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THE GLOBAL CHALLENGE

More than 46 million children and young adults (ages birth -24) around the world are visually impaired, but fewer than one in 10 goes to school.  The majority of this population lives in poor countries, where a lack of resources and cultural stigma of disability prevents individuals with visual impairment from accessing the appropriate education they need to reach their full potential.  Approximately half of these children are visually impaired and have additional disabilities.

Children and youth with multiple disabilities and deafblindness are among the world’s most vulnerable- and the least likely to receive an education.  Instead they are often left at home, cut off entirely from the education system.  Others are placed in the care of orphanages and children’s homes, where they may have access to care providers but little to no interaction with well-trained educators.  Inadequate teacher training is also a fundamental problem.  Without specialized trainings, teachers of children with visual impairment and additional disabilities often struggle to meet the unique needs of their students.

ACHIEVING EDUCATION FOR ALL

In support of Education for All goals, Perkins is committed to advocating for the advancement of the education, economic and political rights of all children and adults who are blind and visually impaired. Since 1989, Perkins International has worked with local partners in more than 60 countries around the world to expand educational opportunities for children who are visually impaired with additional disabilities. As a result of over 25 years of international work, we have identified several common policy and regulatory barriers towards ensuring children receive quality education services. To eliminate these barriers, we recommend that educational systems include, but not be limited to, the following elements:

1. A functional definition and a formalized system for identifying children with visual impairment and multiple disabilities

2. Training for special and regular education teachers on methods of teaching children who are visually impaired with multiple disabilities 

3. Funding structures based on the needs of children with multiple disabilities who often need a smaller teacher to student ratio

4. Knowledge of curriculum accessibility

5. Systems for assessment and evaluation of students

6. Support, encouragement and training for families to be included in education planning and development

7. Vital linkages with other government agencies and the private sector to develop comprehensive systems of transition, support and continuity.

Policy Recommendations

Disability advocacy efforts were greatly enhanced in 2006 when the United Nations adopted the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, and were furthered when the Convention entered into force on 3 May 2008, with ratification by the 20th country. The Convention mandates accessible education without exception for all children with disabilities, including providing the necessary supports when needed. In addition, the Convention specifically draws attention to the needs of students who are deafblind and/or have severe disabilities. As of February 2016, 160 countries have ratified the Convention, agreeing to be legally bound by the Convention and to adapt their domestic legislation to the international standards of the Treaty.
 

Perkins International is committed to contributing to the Convention’s implementation by expanding access to education around the world for children who are visually impaired with additional disabilities, including deafblindness. This unique population of learners, though diverse, requires specific education planning as a result of reduced access to environmental information as a consequence of reduced capacity of distance learning channels of vision and hearing. To provide opportunities for children to achieve quality of life, planned lifelong education intervention is needed.

It is our recommendation that the following issues be considered in the development of comprehensive programs addressing education for all for children who are visually impaired with additional disabilities.

· Develop a functional definition for this population and systems for screening and identifying children with visual impairments 
· Offer a continuum of services from early intervention through transition to adult life

· Establish a variety of school placement options, including special schools, classrooms, resource centers, and regular education classrooms

· Assure that each child has an individualized education plan

· Train general and special education teachers in best practices and methods for educating students who are visually impaired with additional disabilities

· Include families as full educational team partners and provide ongoing training and support

·    Assure expanded time for education and training 

Systems of Evaluation and Identification: Without the development of a targeted definition along with systems of identification, children are often mislabeled. This leads to children being excluded from programs or placed in programs with inadequate training and planning. This is particularly true if clinical and functional screening is performed by persons without basic training in the field of sensory abilities.

Continuum of Services: From early intervention through transition to adult life planning, linkages need to be established between services in partnership with families and agencies. Systems need to be evaluated to assure that specific education needs and personnel development are addressed through planning and training. Consequently, programs with trained personnel in specific methods of education are essential to support life-long learning and development.

Range of Placement Options: Experience around the world has shown that the education needs of children are diverse and that individual children respond differently to a range of environments. The population of children who are visually impaired with additional disabilities and/or deafblind is low-incidence, yet through the education process a variety of teaching approaches are needed.  Specifically in education beginnings and linkages to adult life, these children often require specialized instruction in structured environments to open the door to wider possibilities of learning and maximized education outcomes. Often specific centers are required both as a resource to inclusive education and as learning environments responsive to individualized needs. Also, children will need access to instruction in a range of community environments in order to apply learning to societal integration and expanded opportunities. 

Individualized Education: Inclusive education must bring together the best of education and special education in service to the individual child and his/her family. Though part of a larger population of children who respond to common methods of education, each child who is visually impaired with additional disabilities and/or deafblind is a unique learner whose specific capacities and abilities need to be identified and nurtured. This necessitates that a comprehensive plan of education be developed in conjunction with families and a trained education team. This plan should address specific curriculum adaptations which provide individualized access to education. Classrooms should provide access to one-to-one instruction tailored to the child’s sensory disabilities. Children who are visually impaired with additional disabilities lack opportunities for incidental learning; anything beyond their fingertips may be unavailable to them. 

Systems of Personnel Development and Training: To truly be accessible, education systems need to develop a comprehensive plan for the development of teachers and education team members with competencies to address the unique education needs of children who are visually impaired with additional disabilities. These systems should address both pre-service and in-service development and be available to special and general education professionals who are part of the child’s education team. Key topics with which teachers and education team members should be familiar include, but are not limited to, communication, literacy, individualized educational planning, functional curriculum, instructional strategies, sensory development,, and orientation and mobility.  
Parent Training: For many children with multiple disabilities, parents are the life-long voice representing their needs and rights to education. Parents and family members are powerful advocates for ensuring that their children are included in systems of education. Thus, on-going parent training and support is essential to ensure quality services throughout the education process.

Expanded Time for Education: In many systems, children who are visually impaired with additional disabilities are receiving part-time education due to limited resources and trained personnel. In reality, the rate of learning impacted by reduced sensory capacity is slower and requires more time on a daily, weekly and yearly basis. Education needs to not only address standard curriculum but also reduced access to incidental and environmental learning.

ABOUT PERKINS INTERNATIONAL

All children with visual impairment can learn- and thrive 

Perkins International’s global mission is to ensure that all underserved children and young adults with visual impairment receive a high-quality education. We work to break the isolation and neglect these children face, transforming their futures through the power of learning.  We believe that all children can learn- and thrive.  Education enriches the lives of individual with visual impairment and prepares them for an active role in their families, school and communities.  

Four strategies help us transform blindness education around the world  Perkins International uses a proven model for the sustainable improvement and expansion of educational programs for children with visual impairment and multiple disabilities, including deafblindness.  Developed by our expert staff of special educators, our model is the product of decades of experience working inside classrooms, orphanages and small villages in some of the poorest countries in the world.
Building local partnerships

We work with hundreds of local partners:  schools, orphanages, daycare facilities, teacher-training programs, government agencies, family advocacy groups and more.  Powered by our expert training and strategic support, these partners’ help us transform the educational landscape in their regions.

Our partnerships span the globe. Whether it’s helping a small daycare and rehabilitation facility in Croatia grow into a regional resource in the Balkans, or working in India to develop new early intervention services for infants and toddlers at one of Asia’s first-ever deafblind programs, we are dedicated to building long-term partnerships with local organizations.  The end result is sustainable improvements to blindness education around the world.  And it’s all fueled by our robust partner network.

Teaching the Teachers

It takes a complex set of skills to teach children with visual impairment.  In many regions of the world, teachers often lack the training required to do the job.  That’s why Perkins International is committed to increasing the supply of qualified teachers of children with visual impairment and multiple disabilities.  

We hold hundreds of trainings each year around the world.  They range in scope form workshops for educators of all experience levels to graduate-level training courses at local universities.  Perkins International also prepares the next generation of leaders in the field with our flagship training initiative, the Educational Leadership Program (ELP).  The ELP offers select professionals nine months of advanced training on the campus of Perkins School for the Blind.

Empowering Families

It’s vital that the families of children with visual impairment have the support they need and a voice that can be heard.  Perkins International equips parents, sibling and other family members with the resources necessary to become effective caregivers and advocates.  This helps ensure that the children we serve also have a reliable support network outside the classroom.

We also promote the formation and growth of family support organizations.  Such groups include a full-service agency in Kenya working to empower the families of children with visual impairment in one of the world’s largest slums, and a support group in the Philippines started by a handful of parents that now includes hundreds of members and influences national education policy.  What unites them all is the unrivaled passion and urgency families bring to the cause.

Advocating for Change

Advocacy helps Perkins International build a foundation of understanding, acceptance and support for individuals with disabilities.  From community outreach efforts with our partners, to working with government officials to enact laws that promote access, inclusion and high-quality education programs, we’re doing our part to build a better world for people with visual impairment.

Government support is key to accelerating this process.  That’s why Perkins International has a long history of partnering with regional and national ministries of education across the globe.  Successful advocacy can be challenging in cultures where disability remains stigmatized.  In this sense, we are working alongside our local partners to fundamentally change the way these societies view people with disabilities.

HOW PERKINS INTERNATIONAL CAN HELP

Perkins International can contribute to the development of policies and services to benefit children who are blind or visually impaired with multiple disabilities. Specifically, Perkins can:

· Train teachers, parents, and school administrators on best practices in the education of children who are visually impaired with multiple disabilities

· Strengthen the capacity of schools and agencies to develop or expand quality educational programs

· Adapt national curriculum to meet the needs of children with visual impairment and multiple disabilities

· Empower parents to become effective advocates for their children’s education 

· Support policymakers to incorporate the needs of children who are blind or visually impaired with multiple disabilities into policies and services 

· Support the development of university training programs for teachers of this population of students

· Make available, in a variety of languages, selected educational resources and literature for teachers, students, parents and the general public

· Help governments to implement policies and practices outlined in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and Optional Protocol

PERKINS SCHOOL FOR THE BLIND: FURTHER INFORMATION

Perkins School for the Blind was established in 1829 as the first school for the blind in the United States and is today a national and international leader.  Perkins has one of the most comprehensive offerings available to children and young adults.  Since 1920, Perkins has trained teachers from both the U.S. and around the world and has helped universities develop or expand teacher training programs.  Our quest for excellence, fueled by decades of developing and testing best practices, drives our work in education, advocacy and accessibility.  

Perkins International was established in 1989 by Perkins School for the Blind to support the development of high-quality education programs for children and young adults with visual impairment and additional disabilities around the world.

For more information, visit Perkins.org/International or contact:

Michael Delaney

Executive Director, Perkins International

Michael.Delaney@Perkins.org
Kathy Sheehan

Executive Director, Perkins Trust

Kathy.Sheehan@Perkins.org
� "Rights and Dignity of Persons with Disabilities." UN News Center. UN, n.d. Web. 16 Feb. 2016. 
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