Forging Trust and Effective Parent Partnerships: 
Vital Ingredients for the Success of Blind Children
Barbara Cheadle and Eric Vasiliauskas
Like most modern families, our greatest challenge in tackling the task of writing this article was time. No, not just “time” but TIME, in all caps, bold. When we first tried to set up a time to talk, I (Barbara) had to e-mail Eric: “I have to go out of town on a family emergency this week. How about next week?” Later, when we tried again, Eric e-mailed me, “Petras’s IEP is tomorrow early afternoon. I have a packed clinic in the morning. I will try to get to my office early…if we don’t touch base then, I will be in my car from about noon to 1 p.m.” We never did touch base, but that was okay because we had trust. We had trust that the other would bring the same philosophy and values to this topic. I trusted that Eric would come through with an initial draft, and he trusted me to “edit, blend, change, alter--do what ever you like” to the material he drafted. 

Indeed, as I (Barbara) looked over what Eric drafted, that word –trust –kept popping into my head. It is clear that he and his wife have worked hard to build trust with all those involved in the education of their sons, both of whom are blind. Trust is clearly an essential element in the partnerships they have forged. It is also evident that even for them –a professional couple with resources, motivation, persistence, excellent communication skills, and high energy –the process of building and maintaining trust requires considerable effort, time, and commitment. If this is so for a couple with the resources that the Vasiliauskas’s posses, can their success be replicated by families with fewer resources and/or capacity and/or motivation?

We believe the answer is “yes,” and we believe that is so, in part, because of a unique characteristic of trust, which is: trust can be enhanced, magnified, and multiplied through organizational association. Take Eric and me, for example. We hardly know each other. I first became acquainted with his family when they entered their oldest son in the National Organization of Parents of Blind Children’s (NOPBC) Braille Readers are Leaders Contest a few years ago. Since then, we have talked over a rushed lunch at the National Federation of the Blind (NFB) convention, discussed a presentation, and corresponded once about an article for publication. That’s about it. Not much on which to build trust. Except that through our common involvement in the NOPBC and the NFB we had immediate access to a collective pool of trust build up through our literature, mutual friends, and a shared philosophy. He read about me through our literature, and I heard about him from our California members. Even before we met, we had a foundation for mutual trust.

That foundation is, in part, an extension of the trust that the NFB has demonstrated in us –the sighted parents of blind children and our vehicle for collective action, the National Organization of Parents of Blind Children. At the inauguration of our publication, Future Reflections, in 1981, this is what Kenneth Jernigan, president and leader of the NFB for over three decades, said: “If the blind children of this generation are to have the chance to lead a fully normal life as they grow into adulthood, the work of the past forty years must be used as a foundation and a steppingstone. And (valuable though some of their efforts are) we cannot depend upon the professionals to do the work for us. We must do it for ourselves –we the blind of this generation and we the parents of blind children…Our interests and those of the parents are identical.”

As you read Eric’s discussion about parent partnerships that follows, you can see how this heritage of trust has borne fruit, not only in the parent-blind consumer partnership, but also in the valuable parent-professional partnership. 

* * *

Blind and visually impaired children need to master not only the traditional general education curriculum, but a host of blindness skills, which include braille fluency, technology skills, independent travel skills, and important social, daily living, and self-advocacy skills. It is in the child’s best interest that parents learn to build and nurture effective partnerships with educational professionals, blind mentors and advisors, parents of other blind children, and with the members of the student’s IEP team. 

The IEP Team Partnership 
The first real interface that most parents have with educational professionals is in the setting of the IEP or IFSP team meetings. The IEP team is far from a static permanent group of individuals; it is rather a fluid entity whose members change over time. The reality is that in most cases, the parents are the only permanent fixtures throughout the years. Thus, even in the most ideal of circumstances, most parents eventually come to the realization that despite the best intentions of professionals, the individuals with the clearest long-term vision and most vested interest –those with the most at stake –are in fact themselves, the parents. 

In order to effectively advocate for their child, parents need to establish a good rapport with each of the team members and with the team as a whole. Each of the various types of parent partnerships requires nurturing to achieve a high enough level of mutual respect to assure a long-lasting relationship that will ultimately be strong enough to withstand intense discussions as well as disagreements that will inevitably arise. 

While input from each team member theoretically carries equal value, the unfortunate reality is that parental judgment and perceptions will be questioned if they bring up issues or approaches that “go against the flow” of the professionals. Educational professionals are more likely to put their faith in the experience and judgment of other educational professionals than they will in the parents, who may be viewed as having unrealistic expectations, or of being emotional as they are “too close to the issue” and lack the formal training to make informed decisions. 

Thus, when requesting specific services or a change in approach that may be met with resistance, parents will need to present a persuasive case that provides not only background, but they should be prepared to offer potential alternative solutions as well. Even the most seasoned of parents has to sometime resist the short-term short-lived satisfaction of “winning the battle” at the expense of damaging relationships within the IEP team. Parents must not only exhibit conviction and self-discipline, but they need to know where to turn to look for answers and guidance and alternatives to what is being presented by the local VI and general education professionals. One of the best resources may be parents of other blind children, blind adults, older blind students, and blindness educators outside the local system. 

Parent-Professional Partnerships

Input from the teacher of the visually impaired (TVI) and orientation and mobility specialist (O&M) are central to the success of a blind child. Unfortunately, many itinerant TVIs and O&M instructors are burdened with overstretched case loads and may meet with their students only one to three times per week. It is unrealistic to believe that the full range of compensatory blindness skills can be mastered adequately with such limited contact. Good communication is needed to reinforce concepts and skills at home and at school. Thus, it is imperative that parents work hard to establish respectful relationships with blindness professionals. 

This does not mean that parents have to agree with everything the TVI or O&M professional recommends or proposes. TVIs should be flexible and intuitive, for every child is different. What works with one blind/VI child, in one school or district, at a particular grade level, may not work for another. Sometimes teachers need to be reminded of this by parents. In regard to O&M services, parents eventually learn that there are not only many different cane options, but there are also different schools of thought with respect to teaching travel techniques. Parents and O&M professionals should be able to have an honest dialogue about differences and come to a joint compromise when necessary.

Partnerships with the Blind Community

It is critical that parents reach out to the blind community and establish meaningful interactions with accomplished blind adults as well as blind children and their parents who have or are successful maneuvering through the hurtles of the educational process. Parents, education professionals, and even children can gain insights and be inspired by the refreshing positive, uplifting, practical, success-in-academics and success-in-life perspectives about blindness put forth in consumer publications such as Future Reflections, the Braille Monitor, or the Kernel Book Series. Attending conventions where the vast majority of the participants and presenters are blind as well as meeting and interacting with successful, functional blind youth and adults, their spouses and families, is an invaluable and frequently life-altering experience for families. 

Blind children should take advantage of opportunities to interact with other blind youth through participation in conferences, conventions, specialized camps, leadership programs, outings, or summer youth programs such as those offered by the NFB blindness skills training centers in Louisiana, Colorado, and Minnesota. When children are placed in an environment where their peers and instructors are all blind they learn that they can no longer use their blindness as an excuse for not being able to do or try something. Through such activities children learn day-to-day blindness skills that have been time-tested by the blind. These experiences not only foster friendships, they facilitate bonding between children and potential blind role models, and they promote an internal drive for independence in a way sighted blindness professionals and even parents cannot. 

Parent-Parent Partnerships

Likewise, parents of other successful blind children can be an invaluable resource. Parents may network with other parents by attending state and national conferences and conventions and through parent organizations such as the National Organization of Parents of Blind Children (NOPBC) and the National Association for Parents of Children with Visual Impairments (NAPVI) and their local chapters. Parents can also take advantage of the technological wonders of the twenty-first century by sharing questions, thoughts, and ideas via electronic mailing lists such as the NOPBC’s blindkid list-serve which provides nearly immediate access to other parents, teachers, and blind individuals who can share pearls of experience and offer concrete suggestions on how to approach real life issues, including what has worked for other children around the nation. Another electronic mailing list that many parents find a source of support and information is BVI-Parents.
Behind every successful blind child that truly reaches his/her full potential are involved parents who partner with the individual members of their child’s IEP team, the blind community, and parents of other blind children to create relationships based on respect and trust. Informed and connected parents are a vital and valuable asset in their child’s educational years and by building and nurturing various parent partnerships can put themselves forth as a knowledgeable resource.

Barbara Cheadle is President of the National Organization of Parents of Blind Children and the mother of three adult children. Her son, Chaz, who is blind (with partial sight), is currently employed with the Living Classroom Foundation in the Baltimore/Washington D.C. area. Depending upon the season, he is either an educator, sailor, ship’s maintenance and repairman, and/or ship’s cook.
Dr. Eric Vasiliauskas is the father of fourth grader Vejas and pre-kindergartener Petras, both of whom are successfully fully mainstreamed in their neighborhoods local public elementary school in California. Both boys are also “mainstreamed” in their Lithuanian Saturday school classes and read and write in Lithuanian Braille.
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