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The Visually Handicapped By George F. Meyer (A Member of Phi Delta Kappa)

Little attention was given to the education of the blind until the early 1830’s when, in close succession, the Perkins Institutue for the Blind, the New York Institutue for the Blind, and the Pennsylvania Institution for the Instruction of the Blind were established. Even then, the custodial care of blind children seems to have been quite as much the moving spirit, as concern for their education.

It was natural that during that period of expanding educational opportunity for the people as a whole, like concern should be manifested for the educational needs of blind children. Hence we find many of the new state constitutions specifically guaranteeing educational opportunity to blind children and schools for the blind springing up in various states of the Union.

At first many of the institutions were centers for the education of the deaf and blind together, and even, in some instances, the mentally defective were added, combining the three categories under a single institutional management. Gradually however, there came the realization that the problems of each group were distinct and their combination represented a specific mutual handicap. First, the mentally defective were given separate institutions. Later and more gradually, the blind and the deaf were, for the most part, given institutions of their own. There are however, still isolated instances where the education of the blind and deaf is carried on under a single institution or under a single administrator. I dwell upon this in passing because even today administrators in public schools facing a comparable problem in educational administration cling tenaciously to the concept that the various types of handicaps have more in common with each other than any group has with physically and mentally normal, and that these common problems are such as to warrant their administration by a common head, often to the exclusion of leadership in each of the fields of the handicapped.

In the early days, the social aspects of education played a very small part in the total educational philosophy, and it seemed a normal procedure that blind children should be brought together in a central institution, insulated as it were, from the world at large. However, even before the present socialized philosophy was well under way, parents and educators began to ask themselves if blind children could not be educated  in the local public schools, and why they should not participate in home and community life, to reap the benefits accruing from development in, and continuous association with the world  of the seeing where they would later be obligated to live and work. Beginning in the city of Chicago in 1900, and later in Milwaukee, Cleveland, New York City and numerous other progressive communities, classes for the blind were established in the public schools. Profiting from the demonstrated value to the blind child of manifold contacts with the world and with the seeing, and stimulated by the increased emphasis placed on the social aspects  of education, even residential schools, formerly content with their relative isolation are now doing everything possible to broaden the contacts of their pupils.

The means of approach to the mind of the blind child must of course be through the senses of touch and hearing. His training in reading and writing must be in the Braille system in which much of his text material must be prepared. Most principles applied in the teaching of reading with the eyes have their counterpart in the teaching of touch reading and the goal of reading readiness and comprehension are identical. The readiness with which blind children learn to read varies widely, as with the sighted. The grade-by-grade development progresses comparably when we bear in mind that the speed of touch reading seldom approaches that of sight reading.

When attending the public schools the child must frequently have the text material read to him by the teacher or by a reader because the most recent texts cannot always be secured in Braille. While this conserves the time of the child, it often robs him of a degree of independence in his studies.

Just as the child learns to read the Braille system so he learns to write it. When he has progressed through the simpler to the more highly contracted Braille system and has mastered his reading and writing processes they serve him with quite the same effectiveness as pencil, paper, ink and type.

In the study of maps, touch again takes the place of sight. Relief maps accurately reproducing land contours, outline maps with embossed lines and dots as symbols for boundaries, mountains, cities, etc. the globe embossed in relief and the use of a variety of plastic materials for self-expression on the part of the child develop geographical insight that would do credit to the student who has all the visual aids of modern education avaialable to him. Such maps and tactile devices, which ingenious teachers develop to broaden the geographical horizon of the blind child are usually rather costly; too frequently classes in the public schools are inadequately supplied with them.

In mathematics, the blind child is taught to rely as little as possible upon special devices. When these do become necessary, several types of so-called number boards are available to speed calculations. Paper with embossed squares is available for graph work. In higher mathematics, texts with embossed figures are used and several devices have been designed to facilitat the students’ own work in making geometric and like figures.

The American Printing House for the Blind, located in Louisvill, Kentucky, which is heavily subsidized through federal aid is the publisher of a large variety of textbooks, maps, and other special appliances required by schools and classes for the blind.
The typewriter becomes an indispensible tool in the hands of the blind child. Often at the sixth grade level having already mastered the keyboard and the operation of the machine, he begins to use the typewriter in preparing his themes, notebooks, outlines and other class assignments with little or no assistance from the teacher. While students may continue to study typewriting with a view to its more complete mastery, perhaps in preparation for specializing in stenographic work, initial instruction on the typewriter is given to all children with defective vision because of its utilitarian value during and after school life.

Manual dexterity has long been a highly esteemed goal in the education of blind children. To this end, from kindergarten through most of his school career, handwork instruction adapted to the grade level and muscular development of the pupil is considered indispensible. This may vary from the simple and more spontaneous types, perhaps correlated with other phases of the curriculum adaptable to the classroom with limited equipment to the highly specialized courses in weaving, basketry, chair caning, woodworking, etc. which require more eleaborate equipment and additional personnel. However, all such training has for its major purpose the development of the facility in working with the hands in anticipation of such specialized training as the child may be capable of profiting from upon the completion of his elementary or high school course. It should be remembered that few, if any such courses in handwork afford an adequate means of livelihood to the average worker.

Music and dramatics likewise have held a firm place in a well-rounded curriculum for the blind child. Whether it be development of skill in the playing of musical instruments, voice culture, or the appreciation of music in its various aspects, its value in the life of the blind person is always rated high. Such instruction, given full scope and encouragement in most residential schools for the blind has been slighted in most public school classes. This is probably because such instruction is looked upon as an extension of undue privilege for the blind child as compared with the more generalized courses of music usually taught in public schools.

In physical training it is generally agreed that the blind child should receive such individualized attention as may continually diagnose his requirements for normal development, free from the mannerisms and physical abnormalities  frequently associated with the inactivity of blind children. It should also include such group activity as will stimulate sportsmanship, teamwork and social participation.

Reference has already been made to the residential school plan of instruction. In this the pupils of the state are brought together in one institution, remaining there throughout their school career save for the interruptions afforded by the usual vacation periods.

When blind children are educated in the public schools a full-sized classroom properly equipped and located in one of the more accessible school buildings is set aside for their use and is placed in charge of a carefully selected and well-trained teacher. Usually from 7 to 10 pupils are assigned to a single teacherwho makes herself responsible for the instruction of Braille reading and writing, typewriting and craftwork and at the same time supervises the preparation of the regular grade to which he has been assigned for all work in which participation does not specifically require sight.
On the playground he plays normally with sighted children and in like manner takes his part in the extracurricular activities of the school. Special arrangements facilitate his journey to and from the school. Frequent contact with the home makes certain that the child will develop as a normal member of his family and community with necessary safeguards against overindulgence on the one hand and neglect on the other.
With the establishment of classes for the blind in public schools, particular attention was drawn to that group of children who were unable to progress in the regular classes because of seriously impaired vision yet who still had too much vision  to be considered blind. In 1913, Cleveland and Boston developed a special technique in handlingthese children through the use of large bold handwriting books with large type,maps without confusing detail, extensive blackboard work, together with lighting and color schemes that make eye work easier and more restful.
Such techniques, supplemented by the best ophthalmological supervision are now applied through sight saving classes in a large number of public school systems throughout the country. They provide educational opportunity for a section of visually handicapped with partial sight vastly larger than the group with total loss of vision. 
It may be assumed that a minimum amount of vision is required for the child to make successful use of the ordinary facilities of the classroom, including texts, board work, etc. Research indicates that when the child’s vision falls below a point approximating 20/70 vision, his visual defect becomes such a serious handicp as to interfere with his school progress.  In addition, there are children who, by reaason of certain eye conditions are not permitted to make use of what vision they have under threat of complete loss of sight. It is to meet the needs of these two groups that the sight saving classes have been organized. The constant supervision of an oculist, the skill of a train teacher, and special facilities and equipment suited to the child’s needs combine to make possible such a child’s progress through school without sacrificing his vision.
Statistics show that in the average school population, approximately one child out of each 500 has vision so defective as to require the services of the sight saving class. In order that such cases may be referred without delay or remedial action taken in less serious cases, the health services in forward-looking school systems are conducting routine eye examinations at appropriate intervals throughout the school life of every child. 
School systems frequently combine in the establishment of sight saving Braille classes. Because of the high per capita cost in operating them a large number of states provide financial aid usually suficient to cover a major part of the outlay.

In recent years some residential schools for the blind which formerly insisted on Braille instruction for all pupils regardless of the availability of useful vision have introduced visual methods and sight saving class procedures to care for the partiallly seeing. Sight saving children from rural communities may, therefore, in the absence of boarding facilities for local classes take advantage of such residential school instruction when policies of the school permit.

Indeed, there is a growing tendency to place less emphasis upon any definite line of demarcation between children who shall be instructed by the Braille method and those who use certain visual aids. Whenever any vision remains, however, small, if the child can safely make use of it, and if in so doing some educational concept may be clarified, his horizon expanded or his educational adjustment advanced, visual procedures may logically be combined with those involving the sense of touch or the sense of hearing. Conversely, the sense of touch and the sense of hearing may logically supplement the use of the visual approach in helping the child with seriously defective vision to make good his shortcomings.

Educators and others interested in child development have become increasingly conscious of the value of home and community life in the educational growth of the child. As previously stated, it is this movement that has stimulated the expansion of facilities for the education of blind children in the larger public school systems. In consequence, the question frequently arises as to whether it is best for the blind child to be educated in the public schools where proper facilities are available or whether he should be seperated from his home and assigned to a residential school for his education. It would seem educationally unsound to lay down hard and fast rules which would determine such a decision.
Where adequate and proper facilities can be provided in the public schools, where the child is mentally and physically normal and where his home environment is what it should be, the public school class is to be preferred because of its nearer approach to normal living. On the other hand for children with unstable personalities or whose adjustment in school is complicated by factors other then blindness, whose home conditions are untenable, who come from communities that are unable to furnish comparable educational opportunities, for these and others the residential school will continue to fill an important place until our procedures for meeting the individual needs of children become more highly perfected.
We have gone a long way in the last quarter to half century in adapting the content and method of education to the individual child with his composite physical and mental abnormalities either plus or  minus. Progressive educators have been thinking and acting in terms of adjustment to these abnormalities within the classroom itself through a host of devices that analyze the child’s precise needs and assists the teacher in meeting them. Perhaps it is not too much to hope that the day may come when the blind child or the child with seriously defective vision who is unhampered by other complicating handicaps may proceed through the grades of his local public school system to his subsequent vocational adjustment just as does his more fortunate brother. He will be guided day to day by the regular grade teacher whose training will make her cognizant of his normal individual requirements and who will be furnished special assistance, special equipment, and stimulation through organized expert field services. Thus such a child may enjoy those unmeasured values of American home and community life even more important to him than to the physically normal that are the equal birthright of all developing childhood.
The End.

