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Introduction

The basic foundation for children with visual impairment was laid in Sri Lanka in 1912 with the establishment of the Ratmalana Deaf & Blind School (Roberts, 2003). However the Ministry of Education took direct responsibility of the education of visually impaired children by establishing the first integrated education programme in 1969 (Matthews, Dewendra, & Piyasena, 1977).In 1993 the Policy guidelines for special education were prepared by the National Institute of Education (NIE) which were approved the same year. This document consisted of twelve (xii) Articles. In Article ix , Parents’ education and community involvement explains how parents and other family members can contribute in the rehabilitation process of children with special education needs(SEN). The parents of the low vision (LV) children also play a vital role in the children’s physical, mental and social development. If the parents are well aware of their LV children’s problems they are in a position to help to overcome them. By doing so, parents can make the LV child an active member of the society. However, it has been observed that generally, parents are not fully aware or are very limited in their awareness of the complexity of their LV  children’s problem. This is due to many reasons and they may be presumed as follows. 

· lack of knowledge

· lack of awareness

· lack of understanding and comprehension

· lack of relevant information about the available services

· superstitious beliefs (parents consider that the LV of their child is the unfavourable result of something s/he has done in the previous birth)

In addition the attitudes of parents are based on the present attitudes of the society. Other than these, their feelings of hopelessness and acceptance are also responsible for this. Among them are isolation, stress, anger, frustration, feelings of being under threat, guilt, rejection and overprotection. Therefore it is very important and essential that correct understanding must be developed in parents about their LV child’s childhood.     

Several educationists (Cunningham & Davis 1985; Davis, Day and Bidmead, 2002a) introduced models to enable parents to improve their knowledge and awareness so that they can have a deep understanding of the difficulties and issues faced by their children. According to these models parents choose the type of programme which is suitable for their child, from a series of information supplied to them and apply it while living with the child. 

It is also pointed out that the above mentioned facts affect the rehabilitation of the child with impairment in the following fields.

· Medical

· Educational process

· Social interaction 

The main aim of this study was, therefore, to identify the difficulties which arise when parents of low vision children are being advised.  

Objectives of the study

The lack of participation and motivation of parents in the process of low vision child and steps which can be taken to improve it, is considered as the main problem of this study, and the research focuses on  the following objectives.

1. To make the parents aware of the low vision child’s educational process.

2. To motivate the parents to give maximum cooperation in their education programmes.

3. To make parents recognise the strengths of their low vision child.

4. To give practical knowledge on strategies and visual exercise which can be used with their low vision child

Methodology   

The main methods used for this research study were survey, observation and interview methods. Six (6) families with a low vision child (age range was 4-10) and forty five (45) teachers who deal with LV children were randomly selected for the study. 

Table 1: The eye diseases of the LV children 

	Eye disease
	Number of children
	Family number

	Congenital cataract 
	1
	1

	Nystagmus
	2
	3,5

	Retinitis Pigmentosa 
	2
	2,4

	Retinal detachment 
	1
	6

	Total
	6
	6


This study also attempted to see how the teachers of low vision children perceive the status of LV and how they intervene to improve the education performance of these children. The methodological approach was qualitative.
The main focus of this study was about educating and motivating parents about the educational process of LV children. Therefore, they were educated and necessary information was supplied to them through two different accesses. One was based on the psychological and theoretical facts. 

Psychological and theoretical facts  

 - Acceptance






 - Child’s strengths



 - Family responsibility



 - Policy issues


 - Rights






 - Educational programmes

 - (re)habilitation services

The other one was based on practical programmes. This practical programme was conducted based on six visual skills training such as localisation, fixation, spotting, tracing, tracking and scanning (Joss, 1988).  Also to gain these visual skills, visual training activities were done under the four fields such as visual awareness and attention, control of the eye movements, discrimination of objects (sorting), and discrimination of details (Backman & Inde, 1979).

Data collection 
Questionnaire was distributed among all teachers and practical based visual training activities were done with all low vision children in the selected six families with the support of parents.  

1st Training Programme: 

Activities conducted regarding visual awareness and attention. 

· The child was asked to protect any leftover food from crows and other animals which had been kept in the sun for drying. 

· The child was advised to spot patches of sunlight on the wall which changed very quickly. 

· The child was advised to watch the leaves moving in the wind and to spot the falling leaves. 

· The mother gets the help of the child to sort vegetables and other ingredients when working in the kitchen. 


2nd Training Programme: 

Activities conducted for the control of eye movement. 

· Soap bubbles are allowed to float in the air and the child is trained to follow them with his eyes. 

· When rice is cooked at home the child is asked to watch the bursting bubbles from different angles. 

· Paper boats are floated in water streams and their progress is watched. 

· To pick fallen leaves in the garden. 

3rd Training Programme: 

Activities conducted for discrimination of objects 

· Select black seeds in a sample of dhal. 

· Instead of sweeping the garden the child is asked to pick each leaf with a pointed stick. 

· Select the child's own clothes out of a heap of a mixture of clothes. 

· To pick the weeds in a flower or vegetable bed. 

4th Training Programme: 

Activities conducted for discrimination of details. 

· To identify and describe the difference between various kinds of vegetable leaves using his eyes. 

· The mother makes different shadows on the wall with her hands with the help of the lamp or light and the child is also asked to make such figures by himself. 

· Different designs are made with the help of a cross section of a banana petiole or an okra pod and the child is also asked to do the same. 

· Different designs are made with bottle tops and also some designs with a specially constructed frame and the child is asked to do the same thing. 

· Encourage the child to observe various kinds of flowers, fruit and describe the details in them. 

Additional Information: 

· Parents were given awareness, regarding the special educational policies, other conventions and rules. 

· Instructions about how to obtain special education facilities was given to parents. 

· Parents were also informed about the importance of awareness of the changes that occur. 

The progress of each field was observed at three stages named as 1st, 2nd and 3rd observation. There was an interval of four weeks between each observation. 

Data Analysis 

There were six questions presented to the selected teachers regarding the good performances of LV children. 38 teachers out of 45 admitted that ‘teacher’s involvement’ was the reason for their performance, and it was almost 84%.  The analysis of visual training activities was based on four visual training activities and not on the responses of visual skills shown by the children. 

Five families admitted that they find it difficult to spend leisure time with their LV children. Most of the mothers did not allow the LV child to take part in work at home because they were frightened that the child might not be able to do them properly. And also they had not bothered to train them to take part in any such kind of activity. The parents also have had the problem of selecting a suitable pre-school, or a primary school for their LV child, close to their home. The parents admitted clearly that they lacked the knowledge about the basics or fundamentals which should be trained or improved to develop the daily living skills of their LV children. Most of the parents were very keen on having some vocational training for their LV children. 

Outcomes of the Research   

The main point highlighted was the progress shown by the children after training which was given to them to improve the abilities. Parents emphasised that the absence of preschools with adequate facilities in Sri Lanka for such LV children where they can gain the basic skills necessary, was a great hindrance. The analysis also shows that this training was able to develop positive attitudes in parents, and they were able to make their LV children useful individuals in the society. Instead of showing sympathy they were able encourage their children to improve their skills.  Another point which was prominent here was that the parental monthly income as well as their educational standard was different in each family, but the attitudes and their aims regarding their children were almost the same. 

Conclusions and recommendations

· The parents admitted that progress could be achieved through training a LV child.

· The information is lacking regarding the programmes between parents and LV children.

· Parents’ expectations were to give their children some sort of vocational training rather than allowing them to reach a higher educational level.

· Parent’s cooperation with respect to the educational aspect of the LV children was considerably low.

· The parents believed that residual vision could be trained and used after proper training.

· Parents admitted that there are no proper training programmes for parents of children with LV, from the beginning.

· Parents were willing to participate in the programmes related to low vision. 

· The intervention of the teacher influenced more in the total progress of the LV child than the intervention of parents. 

Recommendations 

· Pre-schools for LV children should be established island wide or facilities should be arranged for them in existing pre-schools.

· Awareness and practical programmes for parents with LV children should be conducted to educate them.

· Resource centres should be established at least provincially for early intervention and to provide services for LV children.

· Properly organised vocational training programme for LV children should be established as a part of service to children with low vision.

· There should be a close relationship between medical and educational services. When children who need services are met in medical clinics they should be guided to the education process.

· Parents should be taught to decide what should be done with their LV children through information of correct techniques. 
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