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Educating learners with vision impairment

in inclusive settings

Carolyn Palmer

Flinders University, GPO Box 2100, Adelaide, 5001, Australia
Abstract. Students with vision impairment who attend their local school can be expected to follow

the regular curriculum taught in that school and to achieve academically with their classmates

[Blatch, P. Draft standards for the education of students with vision impairment including those with

multiple impairments, Newsletter of the Australian and New Zealand Association of Educators of the

Visually Handicapped, 31 (1) (1997) 11–14 [2]]. This paper discusses the education of students with

vision impairment in inclusive settings. It is based on an investigation of inclusive practices in two

schools that catered for the needs of students with vision impairment. It focuses on access to and

participation in learning. The special learning needs of these students are discussed, modifications to

pedagogy, the environment and equipment are outlined and details of the expanded core curriculum

are included. D 2005 Published by Elsevier B.V.
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1. Introduction

Vision is a major channel for learning. A vision impairment, therefore, has a significant

impact on the quality of the information processing system. Vision is one of the distance

senses and it, more than any other sense, has a unifying role in the perception of the world.

Good vision is extremely important for enabling students to learn and to obtain extensive,

accurate information about their environment and the world around them.

Without vision students must rely on auditory and tactile information. Many concepts

that sighted students learn incidentally via their vision need to be bsystematically and
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sequentiallyQ taught to learners with vision impairment ([1] p. 343). The degree of vision

loss dictates the degree of adjustment and type of modifications that are required to

provide access to learning. While some students are able to make use of vision

enhancement devices to access print, others rely on braille. In both cases, performance

may be slow and interfere with the child’s ability to keep pace with sighted classmates.

Shortened assignments, extra time for tasks, and the use of computers for written

assignments may facilitate progress and reduce fatigue.

Students with vision impairment follow the same core curriculum, work towards high

expectations [1] and are able to achieve academically with their classmates [2]. Telec et al.

[3] and Blatch [2], however, emphasise that these learners have specific needs, which must

be addressed to ensure that educational outcomes are achieved and bspecial factorsQ need
to be taken into consideration in educational planning. Access to learning is achieved

through the implementation of special education modifications, appropriate educational

materials, equipment, resources and special measures such as extra time, realistic

expectations and special formats. Modifications maybe required in learning strategies

(compensatory or adaptive skills), materials and devices (Media), classroom management

(teaching techniques) or to the environment (Architectural and other physical barriers).

Students with vision impairment require an expanded component to their core curriculum

to ensure they are able to access and participate in learning and receive an appropriate

education [2,3,1]. This component is referred to as an expanded core curriculum . Highly

qualified support services (which include qualified and credentialed teachers and

orientation and mobility instructors) also facilitate access to the regular school curriculum

[4].

2. Method

A qualitative approach was adopted to investigate the education of learners with vision

impairment in inclusive settings. These data emerged from major findings of a study

published in 2000 for the Commonwealth Government of Australia, which focused on

literacy and numeracy. This paper reports the findings in relation to educating learners

with vision impairment in inclusive settings via two case studies.

The students who participated in this study attended their local primary school, and

were in regular classes with same aged peers. They were selected on the basis of their

vision impairment and the inclusive nature of the schools that they attended. One student

had low vision and the other had no useful vision. They received support from teachers

from the Vision Impairment Service, and school assistant hours when appropriate. Support

for students with vision impairment was established on a needs basis.
3. Results

Documentation from the schools studied referred to a bpositive and caring learning environmentQ
and the importance of a friendly, secure environment where children are able to learn. The layout of

schools and the accessibility of the amenities were viewed as especially important for these learners.

Pathways were clear and overhanging bushes and trees regularly trimmed. Clear signs on buildings

and numbers on classrooms also assisted the students with vision problems to find their way around

the school independently. Stairways were well lit and the edges of steps delineated.
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School wide commitment to inclusive practices, active learning environments sound approaches

to teaching and learning, a focus on the needs of the students and effective partnerships with parents

were observed. From the case studies it was clear that teachers were committed to assisting students

in a positive and caring environment, and that they focused on, excellence, equity and care, and a

collaborative approach to developing an Individual Education Plan (IEP).

The learning environment was viewed as important, and seating position, use of the blackboard,

learning materials and technology were given particular attention by both the classroom teachers and

the vision support teachers. The data showed teachers recognised that students with no useful vision

need to be close to a power point to enable them to use technology and that they also require extra

storage for books and equipment. For example one of the students studied was limited in his ability

to sit in different places in the classroom because of his need for access to a power source. He also

required more desk space than the other students to accommodate his books, equipment and

technology. However, the teacher ensured that when new concepts were taught, or group work was in

progress the student sat with classmates and participated actively.

Students with low vision usually need to get very close to their work. A raised top desk, was used

by the student with low vision in this study and the teacher arranged adequate working space and a

chair that was the correct height to reduce neck strain and long term postural damage. The desk top

could be removed when not needed to enable him to work in his group with his classmates. These

modifications also assisted him in increasing his time on task.

The teacher who worked with the student with low vision adapted visual formats by providing

print that was large enough, well spaced and with the appropriate contrast to enable him to see it with

maximum efficiency. She also simplified maps and diagrams. The student with no useful vision was

included by his teacher who used an oral approach, reading what she wrote on the blackboard, using

subtle questioning to ensure learning was occurring. He wanted to the things that other students did,

when they did them and with the same degree of independence. To enable him to function

independently in the class texts and materials were provided in an appropriate medium (Braille,

audio and tactual diagrams and maps) at the same time as print copies were given to the rest of the

class. When tactual material was not available, the teacher or teacher aid used an oral approach

working one-on-one with the student. Modified equipment and games were also provided.

One feature that appeared important to inclusion of students with no useful vision in one of the

classes observed was the approach taken by the teacher. Her focus on children as learners and her

recognition that all students learn differently increased the student’s ability to participate in class

more easily. Establishing a cooperative, collaborative learning environment with flexible learning

arrangements not only reduced his feelings of difference but also facilitated his access to the

curriculum.

Technology was used in the classrooms observed. Teachers acknowledged that the rapid

development of technology posed a major challenge for educators. There is general agreement in the

literature that access to appropriate technology can assist students with vision impairment to compete

on a more equal footing with their sighted peers. There is also agreement, which is supported by the

vision support teacher in one of the primary school in the study, that it is essential for teachers to be

aware of the range and variety of technology available and to be trained and competent in the use of

these devices.

4. Discussion

In inclusive schools all students operate in a safe secure learning environment, and have

access to learning and support to ensure that their educational needs are met. Establishing a

cooperative, collaborative learning environment with flexible learning arrangements
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recognises diversity. Inclusive school teachers also believe that subject areas are not

discrete and they integrate curriculum. Observation in classrooms showed that inclusive

practices increase access to and participation in learning.

Programs in inclusive schools take into account similarities in student learning. The

differences exist only in how the knowledge is transferred and in the amount of time given

to completing tasks. The focus is on the student as a learner and staff recognise that

students who are braille dependent learn differently.

Teachers in inclusive schools recognise that students with vision impairment have

specific needs that must be addressed to ensure that educational outcomes are provided as

for sighted students. In collaboration with Specialist Vision Support Teachers they interface

the regular curriculum with aspects of the expanded core curriculum. The Expanded Core

Curriculum comprises skills and knowledge that are unique to young people with vision

impairment such as compensatory academic skills including communication modes (e.g.

braille), visual efficiency skills, Orientation and Mobility, social interaction skills,

independent living skills, recreation and leisure skills, career education and technology

[5,6]. Although many of these areas are addressed in regular curriculum, they are not taught

adequately to meet the needs of learners with vision impairment. The expanded core

curriculum areas are targeted for inclusion in the learner’s program, on the basis of need, as

identified by comprehensive assessment. They must be incorporated closely with regular

curriculum and should not be perceived as separate areas of learning.

The provision of many varied concrete experiences were also seen as a key factor in the

academic performance of the students with vision impairment, particularly the one with no

useful vision. Strategies were diversified and when new concepts were introduced lessons

were broken into small manageable steps and concrete materials were used when

appropriate. Teachers focused on building on strengths and assisting students to achieve

positive learning outcomes, which contributed to the development of positive self-esteem

in the learners observed.

5. Conclusion

Students with vision impairment can succeed in inclusive educational settings if

provided with a supportive school environment, effective teaching and learning, and

inclusive curriculum. They usually work on the same programs as their sighted peers. For

many children, however, adaptations and environmental adjustments need to be made to

ensure optimum visual functioning. Appropriate illumination, seating position and low

vision devices as well as suitable print size and spacing, access to blackboard work,

modifications to teaching, materials in an appropriate medium and technology all assist to

ensure that these young learners have positive learning experiences.
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