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Introduction

For this assignment I choose to read the book “The Black Book of Color” and explore the 

label of blindness.  “The Black Book of Color” is a small picture book for children but it 

greatly impacted me the first time I read it because for the first time I caught a glimpse 

into the world of a blind student.  It challenged many of my beliefs and biases about 

blindness and made me question how I could respond to a student that was blind in my 

classroom.  This reflective paper is a record of my steps on this journey to become a 

better educator and advocate for students labeled as blind. I did find that I needed to 

read a lot more about how blind students are taught in the public school to answer the 

many questions I had and that this assignment asked of me. The questions break down 

into two broad categories how the student might feel and how I changed.  This paper is 

organized into sections around my answers to these questions. 

How did this change my perception of the disability?

Going into this assignment I can now honestly say that my perception of blindness was 

formed in ignorance. Castellano(2005) writes on p.167 “In all honesty, the only people I 

really ever knew of who were blind were famous people. I could name them all for you-

Ray Charles, Stevie Wonder, and I had read about Helen Keller. I had never really met a 

blind person.”  This perfectly described me, I had only this surface understanding of 

blindness yet considered myself educated about blindness.  I knew Helen Keller’s story, 

could identify braille, and knew that blind people use a white cane, what more did I need 

to know? I based my perception of blindness on how I would feel if I lost my sight rather 

than an understanding that students who are blind have often lived their whole life 
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without sight.  They have therefore learned to make sense of their world in ways that 

don’t include sight.  The book helped me see this because I couldn’t imagine how to 

explain colors to someone who had never seen green.  The blind main character Thomas 

does not need someone to describe green he has formed his own opinion on what green 

is.  He describes green as “tastes like lemon ice cream and smells like grass that’s just 

been cut.” Cottin(2005) p.15  I felt out of my depth with this description because I would 

not have thought about describing a colour as a taste and smell.   He has his own schema 

to interpret the world and does not need me to be his interpreter.  He would come into 

my classroom as capable as any other child.  

I think the most powerful impact this book had on me was that it reversed the roles of 

abled and disabled.  I was in the deficit role because I couldn’t experience the richness of 

Thomas’ world without his help.  Thomas was the expert and his way of perceiving the 

world was privileged over mine.  My sightedness didn’t benefit me and I realized how 

much it had limited my perception of the world.  I had narrowly defined colour as a 

visual concept and ignored my other senses.  For a brief moment I could understand 

how my reliance on sight and visual cues had limited me. I will never truly be able to see 

the world in the way Thomas does because of my limitations. This allowed me to view 

Thomas not as someone to be pitied or helped but as a capable, knowledgeable source.  

The book transformed my perception of disabled students from helpless to capable. This 

is the perception I want to bring into my classroom.  All students should be treated as 

capable with knowledge that needs to be shared, despite perceived deficits they have.  In  

this case I would have said Thomas has a deficit but in fact his deficit revealed my own.  
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What does it mean to be labeled as blind? 

Castellano(2005)writes on page 19 “It is said, after all, that the public fears blindness 

almost as much as they fear cancer and AIDS, and people seem to want to avoid the 

word.” I think that I shared this fear but it is a fear born of ignorance.  As I mentioned 

earlier I formed my opinion of blindness out of how I’d feel to lose my sight instead of 

basing it on the truth that many people who are blind have lived their entire life without 

sight.  The world wants them to think that this means they have a deficit but they have 

developed the skills and knowledge to function because they know no differently.  There 

is no loss for them in being blind. Castellano(2005) writes on page 8 “But for blind/VI 

children, being blind/VI is natural. From the start they are learning skills and using 

tools that enable them to live life normally” To be labelled blind by the world is to be 

told that you are abnormal when you’ve spent your whole existence one way and have no 

way to alter yourself to fit an outside definition of normal.  

If I was to tell Thomas that his definition of green was wrong that green is a visual 

concept only I have crippled him.  In labeling students we often cripple them because we 

tell them there is something wrong with them when in fact they are exactly who they are 

meant to be.  As a teacher my job shouldn’t be to label students but to change my 

methods to meet their needs.  If I can grow my definition of green to include Thomas’ 

then his knowledge is valued and my class would have a richer understanding of the 

color green.   Instead of punishing Thomas for not being able to perceive the world the 

same way as me I need to honour his ways of knowing.  
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How does the school construct the label? 

I have seen the video (available on YouTube) of Sir Ken Robinson describing the history 

of education and how to change the paradigms.  In this video he talks about how the 

current paradigm is based on a factory model or a one size fits all type solution.  

Students are assumed to come into our school with all the same skills, knowledge and 

abilities therefore we can teach them all the same way.  This model doesn’t allow for 

students with exceptionalities.  Blind students are expected to function exactly as 

sighted students.  Currently we deal with this by labeling students and getting extra 

funding so we can give them an aide to help them function as a sighted student.  School 

funding requires labels so that we can accommodate difference. As Sir Robinson goes on 

to detail the paradigm is broken and needs to be rethought.  All students are individuals 

and have different strengths and weaknesses and should be valued for who they are.  

The current system of labels makes many of our students feel badly about their 

uniqueness.  

 The current paradigm is even shown in education programs like this one where 

students are only required to take one survey course on exceptional learners.  

Wall(2002) writes,  “General education teachers' lack of training and the negative 

attitudes that can result are cited as a common stumbling block to the successful 

inclusion of children with impairments in the general classroom.”  As I’ve seen by 

reading this book and throughout this course the best way to become a better teacher is 

to get to know your learners better as individuals with strengths and weaknesses.  More 

courses that help future teachers learn how to restructure classrooms to fit the needs of 

students are needed.  Teachers need to learn that one size fits all is never really possible 
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and that all classrooms will require a teacher to be flexible in their practice.  I see the 

effort being made in this program to graduate teachers with this understanding but the 

structure of schools still remains a challenge for learners with exceptionalities.  

How does this effect their school life? 

Throughout my education courses I’ve repeatedly heard variations on the statistic that 

70% of learning is visual.  I couldn’t find any actual stats to quote to back this up but I 

do know from personal experience that school learning is heavily weighted towards 

visual learners.  The entire way school is set up therefore works against a student who is 

blind.  This even translates into how students with visual impairments are taught. There 

is a bias is to teach visual strategies instead of non-visual in the case of VI students. 

Castellano(2005) backs this up writing on page 20 “The misguided effort to have 

partially sighted people appear sighted-and by extension normal-ends up depriving 

them of the things they need to be functional.”  Castellano goes on to describe how 

students are encouraged to keep trying to learn to read text rather than braille if there is 

any possibility of sight even though there are studies that show students with visual 

impairments who learn braille while young go on to literacy success in both braille and 

text reading than students who only learn to read text.  Combine this bias with teachers 

who are not prepared or haven’t had a lot of experience in planning for diverse learning 

needs and school life can become very challenging for students who are blind.  

What does it mean to be an educator of a student with this label?

The other challenge is the damage that is done to a learner by labeling them as deficit.  

Even when you use nice terminology like exceptional you are still singling out a student 
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as different.   As a teacher I need to be very careful to treat all my students as individuals 

and not to focus on their labels.  The process of labeling is damaging and while it may be 

necessary in order to secure the supports and funding a student needs, as a teacher I 

need to be careful to not let the label replace the individual learner.  I also need to 

rethink and confront my biases and fears about the exceptionality.  Just like I discovered 

my own ignorance and biases when I read the “The Black Book of Color”.  I need to be 

prepared to keep growing as a teacher.  

Specifically for students who are blind I have learned that I need to plan more diverse 

learning opportunities rather than just relying on visual strategies.   I need to provide 

tactile, kinesthetic, and oral lessons.  While reading for this paper I found another 

picture book called “The Gift” in which a young girl becomes friends with an older lady 

who is blind.  The girl worries about what gift to give her friend but discovers that the 

lady greatly values her descriptions of the world around her.  For me this story 

highlighted the need to be a good communicator when dealing with a student who is 

blind.  I valued the last chapter of Castellano’s “Making it Work” because it was personal 

narratives from teachers who have taught students who are blind.  The common thread 

in all these narratives was that the most important person to teach you about the 

student is the student themselves.  Giving them the power to tell you about how they 

learn and their strengths can help both of you.  They gain confidence and are treated as 

a capable learner and you learn how you can improve your teaching.  
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Conclusion: How will this influence your teaching?

I think that because of this assignment and thinking through my own fears, bias’ and 

beliefs that I will become a better educator.  I have learned that putting a label on a 

student even one that seems innocent like blindness can have negative impacts on the 

student.  I have realized that I often limit my teaching to one size fits all visual strategies 

and that I need to work on including more learning styles into my lessons.  I have also 

learned that sometimes I am the one at a disadvantage and that I need to change more 

than my students.  I see that by treating my students as capable and knowledgeable 

rather than viewing their deficits I can do better for them.  When a child who is blind 

comes into my classroom I feel like instead of being afraid or worrying about how to “fix 

them” I can approach them with confidence and an eagerness to learn from and with 

them.  I’ve learned that the person with the deficit is actually me because I don’t see the 

world the way my student does.  
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