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1.           Introduction
Somalia is located in the Horn of Africa with an area of 637,000 square km and the longest coastline in the continent.  The country has experienced a series of difficulties ranging from civil wars, droughts, pirates and in recent years the emergence of Al Shabab militants as a brutal force.  This has resulted in chronic poverty and hardships for the general public and worse for the people with special needs.
 
HISAN has been working in Somalia since 1989 mainly supporting women and children's programs, serving the needy and vulnerable in the Somali society.  We noticed that education for children with special needs was lacking and not factored in by the government, neither by various organizations working in this sector after the collapse of the government in 1991.  This led our board of directors to start exploring ways of intervening to assist children with special needs, especially the blind to access education like their sighted counterparts.   We approached the local community and they agreed to provide us with some classes to renovate at an agriculture secondary school in Merka town.
 
In 2004 through the support of Dark & Light, a NGO in Holland, as well as various individual donors and churches, our dream of starting a special school became a reality with the opening of Rainbow School for the Blind in Merka.  The school began with an initial enrolment of five boys for a Braille literacy course.  Among the first boys to enrol was Sid Ibrahim Mursal who is studying in America now.  Ismail Ahmed Ali finished his secondary school in Kenya in 2014 and currently is continuing with his studies in Somalia as well as working as a teacher for Al Bashir School for the Blind in Mogadishu.  Mohamed Abdisalan Dhirye is pursuing his university education in Uganda. In January 2005, we started the girls unit at K4 Mogadishu, but due to insecurity in the capital the school was later moved to Merka to combine with the boys’ school.
 
Upon opening the school, we realized that we were faced with various challenges since this was the first school for the blind in Somalia's history.  As stated earlier, the school was started within an existing regular school where we were faced with social apathy by the teachers and sighted students in the host school. But our team and students took advantage of the situation as a starting point to break the social barriers within and outside the regular and special school environment.  Our teachers realized the importance of using the blind children in breaking the negative social barriers existing in the local community against people with disabilities.  In its efforts to achieve this objective our team devised various activities through which the blind pupils could outreach to the local community, while the local community could also reach out to the blind children through helping them at the Rainbow School. The students at the Regular school started interacting with the blind children in various activities.
 
Many people did not know or believe that a blind child could go to school and learn to read and write like others.  They thought a blind child could only learn by reciting what he/she had been taught but not to read and write.  Others did not see the need to take their children to school, especially given that the larger percentage of sighted children did not have access to education.
 
To overcome these challenges, we embarked on a campaign of awareness creation to enlighten the public, government and stake holders on the need of taking visually impaired children to school.  Also we let the people know that the visually impaired are also as talented and endowed as other children if given a chance to pursue their education.  The United Nations' declaration of the rights of the child states the principle: The child who is physically, mentally or socially handicapped should be given the special treatment, education and care required by his particular condition.
 
2.
Some of the steps that we put into place for awareness were:

2.1       Opening the school for public viewing
By opening the school to the public, people were able to visit the school and to see for themselves the V.I. pupils in class undertaking their studies.  They were able to interact with the students and got a chance to ask all the questions which were bothering them. Some would write their names in print and demand the child to read for them, only for the pupils to explain with ease that their system of reading and writing was different.  Pupils would politely request the person to spell for them any word that they wanted written and the child would write in Braille and request the person to take the brailed word to the next class.  There a student would read for him that which was written.  This left the visitor satisfied and the person would spread the good news of how the children were learning to read and write.
 
2.2       School location
At the beginning Rainbow School for the Blind had an advantage by being hosted within an existing regular school, which had a primary and secondary level.  The children from these two schools were able to interact with our pupils during break time and any other time when they were free to visit one another.  These interactions enabled the pupils to create lasting bonds and also to learn from one another about the various subjects that they were learning.  The sighted pupils from the neighbouring school used to read to their counterparts in our school during their free time.
            
2.3       Joint competition with regular schools
Our school was located along the coastline of Merka town, therefore, we had unlimited access to the beach.  We took advantage of this by having weekly outings to the seashore on Saturdays.  Many observers were surprised to see our pupils swimming effortlessly. To further enhance interactions among sighted and V.I. pupils and to demonstrate that the blind are also capable of social engagement like any other children, we organized regular game competitions with sighted children blindfolded from the local schools. These games included doing athletics along the beach, making necklaces while blindfolded, writing essays on blindness, performing dramas and reciting poetry.  Through these competitions our pupils proved good in their mastery of poem recitation and beaded necklace making outdoing their sighted peers.

2.4     Teachers training in special needs education (SNE)
The school was initially staffed by teachers from Kenya.  But, we were cognizant that to build a sustainable impact for special needs education in Somalia, we needed to start developing the staff capacity of the local educators.  We initiated a teacher training program in Special Needs Education (SNE) and recruited participants from our local staff and teachers from Mogadishu, and the Lower and Middle Shabelle Region of Somalia.  A visiting lecturer from Kenya came over the school holidays to train the enrolled teachers during the months of April, August and December.  These trained teachers were able to continue with the school operations even after our foreign staff moved out due to insecurity.

2.5   Parents/guardians training
To give understanding of their child with visual impairment, HISAN trained parents and guardians with them being blindfolded to introduced to orientation and mobility, daily living skills.   This technique was helpful to increase awareness and enable them to support the child's needs in a better manner and respect child's right.  They became our main agents in the village advocating for the rights of other blind children in the village to be given a chance in education.  They started openly encouraging other parents who had visually impaired children to enrolled them in the school.  Also during the holiday they encouraged their children undertake various domestic tasks which they never allowed them before and invite them to be participate to making decision.
2.6     Mass media programs
HISAN recognized the need to use the mass media to reach a wider audience, therefore, we connected with several radio and TV  stations that served the people of Somalia.  Some of the media which aired programs on our work were:  Horn Afric, Peace Radio, Banadir, Reuters and Capital FM radio.  The objectives were to create awareness of blindness and special emphasis to mainstream children with special needs into the larger society.  Also the message of early intervention and stimulation of visually impaired children was carried out.  Through radio and TV, we were able to reach a wider audience than our pupils’ participation in dramas, poetry and talk shows.  The audience had a chance to call in and interact with the pupils who answered their queries with ease.  Some of our pupils excelled in humour and presentation, and two were eventually employed at the Horn Afric radio station.
 
2.7     World Sight Day celebrations
Every year the globe marks World Sight Day on the second Thursday of October focusing on elimination of avoidable blindness. During this period Rainbow school for the Blind mobilized various stakeholders, like Somali Association for the blind (SAB), Vision 2020 Focal Point, WHO, UNICEF, UNESCO, local and international NGOs.  Local communities and governments come together to advocate and raise awareness for avoidable blindness and education for the blind.  During this time, our pupils would showcase their talents in poetry, drama and their school work.
 

2.8     Field visits
To reach out to the community we organized regular visits to various surrounding districts of Merka and home villages of some of our students.  These field visits allowed our team to carry out awareness campaigns on the need for early child intervention measures and inclusive education.  We were able to visit several families with children with disabilities and encouraged them.  We also talked with the community on the need to include children with disabilities into everyday social life, so that they could be independent when they grew up.  With the support of WHO and UNICEF we were able to distribute Vitamin A supplements to the needy during these field visits.  In partnership with Somali Association for the Blind, we trained blind adults on orientation and mobility to be independent, after which they were given white canes.
 
2.9     Cataract Operations
In the field visits we also did eye screenings for cataract.  Those diagnosed with cases that could be reversed were referred for professional check-up and eye operations at Al-Nur Eye Hospital in Mogadishu.  In achieving this goal of helping needy cases get timely eye operations, we were supported by World Share Korea.  It sponsored several kids for operations by Doctors from Kikuyu Eye Hospital visiting at Arafat Hospital, Mogadishu.  Later more children received operations during various eye camps organized by Manhal Eye Hospital.  
2.10     Sponsoring visually impaired pupils for study in Kenya
To further promote education for the blind in Somalia, we felt the need to identify promising students who could undertake their training in Kenya, so that in the future they could carry on the task of promoting education for the blind in Somalia.  So far, a total of five students have been sponsored to Thika School for the Blind with the first one having graduated from high school in Kenya and now serving in Somalia. The second one will be sitting for her high school national examinations next year.  Apart from the students, we identified teacher Abikar Hussein Bashir to undertake special education training at Kenya Institute of Special Education (KISE).  Upon finishing the course, he went back to Somalia where he is successfully leading Al Bashir School for the Blind, Mogadishu. Istalin Hussein Musrsal will be finishing her high school education in Kenya this December.  Another student, Dalmar Adow, advanced to high school this year. From this group, we belief they will be able to carry on the advocacy and promotion of education for the blind when they go back to their home country.
 
2.11      Promoting integration
Another option that proved successful was promoting mainstreaming of blind pupils into regular schools.  After initial Braille    training at our school in Merka, we encouraged some of the pupils to enrol into schools near their homes.  We trained some of the teachers in Braille literacy to enable them to assist their blind pupils.  Some parents also expressed their interest in having their sighted children enrolled in our school hence creating our first step towards reverse integration.  From this experience more children were exposed to the fact that a blind child can learn like them, only special papers and tools for writing are required.  One of the sighted students, Naima, has a dream to be a special educator to help children who are visually impaired.  During school holidays, she volunteers to read textbooks and other materials to them.
3.   Conclusion
It is through these activities that Rainbow School for the Blind was able to advocate on behalf of the blind and inclusion of children with special needs to the public.  We expanded our working relationships with the local communities at the Somali village level. HISAN is glad that several regular social, learning and training institutions are now appreciating and integrating people with visual impairments. They have realized that blindness is only in their eyes not in their minds.  Most important when security situation proved too risky for the foreign teachers, the locals who had learned from the Kenyan teachers were able to carry on and help the blind to continue learning successfully.  We are also pleased to note that the rate of school enrolment for blind students has increased and several schools for the blind have been started by other organizations.  We continue to look forward to when the government will fully embrace education for the blind by creating schools in various parts of Somalia catering to the neglected blind children who cannot access education due to lack of special schools in their localities.
From our experience, we wish to note that much more awareness and advocacy needs to be done in Somalia.  Specifically on the causes of blindness, prevention of blindness, early intervention, education and awareness of the rehabilitation needs of people with visual impairment.  More integration and affirmative action must be done to enable the blind to explore their full potentials, and the sighted to gain appreciation and understanding. [image: image1.png]
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