”with a little help from my friends…” 

visually impaired students in a school for all.

Inger Lindgren and Birgit Kruk , advisers on special education, SIH, Sweden

In Sweden today the majority of  visually impaired students go to their local schools, except the few students who go to the Eke school at Örebro. This  school is a state-run special  school for students who usually in addition to their visual impairment also have learning disabilities. As some of you may already know this special school will  also cease to be a school and instead increase the resource centre acitivities.

Through SIH, The National Swedish Agency for Special Needs Education the state offers support to the municipal schools in their work with visually impaired and other disabled students. 

OH  1 This shows SIH´s programs as they are today:

There are advisers for children and students with visual impairments and students with physical impairments, for multiple disabilities, for deaf-blind adults and one adviser for immigrant students with disabilities.

SIH also produces adapted educational materials and distributes targetted school grants, which means that municipalities can apply for funds for group activities for students with impairments and their teachers and assistents. That is how we have financed the group gatherings that we shall talk more about later on.

Some municipalities have, in consultation with us, applied for funds, and when they have recieved money we have acted as instructors and started the groups.

SIH is also the administrative authority for Sweden´s special schools as well as for Tomteboda Resourse Center.

OH  2  But we must not forget, that  also when it comes to students with impairments SIH only complements municipal educational and support programs - it does not replace them!

All students have the right to an education equal to others in society and our mission is to work for a ”school for all”  particularly bearing in mind those students who have visual impairments.

OH  3  SIH promotes : - participation and communitybuilding - through information and education.

It promotes minimizing of handicaps through adaptation of the environment and the teaching methods and

it promotes non-segregating programs to make human variation a natural and important part of normal society.

OH   4  ”Map of Sweden”

There are 22 advisory offices all over Sweden. All together there are 30 advisors for students with visual impairments. In our region there are 6 advisors and the students in our groups come from this area.

The blue squares show the Educational Material  Centers. The one outside Stockholm produces educational materials for visually impaired children and students.

There are rather few visually impaired students in the compulsary and upper secondary school, in the whole country about 1200, and of those  about 120 read Braille. The most common situation is that a visually impaired student is the only one with that kind of disability in his or her school. But it is not only the student who is alone but also the involved staff feels uncertain and alone in their daily work with the visually impaired student. The teacher must be able to realise every student´s personal capabilities and needs. This may be difficult as visual impairment after all is an unusal disability, which means that the teacher seldom has the experience from teaching a student with a visual impairment.

The choice of teaching materials is important and has to be flexible. The teaching material must not be allowed to control the schoolwork, and everybody doesn´t have to have the same material! To help the teachers with this is an important task for us as advisers.

An other important task for the advisers is to encourage personnel to participate in courses offered by the resource centres and by SIH.

However, in spite of the fact that a visually impaired student may have an optimized situation at school, considering both the physical environment and the educational situation, there may still be areas that are difficult. As the schoolwork for a student with visual impairment takes a lot more time and effort they often come off second best compared to their classmates with normal vision. Doing your homework is extra burdening and it doesn´t leave much spare time for other activities. The visually impaired student may find it hard to find  someone to identify himself with. Sometimes it feels nice  to be able to take part on more equal  terms and not always being the only one with an impairment!

 OH  5 
A scientist from the US has studied the behavior of dogs. He watched what dogs gave priority to if given unlimited possibilities to choose.

The result of his studies makes you think - they wanted to meet other dogs.

In that respect there is no real difference between men and dogs!

In order to create an environment where the positive self-esteem can become stronger we have since 7 years  gathered visually impaired students and their teachers and assistants in different group constellations. Besides the fact that the students can take part on their own conditions, the teachers and assistants get the chance to exchange experience and get new pedagogical ideas. A network is created! 

The first group we made consisted of 6 blind students and their teachers. 

The subject for that first gathering was sports as sports has proved to be:

firstly  a difficult subject to take part in together with the classmates with normal vision

secondly a good subject when you want the students to get to know each other.

Gradually we have introduced more practical subjects like handicraft, arts, domestic science and music.

We have also visited museums and working sites. We have made excursions, cooked and been taught about the body at a pedagogical health center. On these occasions the students have for example experienced with all their senses both shoes that are many hundred years old and real muscles and a heart from a newly slaughtered calf.

Besides local teachers we have got very valuable help from the athletics associations for disabled. We have also engaged competent and deeply committed teachers from Tomteboda and Eke School Resource Centres. Some of the gatherings have been located to the Eke School Resource Center at Örebro.

This year  we have 8 different groups:

OH  6   Groups:
3 with blind students aged 9-16

1 with visually and mobility impaired  students aged 11-13

1 with what we call ”mixed children”, meaning those who read both Braille and printed material, aged 11-13

2 with boys with low vision, aged 10-16.

1 with boys and girls with low vision, aged 7-10

The reason for making a couple of groups only for boys is partly because there are more boys but also because we find they have stronger needs to measure themselves physically with other boys than girls have with other girls.

The groups meet 3-4 times/term.

With these group gatherings we have wanted to give teachers and assistants educational guidance together with their students. A network has been created between the schools. We have also noticed the positive development it has given the students, who thanks to the gatherings contact each other also in their spare time. 

The comments from both students and school personnel are very positive. The teachers find that they have got new ideas to work with at home. They also appreciate the chance it gives them to meet collegues to discuss different ideas. To see how other visually impaired students work has also been considered valuable. Not least important is the fact that the student is given enough time to finish a task when we meet. The pupils look forward to seeing their friends in the group. ”You can be yourself!” Like one mother said: ”He doesn´t have to pretend he is better than he is!”

Our group gatherings have become a valuable complement to the day to day schoolwork. 

We would like to finish by showing you a short video with some glimpses from three of the groups. One group with blind students, one with ”mixed children” and the group of students with visual and physical impairments. 
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