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Preface
The Archive Project

Many people enjoy reading biographies and autobiographies, not only to find out more about a particular person that they admire or are interested in, but also in the expectation of learning something that they can apply to themselves about how other people react to, deal with and make sense of life’s experiences.  

As a start to the development of such an understanding of the impact of vision impairment, NCBI has begun to collect first hand accounts that will form an Archive specializing in material about life for partially sighted and blind people in the Republic of Ireland.  We have plenty of statistical profiles of the population of vision impaired people as a whole but what we lack is insight into the way specific circumstances and events link together in the life of individuals to shape the opportunities and difficulties with which they are presented.  Individuals may provide biographical notes in the form of a personal journal or respond to topic based requests.  In either case, over time these accounts will build up into biographies of the people who contribute and will shed light on the way in which sight loss has a cumulative impact on the circumstances of vision impaired people and their quality of life.

It is hoped that this broad biographical approach will help not only NCBI, but also health, education and other professional and voluntary services identify, resource and respond to these individuals’ expressed needs as located in the wider context of lives that involve families, friends and other agencies.  
Gordon Dryden  

Series Editor
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Educational Experiences

The experiences explored in this first publication are based on recorded interviews in 2008/09 of 28 people from across the Republic of Ireland, 22 female and 6 male, covering an age range from 16 to 64.  The following is a digest of the two reports arising from these interviews
 in relation to education and, throughout, the interviewees own voices speak for themselves.  

Section one begins by providing some historical background to a central theme of specialist education versus mainstream by focusing on the experiences of those interviewees whose education was in the specialist sector.  The second section considers the changes that have made mainstream education a realistic option for vision impaired children and young people.  

The third and final section touches on a number of other issues that relate to individual ways of responding to changes in circumstances, encompassing post-16 education and employment experiences. 

Section One:  Educational experiences 1950s-1980s
Initial experiences of specialist residential schooling:
“I suppose my first memory was the first day of school. I did not like it at all, I screamed and I cried for my parents.  They had tried me at 4 years of age, but they left it then and brought me back again when I was five. I still didn’t like it but I’d no choice, I had to because it was the only education for me, it was the only school that catered for blind and visually impaired students.” (Interviewee 7, Female)

“…I know the anxiety that I have now emanates from that period of my life. How frightening it must have been to have been put into the back of an ambulance with black windows that opened 3 hours later, 90 miles away, and you’re in this environment and you’re at the mercy of who’s there and you’ve no where to turn to, no one, because back then, because of the distance, my parents, the best they could do was about 3 or 4 times in 9 years, all they could make it to see me.  That was the way things were.” (Interviewee 10)

The way things were also included the experience of bullying and abuse from teaching staff.  Such experiences began to be addressed in 2002 when the Ferns Report was published.  The report was based on an inquiry set up to investigate the background to allegations of child abuse with a view to recommending an appropriate form and Terms of Reference for an Inquiry.    

This resulted in the Commission to Inquire into Child Abuse (CICA) ‘Ryan’ report, published in May, 2009, in which, in the section ‘Special needs schools and residential services’, “Witnesses with sensory impairments described the particular fear and trauma associated with being physically abused when they could not see or hear abusers approaching them. (Section 13.31)…Witnesses reported being severely physically punished for certain behaviours, in response to particular occurrences and frequently for no reason that they could understand. Among the events reported to have been so punished were… bed-wetting, talking to co-residents, not completing chores, …making mistakes in the classrooms or workshops, using sign language, not using disability aids properly, losing or damaging disability aids, wear and tear on clothing…” (Section 13.33)
.  The following accounts support the findings of the Committee.
“…we had an extremely strict teacher…You had fear in you for him…He ruled through fear… I remember when I went the first week there, I went on a Monday.  It was January, and I had a hole in my jumper on the Friday and I got leathered.  That was a big shock to me, you know. That was a huge shock, because I didn’t know where I was going to, I hadn’t a clue where I was going to. I didn’t think it was going to be that type of school.  Corporal punishment was fairly rife up there, then it was.  But everyone got it. I didn’t just get it, everyone got it.  But when you’ve got no one to turn to, that was the big thing. A lot of the lads I’ve spoken to, that I went to school with, that’s exactly what they said as well; that it’s not so much the beatings, it when the beatings were over, you’d no-one to turn to.” (Interviewee 10, male: sent to a residential school for the blind in 1962, age 9)

“It was mainly run by the brothers and it was very strict.  There’s been a lot of stuff about what went on, the child abuse and that, and there was some…it never happened to me but I think there were some  fellows that were punished for bed wetting, things like that.  They were very strict.  There were a couple of brothers there, priests really, who...they thought if something happened…the others weren’t saints either… if something happened and you got punished for it, it was sort of…it was held against you which went on and on.  There was one particular brother there and he, he forgot about it immediately, he never held  a grudge against you for it, and I’ve always remembered that, once it was over, it was over; but with some of them it was never over.  Plus the fact you didn’t have anyone to turn to, you couldn’t go to your parents; it was made to look like it was your fault anyway.  I know that some fellows still have a lot of problems.  I suppose I moved on.” (Interviewee 22, male: sent to a residential school for the blind in 1960, aged 14).

“I went to… a school for visually impaired, it’s closed down now, until I was 16…I started at three and it was residential…I was there for 13 years so I was probably the one that was there the longest… I went very, very young... When I started I only got home at Christmas, Summer and Easter, but then it went to every two weeks and then it went to every week, and then I got greedy and I just left.  My first impression of the school was that it was huge; I remember my first day…I just remember that there was a big hall, a big play hall where they used to play and keep their toys, it was huge, probably not all that huge now, but when you’re 3 everything seems huge… I hated it, I hated it because I never got to go home and they were very strict about things, but looking back now it was actually really good for routine and they did actually give us everything, like piano lessons, dancing lessons…  Some of them would have been affectionate; you’d always get one or two that weren’t. When I started there were 30 children in just the group that I was in; there were babies, juniors, seniors and senior seniors… in the baby group there would have been 30 children, so it was hard to be affectionate to 30 children… We still got leathered even though it was the 80s… well, I think it was just me. I was a really giddy child.  I reckon they’d have put it down to ADHD
 if it had been now, but back then I was just really giddy, I couldn’t sit still…Every Sunday after Mass I’d get killed because I couldn’t sit still in Mass, and you know Mass to nuns is like…you have to be good, you have to be quiet.  ” (Interviewee 20, Female)

Residential pupils also spoke of the lack of contact they had with life outside school:

“At school we hardly went out of the gates.  There were ceilis, and the priests and brothers would be supervising the whole lot, once a week. But there again we were in the situation that you couldn’t get to know the people because, when the dance finished, they went home to their families and you stayed there; and you held that moment until the next week, and it reinforced what you hadn’t got, every week… There was a lot went on up there in that school, but there again you can’t think back, if you start thinking back on it you only bring yourself down, you have to kind of keep going.” (Interviewee 10, male).

“…we didn’t really go out much; there’d be outings every now and then, but not till I was a teenager.  When I was younger you never went anywhere, they were very strict…” (Interviewee 20, Female)

“I only got home every term, that was hard; it was a bit difficult leaving every time; in those days there was no transport, only the train.  I suppose I lost touch with some of my friends at home… I was fortunate, if you can call it fortunate, I was made a kind of senior boy and I used to get out on a Friday afternoon and I’d usually go to the cinema; that was the only social life.  Very occasionally there’d be something; you’d have a Christmas party and people from the outside would come in and we’d go on an occasional outing, we’d go here and there, but it wouldn’t be any more than two or three a year, something like that.” (Interviewee 22, male) 

There was also little careers advice or preparation for employment, which again supports the findings of the CICA report: “…many of the 19 witnesses with sensory impairments commented on the inadequate level of education provided for them in the schools, where the main emphasis was on remediation for their particular disability. (Section 13.109)…Witnesses generally commented on the difficulty they experienced finding employment when they were discharged from the special needs schools and services. It was consistently reported that there were little or no formal placement or aftercare services available for them as young people with special needs. Telephonist training, tailoring, shoemaking, clerical employment, and assembly work were traditional areas of work mentioned for those with sensory and other impairments. Witnesses commented that these designated fields of employment did not suit everyone but prior to the 1970s there was very little, if any, choice available.” (Section 13.111).

“When I left in 1970 my parents had this, and I had the same as well, this idea that I’d be getting a phone call from (the school) as regards a job for me. The day I left in July of 1970 I barely saw a priest or brother; I remember meeting one priest and him saying good luck to me, and that was it.  I don’t know, it was a very sharp end to it, and you were going out to a life that you weren’t even ready for…I rang up the school and they said, “Oh we don’t do anything about jobs”, …if you were bad at school they’d say, “You’ll end up in the workshops”, and here I was, ending up where they were telling me, and I was one of the brighter people in the school.” (Interviewee 10, male)

“There was no careers guidance.  What happened was, the head man at (the school), he came to me and said there was a piano factory opened near my home area and he had made some enquiries and he asked me if I’d train as a piano tuner.    So that’s what I did.” (Interviewee 22, male)  

“My last year there I would have been in fifth year so I’d have been sixteen, seventeen. They didn’t arrange any work experience for us or talk about careers…Nobody talked to me about doing my Leaving Cert.” (Interviewee 20, Female)

 “Schooling was OK but I didn’t do a Leaving Cert. or any exams; the teachers thought I wasn’t able for exams, which I now know is not true because I’ve got a few FETAC Certificates, which are the equivalent to a Leaving Cert. …For the last year they used to say to me, bring in a magazine, and it was like bring in a magazine and you have to like entertain yourself and amuse yourself, which was not the right thing to do.  And I had to look after the young kids in the class…The teachers talked like, oh you’re blind or you’re visually impaired, ah no you’ll never work because you won’t be able to do the work of a sighted person, answering the phone is good for you because all you can do is answer the phone and then pass it through or you can weave baskets or something that isn’t too taxing…I wasn’t given the opportunity of trying work experience, I don’t think that was in the curriculum. There wasn’t a Transition Year in my school, it was unheard of then as far as I can recall.”  (Interviewee 7, female)

This same interviewee, however, made the critical observation that: 

“Things have changed so much compared to when I was at school.  I’m glad I did get the basic typing skills because typing is much easier than writing, especially when you’re visually impaired, because if you’re writing on the page, OK, they have these writing guides to help you, or writing frames, but at the same time typing is so much quicker.” (Interviewee 7, female)

Comment:  

The accounts above support the conclusions of the Ryan Report that ‘Physical and emotional abuse and neglect were features of the institutions. Sexual abuse occurred in many of them, particularly boys’ institutions. Schools were run in a severe, regimented manner that imposed unreasonable and oppressive discipline on children and even on staff.  The system of large-scale institutionalisation was a response to a nineteenth century social problem, which was outdated and incapable of meeting the needs of individual children.’ It is salient to this topic to also acknowledge that:  
‘Communication impairments restricted a number of witnesses’ ability to report in detail about their experiences. It was also remarked that sensory and other impairments made it difficult for witnesses and others to access information about the work of the Commission. It is important to note that the evidence presented to the Committee was received from witnesses who were less restricted than others in their capacity to communicate independently and/or had access to good support networks.’ (13.127)

The Murphy Report 
, published July 2009, was concerned with the institutional response to complaints, suspicions and knowledge of child sexual abuse. In this context, the last word in this section should perhaps be left to Interviewee 10:
“That’s what I do with the counselling, the psychotherapy, focus a lot on what we have at the moment. It’s one to one…It’s a long journey out but I don’t mind, and if there aren’t any taxis around, I walk down to town, get the bus and when I get out I have a half a mile walk.  It’s a private place and I see the counsellor there, that’s what I do and I know now from going that all my anxiety is from my 9 years to 18, and I’m saying, “If I’m like this, I know there are others a hundred times worse off, who are not getting the help”.  Now if they’re in the blind environment in Dublin it’s up to someone to try to make life a bit more meaningful for these people, I’m lucky, I have my wife and children and my home and job, but I often pinch myself and say, “Where are the others?”.  That’s an area that maybe the Council could look at. I don’t know, I just know that I came out the other side, just out, but there were a lot that stuck.”  
Section Two:  Mainstream Education 
The rapid development of technology in general and the development of access technology in particular since the 1980s, has been one of the key factors in opening up mainstream education to blind and partially sighted children and widening opportunities for those children whose choice is for specialist provision:  
“The school brought in an outside resource teacher to help him with technology.  He used to love the Little Miss and Mr. Men books so what she’d do, she’d get him to type it into his computer, and they had the Braille Blazer and it would come out in Braille for him, so he was learning how to do the things but he was also getting something that he loved at the other end, so it was good.  At home he has a laptop with speech which he had when he went to secondary school and an ordinary printer, but at school he has a Braille Blazer and a scanning machine.  In secondary school they tend to give out a lot of leaflets, teachers tend to give out handouts and his SNA (Special Needs Assistant) just prints them out in Braille for him.  He had a technology assessment through NCBI and recommendations are then made to the school.” (Interviewee 14) 
“He has a laptop with Jaws on it and he has a Braille Note…The Braille note has got a Daisy Reader, and his Braille machine.  He’s got all his own equipment; he’s got a talking mobile phone, a Victor Reader… he has all that himself.  He’s big into technology and he’s very good, and he’s really good at figuring things out on the internet, he’s great, very technology minded.” (Interviewee 13)
Interviewee 6, who at mainstream primary school had worked with braille books, began at secondary school to use access technology:

“I didn’t have an assistant at first, I got one from second year, full-time and she was brilliant… I taught her Braille and I couldn’t have got on without an assistant because there was so much photocopying and Braille books. I never had Braille books on time so she would always have to read stuff and put stuff on tape.  There was so much work in secondary school and because I was the only blind person I was kind of teaching the teachers really… They’d give my assistant handouts before class so that she could photocopy them and then scan and Braille them; she would put them on the computer and Braille them so I would have access to them…I started using a computer at secondary school and nearly everything, then, was done on computer.  I had a laptop and I had a Braille Lite – a small Braille note-taker and I sometimes used a Perkins brailler for maths; the computer I used with speech.  I started learning how to type from a local girl when I was 11, just on an ordinary type-writer until I got my computer when I was 12 … NCBI gave me my computer and came out and did a few days training and then one of my teachers in primary school taught me a bit on my computer and then I just learned myself.” (Interviewee 6, female)

Access to technology, whilst in itself benefiting many vision impaired children, is not without its problems.  These, however, relate to the way in which the technology is made available: 

“We had to fight for IT equipment for him in secondary school.  The visiting teacher had applied for it when he was in primary school; we ended up having to buy all the equipment ourselves; it came to €15,000 and we had to wait two years to get the money back, because otherwise he was going into school with no equipment and that wasn’t going to happen, because the equipment that he had in primary school wasn’t good enough to go on to secondary school.  When the visiting teacher did address it, we knew he wouldn’t have had it in time.  Schools don’t have funding for equipment like that.” (Interviewee 13, mother)  

“…definitely equipment in mainstream, I had to fight tooth and nail for it. The Special Education Needs Advisor that I came up against was totally difficult. She interviewed the three of us, my husband, my son and myself, and she decided that really my son didn't need a printer because 'blinds' don't need to print off their material because they don't see it…I felt, and she kind of epitomised the terrible, terrible experiences and all the terrible stories you hear about the Department of Education...” (Interviewee 21, mother)
“I think every child should be individually assessed in relation to a computer.  About three years ago my oldest son’s computer shut down and we couldn’t get it back up. I think he’s computer literate but couldn’t look after that aspect of it.  His teacher couldn’t help because she had a class full. We just had to put it away at the time.  Because of the cutbacks there’s no instruction at the moment… But because if they have a laptop they should be more independent it doesn’t mean if they are having problems with the laptop or the situation changes, they don’t need help. This whole aspect of it all relates. We’re trying to fight from that point of view.  Obviously they have limited funds and they have to cut back, you can see where they are coming from but from a parent’s point of view we have to justify why he needs help.” (Interviewee 27, mother)

This same mother noted that:

“It differs from school to school but most schools won’t let you take a laptop home because it’s actually school property; some schools do, it’s at the discretion of the Principal (whether they will) release the laptop to take home because of their insurance if anything happens, so he uses memory sticks and he pops it into our laptop… I suppose in secondary school they’re older and it depends on the school and they find it easier to take it back and forth; it’s at the discretion of the school. My son uses the computer at home and he uses the school one but it’s not ideal; it would be ideal if he could take it home, but because he couldn’t, we had to use the memory sticks, which is a good thing too because he’s used to it and I suppose further down the road it’ll be better for when he goes to secondary school.” (Interviewee 28, mother)    

“He has a laptop, but it’s a ridiculous concept, it’s not assigned to the child, it’s assigned to the school, so when the child leaves the school, the laptop stays there with all his stuff on it.  If there’s not another partially sighted child coming into the school, it’s just left there unused, no matter how much it cost and he has to start and apply for another lap top and get all his stuff put onto that.” (Interviewee 26, mother)
“…when she got her lap top she was told it was hers because we had to insure it ourselves. (Interviewee 28, mother) 
It does seem that the availability of access technology varies across individual schools and the situation might be improved if there were standard criteria for the allocation of technology and if the technology concerned were attached to the child rather than the institution.  

Technology, however, along with a greater awareness of pupils’ individual needs and the provision of staff training to address this diversity in mainstream education, still provides only a partial answer to the specialist versus mainstream education debate.  One mother, at the request of her son, supported his move from mainstream to specialist, residential provision:

“Initially he settled in (at a mainstream, boys’ secondary school); it was great, no problem, no problem but I just think it was all so new and he started  in first year which was great, I thought that was a good entry level, but as the years went on, third year… I do think children… I think they look at disabilities as if they're contagious, that they might get it, or they use it to assert dominance in social settings, easier to pick on… so the bullies just use their status to  pick on the weaker… the Principal… we dealt with it the traditional way where bullying is an issue; they hauled the children into the office and suspended them, they’re very traditional there.  But what happened then, there was a huge backlash when my son went back into class and the worst of it began; and after that he wouldn't let me get involved anymore, he was getting very upset, and at that stage then… as well as that, at the same time his eyesight was decreasing quite rapidly, he came up to me one day and he said, “Mum, how about we just go up and look at this school”; we'd spoken about it and we'd known of the school and he said he’d go up and have an assessment, and we signed up to do a two day assessment… so that was wholly his decision.  It's been a really successful move for him.…there was an element of bullying again, I think there'll always be in a school setting, but he has... I suppose the fact that there is such a blind culture in the school, there is this huge big resource room where he can go and it's not such an oddity; students understand the cane, they understand the equipment, he hasn't actually got a lot of friends that would be sighted, but he has friends that are both blind and visually impaired.  He would have been 17 when he went there, so this is the year he would have just finished his transition year, he would have one year. I think that…it's not perfect, nothing is, but it's very workable, he's learning so much, fantastic skills...”  (Interviewee 21, mother) 
Transition year, Leaving Certificates and issues of career guidance and work experience are also areas that raise some concerns.  Interviewee 20, who had not been given the opportunity to take her Leaving Certificate or offered any careers advice, left residential specialist education when she was sixteen to undertake her Leaving Certificate at her local  mainstream school:

“Going to the school, I dreaded it at first but I have to say I had no problems, not making friends and fitting in and that.  The teachers were excellent, they all had their own ways of helping me…I wouldn’t be able to see the blackboard, no way, even if I sat at the front; some teachers would bring it in on a page already written, or some would just take up my book and write it for me; some teachers were really discreet, which I loved, because you know, when you’re sixteen you’re easily embarrassed; they’d actually write it but they’d be calling it out as they were writing it, which I liked because then I could write it myself and it seemed like…I don’t think they’d had anyone visually impaired before, I think I was the first up there that I know of.  I didn’t really need a classroom assistant.  I had a laptop which was very helpful for my work.  I’d done very basic IT at (the residential school) but I was pretty quick to learn and I’m still a bit of a computer geek. They did typing at (the residential school) so I had the keyboard skills, but give me my computer any day… They gave you careers guidance and I went to college to do tele-services and French, because I liked French and I was good at French.”  (Interviewee 20, female)
However, her college’s approach to work experience was less satisfactory:  

“What happened was, they decided I had to go to France from April till September, about four months by myself, and no way I wasn’t, I chickened out, so I left.  By myself…it’s hard enough for someone who could see, and you had to work for the four months and I was just dreading it because I didn’t know what to expect because you had to take whatever job they gave you and you had to get your own place to stay and your own job; you had to send out CVs…I didn’t know what job I was going to get.  They gave an example of, like the previous year, some of them had worked in travel agents and things; I wouldn’t be able to do that…the computers; I’m really good at computers but the print would be small and I’d be very slow… I’d be able but it would probably take me twice the length of time another person would.  So I didn’t go.  I just left…” (Interviewee 20, female)
Interviewee 3, who became partially sighted at age 14, found himself in the position of having to rethink his chosen career:

“It had an impact on what I wanted to do as a career; originally what I’d been thinking about doing was medicine but that became a no no; I’d been thinking of going into surgery but knew then I wouldn’t be able to do that for clear reasons, so I thought I’d go into law.  It’s a career choice which is open to people with vision impairments… I had looked into the various careers I wanted to do. There wasn’t much career advice at school, it’s kind of left up to yourself, what you want.  You can go to them with your ideas and they can say ‘right, you can do that and you need to work at…’ whatever.  They don’t give you their opinions or suggestions on it, it’s very much yourself.” (interviewee 3, male)

Interviewee 4, who also became partially sighted at the age of 14, had a similar experience in relation to Career Guidance:

“Career Advice – she was lovely but she wasn’t any good at giving careers advice, but she was lovely, so I felt too bad for her.  So I said ‘I want to do Physiotherapy…which I don’t anymore, I want to do Occupational Therapy…she advised me to do Arts…” 

In addition, she was also left to organise her own work experience with the result that:

“I just totally flew it; my mum works in Boots…so I just went in with her for 4 days from 11 to 3….and my uncle owns an office so I went in there for a week, and then did another week in Boots again. I’d never had any intention of working there, but I had to do something… I just did it because I had to do it.”  (Interviewee 4, female)
Interviewee 6 found herself in a situation where she did not have the opportunity to do a transition year as too few students had signed up for it: 

“…so that was the one thing. I never, nobody, got work experience.  So after school I picked Music and I knew half way through the course that I was never going to use it but I’d no work experience; I didn’t know what I’d like or what I wouldn’t.   There was no career guidance, not just because I was blind, but for everybody.  They give you a prospectus, ‘Where do you think you’d like to go?’.  And you’d say like Dublin or Belfast, and they’d give you the prospectus.  There was just some general stuff for the whole class, nothing personal. I found out about my course from my music teacher at the local school; that’s how bad it was.  It was just whatever you wanted to do.” (Interviewee 6, female)  

Some Interviewees, however, did have more positive experiences:

“I was really glad I did transition year.  I got to work in the Medical Records in the hospital as one of my work placements, and I got to work with travellers’ children near where I went to school, in a pre-school with young children.  So that was a start to my social care career really.  It was the beginning of my experience. The school sorted that out.  They kind of asked me what kind of area I wanted and I kind of gave examples of where I wanted to go and they arranged it from there.  I did enjoy that immensely...  Transition year was great; it gave you the chance to getting a feeling of what you did want.”  (Interviewee 5, female)
“I’m on work experience at the moment in a salon – facials, massage, that sort of thing.  Last year on the internet and stuff I’d read up about reflexology and things like that and then we actually had a workshop this year and a massage therapist came in and it was a great few hours that I had…I was just really intrigued by it and thought it was great and what a lovely kind of career and then I learned more about it this year from the massage therapist, she told us loads about different kinds of treatments and things like that and that kind of pushed me on.  Over in the salon where I’ve done my work experience I think they do massage courses and that might be what I’ll do, I’m really interested in it.  I’ve also thought about Physiotherapy, Beauty Therapy something in that area; I’m at school until I’m 18 but I’d like to keep my options in that area…” (Interviewee 1, female)
One interviewee, who is now a graduate, found that:

“… when you get to college everything is just so much more relaxed and obviously it’s harder work but they’re just chilled out, if you say I can’t do this they’d say, you can.  In school if you said I can’t do this, they’d say that’s grand, give it up then, don’t go to college, don’t do this, no encouragement at all in school, it’s just unbelievable.” (Interviewee 4, female)  

Section Three
Post-16 Education and Employment Experiences

From their own accounts, the interviewees who had left school and gone into employment during the 60s, 70s and 80s, had very limited opportunities in regard to employment.  They were not encouraged to think beyond stereo-typical occupations for the blind and, on leaving school, they had very limited opportunities to realise anything more ambitious.  It was only through their own initiative and abilities that they were eventually able to overcome the low expectations that the system, especially the education and employment services had for them and realise their own potential:

“I went around Dublin looking for jobs.  I was only fooling myself. I was going around looking for jobs that they wouldn’t take me on because I didn’t think as big a deal of having bad sight. That was the shock, I think to me; to realise I was different from other people going for work.”  He was then advised by someone “…I think, the workshops for the blind, I think really…” (Interviewee 10, male).  

Interviewee 10’s understanding of how institutionalised his schooling had made him was very apparent in his struggle to escape it:

“I’d been doing upholstery, beds and whatever, in the workshops. They’d train you there and I was good at that. I was good at anything I turned my mind to.  It was really just an extension of school; it was very institutional but it was a kind of a safety net. I suppose that’s why I hung on so long to it.  But it wasn’t, and as it turned out, they actually shut it down last year, so it’s gone.  I think it was just, some of them wanted it to continue on; some of us didn’t. I suppose they were there all their life, but it’s when you go into open employment and you slot into something that you realise, you know, you’ve made the right move, you’re in among everyone…”

The above interviewee, after a number of years in the workshops, decided to take control of his own situation: 

“I went then and I put my name down for telephony and there were a lot of jobs coming up in the Civil Service so I got trained in March of 1980 and I walked into a job in April of 1980 with the Civil Service and I’m still in the job.” (Interviewee 10, male)

Other interviewees’ experiences were very similar; breaking away from an imposed, stereotyped thinking that limits both expectations and opportunities takes time, confidence and support:     

“I left (specialist residential schooling) when I was 17 and went straight down to it; the piano factory has long since gone but I became a piano tuner.  I haven’t done it for a good while now; the factory closed in the 70s, but I used to do it on a private basis with a fellow, only on a part-time basis, but then he got into bad health and died a few years ago and I haven’t done it much since. It was OK, but at the end of that, when the factory closed, I got into FAS, the training agency, on a pilot scheme; they took three people on, training for light engineering and I started that and I was there for a long, long time, but I couldn’t get a job out of it and I eventually started up on my own.  A friend of mine had a small factory unit and he let me have a space there; I started on my own and I did that for about thirty years.  It was successful; I actually had two fellows employed at one stage; it worked out well for me, I was lucky.”  (Interviewee 22, Male)

“When I got back home…I can’t really remember how long, but I eventually got a job on a scheme. It was for a year working on a local forestry and they were clearing it out and replanting; very interesting making paths through, making nature trails.  There were 4 or 5 of us working.  I heard through the local social services about the job…  They were on about maybe going to work (in workshops), but I didn’t fancy that, didn’t want to be making baskets or that type of thing. There was this scheme where the workshops up there were placing people into jobs and they would pay their wages so that’s what happened next. I was placed in the local council as a grounds man, cutting grass and things around the parks in my own area.  I was a good few years with them” (Interviewee 8, male)

“…I didn’t get any career’s guidance; I did my Leaving Cert. and I got on quite well, I got a few honours and at the time I probably thought I would have liked a few more but looking back now I feel, considering I had so little vision and it was so hard to read anything...  So after that, when I left school, I did a secretarial course for two years at a college of commerce; most people did a year, but I went back for a second year and concentrated mostly on doing Dictaphone typing.  It was absolutely excellent…but I found that…because the school I’d been going to, it was a private school, from the time I was 5 up until I was 18, I really didn’t realise how much… how cocooned I was within that place until I actually left school and until the third level at the next stage, I found that absolutely dreadful, it was really one of the worst times in my life because I found it so difficult.  At my other school, I suppose I could just have gone blindfolded because I knew the way all around; but suddenly I was in this big, big building, nobody knew because I suppose there aren’t any signs that I can’t see, that people wouldn’t know and I’d be trying to find a room or I’d find that something or someone would come by and I wouldn’t see them or I’d pass them and it was absolutely dreadful.  The staff were very good but there was no such thing as… they wouldn’t have come across anything like this before.  I was doing shorthand, with as little sight as I had, they were doing Gregg’s shorthand and typing; still in my memory I can write out some of it.  But the typing, I actually got all the typing exams in the end - there was one that you could actually teach typing in the end if you went on and did something else -  but it would have been like copying it from something; the old fashioned typewriter would have been in front of me and then I’d have all these big books underneath to put the sheet right close up to me so I’d be able to see it, and so I’d be doing the exam; there was no large print whatsoever.   So that was the commercial course.” (Interviewee 24, female)

Interviewee 24 makes the point of how important a good teacher can be to one’s confidence:  

“I had very little confidence as regards getting a job or anything.  I wasn’t offered any work experience, but they would have got jobs for a lot of people in big businesses such as Guinness or Dunlop.  I had one particular teacher, he was absolutely excellent and he made a fantastic impression on my mind as I hadn’t any confidence, I really didn’t.  I could see all my friends, they were going out to get jobs; whereas in school it was bad enough, but I really felt now that there was something very different about me, it would be very difficult for me to go out and do anything at all the way things were looking, but I remember he instilled into my mind, if I was going out for an interview, ‘You’re the best Dictaphone typist we have, and you can go out and do it’.  
This belief in her helped her to deal with an unpleasant situation arising from her first job interview:  

“Then I went for a job, I had no confidence but someone I knew had rung my father to say there was a job in a particular place and they knew about my sight and everything would be absolutely fine and grand.  So I went out, it was meant to be all arranged, and sat down and I was speaking to the person who…it was quite a big company, and I was speaking to the person I would have been working for and he was asking me, saying about the job and this particular part of the company, what they did and the typing; I would have been very good at the Dictaphone, the typing because I’d been doing it long enough.  He mentioned something about filing, and there was another person to my right in the office where I was being interviewed, and when he mentioned filing, I said, ‘Oh, did Mr. so and so’, who would have been the personnel officer who knew exactly about my situation, ‘mention to you, that I have a sight problem?’.  He picked up the file and banged it down on the desk and he turned to the other person in the office and said, ‘Didn’t I tell Mr. X that she’d be useless’.  And here I had been quite sheltered and quite cocooned, and my father would say ‘Don’t you worry, stay at home, you don’t need to go out at all’. But the words of this very good teacher that I had had and who had been a very great inspiration to me; usually I would have just started to cry, but I didn’t, I said, ‘Excuse me, I’m a competent Dictaphone typist, if you’ve got Dictaphone typing for me to do, I’ll do it, if you haven’t, I’ll go’.  Whereupon he began humming and hawing and he went on to something else. I did actually go on to work there afterwards for a short time, in that office and he…he was really dreadful; …I was there for about two years and it was a difficult time to say the least.  Whereas now there’s no way people would get away with saying things like that.” (Interviewee 24, female)  

Interviewee 7, who had attended a residential specialist school as a day pupil during the 80s, had a more positive experience as a volunteer, following a training course with NCBI: 

“…when I left school…I went to NCBI in the training centre…I learnt basic computers…with technology…you can access the computer, and read things. You have scanners for reading. It has a voice and it’ll read the whole text out to you. So if you have post, like a letter, if it’s typed out, you just put it into the scanner and it’ll read it all out to you.  And your mobile phone…speaks to you so you can compose and send text messages and receive, and it reads it all out to you. So with your disability, you’re not at a loss now as compared to ten or twelve years ago. I mean, with Jaws on the computer, magazines are read to you and newspapers. You also have magnification software, whereas if you don’t want the speech you can enlarge the print…Now I’m doing ECDL
 and there’s 7 modules;…module 1 which is theory, and then file management in Word, spreadsheets, databases, PowerPoint and the last one is the internet.  It’s amazing the way you can do all the modules on the computer; every one of them. You can use Jaws but it’s an awful lot harder with Jaws because there are so many key strokes to use, but after a while when you get to know them, you’ll be so proficient with Jaws that you’ll be actually quicker than a sighted person using a mouse…Through the job coach…I got three years employment as a volunteer with North East Access Radio, which is a community station, and I was the receptionist. I answered the phones and I presented a weekly magazine programme on the radio…I enjoyed my time there. I gained a lot of experience and it was fantastic to be part of because I got to see first hand how a radio programme was put together…” (Interviewee 7, female)

Advances in technology itself, along with access to and training in the use of assistive technology, has widened opportunities in all fields of education and employment for vision impaired people since the 1990s.  Those interviewees whose education dates from this time have either entered into, or have expectations of careers in a wide variety of fields:  beauty therapy; physiotherapy; law; radio; journalism; occupational therapy; research; social care.  However, from Interviewee 4’s experience in higher education, some professional staff’s attitudes would seem to be lagging behind:  

“I did have a bit of trouble in the first year. I was about 3 weeks in. I had to do Physics to get into Physiology; if I’d had a choice I wouldn’t have done Physics. I don’t know how they’re related but anyway, the lecturer I had at the time came into the lab that I was working in.  If he came into my lab now and talked to me in front of people, I’d say, “Sorry, can you step outside and discuss this further or go to your office or somewhere”, but I was new to college and this guy came in, ambushed me, and started telling me, “You can’t do Science.   I thought, “What are you talking about, I can’t do Science?”, but I kept my cool and said, “Well, yes, actually I can do Science”.  He said, “Well I don’t know how you’re going to do it”, and I said that Physics was probably the easiest lab. to do because there’s no fire involved, whereas in every other lab. you have to work with the Bunsen, but there’s nothing like that in Physics at all, there’s no problem.  I have a Personal Assistant in all my labs as well.  He was just awful. He told me blind people cannot to Science and I said blind people can do whatever they want to do, and I’m visually impaired.” 
However, following on from this experience, the above interviewee paid tribute to the Disability Officer at her higher education institution:

“If I was to have a problem, the Disability Officer would always get involved and she’d set up meetings.  In fourth year Science we have to pick our subjects and just do that subject and do a project on it, so she arranged a meeting and she would not let someone tell me I couldn’t do something if I can. She knows me and she knows I can do it.   I want to do Physiology, but still I have to keep my options open and had to have a meeting with the micro-biology people as they didn’t know how I could spend all day in the lab.  She arranged a meeting and she brought herself, me, someone from NCBI…, the Head of the Micro Department, and a secretary to take notes. She made sure these people were all there and let me talk, but she was watching, she was making sure no one could tell me no. I’m well able to talk myself, to explain, to say I can do this, don’t worry about it and I said that I understood that they are a little bit worried about how I was going to work in the lab.. The Disability Officer reassured them that I’d have a PA with me for the 9-5 job that I’d be doing.  She’s just brilliant and she does make them aware… They don’t have any problems or worries about me in the Micro-biology dept. now.  I was the first blind Science student, there’s a first time for everything and I was the first.”  (Interviewee 4, female, received her degree in Science and is currently studying Occupational Therapy)
Interviewee 5, having been promised support in secondary education, which she didn’t receive, also found higher education much more attuned to meeting the needs of students with disabilities and spoke highly of the support she received from the Disability Support services at her college:

“I contacted the disability liaison officer …beforehand and she was very helpful, so I got a note taker in College and there was a CCTV and I was able to photocopy in the library, so it was brilliant.  There was a computer room and an assistive technology room with different computers and they’d put the software on that you needed, so I got the Supernova and I could do all the typing of my essays and look up things on the internet while I was in College and I had, for exams, extra time and a note taker and reader and a room of my own, and that was just, from there on it was just fantastic.” (Interviewee 5 has completed a degree in Applied Social Studies and Social Care and has applied to undertake Post-graduate study in Advocacy).

For people who had extremely negative experiences, it continues decades later to have a negative impact on their self confidence

Discussion and conclusions

The central debate in relation to education and sight loss has for several decades focused on the choice between mainstream and specialist schools, especially the legitimacy of residential provision.  Given that some respondents went away to residential school some forty years ago, it should be remembered that technology was not available to support the learning process for vision impaired children.  This placed an emphasis on using braille. There was also no system of peripatetic specialist teachers at that time which left mainstream teachers without advice and support in working with vision impaired children.  The situation in mainstream schools made them a difficult and sometimes unrealistic option for vision impaired children in Ireland. 

It is clear from the contributions to this report (for example, interviewees 10 and 22) that residential provision with children removed from family and friends left them feeling lonely and vulnerable.  The situation was made worse by the kind of insensitive and often brutal regime to which the children were subjected and which has only been recognised in recent years.  The long term effects are clearly evident in the contributions from interviewees 10 and 22 and it may be erroneously assumed that specialist residential provision is therefore invariably damaging.   

Residential provision inevitably makes it difficult to retain friendships from home and limits family contact but the contribution from interviewee 21 suggests that family closeness can be maintained.  It also shows the advantages, academically, of having the specialist resources readily available in a specialist school.

The strong preference expressed by the majority of contributors, both vision impaired learners and parents, is for properly supported mainstream provision.  The majority of contributions are very supportive of the mainstream option but a number of problems continue to detract from the experience of mainstream education:

· Difficulty of obtaining technology in good time

· Restrictions on home use of technology

· Lack of continuity between primary and secondary education

· Variable quality of Department of Education specialist peripatetic staff

· False assumptions by mainstream staff about the impact of vision impairment

· Inappropriate practice by some teaching staff in relation to addressing issues with vision impaired learners

· School culture which fails to properly address bullying issues

There are a number of encouraging points that emerge:

· The willingness of head teachers to adopt a very practical approach to supporting vision impaired learners

· The majority of teachers do appear to make an extra effort to meet the needs of vision impaired children.

· The increasing availability of technology

· The experience of vision impaired young people currently involved in education is very much improved on the experience of those who attended school in the 60’s.

Four main recommendations: 

· Support for those damaged by experience of specialist residential education

· A coherent system for providing technology throughout a young person’s education

· Making disability awareness training a required element in teacher training and making it a required part of in service training for serving teachers and lecturers

· Guidance and policy development on a national level to tackle bullying of learners with a disability.

� http://www.ncbi.ie/services-for-individuals/library/archive-project-reports


� Commission to Inquire into Child Abuse (CICA) Report Vol. III Confidential Committee 





� Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder


� Report by Commission of Investigation into the handling by Church and State authorities of allegations and suspicions of child abuse against clerics of the Catholic Archdiocese of Dublin


� European Computer Driving Licence





PAGE  
27

