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Preface

I am a teacher at the Nguyen Dinh Chieu School for the blind, in Ho Chi Minh City also known as Saigon. In 2003 I won a full scholarship in a national competition for a 2 years masters degree in Orientation and Mobility Therapy for persons with Visual Impairment held by the International Fellowship Program (IFP) of the Ford Foundation in Vietnam. I am writing this paper as a visually impaired student and as a witness to the historic events that have shaped education for persons with visual impairment both before and after the reunification of my country in 1975.  Some of these events have never been previously recorded.    

This paper will discuss the different types of schools for the blind in Vietnam;  the history of Orientation and Mobility (O&M) in the country; current practice in O&M instruction and will consider some of the practical challenges facing practitioners and my plans upon my repatriation after graduation from Pennsylvania College of Optometry in September 2006.  This paper has been written with support from Ms Ha Thanh Van, Vice Director at the Nguyen Dinh Chieu School for the Blind in Ho Chi Minh City and the two of the O&M instructors there, Mr. Hoang Van Tuan and Ms Dao Kim Phång, who have contributed to the introduction of O&M during the past 30 years throughout Vietnam; from my brother Mr. Le Dan Bich Viet who spent lots of time with teachers and students to take the photos in this paper; from the Association of the Blind of Hai Duong Province and from my academic advisor Ms Laurel Leigh. This presentation is dedicated to the Council of Educational Exchange with Vietnam (CEEVN) - Ford Foundation, all of my professors at PCO, and, above all, my fellow blind compatriots in Vietnam. 

40 Years of O&M – The Journey to Independence for People with Visual Impairment in Vietnam Vietnam is a developing country that is located in the center of South East Asia.  According to the website of the World Info Zone  (http://www.worldinfozone.com/country.php?country=Vietnam) the population of the country is 80.9 million (Data on Social Statistics in the Early Years of the 21st Century, General Statistical Office, Vietnam 2003).  There are around 900.000 persons with visual impairments, but there is no legal definition of Blindness so this number cannot be considered as reliable. The only national definition of Blindness that I could find is the regulation of the Vietnamese Association of the Blind issued in 2003 (section 4, chapter 3 page 10), which states that membership is open to “anyone who can only count fingers at less than 3 meters”. The health sector uses the same definition of Blindness as that of the World Health Organization (WHO). (Thuy 1991; Dr. Phuc, Hien, and Thuy in lectures delivered at Department of Special Education of Teacher Training in Ha Noi 2001).

Schools for the Blind

There are different types of establishments that support children who are visually impaired in Vietnam and they include Government schools for the blind and some in the private sector.  Although the Prime Minister decided to place all schools for disabled children under the authority of the Ministry of Education & Training, in practice these schools belong to various local departments including the Department of Education & Training, the Department of Labor and Social Welfare, the Red Cross, and the Vietnamese Association of the Blind. Schools attended by students with visual impairments can be divided into the following types:

Government Sector Schools

1.
Schools for the Blind: there are only 3 government schools for the blind: (1) Nguyen Dinh Chieu in Hanoi, (2) Da Nang and (3) Ho Chi Minh City. These schools belong to the Cities’ Departments of Education and Training.

2.
Schools for the Disabled: These are the most common form of special schools and are schools in which students of all type of disabilities are educated together. They cater for children with a wide range of needs including hearing impairment, developmental retardation, motor disabilities and for orphaned children.

Private Sector (People’s Funded Sector) Schools
1.
Schools run by local Associations of the Blind

2.
Schools run by religious groups (the Buddhist Church has traditionally maintained residential  schools for the disabled where blind students and students with other disabilities are educated.

3.
Warming Houses (or shelter houses) which are organized by blind or sighted individuals to support visually impaired children.*

Since Ho Chi Minh City is the wealthiest locality in Vietnam, it is where most of the warming houses or religious schools for the blind are located, and many graduates from these schools do not want to return to their mother provinces.  Blind people from other provinces and cities also tend to move to the city to seek employment.  Among the 38 schools categorized above, 10 belong to the Association of the Blind, 7 are private schools and 21 are government institutions. The map (figure 1) below shows the provinces and cities where there are schools for students with visual impairment.

The History of O&M in Vietnam
The history of O&M in Vietnam can be divided into three stages, (1) 1967 to 1975, (2) 1976 to 1997, and (3) 1997 to the present. 

1967-1975   

The Vietnamese culture tends to be family oriented, but generally people do not believe that individuals with visual impairment can travel independently and safely.  Most people with visual impairment are reluctant to go out with other people and tend to seek other blind fellows to share their company.  In the past, many people with visual impairment used any type of stick while traveling and sometimes traveled without a stick at all.  To cross a street, they would raise their stick or cane up in the air, or would whistle to signal that they wished to cross the street. 

Although the first school for the blind was founded by the French in Saigon in 1929, it was not until April 1967 that the first orientation and mobility training course was conducted at the National Rehabilitation Institute (NRI) in Saigon, now Ho Chi Minh City (Neustadt-Noy, N. and LaGrow, S.J., 1997, p 635-636). The course was delivered by a graduate from Western Michigan University, Mr. Rodney Kossick who was contracted by the World Rehabilitation Fund to run a pilot rehabilitation project for blind veterans of the war. Within a year, 2 orientation and mobility instructor training courses had produced 8 local instructors.  At the same time, 25 trainees (consisting of blind veterans and adult students from La San School for the Blind) volunteered to be instructed in O&M and vocational training.  I found a precious and very touching article written by Kossick in the Blindness Annual Report published by the American Association of Workers for the Blind in 1970.  In his article, Kosssick (1970) described challenges of working in Saigon during wartime, and his observations about traffic are still as relevant now as they were then.  He wrote: 

The downtown area of Saigon has many large traffic circles and a few large boulevards with about 10 or 12 lanes of traffic. Through this downtown area flows heavy traffic: pedestrians, thousands of motorcyclists, bicycle riders, tri-shaws, cycles, taxicabs, military vehicles and a few pony carts. The sidewalks in the downtown area are usually cluttered with street merchants displaying their wares: those with carts, and small stands scattered throughout the area in random fashion. One also has to contend with trees, power poles and other fixtures. The residential areas have varying conditions: some have boulevards, some ordinary streets, and some dirt streets. There are hardly any sidewalks, only occasional curbing, oftentimes just paths. Moreover, in some places there were rolls of concertina barbed wire and in various places guard installations which blocked the sidewalks. (P 37).
Today, if you come to Saigon or to other cities in Vietnam, you will rarely see military vehicles and you will find more boulevards and larger sidewalks, but the traffic has not changed!

By June 1968 when the project ended, 2 other satellite rehabilitation centers had been opened in the cities of Da Nang and Can Tho, and by 1970, when the program was handed over to the Vietnamese, 180 blind trainees had completed the program (Trac, 1970).  The trainees were taught  basic light touch long cane techniques and were given exercises in walking over changing surfaces to create “greater sensitivity and feedback” until they “had the agility of a baton twirler” (Kossick, 1970, p 36).

After the historic events of 1975, the NRI was closed and most of the O&M instructors left their jobs.  Some were moved to Nguyen Dinh Chieu (NDC) School for the Blind (formerly a school for blind girls) which was re-opened in 1976.   O&M continued to be taught there by instructors who had previously worked at the NRI: Mr. Vo Quan Hai, Ms.Dao Kim Phung and Mr. Hoang Van Tuan. 

In 1986, two instructors, Mr. Hoang Van Tuan and Mrs. Dao Kim Phung from NDC School in Ho Chi Minh City, were invited to set up training programs in O&M for the Vietnamese Association of the Blind. Subsequently they were asked to provide training  for teachers from the NDC Schools for the Blind which had been established in 1989 with the support of CBM International in the capital city, Ha Noi (Hanoi).  They were invited to conduct this training because the people of Ha Noi had been influenced by Soviet training doctrines and had no expertise in teaching people with visual impairment to travel independently and safely.  From then on, as the country’s economy improved, more schools for the blind and disabled children were opened in various provinces, and these two experts continued to travel the country to introduce O&M to schools and the local Vietnamese Associations of the Blind.

In 1997, with technical and financial support from the Halland Region Association for the Blind in Sweden, The Rehabilitation Center belonging to the Vietnamese Association of the Blind was built and put into operation for the rehabilitative training of blind persons and rehabilitation instructors.   

On Monday November 7, 2005, I had a chance to interview Mr. Vu Anh Minh, a rehabilitation teacher who graduated from the Rehabilitation Center and who is currently working as an O&M instructor at the Association of the Blind of Hai Duong Province in the North of Vietnam.  He described how the Rehabilitation Instructor Training Program lasts 3 months and the O&M component includes 70 periods (each period is 50 minutes) of theory and 90 periods of practice. The course covers indoor and outdoor travel, but does not cover areas such as low vision or additional disability.  Currently they are applying the same curriculum that Mr.Tuan and Ms. Phung introduced at Nguyen Dinh Chieu School.   Each year, the center offers four courses, each course lasts 3 months, and so far 160 rehabilitation instructors have graduated and they all are working for the local branches of the Association of the Blind in the country.

Current Practice                







Every year the NDC School in Ho Chi Minh continues to send Mr. Tuan and Ms. Phung to other schools for the blind to train their O&M teachers. The Catholic Church in Ho Chi Minh City also holds annual training courses in the summer for employers who are willing to take on persons who are visually impaired, and they also invite Phung or Tuan come to work with Sister Le Van Nga who was trained as an O&M Instructor, achieving a Masters Degree in Special Education  in Australia in 2001. (Interview with Mr. Nguyen Quoc Phong, the head of Thien An Warming House for the Blind in Ho Chi Minh City on January 27, 2006).

Challenges for O&M Instructors in Vietnam

Teaching Approaches

Orientation and Mobility instructors always follow a traditional training methodology and curriculum.  They are required to follow closely teaching plans prepared at the start of the school year to cover weekly lessons. They also have to register their teaching targets in accordance with the teacher’s appraisal system and at the end of the school year meetings are held for colleagues and school leaders to review and evaluate the trainer’s performance. 

There is no O&M training for low vision students; they are treated as blind students because the curriculum we are using has not changed much during the last 40 years. There is also no O&M training for visually impaired children with additional disabilities as well as O&M for old aged persons with visual problems.

Group instruction in O&M is popular and there are no individual education plans (IEPs) for students.  Lessons are usually divided into two parts; theory and practice.  In the theory section, the teacher reads mobility instructions out loud for students to write down and in the practice sections the students and the instructor carry out the instructions.

Traffic Risk:

Traffic

According to BBC News, throughout Vietnam, more than 7000 people died from traffic accidents in 2001. During the first eleven months of 2005, the government recorded more then 12,700 traffic deaths, and the World Bank (WB) ranked Vietnam as having the worst record for traffic accidents in the region last year.  In Ho Chi Minh City alone it is estimated that 31 persons die each day from traffic accidents (Vietnam News Online, 2006).

In Vietnam, the traffic risks are high even for sighted pedestrians.  Modified cane techniques for visually impaired travelers are necessary because of the nature of the traffic in Vietnam.  

The sidewalks are not accessible because of the number of obstacles on them such as  motorcycles, which their owners park wherever they can. Blind pedestrians therefore are faced with unpredictable obstacles while traveling.

Although they have been trained in its use, some of our blind students do not use the long cane because they feel that people do not regard a blind person with a white cane as normal.    

In 1994, one of our students was killed in a tragic traffic accident just because she was too embarrassed to use a cane when traveling.  The truck driver did not recognize her as a blind pedestrian and although he sounded his horn, instead of jumping out of the way,  the girl jumped into path of the truck.   She had been to the school in the morning to offer flowers to her former teachers on Teacher’s Day and the accident occurred on her way back home. 

My plans when I go back to Vietnam

I plan to go back to Vietnam after my graduation from Pennsylvania College of Optometry in Philadelphia.  My plans include:

-
Introducing the latest O&M approaches, particularly those relating to O&M for students with Low Vision and to visually impaired students with additional disabilities. 

-
Teaching blind students and training instructors. Communicating with schools for the blind and universities in the country to achieve consistency in training approaches.

-
Preparing a new O&M curriculum for the NDC School in Ho Chi Minh City

-
Talking to blind persons and parents of students and acting as a role model for cane users.

-  
Working with the mass media to launch a public campaign on raising traffic awareness and to argue for accessible physical environments for disabled and visually impaired users.

-  
Working with community doctors to promote the early detection of visual impairment and disabilities.

-  
Providing basic training in human guide, cane techniques and daily living skills for community workers, volunteers and parents.

- 
Collaborating with community workers to organize parent support groups and community support for blind persons.

- 
Distributing instructional materials which I will bring from the US, with the support of the Ford Foundation through the Center of Educational Exchange with Vietnam to help O&M instructors develop locally appropriate technology. 

Conclusion

This article was written to present an accurate picture of orientation and mobility in Vietnam and of the challenges that people with visual impairments face every day.  I hope in 2007, when we celebrate 40 years of O&M in Vietnam, I will see progress in the journey to independent travel for the blind in my country.
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� � "Warm or ‘Warming’ Houses" are refuges/shelters set up by individuals or NGOs that give a warm welcome to disadvantaged children such as street children or children with disabilities. Some, such as the Thien An Warming House for the Blind or Nhat Hong Warming House for the Blind in Ho Chi Minh City Vietnam seek to provide some education in addition to welfare.
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