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From reality to picture. Art education for visually impaired pre-school children and school children.

My name is Lena Löwenhielm and I would like to talk about the art education for which I am responsible here att TRC, the Tomtebodaschool  resurscenter. TRC developed from a special school for visually  impaired children who came from the whole of Sweden to live and and be educated there. During the 1960s and 1970s it became more and more common for disabled pupils to be integrated into ordinary schools in the area where they lived, and by 1987 we only had 7 pupils left at Tomteboda. It did not seem right to run a school department any more, so we no longer actively developed it and instead it became the resource centre we have today.

At TRC, we admit visually impaired pupils from 0 - 20 years and there parents and staff at different training visits and courses. These visits and courses can be a couple of days but most often they last a week. As a teacher of art, I meet children for the first time when they are four years old and I am able to follow them during the whole time they are at school, for one week every year at the group visits which are arranged for the various grades separately. Sometimes pupils come on training visits and it also happens  that I visit  pupils where they live. I also meet the children´s and pupil´s parents and the  school staff on various courses . So  there are  opportunities  to maintain a certain continuity in the teaching.

During the period when TRC was a school and I taught pupils on a continuous basis, I worked out basic training based on primary shapes and other elementary concepts. Consequently, the pupils gained a shape memory- a kind of ABC- and it became easier to describe an object´s shape and construction. For example, we worked whith the shape of the sphere by talking about and showing everything which was spherical, from the small pea to the earth and everything in between. The pupils were able to make their own sphere in clay and we talked about the concepts massive and hollow, and divided the sphere in halves, into  solid half-spheres ( which we compared with a ball which we had cut in halves). We hollowed out a half-sphere so that it became hollow and let the other remain as it was. It became a bowl with a lid.

We also worked with the two-dimensional shape of the sphere by making a new clay sphere.  Then we placed this on a raised line drawing board, flattened it and drew round it. It became a picture of the sphere, a cirkle. A raised line drawing board is a drawing material consisting of plastic film which is pulled over a rubber plate and when you draw on the film  it becomes a raised line.

Working with two-dimensional pictures has become increasingly important as our pupils are integrated in ordinary schools and are expected to acquaint themselves with the illustrative material in the textbooks such as geometrical figures, maps, diagrams in physics, etc. It is, of course, raised illustrations which the pupils have but these can often be very difficult to interpret.

The cube is another basic shape and since the cube represents  at the same time the shape of the room, I thought I would talk a little more about how we work with spatial concepts which are, of course, a precondition for being able to interpret two-dimensional illustrations.

When I was working with the task of putting together a cube from six squares, i noticed that the pupils - especially those who were blind from birth - had great difficulties with building in ”space” or in three dimensions. Therefore, we decided to give special attention to spatial concepts, during a course for parents when the children are about 4 years old. We allowed parents and children to work together with large boxes in whitch we had cut out a window and a door so that they resembled houses. Each child had a house which we placed in the large gym and besides going in and out and investigating the room, the children could also go to a shop and buy mats, wallpapers and curtains to decorate their houses with.

At the next course, which is usually the year before starting school, we produced a ”box house” again in order to see whether the child recognised it, which most of them did. Then I show them a small box which I have made as a miniature form of the large boxes or houses where upon they all usually want to make their own small houses. Certainly, I say, but I do not have that many boxes but you can have some bits of card to build with. So they all get six card squares and we have noticed that nearly all of them manage to build in three dimensions now. This , of course, does not only depend on the fact that we had worked with this in our courses, but that the parents and the staff have been made aware of the problem and have deliberately shown and used small rooms which exist in playhouses and railway compartments.

When the small houses are fully decorated, I invite everyone to a new community which I have buildt on a table with a strip of sandpaper for a road and thin foil for a lake, a pot-plant or some branches representing a forest. Now everyone has to decide where they will live. By the lake or by the road, close to another house or by themselves. It becomes a simple model for a small community, and at the same time it is a kind of social training.

This is another preparatory map training which is good to use even at pre-school stage. It is about a little mouse made of a piece of fur. The mouse has a nest which consists of a clothbag which has been glued round a hole which we have cut into a cardboard disc. The children must then decide what it looks like when the mouse comes out of his nest. They can choose between various tactile materials such as sand, gravel, twigs and leaves, or pieces of linoleum and other mats, rice and peas.

With these ”from reality to picture” exercises as a basis, it is possible to gradually begin to work with real maps.

When pupils come on a training visit in order to work with illustrations and maps, we usually make model maps of a part of the world, country or province which is of current interest to the pupil. Using a paper template of an appropriate size, we saw out, using a heatsaw, the shape we want from a cellular plastic sheet. We then build up the topography whith various tactile materials, in roughly the same way as we used in the earlier picture exercises. Mountain and mountain rangers can be formed well using plaster bandages and lakes can be marked with blue tin foil (which feels cold). Rivers and borders can be marked very well with wax cords. Lowland and highland or wooden areas are easily read for both visually impaired and sighted if green plastic matting is used and green or yellow flannel. Towns and built-up areas can be marked with map pins of various sizes.

The model map can also be used as a drawing template on the raised line drawing board and I usually recommend teachers to use empty celluar plastic templates as distribution maps. For example to show population density or occurence of different sources of energy with various pins, bird migration routes or trade routes with wax cord or cotton tied between pins.

To a large extent this talk has dealt, so far, with spatial concepts, as these are very important for the visually impaired pupil. Another aspect which is at least as important follows now and this deals with body awareness.

When the pupils come on a goup visit in grade one, the theme is ”Here am I”: and we usually take advantage of the situation and make the pupil`s twin or double. We put the child on a large sheet of corrugated cardboard and while we draw round the child, we comment on where we are. For example, ”Now we are coming to your left shoulder”, etc. We cut out the figure together and ”deliver” it from the cardboard sheet. We use the negative shape in the sheet by allowing the pupil, like a piece of a jigsaw puzzle, to fit himself, or the cardboard doll, into the shape.

The doll or twin is made articulated with help of split pins and given hair, eyes and other important details which are specific for each pupil.

When the teachers of these pupils come on one of our courses, we talk about this task and distribute a drawing of a very much reduced cardboard doll. The idea is that the teacher, when  they know that the pupil has made the large cardboard doll, will give the pupil the small doll in the form of five seperate parts: body with head, two arms and two legs. When the pupil has understood what it should be, he should put the parts together with  split pins. The doll is then provided with hair and can, like a paper doll, have various clothes which can be secured with Blu-tack.

At junior level, it is common that the pupils work with small ”event books” where words and pictures are combined. The cardboard doll, which can be altered to become various pretended characters, is appropriate for playing the leading part in the tactile books. On the book´s pages of cardboard, various tactile background can be built. The pages are bound together to make a book and the doll can be moved from page to page as the action proceeds.

In our group visits we have worked intensively for several days, in various ways, with body language. Body language is the ability to express oneself using body movement and mime. Sighted people have acquired it through imitating others. Visually impaired people need a lot of help with practising this as well as information about how it functions and that  it is  possible to be understood or misunderstood by the sighted world we live, in if we lack or have a very negative body language.

We utilise adult visually impaired people who have their own experience and points of view about body language and we also practise learning gestures and movements by imitating and interpreting one another. In the art lessons the pupils are able to put their skills into practice by allowing clay figures to express emotions through the way they position their bodies. The pupils can then work in groups with their clay figures on a common clay platform. The task is to illustrate an event or situation which can then be interpreted by the other pupils. Their can be many different scenes, including scenes about mobbing and jealousy, such as the one in this picture where two couples are dancing and a fifth person is trying to seperate a couple with his lifted hand. This picture shows another situation, namely how it feels to stand close to strangers in a lift.

Before the pupils have advanced in their ability of being able to create models or pictures,  as in these models of  the Vasa ship, they must have had many opportunities for understanding complicated situations. For example in this picture, with the help of a reduced model of an elephant and an elephant´s foot in actual size, they can try to put together an inner picture of a real elephant.

The pupils must also have the opportunity to investigate and experiment with many different materials which can be formed into different shapes -metal, wood, plastic, plaster bandage etc.

I have saved the most important to the end and that is what picture is about, namely, communication. Seven pupils worked with this during the last year that Tomteboda was a boarding school. Some had pratical difficulties and som theoretical, and all were blind. The task was to illustrate a piece of music together and in that year (1986) the song ”We are the world we are the children” was very popular and ”Band Aid”, which gave help to Africa, was much talked about. 

This became a real co-operation when everybody´s skill was used in an efficient way. One boy who had hardly any tactile sense in his hands led the work and suggested which symbols could be used and sometime which material.

There were several who suggested using the globe as a symbol and, with a relief globe as a pattern, they built together a new globe using a beach ball and plaster bandage. They agreed on about making people out of pipe-cleaners and in Scandinavia they only placed a few figures with fat stomachs and straight hair, while Africa was populated with many thin figures with curly hair. I waited excitedly for how the pupils would solve the problem of showing how help was sent to Africa. It took a long time and finally the leader said, ”Well, we can extend the arm on one figure you know!” And so it was. A figure which looked well-to-do up in the North stretched out an extended hand full of meatballs to the starving people of Africa.

In the beginning there was also a dove of peace, made from feathers, that floated over the model, but it has been worn out now.

I think that this is a very good confirmation that it is possible to think in symbols and communicate with the help of pictures even if you were born whithout any sight.

Lena Löwenhielm
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