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Educational policy for children with visual Impairment

In 2005 the Vietnamese Government made universal primary education a national priority as part of its commitment to EFA. All children aged between 6 and 14 years now have the right to primary level education. Furthermore, the Government has emphasized that children with special educational needs must have access to school regardless of origin, nationality or religious beliefs. Vietnam introduced legislation (decision No 23/QĐ-BGD&ĐT) decreeing the right to inclusive education for disabled people. It has also produced a document providing guidance on how to implement universal education for disabled children including children with visual impairment. These documents have had a positive impact on helping these children towards high quality education.

Background to education of children with visual impairment

There are about 31 million children of school age (about 36% of the population) in Vietnam. In the school year 2007-2008, about 96% of children were enrolled in primary schools in 55 out of 63 provinces. Recently, the education of children with visual impairment in Vietnam has increased thanks to educational legislation. According to the Vietnam National Institute of Educational Sciences (VNIES), about 42,000 disabled children went to school in 1996, but by 2006 this number had increased to 269,000 and to more than 300,000 in 2008. There are more than 1 million disabled children (4% of the school aged population) and 150,000 of these have visual impairment.  About 40% of children with visual impairment were enrolled in school in 2008-2009. However most children who have a visual impairment and an additional disability do not go to school. The dropout rate of children with visual impairment is high at around 33%. Children with visual impairment usually go to national mainstream schools or special schools / centers established by individuals or NGOs. For this reason, we still have not achieved a unified management structure for the education of children with visual impairment.

Achieving quality education

The quality of educational provision for children with visual impairment depends on various factors such as the learning environment, the educational organisation and the level of cooperation between individuals and service providers. There has been considerable improvement in advocacy and awareness raising in schools, families and civil society, on the right to education for all children as well as a thrust towards universal primary level education. However, much more needs to be done to convince the public that children with visual impairment can learn at mainstream schools with sighted children. Furthermore, there is a lack of understanding on how children with visual impairment learn. Teachers only have basic knowledge and skills on how to teach these children and there is insufficient documentation to help teachers, parents and the community. Mainstream schools lack basic learning materials such as curriculum materials in Braille, books in large print, digital talking books, Braille paper, tactile drawing kits, etc. Despite a drive towards inclusive education for all disabled children, few children who are visually impaired are ready to start school at the age of five. This is because they have not been sufficiently prepared to participate in early school activities with their sighted peers. 

Similarly, high schools and secondary schools are often not prepared to welcome children with visual impairment from lower levels. Sadly, many are unable to find a job after graduating although some take up employment as masseurs, singers or as teachers. A high proportion of adults who are blind still earn a living making handicraft products or become completely dependent on their family. Unfortunately, there is a lack of information and support for individuals and organisations that provide career guidance on vocational training and helping graduates to find a job.

EFA-VI in Vietnam 2007-2009

The Ministry of Education and Technology (MoET) recognises the challenges it faces in ensuring children with visual impairment go to school and has asked VNIES to carry out research into setting up a strategy on developing education for Vietnamese disabled children till 2015. VNIES, MOET and Vietnam Blind Association (VBA) worked collectively to devise a national plan on the education of children with visual impairment for 2015. A national steering committee was established to advise on how best to educate Vietnamese people with visual impairment.  At the same time, the ICEVI and the WBU started a programme to ensure equal education for all children with visual impairment in the world (EFA-VI Global Campaign). Vietnam has aligned its own campaign on education with the same objectives as those of the ICEVI to become one of first focus countries in East Asia to implement EFA-VI.

Some activities of EFA-VI in Vietnam

EFA-VI in Vietnam has developed implementation plans for 2007-2011 and 2011-2015. We have established a target that all children with visual impairment in Vietnam should not only go to school but also receive high quality education. The EFA-VI program has set up a priority list for each region relating to the target. During 2007-2009 we have been able to implement EFA-VI in 12 provinces/cities. During 2008-2009 we have been able to expand it to another 24 provinces/cities. In 2010, we plan to work in a total of 36/63 provinces/cities in Vietnam.

We carried out a baseline survey to identify the number of children with visual impairment in the whole country. We also plan to establish their needs and seek to increase school enrolment to one hundred per cent.  We were able to collect data (age, sex, visual impairment level, educational situation) on a total of 14,000 children with visual impairment. Analysis of the data revealed that the number of children with visual impairment enrolled at school has increased to over 70% and the number of children dropping out has decreased. Unfortunately, we still have not been able to establish specific criteria on how to identify children with additional needs and are in the process of receiving guidance from VNIES. Clearly many children with visual impairment are not captured on the list due to the lack of cooperation between medical organisations and the educational system.

We provided training to 95 ‘key’ teachers over a 12 day period and 2,609 teachers who work directly with children with visual impairment between 2-4 days. Although the training courses were short, teachers were able to learn more about how to teach children with visual impairment in their localities. There is a study unit on ‘inclusive education for disabled children’ as part of the primary teachers’ training programme, but few educational centres actually focus on its content. Many graduate students complete the course without any idea about how to teach disabled children.

EFA-VI has supported the publication of 115 sets of curriculum books in Braille for primary schools. MoET also printed and supported the production of 440 sets of Braille books in Grade 1 and 2 for blind children in Vietnam. All blind students have received frames and stylus.  We have also produced a model for tactile drawing kits and have organised a training course on helping teachers to make materials from simple resources. Most of our budget for training teachers, teaching and learning materials and equipment comes from donations by individuals, and from international organizations. 

Many families who have children with visual impairment often do not recognise the importance of sending their children to school. For this reason, we have also published a book on the education of children with visual impairment and documents to increase teachers’ skills and give information to parents on how best to support their children at home. 

We also organised two workshops: one was to give advice to school leavers on how to find a job and a second one for professionals to share their experiences of the education of children with visual impairment. As a result of these initiatives, cooperation between individuals, organizations on education for children with visual impairment has been improved. 

Planned activities for 2010 – 2015

The current programme will expand to ensure that all children with visual impairment go to school by 2015. We plan to identify as many children as we can to participate in early intervention programmes. We will also develop human resources to help the inclusion of the visually impaired by supporting teachers who work directly with children in kindergarten and primary schools. We will supply documents on early intervention for children with visual impairment and for schools who have children with visual impairment. We will also increase the distribution of information documents for parents to help them to take care and educate children with visual impairment. We are also in the process of piloting electronic books and are transcribing printed books into Braille for blind students. We wish all children with visual impairment to have access to their own books by 2015 and are also exploring the production of teaching materials for low vision students and children with visual impairment who have additional disabilities.

Finally, we plan to set up a consultation network to locate children with visual impairment in Vietnam and increase the cooperation of stakeholders in implementing activities to ensure that all children can go to school. We hope, through all of these measures, to achieve our target of providing universal primary education for all children with visual impairment in Vietnam by 2015.[image: image1.png]
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