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Abstract

The Ghana Eye Care Programme Report of 1995, states that about 30,000 children have visual impairment. Frequent visit by the resource staff of the Department of Special Education to schools within Winneba point to the fact that a large majority of these pupils are not benefiting from instruction, because teachers do not have the necessary skills to teach to the differential needs of these pupils.

This study is focused on two things:

1. 
That early interventional measures at the primary school level have implications for the education, social growth, and developments of blind children. This study will therefore attempt to profile instructional and interventional measures being put in place by the Department of Special Education to support such learners.

2.  
Case study of pupils who have been identified and placed in alternative educational systems would be reviewed. The main methods of inquiry are semi-structured interviews and work sample analysis of pupils work. Thirty teachers within the Winneba Metropolis were involved in this study. It is anticipated that the final outcomes of this research would be critical in re-directing teachers training and would also be a basis for in-service training of children with low vision within the district.  

Background:

Within Ghana, the majority of pupils in the residential special schools for the blind are low vision pupils. The Salamanca Declaration, 1994, proposes individuals with special needs should have access to regular school which should integrate them into a child centered pedagogy able to fill their needs.  In line with this   is increasing shift in emphasis towards inclusive education as human right issues. The Government of Ghana has in principle adopted inclusion as its official policy and consequently its educational strategic plan seeks to include all children including those with disability in the mainstream by 2015.  As it is the case at the moment, there are a large number of pupils with special needs in the regular schools but are not benefiting from the broad range of curriculum experiences, arising in part from the absence of relevant intervention from teachers. Indeed in many of the regular schools in the Winneba Township in Ghana, there are different categories of learners including those with low-vision. Thus the initial interest in this work was to profile children with low vision to establish how they were coping with class activities, since the majority of teachers, were unlikely to be familiar with specific strategies involved in arranging learning and programming for them.   It is thus important that  teachers should give preference to objects that can produce acoustic signals, thus combining texture with sounds when necessary, and that it would be useful for teacher to vary the texture with sounds when necessary (Avoke and Ocloo 1997).  Individuals with low-vision have some limited or residual vision which is very useful as far as the performance of daily activities is concerned. Research has also shown that these individuals constitute the majority of the visually impaired population the world over, and have varied needs (Mason, 1995).  Kahn and Moorhead (1973) cited in Scholl (1986) pointed out that individuals with low-vision form about 90% of the population of students with visual impairment, and that  only 10%  are totally blind. Thus how they are supported within classrooms and the variety and strategy of teaching them is critical.

This present work therefore reports on instructional intervention and educational modification that have been put in place by staff of the department of special education for some selected children with low vision and blindness in schools and alternative settings in Winneba. The essence of such an arrangement is to help in meeting the goals and objectives of including children in the mainstream where necessary, since teaching in the regular schools dwells extensively on the use of print, and those with complex visual problems will require the use of Braille or large prints

Questions of interest

· How  aware are teachers  in the Winneba schools   about  children with low vision in their classroom
· What intervention measures do teachers provide for  these children in their   classroom 

· What is the nature of  intervention provided  by  staff of the  Department of Special Education to  support identified children with low vision

Methodology:

The methodology of this study is basically a qualitative study adopting a case study design. Consistent with the proposition of Robson we adopted a case study approach to investigating the issues of interest to this research because the research involved an empirical investigation of particular contemporary phenomenon within particular real context using interviews and work sample analysis as source of evidence (Robson 2002). 

Locating the schools

All the schools are within the Winneba district.  Out of about fifteen (15) basic schools in the community, eight (8) were chosen from schools because they were termed District Inclusive Basic Schools (DIBS) and were being used as pilot inclusive schools.

Population

This involved all the schools and pupils within Winneba District.

Sample

Thirty (30) teachers and 15 pupils with low-vision were involved in the study. 

The instruments we used

The instrument used in this research was a semi structured interview, and work sample analysis of pupils work. In addition, there was some   brief observation of classroom activities.  It was our view that such would enable us to identify the difficulty of pupils and the specific strategies that teachers were using to support the pupils.

How we collected data 

We sought permission from the District education office to visit the various schools involved in the study. After the initial visit we established a relationship with the schools and that afforded us the opportunity to visit the schools and focus on specific cases of interest.  The entire period of data collection spanned six months. 

Analysis of data

In the analysis of data, we adopted the verbatim expressions of respondents as well as description of observables phenomenon in the classroom. We also used work sample analysis of pupils and record of strategies of intervention adopted.  As qualitative research is pluralist and leads to significant  reduction, organization and interpretation of data, we also held regular meeting to discuss emerging issues and concerns around the themes of our  interview schedule to achieve the above (Papadopoulos, Scanlon and Lees, 2002).

Results 

The pupils identified as having low-vision in the schools encountered problems with their academic work.  Specifically the problems included:  reading, writing, spelling difficulties, drawing and some out-of-class activities. Ironically some of the teachers interviewed commented that they were not aware that the pupils were having low vision, even though it is interesting to note that some of the pupils had been in the schools for more than five years. 

One teacher commented that:

I do not have any child with low vision in my class. All the children in this class can see from the chalk board and we do not use Braille. (Class Teacher).

From this comments the teacher obviously has a difficulty in distinguishing a blind child from that of a low vision child.   Indeed there were some teachers who were however, familiar with the problem of the children with low vision, and were already putting in place their own forms of intervention to support their learning. According to these teachers,   their awareness about children with low vision was informed by series of workshops organized by the Department of Special Education, University of Education, Winneba.

 I have benefited from a number of workshops organized by the department of Special Education, and so I have some understanding   of the problems of these children who cannot see very well (Class teacher).

It would seem that the frequent workshops organized by the department of special education for teachers in the Winneba District are extremely beneficial to some teachers as evidenced by the comments of this teacher above.   Even though reports and observations made on some classroom teaching revealed that some teachers did not give any appreciable support to children with low vision in their class, some teachers however, used the following strategies to intervene for pupils with low vision: 

· Some teachers made the effort by writing boldly on the chalkboard. 

· Some teachers also allowed pupils to sit at places from where they can see well.

· Some also allowed pupils  extra time to do their work in class (as they take longer time to perform tasks)

· Some paired low vision pupils with sighted peers for support during class exercises.

Interestingly, even though the study initially set out to profile and devise interventional strategies for children with low vision, of aspects our intervention changed when we realized that the problem of some of the children were far more serious than we had anticipated, and consequently our strategies of intervention had to be more embracing to profile all children with visual impairment and to devise strategies of intervention. For example, we came across pupils with profound visual problems and these were therefore included in the cases we analyzed. 
In   analyzing the cases we first of all reviewed them individually to identify each pupil’s difficulties so as to establish the strategy to be adopted in putting in place an intervention.   Below are the various cases, but for time and space we are focusing on only five.

Case Study 1:

This is a pupil from the University North Primary School, aged 14 years. He was given an injection against malaria and he reacted violently.  Eventually he was rendered blind. When he lost his sight he was kept at home, as the parents had no insight into possible ways of rehabilitating him, until we visited that family.

Intervention
 In order that the child’s schooling did not end abruptly, we encouraged the parents to bring him to the resource room of the department of Special Education daily. We enrolled him at the Resource Centre for the Blind where he was taught touch discriminatory activities including sorting and picking. After sometime, when his finger dexterity improved, he was introduced to basic aspects of Braille. The Braille lessons continued for about six months and he became proficient. After that he was given practical training in orientation and mobility and eventually was sent to the Akropong School for the Blind where he is doing very well currently.

Case Study 2:

A former pupil at the Methodist ‘A’ Primary school, Winneba, Ghana.  According to the school authorities, he had been in the school for twelve years and was in his final year, when we visited. In his last three years he had been refused  registration for the national examination for all form three students  in Ghana, referred to as the  Basic Education Certificate Examination, because the school management did not know how he was going to write his papers, since there was no device available to him to read print. The was also the concern that by presenting him for the examination his performance could bring down the entire percentage of the school

Interaction with the school management and the parents revealed that he was born with (congenital) cataract. As a growing up child he did many activities without support and therefore the parents did not think the cataract was a problem until his eye sight started degenerating.  At 21 years old, at the time of our research, he was still showing great eager to complete school. 

Interventions

 At the resource centre attached to the Department of Special Education, University of Education, Winneba, the boy was introduced to Braille learning activities under the supervision of the two resource personnel. Additionally, he was taught the skills involved in the of the hand-held magnifies. Since his sight was degenerating seriously, it was our view that magnifiers could only be useful for a short time. After about a year of training it was possible to place him in Akropong School for the blind, which is a residential school. Apart from this, the Winneba District Assembly has taken over the responsibility of paying his fees and sponsoring his education.

Case Study 3:

The girls were primary 4 and 3 pupils respectively from one of the pilot schools. They were identified as having low-vision. Their teachers confirmed our suspicion and pointed out that the pupils could not read from the chalkboard and   wrote across the  lines in their workbooks.
Interventions

The two girls have been trained to use hand-held magnifiers by the personnel in the resource room and reading stands which have been provided by the staff at the Resource Centre to facilitate their academic work. They were also taken through a series of sorting activities in order to sharpen their fine motor skills which are prerequisite for Braille reading and writing. In the meantime they are doing very well in school with support of a number of low vision devices such as magnifiers.  

Case Study 4:

This is a 15 years old girl. We identified her at age 13, while living with the grandmother. She was always indoors. Initially the grandmother was unwilling to let us interact with the girl. We were however able to convinced her that it was in the interest of the girl to be sent to the University practice school. It is interesting to note that she was new to everything and could do very little for herself as she had not been taught or exposed to any form of skill, including washing of the hands before eating. 

Interventions

When we started our intervention, we realized that she had other developmental disability in addition to the visual impairment.   We took her through basic orientation and mobility training in sighted guide techniques, the use of the cane and trailing techniques. This enabled her to locate places like the urinal and a shop near the resource centre.  She was also engaged in daily living skills such as toileting, washing of hands and good eating habits.  She is now enrolled in the unit school for the blind and is also being supported by the Ministry of social welfare.

Case Study 5:

The pupil is aged 21 at the University North Basic School. He was identified as having congenital cataract. His was frequently absent from school. 

Intervention

At the resource centre we trained him to use hand-held lenses to read and write. He was also involved in a series of activities to enable him discriminate between various objects. 
Discussion of findings

Awareness of teachers about children with low vision

As already stated in the previous  pages, the initial proposal was focused  on  low vision children in regular schools in Winneba, but then  we could not resist the temptation of widening the scope to include  some of the  pupils who were apparently blind and  a few  who were not in school  at the time of this  research.   Such a re-alignment however, did not prevent us from highlighting the difficulties children with low vision are going through in the regular school and the challenges this is posing to many teachers.  Some teachers had an understanding of the problems of children with low vision in the classrooms.   There were other teachers who also did not have a clue regarding what the problems of the children were like, and often were not aware of these difficulties and manner to respond to them, thus placing the children in great disadvantage.  According to Ocloo and Avoke (2000) Children with low vision in Ghana are at an obvious disadvantage owing to the fact most of the equipment is not readily available.  Indeed in this research some of the teachers   were not even aware of what was required to support these children. Writing within the context of Brazil, Gasparetto, Carvalho  and Kara-Jose (1997) comment that   the  inclusion of low vision children into regular school may give cause to a conflict regarding the integration of someone that is different and has special needs. 

Intervention measures adopted by teachers 

Those teachers who were aware of the children’s difficulties however, adopted the following strategies in responding to the learning needs. They used bold or large print  on chalk board, use of reading stance, verbalizing and spelling of written words, allowing pupils to choose suitable sitting places and use of ruled  or guided lines for straight writing  and use of  magnifiers.  According to Avoke et al., (2000) methods that are used in organizing the classroom and the learning experiences of the pupils with low vision depend on the learning characteristics of the learners.  In their view the teachers need to know what equipment and learning materials are available, and that what seems to be the orthodoxy in many schools in Ghana is the use of chalkboards. The difficulty with the chalk approach is that children with low vision miss out if the learning experiences. 

Nature of intervention provided by staff of the Department of Special Education 

As state in the cases identified, a number of intervention were put in place by the staff of the Department of Special Education, and this was often following the identification of the children.  Prior to this, teachers’ responses indicated that the series of workshops organized by the Department of special education had helped them in their efforts to identify the various categories of children with disabilities in the classrooms. Teachers stated that prior to their exposure; they did not give any differential treatment to children. 
In these workshops teachers are often  introduced to the   fundamentals of identifying children with disabilities and  how to  arrange the learning experiences within the classroom  in such a manner that they will benefit. Above all however the specific intervention in the selected case studies  listed  were critical in  retaining some children with visual impairment in school, rehabilitating other and  helping in  developing relevant skills in  them.  The importance of early intervention is thus critical as a first point of providing support for  students with low vision and an importance consideration for being successful in an inclusive context, especially if encourage to use their  vision.  A study by Barraga (1983) suggests that visual efficiency increases in children with low vision through its constant usage.

Conclusion

This research from a general view point has highlighted specific problems teachers and pupils with low vision and blindness are encountering within the school system in Winneba and Ghana. It has also given some insight into the social context and prevailing circumstances of some children with blindness in having access to education. Above all however, is the importance of teacher intervention as a solid basis for directing the education of children with low vision. What has also emerged is the necessity of collaboration of various agency in service provision and this is seen in the role of the university of Education, Winneba, working with teacher and systems to provide access to children.
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