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The following speech was given at the 2nd Joint Asian Conference of ICEVI & DBI “Towards an Inclusive Tomorrow” and challenges us to think about the path through education for blind children.

Throughout the world in the 20th Century the education of blind and partially sighted children hardly evolved from a concentration on delivering a teacher-centred curriculum, epitomised by contracted Braille, to highly specialised professional aspirants (academics, lawyers, physiotherapists) which had little connection with the life chances of most children both in the developed and developing world. Furthermore, the first quarter century of the digital revolution has had little impact either on the ways of delivering the curriculum and on the curriculum itself. Massive changes in the 21st Century, such as digital technology, personalised identity, urbanisation in developing countries and mobile capital investment, require a child-centred, flexible curriculum based on peer normative life chances.

Twenty-five years ago, when I delivered the Keynote Address at the 1987 ICEVI World Conference in Wurzburg, at the kind and adventurous invitation of Wolfgang Stein, I opened with a painful recital of the difficult, if not perverse, technologies which were supposed to aid my education as a blind child in the 1950s and 1960s: the stylus and frame and then the Perkins brailler for reading and writing; the Taylor frame and then the abacus for arithmetic; and the use of raised drawing apparatus for depicting three-dimensional objects.

Shortly afterwards I left the field to work in digital information design and architecture but my recent return, through my role as Chair of RNIB and Chair of the World Blind Union Technology Working Group, has delivered a terrible shock: there are a few countries where educational methodology has changed but the world of education for blind children is largely the way I left it in 1992. There is still a grinding process of driving Braille literacy into students through mechanical technology; and there is still a perverse array of arithmetical and geometrical apparatus. Audio recording might never have happened; the explosion of spoken word broadcasting on television and radio is largely ignored; and 20 years of digital technology counts for nothing. 

I am still haunted by the sad young men in Sikkim who hand copied Braille text on hand frames from generation to generation, replicating old mistakes and adding their own, for no apparent reason, for no apparent purpose. And I still remember 25 years ago taking a teacher in Malaysia down to the shopping mall to buy a video camera and explaining that this was much better for a partially sighted child than a monochrome CC-TV. 

This is a hard verdict, I admit, but if we do not face it, our children will be lost for the next generation - as they have been during the last three - and long after that.

Let me begin at the beginning. For children, particularly those who suffer from impairment in a society where under-employment and unemployment are widespread, the vocational element of formal education is critical but almost everywhere, blind children are expected to pursue three parallel curricula:

· The peer normative standard curriculum 

· The ‘additional’ curriculum of communications skills and orientation and mobility; and 

· The ‘hidden’ curriculum of social and negotiating skills. 

If this formidable agenda, which must be delivered in a limited time during the child’s formative years, is ranked uncritically, indifferent to the child’s life chances, then, as almost always happens, Braille reading and writing will be at the top of the list and social skills at the bottom. The child will spend countless valuable hours learning to read hard copy Braille and, if she is unlucky, will need to acquire knowledge of contractions; then she will have to learn to write using a stylus or six-key mechanical brailler. Then she will leave school and never use any of these skills again. She will never work and be lucky to find a spouse and become a socially integrated person. Her male equivalent will be in a slightly stronger position but with poor economic chances marriage will almost always be off limits. Such school leavers will have been failed in their own countries by an education system that has failed all but the brightest children in the developed world in the 20th Century. 

The truth is that Braille is not the liberator of the child but the remunerator of the teacher. Braille is what makes teachers of blind children teachers of blind children; it is their identity, their status and their purpose; and, to pursue this route, governments spend most of their education budgets for blind children on residential facilities where Braille can be taught and on expensive printing houses where Braille can be embossed. This is the world of the special education elite providers serving the special education elite consumers. In spite of all the lip service that is loosely paid to the ‘integration’, of blind children into mainstream schools, most of the budget in many countries has stayed where it is for more than 50 years; and during that period the move from residential, segregated education to mainstreaming education, primarily in the richest countries, has been undertaken not for the good of the child, but to save money.

Now this area of discussion is so controversial that I cannot leave the argument as it is, but must pose six clusters of questions:

· First, is the time spent justified in the context of other curricular elements? How important is literacy compared, for instance, with social and vocational skills?

· Secondly, must all children learn to write as well as to read Braille? And must teaching be defaulted to contracted Braille where that exists?

· Thirdly how do Braille skills relate to life chances? How many school leavers ever use Braille?

· Fourthly, how has the concept of literacy changed with broadcasting and social media? Is substantial time justified, not in communicating information, which audio and broadcasting can do, but simply instructing the child on spelling, punctuation and capitalisation conformance?

· Fifthly, what are sighted peers doing in the same place at the same time? and,

· Finally, if these first five questions are faced squarely, what percentage of children, in the system, benefit in adult life from this pattern of provision? And how many are excluded because of the high unit cost of this kind of provision?

Having said all this, I would not be so vehement if there was no alternative, but there is; and the place to start is to look at a heroic attempt at change in the 1980s that went wrong. During that period, development agencies embarked on a journey which did not grow only out of indigenous need but also out of an ideological movement in the United Nations in favour of community based education and rehabilitation. We built annexes onto standard schools for partial integration and even trained a few itinerant or peripatetic support teachers for children in the genuine mainstream; but we did not:

· Educate and alter the expectations of parents

· Amend teacher training courses

· Adapt the historical curriculum for rural or urban slum conditions

· Introduce a vocational component

So we made an ideological shift to determine the location of formal education; but we did not do anything else methodically enough. Nobody but the ideologues at the UN really believed in this theory. You can always tell what somebody believes by what they do rather than what they say. Community based activity was fine for the poor but not for the rich.

In order to arrive at some kind of working model for where we need to be, I am going to undertake brief analyses, largely in respect of developing countries, of critical changes in:

· Economic prospects

· Technology

· Data consumption and production; and

· Skills sets

I will then draw the points together in the hope of sparking off a constructive debate. 

1. Economic Prospects

The major factors in economic change, particularly in developing countries, are:

· Improving health and education

· Differential labour costs and the mobility of capital 

· Automation

· Urbanisation 

· Decline in the public sector; but 

· Growth of the small/medium enterprise sector.

Except for noting its great benefits, the relevance of improving health and education is that it is increasing the intensity of the competition for jobs faster than they are being created. This phenomenon, in a slightly different form, has hit rich countries where there is global competition for skills.

Differential labour costs are moving jobs from richer to poorer countries but the production specifications are so tight, the pressure so great and the automation so intensive that it is hard to see how blind applicants can compete.

Urbanisation is rapidly eroding the paradigm of the blind subsistence agricultural worker, not only because of the actual migration but also because the land will have to be farmed ever more intensively to feed city dwellers who produce no food. I always thought that the blind farmer was something of a romantic delusion.

All over the world, blind people have been disproportionately employed by the public sector but with the exception of countries with high growth and efficient tax collection systems, public expenditure is falling and will fall almost everywhere in the foreseeable future.

But there is good news. The SME sector, largely promoted by middle class entrepreneurs to serve its own middle class and export, is going to grow rapidly. But, as we will see, the education required for a SME is very different from that required in a major bureaucracy.

2. Technology

Next, technology. Nobody can deny the way that digital technology is changing the poorest of countries. The mobile phone on its own has created a communications revolution. Instead of a minority of people in offices using highly complex secretarial skills and decorous Language, i.e. “Dear Sir, with reference to yours of the 13th inst”, with special reference to capitals, punctuation and spelling, the majority of us now communicate cryptically from wherever we are. With few exceptions where the context is unhelpful, the finer points of grammar, spelling and punctuation are irrelevant, a minority and dying obsession, and the real point of what is said is not confidence in the organisation of the sender but confidence in the person of the sender. Today’s communicators have to be self-generating and self-confident.

New technologies have also opened up vast tracts of information; and this is where the blindness sector has crucially misunderstood its mission. For most children the act of reading opens up the prospect of rebellion; for blind children it maintains conformity and therefore the gap between blind children and their peers widens. This gap could have been mitigated in the past by broadcasting but the professional sector that had most to gain from it, but has largely ignored it most, has been education, a terrible collective act of snobbery, if anything, worse in the blindness sector where the benefits could have been so great. Now, at the beginning of the information revolution where rapid data acquisition, processing and self-confident publishing are all increasingly regarded as basic skills, we are still wallowing in hard copy Braille heritage text. We could have opted for audio; but we didn't. And now we can opt for synthetic speech plus cheap, refreshable Braille. What will our response be? 

As Chair of the Transforming Braille Project, to reduce the cost of Braille displays by 75-90%, it is interesting to me that the move for this radical change did not come from educators nor from policy makers but from blind people who enjoy their ‘smart’ phones but want text under their fingers. The market for cheap refreshable Braille is massive, particularly when it is put alongside eReading devices and the already mentioned ‘smart’ phone.

Technology is becoming smaller, cheaper, more disposable, peer-to-peer supported and multi-functional. The era of PC training was a transitional phase for OECD countries which the rest are largely leap-frogging from no digital technology to self-tuition. This presents a fantastic opportunity for blind children and adults; but what will we do with it?

3. Data Production and Consumption

50 years ago, in countries from the richest to the poorest, people consumed more data than they produced. Even when their occupation required it, production was lower than consumption, the main data production being letter writing and form filling, unless you count talking on the telephone which was always ephemeral and unarchived. Today, wherever there is a ‘smart phone’ people are publishing. Most of us are still net consumers but what increasingly identifies us as who we are is what we publish. We may still watch three hours of television a day but hundreds of people know us through Facebook or Twitter, or because we handle business calls on our own behalf or on behalf of an SME. Except in the shrinking public service, we no longer prepare material on the basis of fixed procedures where orthodoxy is rewarded. In the new SME sector creativity is rewarded. 

4. Skills Sets

Finally, it should be obvious from all of this that basic skills sets have changed from reading, writing and arithmetic to consuming, processing and publishing massive amounts of data very quickly.

But if you only remember one point on skills sets it is the importance of creativity. So let me say a few words about that, based on Margaret Boden’s great taxonomy of creativity.

Boden divided creativity into three types:

· Collage: equivalent to a DJ stringing together a sequence of songs

· Variation: equivalent to a jazz musician “exploring known space”; and

· Transformation: equivalent to developing a new musical paradigm

Now let us allow that this third form, the transformational, is rare which is why it is a waste of resources to base the whole educational system on this aspect of creativity. Let us also allow that, outside the DJ and the fashion retailer, there isn't much money in collage; but the vast majority of lucrative activities undertaken in society are based on variation and, what is more, it is variation that largely cannot be automated nor improved by migrating production to the location of the cheapest labour. The creation of variation is the essence of design, cooking, fashion, games, light fiction, pop music, photography, toys; in fact it is the basis of almost all of our popular culture and lifestyle.

The explosion of digital technology in the context of global markets presents us with massive opportunities as well as formidable challenges.

Here are six:

· First, and as a foundation stone, the establishment of communities of practice in teacher training and teaching based not on the rather sterile eLearning environment but on internet broadcasting

· Secondly, the conversion of special education budgets from analogue to digital technologies

· Thirdly, the liberation of education from the conformist, consumption model to the creative, productive model

· Fourthly, the opportunity for all children to build and publish their own identity 

· Fifthly, a breakdown in the dichotomy between the physical centre of excellence and the distributed consumption of its production; and

· Finally, a radical shift from dependency to co-production in which our children and young adults grow with teachers instead of obeying them.

But none of this is going to happen unless we change. Resources will be tight and the technology will be problematic but the greatest obstacle to change is the people who oppose it, who find any number of reasons why things must stay as they are. Such opposition is frequently based on fear of risk or fear of falling standards; but in most countries of the world most blind and partially sighted children are getting little or nothing; so they don’t know anything about standards and risks. Our challenge is to marry high quality with mass production. If the special school is a somewhat dilapidated Rolls Royce, we need to trade it in for a fleet of cheap and cheerful family saloons so that all children get to ride on the road to fulfilment.
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