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Introduction

The Palestinian Ministry of Education and Higher Education (MOEHE), since its establishment, has been committed to the principle of “Education for All”, yet many vulnerable groups including those with vision impairment are still missing out on their right to quality education enshrined in national and international instruments and conventions.

Thus, MOEHE has recently adopted an inclusive approach for delivering quality education for all citizens, following a ‘twin-track’ approach by seeking to make systemic changes to the education system to become inclusive and learner-friendly as well as providing individualized support and responsive learning opportunities (through flexible and adaptive teaching and learning methods, curricula and assessment systems, within an infrastructure that is accessible, safe and welcoming), actively striving to challenge and stop discrimination in any form within education (and thus also within society).

MOEHE therefore understands inclusive education as a philosophy, approach and continuous process, which values ​​diversity among students, seeks to enhance their capabilities and maximize their potential within a safe learning environment, and stimulate and provide them with the life skills necessary to be productive members of society.

Besides, MOEHE has recently developed a National Strategy on Inclusive Education with the support of CBM, ICEVI and other local stakeholders working in the field of vision impairment. This strategy aims to promote the rights of persons with disabilities, specifically those with vision impairment in its first phase, focusing on promoting quality education, improving accessibility, developing quality health assistance and forging strong partnerships among those who put forward inclusive initiatives and embrace equality. 

This paper will focus on sharing salient features of this strategy, as it represents one of the most comprehensive and well-developed strategies in developing countries.
MOEHE Inclusive Education Strategy

The national strategy for the educational inclusion of persons with vision impairment is the result of reflection on current educational practices and the acknowledgement that a more holistic and effective approach is to be adopted. It focuses initially on measures that can ensure access to equal opportunities in educational and/or community environments. However, it also aims at addressing attitudinal changes that promote and facilitate inclusion processes.

Purpose
To promote the rights of persons with vision impairment so that they could enjoy quality learning in inclusive environments, become active participants in their communities and have better opportunities in life.

Objectives

1. Granting quality education in inclusive environments.

2. Community empowerment through Awareness and Advocacy.

3. Improving responsiveness towards access.

4. Enhancing the quality of services through strong partnerships.
1. Granting quality education in inclusive environments

Strategies:

A. Resource Centers 

· Restructuring the role of Special Schools into resource centers able to provide educational support for persons with vision impairment and their parents so that they could support their children’s inclusion.
· Designing school preparation courses by resource centers to address the primary needs of preschool children with vision impairment in terms of skills to prepare them for inclusion in regular schools at early stages.

· Offering Braille training for adults who have not had the opportunity to learn as children or who have acquired vision impairment in later stages of life.

· Designing and offering mobility and orientation courses to children, youth and adults with low vision and total vision loss as well as to parents and relatives.
· Putting in place a referral system that can support students with vision impairment to access further education, be it in form of vocational trainings, academic education or apprenticeship opportunities.
B. Capacity Building
· Enhancing the capacity of regular schoolteachers on specific techniques required to teach students with low vision and total vision loss. 

· Capacity building program for special teachers of students with low vision and total vision loss to have their skills and capabilities further developed.

· Promoting trainings for parents of students with low vision and total vision loss to facilitate their children’s inclusion processes.

· Specific training for Mathematics, science, Geography and Technology teachers to ensure that students with low vision and total vision loss benefit from those classes.

· Capacity building program for special school teachers to enhance their knowledge on disability in order to expand their supporting capacity.

C. School Inclusion

· Establishing one year preparation courses at the resource centers to support students with low vision and total vision loss with the necessary skills required to be mainstreamed into the general school system.

· Providing students with follow up through Resource Centers support teachers.

· Developing and initiating after school reinforcement classes at the Resource Centers.

· Further developing the capacity of Inclusion supervisors to better address the needs of students with vision impairment being mainstreamed in the regular school system.

D. Textbooks’ availability
· Improving services related to books distribution in the necessary accessible formats and making literature available for students with low vision and total vision loss in all school grades.
· Ensuring that students with vision impairment access Math books appropriately adapted to their needs.

· Ensuring that Geography books are available in accessible format or accompanied by adequate resources that can facilitate learning.

· Revising school textbooks to ensure that disability is portrayed as life’s diversity and with no wrong connotations.

2. Community empowerment through Awareness and Advocacy programs Strategies

· Equipping communities with knowledge that produces attitudinal changes so that they could identify barriers that lead to isolation and segregation of people with disabilities.

· Strengthening grass roots organizations so that they become advocates for the rights of people with disabilities and raise awareness on disability issues among students and teachers in regular schools as well as at family and community levels.

· Ensuring that advocacy takes place at policymaking levels and that rules and regulations take into consideration the rights of people with disabilities.

· Influencing behaviors through strong advocacy at all society levels for promoting long-term system changes.

· Supporting initiatives that aim at disseminating knowledge on disability at all levels of society.

· Collaborating with international organizations in all disability related initiatives that aim at promoting awareness raising and focus on forming advocates.

· Ensuring that Inclusion policies are designed, enforced and monitored.

· Enhancing the knowledge capacity of DPOs and equipping them with necessary tools to support inclusion practices.

3. Improving responsiveness towards access for persons with vision impairment

· The main elements of accessibility to be urgently addressed have been identified as:

· Access to knowledge, physical environment, health, sports leisure and arts, as well as Further education/training.
Strategies
A] Knowledge accessibility

· Establishing resource centers and equipping them with the necessary means so that educational resources become available to all students with low vision and total vision loss.
· Increasing additional learning opportunities such as computer and language courses through specialized personnel and adequate material / equipment.

· Promoting the specialization of school staff who can support students with disabilities in order to maximize their learning possibilities.

· Creating effective possibilities for students to have access to mathematics and science information in order to increase their choices in terms of higher education.

B] Physical accessibility:

· Facilitating the inclusion of students with disabilities through modification of schools physical environments to grant physical access.

· Designing standards and rules on accessibility and promoting their adoption by all educational institutions and other public places in Palestine.

· Provision of trainings on physical accessibility for students, parents and school employees to raise awareness on the issue.

· Ensuring that educational physical environments can be accessed appropriately by students with low vision and total vision loss.

· Certifying that accessibility also encompasses mobility and orientation courses and investing in the capacity of O&M instructors.

C] Access to health

· Establishing cooperation with the Ministry of Health and other eye health service providers in order to support vision screening programs.

· Reviewing and updating the guide on dealing with students’ health, social and psychological problems designed by MOEHE school health program to ensure that preschool children are included (with special focus on eye care).

· Ensuring the implementation of the referral system developed by the Ministry of Education and Ministry of Health through appropriate monitoring systems.

· Developing and implementing school health programs focusing on eye care.

D] Sports, leisure and arts

· Advocacy at the Ministry of Education level to ensure that sports teachers are trained on how to promote integrative sports activities so that students with vision impairment access sports activities on equal basis with others.

· Supporting grass roots organizations to promote integrative sports events at community level

· Resource centers play a major role in awareness raising on and promotion of integrative sports and arts activities aiming at inclusion.

· Training programs for teachers on how to facilitate access of students with low vision and total vision loss to arts classes.

E] Further education / training

· Establishing cooperation with the Technical and Vocational training (TVET) department to ensure that vocational training possibilities are granted for students with low vision and total vision loss, and that learning environments are adapted to their needs.

· Developing, maintaining and supervising a referral system at resource centers level which offers students with low vision and total vision loss access to further educational and training possibilities beyond middle or secondary school levels.

· Establishing apprenticeship programs in cooperation with the private and public sectors to guarantee diversified additional learning possibilities for students with low vision and total vision loss.

· Ensuring that primary, middle and secondary schools provide the necessary means for students with disabilities to develop their full potential and be prepared for further education.

· Promoting the adaptation of the Comprehensive Exam (applied stream) for

· TVET students with low vision and total vision loss.

· Ensuring that high school official government exams (Tawjihee) are adjusted to the needs of students with low vision and total vision loss.

· Increasing access to a higher number of University courses to enable students with vision impairment to choose based on their skills and capacity.

4. Enhancing the quality of services through strong partnerships

Strategies

· Strengthening collaboration with the Ministry of Labor and Ministry of Social Development for promoting and launching mobility and orientation initiatives.

· Increasing collaboration with eye care providers and ensuring vision screening standards are observed and that a common referral system is in place.

· Enhancing collaboration with grassroots organizations and building their capacity to become major actors in terms of community awareness and advocacy.

· Linking all international organizations working in the educational sector to ensure resource sharing, communication and coordination so that inclusive initiatives achieve better results.

Challenges

· The political and economic security and stability are of great concern in occupied Palestine and are top priority on the national agenda. Despite the high importance the Palestinian government places on promoting quality education out of its strong belief that education is the backbone for all aspects of development and civilization and also for building up the Palestinian State, yet the political turmoil and unstable political conditions under occupation and the resulting deterioration of the economic situation are always an impediment to sustainable development. The Palestinian government has lately allocated 19% of its budget for financing education, yet this budget as well as the financial support that the Ministry of Education receives from donors can hardly cover its huge operational costs and thus cannot finance development aspects in the education sector to improve the quality of education.

· There is a clear political will in Palestine to provide education for all, without discrimination, and to uphold the educational rights of persons with disabilities in particular. However, there remain policy/legislative gaps, as well as implementation challenges, leaving marginalized students in particular at risk of not accessing or completing their education.

· Palestinian law on the rights of persons with disabilities offers a basis for moving forward with delivering UNCRPD obligations, yet it contains some existing legislative provisions that do not match well with the Convention’s expectations. The extent to which inclusive education is defined in existing legislation as a system of providing quality learner-centered education for everyone is still limited. In the existing legislation, inclusive education tends to be perceived in terms of special education and disability issues, and not as a broader concept of improving the education system to welcome and support all learners more effectively.

· Furthermore, other obstacles to improving quality inclusive education in Palestine include:

1. Lack of financial resources;

2. Lack of specialized human resources in the field of vision impairment and lack of needed specialties in this field at local universities;

3. Existing gaps between the different stages of education: preschool education, primary and secondary education (academic, technical and vocational) and higher education;

4. Existing gaps between the education reality and the labor market demands and needs on one hand, and the prerequisites for sustainable development on the other.

Conclusion

The most salient features of Palestine inclusive education strategy encompass the following:
· It is guided by the UNCRPD and its guiding principles and article 24 in particular.

· It is comprehensive and tackles key elements that contribute to the promotion of full inclusion of persons with vision impairment: facilitation of learning processes; supporting communities to acquire knowledge on disability; providing access; and developing collaboration among all relevant actors.

· It follows a ‘twin-track’ approach, which ensures that general systemic, environmental, attitudinal, policy, practice and resource barriers to inclusion are tackled, and specific steps are taken to provide resources and individualized support to children who are particularly vulnerable to exclusion.

· It involves coordination, collaboration and partnerships between the Ministry of Education and other relevant ministries, main stakeholders in the field of education, relevant local and international institutions, existing special education settings, DPOs, the local community and parents, to ensure that responsibilities are shared and efforts to develop a child-friendly inclusive education system are comprehensive and multi-sectoral and establish a shared vision and approaches.
· It emphasizes the importance of community empowerment, awareness raising and advocacy through acknowledgement and promotion of the rights and potential of persons with vision impairment.
The most striking achievement is that this strategy has already been evaluated by an independent group of professionals. The evaluation has focused on various aspects including suitability of a school for the blind as resource centre, quality and relevance of available services, SWOT analysis of services, nature of services to be promoted for children with vision impairment and additional disabilities, need for creating a resource group of teachers, planning IEPs for children, seeking cooperation of other schools in the process, providing orientation to the teachers working at resource centre, introducing vision assessment and rehabilitation, teaching math, science and geography to students, curriculum adaptation, support of family members and development of staff capacity.

It is hoped that Palestine’s comprehensive national inclusive education strategy represents a good example to be followed by other developing countries so that all persons with vision impairment could have equal access to quality education in inclusive environments.[image: image1.png]
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