Of course it’s possible! Introducing ICT in Honduras 

Enrique L.Vásquez
ICT Coordinator INFRACNOVI

My article is based on a presentation I made during the ICEVI Central American Regional Conference in Costa Rica in the last week of October 2004.  I will begin by telling you a little about how the programme began.  In the year 2000, INFRACNOVI (The Franciscan Institute for the Rehabilitation of the Blind) took its first steps in the use of ICT for blind people in Honduras.  In 2003, I was fortunate enough to be offered a post at the Institute, which I accepted with great expectations but also great nervousness, as I had never worked with blind people before.

I started to familiarise myself with the books on the education of children with visual impairment which were available in the institution, but although they were very thorough, they offered no advice about teaching children with a visual impairment to use Information and Communication Technology (ICT).   Santitos, one of my pupils came to me and said: “Teacher, when do we start lessons?  I want to learn ICT so that I can get a job!”.   I will never forget the expression on his face, his smile was so sincere and spontaneous,  but it also revealed a determination which only a people with a great desire to improve themselves can display.  I asked myself: “What do I do now?”  We started to chat about his hobbies, his hopes, his fears and his challenges in life.  When more pupils started to arrive, all of them with different expectations and aims, I realised that first need was to draw up individualized plans of work. 

I know some of you will be saying to yourselves “this man must have all the time in the world to draw up individual schemes of work”  but in the Institute we work on a ratio of 12 pupils per class and we teach 4 different groups per day.  Of course at first things were complicated because of the time factor and the individualised methodology which we had chosen to follow, but I was lucky to have the support of three teachers who work in the Institute: Fátima Altamirano from the Professional Inclusion Programme, Yuni Burgos and Felipe Cruz, both from the Inclusion in Education Programme. My colleagues helped me out, advising me about the educational resources which I could adapt for ICT classes,  and the materials which specialist teachers would need to work with pupils outside the centre.  

In Honduras we began our ICT  work with young people between 13 and 17 years of age and then we extended our work to young adults and then mature adults, trying at the same time to devise an appropriate methodology and to separate out the work into appropriate ICT modules.  It is not easy to define the precise content of the technical training required in ICT, but we have tried to design a programme to cover the essential principles and basic components of the new technologies.

At the end of the year we plan to integrate into our ICT classes young pupils from the Centre’s Early Stimulation Programme. Our goal is to complement the stimulation work already completed with education software designed to enhance listening and visual skills through activities based around the sounds of daily life, music, animal sounds etc.  We have now had experience in working with children with a wide range of visual impairments and we have been pleased the results of the education software we have used.  However we have found it essential for children to have additional help from parents or volunteers in classes, particularly with software that requires access to the keyboard or the mouse because, in most cases, our pupils cannot use them independently. We have found that sessions on the computer with young children should not exceed 30 minutes because they lose their concentration and their motivation, and may become tired and a little irritable.

We also have been active in supporting pupils with a visual impairment who attend local schools as part of our inclusion programme.  My colleagues have faced a titanic task in persuading education centres to include our children. It has been necessary to train the teachers as much as the pupils, and to individually supervise each integrated child. We have, however, been able to use educational software to supplement the normal schemes of work in the primary school curriculum and the results have been very encouraging.  Through the use of computers, we are able to reinforce the knowledge that children in early primary education have recently acquired in areas such as numeracy and literacy. 

The work we do at INFRACNOVI is  part of a project called “Inclusive Professional Training for Young People with Disabilities”, which introduces young blind people to Microsoft Word, Excel, Power Point, the Internet and a range of  adapted technologies and preparation for the world of work. We have received generous support from the Organisation of American States (OEA), and FEMCIDI from El Salvador, and I take this opportunity to express our gratitude for their faith in blind people from Honduras!  Particular thanks go to Dr Guillermo Molina and José Felix Palma, ex-director and Director, respectively, of the General Secretary Office of the OEA.  Thanks also to the volunteers Alejandro López (from El Salvador), Santiago Cubillos (Colombia) and Zenón Medina (Peru).  

However every story has a downside.  In our case, although we have an ICT team, resources, and software and hardware, we can’t afford proper salaries for the technical team and the Junta Directiva (the Management) constantly have to juggle finances in order to pay us.  In the majority of cases our pupils can, after intensive work, gain access to work and we can’t deny them this opportunity by charging them for the service.  This is our main difficulty, however the work provides many opportunities to give of one’s best and this is a source of great satisfaction. The challenge that we face enables one to grow as a professional, an educator but above all as a human being.  

“Blindness does not set any limits but your indifference does.” This is our motto and I hope with all my heart that after reading this short article you will support our work.

For further details contact: infracnovi@sigmanet.hn 
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