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The first school for blind children in Estonia was established in the year 1883 in Tallinn. In addition to comprehensive subjects, handicraft skills were also acquired there: knitting, weaving the bottom of the chairs from thatch, hemming works, weaving the mats etc. In the year 1926 the school was transferred to Tartu where it is located until today.

In Estonia a small number of the blind pupils have been included in the common study programme. According to our information, 4 totally blind children study at ordinary schools whose studies are supported by Tartu Emajõe School as much as possible. For years TES has been aiming at creating a resource centre at the school but until today no funds have been received from the Ministry of Education for this purpose.

Tartu Emajõe School is the only school in Estonia for the pupils with visual impairment. 19 blind and 79 visually impaired pupils study at the school. 23 of them study according to a special programme (with learning difficulties and other additional problems). The school has got a dormitory where ca 2/3 of the pupils live. 

41 teachers work at the school, 14 of them have a special pedagogical education.

The primary education can be received in 10 years and secondary education in 13 years. Manual training is studied from the 5-th grade: woodwork, furniture restoration, weaving, handicraft, typewriting, computer training. 

In the recent years TES has made a great progress in the information technology. Thanks to the support of the Pilot Institution Tiger Leap* and international co-operation project EENAT we have equipped a modern computer classroom with 7 seats which has the main access technology for teaching the blind children with the help of computers.

There is one class of Orientation and Mobility per week for the blind and visually impaired pupils. Daily Living Activities and social skills are acquired after the classes under the instructions of educators. It is a little bit complicated as there are 7-12 pupils in one group. The situation has been tried to settle so that 2 educators are working at the same time, one of who is dealing with the teaching of Daily Living Activities.

Several hobby groups work at the school: computer group, basket weaving group, group of little masters, several music groups, orchestra of little boys, block-flute band, brass band, chorus of  little children, girls'  gymnastics  group,  swimming, basket-ball. The pupils of the school have achieved very good results in the international swimming competitions for people with visual impairment, incl. paraolympics. 

The schools of higher education do not prepare the teachers for pupils with visual impairment. TES is taking care of the additional training of the teachers itself. During the so-called Soviet times the additional training was mainly organised by the Russian specialists. After the re-independence of Estonia, TES got close contacts with the schools and institutions of visual impairment in Finland, but also with colleagues from Netherlands, Germany, Sweden, Israel, Lithuania, Latvia and other countries. With the help of our foreign friends we have received special devices necessary for teaching the children, methodical literature and training. It must be admitted that during the last ten years the school has developed very quickly, for which we have to be thankful to the colleagues and friends from foreign countries.

As for pedagogical training, our Finnish colleagues have helped us to organise the courses about the methods of teaching the visually impaired children, Orientation and Mobility classes, methods of teaching Braille and teaching the Daily Living Activities. During the last three years two 160-hours courses of the basics of teaching the visual impaired children have been organised at TES and these courses were sponsored by Theofaan International, Christoffel Blindenmission, Open Estonia Foundation,  Finnish Federation of the Visually Impaired, the Council of the Nordic Ministers. In addition to the local lecturers, the specialists from foreign countries made the presentations: Nurit Neustadt PhD from Israel, F. Verbeek and A. Nijsten from Theofaan International from Netherlands, M. Räsanen, E. Lehtinen, A. Ahonen from Finland. We are very thankful to our foreign partners.

In addition to the staff of TES, 2 teachers from ordinary schools took part in these courses (who have a visually impaired child in their class), 2 educators from orphanages, 4 teachers working with deaf blind children, 1 teacher working at the childrens' hospital, 1 specialist of pre-school education from Narva Educational Department and 24 educators of special groups in kindergartens. The feedback to the courses has been very positive. The teachers from Narva were especially thankful to be able to participate in the courses as for the insufficient knowledge of the official language they often stay aside from the training courses organised in Estonia. In our courses the lectures were translated into Russian for them.

In the last few years 2-weeks courses of Orientation and Mobility and Low Vision have been organised under the instruction of N. Neustadt PhD and with the support of Christoffel Blindenmission. It has been planned to organise the course  of daily  living  activities in  the spring of the year 2000.  To all our  last 

courses we have invited the specialists working with visually impaired children from other institutions in Estonia.

We very highly appreciate the help of the Western countries to our school.

Well known names at TES are Herman Gresnigt, Maria Venhuizen, Solveig Sjöstedt, Gisa Paul-Mechel, Larry Cambell, Peter Appelhans, Eero Lilja, Jouni Onnela, Pentti Lappalainen, Aivo Karvinen etc. Thanks for all of them.

· Pilot Institution is a public fund in Estonia that was established to develop the information technology at schools.
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