
A Paradigm Shift

Penny Hartin, World Blind Union

A dramatic shift has occurred over the past decade, positively impacting the lives of blind and partially sighted persons of all ages. This is the paradigm shift in programme and service delivery: from a medical/institutional model to a social and human-rights based model.  The genesis of this shift was the development and adoption of the UNCRPD (United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities). It was adopted by the UN General Assembly in 2006, came into force in May 2008, and has now been ratified by approximately 140 countries.

The adoption of the UNCRPD is significant to the education and general well-being of persons with visual impairment for a number of reasons: 

▪
Promotes the right to inclusive education for children with disabilities;

▪ 
Recognises the unique needs of children who are blind, deaf, and deafblind for the development of specific skills; 

▪ 
Identifies Braille as the key to literacy and education for blind children;

▪ 
Asserts the need for information in accessible formats.

These recognitions, written into international law, are creating a different level of expectation for inclusion and access as a basic human right.

The Convention has also been the catalyst for other positive developments.

▪ 
Many other UN Agencies are making efforts to better understand the implications of disability, and to incorporate disability awareness into their programmes and policies. This is particularly true of UNICEF, WHO and the Human Rights Council.

▪ 
The UNCRPD requires monitoring processes, and this has created opportunities for input from NGO’s like WBU and ICEVI, compelling governments to consider how to ensure more inclusive education for blind and partially sighted children.

▪ 
The World Intellectual Property Organisation’s recent adoption of the Marrakesh Treaty would likely not have been possible without the provisions contained within the UNCRPD. This international copyright treaty, once ratified and implemented, will have a profound influence on the availability of accessible books and educational materials for blind students. This long-held dream was brought to reality by the collaboration of many international partners.

National organisations of and for the blind have become more engaged in the process; they are learning more about their rights and how to exercise those rights. Furthermore, in order to be more effective advocates, they are learning to work collaboratively with other organisations to achieve common goals. This can only improve the overall situation for blind and partially sighted persons, and will ultimately create improved access to an improved quality of education.

Despite these positive developments, there is still much to be done. We still struggle to ensure that our unique needs are met in a system that would prefer for the solutions to be more homogeneous than specific. And while our members who work at the national level are aware of the positive developments and have access to tools and resources to assist them with their advocacy efforts, it is not easy to convey this same information to the village/community and individual level. Too many parents of blind children still do not know their rights, how to ensure that their child is receiving an appropriate education, nor what opportunities exist for their child. We need to do more, collectively, to ensure that the tools, resources and encouragement we have to offer can reach through the system.

The UNCRPD is a young instrument and it will take time for the paradigm shift to truly occur. But it has begun in many areas and the shift will continue, so that is a real hope for the future. That hope, to be realised, will rely in large part on the empowerment of blind and partially sighted persons at the individual, community and national level. By working collaboratively through their organisations and partners, a great deal can be achieved. And the WBU and ICEVI, working together at the international, regional and national levels can significantly influence improved education for blind and partially sighted persons as promised by the UNCRPD.
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