Low vision:

Innovation on Assistive Technology Through Successful Education

Mrs. Criselda Moonwicha

criselda@etcb.org
One of the main troubles of being a low vision is that its condition falls in between being a totally blind and having a perfect sight. Rehabilitation workers often don’t know how to help a low vision person as they aren’t fully blind. Special education teachers often teach low vision students as if they are blind, and ophthalmologists and optometrists are unable to help with treatments and spectacles. By itself, the actual degree of low vision is unknown. This is because it is more difficult to evaluate than a specific eye problem such as cataract or glaucoma. Low vision also doesn’t have a specific cause, it can branch from a variety of eye conditions. There is also a common misunderstanding that only the educated can benefit from the use of low vision aids. Various activities can be made possible if low vision is diagnosed and treated.

Personal perspective from a low vision person

I can say that I am congenitally low vision since my right eye was totally blind since birth. Moreover I had the chance to use a perfect 100% sight for my left eye for 8 years which enabled me to live normally in the society. I was able to go to normal school and read the things on the blackboard by sitting on the very front row in the classroom. By then, I never thought about being different from sighted people as I was able to move and perform activities normally just like a sighted person could do. Thus, destiny changed my life when I was 8 years old when a 10-wheeler truck hit my school van. I became totally blind for a week and gained back my sight but in a lower sight percentage. The ophthalmologists diagnosed my condition as RP (Retinitis Pigmentosa). From then life had been different because the school where I used to study won’t accept me any more and suggested me to continue my education at a blind school. I was confused and reluctant which caused me to drop a year to accept the fact. 

At an early age I experienced the complications of being a low vision. Even I myself got confused on my condition. Some people called me blind and yet I knew that I still can see though with limitation. As suggested by my former school, I was enrolled at the Philippine National School for the Blind for grade 3 class. At that time, teachers and personnel at the school didn’t have proper knowledge on the differences of a totally blind and a low vision person. All students were taught just like a blind person using writing slates, reading braille and even putting blindfold and using white cane for orientation and mobility classes. Because of this I wasn’t able to use my remaining sight and didn’t have knowledge of any assistive technology for low vision person. I was not able to read any printed text and would felt dizzy when reading or writing few lines of printed text.

It was in 1990 when I had the chance to attend the International Program of Overbrook School for the Blind where I learnt a different system on Orientation and Mobility. I was taught to travel around using my remaining sight. I was also introduced to various low vision assistive tools such as magnification lenses and monocular. Little by little I was able to read printed text using a magnifier. 
At present, I can say that I am now a fulfilled low vision person as I not only understand and accept my condition but I also have the opportunity to provide information and suggestions to other low vision people. Yet, I still feel mystified by some reactions I get from unaware people such as when I go to food centers in shopping malls and ask what they have, they would reply to me as “As what you can see.” Nevertheless, I believe that having a functioning network among organizations working with visual impairment would somehow help this problem of building up public awareness on low vision. Though my sight is deteriorating gradually I can manage to find suitable tools and assistive technology to help me in my daily life and career. 

Assistive technology for low vision 

Various tools/devices have been improved continuously with the main objective of providing assistance to low vision people. Within the past few years CCTV (Closed Circuit Television) was introduced in a bulky feature and only in black and white color. Nowadays, CCTVs are developed in various models and features, from a regular desktop to a handy carry-on CCTV.

Picture 1

Innovation on close circuit television (CCTV)
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The most common low vision devices involve magnification of some kind, but prescribing the right device is not as simple as it may appear. Magnification leads to narrowing of the field of view, so it is necessary to prescribe devices with the lowest possible level of magnification. And prescription is only the first step: it is also essential to motivate people and to train them in how to use the devices properly.

As computer technology grows it also produces new sets of problems to the visually impaired persons. Anyhow, thanks to innovated assistive technology that help visually impaired computer users to access conveniently to information technology. These include larger monitors, screen enlargement software, large letters for the keyboard, voice system and many more. Computers may also be utilized to scan and read text. New operating systems are accompanied with enlarging features for easy reading. New low vision products are emerging that offer more opportunity for the low vision persons to access and work independently and conveniently with the computer technology. People who have visual difficulties and impairment maybe interested in the following assistive technology:
· Screen enlargers (or screen magnifiers) work like a magnifying glass. They enlarge a portion of the screen as the user moves the focus—increasing legibility for some users. Some screen enlargers allow a user to zoom in and out on a particular area of the screen. 

· Screen readers are software programs that present graphics and text as speech. A screen reader is used to verbalize, or "speak," everything on the screen including names and descriptions of control buttons, menus, text, and punctuation. 

· Speech recognition systems, also called voice recognition programs, allow people to give commands and enter data using their voices rather than a mouse or keyboard. 

· Speech synthesizers (often referred to as text-to-speech (TTS) systems) receive information going to the screen in the form of letters, numbers, and punctuation marks, and then "speak" it out loud. Using speech synthesizers allows blind users to review their input as they type. 

· Talking word processors are software programs that use speech synthesizers to provide auditory feedback of what is typed. 

· Large-print word processors allow the user to view everything in large text without added screen enlargement. 

· Large monitors and anti-glare screens can also assist those with low vision by giving comfort and easy reading while anti-glare feature also helps in decreasing eye strain 

Picture 2

Screen magnification software for low vision computer users
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Yet, these newly innovated hardware and software somehow apply to those affordable individuals or visually impaired persons who are under the supervision of blind related institutions/organizations as the costs for these assistive technology are rather costly. Nevertheless, Windows operating system also provides some accessibility features to help persons with visual impairment. These includes the Magnifier option which works like the docked magnification type in ZoomText program and having the magnification capacity to 9x size. Another way of helping a low vision computer user is through setting up the appearance display options such as the menu, icon and message box to a bigger font size. As for the word processing programs, a low vision person can use the zoom option to enlarge the document they are working with without any affect in the appearance of the printed document. These changes show an integral part of the comprehensive success in the education and rehabilitation of people with visual impairment.

Our task on low vision:

The Christian Foundation for the Blind in Thailand under the Royal Patronage of His Majesty the King sees the importance of providing assistance and support to visually impaired persons which also includes special projects for low vision persons. Our prior step in helping people with low vision is to train people so that they will be able to identify the condition and able to provide consultation. Without training, many low vision people are treated and given help mistakenly. Among CFBT’s projects in assisting low vision persons are as follows:
· Prevention of Blindness – CFBT in cooperation with district hospitals in Khon Kaen, Roi-et and Lampang provinces organize eye surgery projects on various eye illnesses for adult persons to prevent losing their sight. For the year 2005, 3200 cases had been accomplished. Moreover, another project under the PBL task is the Pre-school Vision Screening (PVS) which  provides vision screening in various kindergarten schools mainly in remote areas of the provinces to evaluate the vision condition of the students and provide them proper medication and vision aids such as eye glasses. So far, 300 children from four kindergarten schools received treatment and assistance from this valuable project. 

Picture 3

Prevention of Blindness projects of CFBT and provincial hospitals 
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· Proper education for low vision students – All low vision students under the supervision of CFBT are given proper educational assistance such as providing suitable assistive tool and materials for their education. Low vision students are regularly taken to provincial hospital for constant eye check up and receive proper assistive tool such as reading magnifiers and/or monocular for independent traveling. Moreover, students in the primary level who read large prints are able to obtain large print educational materials from the Education Technology Center for the Blind, CFBT. Resource teachers are also in charge in providing proper understanding on low vision with classroom teachers wherein a low vision student is studying. Trainings for both teachers and low vision students are regularly organized to provide proper understanding on low vision condition to teachers while the low vision students are trained on the proper use of various low vision assistive tools and computer assistive software which are useful in their education at their schools.

Picture 4

Low vision assistive tools and equipments available at CFBT 
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· Provide counseling to blind and low vision persons – It is one of CFBT’s main function to provide job counseling to blind and low vision people who are finding employment and those who are already working through its Educational Technology Center for the Blind (ETCB). ETCB will serve as the center of information mainly on information technology matters to blind and low vision persons. ETCB provides job placement trainings which include skills in computer through various assistive technologies for visually impaired persons who are preparing for employment. Moreover, there are some visually impaired persons who used to be sighted and turned blind or low vision who got counseling from ETCB. These group of people received training on proper use of assistive technology which could help them continue working efficiently despite of having sight disability. 

· Production of low vision handout – CFBT, through its low vision experts is in the process of compiling and producing low vision handout with the support fund from Sight Saver. This handout will certainly help in promoting proper awareness on low vision to low vision persons and to low vision related people such as members of the family/community and personnel in organizations working with visual impairment. 

· Coordinate on IT research project with Rajamangala University of Technology – It was in the year 2004 when the Educational Technology Center for the Blind received connection with the Rajamangala University of Technology in Khon Kaen province in putting up a research project on constructing a Close Circuit Television (CCTV) for low vision people. The main objective of this project is to design and construct a close circuit television which can practically use by low vision people without needing to import costly machines from companies abroad. CFBT, seeing the project useful for the low vision people funded the project in the amount of 35,000 baht (US$675.00) for the master unit. This project started in early 2004 when four students in the senior year of the univesity had to make their graduational project. One of these four students is a low vision person who is an alumnus of CFBT. The group had to collect information on the most needed equipment for disabled people through making a survey among disability related institutions/organizations such as Special Education Centers from different provinces, schools for the blind, etc. The result of their survey was the need of a reading device for low vision people as there is very less percentage of low vision people to obtain a CCTV due to its costly price. The group together with their professor advisor visited several institutions related to visual  impairment to gather information on CCTV. The first master unit successfully finished in the middle of last year having evaluated by some personnel from CFBT. It was in January 2006 when the master unit was taken to CFBT and had been officially turned over to CFBT.
Picture 5

Turn over of CCTV made by students from Rajamangala University of Technology
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Pictures on the day of handing over the CCTV to CFBT

Conclusion:

Despite of the difficulties low vision persons come across as mentioned above, this group of people can still live harmoniously and conveniently in the society through providing proper understanding on low vision condition to both the low vision person and the people in the society. Moreover, persons with low vision and people providing assistance and services to low vision should also gain knowledge of using various assistive technology according to the needs and skills of the low vision person. Following this, a low vision person will be treated and helped correctly. Thus, it is also important to have a network system among visual impairment organizations in order to work closely and in unity in the task of providing proper service and assistance to low vision persons. 

CFBT, being one of the prominent visual impairment organizations in Thailand would continue its tasks of providing assistance to low vision persons by continuing its on-going services. Likewise, CFBT in cooperation with other related organizations and the Ministry of Education helped in putting up a curriculum on low vision course for teachers and organization personnel. This course will be organized nationwide having various low vision experts from the country as instructors which is planned to be set in the year 2006. This course will certainly helps in providing knowledge to related personnel working with low vision persons giving the major and direct benefit to the low vision people of Thailand. 
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