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In his book, ‘Clear Waters Rising, (1996), Nicholas Crane describes his seventeen-month walk from Cape Finisterre in Spain along the Central European Mountain Ranges to Istanbul in Turkey. This epic journey was laced with humour despite the harshness of winter on ridges of the Cevennes, Alps and Carpathians. He met many people and learnt a great deal about the different countries he visited.

European Projects such as ‘Training with Europe’ are equally humorous as well as fraught with pitfalls. A close partnership, shared equally by all, is the way towards success.

After the 1995 ICEVI European Conference in Budapest, Hungary, Dr Herman Gresnigt became increasingly aware that Eastern Europe was in great need of training programmes for teachers, support workers and carers of the visually impaired.

The following year he received a request for assistance in training Romanian teachers of the Partially Sighted. The request was sent by Steluta Bageag who stands here beside me. At the time, Steluta was Principal of the Scola Professional Speciala Number 2 in Rimincu Sarat near Buzau in Eastern Romania. Her school was and still is a vocational school for partially sighted Romanian Students from 12 – 20. They come from all over Eastern Romania including Moldova. The school is residential and open to boys and girls.

Steluta is now vice principal of the school, co-ordinating the educational provision. Her teachers come from Industrial backgrounds, as they were best suited to provide the vocational training offered at the school. In order to be accepted as teachers of the visually impaired, the teachers needed to receive training to satisfy the National requisites of Romanian provision for special education.

Dr Gresnigt discussed her request with the Chief Executive of the Royal London Society for the Blind and founder member of the U. K. Opsis Group, Peter Talbot. Peter suggested the well-proven Opsis / Plymouth University course in the ‘Care and Support of People with a Visual Impairment’ as a solution.

I have been working at the Royal London Society for the Blind since 1974 as a physical education teacher, Head of Learning Support and RLSB staff member on the Opsis Task Group that organised and supervised delivery of the Opsis course. In addition to this, I have had 26 years of International Experience. On becoming the International Officer for the RLSB I was given the task of adapting the Opsis course for use in Europe.

European Projects with Eastern Europe are few in comparison with Western European Countries. Guided by Dr Gresnigt and Theofaan, we decided not to wait to hear if ‘Training with Europe’ was selected for funding by the 3.1 Comenius Group. We opted for a pilot year prior to autumn 1998.

The RLSB, Theofaan and Rimnicu Sarat were joined by Varna and Sofia schools for the Blind in Bulgaria and other member organisations of the UK Opsis Group to work towards a practice run for ‘Training with Europe’.

This allowed the Partnership to experience new learning methods, to manage a budget, to exchange views and ideas as well as to discuss and avoid pitfalls.

Between October 1997 and August 1998, I visited Bulgaria and Romania to discuss the materials for the 1998 Summer Schools. Assia Dimitrova and Radoslava Mileva from Bulgaria and Steluta from Romania visited the RLSB, Catholic Blind Institute St. Vincent’s School for the Blind and Christopher Grange in Liverpool, Queen Alexandra College in Birmingham and the West of England School for the Blind in Exeter.

From the outset, Theofaan International from Gravé in The Netherlands agreed to join ‘Training with Europe’. As experts on working in International Projects for the Visually Impaired, especially in Eastern Europe, their contribution to the Project has been invaluable.

Two summer schools were held, one in Varna under the leadership of Peter Petrov, Headmaster of Varna School for the Blind, and Professor Vladimir Radulov of the University of Sofia. The other was held in Rimincu Sarat. Over all, 18 members of staff from the Varna and Sofia Schools, The Karin Dom Foundation in Varna and the Rehabilitation Centre in Plovidik in Bulgaria and 9 members of staff from Scola Professionale in Romania received training in leisure, low vision, working with parents, behaviour difficulties, living skills and multi-disability.

These areas were chosen as the traditional training of teachers and support workers of the Visually Impaired in Eastern Europe does not cover the modern difficulties of supporting and caring for the Visually Impaired as in new capitalist societies. In Bulgaria, both schools have starting to accept multi-disabled visually impaired children. In Romania, Steluta’s pupils had failed in their mainstream schools; they were disillusioned and difficult to manage. More understanding of their needs, the use of structured leisure, behaviour modification and contact with families was greatly needed.

As you have discovered, the Opsis Course is delivered by Open Distance Learning. Discussion and the sharing of ideas are at the core of the delivery in the course. This style of learning was unknown in Bulgaria and Romania; it was initially regarded with scepticism.

Over the first two days of each summer school I witnessed the metamorphosis of the course participants. Talking together to learn, not passively listening to a lecture, was a challenge and innovative experience. Soon, views were being exchanged, difficulties were shared and the best way forward was discussed, during sessions and throughout the evenings.

‘Training with Europe’ trains the trainers so both summer schools were conducted in Bulgarian and Romanian respectively. This method of delivery minimises time lost in translation. There were four months prior to the summer schools, after the March 1998 UK visit, to learn, practice and gather materials for the chosen courses so they could be adapted and translated into Bulgarian and Romanian. I attended both summer schools to be on-call for advice and to monitor the quality control of the course.

The Pilot year was a total success. Budget difficulties were overcome, and I learnt to understand the systems and the controls on living and working in Eastern Europe which allowed our support to be realistic and not idealistic. We all worked together to achieve the ultimate goal of the year: - successful students.

In October 1998, we heard we had been successful and ‘Training with Europe’ was launched, unfortunately without Bulgaria, as it was not yet in the European Funding Union.

The Pilot year allowed the project to get off to a flying start. In 1998 and early 1999, further exchanges between the partners took place and another successful summer school was held in Rimincu Sarat. This time the Headteacher and a senior member of staff from the school for the partially sighted in Bucharest joined the summer school. Professor Vasile Preda from the ‘Babes Boyies’ University in Cluj offered his support.

Let Steluta describe what the project has meant to her and her staff:
“Training with Europe” was and will be the first step in building an easier system of training, which is much needed in my country.

I’ve started with my dream of understanding and finding a way to discover the best system of obtaining feedback; I mean a feedback from the children and a feedback from the staff.

The best thing was the understanding from ICEVI, Theofaan and the RLSB, meaning their offer to choose what’s appropriate for our conditions. Visiting the most important OPSIS centres in the UK (Dorton School, Dorton College, St. Vincent’s School for the Blind, Queen Alexandra College, West of England School) and talking with people involved in special education for visual impairment I have collected a lot of written items. Then, after discussions with Sue Walker, I chose modules that would best respond to the first and basic needs in training for education in our school. Being experienced in a Pilot summer school in 1998, the evidence of this utility can’t be denied. An open course is vital for our special schools. For many years a course meant knowledge, from now on, delivery by open discussion is the way forward.

Training in Special Education increases more and more. In Romania, training in all areas of education is needed; we are focusing on Special Education. 

There are many special schools in my country indicating the number of children with special educational needs. The training in special education is incomplete even for teachers. Night staff and care staff are usually untrained as there are no courses for them.

‘Training with Europe’ started to put this right. Out of it has grown the possibility of creating links between VI schools. These links develop like an elevator going from the top to the bottom. Children with a visual impairment often have additional mental and social disabilities: - a vocational school is frequently the last stop in their training. Many other children would benefit from a school like ours. So on the basis of knowledge and skills gained by dealing with these children in our school I am thinking about sharing a common philosophy about care and training with the schools from where our students come. ‘Training with Europe’ has facilitated this.

A start has been made: a first link with a School for the partially sighted in Bucharest offered more power to the course. The link with Bucharest has brought this idea to reality and shown it can be extended to other similar schools in Romania. At the same time it has offered the possibility of creating a good programme of education and care for those with low vision. It now appears necessary to consider more carefully the needs of the partially sighted child rather than allowing this area to remain rejected by the Unions for the Blind. These children exist and they seem to be associated with mental and social handicap more than the blind.  

The course offered consultancy for the following:

· visual problems - knowledge and understanding of the infections and damage of the eye;

· social and private life problems – knowing the family problems, building self-esteem and social skills, understanding and solving behaviour problems;

· leisure – a very important part of education helping children to discover themselves, to have creative minds and to be part of society.

· The future – integration and preparing for a job. That will be the next step in our development of the course. 

Up to this point the course has concentrated on these topics, as they were directly relevant to my school’s needs. The established Visually Impaired schools have qualified teachers of the VI. Teachers of the partially sighted need to concentrate less on the skills required to educate totally blind children, instead our way forward is to concentrate on integration provision.

When I say “we” I mean that I have the agreement of the Headteacher of the school for ambliops in Bucharest, Prof. Rada Chirculescu, to be involved in enlarging and broadening the course. 

I do not intend to be idealistic. We don’t have special institutions to sustain our schools as rehabilitation centres or special institutes for research and assistance of integration. The continuous support of ICEVI, Theofaan and RLSB have made possible this presentation. As a result of this experience we are now able to offer consultancy for other eastern countries similar in history and conditions to Romania. That was another reason for initiating the course. We firmly believe that education for partially sighted children will improve in the fashion I have just outlined.
‘Training with Europe’ has completed its first phase. Apart from a very successful 1999 summer school there has been a March 1999 Aid Drive to Romania.  In July 1999, 4 pupils from the school, a member of staff, and the son of the Principal of the school who acted as interpreter joined the International ‘Euro Vision 99’ camp in Liverpool. 

‘ROAD’ Romania stands for Romanian Overland Aid Drive. I co-ordinated a collection of materials to support leisure and residential improvements at our Partnership school. The RLSB was supported by Opsis members, Ridgeons, who provided a truck, The Haydon Group of Salisbury who paid for the fuel, the general public and many well wishers. The aim of ROAD was to provide the staff at the school, who were prepared to offer extra time, with materials to use in after schools clubs and societies. By offering them more to do, it was hoped to dispel some of the aggressive, negative behaviour of the pupils. The trip was a great success, an experience and a learning zone. Since this expedition, I have advised several other groups about the best way to succeed in an Aid Drive to Eastern Europe, especially the procedures at border crossings and with Customs Officers. 

‘Euro Vision 99’ will be reported in another session at the Conference. I met several of the group when they returned to Romania. It was an experience of a lifetime.

‘Training with Europe’ is a Partnership, ‘Together’ is our motto. The future lies in the hands of the Leonardo Group. 

What are the most important outcomes of our European Partnership?

· Training was brought to those who needed it most without excess travel and stress.

· Training the trainers saves time and generates high quality, realistic and meaningful delivery.

· A Pilot year guarantees greater success. Faults and difficulties can be overcome prior to the observation of Brussels.

· Romania is able to move forward. It is not totally dependent on Theofaan or us, as Steluta has outlined in her strategy. 

· Ultimately, Romania has been given the strength and security to become an equal partner and friend. 

· Project spin-offs are inevitable, ensuring the outcome reaches a wider audience.

· Steluta has been able to use the Project to gain her final Romanian teacher qualification.

As Steluta has indicated, it is hoped that the future will bring further summer schools, exchanges, in depth study of realistic integration and the inclusion of other Special Schools in Romania and Moldova. ‘Training with Europe’ – 2000 will be joined by Bulgaria.

At the time of the Presentation of Course Certificates in October 1999, the RLSB training course in ‘Touch Therapy’ was introduced in Romania and also to Varna School as a result of my fleeting visit to Bulgaria.

Lesley Morris, RLSB’s resident Touch Therapy Specialist, who accompanied me to Romania and Bulgaria last year, explains: - 

Touch Therapy

What is massage? The word itself originally comes from a Greek work meaning ‘to knead’. Massage is the manipulation of the soft tissues of the body, effectively performed by the hands. There are many different types of massage movements.

Massage is one of the easiest ways of attaining and maintaining good health and something we all do naturally. It is a healing instinct to rub an aching shoulder.  Headaches, aches and pains, insomnia, tension and stress can all be alleviated with our hands by touching.

So what is touch? It is contact, warmth and reassurance, it affirms our sense of being and self worth, we do this naturally everyday of our lives.

It is effective in helping children learn to relax and when they release tension they feel happier, more relaxed and often fall asleep. With developmental delay, self-abusive behaviour and other disabling conditions including cerebral palsy, seizure disorders and autism, massage has helped in many cases.

Children with special needs often have high stress levels and need the mental and physical relaxation that massage offers. It can improve circulation, relax muscles and aid digestion.

Touch and smell can be an important means of communicating for children with a visual impairment, it may become the most significant means of obtaining sensory information about the world. It has many benefits for the blind child as it increases body awareness and helps the child develop a distinct body image, which is important for balance and effective movement.

Massage from an early age can nurture feelings of confidence and a positive self-image.

(Lesley Morris MGCP)

The RLSB is able to co-ordinate International Projects associated with training both through Open Distance Learning and over the Internet. We are waiting to hear if another country, school or college would like to hear from us.

Romania is a beautiful country. My opportunity to travel extensively into the mountains, across the plains to the Black Sea and stay in Bucharest, Cluj and Rimincu Sarat, as a result of ‘Training with Europe’, has been a great experience for me and others associated with the Project. Similarly, in The Netherlands, travel has led to new experiences, the gaining of knowledge and a deeper understanding of the European Concept.

Our Partnership is sound and we will share the future together, whatever happens.
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