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Meeting the Musical Needs of Mainstreamed Blind and 
Low Vision Students 
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Abstract: 
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This paper provides an overview of literature and findings of a survey on the musical needs of 

mainstreamed blind and low vision students and their teachers and establishes the viability, potential 
and importance of music in the education of blind students. The needs of visually impaired students 
and their teachers are discussed and suggestions and recommendations made for the future in 
light of current educational trends and the various resources and high-tech equipment now 
available. 

The author's work is involved primarily with blind (braille-using) students whose i,pecific 
needs and difficulties are both obvious and complex. Also, there has been involve
ment with low-vision (large-print using) students whose needs and difficulties are often 
less obvious but, nonetheless, equally worthy of attention and inclusion in this discus
sion. The author's research and considerations are based on personal experiences, an 
examination of the literature, assisted by an Education Department Special Services 
Division Library computer search, discussions with others in the field and the responses 
to some survey/ questionnaires distributed to a cross-section of blind students and some 
regular school music teachers involved with mainstreamed students. Neither the literary 
research nor the data collection from surveys is by any means exhaustive or complete, 
but would certainly seem adequate for this discussion and to provide the basis for more 
thorough investigation in the near future. 

This paper was stimulated by the following observations and experiences: 

(1) Observing and attempting to cater for the difficulties of primary and secondary
students involved in mainstream music classes and activities;

(2) Encounters, music-making and discussions over the past decade with blind musicians 
and music teachers who have successful careers in both the blind and sighted worlds; 

(3) Contact teaching experiences and discussions with blind students and the National
Braille Music Camps (1986 to 1990).

Traditionally, music has enjoyed an important and justified position of significance in 
the education and lives of blind students. This can and should still be so. However, 
this significance of the role of music has also been considerably diluted and overlooked 
(or simply just not considered or adequately catered for) in recent years. Macleod 
( 1987) observes that very few enquiries into the musical ability of the blind have been 
carried out for many decades and suggests that perhaps part of the conventional 'wisdom' 
that blind people study and are good at music may be due to the association of blind
ness with piano tuning. However, it is clear that the associations are much broader 
than this. Mooney (1972) comments that blindness is less of a handicap in the field 
of music than in many other areas of learning, stating very realistically that 'not all blind 
children are musically talented, but from infancy have had to learn with more percep
tiveness than sighted children'. (p. 56) So, musical activities can be a source of great 
pleasure, a place to meet classmates on an equal footing and an opportunity to develop 
creativity. Indeed, a significant number of very competent blind musicians, composers/ 
arrangers and music teachers have emerged over the years. Shepherd and Simons 
( 1970) even state that 'music teachers must recognize that blind musicians, by virtue 
of their handicap, possess certain abilities far in excess of sighted students'. (p. 80) 
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