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For the majority of us, sooner or later
there comes that moment when we realise
that reading ordinary print is not as easy
as it once was. Arms can no longer hold
out a newspaper far enough to allow the
print to become clear and readable. Apart
from the horrid realisation that one is get-
ting older, this type of loss of normal visu-
al functioning really is just an inconven-
ience and part of life. But what if, despite
the use of spectacles or contact lenses, vi-
sion is still impaired and impaired signifi-
cantly. is can be much more debilitat-
ing; particularly for the young learner
when we consider that 80% of learning
normally takes place through the visual
channel. As such, an impairment of the
normal route to learning can lead to sig-
nificant barriers to progression including
loss of incidental learning as well as diffi-
culties in accessing print or other media
for independent learning. ese barriers
may lead to gaps in knowledge, lack or
misunderstanding and delayed concept
development. ough a severe loss of vi-
sion is thankfully rare in modern industri-
alised nations, many more school-aged

children might have some degree of vision
disorder which could be impacting on
their learning. Changing culture and tech-
nology has altered human activity which
now tends to be more sedentary, less chal-
lenging visually in so far as not requiring
our eyes to shift from near to far as often.
Visual difficulties are also common in
children with autism, attention deficit hy-
per activity disorders and specific learning
disabilities. 

If there is such high number of children
with some form of visual disorder, then
clearly there is merit in adapting the
learning environment to take account of
this to improve the quality of their learn-
ing. Yet, better classroom conditions cre-
ated for those with additional needs can
also have a positive impact on the learn-
ing process and performance of all
school-aged learners. Studies have already
shown that improvement in the acoustics
in classrooms for those with a hearing im-
pairment also improve the quality of
learning of those without a hearing loss. 

Inspired by such research, the OPTiC
project brought together partners from 7
European countries with a view to identi-
fying the specific adaptations for school-
aged learners with a visual impairment
which might also benefit those without a
sight loss. It ran from 2008 until 2010 and
was funded through the European
Union’s Comenius Programme with part-
ners from France, Ireland, Luxembourg,
Scotland, Slovenia, Sweden and Switzer-
land involved. e project aimed to pro-

vide better information on adaptations to
the learning environmental for young
learners with visual impairment; parents
and families of these young learners; visit-
ing teachers for young people with visual
impairment; community services; architects
and designers of schools and colleges.

However, the two of the most impor-
tant targets groups for the project were
education management and class teach-
ers. e aim here was to raise awareness
of the presence of a learner with visual
impairment and how, with appropriate
support, educators and school managers
can become more proficient in consider-
ing individual needs and in forward plan-
ning to meet those needs. 

e project research entailed question-
naires, literature reviews and case studies
to identify best practice in the adaption of
learning environments for those with a
severe visual impairment. Furthermore,
during the project’s 6 mobility phases,
each host institution organised visits to
other organisations involved in educating
learners with sight loss. is allowed proj-
ect partners to see and record ‘real’ exam-
ples of best practice and innovation in ac-
tion. 

Looking first at the questionnaire,
pupils in all the participating countries
took part in a survey on how they felt
their learning space could better serve
their particular needs. e questionnaire
examined lighting, colour, texture, shape,
acoustics, room organisation, room size
and shape, resources and feelings. Re-

spondents were from mainstream as well
as special schools. 

e results confirmed what was already
known but also provided some unexpect-
ed results. For example, the learners wish
for good task lighting along with the de-
sire to control room lighting and glare
was not the least surprising. Texture, to
aid mobility for instance, thought by part-
ners to be critically important, was actual-
ly seen to be less important by the visually
impaired themselves. More preferred was
for everything to be in its place e.g. class-
room organisation to be predictable with
sufficient space to work. e major wish
that came through was that the young
people wanted to be the active controller
in their environment. 

Partners also undertook an extensive
literature review which also involved on-
line research. is allowed a reference list
of publications addressing environmental
adaptions to be compiled with each arti-
cle, book or website analysed to identify
the main ideas of environment design
contained within.

But by far the largest piece of work was
collecting and cataloguing of best prac-
tice. Some of the ideas identified in this
section deal with complex issues such as
how to design classroom lighting schemes
to ensure the optimal level of lighting is
delivered uniformly across the classroom.
For example, on a bright day, light
strength for those sighted learners sitting
close to the windows may be in the region
of 1000 lux or upwards. It could well be

higher. (Lux is the measure of light falling
on an object.) However, the lighting levels
where the blackboard may be located
could be closer to 00 – 500 lux. 500 lux
is an average for most classrooms. To
cope, we expect constant adaptation by
our eyes to the different light levels across
the classroom. In time, this will be strenu-
ous and take up a lot of resources. It will
inevitably reduce concentration on the
task at hand. It would be much preferable
to have a uniform level of lighting across
the classroom. Furthermore, classrooms
with 00 lux lighting levels also provide
poor contrast and loss of colour, 500 lux,
an average, still provides poor contrast
and indistinct colour. 1500 lux provides
optimum lighting levels with clear con-
trast. German studies have shown an im-
provement of up to 15% in school results
when working with 1500 lux light levels
compare with 500 lux. Getting the light-
ing right for the learner with a sight loss
also benefits those with normal vision. 

But most of the advice is very simple.
For instance, make life easier for the
learner by ensuring they have access to
pencils with high contrast such as B
leads rather than the lighter and more
common HB. Ensure pupils have only
what they require in their pencil case (one
black, one blue, one red and one pencil),
rather than a jumble of pens and pencils.
Less is more. 

e result is an 88-page colour booklet
full of useful ideas for educators with
emoticons used to indicate good practice

and poor practice. Project results are also
available on CD as well as on the project
website www.optic-comenius.eu. (e
booklet is also available in braille.) e
website and CD also contains a summary
of the most common causes of a loss of vi-
sion and a number of videos which pro-
vide additional advice to those involved in
working with learners with a sight loss.
One particularly interesting video was
produced by the Slovenian partner school.
It shows how needlessly difficult moving
around a normal school environment can
be for a student with a severe sight loss
and how simple, very low cost alterations
can make life much easier for those with
little vision. 

St Joseph’s Primary School for Children
with Visual Impairment, Dublin, has
probably been one of the primary benefi-
ciaries of the project. Summer works proj-
ects undertaken in the last two years have
involved repainting the classrooms and
corridors colour which have raised levels
of luminosity and increased contrast.
Flooring has been replaced with surfaces
that reduce noise and are also a lot less vi-
sually cluttered and less reflective. Roller
blinds have been installed to control glare
more effectively. e recommendations of
the project along with advice from part-
ners have been particularly helpful in
planning this work and ensuring the best
results for the leaners. 

e school also benefited greatly from
the friendships and contacts made over
the life of the project. Visual impairment

Project participant’s at the final meeting in Slovenia in June 2010

Post project corridor at St Joseph’s
Primary school illustrating how the
school has improved its provision in
light of the project. Doors painted in
high contract to the walls with white
triangles around the door handles to
aid mobility. Additional mobility aid
provided by flooring with high con-
trast inserts in white. 
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is a low-incidence disability. St Joseph’s is the
only designated special school for pupils with a
sight loss in Ireland. As such, meeting other pro-
fessionals working in a similar environment, fac-
ing similar problems does require reaching out
across national borders. e chance to share ex-
periences and exchange ideas has been extremely
beneficial to the development of the school.

At the end of the project, it is sad to note that
many educational environments still do not yet
reflect the results of research involving adapta-
tions suitable for those with a disability. Howev-
er, it is hoped that the results of the OPTIC proj-
ect will help move us towards a more inclusive
society where the aim of success for all learners
recognises that careful consideration must be
given to the design of the learning environment. 

View unedited version of this article online in
InTouch section of www.into.ie. For more infor-
mation on the OPTIC project visit 
www.optic-comenius.eu or email
optic@stjosephsprimaryvi.ie for a copy of the
booklet or CD. t

Written by Rob Jones, Principal, St Joseph’s Primary
School for Children with Visual Impairment, Drum-
condra, Dublin 9. 


