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Abstract

Purpose: 1) To check teachers´ perception about the use of telescopes for low vision students; 2) To check teachers’ position about students compelling when using telescopes, caused by colleagues comments.

Methods: Using a self-administered questionnaire as the instrument for data collection, a survey was conducted among teachers of Campinas / Brazil, working with regular class including low vision students, during year of 2000. 

Results: In a population of 85 teachers the sample of 68 were teaching for 20,8 years with an experience with low vision students of mere 1,7 year, on average. Only 21 (30.9%) declared having low vision students using telescopes, but nearly half of them (9 out of 21) did not demonstrate perception about what kind of activity the telescope was used for and 6 out of 21 did not demonstrate perception regarding use frequency; from the 68, 34,8% declared to have noticed students compelling. 

Conclusion: The poor perception showed by the majority of those teachers was, most certainly, due to the absence of specific training on student visual health and the short experience with low vision students. This indicates, therefore, the urgent need for qualifying teachers.
Introduction

Low vision can be defined as “severe loss of vision that cannot be corrected by clinical treatment or surgery, or by conventional eyeglasses.”  It can also be described as any degree of visual difficulty resulting in functional incapacity and diminished visual function. However, functional capacity is not only merely related to visual factors, but also to the persons’ reactions to visual loss as well as to environmental factors interfering with visual function1.

In school, low vision continues to be a major challenge for teachers, because students with low vision can present difficulty in identifying objects close-up or far off.

Whenever possible, the student with low vision should be encouraged to develop and enhance his visual efficiency using optical aids, such as materials adapted to his visual needs, especially by organizing surroundings so as to make them adequate to his needs2.  

Optical aids consist of one or more lenses to be used between the eye and the object being looked at, close-up and far off.  Telescopes are optical systems that enlarge the size of images projected onto the retina.   Telescopic systems can be used manually or mounted on glasses3.

The selection and indication of telescopic systems are based on visual alterations as well as the needs and activities the person with low vision is engaged in.  After choosing the optical resource, training is important4.

Thus, it is essential to do a full clinical/educational assessment of the student with low vision, as well as an evaluation and indication of optical resources; the results should be shared with the teachers, so as to guide them in working with these students5. 

Considering such issues, a research project was set up in public schools, aiming to verify the perceptions teachers had about the use of telescopes for low vision students, how often they used them and their understanding of the objective of using this resource in the classroom, as well as the teachers’ perception of incidents of embarrassment of the students using telescopes, caused by peer comments.

Methods

A transversal survey among elementary school teachers of public schools in the city of Campinas/SP/Brazil who worked with low vision students was set up using a self applied questionnaire.  The group of teachers was made up of 68 participants from 23 schools.

The following variables were investigated: age; years of experience in teaching; specialization in the field of visual impairment; how long they had worked with students with low vision; perception of use of optical resources; how often they were used, and in which kinds of activities; and perception of embarrassment of students with low vision.

Based on an exploratory study6 that had been done in other cities, with teachers with similar characteristics, a structured self-applied questionnaire was developed as an instrument for data collection.  The questionnaire was distributed to the teachers to be filled out individually by each teacher, along with a letter of instruction.  After answering, the questionnaire was placed in a sealed envelope by the respondent and returned to the researcher, so as to insure anonymity and non-disclosure of information.

Results

In this study, the respondents were 68 elementary school teachers from public schools, of both genders, from the ages of 25 to 64.  The mean age was 44.2 years (standard deviation of 8.9 years).

The years of experience teaching varied from 5 to 46 years, with the mean number of years being 20.8 years.  As to preparation in the field of visual impairment, 92.6% of the teachers declared they did not have any specific preparation and revealed they were ignorant of ways they should be working with these students.  The mean time they had been teaching students with low vision was 1.7 years (Table 1).

Table 1

Characteristics of preparation and professional experience for intervention with low vision students. Elementary school teachers. Campinas/ São Paulo

                                                                                                                        n = 68

	Professional Characteristics (years)
	f
	%

	Period of time working (years)
	
	

	
	
	

	 5  -  10                                                                                                             
	  9
	13.2                          

	11 -  20
	30
	44.1

	21 -  30                                                                                                                                                                                    
	20
	29.5

	31 -  46
	  9
	13.2

	x = 20,8 years

	Time working with low vision students (years)
	
	

	(  1
	44
	64.7

	[ 2 – 4 [
	18
	26.5

	[ 4 – 11]                                                                                                                                    
	  6
	  8.8

	x = 1.7 years

	Preparation in the field of visual disability
	
	

	None
	63
	92.6

	Specialization course
	  3
	4.4

	Extencion course
	  1
	1.5

	Training
	  1
	1.5

	
	
	


In relation to the use of telescopes by students with low vision, 21 teachers declared they had students using this kind of resource in the classroom.  Almost half the teachers, 42.9% (9 in 21) were not familiar with the kinds of activities in which the students used this resource and 28.6% (6 in 21) were unfamiliar with how frequently they used the telescope in the classroom (Table 2).

Table 2

Use of telescopes by students with low vision . Elementary school teachers. Campinas/SP.
                                                                                                                            n = 68

	Use of telescopes
	f
	%

	Yes
	21
	30.9

	No
	47
	 69.1

	
	
	

	Type of activity
	
	n = 21

	Far / reading the board
	8
	38.1

	Close and far / reading the board and close-up
	4
	19.0

	Did not inform
	9
	42.9

	
	
	

	Frequency of use
	
	 n = 21

	Always uses
	7
	33.3

	Rarely uses
	  8
	  38.1

	Did not inform
	  6
	  28.6

	
	
	


The teachers were asked whether they had observed any kind of embarrassment on the part of the low vision student, due to peer behavior.  Of the total respondents, 34.8% gave affirmative answers (Table 3).

As to actions taken to dissuade embarrassment, 68.4% of the teachers declared they supervised the class, 15.7% mentioned that they informed the class and guided the low vision student, 15.9% of the respondents stated that they paid more attention to the low vision student and they informed the class and showed the classmates that they needed to be understanding towards their classmate with low vision.

Table 3

Perception of some level of embarrassment of low vision student, due to peer behavior. Elementary school teachers.  Campinas/SP.     

                                                                                                                        n = 68

	Perceives embarrassment
	f
	%

	Yes
	
	
	
	23
	34.8

	No
	
	
	
	45
	66.2

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Actions to dissuade embarrassment
	
	               n = 23

	Supervised the class
	
	16
	68.4

	Informed the class
	4
	15.7

	More attention to the low vision student
	3
	15.9

	
	
	


The results showed that 66.2% of the respondents change the position of the student in the classroom and it was surprising to find that only 5.9% of the teachers were aware of the students using indoor lighting (Table 4).

Table 4

Use of non optic resources in the classroom by school children with low vision. Elementary school teachers. Campinas/SP.         

                                                                                                                      n = 68

	Use of non optic resources*
	f
	%

	
	
	

	Changes positioning in the classroom
	
	45
	66.2

	Use of contrast materials
	17
	25.0

	Alteration of indoor lighting
	 4
	  5.9


(*) Multiple answers

Discussion

Most respondents had had no previous preparation in the field of visual impairment.  A surprising find was observed in the mean number of years of professional experience (20.8%) and the time teaching students with low vision (1.7 years), as presented in Table 1.

A research study undertaken in Italy7 questions the success of inclusion in schools due to the lack of preparation of the regular school system teachers.  In a recent study, Gasparetto et al5 obtained similar results to the Italian study, when they investigated the knowledge of teachers in schools including low vision students (Table 1).

A small group of teachers declared they had students using telescopes in the classrooms (Table 2).  

This fact might suggest that there are few students using such resources, especially considering that the population included teachers of the fifth through eighth grade.  One might also hypothesize that the students own the optic aid but don’t use it in school, or, even, that they own the aid and use in the classroom, but the teacher didn’t notice it due to his lack of knowledge about this matter or simply because the teacher isn’t in the habit of looking at the student.

Such possibilities might justify the fact that the teachers lacked knowledge of how often and in which activities students used optical resources (Table III).

According to teacher perceptions, most subnormal students in the fifth to eighth grade rarely used the telescope in the classroom.  This fact might have occurred because of the non-aesthetic appearance provoked by using the aid, or to avoid coming across as different from their classmates.  To be different in this stage of schooling can lead to reduced self-esteem, especially in the case of teenagers8.

The results showed that 34.8% of the teachers observed some kind of embarrassment of the student with low vision, due to curiosity and kidding by classmates because of the visual impairment and use of optical systems (Table III).

Teachers’ observations of the students’ embarrassment because of classmates’ kidding was followed by orientation about the specificities of visual impairment; teachers attempted to point out the possibilities and hardship experienced by students with low vision, which indicates an apparent preoccupation with the students’ well-being.

It should be highlighted that a small percentage of the teachers (26.1%) reported that they talked to the class and also to the student with low vision, pointing out the individual differences among students.  Two teachers (8.7%) declared that they talk to the whole class showing the different difficulties students may present and the importance of mutual solidarity (Table III).

We were able to verify that 66.2% of the respondents change the position of the student in the classroom and it was surprising to find that only 5.9% of the teachers were aware of the students using indoor lighting (Table IV).

In a study undertaken in Italy, it was observed that teachers had a hard time understanding the needs of their students with low vision and that simple adaptations in the classroom can help these students have more successful schooling, participating in all activities7.

Because they lacked specific information, teachers were unaware of some things that could be done to enhance learning of low vision students.  This study points to the need for involvement and joint action between ophthalmologists and teachers so as to guarantee teachers’ having access to information about students with low vision, so as to understand the implications of low vision and the needs resulting from this situation. 

The poor perception showed by the majority of those teachers was, most certainly, due to the absence of specific training on student visual health and the short experience with low vision students. This indicates, therefore, the urgent need for qualifying teachers.
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