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Introducing the project

During a period of three years, an interdisciplinary research project has been carried out at the National Agency for Special Needs Education and Schools / Resource Centre Vision in Stockholm, Sweden. Members of the research group are Kim de Verdier psychologist, Anders Rönnbäck special teacher and Annica Winberg social worker. The overall aim of the project is to deepen the knowledge about how a Braille reading student can be as included as possible in the teaching situation and in the social life of the classroom.
Background  

In Sweden there are about 3000 registered children with visual impairment. The group is very heterogeneous, and about 70% of the children also have additional disabilities. Among the 3000 children with visual impairment, only about 10 – 15 per year become Braille readers.  

In Sweden the special boarding school for children with visual impairment closed in 1986. Since then the majority of children with visual impairment attend mainstream schools. Thus, we have very few vision teachers in the schools around the country – the regular classroom teachers are expected to meet the Braille reading students’ needs, together with the assistance of a support teacher in the classroom. 
When the special boarding school closed, the main concern was how to get a satisfactory pedagogical environment for the Braille reading students in mainstream schools, and how to find ways to include their different means of reading and writing in the overall teaching. The obvious gain was expected to be increased social contacts for the student with sighted peers, and a larger social network in the home town. Now, more than 20 years after the closing of the special school – what have we learned? How well have we succeeded with the goal of inclusion?

What do we mean by “inclusion”?

In our project the concept of being included is defined as the child not just being placed in a mainstream setting, but the child must also experience himself as being participatory and active in the relationship with others. By participatory and active the child is considered as being involved in interplay which is characterised by mutuality and exchange, together with other actors - children and adults - in the teaching situation. Initiatives for communication interplay and exchange of knowledge must occur both from the child himself to others and to the child from others.

The project’s two parts – overall structure and purpose

The project consists of two parts – a questionnaire that was sent to all 82 classroom teachers who taught a Braille reading student in Swedish schools and a long term case study, where seven Braille reading students were studied during their first three years of elementary school. Both studies are complete surveys. 
The following questions were addressed in the project:
- What is teachers’ and parents’ understanding of how the visually impaired child’s 

  inclusion are influenced by

· the structure of the learning environment and the choice of working methods?

· the physical environment and the use of technical aids such as the computer?

· group factors?

· the child’s individual prerequisites?

- How does the child himself experience his situation and his own possibilities of being 
Included in the group?

The case study – target group

All seven Braille readers who started first grade in a mainstream school a certain year, as well as their parents and teachers, were asked to participate in the case study. 
· Four children are girls and three are boys. 

· Diagnosis that are represented are Optic Nerve Hypoplasia (three), Lebers Congenital Amaurosis (one), Congenital Glaucoma (one), Retinoblastoma (one) and Retinal disease (one).

· Four children are blind and three are partially sighted. 
· All children were recommended Braille when they started first grade. 

Structure

The seven children were being studied for three years. Twice a year the children were video-taped in different teaching situations in the classroom, and semi structured interviews were conducted with the child, the classroom teacher and the support teacher. The third year also the parents were interviewed.

Results 

At first we would like to briefly present two cases that we think represent good examples of settings for creating successful inclusion, even though the two children and the overall conditions are quite different. 

Adam

Adam has some residual vision and is a full time Braille reader. He attends a class of 25 students. During his first school year Adam has a classroom teacher and a full time support teacher. Besides his Perkins Brailler Adam has a computer with a refreshable Braille display, but the computer is seldom used during the first year.

Adam is described as being intellectually on the same level as the average classmate, but he has a strong resistance towards reading and writing. Most of the time Adam works with his support teacher by his side in these exercises. When it comes to social skills Adam is described as slightly immature, but he is interested in interaction with the other children.
Adam has a hard time accepting his visual impairment, and he expresses sadness and worry in many different ways. He is reacting strongly when he is supposed to do exercises outside the classroom. 
Adam’s status in the group is described to be quite high. According to the teachers one reason for this is because he has an extra teacher and “cool” equipment, which attracts the other children. 

He has one especially close friend among the boys, and he is very oriented towards him. Therefore the teachers work a lot with trying to help Adam to open up more to the larger group.
It is important to Adam to feel that he is doing the same things as the other children, and most of the time the teachers feel that they succeed in adapting exercises and material in a satisfying way. Adam often expresses that he thinks that he is the only one doing a certain task, so it’s important to always explain to him what everybody is doing.

In second grade Adam is described as more mature and independent. The classroom teacher finds the whole situation more satisfying when it comes to Adams participation and inclusion. Most subjects now work quite well and it’s easier to communicate with Adam about his need for support in certain areas. Things continue to work out well for Adam during his third year in school, even though he still has many thoughts about his visual impairment and being different from other children. 

Adams teacher says that working with the social environment in the group has always been  important in her way of teaching, but having Adam in the group has made her focus even more on the social relations between the children. 

Veronica

Veronica is blind, and attends a class with 20 students. Veronica is a skilled Braille reader, she learned to read before school start.


During Veronicas first year in school the classroom teacher works closely together with a full time support teacher. The teachers conduct a very flexible teaching method. Every child has an individual working schedule which makes it possible to work on different learning levels. The teachers put a lot of effort in working with the social environment, and often let the children work in small groups or pairs to facilitate interaction in the classroom.Veronica never has individual teaching outside the classroom, she takes part in all classroom activities. 
Veronica uses a manual Brailler and a computer in school. In first grade she already uses the computer quite frequently and it’s also possible for her to co-operate with a classmate in computer work. Veronica is described by her teachers to be high achieving in school and is intellectually on a higher level than most of her classmates. Her motivation for reading is high. Veronica is also described to have good social skills. According to the teachers Veronica never expresses any thoughts or concerns about her visual impairment. 

The second school year Veronica has a new classroom teacher. She uses a more structured teaching style than the former teacher. This seems to suit Veronica well. There is still a lot of flexibility in choices of material and the class still works a lot in small groups and pairs, but the schedule and the activities are more fixed. Veronica has more control over what’s going to happen during the week. 

This year the computer is more frequently used to co-operate with classmates, which has led to more contact between Veronica and the other children. She is, on the initiative from the teacher, teaching her peers the keyboard-training program. The support teacher describes Veronica as even more independent this year. She manages most tasks by herself, and the support teacher tries to stay in the background as much as possible. 
Veronica is considered very participatory and active by both her teachers. Her status in the class is high and her relation to other children is described as more equal than the first year. Veronica herself expresses that she feels like one in the group. 
Some important findings

We have now introduced two children with different needs and in different learning environments. When studying Adam, Veronica and the other five children in the target group, we have found several factors on different levels which seem to be of importance in the work for inclusion. In the following we will present an overview of the most important findings concerning organisational factors, group factors and individual factors. We will also briefly discuss the parental perspective on how to create successful inclusion.
Structure of learning environments, working methods and technical aids

Two full time teachers in the classroom is important to make the social and pedagogical climate optimal for inclusion. Even if one of the teachers has more of the responsibility to form the teaching for all children and the other one is more of a resource teacher for the student with visually impairment, it’s  important that they can also change roles when needed.
A thorough planning within the teaching team is necessary both concerning teaching methods and items. There is also a need to discuss roles and attitudes for the two teachers, not least in order to make Braille a natural part of the learning environment. Extra time is also an absolute condition for adapting material, to give the Braille reading student similar material as the sighted students. 
Technical aids of course facilitate schoolwork for the Braille reading student. Above all the adapted computer has been of vital importance for developing the writing process and the social interaction in the group. To get a long distance camera made a big difference for two of the students with residual vision and brought quite a new interest for them of what was going on in the classroom. It is also important to consider the physical environment in the classroom and where to place technical equipment not to disturb the possibilities of interaction between the children.
A smaller group is always preferable for the visually impaired student, since this facilitates communication and gives the student a better sense of control. Individual teaching is also often needed as a complement for most students with visual impairment.
Social relations in the group
But most important to create an including environment for the visually impaired child as well as for the other children, is to continuously work with the social relations in the group. Some of the teachers regularly carry out small group sessions, where the children can bring up matters concerning relations, conflicts in the group and so on. For the visually impaired child this makes many incidents in the classroom, which normally he or she would not even have been aware of, more understandable. To know more about what is going on between other children makes the visually impaired child more included in the social life of the classroom. 
Individual factors
The visual impairment brings certain specific difficulties that need to be handled and, as far as possible, overcome. For example: Many tasks take a lot longer to achieve for the child with visual impairment, and this can create both stress and worry. It is often hard to create a calm and quiet atmosphere in a classroom with 20 ore more students, and the child with visual impairment is easily disturbed in a noisy environment – a difficult dilemma that needs to be solved. Furthermore, the child needs adapted materials, but all materials are not possible to adapt. Finally the child misses a lot of information about what’s going on, and this may lead to misunderstandings and sometimes conflicts because the child doesn’t have the whole picture. 
When it comes to the children’s self-conceptions, it’s evident that many of the children feel insecure and express lack of confidence. Especially the children with residual vision in the target group, seemed to compare themselves to a much higher extent with their sighted peers during their first years in school, than the blind children, and therefore became more aware of their shortcomings.
Several of the children in the group reacted with emotional crisis during their second or third school year, which we connect to feelings about the visual impairment. It is important to be aware of this, so the children can get adequate support and treatment, if needed. 
Finally all the children expressed a strong need to sometimes meet friends with visual impairment, to share thoughts and experiences with. This seems to be important for their identity and emotional development, which contributes to making them strong and secure within themselves, and thus facilitates the inclusion from the individual perspective.

The parental perspective

The teachers all stress the importance of the parents, for succeeding with the inclusion in the school environment. They think that the parents need to be engaged in the child’s situation and contribute with their views. The communication between school and home environment seems to of great importance. The parents can also make it easier for the child to be a part of the group, by for example inviting the child’s classmates to their home. 
According to the parents, two important factors for succeeding with the inclusion is a positive attitude from the school and highly competent teachers. The teachers need to be skilled in Braille and know how to use the child’s technical equipment. The parents also find it important that the teachers continuously work with the whole group, so that every child is able to feel participatory and included. Finally also the parents stress the importance of continuous and open communication with the school.
Conclusion

In conclusion, various factors influence the visually impaired student’s possibilities to be included, and it is therefore important to continue the work towards successful inclusion from different perspectives and on different levels. But we should also ask ourselves: What do we really mean by the concept of inclusion? What does it mean to be “fully included” and is “full inclusion” really possible? 
Every child needs to be treated according to his or her unique qualities, so they can be, and feel, an equal part of the context in which they are placed. But equal mustn’t mean alike in the sense that you must become like everybody else to fit in. It’s rather about getting equal opportunities to develop your potential, regardless of your impairment, but not by erasing your impairment. You can never pretend that the impairment doesn’t exist, the difficulties that the impairment brings must be recognized, in order to minimize the negative effects of it. 

