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Introduction

This paper reviews some of the issues of educating children with visual impairment in Japan and discusses some of the new approaches that are being implemented in the country to overcome these problems. 

Different education systems for children with visual impairment

The education of children with visual impairment has a comparatively long history with the setting up of the first school for the blind in 1875. Today there are five types of education for children with visual impairment:

· special schools for the blind

· special schools for other disabilities 

· special classes attached to mainstream schools

·  itinerant teaching support for children in mainstream schools

· mainstream schools with no specialist provision

There are a total of 70 schools for the blind (at least one in each of the 47 prefectures), 280 special classes set in mainstream schools, and itinerant teaching support is provided in 17 prefectures (Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science & Technology, 2009).  

Children who have a visual impairment and additional disabilities are usually educated at schools for the blind or special schools for other disabilities. Currently, there are no children who are exempted from school education as a result of profound or multiple disabilities (Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science & Technology, 2009).   

Access to the curriculum 

The purpose of education for all children with disabilities is defined in Article 72 of the School Education Act.  It states that schools must provide equal access to the curriculum in subject areas including literacy and mathematics as well as, science, music and art. In addition, schools must provide independence and life skills. To make this possible, all the national curriculum text books are available in large print and braille for children who are visually impaired. Also, ideas for delivering the curriculum have been developed by obtaining ideas from other countries like the U.K. For example in the mid 1950s, A. Wexler’s book “Experimental Science for the Blind” (1961), was welcomed in Japan and encouraged the teaching of maths and science to children who were blind (Toriyama, 2007).  Teachers at schools for the blind are expected to obtain a specialist qualification in visual impairment in addition to a basic teaching diploma.

Transition to post-primary schools and employment opportunities

Most of the 70 schools for the blind have upper secondary divisions which provide courses in general education and a ‘technical’ course. The general education course follows the same curriculum as the high schools whereas the technical course prepares learners for the national examination which is mandatory for those seeking a career in therapeutic work such as massage and acupuncture.  The technical course is open to any persons with visual impairment who have a high school diploma.  Japan has about 800 trainees in these training courses who go on to take the national examination. Although the number of pupils enrolled in the primary and secondary division is decreasing, in the upper secondary division enrollments remain comparatively stable. 

Table 1 shows the number of blind students graduating from general education and technical education courses.  A little less than half of the learners (136) who take the general education path go on to further education. The category “home” consists of those who are preparing for the university entrance exam.  Most of the 74 pupils under the category “special facilities” are multiply disabled.  

Looking at technical course graduates, about 70% go on to employment.  Some of them are self employed but most are usually employed in hospitals or in private clinics.  Legislation passed in 1991 encourages large companies to employ disabled persons as medical or health care workers. 

Table 1 : Transition and Employment of the School for the Blind Graduates (2007)

	
	Further Education
	Employment
	Special Facilities
	Self Employment
	Home
	Total

	General Education Course
	136
	43
	74
	5
	30
	288

	Technical Course
	51
	244
	6
	24
	48
	373

	Total
	187
	287
	80
	29
	78
	661


Inclusive education policy to support children in mainstream schools

All 47 special schools for the blind are residential, but in 1990, about 70 blind pupils started receiving education in mainstream schools located close to their homes as a result of lobbying by both pupils and parents (Tsukuba University attached school for the blind, 1996). However, since the Japanese government’s view was that children with visual impairment are best educated at schools for the blind, they have not been very responsive in giving support to these children in mainstream settings. In this situation, many of the schools for the blind have adopted an ‘outreach’ role in supporting children with visual impairment in mainstream. Table 2 shows the total number of outreach children supported by the schools for the blind.  If we count all the outreach children (including cases where school staff visit the mainstream to support the VI child and where VI pupils come to a special school to receive support), we can see that in 2002 the total of children in the outreach schemes numbered 292. This number had increased fourfold to 1,353 by 2007. For many of the schools, the number of outreach pupils exceeds the number of pupils enrolled in their own school.
Table 2 : The number of outreach cases done by the schools for the blind (2002-2007)

	
	2002
	2003
	2004
	2005
	2006
	2007

	Case where pupils visit
	blind
	54
	48
	50
	45
	110
	206

	
	partially sighted
	132
	165
	267
	235
	485
	539

	
	subtotal 
	186
	213
	317
	280
	595
	745

	Case where teachers visit
	blind
	27
	33
	56
	24
	91
	85

	
	partially sighted
	79
	48
	171
	174
	457
	523

	
	subtotal 
	106
	81
	227
	198
	548
	608

	TOTAL
	292
	294
	544
	478
	1143
	1353


In 2007 Japan moved from a system of formal ‘special education’ to “special support education” which aims to strengthen the support given in the mainstream schools.  With this change, the government requires existing special schools to actively be involved in expanding and enhancing their outreach services.  

Difficulties faced by schools for the blind in expanding/enhancing outreach services

1. The changing population


The number of children with VI attending school for the blind reached a peak in the 1960s (5,000 children) with the sudden increase of retinopathy of prematurity (RoP). The prevalence rate has since dropped considerably as a result of a decline in the nation’s birthrate and the advance of medicine. The number of children attending schools for the blind fell to 1,164 in 2007.  However the number of children with multiple disabilities is increasing and the percentage of children with complex needs enrolled in school for the blind rose from 27% in the 1980s to about 45% in 2000. Consequently, the needs of pupils enrolled in schools for the blind have increased dramatically and teachers have had to adapt their teaching methods to accommodate for these children’s needs. 

2. The teacher transfer system and the difficulty in maintaining specialist knowledge


All prefectures in Japan have adopted a teacher transfer system to help preserve the overall quality of the national school system.  Teachers are normally moved to a new school every 3 to 6 years and this has a negative impact on the level of specialised knowledge generated in the school. Moreover, many prefectures transfer teachers regardless of their experience and knowledge of the field. Thirty five out of forty seven prefectures have one school for the blind, and teachers of the blind are very likely to be transferred to a mainstream school. As a result, the teacher transfer system could actually imperil the accumulated expertise in schools for the blind and is jeopardising the survival of these schools as the centre of the educational support system.

3. Network schools and regions


In recent years, many schools for the blind have started to hold summer schools which are usually open for children with visual impairment who are enrolled in the mainstream school. Summer schools have been organised to give these children extra tuition from experienced teachers. If we wish to address the problems facing education of the visually impaired in Japan, these efforts should be expanded to both regional and national levels.   

Jump to Science Project

A recent national initiative - “Jump to Science”, was set up in 2008 as a response to the lack of national projects. “Jump to Science” was organised for children with visual impairment to 1) enjoy science 2) develop skills and acquire information required to specialise in the fields of science and technology in higher education, and 3) meet peers who share common interests and adults with visual impairment who actively work in the field.  A first nationwide 3 day summer session was held in Tokyo 2008 where 18 children with visual impairment and their parents were invited to participate and enjoy science.  This project has received funding for 3 years from the Japan Science and Technology Agency. It is expanding by involving people with visual impairment who are already in the fields of science and technology. It encourages already retired teachers who used to work at schools for the blind and recently transferred teachers to mainstream schools to participate, thus evolving the project and cultivating a supra-regional network of education specialists in teaching children with visual impairment. Constructing such a network which covers schools and regions will be a key to blind schools continuation as educational centres. We therefore look forward to further development of such approaches.
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