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Providing education for visually impaired
children is a challenge for many govern-
ments. Traditional solutions based around
special schools can only cater for a small
proportion of children who need support.
Therefore, for practical reasons, local
mainstream schools are often the only
places where these children will have a
chance of receiving education. However,
visually impaired children attending a
mainstream school will need additional
support in order to cope with the demands
it places on them.

Because a great majority of early
learning comes through vision, children
who are blind or visually impaired will be
slower to learn many skills than their
sighted peers. Intervention at the pre-
school stage is thus very important as well
— both to encourage these children to learn
and develop, and to prepare them for
mainstream schooling.

One approach to providing support is to
employ itinerant teachers, also known as
‘visiting’ or ‘peripatetic’ teachers.

Who are itinerant

teachers?

Itinerant teachers are usually qualified
school teachers who have had some formal
training in the education of children with
visual impairment, either through a
residential course or a distance education
programme (e.g. a three-year diplomain
Special Educational Needs). These teachers
travel around local mainstream schools and
communities to offer advice, resources, and
support to visually impaired children, their
teachers, and their parents.

Itinerant teacher programmes have been
established in several low- and middle-
income countries (including Kenya, Uganda,
and Malawi) in partnership with local minis-
tries of education, and often with the
support of non-governmental organisations.

An itinerant teacher normally works
under the direction of a full-time co-ordinator
(usually someone with a background in
teaching children with visual impairment)
and may be given responsibility for a cluster
of mainstream schools and homesina
given district (often 8-12 schools, depending
on their geographical distribution). Itinerant
teachers are usually released from their
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An itinerant
teacher supports
a child at home

during the school
holidays. INDIA

‘Itinerant teachers play an important roIe in the
pre-school development process’

main teaching work for two days a week

in order to carry out their itinerant duties.
This release arrangement is agreed at
ministry level; in practice, however,
itinerant teachers can only travel to
schools and homes if they have previously
arranged for colleagues to teach their class
in their absence.

Duties of an itinerant

teacher

The duties performed by an itinerant teacher
can vary between teachers and from one
district to another. There are no official job
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descriptions to help define their role, but
many of the following duties are common
to itinerant teaching services in Uganda
and Kenya.

Working with teachers and children
at school

[tinerant teachers travel to mainstream
schools to provide individual tutoring in
reading and writing Braille (using a frame
and stylus) for blind children and those with
severe low vision. They transcribe class
work, tests, and examinations to and from
Braille for both teachers and children,
provide advice to class teachers on how to
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meet children’s needs in the classroom
(e.g. the best position for a child in the
classroom), and instruct children in the
use and care of low vision aids.

Working with pre-school children

at home

Evidence shows that, for children with
visual impairment, the pre-school stage is
when the basics of learning, literacy, daily
living skills, personal organisation, and
mobility are established.*

[tinerant teachers play an important
role in this development process by
spending time with visually impaired
children at home in order to prepare them
for primary school education. They provide
tutoring in pre-Braille skills (e.g. sorting
and matching activities) and daily living
skills. They also play an important role in
developing young children’s orientation
and mobility skills by assisting local
rehabilitation workers with home-based
programmes.

Identification, assessment,

and referral

Itinerant teachers are often the first
professionals to identify that a child has a
problem with vision. They will normally
alert their co-ordinator, who will then refer
the child for clinical assessment. In the
case of older pre-school children,
itinerant teachers may carry out a
preliminary functional visual assessment
(perhaps using an E-chart) and may set
the child a range of practical tasks to
assess their current level of visual
functioning.

These teachers are often an important
link between families and clinicians. They
can provide health professionals with
useful background information about a
child’s circumstances and visual
functioning. They also follow up children
who have been prescribed spectacles or
low vision aids, provide parents with infor-
mation on where to buy aids, and seek
funding for parents who are unable to
afford them.

Counselling, practical support,
and advocacy
[tinerant teachers provide individual
and family counselling on how to raise a
child who is visually impaired. They can
also help the family to see their child in a
positive light and to develop a supportive
attitude towards their child. This will help
with schooling and independence.
Itinerant teachers also provide practical
support to families, such as organising
hospital and eye clinic visits for parents.
[tinerant teachers can sensitise
local primary schools about issues
related to teaching a visually impaired
child in a mainstream class. In Uganda
and Kenya, itinerant teachers play a key
role in sensitising communities about

the importance of sending children with
disabilities to school.

Challenges

The lack of clear job descriptions and
support makes it very difficult for itinerant
teachers to organise their work in order to
reach the children who most need their
help. Some teachers have to overcome
many barriers, including:

* struggling to obtain permission from
their own head teachers to visit children
on their caseload

* having to travel long distances, without
adequate transport, to visit schools

* poor access to appropriate teaching and
learning materials

* alack of moral support from the
teaching profession.

One of the biggest challenges
itinerant teachers face is working with
visually impaired children who have
additional complex needs or disabilities.
Teachers who work with these children
at home need to be able to deliver a
programme of training in basic develop-
ment areas (i.e. motor, communication,
and social skills) and involve parents in
practising these skills with the child.
Unfortunately, many itinerant teachers
are not sufficiently trained to work with
these children.

Making it work

In spite of the many challenges they
face in their work, itinerant teachers still
offer a range of skills that can complement
the skills of other professionals in eye
care and rehabilitation. This will ensure
that visually impaired infants and young
children go on to take part in education
and training, including mainstream
schools.

We would like to encourage health
professionals in eye care and paediatric
care to work closely with itinerant
teachers in districts and sub-districts
where these teaching services are
available.

Health workers should be able to draw
on the skills of itinerant teachers and on
their knowledge of the community, family,
and children when deciding which inter-
vention programmes to implement, or
when prescribing low vision aids or other
equipment.

Provided they are given adequate
support from their school and other
professionals, itinerant teachers can play
an essential part in ensuring visually
impaired children receive the care and
skills training they need.
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Book review

Helping Children Who Are Blind

Helping children who

are blind
Reviewed by Paul Lynch

This resource book was written primarily for
parents, but it is also very useful for profes-
sionals working with visually impaired
children, e.g. teachers, itinerant teachers,
and mobility and rehabilitation workers.

The book explains how to help a baby or
young child who is blind develop communi-
cation skills, daily living skills, and
movement. Each chapter takes a step-by-
step approach to helping a parent or carer
through a specific skill; attractive pencil
drawings illustrate each step.

The appendices provide a helpful
resource for those developing intervention
programmes for different age groups.
There are also useful suggestions on how
to make simple toys from local materials
that help develop a child’s use of hands
and sense of touch.
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See page 34 for ordering information.
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