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Introduction:

In a developing country like India, the education of children with visual impairment is provided through special school education, integrated education and also through inclusive education programs. In integrated/inclusive education strategies, the children remain with their families and they are a part of all the social, educational, cultural and economic activities of the community. 

In such programs, the local resources have to be used to the optimum to derive maximum benefit for children with visual impairment. In Asian countries, human resources are available aplenty. This important community resource should be utilized properly for the benefit of visually impaired children. To achieve this objective fully, the members of the community need to be sensitized so that they may play their respective roles towards promoting inclusion.  

The primary goal of integration of children with visual impairment can be achieved only when the community participation is ensured at all levels of integration viz., physical, functional, social and societal level. More over, Integrated education is a community based approach and without active community participation, the objectives of the program could not be realized.  

The National Association for the Blind, in India, promotes itinerant model of integrated education in the rural communities of the country in a big way. The children with visual impairment stay in their original communities and efforts are made towards integrating children with visual impairment in all the social, educational and cultural activities of the community. To do this, involvement of the community members and making use of local human resources such as parents, siblings, peers, school authorities, local government functionaries and others in the system of integrated education is very important.

NAB has devised and implemented specific activities to ensure community participation in integrated education programs and has derived excellent results towards integration of visually impaired children in all the activities of the local community.

The need for community participation;

Human resources are easily available in urban, rural as well as in tribal communities in Asian countries. The community has a specific role to play in the implementation of I E Program. For e.g., parents of a visually impaired child is responsible for meeting the basic needs of the child such as teaching of daily living skills, communication skills and mobility. They are also responsible to give the psychological back up apartfrom giving food, shelter and social security. They could perform their duties better when they are sensitized to the needs of children with visual impairment. The training given by the Itinerant Teacher has to be reinforced by the family members if those skills have to be perfected by the child. They are in need of information, knowledge and skills to manage a visually impaired child and through specific strategies, this objective could be achieved successfully. 

Similarly, the schoolteachers are responsible for teaching curriculum and to include the child with visual impairment in co-curricular and other social activities of the school. The general teacher should have the knowledge of curricular adaptation techniques while teaching and he should know the techniques of involving a visually impaired child in co-curricular activities.  There is need to address the training needs of general teachers in managing children with visual impairment in their schools.

Peers and siblings can assist the child with visual impairment in a number of ways. They could perform their roles better when they are sensitized to the needs, strengths and limitations of their counterparts.  In short, proper community participation vis-à-vis use of effective human resources in the system of integrated education would go a long way in facilitating inclusion of children with visual impairment in all the activities of the community and school.

Strategies to make use of community human resources;

Various strategies were evolved in the past for involving community so that they might play a positive role in facilitating Integration of children with visual impairment in their own communities. The role of the community is well established and it will be the duty of the program implementing agencies to help the community realize its responsibility and see that it plays its respective role. NAB uses the following formal strategies to sensitize, train and make use of the community human resources towards achieving this objective. They are briefed below.

1. Integrated Camps

2. Social Animators Training Camps

3. Orientation programs for regular teachers and parents

4. Parent Meetings

5. Teachers and Head Masters’ Meetings.

6. Social Sensitization Programs.

Integrated Camps:

Integrated Camps are residential camps of children.  A group of blind children and an equal number of their classmate friends chosen by the blind children themselves participate in this weeklong residential camp.   Various activities are organized in which all children participate together be it physical education, performing daily living activities, integrated games and play, cultural and literary activities. A few basic skills pertaining to plus curriculum are introduced for the benefit of sighted children. They are also taught the ways and means of helping each other within their classrooms, on the playground and also in the social activities of the community. It contributes for confidence building, personality development and development of mutual respect to the needs and learning methods of each one irrespective of their abilities and disabilities.

Thus, the objectives of organizing Integrated Camps are as follows;

· To bring together blind children and their sighted classmates.

· To promote mutual interaction through play, cultural activities and literary competitions.

· To enable the sighted classmates to understand the needs, strengths, limitations and in short to let them have the knowledge and skills required so that they can assist their visually impaired classmates in curricular, co-curricular and plus curricular activities in school and also in the community.

Social Animators Training Camps:

Social Animators Training Camps are organized to identify, motivate and train village level volunteers so that their involvement can be ensured in the system of Integrated Education. Any educated person who is willing to come forward to assist children with visual impairment in their education and social integration are trained for about 2-3 weeks covering all aspects of integrated education. The animators could be any educated person such as parents of the visually impaired children, retired teachers, anganwadi workers, house wives, college students or others. Information on needs of visually impaired children, Concept and philosophy of integrated education, basic skills pertaining to Braille, Orientation and Mobility, Daily Living Skills, use of arithmetic devices such as Abacus and Taylor Frame, Preparation of instructional materials like worksheets, flash cards and diagrams, concessions and facilities available from various government and non-government sources etc., is provided. Follow up is under taken to know the progress and further assistance will be given to them according to the individual needs. Information on concessions and facilities available from governmental and non-governmental agencies helps the local facilitators to help the families to avail all the possible assistance by the families from various sources. Further,  they can act as local facilitators to the disabled children and their families to ensure that the families have access to such provisions in the community. Thus, greater awareness is brought in the community to the needs of children with visual impairments and their families.

The objectives of organizing Social Animators Training Programs include;

· Identifying village level volunteers who are interested in assisting blind children and their families.

· To motivate and train such volunteers on various aspects of Integrated Education.

· To prepare local level community volunteers to help them to act as facilitators of education of blind children in the community.

Parents Meeting:

Orientation/meeting of parents need to be organized on a periodical basis. Parents play a key role in facilitating education of their children. They should know the needs of their children and possess knowledge and skills required in meeting those needs. Parents have specific responsibilities irrespective of their level of education, socio-economic background etc., Matters pertaining to health and hygiene, love and affection, daily living skills are directly linked to parents’ responsibility. To ensure their cooperation and to share with them the knowledge and skills, organizing regular parent meetings should become a part of the I E Program. The agenda of each meeting would change according to the situation and need. Other family members and neighbors could also be encouraged to participate in such meetings to share their views and gain knowledge in the field of visual impairment. This activity helps us in forming parent associations.  They could take up advocacy issues and also other developmental initiatives. Through such orientation programs, many educated parents have become para-professionals in the field of integrated education.

Head Master/Class Teachers Meetings:

Head Masters and Regular Teachers of the school are directly responsible for providing curricular and co-curricular activities to all children including blind children. They need to have regular update of latest technology and information on facilitating learning of a blind child in a classroom. Adaptation and modification of teaching/learning materials, curricular adaptations, concept development in blind children, evaluation procedures, enabling blind children to participate in games and cultural activities are some of the areas of interest in these meetings.

Social sensitization and awareness building:

Apartfrom the village level workers, there are others like the Education Officer, school inspectors, local government authorities like Child Development Project Officers, Executive Officers (BDO), Transport authorities, health officials, local non governmental organizations like service clubs and others are to be sensitized to the specific needs of visually impaired children. Social sensitization programs are organized to bring together officials of various Departments and the stakeholders to discuss about the needs and to help them realize the role of each Department in facilitating education of the disabled children. This kind of an awareness and sensitization of the government Department officials, service clubs and the community in general is vital for the growth and sustainability of I E Programs. This activity, in turn, promotes advocacy.

In conclusion, it is crucial to involve members of the community as partners of education. They have to be trained formally and informally to let them know the needs, strengths and limitations of children with visual impairment. Their help should be sought in meeting the social, educational, economic and personal needs of children with visual impairment. The community responds better when their involvement is sought at different levels of program implementation.  It is the responsibility of the project implementing agencies to ensure that the community is a part and parcel of all the interventions provided and is made a quality partner in the process of integration and in the system of integrated education of children with visual disability.     This kind of community preparation, sensitization and training in making use of the community human resources is an innovation for the benefit of integrated education, visually impaired children and their families.
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