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(Till 1995, when my retina definitely detached, I was partially sighted; my vision had progressively been decreasing since the beginning of the 80s. Therefore, I do wish to remind educators about an extremely important fact : people with low vision are often confronted to situations that can be as tricky for them as for blind people. I experienced low vision (which I

have enjoyed as long as I could) and I now can feel both differences and similarities of blindness and partial sight.

"ALL MEN ARE EQUAL, BUT SOME ARE MORE EQUAL THAN OTHERS."

after G. ORWELL, Animal Farm.

When legos are given to several children, all of them do not build the same things. The same thing can be said about life ; once the present has been given to us, each human being cannot use it identically. As days go by, daily living generally proves to be easier, because it is adapted and therefore less worrying for non-handicapped people than for people who have to build their lives with or in spite of their impairment.

Speaking about everyday life does not mean making an apology or a criticism of any kind of technological available means. My sole aim here is to evoke and illustrate the good or bad

consequences of technological expansion upon our daily life whether we have little or no residual vision.

You all know the advantages enhanced by the use of computers regarding exchanges of documentation, accessibility to CD-ROM dictionaries, possibility of reading books with scanners, screen readers, braille and vocal displays, reading machines and more recently on the web... So, I just want to say how much I enjoy reading my letters or any brochure I need to be informed of. However when I am in a hurry, I still ask somebody to read for me

especially for hand-written or badly printed paper sheets.

The most important thing for us is to save time and room: books on diskettes or CD-ROM save so much space that we no longer need to foresee buying a castle to settle a personal braille or large print library.

Nevertheless, modern technology has originated all sorts of small ambushes that may sometimes be incommoding or exasperating. Those are the ones I made the decision to speak to you about more particularly, because they are rarely dealt with by education specialists. They often become topics of discussions between visually impaired friends.

1 - In a technicoloured world

In the streets, on the digicodes, the intercoms, the banknotes or train tickets dispensers, the screens or information panels, in the lifts and on many household devices... they say that things are written everywhere or that things are going to be printed ! For me, like for many others, there is nothing ; it all remains silent and smooth. There is nothing to "see" for my

fingers or my weak eyes ; yet, I must move or cook or go and get some money or visit my friends, take the children to their friends or to the doctor's or to their music lessons ! Neither my dog nor my cane can read ! Yesterday one of my friends complained that the tube stations names were written smaller in some places and she can no longer read them ; another one complained about insufficient light in our lift. Never mind ! Things must be done

anyway.

In Paris, digicodes and intercoms are made to increase people's safety conditions in their homes. I know how useful it may be. However their presence keeps erecting kinds of invisible gates which my fellow citizens can't guess. What would they do if people's names were not written near the intercom buttons in the building of our town ? They would probably hit the ground with their angry foot while facing another digicode with another

different keyboard ; they would wait till somebody comes to the rescue. Then they would certainly prefer walking up the stairs than getting into a lift without knowing which button to press to reach the floor they want.

I will never forget the day when I arrived at a "metro" station in Lyon, where only machines could provide tickets for my two partially sighted friends and myself; none of the two

succeeded in reading to use the machine. Should we have chosen to travel without any tickets ? Would you have chosen to wait till some other traveller comes to help you or to travel without a ticket ? Could anybody withdraw money by himself without seeing

anything on an ordinary banknotes dispenser, or use a halogen cooker with unadapted sensitive keys, or all the visual functions of their mobile telephones ?

Have no fear ! Here are enough questions. However, I believe they are a perfect illustration of all the various and somewhat harassing situations generated by non-homogeneous configurations of keyboards,  the absence of perceptible writing, or the creation of digital smooth keyboards where touching is useless. The intercom keyboard which I am not familiar with remain quite anonymous for me. Why did they not think of writing the number of

the flat in braille and large print when making it, instead of inserting papers with names that keep changing when people move ? Shouldn't this be thought of by clever makers in their offices and factories ? It would not cost much more and we would not need

to fill our memories with the place of Mr Dupont's or Mme Kong's button on their intercom keyboards. It would also avoid us waiting for someone's help under the rain. It is the same memory feeding with the piano teacher's digicode or the banknote dispenser keyboard and its series of questions in the right processing order : they have to be learned by heart. It becomes very boring. Anyway, it keeps your brain fit for memorising and storing data. Sometimes I wonder whether I  haven't got an integrated CD-ROM in my head ; but, to tell you the truth, I'd rather use my memory to store more interesting information.

2 - Where are those who are speaking to us ?

As I cannot buy my train ticket with a machine, I go to the ticket office. Once I have found where to queue, I wait for my turn. Someone sometimes steals it.  but what can I do but get

silently mad when I notice it. When, at last, it is my turn, I ask for my ticket to the employee who, I suppose, is sitting right in front of me. I can't understand at first ; his voice

comes from my left and the desk stands just in front of me. Again, a hygiaphone is playing me a good trick with its spittoon shield and its microphone. Then, where exactly is sitting the man who is asking me "First or second class" ? By instinct, I would like to look at the place the voice is coming from, but I know that if I don't resist this temptation, he may think I'm not understanding or listening. I already made that mistake once, so I am not going to make it again ! Why isn't that loudspeaker right in front of the man, where it should be ?

There are microphones in most conference rooms as well. Speakers' voices always come from the same place. It sounds as if everybody were sitting on the same chair, even when the microphone is carried through the audience. I would really like to turn my face to the one who is speaking, in order to show all my interest in his words, but I can't guess where he or she is sitting or standing. Whether he will forgive me or not, I shall go on listening without complaining. How wonderful it is  I can hear everything but I can't have any orientation ! But it doesn't matter, as I am not supposed to leave before the end !

Some traffic lights happen to be speaking and some neighbours may find them too noisy, whereas we find them very helpful on dangerous avenues. Some funny stories are often told

about people who startle when the machine speaks. They sometimes look humiliated or have funny reactions when they are told to wait or cross the street : they look all around them and seem to wonder if they are not being watched by a robot. If each visually

impaired could just use a small box to question the traffic lights, nobody would feel disturbed in the neighbourhood and many of us would feel safer on large avenues.

3 - The untouchables

In supermarkets, when I go shopping, there is a cast of objects that seem to sneer at me. They don't want me to touch them. they have been enclosed into kinds of transparent plastic

boxes called blisters. I've got my penknife but its use is prohibited in such circumstances. Temptation is there : I can't figure the shape of the things I need to buy and if I am alone, I

can't have a true notion of what I have before me on the rack. I need a description to know if this object fits my desire. If I have some doubts, I leave it. Once more I feel trapped and

frustrated. If hairpins and staplers were put into blisters that could at least fit their shape, they would afford me to touch them with some precision ; it would at least give me some

information about their sizes.

The basic difference between blisters and boxes is that the latter can be opened and closed without any damage if you take care. Blisters are made to lie intact until you buy them, whether you like it or not.

4 - The cost of compensation means

Luckily, there are lots of electronic devices that are still easy to use by us : HI-FI or TV sets, vacuum-cleaners, ordinary ovens, microwaves and cookers equipped with either switches, or

keys to press, or round programming buttons the position of which can be felt precisely enough. Red lighting indicators are very useful for partially sighted people ; blind people have to develop useful strategies, such as putting anti-deposit salt in their dishwasher regularly to make sure there is always enough left. If we ever choose to purchase anyone of these machines which has been arranged especially for visually impaired – that is to say, braille and/or large print indications or instruction manuals, vocal speech control - its cost increases. Thus in many cases, we need to spend more to gain more independence. In France, most visual impaired are given a monthly allowance which is intended to compensate the price of special equipment. Those who don't receive it are spending more money than their sighted

fellow citizens whose income is similar to theirs.

In several French towns, everybody can do their shopping by telephone, fax or Minitel (The Minitel is a typically French interactive terminal, with a keyboard and a screen, which is

connected to our telephone line : it affords to have access to a great number of various services. It is really easy to handle and commonly used. It exists in large print and can be connected to a computer, for blind users). In Paris, two shops send their

referential catalogue in braille or large print ; these catalogues are free and remarkably helpful. They include the names of the goods, their references and prices. The customer

chooses the hour of the delivery ; in the week, four different periods are proposed by the shop. The ordered goods are carried home in huge refrigerated lorries. It saves time and energy but not money. The bigger the family, the more thankful we feel toward shops as well as our Telecom company. Some of my friends and I started using these services in 1987.

However, all compensation means cannot amount to spending more. Neither can they be accurately evaluated. They are immaterial and psychological : a good memory training, much

patience, a good awareness of one's limits, which implies that a lot has been done in the education phases to guide people along the way of self-acceptance. All this implies that fears and inhibitions linked to impairment have been clearly tamed and mastered. It must always be kept in mind that such compensation qualities need quite a lot of time to develop. Visually impaired people must dare without fearing to explain what they need.

5 - How to rule one's "help yourself system"

This processing system might be called "Help yourself with your difference". Neither technology nor neighbours can do or feel for me. In order to solve a frequent or incidental

concrete difficulty, I need to dare, to be noticed by my neighbours, whether I have got a job or not, to take part in associations activities, offer some  help to my neighbour when I

know him well enough. In other words, I must accept to be known, try to make my presence useful if need be, speak to the baker or the butcher like other people should do, keep smiling as much as possible. It is essential not to complain or moan about oneself. People I meet or live with are not responsible for my limits. I need to respect others with their differences if I want them to respect me with my own. The right to be accepted by others can't

be parted from my duty to accept them.

I must admit that, on several occasions, impairment can make you feel like a fool or a physical prisoner because of the undeniable limits it generates. But other people have other

limits, with or without an impairment ; and anyone can feel discouraged some day.

Managing my life with and in spite of my difference, that has to be done every day. Technological means help us ; they can't do it for us, especially if we are bad users. Furthermore, when my computer breaks down, I do miss it, yet I must go on

working anyhow. If my vacuum-cleaner is out of use, I will sweep the floor although it takes more time and I really hate sweeping. My voting papers can't be printed in braille, otherwise they would no longer be anonymous ; so I must think of selecting the one I want either with my scanner or with someone who reads them all (In France we receive voting papers at home, which makes things easy.).

It can't be denied that technology helps us and often makes us feel less different. Nevertheless, it will never erase difference linked with a physical or sensorial state. I am not

like the others. Everybody is different from everybody. I am a citizen like my neighbour, but I can't put myself in his shoes and neither can he put himself in mine. I live with, for and

thanks to others.

6 - I need some help therefore I live !

To be mobile and independent, I must have been educated with these objectives. Autonomy does not mean I can do everything by myself. I need to be encouraged and stimulated to do as much as I can on my own and the rest with somebody's help. Other people's help is essential because nobody can live without any humane support. It affords to avoid feeling isolated and creates opportunities to help the other in return. Needing the other

means he or she may need you. I am what my education, my environment and my own personality have led me to be and to become. As far as human relationships are concerned, everything is always in motion ; in opposition, my coffee or washing machines can't do anything but make coffee or washing clothes, which, in any case,  is very liberating.

My mobile telephone helps me to call the people I want to visit, when I arrive at the foot of their building and can't dial their code or press the right intercom key, but it will not open

the door for me. My light detector informs me that there is some light on but gives no idea  about its colour ; If I want to know it, I'll have to ask. For several years I had been looking for

any light detector which may be precise enough to help me know if my computer battery is loaded enough, therefore I must take care. I have just found one with which I can know when the loading signal is on.

Never mind if my autonomy is blocked by an intercom, it has increased thanks to my computer with its scanner and printer, my speaking scale which tells me that I lose or gain some weight, my vocal diary, my braille display or large print screen reader. Though, according to me, nothing will ever compensate good quality in the field of human relationships. I  am afraid that too much technology would increase individual isolation. In

addition to their lack of sight, people might suffer from a lack of sharing or the pleasure of discussion. Of course we can talk or get cross by E-mail ! But how lifeless this is ! I know anger is not always profitable, but it belongs to our fight for life.

Like money, technology in itself cannot make people's happiness, but it makes their lives easier. If it was not there, we would cruelly miss it, I confess. Unfortunately, a few years ago, some specialists often declared that thanks to all these new technological means, all our specific difficulties would be blown away. In France, we could hear such speeches and some of us raised our voices and refused the birth of a new kind of

economical omnipotent divinity.

Our daily life reflects the quality of our education within our family and at school, it should go without saying. Yet, in far too many cases, people used to say that, thanks to technological improvements, many problems induced by handicap would be solved. It is true that it made communication between visual impaired and sighted people much more efficient. But what

they have to face, in their inside and outside world, has not basically improved, especially in countries where unemployment has increased and where governments need to save money.

Mainstreaming blind and partially sighted children has too often been the cheap education choice. Its consequences are particularly visible among partially sighted teenagers whose

failure has been hidden too long. Too many educators forget that living among others does not mean living exactly like others, wherever you may be. Integration may lead to internal

disintegration, unconditional inclusion may lead to exclusion, in the same way as special schools may progressively lead toward living an ordinary life. Our only aim is to organise and prepare pupils' future adulthood. And as I have just tried to demonstrate

here, an adult's independent life cannot be achieved without a good technical and psychological preparation within children's families and at school. That is the very reason why, in France, lots of  well-informed people no longer use such words as

ghettoising or segregating to oppose special to mainstream schools. Both need to work together along each child's social integration route. Many rivers make their own beds before meeting and joining the sea. Different needs often demand different answers to value

all that our children have got in common.

As time goes by my conviction keeps growing, that we must beware preconceived ideas wherever we stand as adults, along our children's or pupils' route. Let's tell and teach our children and pupils what they can do, and then help them to discover and

know their limits better.

In life like in literature, a good introduction generally announces a blossoming development and a successful conclusion, when there are no bugs !

