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Abstract:

Seniors can have problems with reading the computer screen or with learning the newest ways of gathering information. Theofaan (center for rehabilitation of visually impaired people) helps to make the computer accessible, by offering assessment, advice, consultation and training. Specialized rehabilitation workers help in making the right decision when buying a computer, in looking for the right adaptations and they provide training in using the computer and the adaptations. In the future more attention must be given to train volunteers of Senior Webs. A Senior Web is an organization of volunteers in the Netherlands that helps older people manage their computer. Also, tele-teaching needs more attention. A lot of people with special needs have some adaptations at home. But they cannot follow courses in schools or training centers, because these institutes do not have the adaptations. A good way to solve this problem is through tele-teaching, where a person can make use of his own adapted computer at home.

Introduction

In the following diagram you can see some figures about the relation between ages and visual impairment. The figures have to be interpreted with some prudence. Research was done in several countries but in a different way. In Holland so-called desk-research was carried out that finished in 1995. Basically, some similarity in figures was found. But no doubt a growing number of visually impaired seniors in all countries of Europe is to be expected.
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n

3% of the population in 

Europe has serious 

problems with their sight.

n

Looking at seniors older than 

55 years, the percentage is 

20 %.

n

By people living in homes for 

Seniors the figure climbs 

upwards to 36%.

n

80% of our clients in 

rehabilitation is older than 55 

years.

n

Within 5 years 50% of the 

European population will be 

older than 55 years.


Although in most countries there are a lot of social services, the knowledge about visual impairment in older ages is still very limited. That is why we talk about the so-called ‘hidden handicap’. So it is very important that we stay alert to the problems since the group of visually impaired seniors is big and is still growing. About 80 % of our clients are older than 55 years. On average 2,500 Seniors are involved in some activities of rehabilitation.

After a first examination to get a clear picture of the client’s situation, the treatment team formulates a plan of treatment, which contains a few or several interventions from the different disciplines. Social Work supports people in solving and coping with problems and disorder in their functioning in interaction with their social environment.

The most important tasks of Social Work include:

- psychosocial help

- concrete and informational help

- examination and reporting

- signaling, promotion of interests and prevention.

The Information Department

The Information Department aims at providing information by appointment with the client and/or family, environment of the client. On the basis of client needs, the appointment may include the following elements:

- information about aids in support of client’s daily activities.

general information about recreational possibilities, hobbies, domestic adaptations, mobility, contrasts and lighting;

- Independent Therapy

This therapy is orientated towards mobility and orientation

- Daily Living Skills

- Recreation

- Communication (typing, Braille)

- Instruction optical aids

- Cooking

- Instruction aids

- Work rehabilitation 

- Lighting recommendations

Low-vision assessment

Low-vision assessment is aimed at:

- Visual function assessment of vision with high and low contrast.

- The aim of the visual function assessment is to objectify a client’s visual impairment;

Supervised Living

During treatment, a client may appear in need of more intensive support. For this purpose Theofaan Group co-operates with Supervised Living, which is part of the Robert Coppes Foundation.

Social network

Elderly people hide their (visual) problems and don’t have any hope they can participate in society as they used to be. The environment of a visually handicapped person is not orientated on problems related to visual impairment. So we have to inform and train volunteers and professionals in many social organizations in the environment. 

Using Computers

Theofaan provides assistance in making the computer accessible for visually impaired people, by offering assessment, advice, consultation and training.Specialized rehabilitation workers assist in making the right decision when buying a computer, in looking for the right adaptations and provide training in using the computer and the adaptations.

In addition to the figures provided we can distinguish two groups of seniors using computers.

- (1) seniors who are older than 70, still interested and, who want to stay in contact with children and grand-children; read books and newspapers; have plenty of time.

- (2) seniors who are older than 55, familiar with computers, and who want to remain up-to-date; read books and newspapers; have plenty of time.

If senior users can find us for information or support, the most frequent questions are:

- Is it possible to read my newspaper using a computer?

- I want to work with the new ‘Office’ software. Do I have to buy a new computer?

- Is it possible to read my private mail with a scanner?

- I am partially sighted. Can I still use internet?

The answers to those questions and the counselling and training is given by the I.C.T.-department. I.C.T. stands for: Information and Communication Technology

The I.C.T.:

- Makes computers accessible for visually impaired people.

- Assists in making the right decision when buying a computer.

- Helps and advises in finding the right adaptations.

- Provides training for using the computer.

- Provides training for using the adaptations.

First, we can inform a visually impaired senior about the in and outs of using a computer.

We try to give answers to a few questions, like:

- Is the computer the right answer to my questions?

- Is my computer ‘good enough’ or do I have to buy another one?

- What is ‘The latest computer?

- What are the right adaptations to use?

- Would internet be useful to me?

- Can I claim some of the costs with my assurance company?

If a visually impaired person contacts us with a computer-related question, we can offer several assessments.

First we like to know why that person wants to use a computer.

- Does he/she use it for his/her hobby?

- Did he/she use the computer before and can’t he/she read the screen anymore?

- What are the basic communication issues? 

- Is the computer the right and only answer?

- What experience does the client have in working with a computer?’

- What about type-writing skills?

- Is there a computer at home?

- What are the financial consequences and can the client afford them?

We call this “the assessment for the communication problems”.

Second we have to know more about the visual functions of a person. Therefor we do:

- Additional assessment on medical specifications?

- Additional information about the vision of the client?

We examine:

- What about enlarged text?

- What about contrast?

- What about light-adaptation?

Next we do a first global assessment. That is the first confrontation with special programs the client can use to make his computer accessible. Together we try to find an answer to:

- What kind of adaptation does the client need?

- Is it sufficient to work with enlargement?

- Is it sufficient to work only with possibilities of enlarged text?

- What are the best adjustments in terms of enlargement, contrast or other factors?

- Does the client need additional speech-possibilities?

- In case of blindness: Is it possible to work braille or with a speech-synthesizer?

Then, if we are not sure we found the right adaptation already, we can compare between different possibilities and programs. Together with partners from other institutes for blind and partially sighted persons we use a large yellow special truck, equipped for consultation and advise about the newest adaptation for computers.

We look to find the right answers on questions like,

- Is it a answer on all the wishes of the client?

- Is it possible to work under Windows?

- Is the hardware good enough to work with the application?

- What extra cost’ The client has to count on?

- Does the client have to work with braille only, braille and speachsynthesizer or only with the speachsynthesizer?

After a few month, when the client has got his adaptation and had some practice with the computer and the adaptation he might call for some extra lessons, like:

- Lessons in typewriting (if necessary).

- Some repetition in using the adaptation.

- Using Microsoft Windows.

- Using words for windows?

- Some experience with ELNET – The electronic Newspaper and mailbox.

For most elderly users it is enough to work with some enlargements. You can use the possibilities, already available in software like windows. Maybe you have to look for some additional programs, which everyone can download of several, say, many websites. But in most cases you have to use a special designed program for users with a visual impairment. The biggest problem in getting such a program will be the cost’s. Most professional enlarge-programs costs about a 500 dollar ore more. Ifthe senior has a medical indication, the assurance company usually give adaptations at loan.

The most common question seniors ask for is: I cannot really read anymore, is there a possibility to go on the internet, nevertheless? The answer has to be a little bit disappointing! Because the internet and the World Wide Web nowadays not really are text-orientated. Information often is hide in many styles or only accessible through applets which never are in a right or readable text- layout.

If a person uses enlargement he will loose some overview. The more enlargement, the less overview. On many pages you depend on a complete and, more ore less, quick overview of that page. That is not really possible for partly sighted people.

There are some rules to follow if the webmaster wants to make his web-page accessible for visually impaired people, but

- There is not one standard

- There is no duty to do so.

If you want to know if the home-page is well-designed for users with a (visual) handicap you can look for icon guidelines like Bobby approved.
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Visually Impaired Seniors in their Society

Some figures:

		3% of the population in Europe has serious problems with their sight.

		Looking at seniors older than 55 years, the percentage is 20 %.

		By people living in homes for Seniors the figure climbs upwards to 36%.

		80% of our clients in rehabilitation is older than 55 years.

		Within 5 years 50% of the European population will be older than 55 years.





In this diagram you can see some figures about the relation between ages and visual impairment.The figures have to be interpreted with some prudence. Research has been done in several countries but in a different way. In Holland there has been a so called: desk-research that finished in 1995. Basically there were found some similarity in figures. But without any doubt you can expect a growing number of visually impaired seniors in all countries of Europe.

Although in most countries there are a lot of social services, the knowledge about visual impairment in older ages is still very small. That is why we talk about the so called: hidden handicap.

So it is very important that we stay alert at the problems, while the group visually impaired seniors is big and still is growing.
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