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The following extracts of children talking about their experiences of inclusion are drawn from research that was conducted by the Visual Impairment Centre for Teaching and Research (VICTAR) in the School of Education, University of Birmingham in the UK, the Malawi Institute of Education (MIE) and the Montfort Special Needs Education College in Limbe in Southern Malawi.
The eighteen month study was designed to identify the ‘barriers’ that face children learning through braille in local mainstream schools and took place in Malawi during 2008-09. This project focused on eight children (7 who are blind and one with severe low vision) who are attending mainstream primary schools in five districts in Southern Malawi. The full results of the research are contained in a report called ‘Literacy for All’ – Developing Literacy through Touch in the Mainstream Classroom’ which was presented to the Ministry of Education in Malawi in February 2010.

The quotes from children in this article were taken from case studies compiled during an eighteen month study which investigated the teaching and learning of Braille in relation to eight children and young people in mainstream schools in Malawi. The first source of data was transcriptions of interviews conducted by researchers from MIE and the Montfort College who visited the children to collect their views on learning in mainstream classes. All the interviews were conducted at the child’s own school, and were recorded, transcribed and, where necessary, translated into English by the national research team. Other responses presented here were extracted from video interviews conducted during vacation braille schools that the same children attended as part of the research. The responses by younger children were given in the local language, Chichewa, and responses from the older children were given in English (which is the principle language of instruction in the second half of primary education).

The children were asked to reflect on their experiences in relation to their inclusion in their local school and their answers are grouped under three main themes. 

· Support at school

· Support at home

· Personal concerns about their learning

As can be seen in the table, the children and young people’s ages ranged from 7 years to 22 years, there were 5 boys and 2 girls (Jessie and Liziuzayani).  The children’s names have been changed to protect their identity.  Each child receives regular visits from an Itinerant Teacher (IT) who has training in supporting children with visual impairment. 

Key details about the learners

	Name
	Age (at beginning of study)
	Visual status
	Standard Class
	No. of children in class
	District

	Mandondo
	7
	Blind
	1
	200+
	Blantyre Rural

	Jessie
	8
	Severe low vision
	1
	200+
	Blantyre Rural

	Liziuzayani
	9
	Blind
	1
	175
	Zomba Rural

	Thambo
	12
	Blind
	2
	275
	Chikwawa

	Christopher
	14
	Blind
	7
	92
	Blantyre Urban

	Isaac
	15
	Blind
	3
	287
	Machinga

	Azibo
	16
	Blind
	8
	71
	Blantyre Urban

	Gilbert
	22
	Blind
	6
	40
	Machinga


Reflections on support at school

Although the children had mixed views about the level of support they received at school, they generally felt happy going to school and all had made friends with children and felt included in the school yard at break times. One boy said he had initially experienced bullying in class whenever the teacher left the class alone. He felt that he was seen as different and was worried he would not be accepted by his class. In this particular case the IT was able to intervene successfully when he learnt about the problem. 

Mandondo: Children were coming up to me and hitting me across the head when the teacher wasn’t there. They would take my handframe and paper away and shout at me.

Interviewer: How did this make you feel?

Mandondo: I felt sad and wanted to hit them.

Interviewer: Did you tell the teacher?

Mandondo: I told Mr C** (IT) and he told the classteacher.

Interviewer: Are you still getting bullied?

Mandondo: No, not now.

Similarly, one of the girls said that she was not happy when she started school but she is enjoying it more now as a result of intervention from the CIT.

Liziuzayani: When I went to school I was alone and didn’t know anyone. 

Interviewer: How did that make you feel?

Liziuzayani: I was lonely and didn’t know what to do in class.

Interviewer: Who helped you in class?

Liziuzayani: My sister M** helped me in class. She took me to the class and to the toilet. 

Interviewer: Did anyone else help you?

Liziuzayani: Mr** (CIT) helped me sometimes.

Interviewer: What did he do?

Liziuzayani: He took me to meet the headteacher and other teachers in the morning.

The children were asked about the role played by their Itinerant Teacher.  All the children knew their ITs well and said that they enjoyed working with them. It was clear that ITs had a role in facilitating social, emotional development as well as supporting  academic progress.  One of the older participants described how his IT had helped rebuild his confidence through counselling and regular Braille tuition.

Azibo:  When I lost my sight I didn’t think I could learn to write again. I felt useless and unable to do anything at school. I wanted to stop going to school. But Mrs ** helped me so much.  She visited me at home and talked me about what she can do. I didn’t know I could learn Braille and she showed me how to do it.

Interviewer: How do you feel about learning Braille now?

Azibo: I haven’t mastered Braille but I’m working hard. I think through hard work I can master Braille. I now have a Brailler, an abacus for maths and a handframe. 

Interviewer: What have been the most challenging parts of learning?

Azibo: I sometimes feel alone and not able to do the work. Mrs** is able to help me with course work and prepare for exams.

Interviewer: How prepared are you for your exams?

Azibo: I’m getting ready for the exams and working hard to pass them…I want to go to secondary school and become a radio announcer. 

Reflections on support at home

Poverty was a significant barrier to children’s attendance and progress at school. Some children talked about the problem of hunger and how they sometimes found it difficult to walk to school or stay awake during lessons because of a lack of food. Nevertheless the children we spoke to felt a strong sense of commitment to their school and did not want to miss lessons.

Mandondo:  I don’t want to miss school or I won’t learn. I like school and want to go. When I’m hungry, I feel tired at school and want to sleep.

Gilbert: I sometimes don’t have breakfast but want to go to school. My mother says she can’t find food so doesn’t let me go to school. 

The children’s observations were born out in separate interviews recorded with parents. 

Mandondo’s mother: I have noticed some changes…he doesn’t want to miss school…he wants to keep his things in order. He is able to do some household chores like drawing water and doesn’t want someone to wash him. He wants to go to school even when there is no food, but he still wants to go’.

Isaac’s mother: Isaac fails to go to school due to the lack of food or soap at home. My husband does not assist me in any way.

The children were asked to comment on the visits ITs made to their homes. They described the additional academic support they received during these visits. 

Isaac: My teacher listened to me read a story and I had to write some words. 

Interviewer: Did he give you homework?

Isaac: He told me to read my books and use my Brailler.

Interviewer: Where do you like learning?

Isaac: I like to learn at home because it is quiet.

We were also interested in learning more about the role of the children’s ‘siblings’ and the extent to which they were able to help their brother or sister. As part of the research project, siblings had received some basic braille tuition at the braille summer schools. Five children were positive about the help or encouragement they were receiving from their siblings but the support seemed to be difficult to sustain.

Thambo: My brother is telling me to go to school and is assisting me with Braille. He helps me to read the books.

Interviewer: Do you enjoy learning with your brother?

Thambo: Sometimes it is good, but he is always away working or doing other things. I usually have to learn by myself.

Personal concerns about their learning 

A number of children raised concerns about their education and the level of support they were receiving. All the children seemed to have some reservations about their school and one boy said that he would prefer learning at a residential resource centre for children with visual impairment, even if it meant living away from his family.

Isaac: I don’t have friends in my class. My friends are books. I find it difficult to concentrate and would like to go to a resource centre like M**

Interviewer: Would you not miss your school, home and family?

Isaac: Yes I will miss my family. (But) I want to learn Braille well.

The older children (standard 3 – 8) also seemed to be aware of the barriers their teachers were facing on a day-to-day level. They were aware of the lack of appropriate resources, i.e. the necessary books in Braille to learn. They were also conscious of how their sighted peers were able to read and write faster and felt that a Perkins Brailler could help level the playing field in terms of writing.

Interviewer: ‘What message would you like to give to the people who are in charge of your education?’

Christopher: ‘I think the government and other well wishers should support learners who are blind by providing them with learning resources’.
Families too are sensitive to the issues around the educational placement of their children.  They generally seemed happy to support the education of their children at their local schools as long as they felt that their children were supported in class and were making progress. However, there is a perception among some families that specialist educational provision is the best long term option for their children. 

Azibo’s brother: We considered and tried sending him to a resource centre so that he can learn Braille and have a future!  
Summary 

The research suggested that children are able and often keen to articulate the barriers that face them in their learning. Allowing children opportunities to express their opinion regarding their education to an independent advocate and having those opinions officially regarded could be helpful in establishing appropriate intervention strategies.  

Our findings support the conclusion that all children, especially older children, should be consulted in a sensitive way about decisions about provision and support requirements whenever possible.  The voice of children and young people with visual impairment can be a powerful tool in assessing the appropriateness and effectiveness of the educational services they are offered and can be used a source for gaining unique insights into services about how they might be improved. 
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