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1.
The target of Early Intervention for Visually Impaired Children


Early intervention for visually impaired children means identifying eye diseases and their impact on the development of children and providing suitable intervention services.   Early intervention services aim to treat or compensate for impaired visual function and develop the specific skills to help visually impaired children attend school at the expected age. Early intervention also aims to improve the circumstances of the families with visually impaired children and set up a friendly environment that is comfortable for the care and education of visually impaired children in close cooperation with families, schools and the community.


Early intervention for visually impaired children aims to implement the Vietnamese National Education Strategy 2010 and related regulations of Government, Ministry of Education and Training on ensuring equal schooling opportunities for children with difficult circumstances in general and visually impaired children in particular.

2.
Early intervention for visually impaired children in Hai Duong


The importance of early intervention for visually impaired children has been asserted by local and international experts. However, until now we have only had small programs and projects on the early intervention   specifically for visually impaired children and disabled children in general.


In 2001, studies were conducted on provincial models of early intervention for visually impaired children in Danang by the National Institute of Educational Strategy and Curriculums (NIESAC) with the sponsor of Kommittee Two- Holland. Due to low funding and a long distance from the project site, only a survey for teachers who work directly with visually impaired children and parents was conducted. It is regrettable that the Kommittee Two- Holland dissolved and NIESAC could not find another sponsor for the project. However, at Nguyen Dinh Chieu special school for the blind, NIESAC has retained early intervention activities.


NIESAC has assigned the task of researching early intervention for visually impaired children to the Research Centre for Special Education Strategy and Curriculum. Despite the limited budget for research, support from both local and international individuals and organizations has been a welcome feature. Ms. Myrna Eijsenring (VISIO - Holland and NIESAC) an expert on special education with many years of experience and a deep understanding of Vietnamese education, set up a VISIO sponsored research project from 2005 to 2007. 

2.1. Choosing project site

We chose Hai Duong to implement the provincial model of early intervention for visually impaired children for the following reasons:

-
Hai Duong has a large population. For this reason, there are children with  a range of different visual impairments

-
Hai Duong includes city, delta and mountain areas

-
Hai Duong has a high level of education with experience providing education for disabled children

-
Hai Duong has been helpful aiding NIESAC in many activities

-
Hai Duong is close to Hanoi, providing savings on travel and accommodation costs. It is also possible to organize additional  activities from this distance

2.2. 
Early intervention activities in Hai Duong


On the 26th of March 2005, NIESAC, Department of Education and Training (DOET) Hai Duong signed the contract with a detailed activities schedule “Some early intervention methods for visually impaired children”. This is Ministerial project coded B2005-80-26 with the participation of the Department of Preschool  Education- Hai Duong DOET.

- 
NIESAC cooperated with the Department of Health in Hai Duong in training kindergarten teachers and local medical staff to identify early eye diseases in children from 0 to 6 years old. Trainers went to hamlets and small villages to find visually impaired children. After two weeks of investigations 385 children with eye problems were spotted.

-
All 385 children were screened using the  following steps:

· The first step: Doctors of Hai Duong performed a preliminary hospital check and screening. All children with eye diseases received a prescription, if necessary, and were guided for treatment. Of these, 164 children with eye diseases had a comprehensive eye examination.

· The second step: Doctors at the National Institute for Ophthalmology and experts from NIESAC screened and spelt out necessary interventions.
After the second step, of the 120 children presented with different visual impairments, 43 children needed special care and education.  Of these children, 6 were totally blind, 34 had squint and eyelid problems, 2 children had trachoma and one child had albinism.
 
The other children were prescribed glasses and suitable care to improve vision at home and at school.

-
A workshop on the current situation and to make a perspective plan for the first and second years was organized by NIESAC and DOET Hai Duong.

- 
Training and guiding skills courses were presented to teachers and parents on caring visually impaired children: Teachers who work with visually impaired children and the parents of the 120 visually impaired children attended these training courses.

- 
Advising skills directly for teachers and parents: advise is provided at home for all visually impaired children who need special care and education. Teachers who work with visually impaired children have been given responsibility for children and hence they provided advice directly at home or school quarterly or whenever necessary. This action has been organized permanently. 

-
Improving knowledge after applying training and skills for the first time. During the advanced training course, parents and teachers had a chance to share and exchange their experiences.

- 
Providing glasses and teaching materials for visually impaired children needing special care and education as well as kindergartens with visually impaired children.

- 
Operating on children with squint or eyelid problems and cataract surgery (sponsored by ORBIS and National Institute for Ophthalmology).
-
Organizing dialogues to share and exchange experiences between teachers and educational managers of Hai Duong and Danang.

2.3. Results 
-
All visually impaired children from 0 to 6 years old in Hai Duong were identified, screened and supported with early intervention.

-
Most visually impaired children are 6 years old moving to grade 1.

-
All visually impaired children needed medical intervention:

· Doctors of the National Institute for Ophthalmology examined in 4 stages and operated in 2 stages

· All the children with eye diseases needing optical devices received them

· 31 children with eye diseases were operated on. The majority did not require special care or education. These children also did not need glasses when participating in activities with peers. Only one child had no change in vision after the operation. Further observations will be conducted to find out the best solution for this child.
· 120 teachers and parents of visually impaired children participated in training courses on care of visually impaired children.  30 key teachers have been trained in 3 stages (6+3+3 days) on early intervention for visually impaired children.

· 35 parents have gained skills on early intervention at home. 

· 16 kindergartens have been equipped with teaching materials for activities with sighted and visually impaired children. Sixteen visually impaired children have been provided sets of toys for rehabilitation, to develop specific skills, and play with peers. Visually impaired children have been guided to use natural materials, utensils at home, and toys of sighted children to aid in rehabilitation and play with others.

· Kindergarten teachers and parents of visually impaired children who attended training courses received information packages on caring visually impaired children.

· The community has been educated on protecting children’s eyes and to improve awareness on the capacities and needs of visually impaired and disabled children. They comprehended their own responsibility for caring and educating these children.

· 22 kindergarten teachers and educational managers in Hai Duong have shared and exchanged experiences with special schools in other provinces (Quang Tri, Danang and Nghe An) on visually impaired and disabled children.

· In cooperation with the Blind Association in Hai Duong, Manuals on Braille and specific skills teaching for blind children are being prepared for some primary schools that will begin accepting blind children.
3. 
Lessons Learned 


Early intervention plays an important role in the care and education of visually impaired children. Early intervention needs to be implemented directly for visually impaired children and their families, setting up friendly environments that are suitable for rehabilitation and development.

-
Families, especially the parents, of visually impaired children need to be informed of the results of early intervention.

-
Kindergartens – Preschool teachers, educational managers, families and the community need to know that the early intervention for visually impaired children will be advantageous and supportive.

-
Early intervention for visually impaired children has to be implemented as early as possible to provide the best results at the least expense.

-
Early intervention for visually impaired children will show better results when there is cooperation between stakeholders of education, health, society, and if they are flexible in finding additional sponsors.

-
Sharing and exchanging information between parents and teachers who work with visually impaired children is also very important.
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