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Blind Citizens Australia Parent News (September 2013)

Welcome to the September 2013 edition of Parent News! This edition, we’ll bring you  the second of our series of articles on assisting students who are blind or vision impaired with transitioning from education to employment. We’ll also introduce you to  a great new computer game for children who are blind or vision impaired, tell you a little bit about educational media that can be accessed online, and showcase the wide range of services that are available through Guide Dogs NSW/ACT.

Transitioning from education to employment Part 2 – creating high expectations and socialising to become work-ready
Jessica Zammit, National Policy Officer
Across the world, the employment rate of people who are blind or vision impaired is staggeringly low – around 30-40% in Australia and less than 10% in some developing countries. While there are many contributing factors behind these rates, one area where improvement can be made is in building the capacity of young people who are blind or vision impaired to successfully transition into employment. 

In October last year, I was fortunate to attend a two-day workshop hosted by Dr Karen Wolffe, a renowned international presenter on the transition from education to employment. Dr Wolffe has had several articles published in the “Journal of Visual Impairment and Blindness” and has previously held positions with the American Foundation for the Blind, the Hadley School for  the Blind, and the Department of Special Education at the University of Texas. She now manages a private practice as a career counsellor and consultant in Texas. Readers may recall that the April edition of Parent News carried an article about Dr Wolffe. 

The limited exposure of the public to blindness or vision impairment often leads to low expectations of the capacity of people who are blind or vision impaired. Conveying high expectations and encouraging socialisation are critical to building capacity, according to                 Dr Wolffe, and should start from the very beginning of a child’s life.

Children tend to strive to meet the expectations of teachers and parents, highlighting the importance of ensuring that expectations are not set too low and more importantly that expectations incrementally increase so that a child continues to develop and excel. Furthermore, Dr Wolffe notes that self worth, particularly for a child who is blind or vision impaired comes through the reflections and beliefs of others about their capacity – a parent who does everything for a child who is vision impaired may inadvertently convey to a child           that they are not capable. As Dr Wolffe notes “kids should be able to believe that they can             do almost anything”. 

Achievement is also dependent on the recognition that it can be harder and take longer for children who are blind or vision impaired to do the same things as their peers, but that it is             not impossible to do so. Dr Wolffe notes that while a child may see this as “unfair”, it is real, with children needing to understand from an early age that they may need to work harder             than their peers to achieve their goals and receive the same recognition. 

A common case in point is the provision of additional time to complete work within the classroom. Dr Wolffe notes that while additional time may be appropriate in the beginning –            so that a student can understand how a task can be completed with modifications such as technology – it is critical that goals are set along the way by teachers and parents to bring           the student up to speed with their peers. A potential employer, unlike a teacher or a parent,              will have set expectations about the performance of an employee. Employers will expect that the successful applicant will be able to do the “whole” job on time and to the standard they require. Further they will expect them to be punctual, display appropriate workplace behaviours and attitudes, and perform commensurate to the team. It is therefore critical that students are taught to work towards these real world expectations in order to be competitive applicants. 

How a person who is blind or vision impaired presents themselves is also critical. Dr Wolffe notes that allowances are often made for the behaviour and presentation of people who are blind or vision impaired because of their blindness. This includes exhibiting behaviours which are socially inappropriate such as rocking back and forth, poor body language and lack of knowledge of social conventions, such as the importance of a handshake and eye contact at an interview. While children with sight learn social skills incidentally by observing others, children who are blind or vision impaired need assistance to learn non-verbal cues such as  the messages conveyed from shrugged shoulders, raised eyebrows, nuanced facial expressions and slouched body language. 

It is also important to allow children who are blind or vision impaired to learn from their own mistakes – as Dr Wolffe notes, “if it’s good enough for sighted kids, it’s good enough for blind kids”. Dr Wolffe shared the example of a 7-year-old child she was working with who decided, much like any other 7-year-old boy his age, to jump out of the highest tree and see what  would happen. He did, and broke his arm. Rather than cotton-wooling the child from danger, his parents rightly took the view that he should take risks no different to other children. This actually proved to be beneficial as his broken arm led to a cast, new friends and becoming            an instant hit with the girls!

As Dr Wolffe notes, people see us differently to how we see ourselves which can be critical in not only a work situation, but in daily life. Dr Wolffe notes that it is important to determine and understand how others feel about you and whether you like how they feel about you – if not, it is important to determine what you need to do to change a person’s perspective about you and your capabilities. For a child who is blind or vision impaired, raising the perception of capability could include a discussion about a favourite book and an explanation about how the child reads, or starting a conversation about music, sport or anything in which the child is interested.  

Effective socialisation is also reliant on understanding and setting clear boundaries. Dr Wolffe notes that many children who are blind or vision impaired can misinterpret the boundaries of relationships and may not apply the rule that not all relationships are friendships. It is important that children are taught that not all relationships have the same value – while it is appropriate to share personal information with a loved one, it is entirely inappropriate to share these details within a professional relationship or with someone you have just met in order to “be friends”. Overexposure can actually make it more difficult to make lasting friends. 


Building this connection is reliant on bridging the gap and learning how to initiate a conversation. As noted at the start of this article, people often don’t know how to establish               a connection with someone who is blind, so the ball falls to the child or person who is blind.            It can be as simple as “Hi, is someone there?” If you engage in a conversation, most people engage in return. 

While these points may not seem directly relevant to employment, these skills create a more employable individual. Further, these skills around initiation and socialisation are particularly crucial in an interview setting where an applicant is selling their skill set – if an employer cannot understand how a role can be performed, they may not believe that it can be done.          As noted by Dr Wolffe, misconceptions abound so it is important that applicants who are           blind take on the role of educator and educate a potential employer about what they can do and how it can be done by showcasing the skills first-hand. This could include explaining how notes are taken, how documents are created, and how these are converted to a printed format               for sighted colleagues (particularly if Braille or adaptive technology is used), and how the  applicant effectively and efficiently uses technology to demonstrate competence first-hand.  

Editor’s note: Did you know that Blind Citizens Australia recently released an employment policy suite? This resource, which includes five policy documents and six factsheets, is a great resource for people who are blind or vision impaired and the employment sector and is well worth a look! 
You’ll find our employment policy suite on our website, www.bca.org.au, or contact the Blind Citizens Australia National Office to request copies in an accessible format.
Accessing Educational Media Online
Audio description can greatly assist in providing educational opportunities for children who are blind or vision impaired. The British Museum, for example, has made it possible to experience an audio described tour featuring 20 of the Museum’s key artefacts from the comfort of your own home. The descriptions for these 20 objects are far more detailed than descriptions of other items in the Museum, as they aim to capture the visual elements of the objects that sighted visitors often take for granted. The audio described tour features artefacts from the following museum galleries:

· Africa

· Living and Dying

· Egyptian Sculpture

· Enlightenment

· Parthenon Sculptures

You can either access the audio description directly from the website or save the track to           your computer or other device. You can find links to all of the audio descriptions at:

http://www.britishmuseum.org/about_this_ site/accessibility/audio_descriptions.aspx 

While not audio described, documentaries can be a more straight forward form of media for people who are blind or vision impaired to follow. In addition, they can also provide educational experiences for children who are blind or vision impaired and compliment what is being taught within the school curriculum. Fulldocumentary.net is exactly what it sounds like – a website offering a wide range of documentaries that can be accessed online free of charge. With topics including nature, science, performing arts, economics, health, business and environment just to name a few, there’s sure to be something to spark your child’s interest. To start browsing the collection now, visit www.fulldocumentary.net.

Note: Please remember that some of the content on the website may not be suitable for younger children. You can access ratings on the website accordingly and determine whether or not a program may be suitable for your child.

Now available: Sonokids Ballyland
Phia Damsma, Sonokids Australia

Sonokids Ballyland™ is a fun and educational computer game for all children, including children with special needs. The design specifically supports playful learning by children who are blind or have low vision. Ballyland is suitable for children from a very young age, as no literacy skills are required. The program was developed with support from the Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind Children in Sydney. 

Ballyland's Inclusive Design (with additional usability and accessibility features) ensures that  all children can share the play and learning experience of Ballyland, regardless of a disability. This design helps children with vision impairment and general learning disabilities also to interact more effectively with the computer.

Ballyland’s “Any Key Goes” enables children to explore the computer keyboard safely and independently, with engaging sounds, images, stories and songs. The keys have been organised in sound categories to assist with 'mapping' the keyboard and understanding its structure, in order to support future touch-typing skills and the use of screenreader software.

Five Key Games introduce one important key at a time (Escape, Enter, Spacebar, Left and Right Arrow keys), with all other keys disabled. The Key Games can also be accessed with single switch.

 

The positive feedback that was received from educators and parents who tried out Ballyland’s limited test edition, confirmed the great outcomes for learners playing with Ballyland. 

Sonokids, a not-for-profit organisation, aims to have as many children as possible benefit           from playful learning in Ballyland.  An individual user’s license costs only 49 AUD. Visit www.ballyland.com for more information, to download a free, limited trial, or to purchase this unique program. Currently Ballyland is available for Windows PC. A version for Mac users is about to be released.

For questions, please contact Phia Damsma via email: phia@sonokids.org
Guide Dogs NSW/ACT’S Children’s Services – Paving the Way to Independence
Getting around freely and confidently is just as important to children who have impaired           vision as any other child. It is for this reason that Guide Dogs NSW/ACT provides specialised orientation and mobility services just for children with impaired vision, so they can learn how          to purposefully explore their environment and better understand the world in which they live. 

A child is never too young to receive assistance from Guide Dogs NSW/ACT’s orientation             and mobility services – over the past year, we have provided specialised services to over             640 infants, children and teenagers who are blind or vision impaired.

Orientation and mobility programs for children may include: 

· Teaching children to make the most of their vision 

· Training to use all other senses 

· Encouragement to move and explore the environment with confidence 

· Concept development such as height, distance and direction  

· Public transport use for travelling to and from school

· Orientation – to new school environments, for example

· Safe road crossing strategies

· Mobility Day Group Programs in school holidays

· Low vision and functional vision assessments

· Family Weekends
Instructors work with everyone involved in the child's life to reinforce this training – at home, pre-school, school and in the community.

Guide Dogs NSW/ACT also provides information and support for families, childcare centres, schools and other agencies. As advocates for people who have impaired vision, we can provide recommendations for environmental changes to school grounds and playgrounds.

Equipment, which is provided free of charge, may include:

· Canes – which come in a range of sizes and can be ordered in colours to suit each              child’s preference.

· Little Rooms – specialised equipment designed to stimulate gross motor development            in infants who are blind or vision impaired.

· Talking GPS software

· Electronic Aids

Breakout Case Study:

Vision Loss Hasn’t Stopped Lucy
Nine-year-old Lucy was born with Ocular Albinism, which means her eyes lack melanin pigments and allow in too much light. It is hard for her to see details clearly. 

However, this is no obstacle for Lucy. She is a bright and studious little girl who loves to write stories and read. Lucy is passionate about the environment, her pet cats and her dog.

Lucy's condition was diagnosed after her mum noticed that she couldn't focus properly and had pronounced Nystagmus – rapid, involuntary back-and-forth eye movements. Although there is no cure for this condition, fortunately Lucy's vision is stable and will not deteriorate with age.  The low vision skills she is now learning will greatly benefit Lucy as she grows older. About three years ago, an instructor from Guide Dogs NSW/ACT visited Lucy's school and showed them how to make the school grounds easier for her to navigate. Lucy has been training with an Orientation and Mobility Instructor and has learned to use a long cane and cross the road safely. She also uses a magnifier to read.

For more information about Guide Dogs NSW/ACT’s specialised services for children who are blind or vision impaired please contact 02 9412 9300 or visit www.guidedogs.com.au.

Get the word out!
Do you know of a parent, visiting teacher, aide, government department or individual who should be receiving Parent News? Ask them to call us and we’ll make sure that they are on the receiving end of this publication! We are happy to provide Parent News in standard print, email, on audio CD, as a data CD or in Braille. 
Contact us
Blind Citizens Australia (BCA)

Address: Ross House Level 3

247-251 Flinders Lane, Melbourne Vic 3000

Phone: (03) 9654 1400 or free call 1800 033 660   Fax: (03) 9650 3200

Email: bca@bca.org.au
Website: www.bca.org.au
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