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Abstract
This article aims to show the benefits that involvement in football (Soccer) brings to the lives of children who are blind through an interdisciplinary study involving the fields of psychology and physical education. We argue for the importance of football in Brazil as a means of promoting social integration and heightening visually impaired children’s self-esteem and cultural identity.   We outline key activities used to introduce children to this sport and highlight the improvements football brings to children’s mobility and sense of orientation, justifying the use of football as a strategy to stimulate the development of children with visual impairment.
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This article intends to show the benefits that involvement in Football (Soccer) brings to blind children, but first we need to make the reader realize the importance of this sport in Brazil.  Football is a manifestation of the cultural identity of the Brazilian. Stuart Hall defines cultural identity as all those aspects of our identities that promote our sense of  ‘belonging’ to ethnic, racial, linguistic, religious and, above all, national culture (2005, p. 8). National culture is not something that we have in our genes, our national cultural identity is formed and transformed by our life experiences. We can say that being Brazilian involves identification with a set of meanings that together make  “Brazilian-ness”.

The national culture, as Hall shows, defines the broad sensitivities that shape and influence our actions and the idea that we have of ourselves (2005, p. 50) and for this reason national culture has a crucial role in building the identity of individuals within a country. Brazil is a country renowned worldwide for its football. Playing football, watching a match, supporting a team, following competitions, taking pride in the performances of our star players are all common interests of the Brazilian people, regardless of age, race, social class or gender.  Football works in many ways as an agent of social integration within the country.

In this sense playing football with your neighbours, with friends from school, or at the local club, is a vehicle for socialization in childhood. Children learn how to behave within a group and within a set of rules, they learn how to handle the emotions involved in belonging to a group, in competing, winning, and in being defeated. In short, football offers the personal experiences that are the building blocks of social citizenship.

The problem is that blind children, most of the time, do not have the opportunity take part in such interactive games. There is a general feeling that people who are visually impaired are incapable of performing in these types of fast moving activities. But being excluded from soccer deprives children who are blind of opportunities to socialize with the children around them and deprives them of a sense of group participation and personal involvement in the national cultural context. 

This desire to be included was the main motivation of AD
 – athlete, gold medalist in the five-a-side soccer competition at the Athens Paralympics games in 2004 – to start playing soccer as a child:

I discovered that if I put the ball inside a plastic bag I could play by listening to the sound it makes. I used to play with my brothers, uncles... from when I was about six years old. I wanted to play like a normal child who, despite his blindness, was not different.  

ML
 – 22 years old, blind and a soccer player of the Caixa Escolar do Insituto Benjamin Constant team – also talks about the importance of this adapted sport to his childhood:

I started playing when I was a little child. A blind kid is usually victim of his own friends’ prejudice against his disability and I believe that sports, first and foremost, work to provide children with the necessary self-esteem to make them feel integrated. For me, sports have always been of great importance because I could feel I was able to play, talk about my involvement, and act like any other child.

Through football, the seven-year-old student V. has been making important strides in his social development. Totally blind, V. has a twin brother who is fully sighted. This difference used to be a major cause of arguments between them. V. was never invited to join in games with his sighted friends, and was often treated as an outsider. Feeling excluded, V. went through a period of depression, even to the point of presenting with symptoms later diagnosed as being of psychosomatic origin. 

Always very attached to soccer, V followed football on the television and was a keen supporter of Clube de Regatas Vasco da Gama
. V started to practise soccer in the beginning of 2005 and the experience of discovering that he was capable of playing soccer was of enormous value for V’s relationship with his brother and friends. His mother
, who follows his progress closely, talked to us about the benefits.

He is a different person since he started playing. You should see how much V looks forward to the days that he has soccer classes, they make him so happy. He is now much closer to his brother; they talk about how well they have played and about the goals they have scored. He showed he could play like the other children. Now, his dream is to be a Paralympics athlete.

The Paralympics enjoyed a high profile at the 2004 Olympic Games in Athens and Brazil achieved excellent results, winning several medals, including the gold medal in the blind soccer competition, beating Argentina by 5 goals in the final

The results showed that the individuals who have disabilities can also achieve high levels in sport, and perhaps more importantly for people with a physical impairment (even for those who are not involved in sport) it showed that they can achieve international recognition for their capabilities and achievements.

To further illustrate the possibilities that sport offers for the inclusion of children with visual impairment, in this rest of this article we will concentrate on how professionals in physical education can adapt their approaches to work with groups with special needs.

The main focus for teachers of Physical Education should be on the development of coordination through games and activities that students enjoy. (BIELINSKI, 1998, p. 42). This approach has the additional bonus of being highly beneficial to students’ self-esteem, since they can practise a sport that they follow and like.  

Five a side football was introduced into the official program of the Paralympics in the Athens Games under the title of “soccer five” for athletes in the B1 category. The athletes in this category must have no more than light perception, and must be unable to recognize shapes or forms. In other words players must be totally blind or only aware of the presence of light.

In official competitions, as specified in the rules of International Blind Sports Federation (IBSA), all the line players should be blindfolded, so that it is impossible to gain any advantage through residual vision.  

The activities we describe below are designed for children that come into the B1 category.  

We suggest that when being introduced to soccer for the blind, children should not be blindfolded. This avoids children feeling uncomfortable (because they are not used to wearing blindfolds) but also motivates them to use their residual vision, and helps to develop their autonomy.   

The football exercises described below also help develop orientation and mobility skills. João Álvaro Felippe defines orientation as “the use of the senses to obtain information from the environment” (2001, p. 5) and mobility as “learning concerned with the control of the movements in an organized and effective way” (p. 5).   

Teachers should not demand technical perfection, on the contrary, they should encourage students to express themselves and enjoy the wide variety of movement that can develop their body awareness to the maximum.  

The activities should be appropriate to the student’s stage of development, always presenting challenges, but challenges that the students are capable of achieving. Through this strategy, the teacher can often set activities in which the students surprise themselves about what they can accomplish, and this leads to an increase in their self-esteem.  

S. L.
 — a 23 years old who plays for the Brazilian national blind soccer team – illustrates the importance of Football in the process of developing orientation and mobility, and shows how the key to his own mobility and independence was soccer.  

Soccer helped me a lot. Firstly, it helped maximize agility in my movements: it taught me to move more lightly, with less  fea,r and it improved my reflexes... I often say it’s like this: a blind man will not necessarily be a sensational soccer player, but soccer is an excellent orientation and mobility class.  In fact, I’m sure it’s the best orientation and mobility class that exists...

In soccer there are eight of us, all blind, running after a noisy ball  that demands our total attention ... There is a goalkeeper, a caller, a coach,  teammates and opponents constantly calling and we must pay attention to all of  it.   On top of  all that we still have to run at full speed and avoid collisions, the game demands balance and concentration. 
Souza (2002) suggests a set of safety procedures that should be followed before any activities involving running:  

•
All students should be familiarized with the area so that  they can be confident  that there are no obstacles  

•
When moving, the student should be taught to hold his hands in front of  his body in the correct position to offer protection

•
The teacher should shout instructions to one student at a time and allow a safety gap between one runner and the next

•
The teacher should signify the end of the run with a clear command.  Teachers should  ensure that the run is  free from obstruction and allow  a safety margin of least five meters 
Souza (2002) also talks about the necessary material for the development of soccer activities: 

The fact that the equipment needed for Soccer players who are blind is not so different from that  used by fully  sighted players makes things much easier. The ball should contain material that rattles or, if that is not possible, you can wrap up a normal ball in a plastic bag to make it audible 

We would particularly like to commend this idea of using of an ordinary ball wrapped in a plastic bag -  we have found this to be a very effective alternative for children, especially when balls with rattles are not commercially available.

Márcia Ortiz, who is a researcher with a particular interest in leisure for the people with disabilities, makes a point which is fundamental to our promotion of soccer for children who are blind. She says that “sport must awaken in all people, whether they are disabled or 
able-bodied, the desire to participate” (2001, p. 53).  

Based around this principle, we suggest the following activities which have evolved over years of soccer training classes with blind children at the Benjamin Constant Institute.

Stretching

The main function of stretching in this context is not just to promote flexibility, but to develop body awareness. Through stretching, students learn the full extent of the movement of which they are capable, and find out about muscle groups - an important part of developing  a clear body image.   

Teachers should vary the stretching exercises, allowing the student to experience a more and more diverse range of movements.  

Walking /running with a guide  

To begin with, intervention should involve the trainer walking beside the student. As has been already said, children with visual impairment often find it difficult to move around freely in unfamiliar spaces and it is worth reinforcing the point that the space where classes take place needs to be thoroughly explored. Guided walking presents the student with the opportunity to orient themselves fully to their surroundings. 

We must remember that many people with visual impairment have had restricted opportunities to develop coordinated freedom of movement, and in the early stages it is essential to create a bond of trust between the athlete and the coach. By working directly alongside the coach, students will certainly feel more secure about putting into practice the activities described here.

The needs of each individual need to be taken into consideration, but after this first stage we usually introduce students to running alongside the teacher so that they can feel more confident   We always use this technique in the warm up and at the start of each activity.  The teacher should be very careful to nurture the bond of trust that is gradually established between the student and teacher. Student safety, and consequently, their progress and enthusiasm for the activity are intrinsically related to their confidence in this relationship. 

Running unaccompanied  

The teacher stands ahead of the student, and tells the student to run towards the teacher’s voice. For the success of this activity students must have a clear mental map of the space in which they will be expected to run, and be absolutely certain that they will not experience any shock encounters on the way. The teacher must also maintain a clear safety gap between each athlete, so that they won’t collide with one another.  

In this activity, it is common for students to experience great excitement because they usually have had very few opportunities in their life to run freely.  

The teacher should begin the activity with short runs (3 - 5 meters) and increase the distance little by little, always being attentive to the students’ safety.  

Searching for the ball

The Teacher throws the ball and asks the student to follow the sound of the rattle, find the ball, and return it to the starting point. The student should try to intercept the ball before it stops moving and is no longer producing a sound.  The distance the ball is thrown must only increase gradually.  

If the ball stops, the teacher should encourage the student to try to remember the direction in which the ball was thrown. Students should be asked to point towards where they think the ball is, and then try to find the ball with the verbal instructions from the teacher. The teacher should take note of the accuracy of each student’s orientation when they point in the direction where they think the ball has stopped, and should always give students clues about the direction and the distance that the ball lies away from them.  

Controlling the ball 

Firstly, the teacher will throw the ball in the student’s direction, then, the student should stop it with the part of the body indicated by the teacher, either their hands, their feet, or their midriff.

The teacher continues throwing the ball from gradually longer distances. The student will have to move increasingly to stop the ball. This activity resembles a common exercise in Goalball, a sport created for the blind and visually impaired (see IBSA article).  

The teacher should be creative and show students a variety of ways of using their bodies to stop the ball, and encourage them to create new moves for themselves.  

Dribbling with the ball  

Dribbling is the technique of moving while controlling the ball with the feet. When practising this technique, the teacher should stand ahead of the student, as in the free running exercise. However this time, the student should move forward with the ball at his feet.

This technique can be very hard to master because dribbling involves a state of constant imbalance. At higher levels players control the ball by touching it with the inside of the foot at each step. However in the beginning this movement is difficult, and students should be encouraged to be creative in developing their own methods of ball control.   

Shooting

Having learned how to control the ball, the student has to learn to kick it towards the goal. Special attention should be given to the student’s standing foot (the foot that stays on the ground during the shot). If it is badly positioned, the student’s posture, and consequently his balance, will both be affected.  

To help players orient themselves, the teacher (this time standing in the goalkeeper’s position) can tap the crossbar, providing students with a mental image of the goal. It is essential that children should have a clear notion of what the goal is like, and they should be given opportunities to pace out the goal from one post to the other, to lean against the crossbar and to touch the net. Exploring the goal is another activity that should be carried out with the teacher’s help.

The Game  

Soccer for the blind is a very dynamic game in which players have to  “reach the goal without a predetermined plan, with sudden variations in pace, and past four ‘opponents’,” (SOUZA, 2002), therefore the teacher should be very careful about introducing competition.  

Each player should be taught how to run with their hands in front of the body for protection from collisions and to shout the word “Voy” when moving towards the ball to warn the other players that he is on the move and not to get in his way.

The teacher should be very careful before asking children to against one another in matches. Teachers should only begin to organize matches when all the players have some mastery of the skills described above, otherwise they can be unstimulating.  

Our experience with students of the Benjamin Constant Institute
 suggests that there is no need to rush towards introducing team play, because the activities outlined above are sufficiently demanding to maintain students’ interest levels.  

Soccer brings countless benefits for people who are visually impaired. Souza (2002) identifies the following advantages:  

Life imposes on us many challenges and one of the greatest is how to keep our motivation  to overcome them all. For the person who is blind, undoubtedly, it (football) provides an opportunity to develop aptitudes that help improve orientation and mobility and lead to independence in daily living, thereby improving the quality of that person’s life.   

Besides these benefits, we can point to the general advantages that practising sport brings, for instance improvements in posture, in the cardiovascular condition and in balance.  

Navarro (2004), in his study of children’s motor development, reached the conclusion that children who are blind display weaker balance and motor coordination when compared to sighted children, and he suggests early intervention through specialized techniques that will reduce this gap. We believe that soccer provides an ideal vehicle for development in these areas. 

Navarro (2004) also argues that specialized intervention with children can result in an improvement in their social integration and in their quality of life – benefits that soccer clearly offers as we have already shown in the beginning of this text.  

Final Considerations  

The transdisciplinary approach we have taken to football in this article makes us realise how much we need to enlarge our knowledge in this area. In talking about a child who is blind we are, first and foremost, talking about a person who operates within in a broad socio-cultural context. Viewing children only in terms of their visual deficiency is to reduce their potential.  

With this in mind, we began the article by emphasising the cultural context of Brazil, addressing the importance of soccer as a vehicle for the socialization and inclusion of children who are blind.Then, we went on to describe the adaptations developed by professionals in physical education for introducing of soccer to people who are blind and visually impaired.  We tried to make clear how this activity has benefits for the orientation and mobility of children who are blind and, above all, how it can provide them, with autonomy and self-esteem.  

The personal accounts of soccer players and a the review of literature show that sport is an excellent tool for encouraging the development of children with visual impairment, because it offers countless physical, psychological and social advantages. In this article, we share the professional experiences that motivate us to promote soccer for blind children as a positive educational experience. 
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� Interview made on May 2005


� Interview made on May 2005


� Traditional soccer team of  Rio de Janeiro – Brazil


� Interview got on March 2005


� It is worth it bringing out the emotional value of this victory, being Argentina Brazil’s main opponent on soccer matches


� Interview got on May 2005


� The Benjamin Constant Institute is a Federal organ and a national reference center in the area of visual deficiency.
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