The Blind Child

DORIS GRAY

in the Regular Classroom

Many schools today are accepling the challenge of educating

a blind child in the regular classroom along with the sighted

group.

IVE-year-old Jimmy jumped out of the

car, said good-bye to his mother and
started to run in the direction of the
school. He tripped on the first step but
did not fall because he was holding my
hand, trving to drag me along as 1
stopped for a moment to talk with his
mother.

This was Jimmy's first day at school,
and he was entering it with all the en-
thusiasm and anticipation of childhood.
I made my conversation short and went
along with him. He found the door,
opened it and, half-walking, half-running,
still holding my hand, made his way to
the kindergarten door which was the first
on the right. Jimmy knew where it was,
He bad already been there one day to see
the room, after the children had been
dismissed. Today the door was open and
the voungsters were nearly all there.

DORIS GRAY for four years worked
with the Industrial Home for the Blind,
a private agency in Brooklyn, New York.
She participated in an experimental pro-
ject in which blind children are being
educated in their local elementary
schools in Nassau and Suffolk Counties.
Long Island, New York. She later became
director of educational services for pre-
school and primary-age blind children
in this project.
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They were sitting on a bench taking
turns at showing the other children
things they had brought from home. Miss
Jones, the teacher, greeted Jimmy as he
stood in the doorway. He hesitated for
a moment, then dropped my hand and
went with her to join the other voung-
sters on the bright window seat.

As soon as the “show and tell” was over,
Miss Jones suggested that the children
find the toys they wanted for the play
period. Jimmy knew immediately that he
wanted the cars, because he had found
them last week but had not had time to
play with them. He had known for a
whole week that as soon as he got to
school, he would start by playing with
those cars. He made his wav across the
room bumping into a table en route, and
tound the cars. He knew that they were
to the left of the door as vou came in. He
put them on the floor and began to plav.
Little Michael, who had been asked to be
Jimmy's friend for the dav (this is done
whenever a child comes to school for the
first time), got a truck and began to push
it beside Jimmy. Both voungsters played
Jimmy, because he did not know
who was beside him, and Michael, be-
cause he did not know quite what to ‘say
to Jimmy. Jimmy was blind and Michael
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knew this, but was not sure how he could
be of most help. Seconds later Jimmy
found the blocks and busied himself pil-
ing them in the truck while Michael, still
feeling some responsibility for his new
friend, began making a block wall near
by. I said, “Jimmy, Michael is beside you
and he is making a wall with the blocks.”
Immediately Jimmy replied, “Come on,
Michael, and play with my blocks, too.”
The ice was broken and a smile spread
over Michael’s face as he moved closer to
his new friend to help him put blocks in
the truck.

I watched the youngsters go about
their different activities. Soon Miss Jones
showed them how to play a skipping
game. Jimmy joined in, skipping around
and around the tables, occasionally
bumping into the edge of one. At snack
time Jimmy got his own milk with a
minimum of assistance. Although he
needed help on this first day, because he
was unfamiliar with these new surround-
ings, it would not be easy to distinguish
him from the other children. He does the
same things—runs, jumps, hops and plays.
He likes the occasional wrestling match,
too. At the end of the morning he goes
happily home to recount his experiences
to his mother.

This first adventure in public school
with other children of his age, but with
adequate provision for individual differ-
ences, is an important accomplishment in
the life of this little boy. Jimmy’s limita-
tion happens to be more obvious and
more limiting than those of some of the
other youngsters. But, except for the fact
that he is blind, there is little real differ-
ence between him and any other five-
year-old. He has the same interests, de-
sires and feelings.

This is only the first milestone in
Jimmy’s life. At times the going will be
hard and the trail rough. There will be
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many bumps and falls along the way, but
with the help, security and understand-
ing given him by his family and his
teachers, Jimmy will be able to withstand
the knocks and will achieve his aim, that
of being a whole person, accepted, loved
and wanted as he is, with his limitations
and his potential.

Accepting the Blind Child

Today an increasing number of admin-
istrators and teachers are accepting the
challenge of educating a blind child in
the regular classroom along with the
sighted group. When confronted with the
question, “Will you accept a blind child
in your school?” many school officials
express the belief that their educational
program is not geared to handle this type
of exceptional youngster. However, after
some consideration many administrators
have agreed, not without misgivings, to
accept a visually handicapped child on a
trial basis. In working with this type of
exceptional child, principals and teachers
are discovering that his similarities to
the average are much greater than his
differences; and that educational methods
do not need to be changed, but can be
adapted to meet his individual needs.

Identifying the Blind Child: A child is
considered “educationally blind” when his
vision is so limited that he has to receive
the major part of his education through
senses other than sight. This includes
children with no vision, those with ability
to see light and dark, and those able to
distinguish large objects at close range,
but unable to read any kind of regular or
large size printed material.

Characteristics of the Blind Child: The
child who is visually handicapped, will,
by reason of his limitation, have devel-
oped his other senses to their maximum.
At an early age he will recognize persons
by their voices or their footsteps. He will
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be aware of all the sounds around him,
and will use these as an aid to finding his
way about. He will use his sense of touch
constantly to identify objects and to find
places and things about him. The senses
of smell and taste will prove useful to
him in many instances when a seeing per-
son might substitute the sense of sight.

Factors To Be Considered in Placing a
Blind Child in a Regular Classroom: Ad-
ministrators, in deciding whether or not
a blind child could benefit from the regu-
lar educational programs, will need to
consider the following questions:

1. Is the child reasonably well devel-
oped socially, emotionally, intellectually
and physically, and thus able to take the
competition of the regular school?

2. Is this the type of program the
parents really want for their youngster?
Are they willing to help both the child
and the school to provide the best kind
of experiences for him and for the group?

3. Can the cooperation of an agency
for the blind be secured to aid in provid-
ing a resource person to work with the
child and the school, and to provide the
necessary materials which will enable
him to function adequately in the regu-
lar group?

4. Is the school, which is considering
placement for the blind child, willing to
accept this challenge, at least on an ex-
perimental basis?

If these questions can be answered in a
reasonably positive way, steps may then
be taken toward actual placement of the
voungster in a group.

What Methods Are Helpful?

If a blind child is to attend the public
school in his neighborhood it is assumed
that he will start in the kindergarten at
the age of five or six. It is advisable to
place him in a group which is slightly
vounger than he is, chronologically, since
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in some respects this may give him an
advantage, thus making the competition
easier for him. The teacher who will have
this youngster should have consented to
his placement in her group, and should
be willing to.help him just as she will
help all the other children. Initially she
may have many reservations—Can she
assist this child adequately? Will he be
more likely to get hurt? Will the other
youngsters accept him? These are normal
questions which can be worked out if
the teacher’s basic attitude is one of ac-
ceptance and desire to meet the challenge
which this new situation offers.

The basic methods of helping the ex-
ceptional youngster become a part of the
group will be similar to those used with
all children. He needs to be given a feel-
ing of security and aceeptance. He needs
to be helped to participate in and enjoy
new experiences, but at the same time to
be free to grow and develop in his own
best way thus making his unique contri-
bution to the group, to the school, and
later to the community and to society.
To achieve this goal the teacher must:
(a) help the blind child become ac-
quainted with his physical surroundings:
(b) develop with the other youngsters
some techniques for clarifying situations
for him; (c¢) help him participate in
group experiences in ways which are
satisfying to him.

Methods of Helping the Blind Child
Become Acquainted with His Physical
Surroundings: Before the first day of
school the handicapped youngster should
visit his new classroom at a time when
the other children are not present. This
will give him an opportunity to learn the
physical lavout of the room and to find
where some of the equipment is located.
The- teacher should show him the room
and the tovs by starting at the door and
following along the wall, encouraging
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him to identify things as he goes along.
He will be able to recognize most of the
equipment as soon as he touches it, but
there will be some items which may be
unfamiliar to him, such as the easel, bul-
letin board or drinking fountain. He
should have an opportunity to look these
over fairly carefully so that he will recog-
nize them the next time he sees them.
After he has seen all the objects along
the walls, he will want to explore the rest
of the room by himself, finding the tables,
chairs and other equipment. He knows
that the blocks, tables, chairs and various
toys will not necessarily be in the same
place each day, but they will not be a
hazard to him since he learned at an
early age to exercise some caution. It
would be helpful to the youngster to
have a place for his coat and other be-
longings at the end of the row or onc
from the end, so he can locate them
easily. On this first visit he should be
shown the outdoor plav space and given
an opportunity to locate some stationary
objects which he can use as landmarks
for orienting himself the next time he
comes.

During his first few days at school, the
blind child will need some help in find-
ing materials and toys. The teacher can
give this by telling him their exact loca-
tion in relation to objects with which he
is familiar. For example, the teacher
might say, “The train is at the left of the
drinking fountain.” If she happens to be
close to the desired toy, she might say,
“The train is over here.” This would en-
able the youngster to walk directly to it.

The group and the teacher will have to
help the handicapped child locate the
position of block structures or other proj-
ects which might be damaged bv his
running into them. A pupil might say, as
he sees the blind child approaching a
structure, “Jimmy, we are building a
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block house here.” This will be all that
is needed, since, if Jimmyv understands
what is going on, he will be careful not
to damage it.

In any kindergarten room there are
toys, blocks and other materials on the
Hoor. At first glance these may scem
hazardous for the sightless child. He will
learn quickly to expect them there and
will use some caution in getting about.
However, he will bump into them or trip
over them just as the other children do,
but it is not likely that he will get more
than his share of bruised elbows and
skinned knees.

Methods of Helping the Other Young-
sters Clarify  Situations for the Blind
Child: Young children are fairly quick to
accept new situations and the presence
of a blind child in the group will prob-
ably not be disturbing to them. If the
teacher deals with the handicap in a mat-
ter-of-fact, accepting way, the voung-
sters will do the same. Th(‘\ will,
ever, need to have some unde rstanding
of the situation. Whether or not the
teacher tells the group that the child is
blind before he enters will depend on
the age and maturity of the youngsters
in the group. If the children seem fairlv
mature it is probably advisable to tell
them that the new little boy who is com-
ing docs not see with his eves, but that
he sees in many other wavs. The teacher
might then point ont that he sees with his
hands by touching things, with his ears
by listening for different sounds, and so
on. If the children ask questions, these
should be answered honestly in simple
language. If the voungsters have not
been told that the new little bov is blind.
before he arrives, thev can be told when
he arrives or when someone asks a ques-
tion about his difference. (If the young-
ster is in first grade or above, his blind-
ness should be disenssed with the class

how-
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before he comes to school.) In answering
questions relating to this handicap, the
teacher should emphasize the positive,
describing the things he can do rather
than those he cannot. The youngster him-
self will often be able to answer these
questions, since his parents will probably
have given him some techniques for deal-
ing with this subject.

When children understand the young-
ster’s limitation (at their own level), they
will be able to help him to be a partici-
pating member of the group. Most of
the time this will not involve any extra
effort on their part, but there will be
occasions when they can help to clarify
situations for him. The teacher can give
them a few techniques for doing this and
they can find other means of their own.
For example, the teacher should explain
to them that there will be times when
they need to tell the blind child what
they are doing if they want him to know.
“I am building a boat with the blocks.”
“We are making a toy farm here.” If they
want to show him a toy or interesting
object thev have hrnught from home,
they must put it in his hand. If they ap-
proach him, they need to speak in order
for him to know who they are. If they
are plaving a circle game and he gets out
of the circle, a child who is near him
might take his hand and bring him back.
If they are running in a straight line or
to a designated spot, it would be helpful
if some child would take his hand and
run with him, or go to the desired spot
and say, “Run over here.”

Care must be taken by the teacher to
see that the voungsters do not give too
much help to their handicapped friend.
He is capable of doing most things for
himself, and like all persons he wants to
maintain his independence. 1f he receives
an undue amount of attention, he might
hecome dependent, thus accepting assist-
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ance which he really does not require.
This over-dependence would probably
prevent him from making his best con-
tribution to the group, and would pre-
vent the group from benefiting from his
membership in it. The teacher must also
watch to see that the same child does not
always help the limited youngster. One
pupil may, for reasons of his own, attach
himself to the exceptional child. This
could prevent both voungsters from be-
coming contributing group members.
Methods of Helping the Blind Child
Participate in Group Experiences in
Ways Which Are Meaningful to Him: Al-
though the blind child must be allowed
to maintain his independence by receiv-
ing a minimum of assistance, there will
be many instances when a word or act
will make an experience more meaning-
ful for him. He should be given plenty
of opportunity to utilize his other senses.
The whole group can benefit from this,
and thus many experiences can be made
more meaningful for all the children. If
a group of children is participating in a
visual activity such as watching the
teacher unwrapping a package and hold-
ing up the contents, a brief description of.
these actions and of the article being dis-
played will enable the visually limited
voungster to enjoy what otherwise would
be a meaningless activity. If some chil-
dren setting up an aquarium or
terrarium, it would be helpful to let the
blind child handle the grass, pl.mts
shells, stones and various other ol)]ects
before these are put into the tank. When
the group goes on a trip, all of the young-
sters should be encouraged to use all
They will look,
they will touch when they can; but ‘they
may need to be helped to listen for
identifying sounds and to smell different
odors. When the children are looking,
the teacher might describe what thev sec.

are

of course;

their senses.
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There will be times when activities
are going on which seem to have little
meaning for a blind child. However, in
some instances adaptations can be made
so that the experience will have value for
him. One six-year-old learned to operate
the slide projector and she showed the
slides to the other children. A five-year-
old turned the pages of a large picture
book while the teacher described the pic-
tures. Sometimes there will be work
going on in which the blind child really
cannot participate. In this case he will
have to be helped to find another type of
occupation. The teacher should not be
disturbed by this, as throughout his life
there will be occasions when a handi-
capped person is unable to participate in
the same way as his peers. If he can be
helped to accept this fact gradually, in
situations in which he feels secure and
knows he is wanted, his real limitation
will never come as a shock to him at
some later time. On the more positive
side, there will be activities in which he
can really excel; and he should be given
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a chance to have this satisfaction, too.
In a game of “Blind Man’s Buff” or some
other game where the object is to identify
children by their voices, he will do well,
because this is one of the things at which
he has had so much practice. By playing
these games the rest of the children get
some idea of his actual limitation. These
activities should be carried out in the
same way as they would be in any kin-
dergarten or primary class. No verbal
conclusions should be drawn by the
teacher. The youngsters may notice their
companion’s adeptness and may com-
ment on it, but this is as far as it should
go.

By enrolling a blind child in a regular
public school, educators are helping both
the child and the group to become more
understanding and more accepting of
individual differences. Each child partici-
pating in such an experience will be more
likely to have greater respect for the
limitations and potentials of others, and
the blind child, in turn, will be helped to
take his place in a seeing world.
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