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Society

Jordan academy helps blind would-be painters 
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

V 

incent van Gogh, the 
Dutch post-impression-
ist painter, said: “I dream 
my painting and I paint 
my dream.” His words 

ring true for children at the Royal 
Academy for the Blind in Jordan.

Inaugurated by King Abdullah II 
and Queen Rania in 2011, the acad-
emy, in the northern Amman sub-
urb of Tabarbour, educates 303 stu-
dents aged 6-18. The Colour Reader 
initiative, begun four years ago by 
Jordanian artist Suheil Baqaeen, 
attracts aspiring painters in the 
school.

“I had this urge through the acad-
emy to work hand-in-hand with 
students who dream of becoming 
painters,” Baqaeen said.

“We started with a couple of 
students and I found out that they 
have the talent needed to make a 
difference. The key was working on 
their dreams and their will to find a 
place in the society.”

According to Baqaeen, the first 
students in the programme became 
interested in painting and wanted 
to spend most of their time at the 
academy painting and colouring.

Baqaeen capitalised on their 
strong sense of smell. For instance, 
the lemon scent of a pen allowed 
the students to know its colouring 
was yellow; red is distinguished by 
a cherry smell.

“This method helped them to ex-
pand their horizon and bring their 
courage to the surface in selecting 
more colours and more combina-
tions for their paintings,” Baqaeen 
said of the 18 scented colours  pro-
vided.

The students use various media 
and textures from acrylics to oil 
paints and pastels to create pieces 
of art based on their imaginations.

Lana Bani Musa, 11, said paint-
ing has become a big part of her life 
because of the programme. “Paint-
ing is a passion and my ray of light. 
That is why I decided to write a sto-
ry, which I hope will inspire others,” 
she said.

She noted that her story, The 
Scent of a Colour, is about overcom-
ing hardships and partly mirrors her 
own life.

The story focuses on a blind stu-
dent who loves to paint but whose 
teacher does not allow him to do so 
because of his disability. The boy is 
approached by an artist who teach-

es him how to paint using his senses 
other than sight.

Reflecting on Baqaeen’s teaching, 
Lana said the students were “hap-
py” to be capable of differentiating 
between the various colours.

With a brush in one hand and 
paint in the other, Esra, 16, said she 
was excited to be doing something 
that made her feel a part of society. 
“It’s hard to describe the feeling but 
it’s like we’re artists with a mission 
to paint. I painted a garden with 
flowers and butterflies and they tell 
me it is a very pretty garden,” she 
said.

Asad Omari, 15, echoed Esra’s en-
thusiasm.

“I never thought that I would be 
able to see colours and relate to 

them through thinking of fruit,” he 
said. “Now, I paint, thanks to artist 
Baqaeen, who is helping us step-by-
step to make our dreams a reality.”

Twenty-two of Baqaeen’s stu-
dents had their works displayed at 
the Jordan Museum May 18th in cel-
ebration of World Museum day.

According to the World Health 
Organisation, an estimated 285 mil-
lion people are visually impaired. 
Of the total, 39 million are totally 
blind. Unofficial figures put the 
number of visually impaired people 
at 30,000 in Jordan.

Academy director Abdul Menum 
Dweiri said learning to paint was 
among the many opportunities 
available to the students.

“Students are becoming more 

confident regarding what they 
imagine and transfer their ideas 
through the colours into the paint-
ings as today if they want to colour 
the sky blue then they coloured it 
blue without the help of anyone but 
their sense of smell,” he said.

“We have different departments 
headed by the academic section, 
which teaches the syllabus of the 
Ministry of Education in addition to 
the supportive sections, including 
a section for the partially sighted, 
sensual training, functional thera-
py, mobility and movement, com-
puter, music room and a day-to-day 
activities section.”

Roufan Nahhas is an Arab Weekly  
contributor based in Jordan.

Jordanian artist Suheil Baqaeen teaches students at the Royal Academy for the Blind how to paint. (Photo by Nader Daoud)                                                                         

The academy, in the 
northern Amman 
suburb of Tabarbour, 
educates 303 students 
aged 6-18.

Iraqi youth initiatives signal active role of civil society
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

W     

e Listen in Or-
der to Read and 
Dar Dor are 
educational 
initiatives un-

dertaken by three Iraqi women 
for the benefit of blind people and 
other students, indicating a grow-
ing active civil society in a country 
where public, social and educa-
tional services have been wrecked 
by years of war and unrest.

Hoda al-Janabi, Sarah Jalal and 
Zeinab Mehdy are young profes-
sionals who share a passion for 
reading and felt the need to step 
in where the government has been 
unable to deliver. Janabi, 26, con-
centrated on facilitating access to 
poetry and bestsellers to the blind. 
Jalal and Mehdy, also in their mid-
20s, sought to assist students with 
difficulties in regular studies.

“The idea of recording my voice 
while reciting poems and recount-
ing books in both Arabic and Eng-
lish came to me by coincidence,” 
Janabi said of We Listen in Order 
to Read. “Being passionate about 
books and reading, which I feel it 
is a must for everyone regardless 
of their condition, I could not but 
feel sad thinking how much peo-
ple who have lost their eyesight 
are missing out on good literature 
and stories.

“Seeing a blind man crossing 
the street while I was on my way 
to the doctor in Shatt Hula (south 
of Baghdad) was the trigger, es-
pecially that in Iraq Braille books 
are hardly available. I wanted to 

give them access to literature that 
they know about but do not have a 
chance to read or listen to.”

The medical school student 
was further encouraged in her en-
deavour by the positive response 
she received. “Many asked me to 
record specific bestsellers. Some 
students requested tapes of Eng-
lish-language lectures, which I did 
with the help of my mother,” she 
said.

Janabi said she has recorded 11 
bestsellers and several famous 
Arabic poems and reflections but 
was unable to win financial sup-
port from the government or pri-
vate sources.

She said, though, she was not 
discouraged. “I am planning with 
a friend of mine to set up a website 
in English and Arabic from which 
all the recordings could be down-
loaded. I hope this will encourage 

others to contribute in disseminat-
ing the culture of audio readings 
for those who need it,” she said.

Financial constraints kept Jana-
bi from participating in last year’s 
TEDxBaghdad conference, a glob-
al platform for ideas worth spread-
ing.

TEDxBaghdad President Yehya 
Abdali pointed out that there is 
a high demand for conference 
participation, especially among 
young Iraqis, making it difficult to 
find room for all.

“Up to 98% of participants are 
young Iraqis longing to expose 
their ideas and inventions through 
our yearly platform. We have re-
ceived some 800 applications last 
year and the number is constantly 
increasing,” Abdali said.

“We are trying as much as pos-
sible to spread and promote those 
ideas and creations in a progres-
sive and scientific way making 
them accessible to the West for 
them to follow up and select what 
they think is the best.”

“The chapter’s role is limited to 
assisting participants in the pro-
motion and dissemination of their 
ideas. As for the financial support, 
it is upon every participant to se-
cure depending on how serious he 
or she is in developing their work 
in order to attract international at-
tention and interest,” he added.

Dar Dor, an initiative put togeth-
er by Jalal, a communication engi-
neer, and Mehdy, a technologist, 
is as ambitious as Janabi’s. The 
women, who are regular visitors 
to al-Mutanabi Street, Baghdad’s 
cultural hub, set up a website and 
created an application to help stu-
dents with learning difficulties.

“The idea came after we had 

several encounters with parents 
seeking school books on al-Mutan-
abi Street to reinforce the learning 
capacities of their children. We 
did an investigation and found 
out that the majority have been 
complaining about the high cost of 
private tutoring in addition to the 
prices of regular school books that 
constitute a real burden on their 
limited budget,” Jalal said.

The curricula and classes can 
easily be downloaded. To access 
them, users need to buy a chip 
that costs about $7, a negligi-
ble amount compared to private 
teachers’ fees that can be more 
than $430 per subject.

Mehdy noted that the pair was 
pleasantly surprised by the private 
teachers’ positive reception of the 
project. “Many (teachers) have 
offered to interact with the stu-
dents through a special window 
on the website,” she said.

The project currently covers 
curricula of secondary classes but 
the aim is to include classes in 
all grades. “We lacked sufficient 
financial and human resources 
to expand the project which has 
cost us $20,000 so far. We did not  
have enough means to cover all 
curricula and had to limit our-
selves to the secondary classes,” 
Mehdy said.

Dar Dor page on facebook

The women, who are 
regular visitors to 
al-Mutanabi Street, 
Baghdad’s cultural 
hub, created an 
application to help 
students with learning 
difficulties.


