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“My son Macmac is more than two years old. He cannot sit nor stand; he can’t even turn to his right or left on his own. He doesn’t talk… If he needs something he just cries; if he’s in pain, he cries again. I don’t know what to do,” lamented Madel Aton, mother of Macmac.

Madel is just one of the hundreds of parents who are at a loss about what to do for their children with visual impairment. Macmac’s parents, who live in the province just outside metro Manila, have two other children. The father’s wages as a construction worker are not enough for all the family’s needs, much less paying for medical specialists. As a result, Macmac has never been assessed by a developmental paediatrician. 

In the Philippines, there are many children who are visually impaired with other disabilities. These children have serious developmental concerns. In addition to having visual impairments, many cannot talk, cannot hear; cannot sit, stand, or walk; or they may having feeding difficulties. The quality of life for these children and their families are beyond intolerable. Ideally, therapy to counteract their developmental challenges should be made available to them in infancy. However, there are few qualified therapists in the provinces and in poor urban neighbourhoods, because the poverty of the areas makes it difficult to earn a professional livelihood. Hence, some parents whose children are in their teens have never heard about therapy.

Parents Advocates for Visually Impaired Children (PAVIC) is working to remedy this situation. The organisation has initiated a programme to bring the therapists to the provinces. In seminars, the therapists teach parents about the developmental needs of their children with visual impairment and other disabilities, and train them to provide appropriate therapy. This training has three objectives:

1. 
After the seminar, the parents will fully understand the importance of therapy to the development of their children.

2. 
A simple home programme is provided to each child; so the parents can work at home if there is no therapist nearby.

3. 
Parents will have the understanding and confidence to connect with a local therapist.

Three professionals collaborate to present the two-day training sessions—a physical therapist, an occupational therapist, and a speech pathologist. Each therapist talks for about two hours, then conducts an open question-and-answer forum. The therapists assess the children’s needs and development, then suggest therapies, exercises, and activities that the families can do at home.

Training parents in basic therapy skills is a great help to them and their children in the absence of a therapist. For those families with few resources, the training gives them access to skills that are otherwise unaffordable.

PAVIC has sponsored 15 therapy skills trainings in the provinces, including Luzon, Visayas and Mindanao. Four hundred parents and special education teachers have attended. These trained parents and teachers are encouraged to share what they have learned with others. 

Macmac’s mother Madel is one of the many parents trained, and she now has some basic therapy skills for working with her son at home. For more than 5 months, she has diligently applied what she learned from the two-day therapy skills training. Now, Macmac can turn onto his side on his own. With some assistance and support, he can sit on his wheelchair and attend school.

PAVIC is encouraged and inspired by many stories like those of Macmac, whose quality of life has greatly improved due to the training his parents received. However, the number of children with visual impairment and other disabilities grows year by year in the Philippines. When their development needs are not attended to, the children’s disabilities worsen their quality of life. 

The ages of the children under this programme range from 6 months to 19 years. Ideally, the country should have many qualified therapists to work directly with these children in infancy, thus minimising the developmental challenges caused by their disabilities. Additionally, these trained parents need follow-up visits to update their skills as their children grow older. PAVIC hopes to find support from other foundations or local government and NGOs, so we can mobilise more therapists and visit more areas and provide ongoing training. 

This programme has been supported and sponsored by Perkins International programme of Perkins School for the Blind, Watertown, Massachusetts. Starting in August 2011, this programme is now jointly sponsored by Lions Clubs International Foundation, with participation of Lions Clubs Multiple District 301 in Luzon Area, Philippines. 
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