified early, there are signs or behaviours that may indicate a student could have a vision problem. If a student experiences any of the signs or behaviours listed, parents should be advised to have their child’s vision formally tested – either by an optometrist (a professional with a science degree who examines the eyes, identifies indicators of diseases and prescribes lenses); or by an ophthalmologist (a medical eye specialist).

Possible indicators of visual problems: Teacher’s checklist

Appearance of eyes

· One eye turned in or out;

· Frequent blinking;

· Squints or screws up eyes;

· Red eyes or lids, crusting on lids;

· Frequent styes or infections;

· Excessive eye movements;

· Excessive watering of eyes or light sensitivity.

Behaviour

· Holds book very close;

· Avoids close work;

· Loses place when reading, skips lines;

· Omits words or makes errors when reading or copying;

· Closes or covers one eye when reading or doing near work;

· Confuses similar words, fails to recognise same word in different context;

· Has a short attention span when reading or writing;

· Has a poor or unusual sitting posture when reading;

· Tilts head excessively to one side, up or down;

· Makes excessive head movement when reading;

· Squints or frowns to see blackboard clearly;

· Rubs eyes frequently;

· Thrusts head forward to see distant objects;

· Has an obvious tendency to favour one eye;

· Is nervous, irritable, tense or restless after maintaining visual concentration;

· Makes errors in copying close work or from distance to near.

Complaints

· Headaches;

· Difficulty seeing clearly at a distance;

· Blurring of vision while reading or writing;

· Seeing double;

· Eye burning or itching during or after close work.

SETTING UP FOR SUCCESS

Every little change that’s made actually adds to the whole being changed. And first you change attitudes.

(Parent of a child with vision impairment)

Each student with vision impairment is an individual who will experience the same sorts of needs, joys and fears as other students.  The level of impact the vision impairment will have on learning depends on the demands of the environment and on the student’s ability to meet those demands.

Access is a key issue for students with vision impairment – access to the learning environment, information, the curriculum, and opportunities for making relationships. Some students will require adaptations to the class organisation and teaching styles and techniques.  Some will naturally adopt alternative strategies with minimal intervention, while others will require considerable assistance. As always, this will depend on the student’s individual abilities and needs.

Teachers can provide a positive role model for the acceptance of students with vision impairment.  This modelling and guidance will have a positive and constructive influence on classroom peers.

Teachers can expect that students with vision impairment, along with their peers, will:

· Respond to open expectations of their learning potential;

· Want to be part of the class and of activities throughout the school;

· Want to have friends;

· Want to be valued as learners;

· Go on to tertiary education.

However, the students may require extra support in some areas of learning and social interaction.

Students with vision impairment may need to learn to acquire knowledge in alternative ways.  In this section the focus is on the educational implications of vision impairment and the adaptations, resources and strategies teachers might use. The aim is to maximise learning opportunities and to ensure the curriculum is accessible through increased opportunities for active engagement in classroom programmes.  Adapting the environment or materials allows access to learning that would otherwise be unavailable, and will often be the deciding factor as to whether a student with vision impairment succeeds or struggles. 

Learning strategies appropriate for students with vision impairment are frequently of benefit to all students.

Learning involves not only achieving the outcome but also experiencing the process. Wherever possible, students with vision impairment should be able to work in class in the same manner as their peers – on their own or in a group, as appropriate.  Working as part of a group develops skills of co-operation and successful teamwork as well as showing the importance of interdependence.  Students who are blind or vision impaired should be assisted to regard help from their fully sighted peers as part of a reciprocal relationship to which they themselves are required to make a significant contribution.

ACCESS TO THE LEARNING ENVIRONMENT

The following six areas are ways in which access to the learning environment can be approached. Their use will depend on the nature of the vision impairment and the needs of individual students.

1 Adapted Environment

2 Adapted Teaching and Learning Approaches

3 Accessible Format Materials

4 Adapted Regular Curriculum 

5 The Expanded Core Curriculum for Learners with Vision Impairment
6 The Use of Equipment and Technology.

Adapted environment

It’s great when teachers use black pens on the whiteboard because I can see it.

(Student with vision impairment)

Moving about the school and classroom is an important aspect of participating in school life.  Adaptation of the environment may be required for both the safety of the student who is vision impaired and to facilitate independence within the school. 

Minor modifications will ensure that most students with vision impairment can safely participate in school activities.  Advice should be sought from Resource Teachers Vision and Developmental Orientation and Mobility specialists in recommending modifications to buildings and surrounds.

Within the school:

· Keep corridors free from obstacles, such as recess bins or fire equipment, highlight head high obstacles, shut hinged windows if they impinge into walkways, and provide good, even levels of lighting;

· Secure doors open or shut, have contrasting colours around frames and on handles, ensure glass doors have opaque markings, and keep doors to hazardous areas locked;

· Place brightly coloured tactile tiles or matting at the top and bottom of stairs, provide handrails in contrasting colour, white strips on steps, and good lighting;

· Modify dangerous areas such as gutters, deep drains, open windows; 

· Paint low-contrast surfaces with higher contrast colours, eg, white on tarseal, or bright yellow on grey;

· Use clear, bright paint on asphalt to mark game areas such as netball courts.

In the playground: 

· Paint poles in good contrast colours, paint edges in white around hazards, provide safe surfaces at the bottom of equipment, and a defined boundary to the playground area;

· Use landscaping features as landmarks, ensure plants are well trimmed and not protruding, and remove low hanging branches. Straight paths are best for orientation.

Teachers can assist students in understanding how to construct an environment that supports their visual needs in a number of ways. The more students with vision impairment understand any barriers and are encouraged to discover solutions to overcoming them, the more independent they will become. This involves giving the student as much control as possible over their environment.

In the classroom:

Strategies

Safety and ease of mobility:

· Encourage the student to become familiar with the environment.  The Resource Teacher Vision may seek assistance from a Developmental Orientation and Mobility specialist to develop specific programmes;

· Familiarise students with furniture layout and any major changes to rooms or school layout;

· Encourage all students to minimise unexpected obstacles eg, dropped gear, chairs left out from tables; 

· Ensure doors are left fully open or closed, not ajar;

· Ensure any electrical leads are covered or safely positioned to avoid tripping.

Space

· Additional desk, work, and storage space may be required to accommodate extra equipment, large print books, and to provide adequate work space.  Sometimes two working spaces are appropriate – one with class peers and one where equipment is set up;

· Access to power points may be necessary, eg, for use of a computer or anglepoise lamp.

Seating

· Generally, seat the student in the centre front of the class, although for some students another placement may be better. If a student is aware of their visual needs encourage them to seat themselves accordingly;

· Check on any specific seating position when students are using visual aids, eg, a miniscope, to access board work.  The working distance of some visual aids mean that a student is better placed a little further back from the front;

· A raised desktop or reading stand will help promote good posture.  Care should always be taken to ensure that the student’s desk is the correct height for comfortable working.  Occupational therapists can help to get this right;

· Enable flexibility of movement for the student, eg, to walk up to the board to better view material.

Lighting

· Ensure good even lighting levels;

· Position the student to use overhead and good natural lighting;

· Be aware of the impact of the student’s visual condition.  Some students may need additional lighting, eg, use of reading lamps, while others, such as students with albinism, may require reduced illumination through the installation of curtains or tinted windows, or wearing tinted lenses;

· Avoid glare and positioning students facing a strong light source;

· Blinds or curtains can be used to reduce glare. Teachers should avoid standing against a window as glare may make them difficult to see.

Poor positioning

Poor positioning and glare from windows reduces visual input for all children.
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6/6 - Normal vision
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6/24 – moderate vision impairment

Good positioning

Good positioning ensures that the background is not distracting and a diffuse light highlights the book and face of the adult.

[image: image4.jpg]



6/6 – Normal vision
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6/24 – moderate vision impairment

Board work

· Ensure the surface is clean or repainted to provide the best contrast;

· Try to avoid glare on the board;

· Encourage the student to move into the best position for viewing (without blocking the view of others);

· Set out board work in a clear, consistent format with good contrast, eg, columns, grouping.  Ensure that writing is large, clear and uncluttered;

· Verbalise what is being written on the board;

· Whiteboards are problematic for students with vision impairment, and can create a glare problem.  Seek feedback from the student and check with the Resource Teacher Vision;

· Use black thick-nibbed pens that are in good working order on whiteboards.  Giant felt pens are available.  Avoid the use of colours on whiteboards;

· White chalk and yellow chalk usually provide the best contrast on green and black;

· Provide the original text, disk, or notes to the student.

Overhead projector transparencies

· Provide desk copies to the student at the start of the lesson. Overhead transparencies do not have good contrast, which makes them difficult to read.

Contrast

· Use contrasting backgrounds where possible for visual tasks;

· Use contrasting colours on any indoor steps.

Good contrast

Good contrast ensures the best use of vision. It enhances the child’s opportunities for communication and interaction.
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6/6 – Normal vision
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6/24 – moderate vision impairment

Poor contrast

Poor contrast reduces the effective use of low vision and can make it more difficult to identify individuals.

[image: image8.jpg]



6/6 – Normal vision
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6/24 – moderate vision impairment

Adapted teaching and learning approaches

Teachers hold the lives of children in their hands.

(Parent of a child with vision impairment)

Adaptations and specific strategies for teaching and learning will vary according to the needs of the individual.  Teachers can learn the best approach to tasks from observing the student’s solutions to problems.  In general, good teaching practice which benefits students with vision impairment will benefit all students. Effective classroom organisation, a rich literary environment, materials with visual clarity, and good listening practices promote learning for everyone.  

Working as a collaborative team is an effective way of meeting the needs of students with vision impairment.  It involves planning, implementing and reviewing the student’s education programme. Individual team members may be involved in different ways, according to their skills, the needs of the student and the programme. Taking time to identify areas of expertise and negotiate roles will provide the basis for an effective team.

Parents or caregivers who are involved in decision-making are a valuable asset to the teacher and vital members of the team.  Combining the knowledge and expertise of parents or caregivers and teachers can significantly enhance learning opportunities.

The Individual Education Programme (IEP) is a key vehicle for adapting learning and teaching approaches for students with vision impairment. It is based on assessment and collaboration with the family and includes those who are regularly involved with the education of the student.  An IEP is an appropriate process for addressing the special education needs of students with moderate vision impairment.

The IEP process includes:

· Identification of the student’s special education needs;

· An evaluation of progress and current levels of achievement; 

· Identification of future programme, resource needs, goals and responsibilities;

· A document stating the agreed goals for the student for the next six months or one year;

· Teaching programmes with a co-ordinated approach to support prioritised IEP goals.

Students with vision impairment may need extra time to complete class work, assignments, and examinations. Greater concentration is needed for reading and writing tasks and students can become fatigued owing to shorter working distances and associated postural problems, and the need to use low vision aids.  Some apparently easy tasks may be difficult for a student with vision impairment, eg, locating a book on a shelf.  Depending on the capabilities of the student, workloads may need to be adjusted.

For example, completing four maths activities rather than eight may require the same amount of energy and time.

Care should be taken in the interpretation of any assessments administered to students with vision impairment that have been standardised on sighted students, eg, PAT, Prose Inventory, Neale Analysis of Reading. Putting tests into large print, modifying questions or leaving questions out can make the assessments less reliable. However, information obtained from the results can prove useful for programming purposes for students with vision impairment and provide a more realistic understanding of their achievement.

Students with vision impairment often need additional resources to access and participate in the school curriculum.  As a result, assistance is frequently needed in developing organisational skills.  Efficient organisation of books, materials and equipment will support timely participation in the class programme.

Strategies 
Classroom planning, preparation and approach

· Encourage independence and provide opportunities for the student with vision impairment to share in individual class responsibilities and to take leadership roles;

· There will be times when assistance is required. Support the student in learning to realise when help is needed, to be able to ask for it, and to work as a team member;

· Adopt a flexible, collaborative approach;

· Have the same expectations for behaviour and social skills as for all students, and apply the same disciplinary rules;

· Plan well ahead to allow time for preparation of large print, audio, and other materials to ensure that the student has the materials available at the same time as their peers;

· Consider providing class notes in electronic format for older students who are using a computer.

Teaching and learning

· Present lessons that use all the senses to extend the student’s understanding, providing auditory, tactile and kinaesthetic experiences;

· Develop activities which foster independence;

· Set realistic targets, allowing a longer amount of time to complete work;

· Consider the nature of the task;

· Use a range of teaching approaches which cater for different learning styles;

· Use a range of teaching materials including real objects and audiovisual materials;

· Give practical demonstrations;

· Provide concrete, hands-on experiences which encourage active participation, including educational visits;

· Provide verbal explanations and descriptions to ensure understanding of the language and concept being taught.  Language should be relevant and unambiguous (eg, avoid the use of ‘here’ and ‘there’ ​– use specific locations);

· Give clear and precise directions. Give an overview of the complete task before detailing steps;

· When addressing a student with vision impairment begin by using the student’s name. For class or group instructions, the student should be expected to respond and not wait for a personal direction;

· Develop listening skills.  Effective listening skills are not necessarily acquired when a student is vision impaired.  They need to be taught and developed;

· Increase visual experiences by using appropriate size, contrast, proximity and lighting;

· Allow the student to be near the front of the class to feel objects as well as look at them;

· Unless other indications have been given, encourage the student to make all possible use of vision;

· Provide a range of near and distance activities;

· Assist students to develop organisational skills;

· Allow students to preview and/or review audiovisual and shared materials;

· Ensure material is available in the appropriate format (regular or large print, auditory, electronic format);

· Consider peer assistance (eg, access to board work);

· Promote self-advocacy.

Allowing time

· Allow more time for the completion of reading and writing tasks;

· Reduce the quantity of work required;

· Allow the student to answer directly onto the test paper rather than transfer answers to a separate piece of paper;  

· Use a scribe if appropriate;

· Present materials in an appropriate format, eg, large print or read individually;

· Accept alternative formats for assessment, eg, taped material;

· Allow extra time for tests and examinations, including assessment of the Essential Learning Skills, National Certificate of Educational Achievement, and Bursary.  It is an established practice to allow students with vision impairment extra time on the advice of the Resource Teacher Vision.

Developing organisational skills

· Provide adequate storage space for materials and technology;

· Develop an easy identification system for storage space, eg, contrasting colour signage;

· Be consistent in classroom storage, eg, materials, books, bag in same locations;

· Assist the student with storing, managing and retrieving worksheets, equipment, eg, coloured folders, contrasting covers, clearly marked materials.

Accessible format materials 

Special format materials are those that can be produced in enlarged print, tactile, audio, or electronic format.  Even minor adaptations can make a significant difference, although adapting materials should be undertaken carefully, only as necessary and in collaboration with the Resource Teacher Vision.  

Planning is vital in preparing or accessing materials. The teacher needs to ensure well in advance that materials are readily available from suppliers in the appropriate format to the student, at least at the same time as their class peers.  Many resources are already available for borrowing.  Suppliers need prior notice for new texts, maps and diagrams in accessible formats as they take some time to produce.  Learning materials can also be produced by class teachers, teacher aides, Resource Teachers Vision or support teachers, Ministry of Education special education staff, community workers or senior students.

In New Zealand large print books are used for initial reading in the junior school and have benefits for a student with vision impairment.  As a resource, large print books can be used at any level, with any text. 

Photocopiers can enlarge to a range of sizes with black preferred for best contrast.  A word processor is also invaluable for producing quality print at a required size.

Strategies

Print materials

· Use simple typefaces.  They are easier to read;

· Consider density of print, letter spacing, legibility of letters and line spacing;

· Ensure materials are uncluttered. Either black on white or intense colours forming a good contrast are easier to discriminate;

· Ensure pictures have good colour contrast so that the student can recognise and discriminate details. Colour generates interest, giving dimensional and spatial qualities to form;

· Avoid text where pictures are superimposed on print;

· Enhance features, drawing attention to a specific feature of a task to assist in locating or completing the task.  The student can highlight the key words and phrases on a page for easy reference, or key elements of a picture can be outlined in felt pen.

Worksheets and bookwork

· Use black print on white paper;

· For best contrast a pen may be introduced at an earlier stage;

· Provide worksheets and handouts of quality print in an uncluttered format and in the appropriate print size for each student;

· Enlarge work sheets if necessary;

· Take short breaks during writing activities to reduce fatigue;

· Use black felt-tipped or nylon-tipped pens and soft thick heavy lead pencils to provide good contrast;

· Darken lines with black ballpoint pen to help students write more neatly. The blue or green lines in standard exercise books are difficult for some students to see.

Choosing texts or planning topics 

· Check the availability of existing large print and audio texts, and research materials on CDs.  (Learning Media Ltd publishes some learning resources on CD and in audio formats);

· When required resources are unavailable liaise with the Resource Teacher Vision for production and/or supply;

· Choose or vary topics or texts to match available resources;

· Consult with the Resource Teacher Vision for the appropriate print size and format of materials.

Adapted regular curriculum

Adaptation of the regular curriculum itself is rarely necessary for students with moderate vision impairment and should be the last of all adaptations to be made. However, if it is considered that adaptations are required, consult with the Resource Teacher Vision. 

The Expanded Core Curriculum 

The total curriculum for learners with vision impairment consists of two parts. The first is that provided to all students through the New Zealand Curriculum Framework.  The second part is the Expanded Core Curriculum. This is based on additional skills a student who is vision impaired may require to access and participate in the regular curriculum. Development of such skills will support equal access to learning and will be included in the student’s IEP.  The Expanded Core Curriculum is primarily taught by Resource Teachers Vision, and Developmental Orientation and Mobility specialists who may guide the class teacher on strategies that can be incorporated into the teaching and learning process.

While the Expanded Core Curriculum is implemented by the Resource Teacher Vision, it is the class teacher who can facilitate access through adapting the environment, teaching and learning approaches and the regular curriculum where required, as well as provision of accessible format materials and resources.

The Expanded Core Curriculum includes:

· Communication modes, including considerations for print users, concept development, and listening skills;

· Visual efficiency skills;

· Physical abilities;

· Developmental orientation and mobility;

· Physical education;

· Social skills;

· Living skills; 

· Use of technology.

The use of equipment and technology 

Encourage students to embrace using their equipment.  It will give freedom and open opportunities.

(Student with vision impairment)

With the appropriate equipment many students can become independent learners.

There are many practical aids and resources available on the recommendation of the Resource Teacher Vision or a Low Vision Clinic. With early intervention and use these will enable access and active participation in learning.  

The teacher can ensure that appropriate equipment is available when required across the areas of the curriculum. They can also support the learner in developing the organisational skills to manage their equipment efficiently and the confidence to convey their needs.

Keyboard skills are important to students with vision impairment, as writing can be a tiring activity.  As fatigue increases, the student’s writing deteriorates. Few students are neat and speedy writers although they may try hard. Many students begin to learn keyboard skills from about Year 3 or 4. By learning to touch-type, through regular instruction and practice, students are equipped with a skill which not only assists them at school but may help them gain employment.

Students are often self-conscious about using equipment in front of their peers, especially in their teenage years.  Teachers can promote understanding and provide support.

Optical aids

I wanted to see more but I didn’t want to stand out.

(Student with vision impairment)

Generally, optical or low vision aids are prescribed following assessment by an ophthalmologist or an optometrist, usually in a Low Vision Clinic.  While these aids enhance functional vision, they do not cure vision impairment or increase function to the level of normal vision.  Also the more magnifying power the lens has, the more the field of vision is reduced.

Students need careful instruction in the use of low vision aids and a lot of practice is needed. Resource Teachers Vision can provide information and advice on the use of low vision aids. Teachers can also help the student learn how to use them. If a teacher has a working knowledge of the low vision aid and its functions, and a positive attitude towards its use, the student may be more comfortable using it.  Performance should be reviewed regularly.

Some of the most common low vision aids used for board viewing and similar classroom tasks, for watching sports, excursions and mobility include:

· Glasses – these can be for distance, reading or may be bifocals.  If glasses are worn they usually need to be changed every two to three years;

· Monocular or miniscope – for board and other distance activities; 

· Hand-held or stand magnifiers – for near tasks;

· Spectacle mounted telescopes.

Non-optical aids

Audio recorders can be useful to supplement some reading and writing activities.  Lessons can be taped for note-taking, or students can put their own work on tape.  Secondary students, in particular, find novels in audio of great benefit.  To supplement the text, many novels and primary level materials are available in audio from Resource Teachers Vision, Homai National School for the Blind and Vision Impaired, or the Royal New Zealand Foundation of the Blind. Audio materials are also available from the National Library Service.

There are many low-tech resources that enhance learning.  Aids commonly used include:

· Reading lamp;

· Sloping desktop;

· Reading/typing stand;

· Dark-lined paper;

· Dark pencils and pens;

· Enlarged texts;

· Large-print dictionaries and atlas;

· Typoscopes (any type of line marker).

Electronic aids

I’d be lost without Zoomtext.

(Student with vision impairment)

The use of assistive technology can greatly aid learning.  Devices currently used in classrooms include:

· CCTV (closed circuit television) – provides higher magnification, image enhancement, contrast reversal, and larger fields of vision than other magnifiers by enlarging materials on a screen. It can be used for reading, writing, typing and examining objects, but the student usually has to take the material to the equipment;

· Desktop or laptop computers with text-enlarging software;

· Computers, calculators and electronic dictionaries with speech output software;

· Calculators with large print displays;

· Mimio and e-Beam and other interactive whiteboard systems;

· Digital cameras with laptop computers;

· Flatbed scanners.

For more detailed information about the Expanded Core Curriculum see the Ministry of Education publication, Guidelines to the Expanded Core Curriculum.
SELF-ESTEEM AND SOCIAL SKILLS DEVELOPMENT

I discovered in my 20s how confidence and self-esteem could have been useful in my earlier years.

(Young adult with vision impairment)

Students with vision impairment have the same basic needs as all students – to be accepted, to have friends and to be included in the school’s activities.  Many students with moderate vision impairment look just like their peers, so therefore other students can find it difficult to understand their challenges – such as an inability to recognise their friends from a distance.

How students think and feel about themselves depends on how confident they are in their abilities and how they perceive themselves to be viewed by others. Students with vision impairment may be unaffected by their sight loss, but it is difficult for them not to be affected by negative attitudes towards them.

Teachers can play a major role in promoting positive attitudes within the class. By modelling positive behaviours, this influences others and creates a positive learning environment.  Both within the whole school environment and in the classroom, relationships are built through opportunities to interact co-operatively.

Relationship-building activities can be planned for the whole class.  To assist students with vision impairment in socialisation and self-esteem building teachers can:

· Talk about vision impairment, emphasising what students can do, rather than what they can’t do;

· Ensure students with vision impairment have time and opportunities with their peers without close adult intervention;

· Involve students and their families in deciding what information about the vision impairment to share with others, how it will be shared and what approach they want the teacher to take when peers ask questions;

· Raise the awareness of sighted peers by asking Resource Teachers Vision to provide simulation activities.

Social skills development

Most social skills are learned through observations and visual modelling. Students with vision impairment are therefore at risk of missing many of the non-verbal cues, such as facial expressions or body language, that feature in much of our day-to-day interactions.

As a result they may not be aware that some behaviours are unacceptable to teachers or their peers, or their responses may be misinterpreted. Formal or informal programmes for social skills development will need to be included in the student’s programme.  For example:

· Encouraging good posture;

· Discouraging socially inappropriate behaviours;

· Encouraging appropriate verbal responses (eg, in tone, volume);

· Teaching the rules of social etiquette including respecting personal space and maintaining eye contact during a conversation.

In this way, students will have the opportunity to develop appropriate social skills.

SUPPORT

Support is totally essential. Learn to use it as a tool rather than a crutch.

(Student with vision impairment)

Teachers are not alone in meeting the needs of students with vision impairment. Support is available from within the school, the wider educational sector and the community.

The first contact for information about procedures and protocols for accessing support is the principal. Many schools have a designated teacher who has knowledge of special education networks, services and local contacts. The Special Education Grant is provided to all schools to support students with moderate needs.  

Support from within a school may include:

· Additional resources – material or personnel;

· Modification of timetables to provide release time for special purposes such as meetings;

· Access to professional development;

· Help with problem-solving;

· Access to networks.

For some students with vision impairment teacher aide time may be allocated.  Teacher aides support teachers and may:

· Work individually with the student;

· Work with the student in a small group;

· Prepare resources.

Seek the benefit of the experiences of colleagues. Teaching colleagues may:

· Help with collaborative problem-solving;

· Suggest strategies for specific purposes;

· Help implement goals for the student outside the classroom, such as social skills;

· Be a sounding board.

There are established services to support teachers who have students with vision impairment.  These services include Resource Teachers Vision, Developmental Orientation and Mobility specialists, Ministry of Education special education teams and associations that will assist in providing information and resources.

Resource Teachers Vision work from 11 regional Visual and Sensory Resource Centres throughout the country.  They provide a range of support services to students with vision impairment across all educational settings in partnership with families and teachers.  A primary role is to support students to access and participate in the curriculum.

The Resource Teachers Vision support students with vision impairment, ie, they:

· Work as a member of the student’s education team;

· Provide functional vision assessment;

· Relay information from Low Vision Clinics and ophthalmic assessments to class teachers;

· Provide information and advice to teachers on strategies for effective inclusion;

· Provide advice on programmes and the learning environment;

· Provide information on strategies for teaching and learning;

· Teach programmes based on the Expanded Core Curriculum;

· Advise on appropriate resources and services; 

· Co-ordinate assessment and make applications for appropriate equipment; 

· Provide instruction in and monitor the use of equipment;

· Provide in-service professional development;

· Liaise with other specialists (eg, Developmental Orientation and Mobility specialists, Ministry of Education special education staff);

· Develop, access or request appropriate accessible format materials (large print books, audio);

· Establish, co-ordinate and support professional networks;

· Assist families to access support networks.

National providers of specialised services for students with vision impairment include:

Blind and Low Vision Education Network NZ (BLENNZ)
Private Bag 75-801

Manurewa

Auckland 

http://www.vea.org.nz
Royal New Zealand Foundation of the Blind

Private Bag 99-941

Newmarket

Auckland

http://www.rnzfb.org.nz
Advocacy and support organisations 

· Parents of the Vision Impaired (PVI)
· Association of Blind Citizens (ABC)
· Ngāti Kāpō
· Royal New Zealand Foundation of the Blind, including Mana Kāpō and Pacific Services.

RESOURCES

Publications

A National Plan for the Education of Learners who are Blind and Vision Impaired in Aotearoa New Zealand, Nagel, G. & Wells, J. for the Working Party for a Vision Education Agency, Auckland (1998)

Children with Visual Impairment in Mainstream Settings, Arter, C., Mason, H., McCall, S., McLinden, M. & Stone, J. David Fulton, London (1999)

Educating Children with Special Needs (3rd edn.), Pagliano, P. Students with vision impairment.  In A. Ashman, & J. Elkins, (Eds.), (Chapter 10, pp. 383-416). Prentice-Hall, Sydney (1998)

Including Everyone: Teaching Students with Special Needs in Regular Classrooms, Thorburn, J. Allegro Press Christchurch (1997)

Learners with Special Needs in Aotearoa New Zealand (2nd edn.), Ballingall, P., Gardner, N. & Nagel, G. Students with Sensory Differences. In D. Fraser, R. Moltzen & K. Ryba (eds.) (Chapter 14, pp. 377-425). Dunmore Press, Palmerston North (2000)

Guidelines to the Expanded Core Curriculum, Ministry of Education, Learning Media, Wellington (2003 – in press)

Stories to Tell: Families of Children with Vision Impairment, Nagel, G. Massey University, Palmerston North (1996)

Towards Excellence: Effective Education for Students with Vision Impairments, Kelley, P. & Gale, G. North Rocks Press, Sydney (1998)

Visual Impairment: Access to Education for Children and Young People, Mason, H. & McCall, S. with Arter, C., McLinden, M. & Stone, J. David Fulton, London (1997)

Resource Kit for Children

Iris’ World: A Resource Kit. Royal New Zealand Foundation for the Blind. Auckland (1996)

Videos

I see you see. Satherley, M. & Thorne, B. Auckland College of Education, Auckland (1993)

Is it clear to you?  Eyesight insights. Stewart, J. Auckland College of Education, Auckland (1993) 

Out of sight. Nautilus Production, Auckland (1988)







