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ABSTRACT

Many international treaties have been signed aimed at helping children with disabilities access education. These include the 1990 Education for All ‘EFA’, the 1994 Salamanca Conference on Special Education and the 2006 Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (Imparato: 1999).  However, many learners with disabilities in many nations that asserted their signatures are still not enjoying their right to education. It appears many countries are not sure of how a conducive learning environment for learners with disabilities looks like. Research was carried out in Osaka, Japan; a prefectural believed to have a successful inclusive education system. 

Osaka prefers the social model, unlike the medical or special education model followed by many countries where the type of disability determines the school one attends. In Osaka, that is considered discrimination; as such, all special education schools have been closed. All learners, regardless of the degree of disability can attend schools of their choice. This includes learners with intellectual disabilities, often considered to have low thinking abilities. These learners are also accorded high school training. Children with learning disabilities, attention deficit hyperactive disorders and high functioning autism are also enrolled in regular class. This ensures that children with disabilities are not deprived of experiences of making friends, conflicts with classmates and chatting during break time. In most of the schools in Osaka, there are many professionals: usually a doctor, nurse, nutritionist, psychologist, physiotherapist and a sociologist. These professionals, including parents do consult each other widely especially during placement. There are also resource centres where inclusive schools can obtain specialised materials and services. In addition, there are also fully established braille libraries. The teaching strategies in inclusive schools in Osaka are characterised by a lot of continuing professional development activities. University lecturers, regular classroom teachers and inclusive/special education teachers meet frequently to share ideas. Many learners with disabilities attend higher institutions of learning within the same secondary schools. Programmes offered for training in schools are usually closely arranged with employers; hence the graduates do not suffer a lot in looking for employment. Children with severe or profound cases of disabilities are clinically assessed and taken care within the schools. Their parents and guardians are therefore given an opportunity to pursue other economic errands. These measures are among the strategies that have made inclusive education successful in Osaka.

INTRODUCTION

Background Information

Special education schools are relatively few in many countries; suggesting that most of the learners with disabilities do not attend school. This also implies that most of the parents of children with disabilities do suffer a double tragedy; they have to stay at home to take care of their siblings, and therefore, have less time doing economic work. In contrast, parents whose children attend school do benefit not only from the education of their siblings but also from the care and protection given to them by the government. 

Many people associate schools with academic development only. Some teachers think it is a waste of time educating or taking care of learners who will not manage Mathematics, Science or Social Studies. To many, school is about the curriculum that is usually defined for the so called ‘normal’. Even when it comes to co-curricular activities, schools tend to be preoccupied with the usual activities for those without disabilities. This is despite the fact that psychomotor activities are essential for all children. In Osaka, the picture is different; they have tried to meet each ones’ academic, social and psychological needs.

Special education schools, particularly in developing countries often complain of a critical shortage of teaching aids. With such challenges, what then is the rationale for sending learners to them? Some learners with special needs often find themselves in regular schools. However, these are usually educated from different classes or units. Many of these classes are often too small and away from the rest of the school. Special education teachers assigned to such classes tend to also feel marginalized, a factor that has contributed to high attrition rates from the centers. 

LITERATURE REVIEW

The Educating our Future policy (MoE: 1996) says that to the greatest extent possible, learners with special educational needs shall be included in the mainstream classes. This statement implies that those that cannot fit in the regular schools should not receive much attention from the governments, yet children with severe or profound disabilities need more help than those without or with mild or moderate cases. Children with disabilities are already devastated by their disability; does sending them to distant schools improve their condition?  In Osaka prefectural, the second largest metropolitan in Japan, children are not separated, but learn together.

When learners with disabilities complete secondary school, they face challenges of finding training institutions or jobs. Many college principals do not clearly understand how the blind or deaf can compute Mathematics; hence, many of them are denied access into higher institutions of learning. A few however, do complete school, and graduate with diplomas and degrees but many employers do not trust that they can perform to their satisfaction. 

Osaka has a training and employment support system for persons with disabilities. Some companies have been linked to inclusive schools; they manufacture some of their products within the schools. In a way the learners are receiving some training. Since the materials are produced from the schools, it becomes relatively easier for employers to understand the capabilities of the learners. Inclusive schools have a ‘job coach’ whose role is to link graduating students from Special Needs Education (SNE) schools to employers. In addition, companies that employ more persons with disabilities (PWD) pay less tax to the government.

TRAITS OF JAPANESE SCHOOLS

Japanese education system is a collective culture where group activities are more valued than individualism. Therefore, there are many activities such as sports to enable children to work together. It is also believed that individual differences are not caused by differences in ability, but due to the level of efforts that have been made. Japanese believe in equality- everyone can prosper if they made sufficient effort. There is also a strong sense of responsibility by teachers; teachers work very hard to meet the needs of learners.

HISTORY OF EDUCATION IN OSAKA

Before the 1960s, immigrant children and children with disabilities from Buraku area of Toyonaka in Osaka were not allowed in schools. Neighbouring classmates and parents used to avoid them. After the 1960s, however, teachers, and teachers’ unions realised that they were discriminating the Buraku people. They started to demand for change, and things gradually improved.

TRAITS OF SCHOOLS IN OSAKA 

Every trait can be seen in schools in Osaka. In order to bring children together, they are given opportunities to discuss problems together. They have activities aimed at promoting anti-discrimination; students are advised to look at each other’s circumstances, rather than at one’s individual effort or ability. Many classroom activities dwell on giving special attention to children under the most severe circumstances (family problems, discriminated, have a disability, do not understand Japanese). 
In Osaka, education does not just mean getting good scores on tests. It also means teaching human rights, cooperation, and how to care for others. This question was considered: can human rights be upheld if learners with disabilities were being excluded? This debate led to the closure of all special education schools in order to provide human rights in full. 

LEARNING TOGETHER

Osaka has quite a unique programme called “Living Together and Learning Together”. Learners with disabilities learn side by side with those without disabilities. They do not have special education schools. Children with disabilities regardless of whether they have a disability that is mild, moderate, severe or profound attend regular schools. Children with intellectual disabilities attend high school, but follow a different curriculum, a ‘Social Independence Course’ that is appropriate to their level. In some countries, inclusion is only for specific disabilities such as those with visual or physical impairments. Learners with intellectual disabilities are perceived to have very low intelligence quotients, hence they are taught separately from different classes.

“Learning together” is a natural and necessary condition for all children. In Toyonaka city, Osaka, it is believed that children should not be asked to adapt themselves. Schools instead should adapt in accordance with children they work with. Segregating children is considered discrimination, and deprivation of their right to learn valuable things from other children. 

Osaka has a well organised training programme for inclusive education. During school teaching practice, the lecturer, experienced teachers and student teachers collectively assess student teachers. In addition, experts share a lot of information, and research information is readily available. Furthermore, it is believed that classes with children with disabilities demand a little more, hence an extra teacher may be placed in some regular classes. 

MAKING A DIFFERENCE - SUCCESS STORIES

A teacher laments; children mysteriously loved to play with those without any words, any move, or any response whatsoever. It was also found that some teachers in inclusive schools do feel nervous at first, but later “children make them change”. In addition, it was learnt that children with and without disabilities naturally built friendship and would want to play together. It was argued that discrimination and prejudice were probably made by adults; children did not have such things in the first place. The measurement and comparing of children’ abilities was created by teachers, given a choice, children learn and grow at their own pace.

SPECIAL NEEDS EDUCATION

In Osaka, Special Needs Education is individualised support through the understanding of educational needs of each disabled student, including students with learning disabilities (LD), attention deficit hyperactive disorders (ADHD) and high functioning autism. Each of these learners is looked at as an individual. 

ZAMBIA

Learners with mild and moderate disabilities are encouraged to attend regular schools, but those with severe and profound cases are sent to special education schools (MoE: 1996). A few schools however, particularly at secondary level are inclusive. This is more so for learners with visual impairments. 

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, there is need to transform schools in order to accommodate all types of children. Government resources need to reach everyone. Children with severe and profound disabilities are being denied government care on the pretext of being severe and profound. They have been left mainly in the hands of parents, and these are being disadvantaged in terms of resources and time for seeking economic errands.

Effective inclusive practices should include encouraging group activities among learners such as sports and giving special attention to marginalised groups. Education for children should not only mean getting good scores but should also uphold human rights and co-operation.  Nations should avoid building ‘segregative schools’ but instead encourage children to learn together in order to benefit from peer experiences. Schools should not be rejecting children because of their disabilities instead they should adapt in order to meet individual needs.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The study concludes by making the following recommendations:

1. UNESCO to convene a convention whose theme should be ‘Inclusion of Learners with Severe Disabilities in the Mainstream Schools’. This is because most of these learners do not access school, one contributing factor being the education system that is highly bookish and examination oriented.

2. Nations that are promoting inclusive education should also ensure that:

i) Structures for human resources are put in place to oversee the programme.

ii) They work towards closing special education schools. This will change the attitude of many stakeholders who still prefer the segregated special schools. 
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