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Professionals recognise the importance of parent involvement in their children's education. But do we recognise the importance of allowing parents to choose their level of involvement?

Generally, people who are planning to start a family do not think about their child being visually impaired or having any sort of disability. We expect our child to be perfect – the brightest, most beautiful, best looking, most talented, most accomplished child that was ever born. Only with time do we realise that maybe our children really do not meet our early dreams of perfection. We love them regardless, and we have great pride in each and every one of their accomplishments. As professionals, we should bring the same acceptance and understanding to the families that we work with.

Educators often seem to base their opinion of families on how involved the parents are in their child's education. Do they welcome home visits, no matter how many people? Do they attend parent-teacher conferences? Do they volunteer in the classroom? Do they hold office in parent groups? More often we hear comments like, “She loses so much over the weekend/vacation/school holiday.” “His parents just won't follow through,” or “They never attend parent meetings.” We sometimes forget that we are not “on” all the time, that we like some time off, and that leadership has different meanings at different points in time.

Children with visual impairment move in and out of various placements according to their changing educational needs. The continuum works both ways: students might begin their schooling in an inclusive classroom, then find they need a more intensive placement to develop specialised skills. Or a student might move from a specialised classroom to an inclusive classroom once those specialised skills are in place. Even then, the student might move back and forth along this continuum of school settings, depending on the amount of additional support needed and the demands of the curriculum.

Similarly, there is a continuum of parent involvement, much like the continuum of educational placements. Parents will move up and down along this continuum depending on what else is going on in their lives. For a year or two, home visits may be welcome, but after a while they could seem like intrusions, especially if there are multiple home visitors because of the child’s complications. As their child moves through school, they might change their level of involvement depending on their child's needs. At some point, a parent might want to lead a local, state, or even national organisation; at other times, a parent might want to retreat from the intensity of always thinking about – or being defined by – his or her child. Another child might need attention. Or a spouse might need support and encouragement. It might not fit with our expectations for what the parent of a child with a visual impairment should be doing, but it certainly fits with the realities of everyday life.

Professionals have their own continuum of participation. We hold an office in a professional organisation, and we're glad when our term is over. We mentor student teachers, then we don't want to do it again for a while. Our own children need our attention; our spouse demands more of our time. We run out of money and cannot travel; we are diagnosed with a chronic illness; we are just plain tired. Parents of children with visual impairment are no different. 

We expect parents to do the things that we do, even though we are the ones who went to school and earned degrees in order to work with students with visual impairment. We chose the profession of educator, and we chose to teach infants, children, and youth with visual impairment. Parents – in most cases – did not choose this work that we love. 

In Reach Out and Teach (2011), I outlined 15 rights that all parents have, but which I felt were particularly important to parents of children with visual impairments. These are not legal or civil rights, but they are expectations that should guide our interactions with families. These are just as important for parents to remember as they are for professionals. Parents and families have:

· The right to ask questions.

· The right to seek another opinion.

· The right to privacy.

· The right to say NO.

· The right to ambiguity.

· The right to feel angry.

· The right to keep trying.

· The right to stop trying.

· The right to set limits.

· The right to be a parent.

· The right to be unenthusiastic.

· The right to be annoyed with their child.

· The right to time off.

· The right to be the expert-in-charge.

· The right to dignity.

To paraphrase what I wrote then: these rights boil down to the right to be respected and treated as an equal. In every situation, parents should expect to be neither pitied nor admired. Parenting a child with visual impairment is different, but it is no more worthy of admiration than it is of pity – it is simply different. Parents should expect to be listened to and supported in a nonjudgmental way. Parents expect the truth—from doctors, teachers, social workers, and therapists who are there to help; from friends and neighbors, who owe them a chance to be someone other than "parent-of-a-disabled-child;" and from family members who might be encountering someone with blindness for the first time. Parents deserve to be talked to as an adult. 

Our expectations often run headlong into reality. The truth is that we are more likely to develop the kind of parent involvement we want if we understand that parents are facing the same day-to-day realities that all people – including us – encounter. Those realities fluctuate for a variety of reasons, many of which might be unrelated to the child with a visual impairment. Parents will respond as they are able and as frequently as they are able. And if they do not, it is not an opportunity to judge as much as it is an opportunity to support, think creatively, and problem-solve.

Being invited into a family’s home is a privilege, regardless of the geographical location or the culture. Let us remember to treat parents the way we would want to be treated ourselves.
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