Individual programs improving handwriting skills and decoding of letters as an efficient tool for itinerant and classroom teacher in developing integration in Poland.
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In 2001/2002 school year elementary boarding schools for visually impaired had  539 students with visual impairments. Almost three times more  - 1519 pupils attended their local regular elementary schools. 

Unfortunately it’s very rare that regular classroom teachers are professionally prepared to have a visually impaired student in their classroom and they seldom know special methods of teaching, which take into account visual functioning. Regular teachers still don’t get any support by a resource teacher, itinerant teacher or other specialist. Additionally, access to computers, special software for visually impaired children and CCTV systems is still limited in Poland. 

All first grade pupils, also those with visual impairments, learn to read and write. When computers and other special devices are not available fast handwriting and the ability to decode letters can be the key factor for success in early education. Research showed that children with visual impairment decode letters, read and handwrite worse than their peers with normal vision. We don’t know exactly what are the problems with handwriting and decoding of letters and how to deal with them.
Support of specialists seems to be necessary in the difficult circumstances of developing integration, but how to effectively support the teacher and his visually impaired pupil, so that he can master the skills essential for further education? 

This question inspired a nationwide research. Its aims were to learn more about handwriting and decoding of letters by visually impaired children in first grades of primary regular school, to characterize problems in this fields and to develop effective methods supporting the acquisition of these skills.

The research was carried out on a group of students fulfilling the following criteria:

· must be assessed as legally visually impaired
· attend first grades of regular elementary schools 
· use vision as the primary sense during learning of decoding and writing of letters and numbers.

In a school year 2001/2002 25 visually impaired children from first grades of regular primary schools in 9 cities in Poland were included in the research. Because in Poland there is no system for monitoring the integration education of visually impaired children, it is very likely that a higher number of visually impaired pupils attended first grades of regular schools in the country. However, the schools they attended are not known to any institutions controlling or supporting their education. 
Children were divided into an experimental and control group. All the children from both experimental and control group were visually assessed by Diagnostic Assessment Procedure (DAP), which is part of Program to Develop Efficiency in Visual Functioning by M. E. Collins and N. C. Barraga (1991). Special surveys of writing and decoding abilities were created and used to assess these processes and check the level of those skills in both groups. 
Individual programs were then created based on the results of DAP and surveys. The aim  of these programs was to support acquiring of handwriting and letter and number decoding skills. Programs were provided only for children from experimental group and their teachers.
Programs included:    

· visual preferences of the children, including external factors influencing the legibility of printed and handwritten matter on the board

· probable behaviours during classes and their interpretation

· recommendations for further work

· suggestions concerning consultations with other specialists
Not every program included all of the above elements, for example some children did not exhibit specific behaviours during classes, resulting from visual functioning. 
As an additional support for the teacher and his pupil general recommendations were given concerning factors that could improve visual functioning. They included:
· external factors influencing visual functioning of the visually impaired children
· external factors influencing legibility of print

· practical matters regarding the adaptation the school environment to the needs of the visually impaired pupil

· appropriate methods of teaching visually impaired children at particular levels of education, for example introduction of letters and their recognition
· list of internet addresses that could be useful for the teachers
· lists of addresses of companies distributing computer hardware for the visually impaired. 

All the programs were available of the website especially prepared for the research. What was absolutely required to carry out the individual programs was the full involvement of the teachers. This included the application of the recommendations included in the programs, getting familiar with the information about the visual functioning of children and the general information, also available on the website, concerning the factors which can enhance this functioning. Teachers had frequent e-mail contact with the author of the research to clarify any questions.

The idea of individual programs and cooperation between a regular teacher and a specialist in education of visually impaired was inspired by 3rd Workshop on Training of Teachers of the Visually Impaired in Europe, entitled “Preparing teachers of the visually impaired to support integration/inclusion”, organized by ICEVI in Warsaw, Poland in April 2002. Based on the work of European specialists desired characteristics and skills of a person who would like to become an itinerant teacher have been defined along with his or her required knowledge and the attitude towards integration and education of children with dysfunctional vision. The key elements are: 

· general knowledge about the curriculum and the ability to adapt the program, methods used and ways of teaching

· good communication skills, the ability to communicate clearly the information about the visual capabilities of the child and the resulting specific needs such as bench and light adjustment
· the ability to modify and adapt resources, equipment and the everyday environment of the student (classroom, school hallways, gym etc.), 

· individual approach to each child and the resulting application of individual program
· knowledge about the possible problems, difficulties that visually impaired students may face in the mainstream education,  the ability to convey this knowledge to children, teachers and parents
· avoidance of a dominant attitude, respect for the knowledge and skills of others, mainly the teacher who interacts with the child on everyday basis
According to these standards individual approach to each visually impaired student is very important and should result in a creation and execution of individual program. It is very important that each child is approached individually and an individual program is implemented. Itinerant teacher should present the information about the visual functioning of the child in a way understandable for a regular teacher. The language used when the individual program is  prepared should not contain any special terminology and should use expressions from plain language. The website contains numerous pictures and drawings which more effectively present the recommendations than complicated descriptions.

The individual programs assume a high degree of independence of the teacher. Because of that, all the recommendations in the programs and on the webpage are to be treated as suggestions, which can be used by the teacher at his or her discretion. With time, teacher working with visually impaired children gains more knowledge about the visual functioning of students, depending on the external conditions, types of activities, eye surgeries the children underwent and other elements.
All the teacher’s concerns can be clarified using e-mail. Long distance to the specialist does not hinder the communication between people involved in the education of the visually impaired student in a regular school and the integration. 
Below is an example of a individual program, prepared for Filip, a first-grade elementary school pupil.
Due to the low sharpness of vision, Filip sees letters and numbers less clearly than an average child. How can be reading facilitated for him?

1. Letters, words, numbers require enlargement  and the use of bold face. Filip sees clearly letters at least 13 mm in size from the distance of 160 cm. Letters of 50 mm in size can be read from the distance of 9-10 cm. In general this is the distance from which he observes small items, pictures and signs. For this reason it is recommended to use a bookstand. 

2. With time it is recommended to introduce a magnifying glass. If possible, the texts to be read by Filip should be in the bold face. 

3. The font of the text should be the simplest possible. With all the tasks and exercises where the above requirements are not met, Filip needs to be given more time. For him the exercises where he is supposed to make things into pairs, find something on the page or define a part of a larger pattern can be particularly difficult. It would be helpful to give him additional colour or tactile cues (for example place small stickers of different shapes). 
4. For exercises involving writing dark colours are recommended, so that Filip could see the effect of his actions (thin black marker is recommended for writing). In general, bright or even fluorescent colours, strong contrast such as yellow-black, white-black, yellow-dark blue, should be used. Sometimes it will be very helpful to mark a fragment of the text or the exercise with a marker. 
5. In all activities including writing, reading and in other exercises a reading window will be very useful for Filip. It will help him find objects on the page and focus on them.

6. When I was examining Filip he was putting all the things he was looking at on his left side. This behaviour can also take place in the classroom. For example when in a museum I  would recommended that the objects he looks at are on his left side. If the exercise is to copy a text to a notebook, it would be helpful to give him the written text to his bench. It will be particularly important when getting to know new words, with difficult spelling or when the text contains a lot of data crucial for the exercise. 
7. Under any circumstances, Filip cannot be allowed to write something with an error, because he will memorize the wrong spelling. It is particularly important for words with difficult spelling. 

8. What I think requires the most exercise at this point is the direction of the writing of the letters and their shape.
Examples of general tips.

Background pattern
Background pattern is the surrounding of the letter, number or a word on the same page or on the board. Figure 1 is an example of a background that can significantly complicate the recognition of a new letter, number or shape. The background for the letter is a drawing and two words. A child with vision impairment can have difficulties with finding the new letter in the drawing. The contrast between the text and the sky and the tree might be insufficient and the additional elements on the page can distract him. Presented figure is oversimplified; those found in textbooks often have softer colours and more ‘artistic’ appearance. What was supposed to be attractive for a child can become an additional complication. It is important to pay special attention to all those places in the textbook where the text is on a drawing. 
Conclusions

In the end of the school year 2001/2002 surveys of writing and decoding abilities were done again for both groups and results were compared. The results provided interesting new information about the specific aspects of writing and letter recognition by visually impaired children. The use of individual programs significantly improved their acquisition of handwriting skills. 
Individual programs and the dedicated webpage supporting the visually impaired student at a regular school and his teacher can be among the elements of a multifaceted and multidirectional cooperation with a special teacher. Cooperation which would  result in a full adaptation of the pupil’s workspace, which could be equipped with optical and non-optical devices, a computer with specialized software, orientation & mobility courses, vision  rehabilitation etc. Obviously, in countries where the integration is still developing the needs of a disabled student and his or her teacher are not fulfilled to such an extent. Individual programs can be the only form of support that takes into account the difficult conditions.  Participation of a specialist, itinerant teacher is required for the preparation, but what is needed for their implementation is most of all the dedication of the regular teacher and not the involvement of many specialists or extensive funding. This can be the answer for the high demand for specialized assistance, indicated by the teachers. At the same time this approach uses the current system, it takes advantage of the potential of the teacher, his knowledge about the student, his experience and dedication. These programs thus assume that the teacher is interested in improving the quality of the education of his visually impaired student. Due to the lack of a system providing a professional support for the student, one can only count on a good will of people involved in the education of the disabled. This also applies to the special teachers. Many of those working in the special boarding schools already provide consultations to regular teachers in their free time. The implementation of individual programs would bring together those seeking assistance and those, who thanks to their education and knowledge can offer it. Presented research showed that in integration education the itinerant teacher is very important. In countries where the integration is still quite new it has many opponents and new arguments are constantly needed showing that additional support is required for visually impaired children and their teachers, facing the challenge of the education in regular schools. I hope this will also be an argument for those deciding about the funding for education. 

Figure 1
An example of textbook page presenting a new letter. 
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