Harmony’s cane, her symbol of independence.
 

I wanted to share our family’s experiences with introducing a long white cane to our child Harmony at age 3 (she is now 4).  Before starting I want to explain, that in the UK, this is considered very young, and as we introduced a cane ourselves, this is even considered ‘controversial’ and we have not been able to gain much support.  Also as Harmony has some vision, some people are confused that we would give her a cane.  I do however have plenty of support in the USA and Canada, from parents of visually impaired children, blind adults and orientation and mobility officers.  I have also befriended a few parents in the UK who have introduced canes to their young children, but they were very difficult to find.

 

In America blind people advocated for young children to use canes as part of everyday life, including at school and are still advocating this movement and teaching parents of blind children and professionals, the importance of using a long cane.   In America, they also use the term blind more openly, using this to describe all children with significant visual impairment.  Whereas I believe in the UK, the word blind is avoided for children with some vision, and thought of negatively. 

 

Jody, a friend of mine from America gives a history lesson.  “ Cane travel as it is known today was first used after World War 2 and was developed by a guy called Hoover who worked for the Veterans Administration.  He was the first to use a long cane that reaches in front of a person to feel obstacles.  Blind people developed their own method of using canes and often taught other blind people.

 

When I was growing up, cane travel was NOT taught to children less than 16 years of age.  The reason for this was that it was assumed that younger children didn’t have the motor skills to use a cane and funding was not available.  The end result was that children had developed some rather horrible habits of shuffling their feet, walking slowly and holding their heads down.  Then, as their peers were getting their drivers licence, blind kids were given their cane.  Needless to say, it didn’t go down very well.  Then in the 70s and later, the children of the 60s grew up and became advocates of the blind.  They suggested that young children have canes.  The professionals had a fit and said this was ridiculous.  But these blind children DID learn to use the cane and since they learned at an early age, they did VERY well.  They developed skills far beyond what they were expected to learn because of this idea.  To this day we still hear the balks of professionals saying that a blind child has to be at least a certain age to learn how to use a cane.  They also introduced pre-canes as a way of giving professional control.”

 

When we introduced Harmony’s cane, it was clear that it was what was missing before, and she took to it straight away.   We had been very unsatisfied with the lack of support for families of visually impaired children, regarding orientation and mobility and had noticed that in all our American texts, the pictures of children, showed them using canes, but it was becoming clearer that canes were not introduced in the UK until MUCH later and then only during mobility sessions.  It also became clear that in the UK, canes are often avoided and seen as social barriers.  

 

We felt a cane would be specifically helpful to Harmony.  As parents, we had worked on Harmony’s mobility and orientation, and we knew she was ready for something else, and we had a good idea that the cane would be the answer in giving her equal opportunity to her peers.  I already had contact with parents, blind adults and some professionals in America, and decided to join an organization called NFB, National Federation of the Blind.  I felt I had finally met an organisation, which not only mirrored my ideas but also could teach me so much.  It is the largest organization OF the blind, in the world and their purpose is to help blind people achieve self-confidence, self-respect and self-determination, and they are BIG advocates of the long cane and encourage people with low vision to learn blindness skills.  But here is where they really got my attention ‘The mission of the NFB is to achieve widespread emotional acceptance and intellectual understanding that the real problem of blindness is not the loss of eyesight but the misconceptions and lack of information which exist.  We do this by bringing blind people together to share successes, to support each other in times of failure, and to create imaginative solutions”.

 

NFB truly believe that blindness can be reduced from a disability to an ‘inconvenience’.  I am not sure that deep down, UK organisations believe the same, and I feel that we are decades behind America.  

 

Harmony is always observed and assessed in familiar environments, usually at home, or in play setting and is described as having good mobility.  We have even had people say ‘Her visual acuity is at least 6/30’ from watching her (her visual acuity is actually between 4/60 and 6/60 in tests and probably less in realistic settings and her visual field is reduced).  Harmony’s vision fluctuates and she is very affected by glare and dim lighting.  She is also likely to lose more vision.  Before getting the cane Harmony could get around certain areas, where she could simply move freely as she wished, but getting her to walk with me down the street, in one direction, was a real trial.  She preferred walking in visually interesting areas with lots going on such as shopping centres, or places with 3D objects to touch, run around and return to, but struggled walking on the pavement in residential areas.   Interestingly, she also preferred running to walking, where her balance and mobility was better!  When we were out she would want to stay close to landmarks rather that moving ahead.  We had taught her to explore and move and to be aware of her environment, but she needed more, she needed to have more information so that she could have more control.  She was genuinely struggling and frustrated despite all out efforts.   I was told that ‘its just the same as other children, you take her hand and tell her to walk’.  But Harmony could not see far ahead of her and usually could not see changes in floor level, kerbs and steps and she wasn’t getting enough information about her environment to satisfy her as we were traveling A-B.  I looked around me and other 3 years olds and younger, were running ahead of their parents who called out for them to stop and the next road, or walking behind their parent who was able to carry on walking when the child resisted.  If Harmony sat in the floor and refused to move or had a full-scale tantrum, I couldn’t walk on, showing her she needed to follow, it wasn’t safe.  Like most toddlers, Harmony went through a stage of not wanting to hold my hand, she would veer towards the road as she walked and I would have to intervene.  She also would try to walk the side of the road, to track the line of the kerb as she was walking in an effort to walk in one direction, and of course I couldn’t allow that.  

 

Our difficulties disappeared almost overnight when we gave her the cane, and now I am the proudest mummy in the world when we walk together and she is very responsible with her cane, which she takes and uses, every time we leave the house. Because she was previously struggling with limited and unreliable sight and was anxious about what was coming next, she found it hard to listen and concentrate when we were walking and would just wanted me to carry her up close and talk to her.  Now she has a cane, she walks with her head held up high, great posture, and her concentration with all her senses is fantastic, and we can now enjoy our chats without me carrying her.  These skills carry on when she doesn’t use her cane, like at people’s houses, or when she wants to run around and play, and she is responsible for leaning her cane somewhere safe.  I think some people, probably those who think she has more sight than she does, or those who think blindness should be hidden, are surprised that she uses a cane. When using the cane, her sight is actually much more useful, because her cane can take care of some things and her vision is free to look for traffic lights, shops, children to play with e.t.c.  

 

Her cane provides safety and confidence, but she also loves the stimulation and sensory feedback it gives her.  Mobility officers are teaching older children to explore their environment and touch things, but Harmony has already touched with her hands, and has moved on from having to keep stopping and touching and examining things she already knows about.  But she enjoys finding things with her cane, including different surfaces, kerbs, steps, rubbish!  And she can discriminate between a wooden pole and metal lamppost, by the feel and sound of tapping it with her cane.  I think that the cane is an appropriate tool to do this with at her age.  She can use her cane to explore as she keeps walking and moving.  She used to get bored when we were just walking down the street and there was nothing interesting around her, but now that she has her cane, no problem, she is getting the information she wants and needs.

 

The cane gives her constant contact with the ground and therefore keeps her ‘grounded’ She can also walk down the middle of a corridor or path, when using the cane, instead of veering.

 

I don’t understand why canes aren’t being given to young kids, and to be used in real life, with their parents.  Obviously the family would need to be motivated and committed and would need to show their child how to be responsible, but I think most would meet that criteria.  Some professionals would say that a child has to learn ‘pre-cane skills’ first and needs to be ready, but I believe this goes against other child development theories, we give children crayons and pens to scribble with before they are ready to write their names.  Adult cane users, describe not giving young children canes, the same as blindfolding sighted children.  It is natural to start straight away, and I wish I had started with Harmony sooner.  It is also a way of identifying her as a registered blind person and of accepting her as such.  The penny has dropped with the locals, who now realize what we are up to when practicing ‘mobility and orientation’ out and about, and why I am describing things to her.  She gets much more attention, and not in a ‘pitiful’ way, people are courteous, and shopkeepers will talk to her and people don’t make mistakes by assuming she can see.  Her world has opened up and she is part of the crowd and communicated with rather than ignored.  She uses the cane walking by her self, holding my hand, when being guided, holding hands with a friend, when roller skating, and definitely when we walk in London, where we go regularly for her eye treatment.  If I carry her, she holds it folded or tucked in.  When appropriate she will hold the cane upright, and will do this straight away on request.  When we are walking along, if she hears crowd of passersby’s walking quickly or a bicycle, she uses the cane, to find a wall, and moves in, allowing the person to go past, without reminding, not bad for a toddler!

 

I cant guarantee how Harmony will perceive being blind and using a cane as she grows up, but right now I feel I am giving her the best start and want people to accept that I just want to get on with raising my child without unnecessary barriers.

 

In the UK, young children are not using canes in schools, and I have been given excuses that they are not necessary, are tripping hazards, are a social barrier and that blind people don’t use them in familiar environments.  Schools are crowded places with moving people; a child can orientate themselves with the layout of the school, but cannot control the environment.  A cane is not a hazard, not anymore than steps, feet, backpacks, anything else found in a school.  Seriously, if the schools are worried about other children tripping over her cane, I would wonder how safe those children are in their own travels! Harmony’s cane would alert and remind other people that she cannot see them.  She does have sight, but it is low, making it difficult to keep up with activity and the hazards at school related to the unpredictability of crowd behaviour.  

 

A friend Sarah J. Blake, author of “Past the Gray Curtain, Growing Strong and Nothing But the Best: Resources for Homeschooling the Blind Child”, explains to me:  “I don’t know if UK schools are different, but here we often have backpacks on floors, children sitting in the halls with their legs outstretched e.t.c. it is far better to have the visually impaired child have a cane and be able to use their vision for landmarks – and for sighted children to watch where they are going, which they should be in any case!  Would these same staff deny a child using a wheelchair and insist they be carried everywhere because they wheels might roll on some ones toes?  Sighted children are expected to move safely, independently and responsibly within a school setting, blind children should be expected to do the same, not rely on other children or an adult to lead them around. This is nothing less than restriction based on administrative convenience” 

 

Incidentally, I often hear from other parents that their visually impaired child is accused of being clumsy as they get older, which I think could be down to mobility officers not teaching any alternative skills except trailing and sighted guide and expecting a child to move safely and efficiently with only a mobility session once a term, allowing a child to develop their ‘own strategies’, which could lead to bad habits which are more difficult to correct later on.

 

The child should be getting support and supervision anyway, so if a school is concerned they can observe her using it and she can get regular cane training.  As for the social barrier, I am not feeding into that one.  The kids know she cant see well, and she will do better sticking out for being a responsible, skilled, child who happens to use a cane.  The sighted kids, can also see to get out her way, but used properly, even by an infant, the kids wouldn’t even feel it if her cane touched them, they would however feel her tripping over them or walking into them.  Some schools allow other kids to guide the children, even at 4 years old, and I do not agree with this.  I also don’t like the term ‘sighted guide’, I think my daughter could do a better job of guiding other children her age around, using her cane, than they might guide her responsibly.  I prefer the idea of Harmony walking together with a friend, whilst using her cane as appropriate, so that they do not lose each other.  The mobility officer had already suggested ‘daisy chains’ where all the kids hold onto each others shoulders, so as not to ‘single the child out’. In my opinion, this teaches my child nothing, encourages dependence, and makes other children resentful, but then you always get the children that love to ‘mother’ the child and that’s just as bad, not to mention being an accident waiting to happen, and I will take that VERY seriously.  NOT using a cane is a hazard.  In the USA, it is the norm for children to use canes when they start school, and the school would be liable for injury if the child got hurt through not using a cane.

 

I am often told that Harmony has ‘enough sight’ for moving about, but this is not so, and she should be learning non-visual methods too.  She is more relaxed when using the cane; she is not affected by crowded or unfamiliar areas, and generally travels safer, with more confidence and more efficiently.  She is certainly ready for a cane, and I believe she would have benefited from one as soon as she was walking.  After all if she is not ready for a cane, what is she ready for?  To be led around?  Harmony should hold my hand because she wants to, not because she has to, and this should go for walking with friends too.  Also if the idea is that kids can’t move safely around Harmony using her cane, how can they safely guide her?  Much better, harmony learns to travel herself, so when she does need help, she knows what help, why and how to ask for it and she can teach her friends the best way to help.  Being independent wont isolate her, it will show her peers she is an equal, who happens to use alternative methods to gain information. 

A supportive friend of mine, Dr Sheri Wells-Jensen, who is a parent and is blind, believes there are two messages we can teach our kids:

1. You are blind, poor baby and need so very much help.  Do not walk alone.  Do not go adventuring.  We will put limits on you, but it is all for your own safety.  A cane will show people you are blind and you don’t want people to think of you that way, because blindness is terrible.  Be cautious, walk with your hand on someone’s shoulder because that way it’s easier and you don’t have to learn how to find your own way.  We will take care of you always. 

2. First, you are brave, smart, loving and a loved child who is blind.  This means we will have to work together to help you figure a few things out.  Here is a cane, go for a walk.  Go adventuring.  We will help you learn how to explore your own world and show you how to be safe.  A cane will show people you are blind, and that’s what you are.  No need to be shy about it.  Be brave!  Walk by yourself whenever you can and learn your way around.  It’s a little harder at first perhaps, but you will feel proud of what you can do, and you will grow up to be a successful and independent person.
 

She also states “ I would not ask one child to lead another on a consistent basis any more than I would ask one child to do another’s homework regularly. Our tasks as adults is to free and empower our children, not confine or limit them.  I wouldn’t ask one child to lead another any more that I would ask a child to baby-sit another.  It simply doesn’t make sense and isn’t necessary.”  Canes do not need to be a tripping hazard, any more than steps or a number of things that seeing people casually employ.  Better a child circulates on equal footing with peers and everyone learn to watch out for themselves and each other, than some people walk freely while others are led about by the hand.  Blindness is not a crime and we should not imprison children because of it.

 

I am hoping that when harmony starts school, they will become open to the idea of her using her cane in the building and playground.  Yes she will want to run and play but she can be responsible enough to find somewhere to lean her cane, and retrieve it afterwards. I would like her to have a cane holder in her classroom, so she can take the cane, whenever she leaves the room.

 

Introducing a cane, is not going against the professionals, a parent shouldn’t feel just because their child has special needs that they cannot teach basic things to their children. It doesn’t have to be mysterious and using a cane for protection, and to find information, is not rocket science, although I am obviously hoping that Harmony will also learn more advanced skills from experienced professionals and other experienced cane users.   Best of all, a cane teaches a child that there are alternative, appropriate ways of gaining information and acting upon it and it can be fun.  Harmony calls her cane her ‘travel buddy’ and that sums it up.  We have added a flower sticker and reflective tape to her cane, and she has one that glows in the dark!  At Xmas she decorated one with red ribbon and bells.  She is not ‘dependent’ of her cane, but so what if she was, it is an aid, developed for people with unreliable sight.  She does the work; the cane is an extension of her arm and is her ticket to a safe, independent and happy life.  Hopefully she will not hang up her cane after completing standard training, hoping to never ‘need’ it.  Losing sight doesn’t have to be a tragedy, and kids dragging her around is NOT cute and fantastic, I am just hoping her visually impaired peers, grow up with the same attitude and they can share tips together and improve techniques like their American friends

