Changing Outcomes for Children with Visual Impairment in the Western Pacific: A Collaboration That Changed Us All
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We envision a future world in which each individual is valued by society. In this society, the needs of each individual are respected and addressed. Individuals from diverse language, cultural, ethnic, and disability backgrounds are perceived and see themselves as contributing members of society. They have high expectations for leading fulfilling lives (Mason, Davidson & McNerney, 2000).

The Area

Micronesia, as the word indicates, is an area of many small islands. Micronesia is located in the Western Pacific and includes Guam, the Federated States of Micronesia, the Commonwealth of Northern Mariana Islands, the Republic of Palau, and American Samoa among others. These islands have an incidence of visual impairment that is greater than that of the US mainland (Love, 2001).
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The Need

Chuuk, an island in the Federated States of Micronesia, reports a high incidence of congenital microphthalmia (small eyes) and anophthalmia (no eyes). The estimated incidence of these disorders on the US mainland is four in every 100,000 births. On Chuuk, the estimated incidence is 140 cases per 100,000 births (Yomai & Pavlin, 2010).

Achromatopsia, another rare genetic condition, is characterised by light sensitivity, poor acuity, and the inability to distinguish colors. It is a common condition on the island of Pingelap in the state of Pohnpei, also in the Federated States of Micronesia. As many as ten percent of the population is affected by achromatopsia.

Lack of Highly-Trained Teachers with Unique Skills in Visual Impairment

In 2010, there was only one credentialed teacher of students with visual impairment (TVI) and no orientation and mobility (O&M) specialists to serve 136 students. When the team visited two of these Micronesian islands, many additional children with visual impairments were identified. They were not included in the count because they have other disabilities that were considered primary, e.g. cognitive issues. Thus, many children with multiple disabilities that include visual impairments are in these locations and need services, but are not categorised as visually impaired.

2010 IDEA Count of Children with VI by Entity

	Entity
	# IDEA reported Children with VI and Deaf/Blindness
	#Teachers working with children with VI
	% of Teachers who are fully credentialed in VI

	American Samoa
	17
	4
	25% (1/4)

	CNMI
	11
	3
	0

	Guam
	16
	5
	0

	FSM
	62
	12
	0

	RMI
	29
	7
	0

	ROP
	1
	1
	0

	TOTAL
	136
	32
	<1%


A Grandmother’s Request

The critical request came from a grandmother in one of the islands. Her granddaughter has a severe visual impairment. Appalled at the idea of sending her grandchild away from her family, her island, her home, the grandmother wanted the services to come to the community. “Why do we have to send her away?” This passionate request set into action the first waves of teacher-training in these locations.

A Grandmother’s Simple Request: To Bring Services to Her Island
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Donna McNear, a TVI and O&M professional, began working in these islands in the early 2000s, training teachers to serve children with visual impairment. Working with colleagues at the University of Guam’s Center for Excellence in Developmental Disabilities Education, Research, and Service (UOG CEDDERS), Donna made tremendous strides in training and building infrastructure in the islands. After 10 years, it became clear that a university training programme was needed to prepare highly-qualified teachers to meet the unique needs of this low incidence population. The result will be professionals in visual impairment who live in these places and share these cultures.

Why Partner with UMass Boston Vision Studies?

The University of Massachusetts Boston has programmes that are ideally suited to fostering this work. UMB’s Vision Studies programme began within the Institute for Community Inclusion (ICI), the University Center for Excellence in Developmental Disabilities as the Northeast Regional Center for Vision Education (NERCVE). The programme began with a specialisation in orientation and mobility, after the first O&M programme at Boston College closed in 1990. A training programme for teachers of students with visual impairment (TVIs) was added in 2000, followed by a programme for vision rehabilitation therapy (VRT) in 2007. 

The ICI has an active role within UMass Boston and has recently become a new school within the university. The School of Global Inclusion and Social Development (SGISD) was established in part to foster the type of global collaboration called for in this project in the Pacific (http://www.umb.edu/academics/sgisd ).

The Vision Studies programme at UMass Boston is a regional programme serving the New England states and is rooted in the Institute for Community Inclusion-the University Center for Excellence in Developmental Disabilities at UMass Boston. The programme is founded on the principles defined by the National Plan for Training Personnel to Serve Children with Blindness and Low Vision (NPTP) (Mason, Davidson, & McNerney, 2000). This research confirmed the dearth of vision professionals in the U.S. that remains unresolved today. 

The NPTP study covered the two-year period, 1997-1999, and demonstrated that a minimum of 5000 additional TVIs and 10,000 additional O&Ms were needed to meet the need at the time. In 2007 Ferrell reported that university programmes were preparing approximately 250 vision professionals per year which was still not enough to meet the need. The NPTP study’s recommendations for preparing more personnel are:

▪ Use a regional model;

▪ Deliver instruction through distance learning;

▪ Explore diversified funding (Mason, Davidson, & McNerney, 2000).

Regional Model. For many decades in the U.S., the vision profession attempted to create more and more university personnel preparation programmes, striving for at least one in each state. The low incidence nature of blindness and low vision made that approach unworkable as there were not enough students in the individual programmes to sustain university support. Also, potential students in rural areas and applicants who may have difficulty traveling were left out (Ambrose-Zaken & Bozeman, 2010).

A broader approach allows recruiting across a wider area and generates a sufficient number of candidates to have credibility with the university. UMass Boston has had success in its use of the regional model, drawing students from across the 6 New England states. This practical success made the Massachusetts university the choice for implementing a regional programme to train vision impairment teachers in Micronesia.

Distance Learning. UMass Boston’s Vision Studies programme is delivered through an accessible, online learning platform that is available to the student 24/7. This approach differs from correspondence courses in that presentations, videos, interactive discussions, research, etc., are presented through the internet learning platform. Accompanying in-person classes allow the student to integrate theory into practice and have hands-on experiences with technology, devices, and physical skills.

Diversified Funding. The Vision Studies programme at UMass Boston uses a combination of federal monies in the form of OSEP and RSA grants, state support (both monetary and in kind) from UMass Boston, the Departments of Education, SPDG grants, and rehabilitation agencies, as well as private support. The programme hopes to develop an endowment as another source of student support in the near future.

Emerging Collaboration

The University of Guam CEDDERS, through funding from the Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP), developed the Pacific Consortium for Instructional Materials Accessibility Project (CIMAP). Its goals are to:

… build local and regional capacity for the development and implementation of the National Instructional Materials Accessibility Standards (NIMAS) and the National Instructional Materials Access Center (NIMAC) requirements, including educational media activities for those children with disabilities who do not meet the NIMAC eligibility requirements, but who need accessible versions of educational materials as determined pursuant to Section 614(d) of IDEA (2008, CIMAP-brochure).

Among its many benefits, this project also provided a firm infrastructure for the current Pacific Visual Impairment Project within the geographically remote and rural island communities of the Pacific.

UCEDDs Come Together

The Pacific Visual Impairment Project (Pacific VIP) is a collaboration between three University Centers of Excellence in Developmental Disabilities (UCEDDs): the University of Guam CEDDERS; the Institute for Community Inclusion-UMass Boston UCEDD; and the Institute on Community Integration UCEDD through the University of Minnesota.

Collaboration Between Three University Centers of Excellence in Developmental Disability
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The principal staff at UOG CEDDERS are Heidi San Nicolas and June de Leon. They developed the grant that was funded by OSEP, and partnered with UMass Boston’s Institute of Community Inclusion-Vision Studies programme (Robert McCulley and Laura Bozeman) to deliver the content. External evaluation is through the University of Minnesota Institute on Community Integration (Michael Sharpe). The three UCEDDs collaborated to prepare 20 scholars to complete a Masters programme in Education in Vision Studies. The scholars’ specialisations are as Teachers of Students with Visual Impairment and Orientation and Mobility professionals.


The Pacific VIP project began with a recruiting course, Education of Students with Visual Impairment. Of the 24 prospective scholars who applied, 20 successfully completed the course. The project progressed with 20 scholars from Guam, Saipan, Chuuk, Pohnpie, Kosrae, and American Samoa.

Challenges

Geographical Area. A major challenge is the vast geographical area covered by this collaboration(http://mappery.com/West-Pacific-Islands-Map). While the majority of the course content is available through an online learning platform, some aspects must be accomplished in a series of face-to-face meetings. Examples of the in-person content are: braille, technology, assessment strategies and learning to teach O&M strategies in simple to complex environments.

In order to provide the needed in-person time with the scholars, the faculty travel to Guam twice for two-week sessions of face-to-face classes. Guam is an ideal location because it offers access to the UOG campus, and it has varied O&M environments for both rural and urban skills. At the time of this writing, the Methods of O&M lab is complete, and future faculty visits will occur on the scholars’ home islands. This on-site work supports integration of the theory, content, and skills into the actual environments where the children with visual impairments live.

Multiple Time Zones. The Pacific VIP scholars are spread across four different time zones, with the staff at UMass Boston in a fifth time zone. Scheduling virtual office hours and group presentation times required creativity to avoid conflicts with the scholars’ work (and sleep) hours. Vision Studies faculty hold office hours and group discussion/presentations on Friday nights from 10 PM to midnight. With the time difference, these office hours for the scholars are Fridays, after work, and Saturdays.

Many Cultures, Many Languages. Certainly, with scholars from five different entities, there are many different cultures and languages, bringing diverse views of disability and visual impairment to the project (Love, 2001).In some cultures, visual impairment is viewed as a punishment or source of shame. This may lead to families sheltering the children from school and activities outside of the home. Regardless of the cultural views, success for students with visual impairment calls for a balance of instructional strategies. These strategies must include the family and the home, as well as the wider community.
To help bridge the cultures, Connie Guerrero, the Pacific VIP Project Director at the UOG CEDDERS, is involved in the administration of each course. Ms. Guerrero reviews the content, quizzes, threaded discussions, etc. She advises the staff about language use, and makes suggestions for clarity in the instructions and wording. Ms. Guerrero also serves as a contact for the scholars, as they are often more comfortable speaking with her about course concerns. This networking is a positive solution for the faculty as well as the scholars.

External Evaluation

The external evaluation includes scholar surveys and “end of event” evaluations. The scholars are asked to rate the quality, relevance, and usefulness of the courses and in-person classes. The first courses, Braille and Beginning O&M, were evaluated across 17 characteristics. 95% of the scholars rated the training as being of high quality, and 100 % said the experience was highly-relevant and useful.

Braille Topics
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Braille Topics and Beginning O&M

[image: image5.png]o i e





O&M topics
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Teaching the Cane Topics
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Touch cane Technique
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Changing All of Our Lives

This collaboration continues, and all participants agree that this partnership is changing our lives. All involved are learning through shared cultures. Faculty are challenged to improve their teaching strategies and creativity as they meet the diverse learning styles of scholars for whom English is a second language. The scholars are learning and applying their knowledge, and they expand the world for the faculty by sharing their ideas, experiences, and strategies. Together this diverse team is changing the future for Micronesia’s children with visual impairment.

The Pacific VIP Scholars and Faculty from the First Year
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