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1. 
Background
The official definition of visually impaired in traditional Chinese law is similar with that defined by WHO in 1973, but it is simplified so that people working in this field can grasp it more easily. According to the definition of visually impaired in China, visual impairment means that persons who have visual acuity impaired or restriction in the visual field who for any reason will not be able to work, study or do other activities as normal people. The official definition for visual impairment includes low vision as well as blindness. Blindness can be divided into two categories, the first category is defined as visual acuity of less than 0.02 (20/1000 or 3/150) in the better eye with correction, or restriction in the visual field of less than 5 degrees, the second category is defined as visual acuity between 0.05 (20/400 or 3/60) and 0.02 in the better eye with correction, or restriction in the visual field of less than 10 degrees. Low vision is classified into two categories. The first category is defined as visual acuity between 0.1 (20/200 or 6/60) and 0.05 (20/400) in the better eye with correction and the other category defined as visual acuity of between 0.3 (20/60 or 6/18) and 0.1 (20/200) in the better eye with correction.

At present, some Chinese experts are urging the government to adopt the definition of low 
vision passed in the meeting on “Management of Low Vision in Children” held in Bangkok, 
Thailand, 1992, which was attended by experts of low vision from different parts of the world.  This meeting defined low vision as those who have visual acuity of less than 6/18 (0.3), but with light perception, or restriction in the visual field of less than 10 degrees, but he/she can still use, or potentially able to use, vision for the planning and/or execution of a task.

According to the statistics released by the China Disabled People Federation in 2006, there are 12.33 million people with visual disabilities in China, covering nearly one percent of the whole population. Although the number of people with low vision has not been projected, it is presumed to be large in size.

Traditionally, education in special schools for the blind aims at those people who lose their sight. All special schools for the blind put emphasis on how to teach blind students to read and write Braille, how to transform scientific knowledge to them, and how to improve those students’ self-independence and living skills.  They use Braille materials and other tactile teaching-aids. All teaching activities are designed and applied mostly for totally blind children. Therefore, students regardless of total blindness or low vision, learn Braille at the beginning.  Braille, the special learning tool, is used to help students acquire knowledge, communicate feelings and understand the world. According to the statistics reported by a Chinese Special School for the Blind in 1996, low vision students are 62 percent of the whole population at school, and they are even more than totally blind students in some classes. The situation of other special schools for the blind is similar to this one.  However, the students who still have some sight too had to learn Braille like those who are blind. In the late 1970s, as the number of low vision students in  schools for the blind increased, some people realized the importance of educational reforms in these schools aiming at addressing the specific educational needs of blind and low vision students.  In 1985, Shanghai School for the Blind and Beijing School for the Blind began experiments of teaching low vision students and blind students in separate classes.  That is, low vision students no longer had to learn Braille but learn general Chinese characters by wearing appropriate visual aids. From then on, blind schools in China began experimental programs of classified teaching in the case of low vision students. The Ministry of Education in China paid much attention to the program and extended the experiences of classified teaching to dozens of blind schools in China. In October 1989, the Department of Basic Education, Ministry of Education held a seminar in Shanghai about teaching low vision children, advocating the principles of classified teaching. In March 1990, “Classified teaching of blind children and low vision children” became a very important aspect of educational reform in blind schools and is a significant measure to improve educational quality in blind schools as well. Schools that have not carried out classified teaching should be active, design experimental plans and carry out them gradually” - indicates the Working Report of Classified Teaching of Low Vision Students. In order to hasten the implementation of classified teaching, Department of Special Education, Ministry of Education held Training Workshop for Teachers of Low Vision Education in Blind Schools in China in July, 1990 and allocated a special fund to schools implementing classified teaching to provide adequate teaching facilities.

2. 
Policy and Practice
From 1982 to 1995, the number of laws and regulations published by the government was more than the total number published over the first thirty years following the Founding of the People’s Republic of China. The Constitution, published in 1982, states in Article 45, that the nation and society should arrange employment, living and education for the blind, the deaf, and the others with handicapping conditions. The Compulsory Education Law of the People’s Republic of China, passed in 1986, states that all children including those with disabilities have the right to receive free education and that the government at various levels should establish special schools or special classes for the blind, the deaf or mute, and mentally retarded children or youth. The Law of the People’s Republic of China on the Protection of Disabled Persons, passed in 1990, stipulated that all persons with disabilities should have equal rights including the right to receive education.

In accordance with these laws and regulations, the government has developed a specific five-year Work Plan for Disabled Persons and policies such as Suggestions on the Development of Special Education in China to guide and promote the development of education for all children with disabilities. Guideline of Disabled in Eighth Five Year and Ninth Five Year Plan states corresponding implementation plans for rehabilitation of low vision persons. A National Expert Team was also established in 1998 and since then, rehabilitation of low vision has already been in the right track due to the leadership of China Disabled Persons Federation. During the past decade, leading organizations of low vision and rehabilitation have been established, training of rehabilitation workers accomplished, and training materials and booklets have been published under the leadership provided by the China Disabled Persons Federation and organizations of disabled persons at provincial and city levels.  At the same time, all kinds of optical aids have been produced in specific places in order to assist a large number of people with low vision and laudable achievements have been made in this direction.

Experimental Plan of Compulsory Educational Curriculum Assignment in Blind Schools issued by the Ministry of Education in 2007 stipulates that classified teaching should be implemented in blind schools and special classes should be created for low vision students. If the number of students with low vision is so small that a special class cannot be created, those students can be combined in the same class with blind students, under classified teaching in the class itself. Blind schools should create barrier free environment for low vision students, allocate facilities of visual aids, large print textbooks and appropriate lamps, learn and use printing words, encourage low vision students to use their remaining sight and establish skills of effective use of remaining sight to improve their abilities.

Teaching in low vision classes follow the curriculum for general schools with suitable modifications. General schools can refer to the implementation of special education to students with visual disabilities in mainstream classes.  Though China has made great strides in low vision education and rehabilitation, some problems still exist and that require attention.

In addition, China Disabled Persons Federation, in China Guideline of Disabled Eleventh 
Five Year Plan, aims to provide free visual aids for 0.1 million poor students with low vision, train 30 thousand parents whose children have visual disabilities, and establish 300 rehabilitation clubs for people with low vision in comprehensive centers for disabled people beyond the city level.

At present, some children with low vision in China can go directly to general schools. For example, 20 students with low vision in 20 schools from four districts of Dongcheng, Xicheng, Chongwen and Xuanwu in Beijing were selected for an investigation of “inclusive study”.  Till now, some of them have not only been to high schools, some have been to universities and several have been to higher education institutes in other countries too.

3. 
Major Strategies and Experiences
The Ministry of Education has attached great importance to the needs of persons with disabilities, including their right to education and has adopted a number of measures to cater to the educational needs of low vision children. 

Classified teaching of low vision students in blind schools in China is different in different schools as described below:

3.1 Stratified and classified teaching: There are many low vision students in blind schools and in these schools, blind and low vision students study in different classes. Blind students learn Braille while low vision students learn print characters and use the same teaching materials that are used in general schools. 

3.2 Classified teaching in mixed classes: For those blind schools with insufficient students, blind students and low vision students are mixed in the same class and students use Braille or print textbooks suited to their needs. Most of special classes for blind and small-scale special schools in some counties in China adopt this type of teaching. Since learning Chinese is more difficult than learning Braille, the initial speed of reading general textbooks may be slower than blind students’ speed of reading Braille. Low vision students whose vision is poor usually use Braille textbooks supplemented by general textbooks as additional curricular reading materials.

3.3 Classified and grouped stratified teaching: Some blind schools with insufficient students classify blind students and low vision students into grade 1 and grade 2, or grade 1, 2 and 3, and implement teaching suited to different groups.

3.4  Helping low vision students with their Chinese learning outside class: Students who have poor vision and have difficulty in reading general textbooks and can still read some Chinese characters mainly use Braille textbooks. But for the convenience of their future work and life, schools arrange time for their Chinese learning in additional curricular teaching so that they can read and write some Chinese words to improve their abilities to live in the society.
In addition, there are integration centers/rooms for vision stimulation to train low vision students to maximize the use of their vision.

4. 
Current Problems and Challenges
Although China has seen significant developments in low vision education and rehabilitation, the following still remain as challenges:

4.1 Many Blind schools still do not have sufficient understanding of low vision education. 

Some administrators and teachers think that low vision students can learn and live at school, and work and live in the society after leaving school without learning Chinese, and so learning of Chinese by low vision students is not given importance.  According to an investigation made in one blind school in China in 2003, one third of students who use Braille can walk in familiar surroundings, identify big objects in the environment, such as the human faces and trees with the help of their residual vision.  While in teaching, teachers seldom provide opportunities for them to use their remaining eyesight properly. Many school leaders and some teachers, even parents think that it is more difficult for low vision students to learn Chinese characters than to learn Braille. Therefore, teachers feel that they cannot complete teaching the required content of Chinese characters prescribed by the government within the stipulated time. Some other teachers worry about the effect of using vision in learning of Chinese characters on students’ remaining vision. In general, they think that there is no use for low vision students to learn some Chinese characters.  Because of these misunderstandings, many low vision students “read” Braille visually and not through tactile mode.

4.2 Restrictions and Limitations of National Unified Teaching Outline and teaching contents are regulated by the Ministry of Education. All students who are enrolled are required to learn the same task, reach the same level, and pass the same examination. When low vision students learn Chinese characters, teachers’ teaching load assigned for each term cannot be completed, and in such circumstances the teachers are subject to criticism.  In order to avoid such an embarrassment, many teachers encourage low vision students to learn Braille.  Therefore, developing effective teacher assessment system in blind schools may have an influence on the quality of education of low vision students too.

4.3 There is a lack of professional teachers engaged in the field of low vision education in blind schools.  Most teachers of blind schools come from general schools. Although some of them work in blind schools for many years, they do not receive systematic training and education and therefore they lack knowledge of low vision education and rehabilitation. Through investigation, we find that teachers themselves have many misconceptions about education of low vision children.

4.3.1 Teachers think that low vision students can have visual training for a period of time and there is no need for them to spend a lot of time in long-term systematic training of their visual functions.

4.3.2  Teachers think that education and training of low vision students are only the job of those teachers who are in charge of training, and other teachers do not have to understand or care about visual training and rehabilitation of low vision students. Therefore, many teachers who teach low vision students are just like those teachers who teach blind students, not using blackboard, and even if they do so, they do not pay attention to the factors that influence low vision students’ learning, such as contrast between word and background, the size of characters, and the ambient of light.

4.3.3  Teachers think that they only need to adjust and improve surroundings in the classroom, and do not have to adjust and improve all surroundings in which low vision students study and live, such as the first step of stairs, turning point, door, wash room, poles that can be easily encountered, electrical outlet, furniture, steps outside the room and equipment for sports.

4.3.4 Teachers think that it is enough for low vision students to have training at school, and do not realize that low vision students also need support and cooperation of both families and the society.

Teachers’ knowledge and skills need to be strengthened and improved to guarantee the quality of low vision students’ education.

4.4 Many schools for the blind and schools for blind and deaf do not have sufficient students. At present, there are not many students in each class in some blind schools, so specific classes of low vision students cannot be organized. Mixed classes of blind and low vision students bring great challenges to teachers.

4.5 Facilities needed for classified teaching are scarce. Classified teaching of low vision students needs certain facilities such as good lighting in classrooms, lamps for some students, effective visual aids, magnifiers, typewriters, adjustable desks, etc.  Since there is inadequate attention to low vision students’ Chinese learning, these necessary facilities are not ensured.  Therefore, difficulties are also evident in classified teaching of low vision students in schools.
4.6 The limited number of eye clinics and rehabilitation centers are not able to meet the 
regional needs of the country.  There are some designated factories producing all kinds of optical aids in China, but the number needs to be increased, the quality needs to be improved and the variety needs to be enriched.

In summary, education of children with low vision is gaining momentum in China but there is a long way to go...[image: image1.png]
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