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Introduction

This article provides a snapshot of some of the implications of inclusion for children with visual impairment in South-Eastern Africa. It forms part of a wider collaborative study investigating the educational inclusion of children with visual impairment in Malawi
. We briefly discuss some of the challenges policy makers face when deciding on how best to educate children who are blind in mainstream schools. 

Malawi has witnessed a substantial increase in enrolment following the introduction of free primary education in 1994. This has led to high pupil-teacher ratios (average 70:1) leading to large class sizes (200+ in some rural primary schools), resource shortages and difficulties in providing sufficient adequately trained teachers. These factors are associated with low achievement and low school completion rates (UNESCO, 2008). Further, because of high repetition rates, it takes an average of 12 years for a child to complete the eight-year primary school cycle. As a result, as few as 10% of Malawian children in Standard 6 reach the ‘desirable’ level of reading literacy (UNESCO, 2008).  Levels of successful primary completion (i.e. to the end of Standard 8) have dropped as low as 40% with many children dropping out of school before Standard 5 (MOES, 2000). 

Special schools and resource centres

Formal education for children with visual impairment started in 1950 with the establishment of Chilanga School of the Blind in Kasungu by the Dutch Reformed Church and Lulwe School for the Blind in Nsanje by the African Evangelical Fellowship. Formal courses to train specialist teachers of children with visual impairment were established in 1965 at Montfort College with the support of Dutch Brothers of the Immaculate Conception, and at about the same time a resource base for children with visual impairment was established in a mainstream demonstration school attached to the College.  Subsequently the Ministry of Education established resources centres for learners with visual impairment in 13 primary schools, 15 secondary schools and 7 tertiary institutes across the country and these resource centres continue to play an important function in the education of children who are blind.  Children identified as blind are usually placed as full time boarders in a resource centre attached to a primary school, however many of these centres are over-subscribed, having excessively high pupil-teacher ratios (often as many as 40:2) and are in urgent need of repair and renovation (Lynch and McCall, 2007). The centres attached to secondary schools have electricity and generally have more material resources and greater access to equipment and some have resources such as computers, assistive technology (screen-reading software) and braille embossers.  

A response to including children with visual impairment into mainstream schools 

A Government response to the practice of sending children with visual impairment to special schools, many of which are far from their homes, was to increase the number of children with visual impairment to be educated at their local mainstream schools. In the 1980’s a new system of delivery, the Malawi Integrated Education Programme (MIEP) was established to promote the ‘integration’ of children with visual impairment into local primary schools and so reduce the over-crowding in special schools and resource centres. This programme was developed by the Dutch Brothers and supported by the Ministry of Education and later by Sightsavers International. 

The main rationale for this programme was to provide specialist teaching and support to children attending local mainstream schools. MIEP currently operates in nine education districts and is administered by the Ministry of Education, Science and Technology (MOEST) and managed through The Centre for the Education of Blind Children at Montfort Special Needs Education College.  The MIEP was initially conceived as a ‘demonstration’ model with a view to disseminating good practice in educational provision for children with visual impairment and operates in selected districts, mainly rural, around the country. The Itinerant Teachers (ITs) or visiting teachers are employed and paid by the Ministry, while Sightsavers International provides additional financial support for travel (a small agreed allowance), transport (bicycle) and some equipment costs.  The ITs are trained class teachers who receive a further one-year of intensive training in the education of children with visual impairment. Itinerant teachers are expected to complete a course in Braille as part of their training.  ITs usually travel around local mainstream schools and communities in a designated zone to offer advice to class teachers and teaching intervention to children with visual impairment. Recent research in Kenya and Uganda (Lynch and McCall, 2007, 2008a, 2008b) revealed that ITs faced particularly difficult challenges in supporting children who are braille users in local mainstream schools in part because of limited knowledge of how to introduce literacy through braille.

Overall responsibility for running the itinerant teaching programme falls under the Special Needs Education Section at the MoEST in Lilongwe, but the actual day-to-day management of the ITs is now the responsibility of the District Education Manager (DEM) and the Primary Education Advisors (PEAs) who supervise the delivery of the school curriculum and the management of staffing of schools at a zonal level.  The District Education Managers have been given some flexibility in how ITs are managed within their own district. The programme works with a range of stakeholders supporting education for learners with VI e.g.  Malawi Union of the Blind (advocacy), the Ministries of Education and Health (habilitation and rehabilitation), the Malawi National Examinations Board (access to national examinations) and charities working in the field of ICT and VI (e.g. the ‘Making Wonders Project’). 

Training of ITs

Montfort Special Needs Education College trains about 30 specialist teachers every year through a certificate course in visual impairment. The trainee teachers receive lectures on inclusive education and the adaptation of the curriculum, and training in orientation and mobility, basic visual assessment, activities of daily living, the Braille code, and maintenance of Perkins Brailler. The trainees undertake a six week teaching practice, normally in a primary school resource centre for the visually impaired. On successful completion of the course, teachers are posted by MoEST to either a resource centre, a tertiary education institute or to the MIEP to work full time as a teacher of children with visual impairment. Until recently ITs worked under the supervision of coordinating itinerant teachers (CITs). These are experienced ITs  responsible for supporting ITs within a zone within a district, however this level of line management  was removed in 2009 and ITs are now directly answerable to District Education Managers (DEMs) and the Primary Education Advisors (PEAs). 

The MoEST organises in-service training courses once a year for itinerant teachers which are financed by Sightsavers International.  These INSET courses (more recently referred to as continual professional development) are designed to refresh/update learning areas covered in the original specialist teacher training. These refresher training courses are not available to those teachers who have been posted to resource centres or special schools. 

Staff at Montfort College and the Special Needs Education Section are reviewing their teacher education programme and wish to ‘upgrade’ their current certificate programme to diploma and degree levels to be in line with neighboring country systems in Eastern and Central Africa (e.g. Kenya and Uganda). The Policy Investment Framework (2000) and the Malawi Education for All (2002) documents recognise that this will require additional staff development for lecturers involved in the areas of disability and special educational needs. This could involve lecturers travelling to other teacher training institutions in partner countries to share expertise and knowledge.

At mainstream schools level, all primary class teachers receive some basic awareness training on special needs education (usually one module) as part of a pre-service training course. Class teachers receive some instruction on how to work with children with low vision e.g. placing a child near the front of the room or near a window, etc. but they rely on the itinerant teacher to give tuition in reading and writing to children who are blind. A recent joint initiative has been set up by MoEST and VSO to produce and distribute a ‘Disability Toolkit’ to all primary schools in the country. This ‘Toolkit’ gives general advice on how to better accommodate children with disabilities in mainstream classes. It also suggests some general teaching strategies for children with low vision but no guidance on how to work with children who are blind. 

Supporting children who use Braille

One of the biggest challenges for mainstream schools is to ensure children who are blind receive curriculum materials in tactile form at the same time as their sighted class peers. This is a particular challenge for schools in rural areas where there is little access to learning materials. These children require intensive and high-quality instruction in literacy by a visiting teacher who has good knowledge of braille and a knowledge of how to teach reading and writing to attain an adequate level of basic literacy skills during primary school years. One way of helping to develop braille literacy skills is to make sure children have access to a graded reading scheme in their local language. Such a graded reading scheme was not in place before the recent research study. 

There are three main types of equipment and learning materials that blind children need to learn: writing equipment, curriculum books in braille and additional reading books in braille. Currently, few of these resources reach mainstream schools resulting in children having to learn along side their sighted peers without the required books. This is frustrating at three levels: firstly, for classteachers who are expected to teach the curriculum to all children, secondly for the ITs who are expected to provide individual braille tuition and most importantly for the blind children who are unable to fully participate in the learning process. 

The production of Braille versions of all the Malawi curriculum textbooks is the responsibility of Montfort College which houses a small braille press. Sightsavers International has supported the Braille Press by providing training for a technician at the African Braille Centre (ABC) in Nairobi, Kenya.  Sightsavers International has funded the installation of new computerised braille equipment such as a braille embosser and a laptop equipped with software to convert print into the braille code. The Press only has capacity to produce small numbers of books in braille at a time. Much of its current production relies on funding from multilateral (UNICEF) and bilateral (Canadian International Development Agency) partners. The Centre manages the production of books in braille for special schools and resource centres at primary, secondary and tertiary schools. The current level of production is not meeting the demand from resource centres and primary schools and so a large part of production has to be outsourced to a larger braille press in South Africa. The production of braille books at Montfort College has been dogged by prolonged electricity supply problems and, as a result, the braille press has been relocated to premises near to the centre of the campus. 

Cost of producing curriculum materials

The cost of the materials fall into three main areas: the provision of writing equipment (primary education packs, Perkins Braillers, braille paper), new primary curriculum books and additional reading books. All children on the MIEP should receive a primary education pack (PEP) which contains a handframe and stylus and braille paper (unit cost - $30). More senior children in higher standard classes (Stds. 5 – 8) would probably require a Perkins Brailler (unit cost - $450) to complete written course work and exams. 
The New Primary Education Curriculum has a set number of printed text books that need to be transcribed into braille. Some of the lower standard textbooks often have a large number of tactile pictures and diagrams and so need to be produced in a more durable format using braillon (a plastic-like paper developed specifically for use with our Thermoform machines). Other subject textbooks with no pictures or diagrams can be produced on computer paper. The small Braille Press produces all curriculum books for children who are blind.  The unit cost of a book in braillon (containing on average 50 pages) is about $30 whereas the unit cost of a book using computer paper (containing on average 30 pages) is $15. These unit costs would potentially be reduced if they were produced in bulk at a larger Braille Press. Another reason for using braillon for younger standards is because it is more durable and should normally last longer than one academic year. The quality of the dots and tactile pictures would be able to withstand repeated use.  The level of durability of dot height in books made out of computer paper would be shorter particularly for emerging readers who backtrack or repeat use. The books in computer paper also soil and tear more easily than books in braillon. 

Further braille reading materials would still need to be developed to supplement the curriculum books, but these could be developed in collaboration with the ITs and the children using Braillers or handframes and simple binding techniques (e.g. clips) to help reduce costs. It would also be important to develop children’s emerging reading skills by giving children reading books that were composed by the teacher who taught them. Children could also write stories for each other to read and enjoy. Vacation braille schools for children and their teachers would provide a good opportunity for helping children to develop and refine their Braille skills and for developing additional reading materials. 

Final comments

Although there is support for the concept of inclusion there is an assumption that children who require education through Braille in Malawi should attend special schools or residential resource centres attached to mainstream schools. It seems that children who are blind and who are found in mainstream schools are there as a result of lack of places in resource centres rather than because of any belief that this is an appropriate setting for meeting their learning needs. The decision about whether to actively seek to support children who require Braille in local schools needs to be taken centrally. Many decisions will also need to be taken about the level of support schools should receive if they are educating children with visual impairment.  Some ideas for improving provision for these children are listed below:

· More support to school staff working with children with visual impairment through basic INSET training programmes on how to include children with visual impairment (e.g. use of language, preparing reading and writing materials).

· Develop learning and teaching strategies (whole class activities and peer-to-peer teaching) that benefit all children in the class.

·  Develop graded reading schemes for children who are blind and suitably graded readers.

· Encourage ITs to work closely with class teachers in developing learning resources and teaching techniques such as basic braille.

· Explore the use of vacation Braille schools or intensive short term placements at special schools/resource centres to support Braille learning for children in mainstream.  

· Identify ‘Braille Champions’ among ITs who could share their expertise with less experienced colleagues.

One of the most difficult challenges facing African education services for children with visual impairment is the educational inclusion of children who are blind in local schools, especially in rural areas where transport and the distribution of equipment and materials are major challenges.  Children who are blind are particularly educationally vulnerable, they are more likely to begin school late, repeat years and drop out early. The chief reasons for this are the lack of sufficiently regular support from specialist Braille teachers, lack of access to appropriate learning materials and effective systems for identification and monitoring. 

Education for all children with visual impairment remains a dream in Africa, and the benefits of the EFAVI campaign is yet to be felt in Malawi.  The local school offers many children who are blind the only hope of receiving education, but simply placing the child who is blind into their local school is not enough. These children need the support of teachers who understand their needs, access to appropriate learning materials and a carefully conceived and executed inclusion plans.  
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