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Abstract

Reading is an important part of a child's development.  In addition to nurturing language and literacy skills, books inspire children to explore new life-experiences, grow emotionally and help develop their understanding of the world around them.  Because of their disability, children with sight loss are disadvantaged when it comes to accessing print.  This paper will examine the impact of sight loss on reading and learning and show how its negative effects can be counteracted with the provision of appropriately formatted materials.

Introduction

We are all aware of how learning to read is one of the key skills children are taught from their early years.  The process of learning to read, from the very beginning with simple ABCs  right through to Harry Potter is slow and it takes quite a number of years to master.  But once it is learned, it remains an empowering life-skill which the child brings with him through the rest of his life.

Reading has obvious practical everyday uses.  It develops literacy which is essential for a child’s education.  But as well as giving children a tool to take part in formal education, the printed word, in its various forms, whether reading it from a book, a newspaper, a magazine, a report or, now more than ever, from a computer screen also helps them to become informed and knowledgeable members of society.  They become equipped to make choices based on their understanding and what they know.

But learning to read is about much more than this alone.  It’s also about having fun and through that process discovering more about the world around you and understanding more about yourself.  Story books can take children away from the physical here and now and put them in situations and encounters which are beyond what they will normally experience.  A trip to space becomes a reality and sets off a series of questions in the child’s mind.  Social interactions don’t have to always be with people, but can be with animals, birds or monsters.  Books can also be companions for children especially when they identify with a character and see something of themselves in that person.  It gives them a sense of themselves and can be a source of strength and comfort.

Difficulties faced by visually impaired children

This is all very well when you can see and can enjoy access to the thousands upon thousands of books which are published every year for children of all ages.  But what if you can’t see very well.  Most books tend to be published in one particular format, which is ink print, although there are a limited number of books being produced now in other formats such as audio and CD-ROM.  But children with sight problems as a whole need several different formats to fulfil their reading needs depending on their degree of vision loss and their ability to learn.  Braille may be the only method for one child while for another it’s as unreadable as standard print is to the braille reader.  There is no one-size fits all solution when it comes to providing books to children with sight problems because of experience of sight loss is as individual as children are. This makes it very difficult for those seeking reading materials and those providing reading services.

So, does this mean then that books cannot be an integral part of the child’s learning and entertainment?  In many ways, reading and having access to printed information is more important for a child with a visual impairment.  Books in appropriate formats aren’t as readily available.  You cannot walk into a public library or a bookshop, choose whatever book you want and start to read.  Accessible books must be sought out and acquired mainly through special services.  If this becomes difficult, then the motivation to read can decline.  Reading is a much easier activity if you are fully sighted.

Also, if a child has limited vision, he does not get the same exposure to print in an incidental, casual, non-book way which sighted children do.  They are more restricted in the exploration of their environment and are not as motivated to explore beyond their reach or visual field.  For example, a typical classroom may have projects, posters, maps and charts hung on the walls all of which act as a means of enforcing learning and reading skills just by simply looking.  This experience is made all the more difficult for the child who cannot see enough.

What all of this means is that in order for children to enjoy books in the same way and to get the same value out of reading as sighted children do, a great effort is required on the part of those involved in the childs upbringing.

What can be done?

So, what can be done to bring this about?  Firstly, the key to making reading more accessible is to provide materials in a range of formats to suit all abilities and levels of vision.  This is not always possible for service providers to do due to the constraints of costs and time, but nonetheless it should remain a goal to aim for.

There are several alternatives to printed format, all of which are designed to help visually impaired children receive information through the use of other functional senses.  Standard print shouldn’t be dismissed outright, especially if a child has a lot of useful residual vision.  A sufficient amount of bright light directed onto matt, non-reflective pages can sometimes be an adequate solution in itself requiring nothing else but an inquisitive reader.  It also means that the original perfect format is retained - which is that of a compact, lightweight, portable book.

Large Print

But for children with low vision who need a greater print magnification, large-print books should be considered.  One of the biggest obstacles to reading for enjoyment for children with low vision is the strain of reading print of too small a size.  Quite simply, it puts them off.  Reading becomes a chore because of the greater effort it requires.  They have to strain to recognise a word.  It takes a long time to pick through a line in this way and sometimes the gist of a sentence is lost because it has taken too long to arrive at the full-stop.  So they start all over again.  For an activity which is meant to be enjoyable, there is nothing enjoyable about it.  The only possible outcome to this is that if they don’t have to read then they won’t.

The solution then is to provide books in large, clear, well-spaced print.  If the print in a book is easy to see, then reading becomes easier and the child can focus on enjoying the story and not on the mechanics of reading.  St Joseph’s Childrens Library provides a range of large print books for children of all ages.

Braille

For some children the only method of learning to read is through braille.  Learning braille is a slow process needing a lot of perseverance and determination on the part of the child.  Also, because it lacks any visual stimulus - there are no pictures to be enjoyed - it can also be quite dull and therefore very off-putting.  Because of this, braille readers need the most encouragement of all.

Braille is a system of representing letters, numbers and punctuation through raised dots.  There are two types of braille - grade one and grade 2.  Children start their braille journey learning grade 1 and gradually move to fully uncontracted braille by degrees.  But it can take many years before little fingers are running confidently over pages of braille.  To help them through this journey, children need access to materials in both grade 1 and 2 braille.  Braille has many disadvantages as a format - it’s bulky and cumbersome to transport, it’s difficult to learn and it’s time-consuming and costly to produce.  But for children for whom braille is their sole means to literacy, the process transforms them into fully independent readers.

Tactile

One of the most imaginative ways of introducing pre-school children to the concept of books is through tactile books.  Tactile books are hand-made books which feature pictures made up from fabrics, objects and other bits and pieces of smooth or textured materials.  Each page features a picture made to represent objects in a tactual way.  The pictures together can form a story or theme or an idea.  Their main purpose is to stimulate tactile awareness among very young children in a fun way.  

Unfortunately, tactile books are not easy to come by as they are all hand-made which means that they need a great amount of skill and time to make properly.

Audio

Audio books are one of the most popular formats and one of the formats which is the easiest to come by, much more so than large print or braille.  Many public libraries and bookshops stock a selection of children’s audio books and some even have printed books to accompany them.  Audio is a very attractive format for library service providers as it’s the one format which just about anyone can read.  Braille readers tend not to be able to read large print and large print readers would most likely not be braille readers.  But both types of reader can enjoy audio books.

Traditionally audio books have meant books on tape which practically everyone, both sighted and non-sighted alike, is familiar with.  The format has moved on in recent years to books on CD.  Now, the emerging standard is DAISY which offers a greater level of control over how a book is read through its integral navigation system.  On the down side, audio in itself does not contribute significantly towards the development of the ability to read or write, but it still remains one of the most enjoyable ways of reading a book.

Conclusions

Despite the difficulties in accessing print which visually impaired children, reading should still become an important part of the skills they develop to equip them for life.  The following elements are necessary if children with sight problems are to enjoy the same benefits from reading as their sighted friends.

· Access to a wide range of materials in suitable formats

· Time devoted to reading

· Encouragement
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