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Introduction

In my daily work as occupational therapist in Visio’s rehabilitation centre in Amsterdam, I am mainly involved with assessment and training of computer devices. 

Since 1993 I also have been coordinator of a co-operation project between Visio and the schools for visually impaired and blind in Romania. The aim of the project is promoting and exchanging knowledge and experience and providing the necessary equipment.

Several courses have taken place since 1993: touchtyping, activities of daily living, motor development and sports, visual and tactile training and computerskills. 

The Romanian Ministery of Education recognizes the courses and makes certificates for the participants.

In this paper I would like to present the courses of computerskills, which form a project in itself. It started in 1997, but it has been lingering on our mind since the first course, the touchtyping course in 1993. But at that time it seemed only wishful thinking.   

Why a computer project?

You could ask why a computer project was started in a country in the midst of a difficult economical period. You could also ask why we did this at a time when the schools for the blind and visually impaired lacked all kinds of materials for all sorts of lessons. For the price of one computer you could buy a lot of other things, which might seem a lot more needed at the time. But! As blind and visually impaired people can profit so much from computers for written communication and for access to information and as society seems to need people who can work with computers, it was the right time to start a computer project. Waiting longer would mean getting behind in relation to the rest of the world and creating a new gap. 

The idea came initially from the Romanian schools and after a lot of preparation, we could actually start with the first course in 1997! 

The project as I wrote it consists of two major phases: 

I. Computer education at the schools (1997 – 2001), which consists of 3 steps

1

basic knowledge: using enlargement for Windows, using speech for Dos

2

advanced knowledge: using speech for Windows, using a scanner
3

evaluation of the first phases and of  the need to upgrade/ replace equipment
After all this, we will have to explore the possibilites for the next phase. This next phase could concern: 

II
Vocational computer education leading to job possibilities.

At this moment we are in the middle of step 3, which in practice is a lot more exciting then it looks! This is because during the first steps a lot of new possibilities and surprises turned up, like Romania becoming member of EENAT and connecting all schools to the Internet.

But let me start at the first step:

1
Basic knowledge (1997): 

The target was that teachers of the special schools could teach the pupils basic knowledge of the computer and wordprocessing, using special devices for enlargement and speech. 

To realize this more parties needed to be involved then only teachers and Visio. The schools, the Ministery of Education and the Association of the Blind did also take part. All of them have  got specific responsibilities which were put down in an contract. 
E.g: the Ministery makes certificates of specialisation for the teachers and creates space in the curriculum. The schools select teachers who have the necessary basic computer knowledge, and create a suitable classroom. 

Visio has supplied an up-to-date computer with printer for every school. The programmes installed were the following: 

· Dos and WP 5.1 and Hal 5 with Apollo synthesizer (English and Romanian) for speech

· Windows 95 and Office 95 with Zoomtext Xtra level 1 for enlargement.

The choice for these combinations was based on the programmes which were most used in Romania. These programmes were the subjects of the course.

From every school two teachers travelled to one school for a course of a week, given by a Dutch and a Romanian teacher: Maria Noyons and Mircea Bucur. 

At this point I would like to introduce Mircea Bucur, whose contribution to the project is of great value. Mircea is a Romanian blind computer specialist who works at the Romanian Telephone company as a programmer. He is also central contactperson in the computer project. It is a pity that he is not able to join us in this conference. 

Back to the first computer course. During this course two national helpdesk persons were appointed, one for Dos and one for Windows.

At the end of the week we tested the teachers’ knowledge by letting them practise on some pupils of the school. Those pupils had been more or less waiting at the doorstep for one week to come in and finally get behind those computers!

Working with the pupils made clear that the teachers need educational material. It could be efficient to make that material at a national level. But for that you need communication and that is often difficult with so many schools in such a big country. Already we started dreaming about email…

The teachers worked at their schools, the pupils learned a lot and one year later, in 1998 we gave the second course in step 2, called Advanced knowledge. 

In this course the role of the Romanian teachers was already larger then in the first one, because more Romanian teachers were the actual teachers and we did the preparation of the course together with them. We shared more responsabilities.

This course was about using: 

· Jaws For Windows, which is a speech programme for Windows

· upgrade to Zoomtext level 2, which combines enlargement and speech 

· a scanner with Recognita OCR

Three new and exciting aspects of this period were: 

1. Acceptation of Romania by the EENAT, Eastern European Network for Acces Technology, which had started already two years before. By this “local” network the implementation of the computer education is promoted. Many courses are available. Sharing of mutual knowledge and experience gives support. Suddenly there are more possibilities to finance related projects.

2. Joining of the project by the Republica Moldova. In 1998 the general co-operation of Visio with Romania was extended to Moldova, neighbour country with the same language. In the second course the teachers from Moldova learned at double speed, because they had to catch up on the first course as well! At this moment there are four fully equipped computers at the Central Board of the Association of the Blind in Chisinau. Pupils of the schools and also adults go there for the computerlessons. As soon as possible however, the computers will be placed at the schools.
3. A step which was not forseen in 1997 was the connection of all schools to the Internet. It did not seem possible at the time. But it became clear that access to Internet could help a lot in the communication. Think of the exchanging of educational material and all the questions to the helpdesk!
Making phonecalls from one school to another is not possible, because of the costs. 
The mail takes too long when you need an immediate answer. 
But combining funds from EENAT, Soros and Visio, a free provider from the Ministery of Education and a lot of struggle and work from Mircea Bucur led to the realization of access to Internet at the schools.

At the end of 1999 we could draw some conclusions and plan step 3.

The main conclusions after 2 years were:

Teachers and pupils: 

· Considering the limited time they could dedicate to the computerlessons, both teachers and pupils came a long way. 

· Teachers and pupils have to work a lot in their free time, as the possibilities for computer lessons in the curriculum are too few.

· For technical support the teachers call on the helpdesk or have their own private sources, because system administration of the network is difficult.

· The level of knowledge and experience is not the same at the various schools. 

· Knowledge of how to use the Internet, especially with enlargement and speech, is not sufficient yet. 

Material: 

· Most schools have too few computers, so too many pupils work with one computer at the same time

· The Visio computers from 1997 are already quite outdated 

· Connection to the Internet has been realized

· The costs of the Internet subscription are too high for the schools at the moment

Educational:

· Not every school has space in the curriculum for computerlessons

· At some schools touchtyping has been removed from the curriculum. This is disastrous because typing skills are basic

· There is no unity in the curricula nor in educational material. This is very much needed

So, as you can see, there is still a lot of work to be done!

From these conclusions the goals for step 3 for the period 2000-2001 were determined:

1. Development and support of system administration at the schools
National helpdesk is Mircea Bucur, but for local direct maintenance of the network
system administrators have been contracted at the beginning of this year. Under Mircea’s supervision they visit the schools regularly. Until the end of the school year of 2001 Visio pays their salary. After that period the results will be evaluated and an other way of financing might be found.


2. Supplementary training of the teachers
The teachers needed training in using the Internet combined with the special devices. 
A course has taken place recently in Bucharest, last May. In this third course there were only Romanian teachers: Mircea Bucur, one of the system administrators and some teachers from the schools who have attended an EENAT-course. Visio has only been advising and facilitating this course.


3. Upgrading of the computers and the programmes
After three years the Visio-computers are partly outdated. They will be upgraded in order to work with all programmes at an acceptable speed.
Also the speech programme needed upgrading to the last version, which is especially equipped for the Internet.
4. Financing of the subscription to Internet for the schools
At this moment it is necessary that Visio finances the subscription. This will be done until the end of the next schoolyear.   
5. Advancing the position of typing and computerlessons through contacts at the Ministery of Education
Since the curriculum was made on a national level so far, changes could only be started from the Ministery of Education. At the first place this is a job for the schools themselves and the local authorities. Visio can only try to support the schools and visit the Ministery on a regular basis. In a recent visit I learned that the educational system for visually impaired and blind pupils will change soon. The schools and local authorities will have more independence. There will be a local committee that decides upon the content of the curriculum.
So at what point are we now? Some conclusions can be drawn. I will share with you some aspects of this project which I consider strong and some that need more taking care of.

Strong aspects of the project:

· It is based on requests of all parties involved, co-operation was based on a carefully considered contract and all parties have their responsibilities, which they take seriously 

· Visio’s role changed from organising and teaching to advising and facilitating. Contributions and responsibilities have shifted to the Romanian side.

· From the beginning there was a strong national contact person and helpdesk. 

· Equipment has been bought locally as much as possible and after deliberation with the contactperson. 

· Centrally given courses advance national development of a new subject like computer lessons. Every school begins at the same starting point.

· The Ministery of Education recognizes the project and supplies certificates for the teachers who have attended the courses. This strenghtens their professional position.

Aspects which still need a lot of attention:

· Continuity when teachers leave: transfer of knowledge and experience. This makes a national helpdesk extra important, but it is also the responsibility of the school to always have two computer teachers with an up-to-date knowledge

· Development of educational material and a curriculum. Lack of time and the schools not being used to share material makes that this has not worked out as everyone would like.

· Realizing enough space in the curriculum for computer lessons

· The typing skills of the pupils 

· The computer education will always need quite a big amount of money, also when it ends being a project. Will other means of financing be found?

Of course we also have some dreams concerning the future of computer education. E.g.: Vocational training with computers. More possibilities for adult blind and visually impaired people. Internet cafe’s equipped for the blind. A national training centre for teachers of computer skills. Using computers in the other lessons at the schools.

For me personally, working in a joint venture like this project means a lot of pleasure. It has taught me a lot of respect for Romanian collegues who work with so much dedication in not always the best of circumstances. It has shown me that it is essential for professional development to work in a way that makes it possible to broaden your limited national horizon.

I do hope that the presentation of this paper has been interesting for you to and, above all, useful for other organisations that work together at an international level.

Thank you very much for your attention.
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