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India is a land of traditions and culture.  People still touch the feet of the elderly as a mark of respect.  Communities dance together to please the Goddess during the nine nights of the Navratri Festival.  India is a land of villages and nearly 75% of Indians reside in rural areas.  You can thus understand how important the community is in the life of any Indian – whether he is a person with a disability or not.  I think same is true for most countries in the south Asia region.

I work with people with disabilities and their families in the CBR projects that I handle.  The first message that we give to villages is:

“Every special need child is a child first.  

Every child has a right to develop, to play and to go to school”. 

In Gujarat, which is the Western State of India where I live, you will be pleased to know that 41,000 children are getting benefit of education through integrated education due to proactive government, excellent network of NGOs and participation of community in education.  We follow the itinerant method of Integrated Education where the blind child lives at home with his family in his own community and attends the nearest regular school and studies with the sighted children.  

A specially trained “Itinerant Teacher” assists 8 to 10 of these children in the areas where they need help and individual tuition.  This teacher goes from one village to another and imparts the specialized services to the Visually Impaired children in their own homes.   The teacher is able to give intensive and specialized instruction to the blind child for only 2-3 hours every week.  The rest of the time, the child is totally dependent on his family, his community and his school.  That is why it is essential that the Itinerant Teacher maintains a close contact with the classroom teacher, the children’s parents and members of community.  

The mother is the first contact for the child in the world.  The child experiences physical closeness with the mother and she is the best teacher.  Only after this initial stage, the teacher comes into the picture.  It is the job of the teacher to work with the mother for the comprehensive development of the child, rather than imposing his ideas on the mother.  Ultimately with the help of the mother, he prepares the child for its normalization and integration into society.  

How do we ensure sustainability of Integrated Education?

Before we speak of the sustainability of Integration, let’s briefly discuss the various stakeholders who are involved in education.  

· The Visually Impaired child 

· Family of the Visually Impaired child

· Relatives and community members

· School teacher, Principal and students 

· The Itinerant Teacher and the Agency running the Integrated programme

· Government – State and Local Administration

· Other Sectors like Transport, Health, education, Social Justice etc.

1.1. Social Integration

It is very difficult to admit the child in the school in the initial stages.  We use several weapons – using contacts, sweet-talking and ultimately we use the Persons with Disabilities Act, 1995 for getting admission for the blind child.  We explain how it is important for the blind child to be socially integrated in the mainstream of life and how necessary it is for the child to remain in the fold of its family.  Other non-disabled children also learn tolerance and appreciate differences by studying with such children.  Once the children are accepted as students of the school, the Principal and Teachers make these children as their own responsibility.  They no longer think of this child as “your child”.  

1.2. Training & Support to Family

We train the family members to send the child to school regularly.  If the child does not go to school, our case is lost.  We encourage the parents to send the child by social rewards such as meetings with them, praising them in public meetings and also arranging for scholarship for the blind children.    We also arrange for bus passes which enable the child and the family member to travel free or at subsidized cost.  The blind child is also provided with a Braille or low vision kit as the case may be, recorded material, Braille or large print books, assistive devices and low vision devices.  All these measures convince the family of the bonafides and interest of the agency in the betterment of the child.  An educated person of the family like the parent or sibling is given training in Braille or any other related matter.  This member helps the child during the week when the teacher is not there.  

1.3. Peer Tutoring 

It is believed that the children learn a lot from their peers and fellow students.  We encourage the formation of “Buddies” who help the blind child in his school day.  For e.g. taking him to school, playing with him, taking him to the toilet, reading aloud to him, helping him with homework and class work.  This is done not in the form of an unpleasant duty but through games and play.  We conduct trainings for such children and the result is fantastic.  Children who have such buddies do very well in school.  

1.4. Creation of Social Animators

We also carefully select such dedicated and influential people in the community who can popularize the concept, help in the acceptance of the blind child and also facilitate its education.  We select retired headmasters and teachers and educated people in the community who have free time and would like to help a cause.  Such Animators are trained in Braille, Daily Living Skills, Mathematics or the needs of low vision children and related matters.  These animators help the blind children by extra coaching and follow up during the week.  They also help in getting scribes to write the exams for the students and also help in solving problems which may arise.  

1.5.  Training of Regular Class Teachers:

We have convinced the Government of Gujarat to fund the training of all regular school teachers in the education and management of children with disabilities in the regular class room.  Through our efforts we have been able to train all the teachers who have blind children in their classes in our state.  We have also helped the Government to create resource rooms where Visually Impaired children can visit and pick up on concepts which they find difficult in the classroom.  Participation of the community has played a pivotal role in ensuring education of the disabled children in the developing world.  Through the initiative taken by the Non-Governmental organizations and with the support of the Government so far 41,000 of children with disabilities of school going age, have been enrolled in normal schools. 

1.6.  Training to Community:

It is necessary that people in community should be made aware about the facts, why a person gets disabled, causes, prevention, early identification and treatment.

Community develops negative attitude because of wrong beliefs and wrong thinking.  When scientific truths are not known blind faith begins and people get attracted to faith healers and spend money with no effect.

We have trained the community in causes prevention and rehabilitation.   This has resulted in the better understanding of the community and acceptance of people with disabilities.  The abilities and strengths of the disabled forms a major part of community awareness training.

Community support is essential for successful implementation of the scheme for the benefit of the disabled children of our village.

2.  Indicators of the success of our programme:

How can we be so sure that we are successful?  This is due to the following reasons.

· Low drop out of blind children from our programme ( 7 % drop out rate in I.E.)

· Good results of blind children in their class

· Proficiency in Braille and Maths

· Higher number of blind children being admitted. I.E. Programme started with 

·  16 Students and now 41,000 students are enrolled

· Higher grant from Government to education of blind children. I.E. Programme started with the grant of 2000 US $ and now it is 5.5 Million US$ (Rs. 25 Crore) annual budget

· Development of social communication material

· Training of Primary Health Centre doctors resulting in better identification and certification of blind children

· Focus of positive images of blind in the media – for e.g. blind person reading the news on the local television on 4th January – Louis Braille Day

· So far, 21 Universities in India have standard B.Ed (Special Education) for preparing Special teachers.

· The parents - teachers association of the schools enrolling blind children have also started including parents of such children as members.

Active participation and involvement of members of community and use of community resources would not only ensure effective implementation of inclusive approach but would ensure sustainability of the approach as well.
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