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When Ellen Mazel, a teacher from Perkins International, arrived with an interpreter and three Chinese teachers at a rural village outside Nantong, China, the group was faced with an unusual challenge. Chen, a village boy who is blind, was eight years old but had not learned to speak. Ellen began by conversing with the teachers and Chen’s family about the boy’s daily routines and their goals for him. Ellen discovered that they had no expectation that Chen would ever learn to talk. They gave him very little exposure to speech. In fact, the other parents in the village viewed Chen’s blindness as a sign of “bad luck” and forbade their children to play with him. He spent his days playing with bricks or out in the fields with the sheep. 

Ellen knew that at Perkins School for the Blind in Watertown, Massachusetts, best practice would be to work with a team of specialists to develop an education plan including regular speech therapy. She also knew that such a plan would not translate to rural China. Instead, Ellen tapped into the strong sense of community in the village and mobilised the local people to schedule regular times to visit, sing, and talk with Chen. One neighbor readily volunteered for Monday afternoons, a local adolescent for Tuesday evenings, and others then eagerly competed for the remaining days of the week. Ellen’s experience as a Teacher of Students with Visual Impairments told her that quite likely the boy had the potential to learn to talk. If his family was committed to teaching him and received guidance in effective methods to facilitate his language development, Chen’s chances of speaking would be enhanced. If the townspeople followed their tutoring plan, Ellen knew success would follow.

Six months later, project director She Hongyu, from the non-profit Amity Foundation, a Perkins partner organisation in China, heard from Chen and his teachers. She reported what she called “heavenly” good news: “He now talks! He says quite a few words! He called me ‘Jie Jie’ (elder sister) on the phone, though I’m too old to be his sister.” 

Perkins International programmes operate in over 65 countries where efforts have been made to educate children who are visually impaired with additional disabilities, empowering and developing the capacity of schools, learning centers, teachers, and parents. The goal is to assist families and educators through training based on principles refined over the past 180 years of teaching children with visual impairment at Perkins School for the Blind. The work includes advocating with ministries of education, gaining the trust and commitment of school administrators, encouraging family/professional partnerships, modeling successful practices with teachers, and training in-system mentors. We have found that working in this way fosters exponential growth in educational options for children with impaired sight, particularly those with additional challenges. 

The lessons we have learned over the years can be distilled into these five essential principles: 

1. 
All children can learn;
2. 
Family involvement and parent/educator partnership are crucial;

3. 
Establishing Quality Indicators is essential for demonstrating success;

4. 
Training mentors who in turn prepare more teachers paves the way for programme growth;

5. 
Inclusive education helps children who are blind participate in society.

All Children Can Learn

Perkins’ work in China began by building a foundation with the Ministry of Education. During our initial trainings in Chinese schools in 2001, we saw that families and teachers, like those of Chen, typically did not believe that all children, especially those with multiple disabilities, can learn. Our first goal, then, was to demonstrate that learning is possible. The best, indeed, the only way to show that all children can learn is by allowing parents and teachers to see individual youngsters progressing. Working with children quickly revealed positive results to teachers and encouraged parents, which consequently drove demand for services. Stories of successes, child by child, spread quickly from parent to parent and we began to see changes in attitudes about learning potential, a potential made stronger with Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE). 

On a systemic level, the number of preschool and multiple disability programmes at schools for the blind in China has grown. This is due, in part, to heightened expectations for preschoolers who have visual impairments or blindness and children who are visually impaired with multiple disabilities. The key was to work within the Chinese educational system. We built up teaching capacity through a series of systematic trainings that included a combination of both theory and practice. School administrators and teachers participated together, building a common understanding of programme goals and teaching methods. 

From one programme in 2001, we established model programmes at six schools, and trained teachers of preschoolers and children with visual impairment and multiple disabilities. Training involved theory, demonstration, modeling, and practice implementing skills learned in training, with the support of skilled colleagues. The second phase of training expanded the focus to preparing local mentors – that is, training teachers to train others. The newly trained teachers brought the practices they learned back to their own communities, and trained more colleagues. The teachers themselves began to genuinely believe in the gifts locked within their students. Several teachers told us, “We thought our pupils couldn’t learn. Now we realise that we simply did not know how to teach them.” 

Starting with only one programme in 2001, by 2012 the number has grown to 33 ECCE, preschool, and multiple disability programmes in 16 cities.

Family Involvement

In addition to encouraging families and schools to reach for gains for all children, we have emphasised the value of schools partnering with parents. These partnerships develop parents’ observational and teaching skills, confidence, and ability to train other parents. These families are effective advocates for the educational rights of children with visual impairments or blindness. Perkins’ emphasis on parent training, family involvement, and parent educator partnership has resulted in family activities at nearly all of our partner schools. Whereas there had been minimal parental involvement in the past, parents now meet regularly to share both information and emotional support. Parents and teachers work together to develop individual learning plans for each child, based on priorities identified both at home and at school. As early childhood programmes have become established, we see many instances in which the very fact that teachers are visiting children with vision loss and their families helps the overall community understand the worth and learning potential inherent in every child.

We have found that modeling has been the best way to develop a parent/educator partnership. One of our attempts at getting parents involved was at the Chengdu School for Blind and Deaf Children. In 2003, we offered a weeklong workshop in providing services to preschoolers with visual impairments. In addition to the 20 to 25 teachers and school administrators, we invited a few families to our workshop sessions. 

At the beginning of the week, the parents and grandparents sat toward the back of the room. When they offered their input, the Chinese professionals ignored them, talking amongst themselves. However, as the parents and grandparents gradually came to trust our care and interest, they began to sit closer and closer to the front of the room, openly sharing their concerns and their insights about their children, and taking in more information. In turn, as the Chinese teachers and administrators noticed our focus on these families and recognised the pertinence of the family members’ questions and comments, the educators began to pay attention when families contributed. By the end of the week, all the educators participating in the training sat listening in rapt attention as a mother and grandmother made a moving presentation. There were few dry eyes in the room by the time they finished.

Though not every effort toward parent/educator partnership succeeds, most do. It is a logical progression: parents join in teacher training sessions, which fosters parent/educator partnership, which empowers families to initiate parent/teacher groups in their own schools. Before long, parents in neighboring cities are sharing their concerns, dreams, and hopes for their children; these parents then join together to give rise to a national association. For example, one of the parents from our workshop in Chengdu has become a full participant in services for children with visual impairments and blindness, presenting to professionals and other families in China and spearheading a national parents’ organisation. In July 2006, Perkins International supported her attendance at an International Council for Education of People with Visual Impairment (ICEVI) conference in Malaysia. There she networked with other parents and brought information back to China. She has subsequently played a leadership role with other families in forming parent/educator partnerships. 

The success of this progression is very real. In Beijing in September 2009, eleven parents from Beijing, Shanghai, Nanjing, Guangzhou, Haikou, Dalian, Yantai, Yunnan, Shijiazhuang, Zhejiang and Chengdu gathered. They discussed parent advocacy efforts, partnering with educators, mutual support, and the formation of a National Parents Association. The following year, parents from 25 of the 30 provinces in China, representing both rural and urban areas, gathered in Beijing for their first National Parent Conference. During this conference, they formally established The China Committee for Parents of Individuals with Visual Impairment, and received formal government recognition. They have subsequently launched a website for parents of individuals with visual impairment.

Quality Indicators

Perkins International has worked with both teachers and administrators to help them articulate Quality Indictors in preschools and schools for the blind with programmes for children with multiple disabilities. Quality Indicators describe what a high quality programme serving these children looks like. The purpose of the Quality Indicators is to provide a tool for teacher self-reflection, to structure programme self-evaluation, and to guide consultation to programmes. 

Borrowing from the Early Childhood Program Standards, Massachusetts Department of Education (2003), and based on several years of consulting to schools for the blind in China, we developed a draft document in 2004. Entitled Quality Indicators for Preschool Programs Serving Children with Visual Impairments/Blindness, the indicators in this document cluster around ten areas. Featured are the physical environment at the schools, child/teacher interactions, child assessment, staff training, family involvement, and programme evaluation. 

The Chinese teachers worked with us for two years to revise and field test these Quality Indicators to produce a final version, with later addenda for children with multiple disabilities. Three years later, teachers of the Amity Foundation ECCE Project in Jiangsu Province worked with several leaders from Perkins International to develop an equivalent document for infants and toddlers with visual impairment, with the following clusters: 

▪ 
Record keeping

▪ 
Interactions between visiting teacher and family

▪ 
Home teaching strategies

▪ 
Referrals/Outreach

▪ 
Programme resources 

▪ 
Transition

Xiaguang Peng, co-author of this article and Perkins partner, has been working with both well-established and newly forming programmes throughout China. These programmes serve children from pre-school through school age who have visual impairments, with or without additional disabilities. To aid those that are just starting out, Ms. Xiaguang guided the teachers in selecting just ten of the Quality Indicators, basic understandings they could all agree upon. This criteria-building process was based on our earlier work together and the document first developed in 2004. It was then revised to create meaningful tools developed in-country by Chinese teachers, under the leadership of a Chinese administrator. 

Training Mentors

Perkins International places a high value on building teacher capacity. We do this through developing the expertise of Chinese teachers so that they can, in turn, mentor other teachers. In June 2005, our formal work in training teacher mentors began with a weeklong training process in China. We identified three exceptional teachers and helped them develop skills in observation, interviewing, and examining school documents. This training enabled them to evaluate Chinese preschools based on Quality Indicators. The teachers learned to analyse information they had gathered, thereby discerning strengths and areas of need in the preschools. We guided them through the process of bridging from identifying strengths and needs to making specific programme recommendations. Lastly, we provided role-play practice in framing these recommendations so that the mentors’ suggestions could be heard and embraced by the schools for which they were consulting. 

A few days after the June 2005 training and implementation practice, the first three mentors visited and observed two schools for the blind in neighboring provinces. We accompanied them – only as guides – as they observed, questioned, and evaluated the programmes. The fledgling mentors met with one of the school principals just two days later to summarise programme strengths and areas of need and to suggest recommendations, all in Mandarin. As we looked on from the sidelines, with an English translator whispering to us, we realised that this consultation was already far more effective than any Westerners could provide. It was built on the knowledge and skills developed in the West, but interpreted and implemented between Chinese professionals, reflecting Chinese customs, bypassing barriers of language and culture. 

That is not to say that our Chinese partners do not recognise our commonality. We shared with our colleagues the old adage about teaching people to fish: “Give me a fish, and you feed me for a day. Teach me to fish, and you feed me for a lifetime.” The Chinese, it turns out, have similar folklore, and they immediately smiled and nodded. In fact, they expanded the analogy to say that, indeed, we were teaching them to fish, so that they could in turn teach other Chinese teachers to fish, so that those teachers could then teach the young children who are blind to fish. 

The original mentor training is now in its third cycle with mentor teachers traveling to new partner schools to train more new educators. Furthermore, the mentor training has been expanded to include a similar process for ECCE services, mirroring what is taking place in the schools. These mentor teachers provide coaching, feedback, and support to new teachers as they practice implementing skills learned in trainings and through on-the-job experiences. We are currently collaborating on the next step, which involves working with mentor teachers to publish their own training materials. These materials incorporate Chinese culture and values and foster mentorship in other schools in China. 

Inclusive Education

In the United States, students with visual impairments were the first to be educated alongside typically developing peers in the 1920s. As inclusion has increased exponentially in the past few decades, U.S. educators have clearly amassed legislation, philosophical structure, and strategies to support inclusion. In contrast, inclusion is just beginning in China.

As the Chinese educational system has moved toward inclusion for primary school-aged children, we have established a strong foundation for services for these young children and preschoolers. The teacher/parent partnerships have recently been providing support. Broad legislation has been passed in Beijing, but there is not yet the funding, administrative practice or the local social strategies to support it adequately. 

In recent years we have observed three schools in Nanjing that include young children with visual impairments. In one school, a five-year-old boy was mainstreamed as a favor to his grandfather, who was the school’s gatekeeper. In another school, a little girl had been accepted for a trial year, and only then because her vision loss had been minimal. The third child, a six-year old who was totally blind, was accepted only because the principal at her private school championed inclusion. This was a brave decision, since it could have jeopardised the school’s reputation for high standardised test scores. (Incidentally, the self-reliant and intelligent girl proved to be one of the brightest math students in her Kindergarten class. Her memory and recitation skills are so exceptional that she quickly learned English. We expect that her standardised test performance actually raised, rather than lowered, the school’s averages.) 

Chen, the little boy from Nantong who once spent his days with the sheep herd, was accepted to a local community school. He gets ready for school almost independently, beginning his school day at 7:00 a.m. He does respond more slowly than the other children do, but he loves to exercise right alongside them. He enjoys telling his father all about school at the end of the day. 

Parents in Chengdu and Guangzhou are likewise supporting their children to participate in inclusive primary school programmes, testifying to the effectiveness of both parent/educator partnership and parent advocacy.

To encourage and support efforts toward inclusive education in China, we provided a weeklong workshop in Nanjing in March of 2009, using three early, local examples of inclusion in a case study method. Just as our teacher, Ellen, knew that American systems would not translate directly to China, we were well aware that Western ideas of inclusive education would look very different in China. We felt it was essential to make space for our Chinese colleagues to set their own agenda and voice their own concerns, including issues that we may not have identified.

Instead of simply replicating our models, we spent the week helping the participants to articulate for themselves such broad issues as the impact of inclusion on schools for the blind, clarification of roles on an inclusion team, and quality indicators for inclusive education. We helped participating Chinese teachers to anticipate logistical issues such as the transition process, and ways to provide braille transcriptions of print texts. 

Although it is far from widely accepted in China, we are aware that the foundation for inclusion is already established in strong ECCE and preschool programmes for children with visual impairments and blindness. Our goal is to translate this belief into possibility. We encouraged the workshop participants in Nanjing to continue to advocate for inclusion on an informal, grassroots level in order to establish some successful precedents. As more families and children have partaken of ECCE and preschool programmes, many children have acquired the learning skills that ready them for inclusion in their local primary schools. 

There remain millions of children in China who, because they are blind or multiply disabled, are not being educated. Perkins International continues to reach out to those children and their families by collaborating with government education officials, involving families in programmes, and enabling training for teachers. 

Perkins International facilitates efforts to deliver an increasing number of effective education options to children who are blind or visually impaired in China through many approaches. We support the capacity of families to serve the youngest children in their homes, work with schools for the blind to develop preschool services, help build programmes for students with multiple disabilities in schools, and increase the focus on inclusive education in China,. By strengthening the systematic mentoring of teachers and aiding in the development of Quality Indicators, we strive to build a sound structure for these services that continue far beyond the scope of direct visits to our partners in China. 

In time, it is our hope that children like Chen will no longer be viewed as “bad luck.” On the contrary, they will be fully involved in the daily life of their families and communities. For many, their accomplishments will lead to inclusion not only in school, but in the workplace as well. As they grow to adulthood, these children will contribute to and gain the respect of their communities. Ultimately, their example will be proof of the possibilities education offers. 
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