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According to Haddad (2006), in the Brazilian population of 170 million people, 30% are in the 0 to 14 age bracket (51 million children).  For this group, the prevalence of blindness in 
children is 51,000 and of low vision, 153,000 (214,000 children with visual impairment).

Data presented by the Special Education Secretariat (SEESP) of the Brazil’s Federal 
Ministry of Education (MEC) show that there were 55,046 new registrations of students with low vision in the Brazilian public school system in 2005, with 60,632 in 2006, which means an increase of 10%. For blindness, the increase was 9%, as there were 8585 blind children registered in 2005 against 9206 in 2006.

The history of education for people with disabilities in Brazil is marked by three periods (MAZZOTTA, 1996). The first period began in 1854, going up to 1956 and was characterized by clinical services for the disabled in special institutions, many of which were residential schools. The second period, from 1957 to 1993, was marked by official policies that regulated special education classrooms within the regular schools. The onset of the third period began in the nineties, spanning through the twenty first-century, with the proposal of schools that aim for the inclusion of children within the regular system.

The founding principle of inclusive education is that all children should learn together, no matter the difficulties or differences they may have.  The Federal Regulations for National Education (LDB) is the official document that has stipulated the National Education Policy for the last four decades. The LDB nº 9394/96, the most recent Official Education Law defines Special Education in the 58th article:

“it is a modality of school education offered preferentially in the regular school system for students who have special needs.”
In order to guarantee access and continuity to children with visual impairments in regular schools, SEESP – MEC developed important guidelines for national school systems, in the form of the publication Saberes e Práticas da Inclusão, which includes strategies and educational orientation for teaching children with visual impairments. Besides publications, other actions meriting mention are:

1)
The creation of 34 Support Centers (Centro de Apoio Pedagógico aos Deficientes Visuaisl- CAPs) as resource centers for students with visual impairments and 13 Support and Braille Production Nuclei (NAPPBs), aiming to offer specific and technological resources for students with visual impairments. The main purpose of these services is to prepare pedagogical material, such as books and texts in Braille, as well as large print and talking books for distribution to students who are in the regular school system.

2)
The National Program for Didactic Workbooks (PNLD) made available to all blind children registered in elementary school, 40 thousand workbooks in Braille. 

3)
Material: Totally 15,000 kits were made available for students with visual impairments, 7,500 being kits for the blind students including a satchel, slate and stylus, abacus, white cane, adaptive signature guide, and special paper for Braille. The other 7,500 kits for low vision students included a satchel, double-lined paper, notebooks without lines, soft pencils, porous felt-tip pens (black and colored), erasers, and hand magnifier. The Ministry of Education distributed these materials to the registered students in public schools.

4)
The Brazilian Braille Commission was constituted through the Ministerial Statute nº319/99, presided and maintained by SEESP; the duties of this commission are determining the rules for use and teaching of the Braille System in Brazil. Another commission was founded in order to establish guidelines for use and teaching of soroban (abacus) in Brazil through the Ministerial Statute 657/02.

5)
Teacher Development: SEESP offers support for ongoing education courses on specific subjects pertaining to the education of students with visual impairments. The following courses are being offered in the Country: 

a)
Braille system and unified mathematics code system courses

b)
Orientation and mobility courses

c)
Braille adaptation and transcription
6)
The aim of the National Project for Low Vision Students was to identify, assess and provide optical and non-optical devices for students with low vision, in order to enhance their visual functioning in the classroom (2001).

7)
An important support for teachers of inclusive schools was the preparation of a DVD, an audiocassette and a book called The inclusion of students with low vision in regular schooling published recently in  2007. 
Other governmental initiatives include the proposal for accessing books through the publishing houses that should make available the books to people with special needs. 

Since the eighties, several low vision services have been rendered in universities, such as the State University of Campinas (UNICAMP), the University of São Paulo (USP), the Federal 
University of São Paulo (UNIFESP) and the Federal University of Minas Gerais (UFMG). The Brazilian Society for Subnormal Vision was founded in 1995, as part of the Brazilian Ophthalmology Council.Brazil participates in international ventures promoted by the International Council for Education of People with Visual Impairment - ICEVI and the Christoffel-Blindenmission - CBM, offering continuing education courses for the development of professionals who are working or will be working with students having visual impairments.

Another important achievement in the field of low vision is the decision that made residental requirement definite for those studying ophthalmology.  This certainly means that a more favorable educational environment is being made for early assessment and educational opportunities for children with low vision.

Service restriction for low vision results in a detection difficulty of visually impaired children and consequent lack of ophthalmologic assessment to investigate the need for optical aids and orientation for efficient use of vision either in or off school.

Sampaio et al. (apud Haddad 2006), investigated to know how many ophthalmologists work with people with low vision in Brazil, using a survey form sent to Brazil’s 10,000 ophthalmologists. Only 205 (2.05%) replied, with 58 (28.3% out of the 205) declaring to work with low vision persons and the 147 (81.7%) of the respondents declared intentions to work with low vision.

Because Brazil is a large country with wide diversity and contrasts, all the actions described cannot cover educational needs of visually impaired students especially those with low vision. 

Strong efforts are being undertaken to attain Education for All.  But it is also recognized that a lot more has to be done because this process of change demands big challenges and actions which take a long time. 
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