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In many countries we can see changes in the educational system. Special residential
schools for the blind are gradually closed down and blind students are sent to
mainstream schools. We should contemplate if we do like this. Don’t we limit their
exposure to some important life skills? | don’t mean the academic knowledge about the
world but important knowledge related to daily living skills that are hard to teach in the
integrative setting.

| would like to show how important are special residential schools for the blind for the
development of daily living and social skills in persons with visual impairments. Some
arguments showing that ADL can also fit into curricula of students that attend
mainstream schools will be presented in this paper.

| have worked for 5 years for Laski School for the Blind in Poland where | taught daily
living skills in the student dormitory. Now thanks to my co-presenter who is working for
the Milwaukee Public Schools, | have an opportunity to see lessons with blind children in
schools in the USA that boasts the advanced integration system. However, they still
have special residential schools for the blind in every state.

Some pilot studies administered in the USA compare independence of sighted and
visually impaired children. The results show not only that children with visual
impairments acquire similar skills at a later age than their sighted counterparts (sight
appears to play an important role in the acquisition of those skills), but also that children
that were educated in residential settings showed superior skills over those that
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attended the mainstream schools (Louis, S. & lIselin, A. S., 2002). Thanks to the
everyday supervision by qualified vision teachers and their adequate instruction, the
children in the special schools became better prepared to do everyday activities than
their peers from the integrated setting.

The major portion of this paper will discuss the importance of residential schools in
teaching functional skills to children with visual impairments. Residential schools are
places where a blind child has a possibility and appropriate facilities to learn
independence before going out and also where parents can learn more about their
child’s disability. It is also a very important social place because it creates a specific
community in which a blind child can find understanding and friendship.

In schools like Laski School for the Blind students with visual impairments have
possibilities to learn a lot of the things that are important and that can simplify their
future independent life. They get training in personal grooming, cleaning their own room,
preparing meals, using different food processors, cooking, doing shopping, managing
money, community skills, and many others.

Vision is very important in the life and education of every child. Without vision a child
has difficulty to know the reality and has a problem to develop functional skills, such as
daily living skills. The purpose of basic rehabilitation is to maximize independence of
children with visual impairments.

The program of residential schools for the blind, where children reside all week, is
designed to give a child a possibility to learn basic daily living skills that are important in
independent future of this child. Teachers who are prepared to work with blind and low
vision students in residential schools are there every day and every day they take care
of students and instruct them. Advantage of residential schools is that children don'’t
have to learn daily living skills during school time. They learn daily living skills in natural
conditions after school for example during the meal time like dinner or breakfast, or after
supper when they are preparing to go to bed.

In Laski School for the Blind students live in student houses, or dormitories, that are
divided into age groups. Each group has its own place composed of a few bedrooms
with bathrooms, living room and a little kitchen. Students have a possibility to make
breakfast and supper by themselves and learn how to use a knife, how to cut bread,
cheese or ham, how to spread bread, how to make a tea. They also learn how to keep
their rooms clean. They make their beds every day, choose their clothes, and take care
of themselves. Very important is also that students learn how to take care of their
clothes, how to wash, iron, and arrange them in the closets. They even learn how to fix
their clothes, for example, how to sew a button. This possibility to participate in daily life
is very important for every child because a student has a chance to show his or her



independence by doing some activity by him or herself. During dinner students can learn
how to use silverware, how to eat from a flat plate, pour soup to a bowl, and juice to a
glass. And also they learn how to wash dishes and clean the dinning room and kitchen
after meal. This kind of engagement of students in different types of activities in student
house lets them learn independence in and responsibility for their work.

In Laski School for the Blind we have special culinary program. In this program students
have opportunities to learn how to cook and how to use different kitchen appliances,
such as blenders, stove, or cutting board.

Even children that are in the kindergarten learn to be independent by practicing basic
daily routines like bathing, dressing up, eating, brushing teeth, tying shoes, putting toys
away, etc. Those children also learn about their surrounding by being engaged in play
activities.

The daily living skills program is divided into different parts and is adjusted to students’
age and their abilities. It starts from basic and easy self-help activities and progressively
graduates to more complicated activities.

Every few months, in the Laski school for the Blind there are parent conferences. During
these meetings students prepare by themselves a treat for the parents and serve them.
These meetings are aimed at showing the parents that blindness or visual impairment
are no reason to distance children from doing home activities, because they can do
every activity just like their healthy peers. Residential schools for the blind are places
where students with teachers, who are experts, can learn independent life.

Another important element is that children coming from overprotecting families, studying
in the residential schools have an opportunity to live away from their parents and work
on their independency. In their own house they didn't have a chance to learn
independent thinking and action. They were served by their parents all the time and they
only learned that everything is done to them. When they move to a residential setting
and begin to learn that they are not helpless, their self-esteem and confidence grow
together with the skills they learn. One of my students who was doing a daily living
activity for the first time got very excited. She was very happy that she could make her
own snack. This excitement is usually tied with the student’s strong motivation to learn
something new, to do something by him or herself. Even making the easiest sandwich
gives them a lot of satisfaction.

Some of students that live at home don’t have a possibility to learn basic daily living
skills because their parents don'’t let them do this. They think that their child suffers
enough by having the impairment. In my work | have met students with excellent
intellectual abilities but at the age of 14 they didn’t know how to dress up by themselves



or make a tea because they had been served by their parents. Another example is a girl
who at the age of 7 didn't know how to eat by herself using silverware because their
parents had fed her only on blended food. They apparently believe that if she doesn’t
see, she can’t function properly.

Many of the residential special schools for the blind are transitioning towards becoming
information centers for parents. When | was in the United States | visited one of the
residential schools and | saw that it works as a resource center not only for teachers but
also for parents who have a child with visual impairment. They have many different
programs and in-services for parents, who want to know more about disabilities of their
child. During those in-services they can learn how to help their child to be independent.

Laski School for the Blind also tries to be open for the parents interested in getting
information about disabilities and willing to acquire knowledge and skills needed to
introduce and reinforce the skills their child requires. But the Laski School for the Blind
still has a long way to go to become a resource and outreach center.

Residential schools for the blind should organize different kinds of in-services for
parents who have student with visual impairment but also for all teachers because the
issue is not only in the preparation of teachers to work with blind students but also in the
preparation of the community to accept student with disabilities.

Many of mainstream schools in Poland are not ready for full integration. Very often
teacher don’t know what to do with a student with visual impairment, how to give this
student access to materials used during the lesson.

Cooperation with vision teachers and orientation and mobility instructor, work with
parents of student with visual impairment, direct instruction to this student during the
regular lessons are only some issues which should be brought up during in-services
done by professional teachers. Magdalena Korew and Jan Zebrowski (1996) notice that
although there are some educational successes of students with visual impairments, the
communities in mainstream schools are not prepared enough to meet the needs of
those students. This community doesn’t have knowledge about restrictions and needs
students with visual impairment. That is why special schools for the blind reach out to
support students, parents, and teachers in the integrative settings. Kentucky School for
the Blind, and Texas School for the Blind and Visually Impaired offered short courses in
various areas of ADL and technology. California School for the Blind went even further
by proposing a one-year transition program for students that are about to move from the
middle to high school (Wolfe E. Karen et al., 2002). Wisconsin Center for the Blind and
Visually Impaired also has a selection of short courses that teach daily living skills,
assistive technology, and communication skills.



Residential school for the blind is a very important social place because it creates a
specific community in which a blind child can find understanding and friendship.

From my experience | can state that it is uneasy for a person with visual impairment to
find friendship in community. It may be the result of low self-esteem and the limitations
caused of their disabilities. It can also be the result of unfamiliarity with their community.
Especially for teenagers, acceptance of peers is very important. Sometimes students
with visual impairments don’t want to use optical or Braille learning aids, because they
don’t want to look different than their classmates.

| think this could be one of the reasons why those students make friends and find
understanding easier in special school because there is no such a strong peer pressure.
Disability is not something that distinguishes them from other students, it is something
normal. It seems that in fact they have more opportunities to interact with their peers in
the specialized setting than the students attending the mainstream schools. Not only do
they spend a day in school with them but also share their pastime with other students.
They play together, help one another in their homework, or socialize in specially
designated rooms. The Laski School for the Blind has a little café on campus where
students can come after school to chat, have coffee or other beverages, or watch TV.
Some of the students even expand their experience by working at the café.
Furthermore, the Laski School ran an exchange program with an international school in
Norway for a number of years. With this program they had opportunities to go to Norway
where they participated in curricular and extracurricular activities along with the students
from all over the world. In turn, groups of United World College were visiting Laski,
hosted by the visually impaired students. It was however the only international contact
that the Laski students have experienced. Volunteers from the English and German
speaking countries come bi-annually for a period of one semester to work and interact
with the students at Laski. Because those volunteers are at approximately the same age
as the high school students they find numerous things in common that encourages
socialization and acquisition of appropriate social and communication skills.

In mainstream schools the main focus is put on the intellectual aspect of child’s
development. During academic classes teachers don’t have time to teach a student with
visual impairment basic self-help activities, such as choosing clothes or making
breakfast. Sometimes, vision teachers or orientation and mobility instructors try to use
some part of daily living skills during their lessons but this is not enough. The few
lessons can’t prepare a student for the independent life. “However, the complexity of
education in the integrative setting needs to be taken into consideration. Shortage of
time and means for an individual assistance (mainstream schools oftentimes do not
provide extra hours for individual training), and insufficient knowledge related to visual
impairments, cause numerous problems in teaching this population. In many cases, the
teachers are not prepared to work with a child with special needs. They are also afraid



of obstacles in accomplishing the curriculum” (Wasilewska, A., n.d.) [translation by
author]

It is very hard to argue with the above points. Not only experience but also research
data confirm that daily living skills as well as other expanded core curriculum skills are
not sufficiently taught in inclusive or integrated settings. It is true, though, that students
with multiple disabilities and visual impairments receive more functional training that
includes ADL skills but higher functioning students without additional disabilities or with
the mild ones usually have limited instruction in expanded core curriculum areas.

Nonetheless, there are ways to deliver instruction about living skills to students
attending mainstream schools. The following examples will illustrates some of the
projects that were conducted in a public schools district in the USA. According to the
law, known as the IDEA, recently re-authorized to change its name to IDEIA or the
Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004, mandates that all
students with disabilities have an equal right to receive free appropriate public
education. Because visual impairments are considered a disability this act applies to this
population. The National Agenda for Education of Students with Visual Impairments is
one of numerous educational documents outlining areas of needs for this specific group
of students. Activities of Daily Living are included in the Expanded Core Curriculum
section. Therefore, teachers are obligated to provide appropriate instruction to their
students.

MPS Vision teachers in conjunction with O&M specialists organize short field trips to
stores. Prior to leaving the school building, the students practice communication skills,
learn about different products that can be bought in particular types of stores, and get
instruction in safe and appropriate behavior. It has turned out however that the best time
to do it is during the summer program because the students are free from everyday
class assignments. Otherwise the students with visual impairments that attend regular
education classes are particularly disadvantaged because there is barely any time in
their busy schedules to include instruction in living skills.

Some younger students, often with additional disabilities, learn a variety of grooming
skills, personal hygiene, or independent toileting. It is hard to talk here about inclusion or
at least integration because students with multiple disabilities are taught in self-
contained classrooms. Often their only contact with non-disabled peers is during
breakfast or lunch. At that time the use of tableware is emphasized. In this case
however because the food offered in schools is often finger food, the opportunities to
use utensils are more limited. In this case, ADL is part of the functional training that
often is the main focus of their education. Because the academic program is less
complex due to their intellectual abilities, more effort can be and certainly should be
directed at life skills.



Middle and high school students in most cases refuse to be instructed in ADL claiming
that they either know everything or do not need any additional training. However, those
that do choose to expand their cooking skills have an opportunity to be part of a month
long instruction in the kitchen skills. There is a trade off though. They miss some of the
academic instruction during that time. Although the students themselves are not
particularly unhappy about it, they need to catch up with the rest of their class at a later
time. It requires extra time spent on their class work. The kitchen training is held in the
building of the local association for the blind. As the culmination of the training they do a
luncheon to which their families are invited.

The above situations and project prove that ADL can be taught to students that attend
mainstream schools. One of the issues that are not easy to resolve is how to carry over
the skills taught in the educational setting to home. It is not unusual to hear from the
students that their parents do not involve them in home chores. Some parents even
further handicap their children by for example brushing the teeth of a teenage boy. What
is more, visually impaired students have fewer opportunities to interact with their peers
after school. Once they go back home, they usually spend the rest of the evening with
their families.

The main goal of our presentation was to show that activities of daily living can be taught
in various settings. Regardless of the physical placement, the students with visual
impairments should have opportunities to learn functional skills needed in every day life.
Our experience, however, backed up by research proves that residential environment
significantly increases opportunities for students to acquire skills of daily living. Those
schools are important places where a blind child has a possibility and appropriate
facilities to learn independence before going out and also where parents can learn more
about their child’s disability. It is also a very important social place because it creates a
specific community in which a blind child can find understanding and friendship.

Every child with visual impairment to become an independent and active member of
community should study at one point of their life in a residential school for the blind. This
experience can give them very good preparation for the future, independent life. Before
we send our child to a school we should consider what is best for him or her, and what
we expect from the school. Very often residential schools for the blind are far away from
students’ home and family. Children and oftentimes their parents find the separation
hard. Nonetheless, all need to bear in mind that those schools can better prepare
children to the future and sometimes the separation from the parents will benefit the
child.
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