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INTRODUCTION

Children with CVI have several problems with visual information processing. Visual recognition can be impaired (due to damage to the ventral stream) and analysis of the complexity of the visual scene can be difficult (due to damage to the dorsal stream).

There is a lot of evidence that these problems can have severe implications for development and learning, as well as for education (G. Dutton, M. Morse, M van Genderen). The use of visual information seems very important for the development of a child as a person and more specific for the development of social skills and abilities for social participation. Learning basic academic skills (reading, writing and arithmetic) is also based on visual experiences and visual concepts. 
In our daily counselling work with CVI children at home and at school we are dealing with CVI and its consequences. As colleagues we share our experiences on staff meetings. Moreover, the children’s parents give us a lot of information about their children’s special problems. And last but not least, children and youngsters with CVI tell us about living and learning with CVI. It’s important to offer them the opportunity to do so and to listen to them. 
In this presentation we will focus on some characteristics that CVI children at school age show in three areas : general behaviour, social-emotional functioning and academic learning. 
BACKGROUND : 
1 general behaviour and social and emotional functioning 
Like many children with visual impairment (caused by eye problems), CVI children at school age suffer from feelings of uncertainty in situations of daily life (A. Webster & J. Roe, S. Hoekstra – Vrolijk), caused by a limited access to visual information. They have a lack of self-reliance and struggle with the idea of being different and dependent on specific devices. They have a lower self-esteem and a weaker self-image. This is partly so because they have to rely on others in situations where other children of their age show a growing sense of autonomy (and the skills to do things by themselves). 

The social network of children with visual impairment is often more limited. They lack the feeling of ‘freedom’ typical for children at that age. 
Their social experiences are more limited and their social competences are often less developed. They sometimes feel like ‘being in between two worlds: the world of the normally sighted versus the world of the blind. They don’t belong to either of these two. 
We know children with visual impairment have to work hard and they need a lot of persistence to attain the goals that are put for them. Schoolwork is very demanding and they have to make big efforts in order to meet the general standards of education.
In our experience social and emotional problems are quite common in children with visual impairments. They tend to be serious and persistent in children with CVI and they easily interfere with their sense of wellbeing and with social integration and participation. Moreover, CVI children have to face some additional problems as well: not being able to recognise human faces, or not being able to analyse and understand complex everyday social situations, which leads to misunderstandings and inappropriate actions and can cause frustration and stress, or even social withdrawal. 
We must also mention the problems CVI children have with developing orientation and mobility skills and with developing the concepts underlying these skills. And we know their problems developing skills of everyday life. 

Besides the abovementioned difficulties, CVI children often show a lot of strengths that should also be mentioned. Children with CVI often have a strong wish to cope with their problems in a creative way.  They are ready to work hard and they patiently try to do what we expect them to. You can easily chat and have fun with them. If you know them well, you like them as a friend. 
2 Academic learning 
In 2005 we asked 25 teachers of children with CVI at school age to fill in a questionnaire about academic learning skills (reading, writing, arithmetic and learning in general). Our conclusions at that time were:
1 CVI children at school age have serious problems with learning arithmetic, 
2 they have considerably more problems with arithmetic than with reading and  
3 these problems are persistent during school years, in spite of teachers offering a variety of remediation techniques and making a lot of adjustments of learning materials and learning situations.

In the past years we intended to understand more about these problems, in order to learn how we, the children and their teachers can cope with them.
CVI and other developmental problems
Children with CVI often have other developmental problems such as lowered intellectual capacities, attention deficit disorders, motor problems, neurological diseases, dyspraxia and so on.
These conditions interact with each other and with visual impairment and this can lead to social and emotional problems as well as to the learning problems that we mentioned. However, we think that CVI in itself is an important and probably underestimated factor in the development of many of these problems. That is why we have chosen to explore some aspects of general behaviour, social-emotional development and learning in CVI children at school age who have no other major disorders. Of course this means that our study group became much smaller. It also means we studied children who have good capacities for reflection and who can talk about their problems and the solutions they discovered (or failed to discover). 
In a project that runs parallel to this study we are making good use of these capacities, as we are developing a book for CVI children and youngsters. This book must help them getting more insight in their special condition and telling others how to make adjustments and how to promote inclusion in their neighbourhood, on playgrounds…
3 THE STUDY
Our core business is the counselling of visually impaired children and their families. We also visit special schools as consultants to give advice about issues of visual impairment. In our country universities and research centres do not show so much interest in this field of work. In general they seem to have other priorities. That is why we tried to do some study work ourselves. As a team we reflected a lot on our practical experiences. We also studied some (though not all available) international publications.
We developed some hypotheses and we were looking for ways to verify them.

Of course it had to be a very modest study because of the lack of experience, time and funds. The work with children and families had to go on as well.
Anyway, this is the report on the results of our pilot study of 12 CVI children between  7 and 16 years of age without additional disorders.
3.1 Social behaviour 
Hypothesis: children with CVI have problems in social relations. 
To test this assumption we used the VISK (Vragenlijst voor Inventarisatie van Sociaal gedrag bij Kinderen), a questionnaire that was designed in the Netherlands in order to inventory social problems of children with pervasive developmental disorders. 
The questionnaire has also norms for children with general psychiatric disorders and can be used for research goals with other interest-groups as well. 
The items are divided in 6 subscales: not adapted, tendency to withdraw, orientation problems, don’t get social information, stereotyped behaviour and fear for changes. 

Our procedure: we asked both teachers and parents (mother and father, independently of each other) to fill in the questionnaire. 
They receive 49 sentences which describe some specific behaviour. For each sentence they indicate whether the behaviour ‘does not apply’, ‘applies a little bit’ or ‘applies clearly’ to their child or the child in their classroom. 
To check our hypothesis, we use the norms for the group ‘children with psychiatric disorders’. If CVI children get a score ‘above average social problems’ we can strongly conclude CVI children have problems in social situations. Furthermore we analyze the answers on separate items and look for specific conclusions.
3.2 General behaviour and emotional well-being 
We asked parents (mother and father) and teachers to report on the behaviour and emotional well-being of their child or the child in their class. For the parents we used the Child Behaviour Checklist (CBCL/6-18). For teachers we used the Teacher Report Form (TRF/6-18). These lists consist of 118 items that describe specific behavioural and emotional problems. In addition, there are two open questions for reporting on other problems. 
The scoring profile provides raw scores, T scores, and percentiles for
· six DSM-oriented scales  (Affective Problems; Anxiety Problems; Somatic Problems; Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Problems; Oppositional Defiant Problems; and Conduct Problems).
· Internalizing, Externalizing, and Total Problems
Hypothesis: children with CVI have a deviant profile on the DSM-related subscales and a high global score 
3.3 Arithmetic
We developed  a list, based on the standards of education (for mathematics) that are used in regular primary schools in Belgium. The teachers evaluated whether specific goals were obtained by the child or not. 
We also asked the teachers to fill in what kind of help (e.g. rehearsal, use of colour, simplification of instructions …) they tried to give to their pupil and whether this was successful or not.
We hypothesise that children with CVI 
1 have specific problems with arithmetic skills (e.g. insight in numbers, geometry, …) 2 and that these problems are persistent during school age. 
3 need specific adjustments of learning materials and learning situations 
We call a problem ‘specific’ if more than 20% of the children with CVI have this problem (taking into account that all children in regular schools in Belgium are expected to obtain the standard goals of mathematics). 
Results

The results of this study will be presented at the conference. We would like to discuss our hypotheses and our ways of testing them. We hope to share experiences and insights with practitioners and researchers from Europe, and we hope to get more inspiration to continue our work in a better way. 
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