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REPORT OF THE SPECIAL COMMISSION TO
STUDY CERTAIN MATTERS PERTAINING
TO THE BLIND.

State Hodse, Boston, December 7, 1949.

To the Honorable Senate and House of Representatives of the Common-
Ith of Massachusetts

The following report is furnished, pursuant to direction
contained in chapter 42 of the Resolves of 1949, approved
July 25, 1949. Said chapter 42 provides as follows:

Cfre Commontoealtfi of Q^assacjnisetts

Resolved, That an unpaid special commission, consisting of one mem-
ber of the senate, to be designated by the president thereof, three
members of the house of representatives, to be designated by the
speaker thereof, and three persons to be appointed by the governor,
is hereby established for the purpose of making a further study of
matters pertaining to blind persons in the commonwealth, with a view
to providing further assistance to them. In the course of its study,
said commission shall consider the subject matter of current house
document numbered 993, providing for the retirement of certain blind
persons employed in the industrial school or workshop for the blind;
the current house document numbered 2190, providing for a continu-
ation of the study of certain matters pertaining to the blind; and
current house document numbered 1620, relative to compensation of
certain blind persons.

Said commission shall be provided with quarters in the state house
or elsewhere, may travel within and without the commonwealth, and
may expend for clerical and other assistance and expenses such sums
as may be appropriated therefor. Said commission shall report to the
general court the results of its investigation and study, and its recom-
mendations, if any, together with drafts of legislation necessary to
carry such recommendations into effect, by filing the same with the
clerk of the house of representatives on or before the first Wednesday
of December in the current year.
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Inasmuch as the Great and General Court did not pro-
rogue until September, 1949, appointments were not
made to the Commission until a later date. The Com-
mission was finally organized and held its first meeting-
on October 3, 1949.

Article LXYI of the Articles of Amendment of the Con-
stitution of Massachusetts provides for the administrative
organization of our government into not more than twenty
departments. Although the Division of the Blind is not
a separate department, and is, for administrative purposes,
within the Department of Education, the scope of its
work for the blind is much more widespread. It is charged
with performance of services for the blind equivalent to
those services provided for other people by several depart-
ments and divisions within our state government. Among
the services for the blind available within the Division
are those related to public welfare, including child welfare;
public health, including preventive medicine; mental
health, including feeble-mindedness; and the education
and rehabilitation of both children and adults. In addi-
tion, the Division is responsible for a program of general
services for the blind, such as recreation, talking books,
employment of blind persons, and services with respect
to blind-made goods.

We were aware at the outset that work for the blind was
pioneered in this Commonwealth. As the Commission
proceeded to the task of examining witnesses and physical
evidence of the work which is being done here and else-
where, it became apparent that our program is still, in
many of its aspects, in a pioneer stage, and has not, to any
appreciable extent, kept pace with new trends and new
concepts of educational and social case work procedures.
In fact, it is the consensus of the Commission that we are
far behind other States which established programs at a
later date.

In order to find out the extent and nature of the pro-
gram for the blind being carried on by the Division of the
Blind, in the Department of Education, our objective was
to examine into the total picture, including the work being
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done by private agencies and the Federal Security Agency.
We proposed also to relate this total program to the na-
tional picture in order to ascertain, if possible, the position
of this Commonwealth in the national scheme.

The Commission has also recognized the fact that any
well integrated program pertaining to the blind must de-
rive some of its vitality by reference to other public and
private services. We proposed to examine the effect on
our blind of Public Welfare, Public Health, Mental Health
and educational programs. For certain limited purposes
we must also examine matter pertaining to workmen’s
compensation statutes and civil service laws and regula-
tions.

Since the above task has proved too enormous for any
adequate results during the short period of time available
under the terms of the resolve creating the Commission,
we offer this report, with the earnest desire that your
honorable bodies will see fit to revive and continue the
Commission for a further period of time.

To date, the Commission has met eleven times. The
purpose of these meetings has been to familiarize the
members with programs for the blind conducted by public
and private agencies in this Commonwealth and in our
sister states.

In order to determine the nature and extent of work
being done for the blind by public and private agencies in
the Commonwealth, an exhaustive questionnaire was pre-
pared, mimeographed, and distributed to all known pri-
vate and public agencies in the field. The response to
date has been most gratifying. Of some 50 agencies, 21
have responded, and the Commission feels that an analy-
sis of these questionnaires now being done will reveal at
least a major portion of the private agencies’ endeavor
and will indicate those areas within which further explora-
tion of the problem is desirable. In addition, the Com-
mission has, from time to time, heard witnesses whose
testimony has been most helpful along these lines, and
who have made a valuable contribution to the delibera-
tions of the Commission. We have also requested the



HOUSE No. 2126. [Jan.8

I

�

American Foundation foU the Blind to make a survey
with the Commission of the Massachusetts program, and
the Foundation has indicated its willingness to accept.
This is a service available to all states without cost.

Statistical Information.
The number of blind listed on the register kept by the

Division of the Blind is as follows:

Under the age of
Age 5 to 19

142
483

1,595
4,692

Age 19 to 49
Age 50 to 109
Ages unknown 175

7,087Grand total

The Commission has had cause to suspect the accuracy
of certain of these figures. Witnesses have estimated the
number of children in this Commonwealth suffering from
retrolental fibroplasia to be between two and three hun-
dred, This affliction is of comparatively recent origin,
and, while statistical information is sparse, it is a fact
that most of these children are younger than school age
and would, on examination, fit the legal definition of
blindness. There is some indication, therefore, that the
number of persons on the register under the age of five
(142) ought to be greater.

It is notable that the vast majority of blind persons, a
number estimated between 60 per cent and 70 per cent of
the total blind, are in the higher age brackets.

There are 42 service-connected blind veterans of World
War II in Massachusetts, and some 1,800 blind veterans
in the United States and its possessions.

Inasmuch as the legal definition of blindness contained
in General Laws (Ter. Ed.), chapter 69, section 19A is
commonly used throughout the country, we have not
undertaken any inquiry into its validity. The definition
provides, in part, “whenever . . . the visual acuity of
any person is found to be with correction 20/200 or less
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in the better eye, or the peripheral field of his vision to
have contracted to the 10° radius or less, regardless of
visual acuity, . . . blindness of the person . . . has been
established.” 1

Broadly speaking, this approximates 10 per cent of
normal vision.

The Commission has felt that an examination of the
resources offered by the Veterans Administration for the
War Blind would suggest a standard for comparison with
the program being offered for the civilian blind. There
are 42 persons in this Commonwealth whose blindness has
directly resulted from World War 11, and who require no
state services.

The Veterans Administration is the federal agency
charged with the responsibility of conducting a program
for the war blind. The program consists of medical
services, training and vocational rehabilitation, and social
case work.

Disability compensation in cases of service-connected
blindness extends on a sliding scale up to $3lB a month.
In addition, the Congress has enacted other legislation
under which is authorized for them whatever mechanical
or electrical equipment “will aid them to overcome the
handicap of blindness.” These items include seeing-eye
dogs, electronic dictating machines and records, type-
writers, braille equipment, canes, electric shavers, watches,
ball point pens, etc. This has not deterred blinded vet-

Veterans Administration Program.

1 19 A. Report to Director of Resultof ExaminationEstablishing Blindness.
Whenever, upon examination at a clinic, hospital or other institution, or elsewhere, by a
physician or optometrist, the visual acuity of any person is found to be with correction
20/200 or less in the better eye, or the peripheral field of his vision to have contracted to
the ten degree radius or less regardless of visual acuity, the superintendent of such insti-
tution, or the physician, optometrist or other person who conducted or was in charge of
the examination if it took place elsewhere than in such an institution, shall within thirty
days report to the director the result of the examination, and that blindness of the person
examined has been established.

20. Duties as to Persons with Defective Eyesight; Preventive Measures.
He may also register cases of persons whose eyesight is seriously defective or who are likely
to become visually handicapped or blind, and take such measures, in co-operation with
other authorities, as he may deem advisable for the prevention of blindness, conservation
of eyesight, and, in appropriate oases, for the education of children and for the vocational
guidance of adults having seriously defective sight.
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era us from seeking and accepting employment. On the
contrary, by removing one of the causes of worry and
anxiety incident to blindness, it has resulted in a positive
interest in employment.

The training program is initiated by an application for
vocational training. The blind veteran is referred to an
adviser, and together with him plans one or more life ob-
jectives. Extensive vocational testing is done, and army
records are available and frequently used, unless the
blinded veteran’s emotional adjustment has changed since
his separation from service.

An educational program is then initiated and carried on
under Public Law 16.

The Social Service Unit has developed its procedures of
work with blind veterans around their particular needs.
At the time of referral to the Social Service Unit, most of
the blind veterans had either been recently discharged
from army hospitals or from the Training School at Avon,
Connecticut. It was found through experience that the
program for the blind should be centralized, and one
worker, psychiatrically oriented, was assigned solely for
this work. Social workers in Veterans Administration
subregional offices handle problems of blind veterans
living in their areas, and consult with the worker for the
blind in the Boston Regional Office. Tn time, most of the
World War II blind veterans in the area become known
to the social worker. The close working relationship be-
tween the Veterans Administration Social Service Train-
ing Officer and local agencies has resulted in a better
knowledge, on the part of the social worker, of the blind
veteran and his problems, and in greater utilization of all
resources available either in the Veterans Administration
or in the outside agencies. A close liaison has been es-
tablished and kept with various divisions of the Veterans
Administration; namely, out-patient division: eye, ear,
nose and throat section; vocational rehabilitation and
education division; mental hygiene clinic; supply divi-
sion ; and veterans’ service organizations. These various
divisions and organizations have been marie aware of the
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fact that a social worker for the blind was available for
all problems relating to the blind veterans.

The contacts with the State Division for the Blind have
been limited solely to the question of obtaining “talking-
books” for the service-connected blind veterans. For the
non-service connected blind veterans, referrals have been
made to the State Division for help with financial and
vocational problems as well as for medical treatment.

The social worker sees to it that the Supply Division of
the Veterans Administration secures and provides the
blinded veteran with whatever equipment is authorized,
needed and desired. Meeting of his needs for equipment
relieves the veteran’s anxiety and frees him to take up
with the worker something that may be bothering him.
This service often provides an entree into some of the
other needs of the veteran.

The recent establishment of the Blind Rehabilitation
Center at the Veterans Administration Hospital in Hines,
Illinois, provides another resource for service-connected
blind veterans who have not had the advantage of train-
ing at Avon or other military hospitals.

Psychiatric consultation is available to the case worker
dealing with the blind veterans, and, in some cases, this
consultation and direction has been used extensively.
Early in the contact with the patient, the unit draws into
the case-work picture the knowledge gained from the Re-
habilitation Training Officer, and, wherever permissible
or necessary, a relative who is important to the patient.
In these interviews, a positive meeting of the reality needs
helps make the relationship between the social worker and
veteran a positive one, which will aid in diagnosis and
treatment.

Medical needs are met by Veterans administration
clinics and hospitals.

Summary of Veterans’ Services as compared with

Services offered by the Division of the Blind.
Although this report is not offered as a complete anal

ysis of the state program for blind civilians, it will indi
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cate several areas within which our state services, as com-
pared with the services offered by the Veterans Adminis-
tration, are either lacking or inadequate.

1. The blinded veteran receives disability compensa-
tion in excess of $3OO, with dependency benefits when
indicated, whereas compensation to civilian blind is re-
stricted to needy cases.

In July, 1949, the average grant in Massachusetts was
$61.60; approximately 45 per cent of recipients received
less than $50., and no aid is provided for dependents or
essential persons, such as guides or housekeepers, even
though the federal law permits.

2. Whereas the Veterans Administration provides com-
plete medical services, including psychiatric aid, Massa-
chusetts provides only sporadic medical services for some
recipients of aid to the needy blind, and no medical serv-
ices are provided for persons not on the relief rolls, as, for
example, needy children.

3. Equipment to overcome the handicap of blindness
is available to blinded veterans. The only work being
done by the Division in this area is the distribution of
government-owned “talking book” machines.

4. The Veterans Administration maintains a compe-
tent staff of social case workers, but no social case work
is done by the Division of the Blind for any age group.

5. A training center is available to assist all blind
veterans in their adjustment to blindness. We have no
such center in this Commonwealth, nor any plan under
which training in centers outside the Commonwealth
might be arranged for our civilian blind.

6. We have no program comparable to the educational
and on-the-job training program provided by the Veterans
Administration.

7. The Veterans program includes employment aid,
counselling, vocational testing and guidance, and assis-
tance in finding employment. By contrast, in Massachu-
setts there are no vocational testing or guidance services,
and, at the present time, there is not even one full-time
placement worker in the Division of the Blind.
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State Programs for the General Welfare of the

Blind.
The first permanent Commission for the Blind was es-

tablished in Massachusetts in 1906. Since that time
there has been throughout the nation an ever increasing
recognition of public responsibility to our blind neighbors.
Since the enactment of the Federal Security Act in 1936,
the federal government has undertaken to discharge a
share of this public responsibility toward the blind, and
all States now participate in federal plans developed under
this act. Thirty-eight States, including this Common-
wealth, have established and maintain separate state
agencies devoted exclusively to the general welfare of the
civilian blind. The basic philosophy underlying the es-
tablishment of separate agencies in this field may be ex-
pressed as follows: the State has undertaken to provide
certain services for all of its people, among them the pro-
tection of health, general education, vocational training,
employment services, and financial assistance to the
needy. In the case of the blind, it has been demonstrated
that these services are more effectively and economically
provided by centralizing them in one state agency which
is charged with the public responsibility for all phases of
the welfare of the blind people of the State. By so doing,
we have adapted agency organizations and procedures to
discharge effectively, under the unique conditions of
blindness, the same responsibility already undertaken on
behalf of the sighted. An inquiry into the programs es-
tablished and maintained in this as well as in other States,
including federal participation, discloses that public re-
sponsibility for the blind includes the following services:

1. Complete registration of the blind people of the
State, so that the extent of their varied needs may be
known and plans made to meet these needs adequately,
and accurate statistical information for purposes of pro-
gram planning as well as research will be available.

2. Determination of the degree of blindness of each
person registered and of the likelihood of improvement or
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restoration of vision by appropriate medical or surgical
care, followed by assistance in securing such care for those
who can benefit by it. It is unfortunately true that some
blind persons have received services of various kinds from
agencies for the blind fpr years, only to find that their
sight might have been restored in the beginning by suitable
treatment or operation.

3. Education of the young blind. The responsibility
of seeing that every blind child has an opportunity to re-
ceive an appropriate education rests with the state agency
for the blind, as does the responsibility for the training of
children of pre-school age, through co-operation with their
parents.

4. Re-education of the adult who has become blind
after school age is past, so that, by the use of embossed
print and other special devices, he may accomplish the
same results as his seeing neighbor. Such re-education is
often carried on by teachers who visit the adult blind in
their homes for individual instruction.

5. Vocational guidance and training of young blind
persons and blind adults. It is now generally recognized
in the seeing world that the proper selection of a vocation
and adequate preparation for it are important factors in
occupational success and financial independence. When
we consider the terrific emotional and financial problems
attendant on blindness, the necessity of such services for
the blind becomes apparent.

6. Employment service for those who can compete with
the seeing in regular industry or in an independent busi-
ness or profession, and the provision of sheltered employ-
ment for those who lack the ability or the opportunity to
compete successfully.

7. Direct financial aid according to need for those who
cannot be self-supporting and who have no relatives le-
gally responsible for them.

S. Prevention of blindness activities. By virtue of the
fact that the state agency for the blind is closer to the
problems of blindness than is any other state agency, it is
a natural starting point for preventive measures.
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9. Education of the public to realize that blind persons
are individuals, not a “class;” that they are capable of
leading normal, active lives; and that ignorant pity and
ill-advised “charity” injure many of them rather than
help them.

In the administration of these various services, the
modern social case work approach is essential. We have
continuously noted that in those States where the maxi-
mum and most effective services are provided for the
blind, this is standard operating procedure. Social case
work is a method employed by social workers to help
individuals and families in the solution of economic and
social problems. The quality of service given and the
degree of success is dependent upon the skill and the per-
sonal qualifications of the social worker.

The present trend in the discharge of our public respon-
sibility outlined above is to effectuate maximum partici-
pation in federal programs under the Social Security Act,
by appropriating matching dollars in all fields where
federal programs are available. Those aspects of the
work to which no federal funds are allocable must be car-
ried on by the States themselves.

State services, as distinguished from federally supported
services, include sight restoration, preventive medicine,
distribution of government-owned “talking books,’’ sub-
sidies to home industries, and state work shops. Inas-
much as the tax payers of Massachusetts, by their pay-
ment of taxes to the federal government, contribute to the
support of federal programs, we have undertaken to ex-
amine the availability of services provided by the federal
government. These include federal participation in pub-
lic assistance and vocational rehabilitation efforts. We
note here, as elsewhere, that the Commonwealth of Massa-
chusetts is the only State in the Union which has not in
operation a vocational rehabilitation program under the
Federal Security Act. Forty-seven other States have
established and maintain such a service in the discharge
of their responsibility toward the blind.

In the course of this report we shall also have occasion
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to advise your honorable bodies of a number of instances
in which the Division of the Blind is failing to make
proper use of state funds, as well as to take a maximum
advantage of available federal funds.

General Comment on Administration of Division
of the Blind.

The failure of the Division of the Blind to take maxi-
mum advantage of available federal funds may be traced
in large measure to its administrative structure.

In the course of this report, it will be necessary to con-
sider various administrative practices of the Division of
the Blind in respect to particular aspects of the program.
We feel, however, that it is pertinent to report certain
deficiencies in administration common to all sections of
the Division. No fair evaluation of the work could be
made without keeping constantly in mind the fact that
the Division is seriously undermanned in almost all de-
partments. A necessary result has been a diffusion of
effort by Division personnel, whose capacity could be more
effectively utilized by concentration on a single aspect of
the work. To illustrate, the largest section of the Division
is that which is devoted to administration of aid to the
blind. This section is responsible for the expenditure of
approximately $500,000 of federal funds each year, and,
in addition, for approximately $500,000 of state funds.
Under the operational plan with the Federal Security
Agency, some 1,400 cases being carried by the section
must be reinvestigated annually. At the present time,
annual reinvestigations are, on the average, 33 per cent
behind schedule. The Director has attempted to meet
the problem by utilizing the services of personnel outside
the section, in order to attempt to comply with the federal
requirement. This means that unqualified persons will
be engaged for some time to come in the administration of
aid to the needy blind. Although this is primarily a social
case work problem, the Director, in order to meet it,
called a staff meeting to which were invited guides, book-
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keepers, secretaries, clerks and relief workers. We can
fairly anticipate that this Commonwealth will be expend-
ing funds in the pursuit of this program which may not
be needed, and, conversely, blind persons in our Com-
monwealth may not get the assistance to which they are
lawfully entitled. The Division has no written manual
of administrative policy. New workers are acclimatized
by “going out” with older workers. There is no adequate
classification of staff duties and responsibilities, nor is
there any in-service or training program. This diffused
administrative policy cannot be expected to develop
knowledge and skill on the part of the workers in the
treatment of the blind. Again, the necessary and forsee-
able result is that our blind do not have the treatment,
services and assistance to which they are lawfully entitled.
The lack of a central record room and an adequate filing
system makes inquiry into the affairs of the Division most
difficult. Information which ought to be easily available
to private agencies and other persons devoted to work for
the blind is not easily found.

There is also a serious time lag in the process of applica-
tions for aid to the blind. A sample case study discloses
that 12 out of 38 applications were not processed within
a sixty-day period. When this is considered, together with
the fact that there is a necessary delay under the present
program between the date of approval of an application
and the date on which checks are actually mailed, the
gravity of the situation is made clear. To illustrate; an
application for assistance which is approved on November
1 must suspend until December 31 before a check is sent,
since relief checks are paid retroactively. The gravity of
the situation is heightened when this further delay is
superimposed on the time lag attendant on the processing
of applications. It therefore becomes necessary for pri-
vate agencies or local community welfare departments to
satisfy interim needs. We note that local community
welfare departments do not participate in federal aid,
and there is a consequent loss to the Commonwealth by
reason of our failure to participate seasonably in the fed-
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eral program. Indeed, because of the temporary nature
of their difficulties, local community welfare departments
have demonstrated some reluctance to furnish any relief
to these applicants for aid to the blind, and if relief is
furnished, budgets are generally inadequate.

Personnel Standards.

Here again there is a failure on the part of the Division
to meet its obligation to our blind. In this report we fre-
quently note that the welfare of the blind can best be
served by competent, adequately trained persons. How-
ever, civil service qualifications, as specified by the Divi-
sion of the Blind, are not comparable to those established
for similar work in other departments, such as Public
Welfare. 'The written examinations are not always suffi-
ciently detailed to assure the favorable selection of per-
sonnel. There are no educational or experience require-
ments for the important position of senior worker for the
blind. We do not consider that we have had sufficient
opportunity to make a thorough analysis of the personnel
standards of the Division. We do, however, share the im-
pression that the situation is as indicated here.

There are 1,600 or more blind persons in this Com-
monwealth of an employable age; that is, between the
ages of 18 and 50. There are 391 persons, or 27.4 per
cent, out of a total of 1,426, receiving Aid to the Blind
within the employable age bracket. While it is impossible
to estimate with any degree of accuracy the extent to
which relief funds could be reduced, experience in other
states and in the Veterans Administration suggests that
a well integrated program could effectuate a drastic saving
in our annual relief budget.

In order to furnish employment services to these per-
sons, the Division of the Blind has never in its history had
more than one employment worker. Since July of this
year, one worker has devoted only part time to this im-

Employment.



HOUSE No. 2126.1950.] 19

portant phase. Any apparent saving in the salary of a
competent placement man is false economy indeed, in
view of the large number of employable persons now on
Aid to the Blind. Traditionally, the approach to the em-
ployment problem too often has been to provide home
industries and sheltered shops. We do not consider that
our inquiry into the sheltered shop program conducted in
this Commonwealth has been extensive enough to support
specific recommendations. We are, however, in general
agreement that the traditional sheltered shop philosophy
should be abandoned. Progress elsewhere has demon-
strated that the blind person’s interests are best served
by employment in competitive private industry if pos-
sible, and that sheltered'employment should be reserved
for those unable to compete. A forward looking program
to meet this end should include adequate resources for
social and emotional readjustment. This is the theory
upon which the Federal Vocational Rehabilitation pro-
gram is based. We note here as elsewhere that our failure
to participate in this program has frustrated the progress
of our blind toward employment in competitive industry.
This failure to take advantage of federal funds already
appropriated results in a clear disservice to our blind and
an inestimable financial burden to the Commonwealth.
To illustrate the potential work capacity of blind persons,
we need only advert to the experience of the Boston Re-
gional Office of the Veterans Administration.

Of the 37 blind veterans active with the social service
worker in the Boston Regional office in the year 1948,
fourteen were employed full time, one part time, nine at-
tending school under Public Law 16, and thirteen unem-
ployed. Of those employed full time, three were working
for the Veterans Administration, one was an X-ray devel-
oper at a hospital, one a mail handler at the post office,
one a farm worker, one a manager of a boarding house,
one a food salesman, one a spring assembler in a factory,
one a chinchilla ranch worker, one a gas station manager,
one a general factory worker, one an automobile machine
helper, and one a vending stand operator. The man em-
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ployed part time was a musician who had occasional en-
gagements. Of those going to school, three attended
Perkins Institution, four were in undergraduate college
courses, and two in graduate school training. •«

Employment programs of private agencies and the
Veterans Administration have commonly met resistance
along three lines:

1. Resistance on the part of employers to take on
blind persons. In this respect, the Commission has noted
a fear of increased compensation insurance rates on the
part of employers. The testimony of a number of wit-
nesses has convinced the Commission that this fear may
well be exaggerated. The Workmen’s Compensation
statute has no provision for waiver of benefits. The Com-
mission expresses no opinion at this time as to whether a
waiver provision in the statute would be desirable.

2. Fear on the part of some blind persons themselves
to get into any employment situation. In this respect,
the Commission feels that the basic need is for a social
case-work approach to the problem of blindness. Most
blind persons have an emotional as well as a reality prob-
lem. Unless emotional problems are met and overcome,
there can never be a satisfactory adjustment to reality
problems. The general failure to take advantage of the
productive potentialities of blind persons, and the conse-
quent relegation of these persons to relief rolls, originates
in large measure with the failure at the outset to secure
an advantageous emotional adjustment. We feel that
our experience in employment would be better if blind
persons were generally better work-conditioned.

3. Limitation in the fields of training and placement.
The Commission has noted that better results in employ-
ment have been obtained elsewhere than in Massachu-
setts. A well-integrated training program should look
toward the economic needs of the community itself, and
blind persons should be trained to produce those items
for which there is a stable market in the community.
Much more work could be done along these lines and em-
ployment opportunities might be multiplied as a result.
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Although the Division of the Blind, the Department
of Education, and the Federal Security Agency executed
a plan looking toward a co-operative program of voca-
tional rehabilitation of the blind, and the Legislature has
long since enacted enabling laws, there has never been
any implementation necessary to carry out this work. So
far as the Commission has been able to ascertain, efforts
toward the establishment of such a program are now at a
standstill. As we have already seen, this failure to recog-
nize our plain responsibility toward our blind neighbors
constitutes the major gap in the employment program
offered by our Commonwealth. Although federal and
state funds have been appropriated, Massachusetts alone
among the several States has never had an active voca-
tional rehabilitation program for the blind. Forty-seven
other States have established and maintain such activities.

Participation in this program is initiated by the State.
The State submits a plan under the terms of the Federal
act to be administered by the state agency concerned,
which, in this Commonwealth, would be the Division of
the Blind, with the consultative assistance of the Federal
Security Agency. The federal government will appro-
priate matching funds once such a program is established.
The Commission feels that there are serious administra-
tive deficiencies in the Division of the Blind which have
been a major obstacle in the consummation of a plan
under this act, acceptable to the Department of Educa-
tion, the Division, and the Federal Security Agency.

While our state program has been subjected to a good
deal of criticism in this respect, we feel that the general
administrative structure of the Division should be over-
hauled before the additional burden of such a program
be undertaken. We do feel, however, that such a pro-
gram should be initiated as expeditiously as possible, to
the end that training and vocational opportunities may
be afforded our civilian blind, that their productive po-
tential can be utilized with a consequent saving of relief

Vocational Rehabilitation.
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and welfare costs, together with a happier and fuller life
for the blind persons of this Commonwealth.

Relief.
As in other areas, there are notable deficiencies in the

administration of aid to the needy blind, as well as a re-
grettable failure by the Division of the Blind to take full
advantage of federal funds available for this purpose.
There are approximately 1,460 needy blind persons in
Massachusetts whose financial problems are a common
concern of the United States and this Commonwealth.
The program is administered by the Public Assistance
section of the Division of the Blind, which is the largest
of its nine operating sections. The operation is based on
a “plan” established shortly after the passage of the
Social Security Act in 1936. In order to assure initial and
continuous conformity with federal statutes and regula-
tions, the Bureau of Public Assistance in the Federal
Security Agency lends assistance to the State in the
evolvement and operation of this “plan.”

The Commission has found that certain administrative
deficiencies and antiquated policies within the Division
contribute to the failure of the Division to discharge ade-
quately our responsibility to the needy blind. We do not
take maximum advantage of available federal funds, and
indeed the continuation of the program is seriously jeop-
ardized.

1. Initiation of Applications. There has been no
definitive approach to the application process and no
standard operating procedure within the Division for
initiation of applications for relief. There is no qualified
person designated within the Division through whom
applications for relief are routed and with whose assistance
they may be initiated. The failure to centralize the in-
take procedure has resulted both in delay and confusion
in the process. It is fair to assume that inequality of
service and/or relief may result.

2. Application Process. There has been an unrea-
sonable delay in the application process. The Division



No. 2126.HOUSE1950.] 23

has been basing its estimate of need on a review of the
ten pay checks of the legally liable relative, prior to the
date of application. A case study has suggested that in
certain cases where earning capacity has decreased, in-
equities result because a period of ten weeks at least
must ensue before a new application will be accepted.
The delay in the application process has increased during
the last four years, and blind persons who are eligible for
relief under federal and state statutes are sometimes kept
waiting for a period of months after application has been
made before checks are sent.

3. Methods of determining Eligibility. In 1945, it was
noted that instructions pertaining to a determination of
eligibility were “incomplete, unclear, and outmoded.”
There have been no new instructions published to date.
The Commission has found that such instructions are
oral, informal and obscure. It has further been found
that effective utilization of common social case work re-
sources, such as the Social Service Index, has not been
made which may permit personal prejudice and impres-
sions to enter into the computation of relief budgets.

4. Supervision. It has been noted for a period of
years that there is no proper supervisory plan in the
Division. Supervision in the Division consists only of
routine checks on budget, application blanks, and opera-
tional procedures, and informal discussions on cases.
There is no in-service teaching effort being made, and
operational plans are unclear and inadequate. Unless
this situation is promptly remedied, there is no hope that
our social and economic services to needy blind persons
will improve.

5. Insufficient Staff. —• Much of the difficulty attendant
upon the operation of Aid to the Blind may be attributed
to the insufficient number of workers employed. The
case work load now being carried by workers for the blind
is exorbitant as to numbers of cases and because of geo-
graphical considerations. There are over 1,400 cases and
only 7 workers. In the light of the fact that four out of
the seven workers for the blind employed by the Division
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are blind themselves, this situation becomes even more
complex.

6. Although the federal statute does not so provide, no
relief is extended to persons under the age of twenty-one,
nor is any relief extended to legally liable relatives. Fam-
ilies with blind children are at times compelled to accept
general relief, wherein the total burden is assumed by the
local community without benefit of federal funds, and
budgets are generally considered inadequate.

7. The federal plan permits payment to persons con-
sidered essential to the comfort and well-being of the
blind, including guides, housekeepers, etc., whereas the
Division does not attempt to provide and pay for these
services.

8. While relief is budgeted according to individual
needs, the make-up of the budget with respect to a break-
down of included items is often not made known, either
to the recipient or to the legally liable relative.

9. In addition, relief budgets frequently fail to take
into account needs which are dissociated from blindness,
such as other medical needs. The modern social case
work methods, so effectively utilized elsewhere in dealing
with the tremendous emotional problems of blindness, can
never be successful here unless the blind are made fully
aware of their rights under both state and federal statutes
and regulations. It is equally important that a consistent
practice with respect to amounts paid for medical needs
be established. We suspect here that the principal diffi-
culty is the failure of the Division to make its policy suffi-
ciently clear to the workers.

10. The federal plan also provides for meeting medical
needs ofpersons not on relief where the need is temporary
but cannot be met out of available resources. The result
again is that these persons must seek general relief, and
available federal funds are not utilized.

11. The Division has an unsettled policy with respect
to residence requirements. The Commission learned of
cases where blind persons making short trips out of the
State for limited purposes only, as, for example, attempted
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rehabilitation or job finding, have in some instances been
discontinued on Aid to the Blind.

12. The failure to satisfy the federal requirement of
annual reinvestigation of Aid to the Blind has continued
so long as to endanger the availability of federal funds.
In all too many cases this has also resulted in a failure to
restore sight to blind persons in this Commonwealth who
would not be blind if this program were properly estab-
lished.

13. Under Division policy, appeals by rejected appli-
cants for relief or by persons who consider their budgets
insufficient, are entertained first by the Director and then
by either the Advisory Board or a single member thereof,
designated by the Director. Common standards of fair
hearing are not satisfied. In the first place, there is no
method of informing the appellant as to the nature and
extent of his rights under the relief “plan,” and there is
no manual of policy or other method by which members of
the Board, as a reviewing authority, are themselves made
familiar with the rights and obligations being adjudicated.
In our day, the relief of financial burdens of the needy
blind is considered a public duty. To these less fortunate
persons relief is a matter of right and not mere gratuity.
Applicants for such aid, in all justice, are entitled to the
same protection under law as their sighted neighbors.
They seek no more; it is intolerable that they should get
less.

Despite the limited opportunity for investigation, the
Commission has seen these problems. We suspect that
they are part and parcel of a general administrative break-
down in the operation of the Division of the Blind. We
do not consider the problem insoluble, but it is not with-
out complication and will require a further period of time
and study before a workable plan can be evolved.

The Commission is uniformly of the opinion that much
work could be done in the field of prevention and medical
care. The Commonwealth has rich resources for medical

Prevention and Medical Care.



HOUSE No. 2126. [Jan.26

I

and ophthalmological care in the metropolitan areas.
The Massachusetts Eye and Ear Infirmary, the Boston
City Hospital Clinic, and similar establishments in Spring-
field and Worcester, perform excellent medical services.
The Division of the Blind has a consulting ophthalmolo-
gist to whom cases are referred for eye examination. An
examination of case records has suggested that the recom-
mendations of the ophthalmologist have not always been
carried out. In view of the fact that there is a time factor-
involved in the treatment of many diseases of the eye,
this is a particularly regrettable situation. It is felt that
careful supervision of case records would contribute to
the elimination of such failures. The Commission, how-
ever, realizes that the case load now being carried by
individual workers at the Division of the Blind is far in
excess of that which can be efficiently serviced.

We recognize also the possibility of an educational cam-
paign designed to acquaint the citizens of the Common-
wealth with the early symptoms of the more common dis-
eases of the eye, although we make no specific recommen-
dation at this time. Preventive medicine could eliminate
many cases of blindness which are the result of the more
common blinding eye diseases.

There are sight saving classes in some public schools in
our Commonwealth, but the Commission has not had
time to study this aspect of the program.

The Division of the Blind has on its staff only one per-
son assigned to medical social work. Her services are
primarily offered to persons receiving aid to the needy
blind. Blind children and their families are not offered
services by the Division in the way of social case work
which might well be aimed at preventive medical care
and emotional adjustment. These children often grow
up without having had the benefit of social or medical
services. We feel that in many cases all sound welfare
effort in this age group is suspended until the child reaches
the age of twenty-one when he becomes eligible for as-
sistance. We feel that a sound social case work and
medical program might result in the restoration of sight
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in some cases and the development of earning capacity and
life objectives in others. Our welfare costs might well be
reduced and the responsibility of the Commonwealth to
its blind would be fulfilled.

The register maintained by the Division indicates that
there are 142 blind children of pre-school age. The testi-
mony to which we have previously referred, indicating
that there are in this Commonwealth between 200 and
300 victims of retrolental fibroplasia in this age group,
presents a disparity with which we have been seriously
concerned. Obviously, no adequate planning can be done
without sufficient statistical information. Even if we ac-
cept the figures presented by the Division, much work re-
mains to be done among the pre-school group of blind
children. The facilities of the Perkins Institution and
Massachusetts School for the Blind are offered only to
children of school age.

The education of pre-school children cannot be con-
veniently treated apart from considerations of emotional
adjustment to blindness of both children and parents.
The State Division of the Blind offers no adequate service
to pre-school children, with the result that these children
and their parents are not properly conditioned to the
school plan at the time the Division now participates.
The higher incidence of retrolental fibroplasia presents
new problems in this area. Almost all reported cases
have been among prematurely born children. There is
generally a higher incidence of cases in the northeastern
United States than in other areas, although cases have
been reported in all but one of the forty-eight States.

There are two major concerns with respect to the edu-
cation of blind children: (1) the adjustment and educa-
tion of the individual child, and (2) the adjustment and
education of the parents. The Medical Social Service at
the Massachusetts Eye and Ear Infirmary has a nursery
school teacher on its staff for the retrolental group. The
Division of the Blind offers no comparable service to any

Education
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of our blind children or their families. No financial aid,
no teaching service, nor any case work services are avail-
able for these children or their families.

We recognize the need for further study of the state
educational program for the blind in all areas. Without
further study it is impossible to make specific recommen-
dations. We have heard testimony of persons who favor
public school training for our blind children. This is a
problem of immediate concern inasmuch as the recent in-
crease in the number of blind children will necessitate
the provision of more extensive educational facilities. The
facilities at the Perkins Institution and Massachusetts
School for the Blind are limited as to the numbers who
may be admitted. Since this is the only residential school
for the Blind within the Commonwealth, in the near fu-
ture there will be a large number of children for whose
general education the Commonwealth has no provision.

While we have not undertaken a detailed study of the
so-called home teaching program for the education and
re-education of the adult blind, certain testimony indi-
cates that here again a reorganization is necessary.

Comment on House Documents No. 993 and

No. 1620.
The Commission has had a limited opportunity to in-

quire into the merits of these proposed Bills.
In reference to House, No. 993, we have noted that the

bill offers an election to blind employees to retire or not
at the age of sixty-five. We feel that this election should
not be left solely to the discretion of the employee, who
may elect to continue his employment beyond the limi-
tation of his physical endurance. We feel that the Direc-
tor should be enabled to compel retirement in those cases
where employees beyond the age of sixty-five have only
a minimum of productive efficiency. With respect to the
twenty-year retirement provision, we feel that insufficient
standards are set forth in the bill.

In reference to House, No. 1620, we have noted that
this bill contains no adequate safeguards with respect to
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the nature and duration of absence due to illness. The
bill fails to-provide for cases wherein blind employees may
fall victim to long-term progressive illnesses, such as di-
abetes. Again, there is no sufficiently detailed standard.

With respect to both bills, the Commission will require
a further period of time and study in order to recommend
reasonable and adequate legislation with reference to com-
pensation during periods of illness and retirement pay.

If this Commission is revived and continued and is still
in existence at the time of the hearings on these bills, we
will be pleased to make specific recommendations.

At the beginning of this report we said that public
work for the blind was pioneered in this Commonwealth.
It has rapidly become apparent that, since our beginning
in 1906, other States have surpassed our efforts. Various
witnesses alluded to the fact that this Commonwealth is
considered backward in its work for the blind. While this
is significant in itself, the true impact of such testimony
comes when we realize that blind persons in Massachu-
setts are suffering because of our failure. The incidence
of blindness is rapidly increasing both among new-born
children and aged persons. Since thousands of persons
lose their sight each year, it is imperative that some action
be taken at as early a date as possible to remedy the con-
ditions within the State Division of the Blind, at least to
a degree where we will bring the work for the Blind in
Massachusetts to the level of that being accomplished in
the majority of other States.

With this in mind, we refer to the statement above re-
garding the generally accepted public responsibilities
toward the blind (c/. page 13). Our preliminary survey
of the manner in which these responsibilities are being
discharged follows;

1. While the statute clearly spells out the manner of
reporting and the registration of legal blindness, the sys-
tem does not work well in practice. Statistical informa-

Summary.
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tion is suspect and planning for the needs of our Blind
must be somewhat speculative.

2. Medical and Medical Social Work. Medical aid
and social case work are inadequate and in some areas
non-existent. A closer medical follow-up program stimu-
lated by sound social case-work practices could result in
the conservation and sometimes the restoration of sight
to many of our blind.

3. Education of Children. The educational program
of the State Division of the Blind fails at the outset. The
pre-school child and his family are for the most part ig-
nored. The Division is not developing a diversified edu-
cational program for the blind child.

4. Adult Education. Our home teachers have an in-
ordinately large caseload, and re-education of the adult
blind is far less than satisfactory.

5. Vocational Rehabilitation. —We are, for no sufficient
reason, the only State in the United States without a well
implemented program of vocational rehabilitation. Fed-
eral and state funds have been appropriated, a plan has
been executed, but nothing has been done. We can never
expect a responsible discharge of our public responsibility
to the blind without it. We permit a disservice to our
taxpayers w ho must thereby assume an unnecessary bur-
den.

6. Employment. Although we have made no detailed
study of the sheltered shop program, we have been in-
formed of intolerable conditions as to sanitation and fire
hazards in the Cambridge Shop. Responsible authorities
have already been informed of this present danger and
steps have been taken to ameliorate the condition.

Again, further study with a view toward modernizing
and improving our shop program along both economic and
social lines is indicated.

7. Aid to the Needy Blind. ■— Aid to the needy blind is
not being soundly and economically administered. A
thorough administrative reorganization is indicated and
a program of sound policy must be developed. We must
make maximum use of federal funds to which our Massa-
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chusetts taxpayers have contributed if we are ever to dis-
charge our public responsibility to the needy blind.

8. Preventive Activities. —No sound preventive pro-
gram can exist unless services are furnished in a practical,
well-developed basis to all blind persons alike. There is
substantial evidence that most of the services of the Divi-
sion are concentrated among those persons carried on Aid
to the Blind. Nor are these persons adequately served in
all possible ways. It is poor public service indeed to ig-
nore the obvious needs of children so that they can look
forward only to a lifetime of financial aid from the State.
It is a disservice to our taxpayers as well.

9. Public Education. We must stimulate an aware-
ness of the problems incident to a modern and enlightened
discharge of our responsibility to the blind among the
general public.

Although this report has necessarily been critical of
several aspects of the operation of the Division of the
Blind, we are aware that many people in the Division are
doing an intelligent and sincere job under intolerable and
impossible conditions. They are severely handicapped
by excessive caseloads, diffused policy and particularly
by archaic administration, but their contributions to the
well-being of those blind persons who have come within
their sphere can be neither overlooked nor underesti-
mated.

All evidence suggests that the Division is in dire need of
a thorough reorganization both as to administrative struc-
ture and as to the quantity and quality of its services.
It may well be that legislation to accomplish this end is
necessary. If it is the desire of your honorable bodies
that we pursue our deliberations until specific recom-
mendations can be made, we are eager for the task.

In addition, before we can make what we consider an
adequate report we would like also to examine the efforts
being made in the following areas: (1) Prevention of
blindness, including sight-saving classes, (2) sheltered
shops for the blind, including the sale of blind-made
goods; (3) home teaching; (4) statistics and research;
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(5) facilities for the feeble-minded blind as authorized by
chapter 499 of the acts of 1946.

As already mentioned, we would like further time to
examine into House Documents No. 993 and No. 1620.

Recommendations.
We recommend that this Commission be revived and

continued for a further period of time. A draft of neces-
sary legislation to this end is submitted herewith.

MICHAEL A. FLANAGAN.
Chairman

TIMOTHY J. McINERNEY.
GEORGE GREENE.
THOMAS J. CARROLL.
DANIEL J. BRESNAHAN.
DOROTHY L. BOOK.
PAUL NEIL.
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In the Year One Thousand Nine Hundred and Fifty.

Resolve reviving and continuing the special com-
mission ESTABLISHED TO MAKE A STUDY OF CERTAIN

MATTERS RELATING TO THE BLIND

1 Resolved, That the unpaid special commission estab-
-2 lished by chapter forty-two of the resolves of nineteen
3 hundred and forty-nine is hereby revived and con-
-4 tinned for the purpose of continuing its study of cer-
-5 tain matters relating to the blind. Said commission
6 may travel within and without the commonwealth and
7 may expend for clerical and other services and ex-
-8 penses the unexpended balance of the sum appropri-
-9 ated by item 0236 of section two of chapter eight

10 hundred and ten of the acts of nineteen hundred and
11 forty-nine, and in addition such sums as may be appro-
-12 priated therefor. Said commission shall make a re-
-13 port to the general court of the results of its study,
14 and its recommendations, together with drafts of legis-
-15 lation necessary to give effect to the same, by filing
16 the same with the clerk of the house of representatives
17 on or before the first Wednesday of December in the
18 current vear.

PROPOSED LEGISLATION.
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