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Although no systematic statistical and epidemiological information on the low vision population in Poland has been collected, it is estimated that there are approximately 350,000 individuals with low vision, out of a total population of almost 40 million. The 2005 statistics of the Polish Association of the Blind (PAB) report that among its members aged 16 and over, only 7.02% are totally blind.

In 2005, the number of visually impaired students in Polish regular schools was three times higher than in the ten residential schools for the visually impaired. Research findings show, however, that the students in regular schools get insufficient - professional support.  

Recognizing the special educational and rehabilitation needs of the low vision population, the Polish Association of the Blind, in cooperation with the Academy of Special Education, has been promoting a systematic approach to the service development since the early 1980s [Adamowicz-Hummel, Walczak, 1989].  Personnel preparation constitutes an indispensable part of the project. 

Teacher training in Low Vision has been carried out at the Academy of Special Education in Warsaw since 1987 – initially it was done at the post-masters level only. Currently it is also included in the curriculum of the full-time program for teachers of the visually impaired. In addition, short courses (10-40 hours) on Low Vision are run as part-time programs and at postgraduate programs at the Academy, as well as at summer schools and workshops for teachers from regular schools, psychologists and other related professionals. 

The curriculum of Poland’s first (1987) program in vision rehabilitation was drawn primarily from the competency-based Master of Science Program in Vision Rehabilitation at the Pennsylvania College of Optometry, USA.  It was established as a 3-semester, 350-hour, postgraduate training for persons who were employed in the field of visual impairment and blindness.  Two other programs followed to meet the growing demand for Low Vision specialists.

In 1991-1993, I conducted a research study to evaluate the effectiveness of training of our Programs’ for graduates.  The results showed that the graduates of the Program were competent in vision rehabilitation and their intervention activities were effective, the impact being observed both in functional and in psychological areas.  The competencies developed for the Program, as evaluated by the graduates from the point of view of their work experience, got rated as basically sufficient and useful.  

As of low vision intervention effectiveness, the results of the study showed that there was not enough transfer of acquired visual skills into real life situations of the low vision clients.

It was recommended that instructors should work outside specific individual vision rehabilitation activities, together with parents, other family members, peers, teachers, house parents, and other specialists in the settings that are most important for the students’ functioning. The instructors should be more sensitive to and effective in teaching the students to control their physical environment.

The data obtained in the study were used to verify the competency based teacher training model adopted for the Program in Vision Rehabilitation. The curriculum has been modified according to the findings of the study. Low Vision Rehabilitation has been introduced at the 
Academy for Special Education in Warsaw as a full time program at graduate level.  The 
Academy is the only higher education faculty in Poland that offers training for low vision specialists.

In 2005 the 4th Postgraduate Program in Low Vision Rehabilitation was launched. The Program lasted three semesters and ended in February 2007.  The curriculum included 350 hours.  Two semesters were devoted to academic studies (310 hours), the third semester had individual practicum supervised by the experienced Low Vision therapists (40 hours of providing direct service per student) and to independent internship (30 hours per student). 

Taking into consideration that the students were adults with a job and a family, the Program was implemented on a part-time basis, i.e., the students would come to 3-4-day training sessions held around weekends, once in 3-4 weeks. We introduced elements of distance training, i.e., part of the curriculum was implemented via electronic media, mainly e-mail and internet. It was a pioneer step in personnel training in the field of blindness in Poland.  

The goal of the Program was to prepare teachers and instructors to work with low vision persons of all age ranges, and with their family members and significant others. However, focused emphasis was put on disruptions of normal visual development and their lifelong consequences, and on assessment and intervention methods related to children, especially those of age 0-6 years. 

There were 15 participants in the Program. They included teachers and house parents from residential schools for the visually impaired, an instructor from the Polish Association of the Blind, and employees of the educational-vocational counseling centers, special and integrated kindergartens and early intervention centers.  This number of participants made it possible to work in small groups (observation classes) and individually (practicum).

The Program was implemented in cooperation with the Center for Early Intervention of the ‘Têcza’ Parents’ Association in Warsaw, the Laski School for the Blind near Warsaw, the School for the Partially Sighted in Warsaw and the Polish Association of the Blind.  

The teaching was conducted by the faculty members of the Academy, of other academies and universities (including ophthalmologists from the Medical Academy in Warsaw and Psychologists from the Warsaw University and the Jagiellonian University in Cracow) and practitioners from agencies providing services for the visually impaired.  

The costs of the Program were met to the tune of 70% by the participants and the rest 30% by the New York Committee for the Blind of Poland.  Committee’s assistance has made it possible to keep the fees at a level comparable to fees in other postgraduate programs in the field, while maintaining a small study group and high quality of instruction.

Postgraduate Program in Low Vision Rehabilitation, Academy of Special Education, Warsaw, Poland. September 2005 – February 2007: Curriculum Outline

Goal:  Preparing the participants to provide rehabilitation services to the persons with low vision and their significant others that will enable them to use their impaired vision most efficiently and increase their independence in the home and community. 

1.
Human development over lifespan - 26 hours

2.
Early support of development of child with visual impairment – 30 hours

3.
Anatomy, physiology and pathology of the visual system – 40 hours

4.
Psychological and social implications of low vision rehabilitation - 20 hours

5.
Professional issues in rehabilitation – 14 hours

6.
Methods of vision assessment and training in young children and children with multiple impairments – 90 hours

7.
Methods of vision assessment and training in older children, youths and adults – 90 hours

8.
Practicum (working with LV persons under individual supervision)  - 40 hours


TOTAL  -  350 hours


Internship – 30 hours

Central and Eastern Europe (CEE), and  … the rest of the world

I had the privilege of teaching and co-teaching Low Vision courses and workshops at the 
invitation of colleagues from Lithuania, Czech Republic, Slovakia and Hungary.  We hosted such specialists in Low Vision as Dr Audrey Smith, Dr Lea Hyvarinen, Dr Silvia Veitzman, 
Dr Duane Geruschat, Maureen Duffy and Dr Orjan Backman.

To my knowledge, the Charles University, Department of Special Education, in Prague, Czech Republic, is the only other institution of higher education in CEE that offers programs in Low Vision.  They are preparing to launch their second postgraduate program in Low Vision in 2007-2008. The first Program was run as Postgraduate 3-semester training in 2004-2005.  The curriculum was adapted from the 2nd semester International Low Vision Program run by Orjan Backman at the Stockholm Institute of Education in 1995-1996.  The coordinator of 
the program was Dr Lea Kvetonova and the Low Vision methods courses were taught by Marketa Skalicka, graduate of the Swedish Program.

The other European graduates of the Swedish Internation Program in Low Vision were: Marta Gado from Hungary (a faculty member of the Elte University in Budapest), Ene Kelk from Estonia (currently working in Norway as Low Vision therapist), Teresa Audukiene from Lithuania (currently not working in the field of Low Vision) and Thorun Gunardotir from Island (no information on her current professional status).

In August 2004, Sweden launched a renewed Master’s Degree Programme in Visual Impairment at the Stockholm Institute of Education (at present, the only University in Sweden providing courses in this field). The programme is run as part-time study and takes five semesters (two and a half year) to complete. One semester is equal to 20 study weeks. The studies are a combination of course meetings (three days), taking place 4-5 times per semester in Stockholm, and distance education via Internet. The programme addresses different professionals. The main focus is to provide specialised knowledge of visual impairment supplementing professional qualifications already acquired. The programme considers educators (teachers at different levels), occupational therapists, physiotherapists, ophthalmic nurses, orthoptists, optometrists, social welfare officers and psychologists. The entrance qualification is training at B.A. degree-level. The students should have worked for at least three years in their basic professions before joining the programme in visual impairment.
The recent/current programs in Poland, Czech Republic and Sweden are taught in national languages. However, both Poland and Sweden have the experience of conducting international programs in English – Sweden in Low Vision (1995-1996), and Poland in Orientation and 
Mobility (four Programs over the period 1995-2005). A highlight of the Academy of Special Education in Poland (2003-2004) was execution of a custom-designed postgraduate program in Orientation and Mobility, with a strong Low Vision component, for a group of Hungarian teachers. The Program was sponsored by the Hungarian Ministry of Health and Social and 
Family Affairs and implemented partly in Poland and partly in Budapest. 

We are open and willing to learn from the others, as well as to share our expertise, both in Poland, the region, and beyond.

Bibliography

1.
Polski Zwiazek Niewidomych. Sprawozdanie za rok 2005. PZN, Warszawa 2006.

2. 
Palak, Z., Integracja szkolna uczniów niewidomychi slabowidzacych w oewietle badañ empirycznych. Przeglad Tyflologiczny 1-2/1993, Polski Zwiazek Niewidomych, Warszawa 1994.

3. 
Witczak, J., Wplyw wybranych czynników na osiaganie umiejêtnooeci szkolnych przez

4. 
slabo widzace dzieci uczace siê w I klasie w szkolach ogólno dostêpnych. Unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Warszawa 2003.

5. 
Adamowicz-Hummel, A., Walczak, G., The Development of Low Vision Services in Poland. Journal of Visual Impairment and Blindness 1, 1989, pp. 64-66.

6.
Pennsylvania College of Optometry. Prospectus: Master of Science Degree Program In Vision Rehabilitation – Program and Course description. PCO, Philadelphia, PA, 1983.

7. 
Adamowicz-Hummel, A., Evaluation of Low Vision Competencies for Teachers of the Visually Handicapped in Poland. Unpublished M.Sc. thesis, Pennsylvania College of Optometry, Philadelphia, 1986.

8. 
Adamowicz-Hummel, A., The Graduates of Poland’s First Program in Vision Rehabilitation - a Follow-Up Survey. In “Low Vision Research and New Developments in Rehabilitation”. Ed. by A.C.Kooijman, P.L. Looijestijn, J.A. Weeling and G.J. van der Wildt, IOS Press, Amsterdam 1994, pp. 592-594.

9. 
Adamowicz-Hummel, A., Effectiveness of Training Vision Rehabilitation Specialists -

10. 
Evaluation of Their Professional Competence and Effectiveness. A Follow-Up Study of the Graduates of The Program in Vision Rehabilitation in Poland. Unpublished manuscript based on Ph.D. dissertation, 1996.

11. 
Skalicka, M., e-mail communication, 2007.

12.
Backman, O., Master’s Degree Programme: Visual Impairment. Interdisciplinary perspectives and professional cooperation. Presentation at the International Conference on Low Vision, London 2005.

PAGE  
1

