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Chapter 1

lntroduction

The mainstreaming of the blind s[ visually impaired in our country Belize into the regular

school setting commenced in 1985. lt was a pilot proiect that was supponed by Belize

Council for the Visually lmpaired [BCVI], the Ministry of Education and Stella Maris

School. Children wlth low vision who were casually integrated were asessed and

programmes developed to minimize the effects of the low Msion. Today it is iudged to be

one of the most succesful and more structured programme of integratlon of disabled

children in Belize as well the Caribbean.

Because it is a generally embraced principle that these children's educational placement

should be in a regular school rather than a special school the ministry of education has

fully accepted the programme. ln collaboration with the itinerant teachers the Special

Education Unit and BCVI there are 32 children who are blind or visually impaired

integrated in school today throughout the country [BCVI] quarterly report. lntegration

of children with other disabilities such an Leaming disability; Physically challenged children

and other disabilities is ongoing especially after the chlld's educational placement in the

special centres is reviewed.

Statement of the problem

The concept that children with special needs be placed in the least restricdve environment

has been advocated ftom the establishment of the Special Education Unit (SEU) in 1991.

Whenever posible the SEU attempts to mainstrem children with special needs and keep

them in the regular clasroom. To help clasrooms teachers understand these children's

problems and ways to remediate them, The SEU provides itinerant teachers to support

regular classroom teachers in specific areas of the curriculum to asist the regular
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classroom teacher, These teachers perform their task by visiting at regular intervals and

as such allow the child to spend most of their time in the regular school. Wortshops to

sensitize teachers on isues retated to blindnes 8r visual impairment and the effects in the

primary schools are organized periodically. lt is the researchers intention to find out ftom

teachers who have actually experienced or seen a child integrated in their school what they

perceive about the programme.
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PURPOSE

The purpose of the study will be primarily to document attitude of teachers who are

teaching in either schools who have blind and-visually impaired children. The main|

+f reaming of the blind et visually impaired children have been going on for quite some time

and there has not been a formal documented and published study so that teachers will be

able to use,to determine whether'they are ln the right track gr not. By conducting this

study their will be available information that teachers will be able to use which will asist

them in coping with these children rather tlran getting frustrated . The study will also

prepare otier teachers who are not necesarily involved in teaching these children ,but

who are in the same st;lff to prepare and undersund these children.
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The researcher is convinced that the study will be of significance to the following persons

and organizations:

l. Primarily to the schools who are directly affected as they will get first hand

information on how their teachers feel.

3. To the Ministry of Education as the information obtained will asist them in

formulating policies and programmes for Cayo district.

4. To Belize Council for the Msually impaired who may read the study and

strengthen suppon where necesary.

5. To the parenB of these children who will know what the teachers feel about their

children and what support they can give.
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2. To the Special education Unit as it will asist them in modifying the existing

practices being implemented in the programme.
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Chapter 2

Literature Review

Vision lmpairment

Vision is taken largely for granted by those of us with this sensory system inucc lt is

difficult to realize all of the ways that serious visual impairment affects the vadous

aspects of a person's life. This Llterature review provides information about individuals

with visual impairments, including cunent definitions causes; tfie various types of

impairmenq the anatomical structures affected; problems in adapting to visual

disabilities and envlronmental, strategies that facilitate leaming for those who are

visually impaired.

Historv

The education of children with visual lmpairmens began in Paris in I 784 when

Valentin Haun an educator and philanthropist, created the first school for persons

who were blind. Hauy's goal was to create a reading system for persons with visual

impairment. His student, Louis Braille, actually accomplished this goal by developlng

and refining the braille code (a series of raised dos), which is still used today by

persons who are bllnd.

Howe esoblished the first residential school for penons who were blind in the United

Sutes in 1829, which continues to operate today. The New England Asylum for the

Blind in Boston (known oday as Peftlns School for the Blind) provides lifelong suppon

for its residents. Two other resldentlal schools, the New York lnstitute of the Blind

and the Pennsylvanla lnstltution for the lnstruction ofthe Blind, began educating

children who were blin'hin the 1830's. These programs provided instruction to all
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individuals with visual impaiments. No distinctions were made with respect to visual

tunctioning.. During the middle of the l9th century all persons with visual disabilities

were considered tactile leamers. lt was not until 1879 and the inception of the

American Printing House for the Blink (APH) that books and matefials appeared in

both braille and large prlnt.

Education of children who were bllnd and Msually impaired in publlc school programs

began in the earlyl900's's. Frank Hall and lohn Curtis established the first day school

program for children with visual impairmens in Chicago. ln a moving presentation Hall

Stated: t Ott,* o. ,eftod ofregrgadng the dirfp krcplng t rcm trorn the cl.rr wirh whorn ahly wlll llvc aft?r they l.ave rchool,

cllt!-ng thcm offfoln soclcty, ls t,l. gltatlrt mirt*e that war cvcr mad.. The publlc s<hool ls th. plac. to cducatc . bllnd bo,

a$ocl.dng hlm uith thc pcopl. dft trhom h. will aorociatc wh€n hc l€ivcr rchool (lrwln I 955 p 149)

This was a radical perspective well into the fifties, when most disability groups and

many profesional were working to establish and fund segregated educational services

for those with disabilities. Only approximately l59o of school-age children with visual

impairments were enrolled in public school programs througfiout the first half of the

2Oth century.

Retinopathy of prematurity (ROP) (oxygen, necessary in many instances to preserve

life of the infant triggers changes in retinal blood vessels) in the late fonies and early

fifties strongly influenced the direction of education of studens with visual

impairmens. Almost l0 0O0 premature infants were affected by ROP. Many were

left with little or no vision.
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Some decades later, in the sixties and early seventies, a devastating outbreak of the

rubella virus caused serious visual impairments along with multiple impairmens in

almost 30 O0O children. This also influenced the direction of service for children with

visual impairment.

Today, educational program for students who are blind and visually impaired have

grown to include services for infants and preschoolers, as well as students in transition

ftom school to adult life. However, the extent and quality of seMces provided to

studentr with visual impairments continue to be challenged by changing philosophical

perspectives among leaders in special education and by fiscal constraints. Future trends

for the education of students with Msual impairmens must embrace the advancements

of technologr and innovative curricula while ensuring a strong educational program to

assist each student in future life endeavors.

Definitions

Many people today think that all persons who are blind live in a world of total darknes

(Schulz, 1980). ln reality, only a small percentage (approximately 15o/o) of people

who are labeled as legally blind or visually impaired are completely without vision

(Bailey el Hall, I 990; O'Donnell 8t Livingstone, I 991 ); the vast maiority of people

have some degree of usable vision. The terms blindnes and visual impairment have

been defined in a number of ways by different disciplines to establish eligibility for

special seMces and funding support.
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There are basically three types of deffnitions; medical, legal and rehabilitative, and

educational.

Medical definitions: Eye care specialiss (ophthalmologists and optometriss) evaluate

an indiMdual's visual abilities through ophthalmic examination. Cenerally two criteria

are used in determining quality of vision: visual acuity and visual freld. Visual AcuitY

refers to the clarity with which a person can see. lt is most often measured using the

Snellen chan. The chaft consists of eight rows of letters (or E's for every young

children or those who are illiterate) of varylng size, each conesponding to the size of a

standard print sample at distances ftom 15 feet to 20O feet. Acuity is measured as

the person sits 20 feet from the chan and reads aloud the smallest line o of print he or

she can visually distinguish (or states which way the "legs" of the E's are facing on the

smallest line that can be read). Normal acuity 'ts 2O/2O. The first number refers to

the distance at which the.person can see a specified line on an eye chart. The second

number refers to the distance at which a person with normal vision could stand and still

see the same line. A person with 2O/2@ vision, therefore, would have to stand no

more than 20 feet ftom the chan to see the same line than a normal sighted person

could see ftom a disunce of 20O feet.

A second method of measuring acuity that is becoming more common is contrast

sensitiMty. A significant factor in how "cleady" a person can see something is the

contrast of an obiect with its background rather than the size of the obiect alone. As

an example, it is easier to see a small piece of white chalk against a black background,

than a dark telephone pole against a daft brown background. Contrut sensitivity is
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measured by displaying a variety of pattems €ontisting of altering black and white

bands of varying widths. The narrower the widths become, the more the pattem takes

on the appearance of a solid gray color rather than black and white bands. The point

at which a person is no longer able to distinguish between the black and white bands

identifies the amount of contrast a person needs to see an obiect. The lower the

requirement for contrast, the higher a person's acuity.

Visual field refers to the area seen by the at a given moment. Using peripheral, or

side, vision, a person can normally see an area at about 180 degrees ftom left to rigfit

while keeping his or her eyes straiglrt ahead. There are a number of tests for visual

field such as perimetry in which a person looks ahead at a target while the examiner

flashes small ligfits in varying spots in the peripheral field. By determining to which

ligfis a person responds or does no respond, the ophthalmologist or optometdst ls able

to draw a "map" of the person's visual field, showing where the person may or may

not see.

A person with visual acuity of 201200 in the better eye after correction is considered

legallY blind. Legal blindness may also mean that a person, regardless of visual
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determine whether or not a person qualifies for legal benefis such as tax advantages

and services (e.g., instruction in nonvisual methods of travel and daily life skills,

assistance in iob training and in obtaining employment).
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acuity, can see no more than an angular distance of 20 degrees out of 180 degrees

without shifting his or her head or eyes. This means that the person would see only

about I /9 of the area seen by a person who does not have visual impairment. A

person with 180 degrees of field (normal) can see all of the items in this scene. A

person with 20 degrees of field can see only the items that lie within the shaded area in

the chart..

Visual impairmenf signifies a visual field loss rhat leaves no more than 20 degrees of

visual field or a visual acuity in the better eye after correction rangng from 2O/7O

total blindness.

A person is considered eligible for services ftom state departments of rehabiliution of

his or her vision in the better eye following correction is les than 20/60 or if the field

of vision is no greater than 20 degrees.

Educational definitions of visual impairments rely on more functional criteria, with

visual handicaps as those who have "a visual impairment which even with conection,

adversely affecs ... educational performance." Educationally, children with visual

impairments are considered "functionally blind", "low vision", or "visually limited",

depending on their ability to use their Msion to learn.
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performance of leaming and everyday tasks, but which still allows some useful visual
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A child is considered blind if he or she can only leam througlr tactile or auditory

channels (Caton, l98l ). A child who is blind might use braille as a reading medium,

as well as a computer with voice output and,/or auditory tapes as pan of tlre

educational program. A child is considered low Msion if he or she is severely visually

impaired after correction but has increased visual functioning througfi to use of optical

aids, non-optical aids, and enMronmental modification and/or techniques (Com,

1980). A child who has low vision can use his or her residual vision functionally for

leaming and may use it as a primary means of acquiring information. The child may

combine the use of remaining vision with tactile and auditory methods , depending on

the amount of usable vision. A child is considered visually limited if his or her use of

vision is limited under average circumstances, but he or she is considered sigfrted for

educational purposes and in all other situations (Barraga, 
,l983). A child who is

visually limited may benefit from adaptations such as speclal lightin& cotrective lenses,

or modified teaching matedals.

Visual disability is considered a low-incidence disabiliry, it affects only approximately

0. I o/o of school-age children. Accurate data on numbers and demographic

characteristics of children with visual lmpairments are difficult to obtain because the

maiority of children with visual impairmens have multiple handicaps (Kirchner, 1990).

Many are enrolled in programs for students who have intellectual impairments, physical

disabilities, or multiple disabilities and are reponed by their primary diagnosis.

Probably the most accurate statistics on the number of children who are visually

impaired are those compiled annually by the American Printing House of tlre blind
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(APH). Each year APH compiles a registry of legally blind children being served in

school programs. ln 1992 it reponed more than 42 431 children enrolled in these

programs.

There has been a steady increase in dre number of children who are visually impaired

since the late seventies (Kirchrier, 1990) Data compiled by APH indicate a 90/o

increase in children who are visually impaired between 1987 and 1991. The number

ofchildren in infant programs increased by 25o/o and the number in preschool

programs increased by 4lo/o (APH, 1987; APH 1992). This dse is due in part to the

improved ability of physicians to save premature infants and to sustain lives of those

bom with severe medical programs. lt is perhaps also due in part to be$er and earlier

identification of children with impairmens.

Structure and Function and the Visual System

The visual system consists ofthe eyeball and its inner parts, the muscles that sunound

it, and the neryous system connections linking the eyeball and the occipital lobe, or

vision center, in the brain. The eyeball can be likened to a camera, both in iu

anatomy and ln many of is functions. Light rays pass through the comea (a

transparent cover in front of the iris) which performs a maior role in bending

(refracting) the rays so that they will be focused cleady on the retina and provide

optimal Msion. The rays then pass througlr a chamber filled with a water substance

known as the aqueous humor. From there they pass through the pupil, which is an

opening sunounded by a structure called the iris. The iris not only gives eyes their
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brown, blue, green or hazel color, but also serves an important function in focusing

light rays and in regulating the amount of light entering the eye. The woft of the iris

in ligtt regulation can be compared to the function of the F-stop on a camera.

Limiutions of blindness

Benhold Lowenfeld, a noted educator of blind and visually handicapped pupils,

presents a moderate position. He says that blindnes "imposes'$ree basic limiations

on the individual:

l. ln the range and vadery of experiences.

2. ln the ability to get about.

3. ln the control of the enMronment and the self in relation to it

These three restrictions Lowenfeld views as "the obiective effcts of blindness". The

way in which an indiMdual behaves or leams to adiust to the impairmeng is dependent

on several subiective vadables: personality, additional handicaps, and factors relating to

the visual impairment including degree of Msion, cause of the impairment, age and type

of onset, and present condition. This recognition of the critlcal nature of the

impairment, with accompanying options for adiusting to its seem to reconcile the

seemingly opposing vlews of the two extremes.

Minority status and discrimination are a reality for the handicapped, but a reality that

requires concened efforts on the pan of all persons to eliminate. With equal

opponunities to develop their capacities, society and visually handicapped persons may

come to view their impairment more as a nuisance than a disaster.
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Blind persons, like most people, tend to absorb the attitudes of those about them

regarding their value and self-wonh. They live up to the expectation and behaMour

that significant others ascribe to thern. When negative attitudes and expectations

prevail, the visually handicapped person will become socialized into a role that is

consistent with those attitudes and expectations. When significant persons in the

enMronment view visually handicapped people as being inferior and having a low

status, they begin to think of themselves in a similar manner, namely, dependent and

abnormal. The goal of education should be directed toward fostering positive self-

esteem and independence.

Beliefs About Blind People

Society asigns a deviant role to its handicapped population and bases expecultions of

behaMor it deems appropriate for handicapped persons on belieft or myths,

generalizations, and attitudes about the particular condition. Jheir are numerous

belieh about persons who are blind or visually handicapped, such as they are musical;

they are dependent and helples; they are beggars.

Some of these beliefs originate in our cultural heriuge; others are related to limited

experience with persons who have usual impairmens which tends to emphasize the

unknown and sometimes mysterious aspecu of the impairment. None of these nor

other similar beliefs describe accurately the population known as blind and visually

handicapped. Some are musical but many are not. Some are dependent but most are

independent, earn a living at some productive employment, and are leaders in their
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communities. Some are begars but so are some non-handicapped persons. Persons

with visua! impairments are a diverse group in society. They are thin and faq ull and

shoq fun-loving and grouchy; they have all the characteristics found in any group of

people. They possess no characteristics specific to themselves as blind persons, and

they show no typical reaction to being blind. Like all persons, they are product of

their own unique heredity and environment and are individuals. Thus, it is not posible

to generalize about any common characteristics of persons with visual impairmens.

Attitudes toward the handicapped, including those with visual handicaps tend to be

negative and to focus on what the percon cannot do rather than what he can do.

Coping with negative attitudes is frequently a greater challenge to the blind person that

coping with the impairment. Teachers of visually handicapped pupils must help their

studenB leam to cope with negative attitudes and must asist others, such as teachers,

other schools personnel, students, parents, the community, to develop positive

attitudes towards persons with visual impairmens. Attitude change is a complex

process and involves usisting pemons to change their own attitudes. This proces must

include providing information to counteract myths, generalizations, and other false

belieB u well u active participation in actiMties, such a role playing, counter attitudinal

advocacy, and value confrontations designed to contribute to behavior change (Wats,

r 984).

Paradoxically, unrealistically positive attitudes may also be an important consideration

(Kinley, 1975). ln ancient times blind persons were sometimes viewed and revered as

prophets, as interpreters of dreams, and as wise sages (Kirtley, 1975). Today many
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persons believe that the lack of vision endows an individual with supematural abilities,

such as in hearing and touch, or in some artistic ability, usually music. There is,

however, no evidence that blind persons have greater abilities in these areas (Hayes,

l94l ). These attitudes too may woft to the disadvanuge of persons with a visual

impairment when they cannot meet the unrealistic expectations that are assigned to

them by some persons.

Teaching Situations

ln looking at specifi€ roles and functions of teacherc of the visually handicapped

children and critical factors in the preparation of these teachers, it has long been

recognizgthat professional roles differ according to the kind of educational setting in

which the teacher functions and the amount of support provided. ln Belize, for

example, the trend is to move away from direct teaching to case management in an

itinerant or teacher consultant programme (Cowo, I 996 undocumented). lt is this

very diverse trend that makes the roles and demands ofthe teacher more unique and

professional.
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Chapter 3

RESEARCH PROCEDURE

The survey was planned as eafly u mid November, 1996. The principal obiectlve was

to gather data through questionnaires from teacheru in Camalote and Sanu Familia

Schools to determine the existing sutus of the mainstreaming program in the Cayo

district.

Consideration ofsome necessary things, such as identiffing the number ofteachers that

will panicipate was done in late Novernber. This was because only nrvo schools were

identified it was felt that the proiect was not only worthwhile, but necessary thus the

researcher proceeded.

The population which was the obiect of the investigation consisted of two primary

schools in Cayo District (see Appendix 2). This covered a sample of approximately

thirty. The entire population ofteachers who had previous experience, either by

seeing the children, through wod$hops or actually teaching the child. The teachers

numbered eigfiteen and were labeled randomly, A, B, C, ,.. R, r'or analysis purpose.

Data Collection

The following strategies will be employed in collecting dau:

a. Questionnaire for teachers

b. Observations in the schools

The questionnaire devised for the teachers comprises of thirty statements to which
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teachers will be asked to respond. Using a rating scale of l, 2, 3 and 4 they will be

ask€d to tick the appropriate response.

The key is - l. Strongly disagree

2. Disagree

3. Agree

4. Strongly agree

The thirty-three items are funher sub divided into three sections:

Sutements I - 13 are statements dealing mostly with the educational aspect of the

study such as what the teacherc in the regular classroom feel about the performance of

the impaired children who are mainstreamed and what subiects they do quite well etc.

Statements l4 - 23 deal with the socialization aspect of the mainstreaming program.

lnformation as to whether the interviewees think that these chlldren are conffdent and

independent, as well as their participatory role in school activities (see appendix).

These sotemenu will be drafted and submitted to the supervisor for approval. They

will next be printed and isued. Teachers will be asked to be as obiective as possible in

filling out the questionnaire when sought to elicit information such as the name of

school, the years of teaching experience and level of training.

Copies of the questionnaire will be disuibuted by hand to the various teachers in the

schools. A two week interval will be allowed then they will be collcted by the

investigator. They will then be examined and data recorded and charted. This chan
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