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These days, technology can be found everywhere: it is in our homes, in post offices, in schools and everywhere else in our everyday lives. Indeed, technology has changed the way we live, work, interact with others and even think about the world around us. 

Many people in different countries have embraced technology in one way or another, i.e. they own a mobile phone, use the Internet, watch television etc, because it brings a new level of comfort and a great number of opportunities not available to previous generations.

How can this technology be best used to improve lives of visually impaired children? Are we utilizing technology to its full potential and, if not, what can parents and educators do to change that?

In searching for examples of how technology affected my personal life, two of them immediately come to mind. During my Philosophy studies at the L’vov University in Ukraine I had to take a course in computer science. 

Knowing nothing about computers, or having no idea of how I would use one, I approached my professor for this class to find out about my participation and, more importantly, how he would grade me. After several minutes of thinking my professor got back to me and said that the only thing he could think of was to show me how to play music on the computer.  Otherwise I was free to skip classes and answer some theoretical questions during the final exam. For the next four months I enviously listened to my classmates telling me about challenging programming projects they were working on in the class while I spent most of my time learning “dry theory” that carried no practical application for me.

Several years later during one of my Computer Science courses at Temple University in the US, when a rather similar situation presented itself, my professor asked me to advise him on the approach that would help me stay engaged in the class. After consulting with each other for several minutes, we decided that I would team up with one of my sighted peers who would read the computer screen to me, and I would jot down my answers into my electronic note taker. 

This time I was not given a “free ride”, but my teammate and I were required to come up with our own answers for given problems.

As I further leaf through my memories of the past, another image presents itself before my mind, an image of me standing at some unfamiliar train station in a small Polish town. 

I recall that I had ended up there erroneously by purchasing a ticket for the wrong train. 

No cell phone, no GPS to help me out, my only two “secretaries” were my white cane and the common-sense “ask people” strategy. Suffice it to say that I eventually reached my destination in the end having spent twenty-six hours instead of my originally intended twelve hours of traveling. Several years later, cell phones became omni-present, and in the beginning of 2000s, the first talking navigation system for the blind was introduced.

I brought up these perhaps somewhat extreme examples to emphasize the two major aspects that help a blind person better integrate into mainstream society: education and independence. 

The two are intertwined in that each one helps to advance the other. For example, being able to attend a school or a university requires an ability to travel independently. On the other hand, with a degree in hand one is able to invest in his or her independence by getting employed or starting a business of one’s own. 

Furthermore, knowing about and using technology on an everyday basis helps young children and teenagers with visual impairments establish and maintain social relationships with their sighted friends, for whom cell phones and I-pods have become not “I want it” but “I have it” reality. 

Capitalizing on the advancements in technology, and assistive technology in particular, is not only our right but a responsibility. For a young generation, being independent includes befriending technology and using it to advance their knowledge of the world and of the mainstream culture, be it through the Internet, travel or their sighted peers.

These days technology, from easy-to-operate digital audio recorders to 100-dollar laptops, finds its place in the most remote or less wealthy parts of the world. However, it has taken many years before the results of technology’s involvement became apparent, particularly in cultures where technology has not traditionally been utilized for everyday or educational activities. 

One of the most vivid examples of societal transformations through technology can be traced in South East Asia - in countries such as Vietnam, the Philippines, Thailand, Malaysia and others. Through the extensive help, or rather investment, of the ON-NET (Overbrook Nippon Network on Educational Technology) project and other organizations, the number of visually impaired computer users has grown from tens to thousands, many of whom received their university degrees and/or are employed by various local and international organizations. 

What was most valuable about the ON-NET project, however, is that from the very start the realization was that the rate and the quality of technological advancements should be decided by local individuals and organizations whose knowledge of their culture was better than that of the outsiders. Today, in all of the above-mentioned countries local blindness organizations conduct their own computer training courses, share their experiences with other regional organizations and advance awareness about technology in their own countries.

It is the keyword “investment” that I would like to linger on for a little longer. Just like ON-NET invested in the future of visually impaired throughout South East Asia, in a similar way our parents and teachers around the world invest in their children and students empowering them with the knowledge and skills that enable them to independently pursue their dreams. 

However, in the world of today, in order to lead an independent life, one needs to have a good command of technology and, more importantly, understand how to put it to the best use necessary for achieving one’s goals. For example, during my Philosophy studies back in Ukraine, I had to rely on my classmates to read most of the literature for me because the required books were not available in Braille. 

Today I can take the book, scan it, and convert it into text or audio. Then I can read it either with a speech synthesizer or listen to it on an MP3 player. Similarly, if I wanted to learn more about a particular subject discussed in class, I had to ask someone to go with me to the library and read for me or, what happened often, give up on it if the help was not available. All it would take to satisfy my curiosity today would be to go to the Internet and find my information through Wikipedia, a free encyclopedia, or through other electronic sources.

Could my Computer Science professor from L’vov University have done better than just letting me skip classes? Could he have followed a similar route to that of my professor from Temple University who let me suggest to him the best arrangement to keep me engaged in the class? Very likely, with a bit more persistence on his part we could have come up with some kind of engagement process where I could have participated in the class together with my classmates and had more pleasure earning my final grade. At the very minimum, my participation could have been an interesting experiment for him and the class.

Both professors probably had no experience in working with blind students or believed that it was possible for a blind individual to use a computer, however, each of them handled the situation differently. One relied on his own knowledge about blind people to come up with a solution to a problem, while another allowed the blind person to be his guide to help come up with necessary accommodations that worked for both the teacher and the student.

The trust in the abilities of students with visual impairments should be an essential part of teaching. The teachers do not always have to have the answers of how best to accommodate students, but they do have to believe that the students are capable of learning. This belief is what makes it possible to come up with creative solutions for introducing technology to students. It is clear that cell phones, the internet, MP3 players and talking navigators are here to stay, thus a more radical and more creative approach to educating visually impaired children needs to be adopted where technology is included in the curriculum as early as possible.
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