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This presentation highlights factors that countries implementing inclusive education should consider. To this end an overview of anti-inclusion, moderate inclusion and radical inclusion is provided. There after certain vital factors which provide guidelines to policy makers and enforcers on what to strive for and avoid is discussed. It is anticipated that this presentation will serve as a base line from which national governments can jumpstart, amend, or continue the implementation of inclusive education policy and practice in their individual countries. 
Research organisations such as the Centre for Studies on Inclusive Education (CSIE), and the Department for Education and Skills (DfES) in Nottinghamshire, UK, have made the following conclusions about inclusive education: 

‘Children do better academically and socially in inclusive settings...

Effective inclusion improves achievement for all pupils/students...

Given commitment and support, inclusive education is a more efficient use of educational resources...

Economically, it is far more efficient to target resources towards a single inclusive education system from the outset than to develop a dual system of separate education for disabled and non-disabled persons and then have to work towards bringing about inclusive education...

There is no teaching or care in a segregated school which cannot take place in an ordinary school...’ 1 

Such assertions However, lack a solid evidential basis, and must be given cautious reliance. ‘More generally, the considerable body of research which now exists on inclusion hardly justifies such sweeping conclusions. Not only do the findings differ from one study to another, but particular studies, like the DfES report, can point to different conclusions depending on which aspect of inclusion they are looking at.’ 2
The term “inclusive education” has been bandied about in countries such as the United Kingdom (UK) and the United States of America (USA) since the 1970s and has gained world wide recognition and momentum, with the Salamanca statement being endorsed in 1994. 3 The picture of what inclusive education philosophers painted in their minds was definitely neither merely black and white nor one dimensional. Rather, the picture was filled with a diversification of colours, was multi-facetted and moreover open to imagination and interpretation. 

The move towards inclusive education is based on certain philosophical tenets which do not allow for isolation, discrimination and segregation of persons with disabilities. Thus, the transformation to an inclusive education system must conform to the philosophy. However, for this to occur in practice, it is essential that practical and effective mechanisms and programs are in fact achievable and that the necessary resources exist, or can reasonably and readily be attained. For these reasons, inclusive principles and objectives outlined in international declarations and charters cannot be accepted or adopted without reflection, but need to be scrutinised and considered in light of the political, economic, social, geographical and cultural contexts of each country. 4 

Aside from making good socio-political sense, there must be a marrying of policy, legislation and socio-economic resources. It would certainly make no sense to pass a purely theoretical education policy or enactment if it cannot be implemented and enforced in practice because of human and material resource constraints. For example, there are still people in South Africa who do not have access to basic services such as housing and clean drinking water. Therefore, there is fierce competition from disadvantaged groups for resources which results in serious optimization challenges and, necessarily, in policy trade-offs. 5 

Developed countries such as, the USA, UK, Sweden, Denmark and Australia are striving to have efficient fool-proof inclusive education systems. The rest of the world, as with globalisation, is trying to follow suit. The catch up process for the developing and under-developed world is not easy, as the difficulties and challenges that confront them are different and much more severe, compared to those faced by more developed countries in the 1970s which was when their transformation gained momentum. Despite the fact that most developed countries have sufficient funding, and have progressive itinerant teacher models to support their inclusive education system, the existence of special schools in their education systems has not ceased.

It is impossible to have a single rigid model of inclusive education which can be transported across boarders. Furthermore, a one size fits all approach is completely impractical when implementing inclusive education policy and practice for learners with partial sight and total blindness. To be more specific   an inclusive education system does not merely involve having children with visual impairments enrolled in mainstream neighbourhood schools. Rather, it encompasses a system where children despite their diverse individual needs are afforded appropriate support and equal opportunities to transcend the challenges posed by the education system. For example, not all totally blind learners may be able to cope without a facilitator in the classroom. Hence, the model of inclusion must have room for flexibility so that it can be molded to meet the needs of individual learners. ‘Rather than being a marginal theme on how some learners can be integrated in the mainstream education system, inclusive education is an approach that looks into how to transform education systems in order to respond to the diversity of learners. It aims to enable both teachers and learners to feel comfortable with diversity and to see it as a challenge and enrichment in the learning environment, rather than a problem.’ 6 
Despite the move towards inclusive education discourse, there are several skeptics of inclusive education, (anti-inclusionists). Many parents, educators at special and mainstream schools, education managers and visually impaired learners are skeptical about the prospects of success of inclusive education. Often, ‘the eagerness to place pupils with special needs in normal environments can be so great as to deflect attention from the unsuitability of these environments.’ 7 Some of their particular concerns lie with how visually impaired learners are going to learn and acquire skills specific to visual impairment and whether they would receive individual attention from the educator. This is especially the case in the foundation phase, and in subjects like mathematics and physical science in the higher grades, where a large amount of tactile explanation is required. Anti-inclusionists also focus on the daily practical challenges in school, such as access to Braille and large print text books, expensive Braille note takers and other technological assistive devices and access to proper and adequate educational support. Even in the UK, however, the experience of visually impaired learners is characterised by receiving material late; receiving support from untrained ancillary workers and receiving ‘patchy’ O&M training. These services are seen as the responsibility of the specialised support services in place rather than the responsibility of the school. 8 
On the other extreme we have radical inclusionists. They argue that two parallel systems of mainstream and special education in effect, allow mainstream schools to stagnate and strive towards limited inclusive development because it is accepted that special education will assume the responsibility for learners who are not catered for by the mainstream education system. The CSIE in the UK argues for ‘the right to education in a single, inclusive system of education which is adaptable to the best interests of each and every child and from which the possibility of choosing segregation should be entirely removed.’ 9 This is a form of what is referred to as radical inclusion, as the goal is to have a single education system without any special educational provisions that cater for the needs of all learners despite disabilities or diverse learning needs. The UN has the same goal and aims to have totally inclusive education systems around the world which can cater for the needs of all learners. Radical inclusionists view the problem as being one of ‘classroom organisation and teaching being sufficiently specialized and differentiated to meet the needs of all children with disabilities, no matter how profound, multiple or complex.’ 10 
Acclaimed scholars such as Lord Colin Low seem to take the middle ground on inclusion, and advocate for a moderate inclusionary stance. Low states ‘The prospect of the general education system being geared up in terms of staff, expertise and facilities to cater for every kind of disability as an integral part of its provision is something of a “utopian ideal”.’ Moderate inclusionists accept that the expertise and resources that have been established and maintained in special schools over the years are essential to facilitate inclusive education. They accept a system ‘based upon a mixed economy of provision which acknowledged a decisive shift towards inclusion, with progressive re-engineering of the system to support inclusion as the goal, but with a place reserved for specialist provision for those whose needs cannot be met in the mainstream, either now or into the future.’11 The Royal National Institute of Blind People (RNIB), like the South African National Council for the Blind (SANCB), supports the stance held by moderate inclusionists accepting that certain learners require specialist provisions and hence must be granted such specialist services. Moderate inclusionists will agree that the severity of the eye condition and the individual intellectual capabilities of the learner have to be considered when assessing the learner’s ability to cope in a mainstream school as does the degree of support required by the learner; and whether the inclusion should take place gradually or instantaneously. ‘Obviously all children identified as being visually impaired should be ‘supported’ in the broadest sense, but a distinction, albeit imprecise, can be made between those who need peripatetic oversight and those who require a more individualised service.’ 12 
As is evident from international experience, the development of an inclusive education system cannot occur overnight, but involves a gradual transformation. Ongoing research and investigation are essential to facilitate the implementation of best inclusive education practices. The inclusive education system adopted and implemented in the USA and UK clearly indicates that not all children with disabilities can be adequately catered for in a mainstream educational setting. Some children do require more individual attention and support than that which the mainstream school, despite its efforts, can provide. In many instances in the USA and the UK, however, both blind and partially sighted children have been effectively included in mainstream neighbourhood schools that have the appropriate educational support in respect of services and resources. This has garnered support among many parents as they have been able to provide a safe and “normal” family environment for their visually impaired child, instead of having to send them to a special school often far away from home. 13 
 There are certainly important lessons that can be learnt from the experiences of other countries. For example, the amount of money they invested in the system, the incidents of visual impairments, how many children they catered for and how much time they took to make the transition to a quality inclusive education system a practical reality are factors that must be considered. The most important lesson from the above discussion indicates that even in developed countries like the USA, UK and Australia, the ideal of a foolproof “one size fits all” effective inclusive education system has not yet been achieved. Further, whether such a development will be achieved in the future is still highly controversial. 14 

It is argued that if inclusive education policy is not properly implemented, it will inhibit the development and progress of visually impaired children instead of equipping them with the necessary knowledge, skills and expertise to enable them to better exploit their opportunities in society. If inclusive education is going to be the means used to achieve the end of basic education for all, there must be appropriate and adequate support, services and resources available to best accommodate learners and students who are visually impaired.

Unlike some other disabilities, the visually impaired require substantial support services, expensive assistive devices and human and technological resources. Developed countries have the necessary economic infrastructure to provide visually impaired learners at mainstream schools with the relevant support and resources required. While, developing countries ‘have sought to develop education systems which are comparable with those in the developed world, they have been compelled to do so with strictly limited financial resources.’ 15 Hence, with extremely limited national budgetary allocation for inclusive education in South Africa and many other developing and under-developed countries, the national Departments of Education cannot afford the equipment, assistive devices or quality human resources in the quantities required. 
National governments must take ownership and assume responsibility and accountability for the implementation of inclusive education in their individual country’s. Aside from merely passing policy and legislation, they need to also contribute resources and/or funding from the national fiscus. Foreign donors alone cannot be expected to lead the implementation of inclusive Education. It is evident that funding alone will not help resolve the various teething problems involved in the successful implementation of inclusive education. For example, there have been several instances where countries are given donor funding to assist with implementation however, this funding is not effectively utilised and managed. It is often the case that the model recommended has not been subject to rigourous investigation and research. The entire exercise is done in a vacuum in the absence of other important variables which significantly impacts on the implementation process.
It is accepted that for the practices of inclusivity to materialise in all schools, the attitudes, beliefs and mind set of the entire school population has to change. 29 This extends from education managers, educators and learners to non-teaching staff, parents and the community at large. Engelbrecht P, et al, 1999, further argues that it is essential that government, NGOs and other institutions and organisations engage in widespread and effective advocacy strategies and programmes to teach and equip all persons to understand the new and distinct character that inclusion, despite difference and diversity, brings to society. They must also know what their roles and responsibilities are in this transformed and inclusive society. Further, programmes need to be put in place to educate parents of visually impaired children and equip them with the necessary skills and motivation from the time the visually impaired child is born. If public awareness and partnerships with communities and parents are not accomplished, the move towards inclusion in the various sectors of society will indeed be a slow and arduous task. 16 

On a practical level, ‘the educational needs of students with visual impairments will vary depending on the age and development of the student. Therefore, services required will vary. There will be periods of time for most students when time outside the regular classroom will be extensive, such as beginning Braille reading, expansion of O&M skills, career education, social skills, or times when independent living skills need to be emphasised. Such opportunities for learning may require pull-out time, or a special class placement, or a residential school placement for a period of time.’ 17 

There is little point in learners having physical access to the school premises, if they are not supported and given access to the curriculum. In this regard Hegarty S, (et al, 1981) states: ‘If the purposes of educating pupils with special needs in ordinary, schools are to be achieved, two conditions are necessary:  they must, broadly speaking, have the same curricular access as their peers; and specialist provision to meet their needs, must be available.’ Educators at mainstream schools require proper training and skills to teach and assess learners with varying disabilities and diverse learning needs.

In this technologically advanced age, the implementation of inclusive education has become much simpler than in the past. Alternate methods of assessment must be devised to assess the performance of visually impaired learners, where it is clear that current assessment techniques are inappropriate as a result of the learner’s visual disability. In devising an alternate assessment technique, the educator must not in anyway lower the standard of the particular subject. It is vital that the outcome of the lessons taught must be grasped and understood by the learner.  
The common practice is that access to the curriculum has been prioritised over all other concerns that impact on the lives of visually impaired children. The social skills and social inclusion of these learners seems to be ignored as schools forget that they also have a major role to play in developing the social lifelong inclusion of visually impaired learners. Therefore, early efforts to include visually impaired students in regular classrooms sometimes attempted to provide ‘the opportunity to be equal… without recognising the student’s right (and need) to be different.’ 18 ‘A full education has to embrace both personal and social education; it has to deal with the child’s development appropriately, not only as an individual and as a future worker, but also as a social being, in fact as a future citizen.’ 19 A great measure of interaction that occurs between persons using visual communication is missed by blind and partially sighted persons. Hence, visually impaired children must learn how to develop their social skills to enable them to compensate for the lack of visual communication. 20 

Important factors for countries to note:

There is a definite place for special schools in the education system;

The implementation of an effective and fool proof education system cannot occur overnight but is a gradual process;

There is no ultimate or best educational system that has to be achieved; rather, the education system must develop various service avenues equal in quality where learners with diverse and different needs and abilities can thrive in their educational environment, as ‘one size does not fit all.’

The country’s current education systems and special and mainstream educators must be capacitated and equipped to make the transformation to an inclusive education system;

The country must have adequate resources and funding to implement its choices effectively; and
The best interests of each individual learner must be considered when determining which educational option best suits that learner.
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