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An individual initially confronting the reality of blindness will most certainly experience dramatic changes that impact that person’s ability to interact with the environment in familiar ways, perform ordinary daily tasks, and remain competitive in the work place. More than this, the individual will experience a wide range of strong emotions related to the very real sense of loss, and will also be confronted by a sometimes confusing mixture  of emotions and reactions from others. 

The loss of vision is a very real loss, and this fact must be acknowledged by both the person experiencing the loss and his or her family and friends before a return to a normal life can begin. This is not a simple matter, since along with the other emotions that accompany a significant loss, such as shock, depression, fear, anger, and a sense of helplessness, there is also denial. In the case of blindness, these emotions are especially strong, because, our society has very deeply held beliefs regarding the abilities and lifestyles of persons that are blind. 

The sources of information most people have at their disposal tend to reinforce the belief that the blind are persons of limited awareness living lives of quiet desperation, forced to resort to methods which are woefully inadequate for meeting the demands of even the most basic of Daly tasks, leaving them hopelessly dependent upon the assistance of others, and incapable of caring for themselves, let alone functioning as contributing members of society. These beliefs are not only held by the majority of persons that are normally sighted, but also the majority of persons that are blind, at least in the beginning of their experience with blindness. 

Unfortunately during the early months following vision loss the difficulties that the person naturally experiences in carrying out everyday activities tends to reinforce these false notions regarding blindness. In order to overcome both the physical and the emotional difficulties resulting from vision loss the individual must have the opportunity to learn about and experience the truth regarding blindness, and this is a need that should be fulfilled through proper training.

Before explaining the meaning of proper training for blind persons, it is probably best to begin with an explanation of blindness itself. Many people believe that the word “blind” means having no vision at all, and most dictionaries define it basically this way. Yet, in fact, nine out of every ten blind persons have some degree of usable vision, and therefore, it is not surprising that many people find this apparent contradiction confusing. 

The Federal definition of blindness is an acuity of 20/200 in the better eye, with correction, or a field of vision of twenty degrees or less. This definition was developed to help simplify and clarify the process of determining who was eligible for services and benefits such as Social Security Disability Insurance. What is of greater importance is the reason that blindness was defined in this manner. Medical professionals recognized that people with this level of vision, or less, generally experienced difficulty with the majority of daily activities, such as reading, traveling independently, maintaining a home, and performing work related duties for which most persons would rely upon their vision. 

In reality, what determines whether a person is blind or not, is not whether that person has any vision, but rather whether the individual’s vision is so limited that it is not useful in performing the majority of the daily activities associated with a normal lifestyle. 

What is of the greatest importance in understanding blindness is that performing the majority of the daily activities associated with a normal lifestyle does not necessarily require the use of vision. There are a wide variety of methods for successfully and efficiently performing the majority of these tasks without vision, and these techniques are known as the “Non-visual Alternatives”. There is a tendency for most people to believe that non-visual techniques are always inferior to those based on vision, but in fact the majority of these techniques are equal to visually based ones, and some are even superior. For example, a blind person who is well experienced with using a computer with synthesized speech is in most cases able to operate the computer and read the information presented on the screen faster than an experienced person with normal eye sight, who is using a mouse and visually reading the screen. Also, a blind individual familiar with the click ruler can consistently measure with greater accuracy than persons visually using a standard ruler. The development of effective non-visual alternatives is one of the five primary goals of proper training.

Proper training can best be described as providing blind persons with the philosophical counseling and learning experiences that will allow them to return to a normal lifestyle. In order to do this an Orientation Center must effectively focus on five critical aspects of the blind person’s life.

1. The blind person must come emotionally, as well as intellectually, to know that he or she truly can be independent and self-sufficient.

2.  The blind person must really learn and become competent in those skills (alternative techniques) which will make it possible for him or her truly to be independent and self sufficient.

3.  The blind person must learn to cope on a daily basis with the public attitudes about blindness—with those things that will be said or done to him or her because of other people’s misunderstandings and misconceptions.

4.  The blind person must develop self-discipline, be reliable, have proper appearance and grooming, and have a healthy work ethic.  This must be equal to or exceed the standards of a similar sighted person.

5. The blind person must develop the confidence and competence to willingly and meaningfully contribute to the personal growth and advancement of other blind individuals, and to his or her community in general.

The first of these critical concerns in the training is in regard to assisting blind persons to gain a better understanding of blindness, and to recognize that many of the beliefs that they have regarding blindness are simply based upon myths and misconceptions. When most people attempt to understand blindness they tend to associate it with a familiar experience, such as being in the dark, and the problems this can create. Some people will carry this even a step further, attempting to carry out some ordinary activities with eyes closed, or under blindfold. The results are often frustrating , and at times frightening. These well intentioned and usually brief efforts to understand and experience blindness, combined with the negative images of blind persons portrayed in popular culture, such as books, television, and movies, where in the blind are viewed as either helpless and incompetent, or as creatures with superhuman senses, only serve to reinforce the fears and false beliefs most people hold. 

The problem with these efforts to understand blindness is that they are simply too brief, they do not allow for the person making the effort to learn to adapt to the changes that blindness creates. Also, these individuals don’t have the support and experience of others that are familiar with living and functioning as blind persons. Closing your eyes, or attempting to carry out a familiar task in the dark is somewhat similar to the experience of someone that has recently become blind, but it is worlds away from the daily experience of someone that has been living independently as a blind person for many years. 

Unfortunately the images of blind people in popular culture are not based upon the true experiences of competent independent blind persons, but rather upon the same sort of empathetic efforts to understand  blindness by persons that are not blind, which first created the myths and misconceptions now assumed to be the truth. Also, the notions that a blind person’s other senses somehow magically improve to compensate for the loss of vision comes out of two main sources of misunderstanding. Persons that are blind, as with all human beings, have a very important quality, that is the ability to adapt. A blind person’s hearing and sense of touch do not magically improve to compensate for the loss of vision, the person simply learns to use these normal senses more effectively. Also, when people firmly believe that blindness leaves a person helpless and unaware of the world around him or her, and is then confronted by a blind person that is functioning well above their expectations, rather than considering the possibility that their beliefs are incorrect, they will tend to try to find an explanation for this apparent exception to the rule. In this case, that the blind person must have other remarkable senses that make up for the loss of vision.

We have all grown up with these beliefs, and they are a deeply held part of what we believe to be the truth about the world in which we live. This is true for persons with normal vision, people who have recently become blind, as well as those of us that have been blind for a very long time. These false beliefs can never be totally eliminated from our thinking, but we can learn to recognize that they are false. We can learn to balance these false notions with a strong set of beliefs which recognize that blind persons are able to function equally as well as persons with vision, and given the opportunity live normal, fulfilling, and productive  lives. In our society, this change of beliefs is an ongoing transition for both blind persons, and their families and friends. At first most people are unwilling to accept these ideas at all, because, they are so different, and based on everything they have ever believed about blindness, such notions seem unreasonable. Over time, as they have the chance to think about these ideas and gain some experience, most people begin to recognize that they have some merit, that is they begin to accept them intellectually. At this point these are still just ideas, before they can become beliefs people must begin to accept them in their hearts, as well as in their minds. Accepting the notion that a blind person can truly be independent and self sufficient on both the intellectual and emotional level takes both time and experience.

The place to begin this transition is in how we regard blindness. The majority of people would regard blindness as a loss, or a deficit of function. In this approach the emphases is on all the things the individual is not able to do in a particular way, that is by seeing what he or she is doing. Clearly not being able to see does create certain limitations, for example a blind individual may not have enough color perception to visually match a pair of sox after doing the laundry, or may not be able to look up a friend’s phone number. Nevertheless, everyone faces some form of limitation, for example, a person that is less than five feet tall will not be able to reach the top shelf in most closets or the upper cabinets in most kitchens. These individuals will also sometimes find it difficult to see a concert or other event over the heads of the crowd in front  of them. On the other hand persons over six feet tall may find a walk through the woods difficult and even unpleasant because of the number of low hanging tree branches, and these same persons may find riding in a small car to be cramped and uncomfortable. These limitations, and the problems they create,  are very real, and yet nobody seems to regard these physical attributes as losses or deficits. These problems are simply viewed as a nuisance that come with having a particular characteristic. After all, a person that is shorter than average can use a step ladder to reach the upper shelf, or purchase tickets closer to the front of the audience. Also a person that is taller than average can duck or walk around low tree branches, and can probably choose to own a larger car. By choosing to use these simple alternative techniques, both persons that are shorter or taller than the average person can successfully manage the limitations created by their particular characteristic, and so it is with virtually any other physical attribute. 

Now if we begin to consider blindness as just another characteristic, which as with all others creates certain limitations that need to be managed effectively in order to accomplish the activities that are a part of a normal lifestyle, then we can focus on all the things the person can do, rather than on the things we believe are no longer possible. This simple shift from regarding blindness as a severe and debilitating deficit, to considering it as a physical characteristic with some specific limitations to be managed is the first step in achieving a normal lifestyle. It doesn’t take long to realize that if you pin or use sox rings to hold your pairs of sox together before your launder them you don’t have to worry about matching them up later, and creating a list of your friends’ phone numbers in Braille, or on cassette as well as using the free information service available to blind persons, can eliminate the problems presented by needing to use a phone book.

A person who has recently become blind, or for that matter a person that has been blind for a very long period of time, but has not had the opportunity to receive proper training, will enter Orientation Center training still holding on to the false notions about blindness that the majority of people in our society accept as true, and he or she will need both time and successful experiences to begin to believe otherwise. Therefore, the second aspect of training comes into play with he introduction of the alternative techniques which is a critical tool in assisting an individual to begin this transition. This is the case, Because, the alternative techniques allow the person to begin to experience success without the need for vision.

While the development of physical skills by students attending the Orientation Center may appear to be the most critical activity of training, it is in fact only a small part of the overall process. These skills do of course have important practical applications in a blind person’s life; however, the most critical factor is the individual’s attitude regarding blindness. When the average person signs up for skiing lessons, that individual does so fully believing that it is possible to learn to ski. When the average person experiencing vision loss enters an Orientation Center, he or she is usually convinced that there are very few things that a blind person can learn to do independently, and therefore, the learning experience must primarily focus on changing this belief system. 

Most people have some awareness of the alternatives, such as Braille or the use of the long white cane, but for the most part they do not truly understand them. There are in fact three elements which are involved in utilizing the alternative techniques, physical techniques, information gathering, and problem solving. It is very easy to focus your attention on the physical techniques, because they are the most obvious aspect of the training. People learn to feel the pattern of the Braille dots, and they can read. They learn to use a cane, and they can move around safely. While these physical aspects of the skills are important, and each blind person should strive to master them, in reality, they are minor compared to the thought processes that people have to develop in order to use the physical techniques effectively. 

The greatest physical limitation created by blindness is the difficulty in accessing information. So much of the information that is helpful in the course of the average person’s daily life is presented in a form that is best suited to vision, that a blind person that has not developed other means of obtaining this information is at a very serious disadvantage. In spite of this, there are many highly effective ways of obtaining this same information without the use of vision, and with proper training and experience most blind persons learn to handle these challenges equally as well as their normally sighted counterparts. 

Problem solving is without question the most critical part of the development of alternative techniques. The reason for this is simply that things can go wrong for anyone, the world is a changing place, and no matter how thoroughly a person learns a specific set of physical techniques, this training cannot prepare an individual for every possible circumstance that will arise once the training is completed. However, if the main emphasis of the training is on those skills that allow the person to gather useful information and to solve problems, then a person trained in this manner is as well prepared to deal with those unexpected situations that will arise as well as anyone possibly can be. When you realize that the development of alternative techniques is only one of the five main goals of proper training, and the learning of the actual physical techniques is only one third of the skill development process, you begin to understand that a much larger part of the training has to do with what blind persons believe about themselves, and how to respond and interact with others that may not have the advantage of knowing the truth about blindness.

The myths and misconceptions held by the majority of people in our society are in fact the most debilitating aspect of blindness, because the non-visual alternatives are proven to be highly effective in resolving virtually every physical challenge presented by the loss of vision. 

These myths and misconceptions, combined with limited blindness skills and experience, can create a strong sense of fear and insecurity for a person who has recently become blind. In this initial stage the blind person upon entering the Orientation Center receives philosophical counseling at a very basic level, with discussions regarding his or her personal feelings about blindness, the problems that have arisen as a result of vision loss, and the concerns and expectations the individual has at the time. The instructor providing this philosophical counseling offers alternative views regarding blindness and presents examples of other blind persons that are living normal successful lifestyles. The instructor, whether blind or sighted,  may also offer his or her own experiences as a role model. For this reason blind persons working as instructors must themselves have mastery of the non-visual alternatives, especially those they specialize in as instructors. This does not mean that they should be expected to perform flawlessly, but rather to be open about their own errors and difficulties, because, the emphases of proper training is on learning to function effectively, not only in the normal routine situations, but also when confronted with the unexpected events that are common in everyone’s lives. Since normally sighted instructors have completed several months of training under sleepshades, they too can serve as role models and share their own personal experiences with learning the non-visual alternatives, and at times will wear sleepshades while providing instruction to students. 

During this process, new Orientation Center students are made aware that from the beginning of training, they are fully responsible for completing assignments and their own personal safety. The instructor’s responsibility is to make certain that the new skills and experiences being introduced are appropriate to these students’ current level of skill and understanding. When new skills are introduced, especially during the early weeks of training, the instructor works closely with students to make certain that the skills are learned properly, and that the student feels safe. The instructor recognizes and respects the knowledge that the student brings to the learning experience, and in most situations will therefore expect the student to figure out, or discover, the best way to accomplish a given task. The instructor assists students to discover these techniques by asking leading questions, or pointing out the pieces of information that the student can use to successfully complete the task. 

From very early in their training, students are expected to begin recognizing when they have made an error, and to begin correcting these mistakes on their own. The instructor will at first assist the student to recognize these errors, and ask questions or give small hints that help the student to solve the problem, but as the student gains experience this support is quickly withdrawn. 

In order to gain true confidence the students must have the opportunity to carry out independent assignments. This means that the instructor is not present, and therefore cannot intervene in any way. In the beginning of training such independent assignments are relatively small and simple, but as the student gains experience and skill they become longer and much more complex. Eventually the instructor’s role is reduced to the level of giving assignments, and discussing their outcome afterwards. 

Throughout the training there is an effort to integrate the various skills students are learning together into a meaningful relationship. For example, students will use their Braille skills to prepare a shopping list, then utilizing their independent travel skills will obtain the groceries from the local market, and then upon returning to the Orientation Center, will use their homemaking skills to prepare a meal from these groceries. Students often find these sort of assignments to be very challenging; however, through these challenges they learn effective planning, problem solving skills, and just how much they can accomplish independently, without the use of vision. 

In order for people to learn they must be challenged, but they should not be placed in a situation that overwhelms their existing skills. There is nothing to be gained from causing students to feel only fear and frustration, they must also have the opportunity to experience success, especially with performing tasks they did not truly believe they could accomplish. This requires the instructor to introduce new skills or new experiences that are somewhere between the level at which students are completely comfortable and the level at which they would be overwhelmed. 

The skills the students are developing must also have meaning for them. People are not likely to accept and incorporate new ways of thinking and acting unless they clearly recognize the usefulness of these things in their everyday lives. Therefore, the Orientation Center training includes a variety of activities that closely parallel the types of activities that most people engage in with their families and friends. During the holidays students are expected to prepare holiday meals and plan parties. Birthdays and Center graduations are celebrated, usually with foods prepared and cards Brailled by other Center students. Students go camping, fishing, bowling, or out to dinner at a restaurant, based upon the types of activities the students enjoy, and those activities that will provide them with an appropriate level of challenge.  Through these activities students learn physical skills such as how to roast and carve a turkey, light a candle, cut a birthday cake, grille, hike independently through the woods, to prepare fishing tackle, participate in sports, or to feel comfortable and confident in social situations, without the use of their eyesight. What is more important, they learn that it is possible to plan and fully participate in such activities as a contributing member of the group, and to truly have fun doing so.

Another factor that must be considered when providing training is the beliefs that these students have regarding the role that eye sight plays in a person’s ability to function. There is little question that most people, including students entering the Orientation Center, believe that the more vision you have the better off you are, the more you are able to do, and even the greater your value as a human being. In fact, so much of a person’s success and ability is attributed to seeing, that for a blind person virtually every difficulty and problem is attributed to the lack of vision. So strong is this sense that vision is the only, or most effective, means of functioning in the world that students that have some degree of eye sight, no matter how little, will almost always choose to use their vision, even when doing so is difficult, uncomfortable, or obviously dangerous. In order to assist students to recognize this error in their thinking the Orientation Center utilizes the sleepshades , which are a critical training tool for several reasons. 

The first role the sleepshades play in training is related to the need to assist students to recognize that the non-visual alternative techniques truly work as well as the visually based ones, and that the majority of beliefs they and the rest of society hold regarding the limitations created by blindness are not correct. Students learning the alternative techniques, while still having the ability to use their vision will not be certain whether the success they experience results from the skills they are learning, or simply because they can still see enough to perform the task. When students independently carry out a task successfully under the blindfold, and continue to experience this success with a variety of challenging tasks and under a variety of conditions, they are forced to come to the conclusion that the non-visual alternative techniques truly work, and that vision is not essential to performing most tasks.

The next reason for the sleepshades involves the development of both confidence and competence with the use of the alternatives. For students to use the alternative techniques effectively and appropriately they must be fully comfortable with them, and have a level of mastery that allows these skills to be automatic and reliable. Blind persons cannot rely upon their vision; because, it will not provide them with consistently accurate information. The non-visual alternatives will allow them to independently function effectively and safely in virtually every circumstance. This idea must become a deeply held belief for students; because, the very strong tendency that most people with some degree of functional vision have  to choose a visually based method of performing a task over the alternative techniques can at the very least leave them vulnerable to making errors that are inconvenient and frustrating, and in some circumstances could lead to them being injured. In order for students to achieve this level of mastery they must have extensive opportunities to practice the alternative techniques, and accept them as a necessary and respectable part of their lives. The sleepshades provide the only effective means of creating the necessary non-visual experience that can allow the student to develop this level of confidence and mastery of the alternative techniques.  This is the case, since the environmental conditions and circumstances that produce serious difficulties for a person relying on limited visual function vary from one individual to another, and may not occur frequently enough to provide consistent learning experiences. With the use of the sleepshades students can focus on the development of alternative techniques for every task regardless of the conditions that may impact their ability to see, and therefore can come to understand that vision, or the lack of vision, does not determine a person’s abilities or skill.

This leads to the next important reason for the use of the sleep shades in the Orientation Center. In our society it is common practice, and considered proper courtesy, for normally sighted persons to provide assistance to blind persons. This well intended desire to assist blind persons is based upon the myths and misconceptions that most people hold regarding the severe difficulties that blindness is believed to impose upon blind persons. Students entering the Orientation Center bring these same beliefs, and sense of obligation and expectations with them into their training. There is a common tendency for students with some degree of functional vision to offer assistance to those students having less, or no, vision. There is also a tendency for students with little or no vision to seek the assistance of those having a greater degree of vision. These well meaning efforts to assist those students with less vision to complete their assignments and other tasks, results in denying them valuable learning experiences, and also reinforces their belief that their lack of vision limits their ability to perform these tasks. These same situations have an equally damaging effect upon the students with the higher level of visual function, who are offering such assistance to their fellow students, because, they believe their greater degree of vision automatically provides them with a greater advantage and level of ability. Firmly holding onto this belief, these students must then believe themselves to be at a significant disadvantage, and to have limited abilities when compared to persons who are normally sighted. This hierarchy of vision causes blind people, as well as most normally sighted persons, to establish artificial  limits based upon how much vision a person has, rather than considering the possibility that there may be other means of accomplishing the same goals.

There is another factor to be considered in regard to students attempting to rely upon their limited vision. The amount of vision they need to function safely and effectively is not easily obtained through the use of their vision, and this means that they must focus nearly all of their attention on trying to see enough information to complete the task. Many times this means that they will miss important pieces of information, causing them to make mistakes that are at the least frustrating, and sometimes very serious. Some examples of the problems that relying on limited vision can create include leaning over a hot stove burner in order to visually set the oven, or running into another person while looking down to avoid tripping when walking in an unfamiliar area. These difficulties can be resolved by using simple alternatives such as a small marker on the oven knob that can be felt, or walking with the long white cane. There are two problems that can get in the way of these simple solutions, people generally tend to feel uncomfortable with learning to use these techniques, since they usually do not wish to be considered blind, and if they are focusing nearly all of their attention on trying to see, they cannot focus on learning these new skills. The sleepshades can help the person deal effectively with both of these problems. Since the sleepshades require students to truly use the alternative techniques, and therefore, function as a blind person, they soon discover that living with blindness does not have to be especially difficult, or in any way demeaning. They are also able to fully devote their energies to learning the skills, and therefore can develop these skills more quickly and to a higher degree. In fact many blind persons completing training under sleepshades later report that they enjoy their daily activities to a greater degree, because they feel more relaxed, and actually find that they can use their limited vision better, since they no longer have to concentrate on looking carefully at everything they are doing.

Another critical reason for the sleepshades being a necessary tool of proper training is related to the appropriate introduction of new skills and experiences. The instructors have to make proper judgements regarding the level of skill development of each student as a basis for introducing the next level of skill and complexity. Students attending the Orientation Center are blind, and this simply means that their vision is not sufficient to allow them to function safely and effectively based upon their vision in the majority of circumstances. This situation is made even more complex when consideration is given to the likelihood that their visual function will vary as a result of environmental conditions or their personal physical state. However, for some of these students, their current level of vision may allow them to function very well in some situations, and they may even believe that their vision will allow them to function more effectively than the new non-visual alternatives they are being asked to develop, therefore preventing them from investing the degree of effort needed to truly master the alternative techniques. In addition, no matter the degree of experience or expertise that the Orientation Center staff may have, the instructors cannot make a precise judgement of how effectively students are able to use their vision, or for that matter to what degree students are relying upon vision when performing a given task. Given these conditions, students being trained without the use of the sleepshades would likely attempt to depend upon their vision, which is simply not reliable, rather than developing effective non-visual alternatives. In this case, the instructor will not be able to judge whether the students are performing successfully at a given level of challenge based on the reliable alternative techniques, or depending on their unreliable vision. 

Under these conditions, both the instructor, and the students, may fail to recognize that they are not truly prepared for the next level of challenge. Since sooner or later the dependency upon unreliable vision will lead these students into situations and conditions in which their vision is not effective enough to meet the challenge, and they do not have the necessary non-visual alternative techniques well enough developed to meet the demands of the circumstances, they will probably find themselves at some point overwhelmed when a new skill or experience is introduced. Being overwhelmed by a new lesson or experience in either Braille or computer classes can create some frustration; however, becoming overwhelmed while running a power tool, crossing a busy intersection, or while removing a hot item from the oven can create much more than frustration. Whether the result is merely frustration, or facing actual danger, the outcome is the same, students are going to have their misconceptions and fears regarding their blindness reinforced. More importantly, students training without the sleepshades will likely perceive their lack of success as something over which they have no control.

When students are using the sleepshades the possibility of new skills or experiences being overwhelming is very low, since the instructor will not introduce the next level of challenge until the students are successfully performing the non-visual alternative skills to meet the demands of their current assignments. In this way it is clear to both the students and the instructors that they have developed reliable skills, and are not depending upon their vision that is most certainly unreliable. In this approach, when students experience difficulties, or are unsuccessful in completing an assignment, it is clear that this has resulted from either an error, or the need to further refine their skills, rather than conditions over which they have no control. Therefore, the students recognize that there is the possibility that they can learn from their errors, and that with continuing effort their skills will improve. Also, when students begin to recognize that the non-visual alternatives are reliable, and that they can independently solve the problems that arise during training, they gain the confidence to take on new challenges, not simply while they are in the Orientation Center, but also once they have completed their training.

Once students begin to recognize that the non-visual alternatives are reliable and as effective as those based upon vision, they begin to question their own beliefs about blindness, and therefore, the beliefs held by society regarding blindness and blind people. They begin to learn the truth about blindness, and come to the realization that the myths and misconceptions other people believe about blindness, and their abilities as blind people may prevent them from being able to achieve the normal lifestyle they want to have. During this time it is not unusual for students to feel a strong need to prove to themselves and others that they can truly be independent and self-sufficient. This rebellious response can cause students to push themselves to the very limit of their skills and abilities, and to respond abruptly, at times even angrily, to offers of help.

This response to their experiences may be best described as rebellious independence, and this is a necessary part of the transition into blindness, which unfortunately not everyone moves beyond. 

When the ideas that blind people can truly be independent and self-sufficient  begin to be both familiar and comfortable, the alternative skills begin to transform from exciting novelty into daily routine, and rebellion shifts to a sense of quiet confidence and the determination to succeed in spite of public attitudes, a new way of thinking about blindness begins to emerge. Students start to believe that it is respectable to be blind, and they then begin to consider the qualities necessary to be viewed with respect and the responsibilities required of them in achieving success. They begin to recognize that their responsibilities are the same as anyone else, and to overcome the myths and misconceptions that stand in their way for achieving success, they must develop a level of personal performance that equals, or preferably exceeds that of their counterparts having normal eyesight.

In order to succeed, blind persons must be prepared to compete on equal terms with everyone else. This requires them to have self-discipline, to be reliable, have proper appearance and grooming, and a strong work ethic. It is through the development of these qualities that every member of our society earns the right to compete for success, including the blind. 

Another quality that must be nurtured and maintained in order for anyone to succeed is persistence, and for blind persons this characteristic must be especially strong. This is true since the commonly accepted myths and misconceptions regarding blindness lead many to deny blind persons opportunities for education, employment, and other critical elements in achieving success. This denial of opportunity is not based upon hatred or any intended harm, but rather upon firmly held beliefs, which assert that vision loss prevents blind persons from any possibility of achieving the success they seek. 

Often in the course of their efforts to achieve success, blind persons find that the respect they deserve is swept aside by acts of pity, and many people perceive charity as an appropriate substitute for opportunity. In the face of these attitudes, maintaining your self-respect, let alone your persistence, can be very challenging. For this reason, the Orientation Center is a very supportive environment. This support is created through its philosophy, which is founded upon a firm belief in blind people, as normal, competent, capable members of society; however, once students complete training they must confront the attitudes of the general public on a daily basis without close contact with this nurturing environment. Proper training therefore must assist students to develop a strong personal philosophy of blindness, that allows them to recognize the difference between the truth, and the myths and misconceptions regarding blindness. This belief system must emphasize the abilities and assets of blind persons, and be reinforced through successful experiences. Not only must blind people themselves have a deep understanding and belief in the abilities of persons that are blind, but they must also be well prepared to educate others who are not aware of the truth regarding blindness. More than this, in order to maintain the beliefs and attitudes that will lead to success, blind persons must have a reliable support system. Their families and friends certainly can help; however, there is still a need for the support that can only come from knowing other blind persons.

The chances of achieving success alone when confronted by the overwhelming misunderstandings and misconceptions held by so many people is very small, and it is for this reason that the Orientation Center encourages students to become involved, and to stay involved, with a consumer organization that reinforces and practices a positive philosophy of blindness. Consumer organizations, are groups of blind persons that manage and carry out their own activities, and work together to support blind persons in their efforts to achieve success. 

Through such an organization students in the Orientation Center have the opportunity to receive support and encouragement from other blind persons, can offer their support to others that are blind, learn first hand the importance of educating the general public and each other to the truth about blindness, and become aware of the importance of collective action in assuring opportunity for all blind persons. They also become aware of the involvement of other blind persons in mainstream employment, raising families, participating in social activities, being active members of other organizations, and devoting some of their time to community service. 

This ongoing contact with other blind persons is for most students, the best means by which the fifth critical element of proper training can begin to develop in their lives. This is reinforced for the blind students in the Orientation Center, because it is critical that they reach a level of confidence and competence that will create in them the desire to contribute in a meaningful manner to the achievement of success by other blind persons, and to the betterment of their communities. For this reason the Orientation Center staggers the starting dates of students so that new students have the opportunity to interact with and learn from more advanced students. In addition, this gives the more advanced students the opportunity to reflect upon how far they have come from the beginning of their training, and helps them develop a sense of satisfaction through assisting these new students. Also, arrangements for activities in which the students can perform volunteer jobs and other community services are an important aspect of this learning experience, which are included in Orientation Center training.

The philosophy that shapes the Orientation Center cannot be easily expressed in a few sentences; however, its most basic principle can be explained in very simple terms. Blind people are normal people, who just happen to be blind. Not only are blind persons capable of being independent, self sufficient, responsible, and contributing members of their family and community, they should have an equal opportunity to achieve these goals and be expected to do so, in a manner equal in quality to any other member of their family and community. The techniques through which these goals of a normal lifestyle are achieved may differ from those of persons with normal eye sight, but the nature and requirements of these goals should never be watered down simply because the person working to achieve them is blind. 

From this rudimentary belief the philosophy has grown and continues to evolve with the ever more complex world around us. Without a strong philosophical basis for providing services, it is not possible to provide proper training. No organized human activity can occur without some form of philosophy, and any effort to provide services to blind persons that claims to not have a philosophy in fact has a very definite one. The myths and misconceptions regarding blindness are so deeply rooted in all of us that without a firm and positive philosophy of blindness, and a concerted effort to confront and dispel these beliefs in both the students and the instructors in the training program, there is only the myths and misconceptions held by the rest of society to shape the manner in which the training program provides services. In such a program the students would emerge from training with little belief in their own abilities, limited belief in the disjointed set of skills they have developed, tending to accept that the myths and misconceptions held by society are correct and the manner in which they are treated as a result of these beliefs is appropriate, with neither the awareness or desire to meet the same standards of their normally sighted counterparts, and no motivation to give back to their community.

Should you find that this article makes you feel uncomfortable, or you find yourself simply dismissing it as nothing more than wishful thinking, perhaps you should consider the possibility that your beliefs about blindness are beginning to be challenged. Proper training provided through an Orientation Center, with its emphases on a positive philosophy of blindness, truly works. Blind persons completing this type of training are many times more likely to find success in their lives than those completing any other types of rehabilitation training, and the experience of hundreds of blind persons bears this out. 


