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This article will give a glimpse into the American perspective on independent living for blind and low vision individuals. It is a life encompassing and complex issue. The factors that constitute and impact independence will be addressed.     

Independent living means different things depending upon age, cultural background, and the presence of additional disabilities. Considering the broad spectrum of the population of visually impaired individuals, the following factors are the underpinnings of independent life for everyone. Individuals must have and know their purpose in living. Each person must feel able to contribute to society. Independence is having a meaningful life, a life of quality. A person needs to understand his or her own strengths and areas of need. Throughout life and in every step toward independence a person needs to feel good about him or herself.

Independence is often mistakenly considered to be the ability to do things without help. America is the country of the rugged individualist; to many, if you need help it connotes weakness and lesser ability. Yet, being visually impaired is synonymous for needing help with certain things. I believe that being independent means knowing yourself well and knowing how to meet your own needs, with or without the help of others. 

What does it mean to live independently? It means to feel that you have autonomy, that you are in charge of your life and responsible for it. It means that you have the opportunity to take care of yourself to the best of your ability. It means you can access the information you need. You can go to the places you want to go. All people, with or without vision impairment, have to strike a balance between feeling independent and being comfortable asking others for help. In many ways, all people want to feel loved and cared for, to have someone concerned about their welfare, to share ideas and to share responsibility. That is what happens in families. Everyone wants the opportunity to choose however, when and how they are interdependent, and those with visual impairment are no exception. 

Legal Foundation

Independent living in the United States is as complex and varied as the 10 million adults and children with visual impairments who live here are.  This is a very large country with a wide array of services, not under any national umbrella for the visually impaired. Across the country, every individual with a disability is protected and guaranteed civil rights and equal opportunity through important legislation signed into law over the past 35 years. 

The first of these is Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, which prohibited discrimination toward persons with disabilities in federally funded programs. 

In 1975, a landmark education law was enacted, PL 94-142, “The Education for All Handicapped Children Act”. This mandated that children age 3 to 21 years old receive a free and appropriate education in the least restrictive environment. In 1997, this law became the “Individuals with Disabilities Education Act” (IDEA) and mandated programs 0 to 3 years. These laws are the foundation of the entire special education system in the United States. 

The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) of 1990 was designed to eliminate all remaining barriers that could prevent people with disabilities from participating fully in their communities. The provisions of the law aimed at eliminating discrimination in employment, public accommodations, telecommunications, and public transportation. The ADA has brought 

persons with disabilities into public awareness, but there is still much to accomplish. This is one reason why encouraging independence and individual responsibility is crucially important. Although excellent laws are in place, the onus of making the ADA work falls to the individual with the disability. That person is not always sufficiently trained or knowledgeable to advocate and fight for the necessary change.  In many instances, the status quo system does not want or welcome challenge. 

Key Factors for Independence 

Literacy

Literacy is a key component in independent living. Reading and writing are fundamental to success. Braille is having a much-needed resurgence in special education for the visually impaired. For many individuals with low vision, glasses and optical aids are essential for the ability to read. Although vision may be a sensory disability, many individuals, both blind and with low vision, read for pleasure as well as for work.  With the use of magnifiers and monoculars, small print and print at a distance can be accessed. Screen readers, braille displays, and screen enlargement software have made reading from the computer possible. Recorded books, MP3 format books, and Audible materials have greatly increased the ease of reading. 

Mobility

The ability to move around comfortably in the community in which you live and work is vital to independence. The United States has a vast variety of options of where to live. Large cities often have the transportation and services which make independence easier. Small towns offer the advantage of walking to places such as schools and services. People choose what means of mobility they are comfortable with using.  

Almost all children, blind and with low vision, receive extensive orientation and mobility training. This constitutes use of the white cane, learning how to take public transportation, using monocular telescopes to locate street signs, and learning how to access the paratransit system. Paratransit is an alternative mode of flexible passenger transportation that does not follow fixed routes or schedules. It is door-to-door service for a small fee. It became available for people with disabilities through the ADA. There is an expectation that visually impaired people can travel alone in familiar routes. Children with additional disabilities are taught to take paratransit or to travel with a companion.

There are reduced fares on public transportation in most cities and on the national rail system, Amtrak. US airports, like those in many parts of the world, have assistance for disabled passengers. Airlines seem to understand the concept of low vision now and often assistance is respectful and helpful. There is still much yet to do in this area as a person still needs to be savvy to navigate the system. Also, limited transportation in some areas and the inability to get to a job are strong considerations in the high unemployment rate of blind and severely visually impaired adults in the United States.   

Access to Goods and Services

The ability to buy groceries is essential to independence. At an early age students are taught to shop, to ask for Customer Service in the grocery store, and to handle money. Access to food is often easier in a large metropolitan area where food can be ordered online and delivered to your home. Large department stores will often have personal shoppers to assist in finding clothes. The internet has revolutionized shopping. If a visually impaired person has access to the internet, shopping can be accomplished without the need for transportation. These services require a certain amount of skill and people need to be made aware of them and taught how to use them.

Meaningful Work

Everyone needs to have work that is personally satisfying and that provides income with which to live. To that end, the United States has an extensive program of transition to begin the preparation for the world of work for students from the age of sixteen. From IDEA, “transition is designed to be a results-oriented process that is focused on improving the academic and functional achievement of the child with a disability to facilitate the child’s movement from school to post-school activities, including post-secondary education, vocational education, integrated employment (including supported employment), continuing and adult education, adult services, independent living, or community participation”.  It is based upon the individual child’s needs, strengths and interests.

Transition services are in partnership with the Department of Rehabilitation. Rehabilitation is a federal program, but it is administered in somewhat different ways by the individual states. In all states there are services for blind individuals; however, they vary in delivery model. For example, the following is the mission statement of the California Department of Rehabilitation: “The California Department of Rehabilitation works in partnership with consumers and other stakeholders to provide services and advocacy resulting in employment, independent living and equality for individuals with disabilities.” Every effort is made to identify and enhance the interests and skills of each individual in order to gain meaningful employment.

Social Relationships and Support

The development of good social skills is crucial to independence. Students need direct instruction in learning the social cues and mores that sighted children often pick up incidentally. Communication skills, self-advocacy skills, socially acceptable behavior and attitudes all underlie success. 

National organizations of the blind, notably the National Federation of the Blind (NFB) and the American Council of the Blind (ACB) offer support through state chapters, meetings, conventions, trainings, and social events. These organizations can give vital encouragement and foster friendship for many people. 

Personal Perspective

I am a special education teacher and a licensed therapist and have lived with low vision all of my life. I have been active in the field of special education for the visually impaired for 35 years. I live and work in an area where transportation is excellent and I can safely walk to many places in my community. I have raised three sons and have felt capable and confident. I am very aware of the everyday challenge of maintaining a sense of independence. The greatest is not driving. In Northern California, we have a fast paced, far-flung metropolitan area. We have excellent public transportation and yet, there are many beautiful places that are very difficult to reach without driving. 

Allowing the needed time to accomplish tasks is another source of potential frustration. Public transportation, walking, biking, all take longer than driving. Searching for things in stores and shopping takes longer. These are small inconveniences, though, and inconsequential to living a rich, full, independent life.  The support of family, friends, and others with visual impairment has been essential to my independence. When I was in school there was an inherent expectation that I would do well and keep up with my classmates. I internalized these high expectations as a young person, and I believe in them still. 

Important Factors to Consider

Several factors need to be kept in mind when looking at all aspects of independent living. Age of onset of blindness is very important. A newly blinded adult or child will experience a great change in their life and often profound grief at the loss of the ability to see. Whether a person has a stable or progressive vision loss will impact what adaptations to use and what type of help to engage. For people of all ages, it is importent to understand how the family has accepted the visual impairment. Unresolved familial issues of grief, sadness and or anger can greatly impede the successful independence of the visually impaired person. Socioeconomic background and education play a role in access to resources and personal advocacy. The United States is rich in cultural diversity. Many cultures differ in their approach and attitude toward blindness. Shame and fear are not uncommon emotions. Society in general does not understand the capabilities of those who are blind or have low vision. 

There are factors that can enhance success for independent living. The use of mentors, who are themselves visually impaired, is a powerful intervention. It is vital to feel that you are not alone in your experience. Support groups can offer ideas, suggestions, experience, and much needed camaraderie. Camps and summer programs can offer the same to children. Collaboration between programs, such as education and rehabilitation for young adults, and senior centers and rehabilitation for newly blinded elderly, can assist in navigating the complex array of services.  

In Conclusion

The United States values independence for blind individuals in whatever form is meaningful and possible. This value is fundamental to all of education, transition services, and rehabilitation. The skills necessary for independence are taught throughout school and training into adult life. Financial support is available through the Social Security system if supplemental income is necessary. We believe in each person’s inherent right to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” (United States Constitution) and aim our efforts to that end.
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