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Abstract

This article summarises the current state of affairs in the education of persons who are blind or have low vision, and who attend compulsory school in Argentina. To that end, the article provides official statistics data, describes the characteristics of the education system, the laws which regulate it, and includes information on specialised teacher training. 

It is important to mention that most policies adopted in the country fall within the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and its Optional Protocol, both fully ratified by law and later given constitutional rank. 

Scope of this article

The adoption of the paradigm which promotes the social model of disability imposes the analysis of different contexts. On the one hand are the contexts in which the individual is immersed, that is the home, the school and the community. On the other hand are the contexts in which he or she does not intervene but participates indirectly, such as the specialised teacher training system. Cultural parameters, legislation, and paradigms which may or may not improve the individual’s quality of life and strongly influence everyday life need to be considered as well.

These three dimensions are dealt with in the article, whose backbone is the compulsory formal education of students who are blind or have low vision.

General data on the country

Argentina is a 3,761,274 km country divided into 23 provinces and 1 autonomous city, the capital city of Buenos Aires. According to the latest national population census, which takes place every ten years, there are 44,117,096 in habitants in Argentina (INDEC, 2010). 

Specific data on persons with disabilities

The first national survey of persons with disabilities (INDEC, 2004) was carried out only in 2002 and 2003. The results showed a prevalence of disability of 7.1% or 2,176,123 persons from the whole population. 

According to this survey, 14.4% of the persons with disabilities were visually impaired: 23,845 were blind and 290,578 had sight disadvantages. In groups with two or more disabilities 319,606 were visually impaired.

In 2010, the percentage of persons with disabilities rose to 12.9% or 5,114,190 persons, 5.8% more than in the previous measurement. From that number 3,272,945 were visually impaired. It is worth noting that this data arose from a question on “vision limitations”, which does not make any distinctions between the persons who wear glasses and those who have visual impairment or low vision.

The above information adds to the data provided by another government body. The Ministry of Health issued 98,428 certificates of disability in 2011 of whom 5,755 (5.8%) were for persons with visual impairment.

This data was also useful for reading the information on visual disability according to age:

	
	At birth
	Before the first year
	1 year old
	2 to 4 years old
	5 to 9 years old
	10 to 14

Years old
	15 to 19

Years old

	Visual Impairment
	24.9%
	2.2%
	1.0%
	3.2%
	4.6%
	4.1%
	3.8%


Argentine legal framework for persons with disabilities

Access to public health care in Argentina is open to everyone and free of charge. Within this framework, Law 24901 requires private health care agencies to provide, at no cost, all assistive devices needed by persons with disabilities, as well as treatments, rehabilitation, and personal assistants. 

In relation to employment, Law 25589 requires that 4% of job positions in state offices be occupied by persons with disabilities.

Among the specific laws for blind and low vision persons we find the Green Cane Law (25682), which identifies low vision persons as green cane users. The Guide Dog Law (26858), enacted in 2012, allows guide dogs to access any public or private place and means of transport.

Education System in Argentina

The Argentine education system is composed of free and secular state-funded services, and of private, cooperative and social services. According to National Education Act 26206/06, the system is divided into levels–Early Childhood, Primary, Secondary, and Higher level. Additionally, there are modalities within all of the levels. Special Education is the modality responsible for ensuring the right to education of the persons with temporary or permanent disabilities. 

According to data provided by the National Ministry of Education (DINIECE, 2012) there are 1,553,418 students in Early Childhood level, 4,637,463 in Primary level, and 3,679,628 in Secondary level, for a total of 9,970,509 in Argentina.

The total number of students with disabilities is 141,281 of whom 4,545 are visually impaired. 

	
	Total number of students in the Special Education modality
	Students who are blind
	Students who have low vision

	Early Childhood level
	26,445
	127
	143

	Primary level
	62,175
	437
	776

	Students integrated into the different levels and into the Adult modality
	52,661
	943
	2,119

	Total number of students in all levels
	141,281
	1,507
	3,038


Data discriminated according to levels, DINIECE, 2012. 

Educational Policy of the Special Education Modality

In 2011, the Federal Council of Education, composed of the ministers of education of all the provinces and of the autonomous city of Buenos Aires, passed Resolution 155. This establishes agreements regarding the Special Education modality in the whole country. 

The inclusive policy is a highlight of the Resolution, requiring that students served within the Special Education modality be assigned to the schools which benefit them to the greatest extent. Under this policy, the standard curriculum is used as a reference, modified to meet the specific needs of each student.

It is important to note that, since 1960, the students who are blind or have low vision attend regular schools mostly through integration projects. Argentina is a pioneer in this field in Latin America. 

Access to different services and support devices
Since 2009 the National Ministry of Education has given a netbook to each Special Education student who attends a state school. The Ministry also provides in-service training for teachers on the use of specific software and hardware, and has given a braille printer to each institution.
Specialised teacher training

There are sixteen specialized teacher training institutions in Argentina; five are in Buenos Aires, and the remaining eleven are situated throughout the rest of the country. In all of them the curricular structure is accredited and the course of study lasts four years. The specific cores of the specialty are Orientation and Mobility, Low Vision, Braille and Pathologies of the Visual System, and Specific Pedagogical Approaches. 

At present there is no graduate programme or specialization in education of persons with visual impairment. In 2011 a health-oriented undergraduate degree programme with specialisation in visual rehabilitation was created.

The curricula of the early childhood, primary, and secondary teacher training courses for general education assign no time for the education of persons with disabilities. Although some institutions have developed workshops related to inclusive practices, they are not mandatory. Physical Education is the only teacher training course to offer a specialised curricular programme.

Organisations for blind persons

In Argentina there are a variety of non-governmental organisations for persons with visual impairment, representing a range of cultural interests: sports associations, braille libraries, the first and largest online Spanish library, the polyphonic choir of blind persons, and the national braille publishing house, among others. The majority of these organisations are based in the capital. Surprisingly, there is a lack of parents’ associations, even when these gathering practices are very common in the country.
Final discussion

In relation to the total number of persons with disabilities it is still necessary to adjust some parameters. The data collected in the 2010 census exceeds the actual figure of disability because its nomenclature included ICF’s question on “vision limitations”. The data of the national survey of persons with disabilities is more precise because the surveyors were specifically trained in the field.

The information provided by the Ministry of Health shows that, in 2011, 43.8% of the certificates of disability for blind or low vision persons were issued for children or adolescents under the age of 19. These figures are in line with incidence of visual impairment at birth or detected during the first years of life. 

National and international policies on the rights of persons with disabilities have produced favorable changes in Argentina’s policies on education for persons with disabilities in general, and for persons with visual impairment in particular. Argentina is a pioneer in Latin America in the integration of blind persons into the different levels of the education system, a practice that dates back to the 1960s. 

The training of specialised teachers is still a pending problem. The data on enrolment–almost 4,500 blind or low vision students in the education system–-highlights the gap between the need for education professionals and the small number of specialized teacher training institutions (only 16) that can produce them. 

At the present time, all available training for teachers of the visually impaired consists of professional rather than undergraduate degrees. The demand for educators and research could be eased by the addition of undergraduate and graduate programmes. This would systematically boost empirical research on education of blind and low vision students, in areas such as braille teaching methodology, reading and writing pedagogy, orientation and mobility, and many others.

Within this framework, it is important to highlight the State’s investment to provide all schools with the equipment and technologies that enable blind persons to gain access to the written culture, thus allowing the attainment of truly inclusive quality education.
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