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Introduction


The very title of this paper is deliberately provocative.  The intention is to restart, in a  wide public forum such as the ICEVI’s Educator, a discussion about the what, the why, and the how of research activities in the field of visual impairment.  Although by no means the only important issue, it must necessarily be a matter of concern that on a global basis there are severe financial challenges confronting charitable and other bodies that have an interest in the well-being of severely visually impaired people as these bodies seek to support their clients to realise their full human potential and to compete and co-operate with their fully sighted peers.  In a time of a worldwide economic depression, these institutions have to prioritise their activities, and inevitably research is an area of work that has to justify its place alongside a multitude of other demands and activities.  This can be seen in Great Britain, where in 2006 a “collaborative workshop” was held under the aegis of “charitable partners who commission social research in the sector,” “to discuss social research priorities on visual impairment” (Brace, Herriotts, McCullagh, & Nzegwu, 2007, p. 178).  In that workshop, finance was not the overtly dominant issue, but it ran through the various symposia sessions as a kind of underlying theme or motif, expressed most clearly in the emphasis on the practical and useable results of research.


Researchers themselves have similar practical, “applied” concerns, but some of them have interests in quite other aspects of the aims and justifications of research into the non-physical/non-medical/non-physiological sides of visual impairment.  These interests might be, for example, in the kinds of research that could tell us about human psychological development in general:  How investigating the absence of one sensory modality, such as vision, might enable us to generate knowledge and then deepen our insights into how as a species we come to understand our physical world.  This is by no means new, and its modern formulation can be seen in the arguments put forward by, to give but one example, Lewis and Collis (1997).  Their proposition is stated thus:  A general reason for studying a disability such as blindness in children is that advances in our knowledge of their particular developmental progression “should feed back into our understanding of more general issues in psychological development (Lewis & Collins, 1997, p. 2).


What has been until recently a matter of little concern is the question as to who does the research.  In most areas of scholarship and research, the “doer” is rarely of major concern.  He or she is the person with the requisite training and skills.  However, in the disability arena, this is now becoming an issue of interest within the broader context of equality, social exclusion/inclusion, emancipation, and empowerment.  The shift in orientation can perhaps best be evidenced by the arguments adduced by Duckett and Pratt (2007), who had been commissioned by a charitable body, the Thomas Pocklington Trust, to “explore the opinions of visually impaired people on visual impairment research” (p. 5).  Such surveys of client opinion are not new.  What was new was that their findings revealed that “people wanted greater inclusion of visually impaired people in such research” (p. 5).  The authors inferred that for their respondents a priority was research that was “participatory, empowering and emancipatory” (p. 14).  Is this to be a new pattern, a new paradigm, for the initiating, the content, and the management of research?

Research commonalities


Whatever the genesis and the subject matter of research, there are technical research procedures that are common to all investigations involving low-prevalence conditions such as blindness.  Editors of journals who use a peer-review process before accepting and publishing a paper require the reviewers to evaluate the extent to which the researchers have adequately described their group of participants, their “sample:” the number of subjects; their ages and age range; the nature, causation, and degree of the visual impairment; the age of onset of the condition; the presence and nature of additional disabilities; and the aims and methodology of the work.  Even with a low-prevalence impairment, the requirement for the recruitment of the whole population of subjects or even a randomly-drawn sample can be difficult if not impossible to meet.  All too often, it is the case that the availability of possible and willing participants is the determining factor.  The researcher has to make do with a sample that cannot meet all these criteria, and the validity and generalisability of the findings may be undermined.  Fortunately, failure to achieve this degree of rigour will not always make the work trivial or of little use.  Certainly, new researchers must not be discouraged from attempting research because they fear they can not meet scientific demands of this level of rigour.  Other researchers can learn from their attempts, replicate them with appropriate modifications and new samples, and thus enlarge the global data-base, with the likelihood that our knowledge-base will have been extended and advanced.


But even if most of the research design requirements have indeed been met, it still remains that what we have is a single sample, seen on a single, particular historical occasion.  What was happening in the wider political, social, and economic world at that moment in time can make that sample unique and particular in ways external to the research design itself.  We must be alert, therefore, to the fact that even perfect designs are set in their own time contexts.


One alternative recommended by design methodologists to reduce some of the possible defects of single-occasion, cross-sectional, investigations is the longitudinal study in which the same group of participants is seen on a regular basis over a prolonged period of time.  Some of the ever-changing influential factors may be evened out over the time period, thus making it reasonable to make claims about the reliability, validity and, importantly, the generalisability of the findings.  The research literature does contain examples of such longer-term monitoring of development in blind children.  Among them are those described in reports by Norris, Spaulding, and Brodie (1957), Fraiberg (1977), and Ferrell (2000).  One that examines issues of concern to adventitiously and congenitally blind and partially sighted adults is that of Douglas, Corcoran, & Pavey (2006), with a sample of hundreds.  Currently, too, the present author is writing up the findings on reading and other associated cognitive development factors over a ten year period in a group of blind and partially sighted children studied since entry to primary school.


While longitudinal studies help to uncover valuable data on a group of subjects over a prolonged period of time, there is also the potential value of the single in-depth case-study.  This can be especially useful if the findings are counter-intuitive or counter to previous findings.  (A single instance can be all that is needed to refute a theory; for instance, a finding that would throw the whole of modern physics into meltdown would be the report of a feather and cannonball falling at different speeds in a vacuum!)  Single-case research can also handle in a completely objective, scientific manner, by the use of time and event sampling techniques, precisely-focussed problems like the elimination of stereotypic behaviours or the encouragement of skills in mobility and independence for one particular person.  Whole populations of subjects or validly assembled random or representative samples are not therefore essential for a project to constitute a scientifically valid piece of work.  For the teacher or rehabilitation specialist, these kinds of single-case designs can produce solutions to highly specific problems.  They offer, too, the opportunity for these practitioners to conduct their own researches.  “Practitioner research,” the kind of research carried out by professionals in their workplaces, is surely well worth encouraging, putting research into and alongside their everyday activities rather than separate and remote.


No matter which research methodology we adopt, what would be most profitable would be the existence of a theory or a set of theories that could generate hypotheses that could be put to experimental test.  So far, we are somewhat lacking in these kinds of over-arching theories or models in the field of visual impairment.

Models, strategies, and theories to guide research


It may be that visual impairment is too vast and heterogeneous an area of study for a single over-arching theory or model to be envisaged or practicable.  Would it be even possible to subsume in one conceptualisation such diverse entities as levels of vision, age, age of onset and duration of the impairment, congenital and adventitious causations, the presence of multiple disabilities, family and social conditions, and so forth? Probably not.  However, it may be possible to deal with these variables within linked sets or groups, and then proceed to ask questions as to the kind of theories that might be worth exploring.  We do already have available many scores of published reports on these various themes; they are available in the corpus of research literature, and over the past 60 years we have seen comprehensive listings of them, for example, those of the American Foundation for the Blind (Lende, 1953), the American Printing House for the Blind (Morris & Nolan, 1972), and The Temple University Press (Bauman, 1976).  With these, a series of meta-analyses of the methodology, the data, and the interpretations and conclusions might lead to the formulation of persuasive theories capable of testing.


In one attack on the problem, there is Warren’s finely detailed “A research model for the future” (Warren, 1984, pp. 317-320).   It is described as “a hierarchical model” in which a factor, a variable, is not to be measured independently, but rather in its wider psychological and social contexts and in the context of its development and evolution over time.  It is a model bound up to a strategy.  A strategy is a plan for action; that is it sets out, in this case, what is to be done to amass “an integrated body of knowledge about blind children.” Warren makes several claims for this approach.  One is that by gathering information about the child’s environment (its sensory, learning, language, and social aspects), specific characteristics (sex, intelligence, residual vision, age, etc.), and acquired characteristics, other researchers would have a comparative base against which to plan and place their own new investigations and to evaluate their data.  The overall purpose would be to develop “a systematized and growing body of information about blind children.” A plan, a strategy, of this nature would be equally applicable, of course, to visually impaired adults and to developing our understanding of their and our needs.  Such needs would encompass educational, emotional, employment, psychological, rehabilitational, and technological support.  Warren’s approach is therefore a model for action and can stand alone as a self-contained, defensible strategy.  It can also fit into what is to be discussed now: an over-arching theory.


A strategy is not a model in the sense of a theory upon which to conceptualise what visual impairment entails.  If it were feasible to outline a theory, or a set of theories covering discrete sub-groups of factors, researchers would be in a position to provide potential financing bodies with a prioritising framework, and then a comprehensive and hierarchical strategy such as Warren’s could serve to guide the content and the conduct of the work.  Often current practice in the research community is set in motion by the curiosity and interest of an academic researcher, or by the wishes for solutions to problems of professional workers (teachers, rehabilitation officers), or the pressures on institutions to provide improvements in their services.  These driving motivations will, quite rightly, continue to be the source of new initiatives, but the argument for a theory-led orientation is worth making.


One fledgling essay at a theory of this kind is already in the public domain as formulated by Tobin (2008).  Information is proposed as a concept explaining that “delays and barriers experienced by blind people have as their causation the lack, the inadequacy or the inaccessibility of information” (p. 119).  The wide-ranging scope of the concept is illustrated by examples of information lack or paucity in early childhood, where the failure of baby and mother to be able to monitor each other’s line of sight robs them of information about the other’s thinking and feelings and can therefore interfere with emotional bonding and with the baby’s learning.  The sighted mother and baby dyad can know each other’s focus of attention at any given moment, and long before the emergence of spoken language in the baby.  This sharing of line of gaze by the dyad can lead to turn-taking in their mutual, non-verbal behaviour, and this later becomes a part of everyday spoken conversation.  Lack of visual information of what is in the near physical environment may also lead to delays in crawling and walking.  The absence of visual lures to entice the infant to reach out, touch, and grasp can result in delays in developing motor and locomotor skills and thus deprive blind infants of an understanding of their physical world: its shape, size, texture, manipulability, and its safety and dangers.  Lowenfeld (1948) set out what he saw as the three main restrictions on development caused by blindness: namely lack of ease and freedom of movement, the limited range and variety of experiences, and difficulty in controlling the environment.  Perhaps these can all be attributed to information lack.


The applicability of the information concept (lack of, paucity of, inaccessibility of, slowness of pick-up of information) is further exemplified in Tobin’s (2008) paper by references to aspects of later cognitive development, reading, tactile graphics, and navigating a route through the near environment.  It is maintained, no doubt too ambitiously, that it is a theory “for predicting and explaining all the apparently differing challenges and problems that confront blind people as they strive to understand their physical and psychological worlds” (p. 126).  In identifying these challenges, it is also claimed that their identification and formulation in operational terms could lead on to programmes of intervention in teaching and rehabilitation.  Perhaps finally we are returning to the theme of the wider relevance of visual impairment research to developing a better understanding of how sighted people come to understand the world.
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