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This article is subscribed to put across the difference between the policy making and its implementation by those responsible for representing the interest of persons with disability. It also intends to highlight the key awareness points for creation of actual inclusion in inclusive educational practices.

In 2000, with an aim to ensure equal primary education, ‘Achieve Universal Primary Education’ was adopted among with eight other goals of the ‘Millennium Development Goals’ (MDGs),, declaring that all boys and girls will have an equal access to all levels of education. The ‘Education for All’ furthered that education is a right that must be given to all children, adults and youth and in the same manner extends to persons with disabilities as well. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disability (UNCRPD) through Article 24, strengthens that such persons, without any discrimination, have an equal right to education, and should be made a part of the inclusive education system. With the proper policies promoting and calling for the inclusion of persons with disabilities, the MDGs beyond 2015 needs to focus on the proper and full implementation of these policies to in reality achieve the inclusion of persons with disabilities at all levels of education.

The declaration given by the participants of the First International Conference for Blind and Partially Sighted Children of the World, “Listening to the Children” held in 2008, Pontevedra – Spain, held that “
Given that most blind children do not have access to education, we recommend all individuals have the right to an education and no impairment can prevent this from occurring.” It further stated, “ All blind children have a right to be accepted in any school and cannot be discriminated based solely on their disability. There should be at least one teacher in every school with the necessary capabilities to provide an equal education opportunity for the child.”

It’s been eight years since the participants of the “Listening to the Children” congress, (June 2008) based on their experiences in six different regions of the world, declared their ambition to study in inclusive schools. Since the introduction of the United Nation’s Convention on the Rights of the Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD 2007) nine years back, and its signing and ratification by various countries, the agenda and responsibility of the advocates of persons with disabilities has undergone a significant evolution. While there are only fewer policies that are still in need to be introduced to promote inclusion for persons with disabilities, there need to be watchful and  firm measures to ensure that the existing policies are implemented.

Article 5 of the UNCRPD, calls for equality and non-discrimination for persons with disabilities, and Article 24 states that persons with disabilities are to have an equal right to education without discrimination. Complementing these two articles, is article 9, that states that persons with disabilities have an equal access, without discrimination, to physical environment, to transportation, to information and communication, including information and communication technologies and systems, and to other facilities and services.

However, it is a severe mockery, that while the law has mandated these provisions to enable the disabled, not only is the implementation of these policies a sheer deficiency, but in fact, the actual inclusion is lost in the shape of lack of awareness, poor social mindset and lack of resources where these policies are implemented. Amidst this hurly burly of unimplemented policies, poor understanding, and inflexible mindsets, there lies even a denser dilemma of persons with visual impairment. Persons with blindness and partial vision are even more excluded, for those practicing inclusion find it difficult to accommodate them with their needs that require effort than infrastructure. A school may have ramps in the premises, but finds it difficult to have books in formats accessible by the visually challenged. “Teachers, generally favored types of disabilities they perceived to be easier to work with in mainstream settings.” (Chapter 7 – Education: World Bank).

The technical advancement and the consistent use of IT related activities have made things globally accessible. The ongoing digitalization has made it common for schools and universities to have online courses, while assigning and accepting submissions online.

We also recognize that use of computers play a significant role for the visually impaired with the help of screen – reader. However, the difficulty, despite the continuing digitalization, is that a vast variety of online material is inaccessible to the visually challenged. This is because there has been a persistent lack of awareness of screen – reader accessibility, while standards of accessibility for all, and especially the visually challenged, are repeatedly ignored. In order to successfully fulfill and achieve the objectives of Article 9 and 24 of the UNCRPD and Goal 4 of the Sustainable Development Goals, - 2030, in the face of continuing digitalization, it is mandatory to maintain and even more importantly, implement appropriate and updated guidelines on standards of accessibility. Only then, will we be able to actually and entirely include persons with visual impairment in the inclusive education system.

India exemplifies the attitude of preferring a disability felt easier to be dealt with. The country with one of its best governmental planning, is signatory to the UNCRPD, has a National Education Policy (NEP 1986), The Persons with Disability Act (PWD – 1995), the constitutional Right to Education or Sarva Shiksha Abhiyana (SSA – 2000–01, and the Right to Education (RTE – 2010), stands impertinent in this respect. Furthermore, the Persons with Disabilities Act, Equal Opportunity, Protection of Rights and Full Participation was amended and renamed to The Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act in 2014. The objective of the amendment was to make the Persons with Disabilities Act congruent to the United Nation’s convention signed and ratified in October 2007 by the country.

While  the Persons with Disability Act of 1995 mandates a 3% reservation for admission of persons with disabilities to all educational institutions, The Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act of 2014 directs admission of children with disabilities without discrimination in educational institutions funded by the government and local authority. However, persons with visual impairment continue to be discriminated, as it is generally perceived that such persons are difficult to handle because of their varying needs. The quota then gets filled by those disabilities the institutions find easier to handle. The 2014 report on Education for All, ‘Education for All towards Quality with Equity’, submitted to Government of India, presents the statistics of children with disabilities admitted into inclusive education. It is however, distressing that no data has been reported on children with visual impairment, making them, doubly, the invisible children. 

While the social mindset is enough to reflect the attitude of preferring one disability over the other, the report is a full swing example of adverse circumstances created for people with visual impairment.

The need then is to make it mandatory for the educational institutions to show the statistics of students admitted under each disability at the beginning of the academic session. This, being a calculating principle to grant governmental aids to these educational institutions will ensure that persons with visual disabilities are not discriminated, giving them an equal right to study in the institution of their choice on the basis of their capability and academic merit.

While the international law, calling for equal opportunity for persons with disabilities, mandates admission of students with visual impairment to a school of their choice, and access to information of all kinds available to the public, it cannot change the social mindset that restrains the fulfillment of such policies. Lack of proper implementation makes it even more pertinent. The need in fact, now is not only to ensure a proper implementation of all policies pertaining to persons with disability, but rather to ensure, that they are, in essence, understood by those claiming to adhere by them.

Students with visual impairment will continue to be excluded unless their unique educational needs for access are addressed in appropriate environment and unless these students are provided with equal access to core and specialized curricula through appropriate specialized books, material and equipment.  

While Article 9 of the UNCRPD calls for access to information, and article 24 for equal right to education in inclusive education practices, it is a pity that those admitted are never included in true sense of the term. Their exclusion here is more implicit then explicit. It is this implicitness which needs to be aimed correcting along with the unfortunate explicitness at many places.

This implicit exclusion for persons with visual impairment has many faces at different phases of education. Such are exclusion from curricular and co-curricular activities on the basis of visual disability, lack of access to educational material, lack of access to the mode of instruction, etc. It’s a pity that while the   teachers claim to adhere to inclusive educational practices, forget to bring about that inclusion in their teaching methodologies. Most often, teachers write on the  board, forgetting to speak out, till they would be reminded by a visually challenged student to read it out. Books, articles and other reading material would be referred to the sighted students in the formats readable by them, or in plain words, printed copies to the sighted students, but visually challenged students are left to find out a way to read it, based of course on their personal desire, and how much time the students are willing to spend making the prescribed reading material accessible or requesting others to read for them. This has become a cycle, which never stops, and keeps rotating and revolving around visually challenged students significantly. For, how many times will the student ask the teacher to read what he/she has written on the board? How many times will the student spend time making his reading material, books accessible and not part take in anything else that he or she might wish to other than just academics? It ends up hurting the self-esteem of such students. They begin to prefer silence than reminders, effort than requests, for they know that they would have to do it themselves. Why should a visually challenged student, each time, undergo the phase of self-renunciation, asking the teacher what has been written on the board for he or she cannot see it, and since he/she is asking the teacher to read it, it is implicit that the child is visually challenged. Why can’t a teacher who has a sense that a new terminology needs to be written on the board to explain to the sighted students, should have this sense that it should be at the same time spoken out in the manner written on the board, so that those who cannot read the board can understand them? Do we imply that students with visual impairment are self-created prodigies, who know everything even before they are taught, and if we do that, why do we de-grade them, based on their visual disability when compared to the sighted students? Where is this instability leading us? This instability affects the overall development of the students with visual impairment, creating information gap and affecting their overall life by inhibiting their participation in political and public life. Obviously, with no information or lack of awareness about the concerns that affect all alike, persons with visual impairment become unaware and uninformed of the prevailing political and public circumstances, affecting their academic, personal as well as social life.

Today, the implicit exclusion has become even more dangerous than the explicit exclusion. A child who is denied admission in a school knows that being a student with visual impairment, he or she cannot study in the school of his or her choice because the teachers are unwilling to cooperate, but a child who is given admission as mandated by the law suffers explaining, requesting, and ultimately, doing it all by himself or family help. Such an inclusion, then, is a mere curtain on the excess that the institutions practice in the name of inclusion.

The evident insensitivity and discrimination practiced in these so-called inclusive institutions, is experienced by the visually challenged in yet another way. This is in the form of inaccessible libraries, non-co-operative library staff and books that must be scanned by the visually challenged if at all they want to read them. While the library systems are inaccessible, the staff refuses to help visually challenged find and pick up books, telling them, to get along sighted students to help them. 

A pure, obvious reason for this implicit discrimination and instability in the behavior of the sighted towards persons with visual impairment is the lack of awareness. Disability is unspoken and untaught, and remains unthought-of. Visual disability, above all, is misunderstood. Why the literati today is so aware and sensitive towards issues of casticism, racism, colonialism, socialism, economics, etc is because these disciplines are a part of the academia and hence extensively discussed and taught. Inevitably, these disciplines that have been made an integral part of the general education, and are necessarily studied by all alike, whether a non-disabled or a person with disability, believer or non-believer of these issues. But disability is ignored and in fact, unspoken. It is somewhat an irony that we study and teach history on the grounds that the mistakes made in the past are not repeated. But disability, which is the reality of life for many people, and prevails in the current times, is not only unspoken and unheard, but in fact, overlooked. The question then arises, that except for the peer group of persons with disabilities or those who are closely related to them, is everyone not making the same mistake repeatedly, of underestimating the abilities of those who are physically impaired, but mentally, intellectually, and emotionally as able as the non-disabled are?

Disability studies, similarly, should be a part of the general education for all. If disability studies is made an integral part of the social sciences taught at the school level, it will enable a greater understanding amongst the students and enhance the awareness of non-disabled about persons with disabilities.

Despite clear national and international policies facilitating education, the true inclusion is somewhere lacking, and consequently inhibiting the very reforms these policies are aiming at. To fulfill the objectives of these policies, the education system needs to be reformed, for which the mindset of teachers needs to be reformed, so that students with disability do not undergo the implicit discrimination in a general classroom.

However, the mindset of teachers will only be reformed, if there is enough awareness about the potentialities, and capabilities of persons with disabilities. A subject on disability studies should rather be made a compulsory paper to be cleared to get degrees for those intending to become school, college or university teachers. Such a subject should educate students who are to be the future teachers, as to how they have to practice inclusion in their classrooms to accommodate students with disabilities.

It is this education of the sighted that will help curb attitudinal barriers towards persons with visual impairment, facilitating their true inclusion in the mainstream. People need to overcome the stigmas relating to persons with visual impairment, along with an enhanced understanding of how they have to deal with them. With a corrective understanding that students with visual impairment, given equal opportunity, have the capacity to perform at par with their sighted counterparts, teachers should adopt accommodative teaching practices and expect the same result from the visually challenged students as they do out of the sighted.

In circumstances, where those advocating for rights of persons with visual impairment are grappling with neglect in policy implementation and poor social mindset, it has become even more essential for persons with visual impairment and policy makers to work hand-in-hand to ensure policy implementation and correction of poor mindsets. The maxim, “Nothing about us without us”, is even more validated, for those who are a part of such a system need to come forth and act for themselves to spread and enhance the awareness. The law then should be their weapon to enforce proper implementation. UNCRPD, in Article 33, emphasizes on the implementation and monitoring of the convention in the countries that have signed and ratified it. It states that these countries should involve persons with disabilities, in the monitoring of all policies concerning persons with disabilities, through their representative organizations. Furthermore, Article 34 on committees on the rights of persons with disabilities, with reference to Article 4 on general principles, further reinstates that persons with disabilities, through their representative organizations, must be involved in the development and implementation of all policies concerning the persons with disabilities. The objective of these provisions is to facilitate independent and coordinated decision making amongst those responsible for policy making as well as its implementation thereof, to be befitted and effected by the policies. The European Union Successfully ensured the participation of persons with disabilities in 17 countries. This coordination between the policy makers and their beneficiaries has not only improved cooperation between ministries, but has also insured that the policy makers evade taking any isolated measures. Moreover, the states have an option of turning to various organizations of persons with disabilities, thereby ensuring that their views are heard, making persons with disabilities a part of the framework itself. 

The governments and the stakeholders like policy makers, NGOs, and those responsible for implementation should then come together with adults and children with disabilities, families, school administrators, and teachers to work cohesively and effectively. In order to strengthen inclusive practices beyond 2015, the existing policies with implementation strategies discussed above, needs to be reinforced, monitored and adhered to.  
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