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Introduction

In this article we aim to share our experiences in developing a partnership between educational and health personnel in São Paulo State, Brazil. This collaboration supports the responsible inclusion of children with visual impairment and multiple disabilities in regular schools.

The team of the Low Vision Session of Santa Casa Hospital in São Paulo (Eva Lindstedt Centre) has partnered with Perkins International, Lavelle Fund, and Fundación ONCE para América Latina (FOAL). With this support we have been able to provide training for educators in public schools. We show them how inclusion is possible, and that all children can learn when we understand their needs and create appropriate teaching strategies.

Sharing the Experience

The Low Vision Session of Santa Casa Hospital in São Paulo (Eva Lindstedt Centre) is a service that offers treatment to people with visual impairment without cost to the patients. Our mission is to provide clinical and rehabilitation care to babies, children, youth, adults and the elderly with low vision, with or without additional disabilities. Our main goals are: 

▪ 
Early intervention and early childhood education; 

▪ 
Supporting families of children with low vision, including those with additional disabilities; 

▪ 
Supporting the inclusion of children in regular schools; 

▪ 
Spreading knowledge about visual impairment and multiple disability, and fostering the creation of new services in those areas. 

After many years of working with those children and their families, and promoting their inclusion in public schools, we realised that we had to build partnerships with the teachers, schools and local governments. We needed to build trust and communication in order to create a team that could deliver inclusive educational service. We always had in mind that the health services should work together with the educational services, so we could exchange experience and knowledge in creating reasonable solutions.

We created collaboration and supported inclusion mainly in three ways: by strengthening the child, strengthening the family, and strengthening the school. We focused particularly on the general education teacher working with the child with special needs in an inclusive classroom. 

When we talked with the educators and administrators in community schools, we realised that they are extremely apprehensive about inclusion. During our meetings they expressed fear, frustration, and feelings of incompetence. Since they are not trained to meet the needs of children with visual impairments and multiple disabilities, they do not know what to do or where to start. Because many teachers and administrators don’t understand how those children interact, communicate, and learn, it has been common to see schools that merely promote social inclusion, with no expectations concerning academic learning.

To address this, we decided to start with training for the educators of public schools in two ways: providing seminars and going to the schools.

Providing Seminars

The first step in providing seminars is creating partnerships with the local governments of the cities and states. We outline the goals of the project and its seminars, specify the topics we will present, and clarify that the seminar is supported by Lavelle, FOAL and Perkins International, and will have no cost for the government. We do ask the government entity to provide a place for the meetings, and to convene the educators. We include teachers of inclusive general education classrooms, special education teachers, coordinators, and school directors.

For the content of the seminars, we work with some basic subjects: 

▪ 
How the visual system works;

▪ 
The main pathologies that cause low vision and multiple disabilities;

▪ 
Child development;

▪ 
The learning process;

▪ 
The importance of sight in learning, which allows us to get details and, at the same time, gives us the whole picture very quickly; 

▪ 
Hearing, which allows us to interact and communicate; 

▪ 
Sensory-motor experience and its role in learning.

We ask the participants to picture a child with no disability, two or three years old, for example, and what she/he would be doing if she/he were here. Then we ask them to compare this with a child with multiple disabilities. How many experiences is this child barred from, not having the opportunity to participate in fully?

We have learned that the best teaching strategy in these seminars avoids technical terms and offers concrete examples in the form of case studies. The seminar presenters listen to the participants attentively and try to clarify their questions. This creates an atmosphere where they can feel confident to express their doubts and anxieties. We show pictures and videos that feature the child communicating and engaged in classroom activities with appropriate adaptations. The participants can see and discuss different responses and behaviours and examples of how to deal with them. 

We emphasise that building a collaborative team is essential for the success of the responsible inclusion. A strong collaborative team includes the general education teacher, special education teacher, health professionals, school coordinator, government representative, and family. This team allows the members to share their doubts, anxieties, difficulties, needs, knowledge, ideas, and solutions. 

It is very important to emphasise that work with parents is very helpful. They are great partners, and they have to be part of the collaborative team. Parents know the children better than anybody else, and they can teach educators how to communicate with them. They can help with the adaptation of materials, and guide teachers in selecting goals for the individualised educational program. Their thoughts and feelings, more than any other team members, are focused on their children. Parents’ participation in the collaborative team makes them more confident and competent.

When we invite parents to the collaborative team, we emphasise that inclusion begins at home with the family. We have meetings with parents to ensure they understand the nature of visual impairment and multiple disabilities, and the impact of those conditions on a child’s development and learning. We talk about the child’s needs and the family’s desires, expectations and fears.

During the years we have been providing these seminars, we have paid attention to which teaching strategies work better for the trainings. Based on our observations and the answers on participant questionnaires created by Perkins, we can change strategies and adjust the curriculum to best meet the needs and questions of the educators. Our intention is to make the seminars as practical and useful as possible for the educators. We really want them to come away from the experience knowing these things:

▪ 
Responsible inclusion is possible, and that sometimes the process is easier than they can imagine, especially when they can work with a collaborative team. 

▪ 
It is possible to understand the behaviours and needs of the children;

▪ 
There are many simple strategies and adaptations that make materials, activities and the environment accessible.

▪ 
The collaborative team will work together to find strategies and solutions, and will make the teachers (and everybody else) more comfortable and confident, prepared to work with the child.

Going to the Schools

By going to the schools, we get to know their daily routines and how things happen inside the classroom. It’s an essential part of building the collaborative teams that integrate teacher practices and meet the child’s needs for curriculum alignment, teaching strategies, daily routine and social skills.

We have met teachers and coordinators that initially did not believe that children with multiple disabilities could learn. As we worked with them, they started to believe that these children can succeed—we need only to understand how they learn, and which strategies and materials are appropriate. Once convinced, the schools start setting academic goals for students with visual impairment and multiple disabilities.

Experience has shown us that is very important to get the school coordinator and director involved with the inclusion. Otherwise, a teacher who believes in the child’s abilities feels alone and without enough competence and power to do this work. When the whole school community believes and gets involved with inclusion it is easier to succeed. 

Because the school staff and the families rely on us, it is essential to show that we are there to help each other and find solutions together. We want and believe in partnership.

CONCLUSION

In our seminars we have trained around 1300 educators from public schools that serve children with visual impairment or multiple disabilities in their classrooms. Because we empower educators, the regional governments now seek out and welcome our seminars. We are proud that administrators realise that we really can help educators to create a responsible inclusion process, and give them the tools to communicate with and teach children with visual impairment and multiple disabilities.

The success of the seminars is very positive and now we are providing them to other Brazilian states, including 13 cities in Bahia, and Rio de Janeiro. The experience shared in this article was done basically in São Paulo State, where we started this project and where we conducted seminars in about 75 cities. 

We have been able to confirm our hypothesis that the partnership and collaboration among health and educational areas is fundamental for responsible and successful inclusion. It is really possible to have a collaborative team, including different sectors of the educational process (government, family, general education teachers, coordinators, health professionals, and special education teachers), where everybody can benefit, especially the child.

We are especially thankful to Perkins International Program, Lavelle Fund and Fundación ONCE para America Latina (FOAL) for making this project possible, contributing to the improvement in inclusion of children with visual impairment and multiple disabilities in community schools in Brazil.
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