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QUALITY EDUCATION TOWARDS FULL PARTICIPATION

(Keynote address)

by Kurt Bangert, Regional Representative of CBM

Dear teachers of the visually impaired;

dear participants and friends:

The theme of this congress is “Quality Education Towards Full Participation.” And the focus rests upon education of visually-impaired children in the Philippines.

We do not have exact figures, but there are estimates suggesting that there are approximately 30,000 bilaterally blind children of school age in this country. Of these, only some 700 are currently enrolled in schools, either in special schools for the blind or in an integrated setting. Although the Philippines still has one of the highest literacy rates among developing countries in Asia, the goal of “Education for All” has certainly not yet been achieved for children with visual impairments. This Congress is being convened to promote quality education for children with visual impairments, primarily through the so-called integrated approach.

It was recognized early on that the integration or mainstreaming of blind children into normal classrooms is an economically viable, psychologically superior and socially more acceptable model. Christoffel Blindenmission (or CBM), the organization which I am happy to represent, has been spearheading integrated education for the visually impaired throughout the developing world. We have maintained that if we wish to educate all visually-impaired children, we cannot possibly achieve this by setting up numerous special schools for the blind but by promoting their integrated education.

The Philippines has been one of the countries in which this approach has been readily adopted. I must at this point commend the Philippines, or more specifically: its government departments, to quickly adopt legislation and policies designed to enhance the rights and opportunities of people with disabilities. We have always seen excellent cooperation from government officials responsible for disability issues. I would like to specifically mention here Dr. Teresita Inciong and Dr. Yolli Quijano of the special education section within the Department of Education, Culture and Sports (DECS). I must also mention Secretary Gloria who has been particularly supportive of disability issues.

However, despite the goodwill of governments and notwithstanding the efforts of voluntary agencies exerted thus far, the bottom line results are still dismal. In spite of much progress made over the last few years, we cannot, at this point in time, come to the conclusion that integrated education for visually-impaired children in the Philippines is a success story. There have been a number of reasons for this, some of which constitute constraints beyond the immediate influence of governments, policy makers or NGOs. I shall enumerate some of these reasons:

1. Blind children have not been found in the numbers expected.

2. There continues to be a lack of public awareness regarding the rights and possibilities of visually-impaired children to be educated.

3. Regular teachers and school principles are still unaware of their duty and responsibility to accept special children in their classrooms. Often enough, they are also ill prepared to do so.

4. There is still an insufficient number of special education teachers, resource teachers or itinerant teachers able to work with children who have special needs.

5. There has also been a dire lack of school books transcribed into Braille to allow blind children to follow the subject matters of their classes.

There may be other reasons and the congress will surely discuss them in greater depth. I wish to point out here that these reasons have been fully recognized by people concerned and that decisive measures are being undertaken to address them. I would like to highlight here the excellent cooperation between the Department of Education, Culture and Sports, Resources for the Blind and CBM to envision, organize and fund various activities designed to enhance the educational opportunities of visually-impaired children:

1. Many schoolbooks have very recently been transcribed into Braille, and soon we shall be happy to report that every schoolbook in use is available also in Braille. I must mention here not only RBI but also Halika Foundation.

2. We have continued to run summer courses for teachers of the visually impaired to enhance their skills, and tomorrow is graduation day for this summer’s course.

3. A distance course for teachers of the visually impaired is going to be developed, thanks to the promotion of Mr. Bill Brohier, CBM’s Educational Consultant and President of the International Council for the Education of People with Visual Impairment (ICEVI), who is also here.

4. A video about integrated education entitled “Just like anyone else” was produced last year by Jan Thorburn in cooperation with DECS, and I understand this is being shown this afternoon. It is recommended for wide distribution.

5. I must also mention here that this year will see specialized training schemes in the area of Low Vision to advance skills to help partially sighted children to better cope in their regular classrooms. It is expected that we shall have one or two national low-vision coordinators responsible for training low-vision specialists throughout the country.

6. Last but not least among these measures is this very congress which is designed to review the experiences and the progress made thus far and to work out recommendations for the future. 

In discussing, at this congress, how better to educate visually-impaired children, we must recognize that there are a number of strategies by which integrated education can be achieved. M.N.G. Mani has outlined ten different models currently practiced in India.
 The Philippines so far seem to favor the self-contained class rooms or semi-resource model where visually-impaired children are taught only by the resource teacher in a separate class in a general school. While this approach offers effective education to many special children, other models are also being explored and are perhaps superior. 

There are also different concepts of the kind of special teachers we are looking for. Single-disability teachers, multi-category teachers, resource teachers, itinerant teachers, teachers who teach all subjects, teachers who teach only one or two subjects, teachers who give only support to the regular class room teacher, and so forth.

There is a need to explore a variety of models, and the choice may be determined partly by the number of children to be served, by the availability of specially-trained teachers, and by the support available from school authorities.

One study has shown that 75% of all disabled children can be handled by the regular classroom teacher who has received only a minimal training not exceeding two weeks. Another 15% of the more severely-disabled children could be handled by classroom teachers, with the periodical help from a resource teacher. Only 10%, according to this study, require the ongoing support from a special teacher.

It seems to me that what is most needed in advancing the education of disabled children in general, and visually-impaired children in particular, is the sensitization and training of regular school teachers, school principles, and educators who are teaching teachers how to teach. They need to be aware of the basic human right of every disabled child to education, including those with visual impairments, as expressed in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and reaffirmed in the World Declaration on Education for All. In the Philippines they also need to know that the Philippine government has adopted the educational right of any child, disabled or not, in its constitution, and they ought to be made aware of the Magna Carta for Disabled Persons which is the centerpiece of Philippine efforts to protect and promote the interests of persons with disabilities. In addition, they need to be mindful of the truth that a disabled child’s right to education finds its complementary counterpart in the regular school teacher’s duty and responsibility to teach that child. It has been said that “the most pervasive source of learning difficulties is the school system itself.” If that is true, it needs changing.

There is a general lack of this awareness among teachers, but worse still, there is a common insufficiency of knowledge and skills that would enable these teachers to cope with a disabled child in their class rooms. What we really want to see is an inclusion of a compulsory component of special education in the training and preparation of regular school teachers. I am appealing to those responsible for educational curricula in this country to make available to student teachers the opportunity to learn about special needs and even to work with disabled children during their preparatory time so that, when they meet them in their own class later, they know what to do with them. This would demystify special education and make it acceptable and mandatory for all teachers.

At this point, I must make reference to the now historic World Conference on Special Needs Education in Salamanca, Spain which took place almost exactly two years ago. In its Framework for Action, the Salamanca Conference asserted as guiding principle “that school should accommodate all children regardless of their physical, intellectual, social, emotional, linguistic, or other conditions.”
 The Conference introduced the principle of “inclusive education” which means “that all children should learn together, wherever possible, regardless of any difficulties or differences they may have. Inclusive schools must recognize and respond to the diverse needs of their students, accommodating both different styles and rates of learning and ensuring quality education to all through appropriate curricula, organizational arrangements, teaching strategies, resource use and partnerships with their communities. There should be a continuum of support and services to match the continuum of special needs encountered in every school.”

There is a tendency for people to adopt quickly new catchwords or new-fashioned slogans and to use them as buzz words, pretending to practice what these words stand for. With the term “inclusive education” we should be slow in claiming to have understood it, let alone we were practicing it. But having giving this warning, watch me now and read my lips. I am going to pretend I know something about “inclusive education.” I am certainly very much in favor of this concept and believe that it is excellent food for thought.

Inclusive Education does away with the notion that all children must conform to the norm of the class. It presupposes that virtually all children have special needs that require special attention, some more than others, and that the school and the teachers have a responsibility to recognize, and attend to, those needs. It would also require each school to develop what has been called “student services” through which students and teachers receive the special support they need to meet the special needs of all children.

You may ask: What is the difference between “integrated education” and “inclusive education”? Let me attempt an answer: In integrated education, the visually-impaired child -- or any disabled child -- is sufficiently prepared to cope in a regular class. In inclusive education the teacher is sufficiently prepared to cope with a special child in his class. In integrated education the special child must measure up to the class, to the teacher, and to the standard curriculum. In inclusive education, the teacher, the curriculum, and even the class must measure up to the special child. In integrated education, success is achieved when the special child has successfully mastered all the knowledge and skills expected of the so-called normal children. In inclusive education, success is achieved when the teacher has evoked the best potential and the latent abilities of each child in the class. Integrated education requires conformity. Inclusive education recognizes diversity.

Now it may be that in suggesting here inclusive education as a strategy to be taught to regular school teachers, I am probably talking to the wrong audience. Before you, I may be preaching to the converted. We need to get the general educators together. And how this could be done, may be one of the topics to be discussed at this congress.

Dear participants and friends: A congress like the one that is about to commence, is to help us shape the future. As you set out to deliberate over educational issues for visually-impaired children at this congress, you will wish to ask yourselves: “How can we do more for them?” And also: “How can we do it better?” You will wish to reflect upon your own experience, listen to the experiences of others and learn from them and be inspired by them. You will wish to draw general lessons and arrive at a common understanding for further action to better educate the children entrusted to your care. Our future, that of our school systems, and that of our children is in the making. It is not predetermined. It will be what we envisage it to be and what we exert our efforts to achieve. The future of many talented and gifted children is in our hands. Let us be bold in our vision, unrelentless in striving for what is good for them, and determined in attaining not so much our goals but theirs.

May I wish all of you a fruitful discussion and a rewarding and blessed time together! Thank you very much.
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