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Although most governments are in agreement with the concept of Education for All (EFA), inclusion in its fullest context remains far from a practical reality or priority for a number of countries who are struggling with more fundamental issues of trying to stretch minimal resources to reach maximum numbers of children.  In light of this, often it is the children with disabilities who end up without basic education and this is reflective of the fact that 90% of the children with disabilities in the developing countries remain out of school. 

According to a joint report by the UNESCO Institute for Statistics and UNICEF published in 2006, Children out of School – Measuring Exclusion from Primary Education, 115 million children of primary school age are not in school and 40 million (35%) of these are children who do not attend school because of a disability/impairment.  Disabled female children are less likely to attend school in comparison with disabled male children.  Meeting the Millennium Development Goals depends on reaching vulnerable children throughout the developing world.  Children with disabilities are amongst the most stigmatized and excluded of all the world’s children and that has significant implication for key targets and commitments within the international development agenda, in particular the Millennium Development Goals, Education for All and Universal Declaration of Human Rights.

This paper is a review of the current operating environment in education for children with vision impairment in Sri Lanka and Pakistan and highlights some of the successes of, and challenges to, educational inclusion in light of the relevant policy frameworks. 

Prevalence of Childhood Blindness and Low Vision in Sri Lanka

In Sri Lanka, the prevalence of childhood blindness is 0.3/1,000 (Gilbert, 2008) and based on the current childhood population of 5,087,817, there are approximately 1,500 children who are blind or have severe visual impairment (VA <6/60 - NPL).  There are an additional 3,000 children who have low vision.  Based on these numbers, there are 3,500 children (5 – 15 years) who require educational support.  Of these, 250 require non-sighted educational interventions while the remaining are low vision and require varying degrees of educational support.  

Operating Environment – Sri Lanka

With a literacy rate of 92%, and with 83% of the total population having had secondary education (UNICEF, 2005) Sri Lanka has one of the most literate populations amongst developing nations (Gunawardene, 2004). An education system which dictates 9 years of Compulsory Schooling for every child is in place, with 99% of the children entering the first grade.  In 1942, a special education committee proposed extensive reforms to establish an efficient and quality education system for the people. A free education system was initiated in 1945 (De Silva, 1981) by Dr. C. W. W. Kannangara, a former minister of education.  However, in the 1980s changes to this system saw the separation of the administration of schools between the central government and the provincial government.

Currently, there are three approaches available for education of children with disabilities i.e. special schools, special education units and mainstream schools.  Special schools are non-government schools that are assisted by government grants.  Special units were introduced as an interim measure, to prepare children and include them in the mainstream; however, mainstreaming of children in these units appears to take place rarely.  In reality, children tend to remain in these units until the age of 13-14 years when their education usually comes to an end; however, there are a number of examples where children have been included successfully in mainstream education.  These have generally been on an ad-hoc basis and largely through the personal efforts of education officers and teachers. 

The Special Education Centre was established at the National Institute of Education (NIE) in 1988 and was raised to the status of a Department in 1991.  In 1992, NIE started a course leading to a degree of Bachelors of Education for teachers of special education.  In 1994, there were 157 teachers specially trained to teach the children with visual impairment, which has grown to 238.  These teachers not only teach at the school for the blind but also make home visits and give home counseling to families and children with visual impairment (Gunawardana and Dhanapala, 2000).

In the last 5 years, primary school teachers have received 5 days training on inclusive education. This training focuses on providing basic knowledge on identifying a child with special educational needs.  It has been more of an awareness raising programme and the intention has been to bring a change in attitudes of teachers towards children with disabilities. One day orientation sessions have also been conducted for the school administrators to sensitise them regarding educational inclusion.  

Presently, Sri Lanka has 13 residential schools for children with visual impairment with total student population of nearly 500 and 101 teachers (Gunawardana and Dhanapala, 2000). These statistics do not include children with low vision who attend mainstream education.  Also this data doesn't indicate the accurate number of children with low vision out of the total number of students enrolled in these institutions.  Special schools are generally better equipped with necessary teaching and learning materials. The majority of schools have tactile material including Braille books, slates etc.  However, the availability is inadequate and often there is a lag in getting the current curriculum available in Braille.  Low vision devices are becoming more available through the network of low vision clinics which provide all the essential low vision devices and spectacles free to children with low vision. The children with visual impairment sit for Government examinations; however, slight amendments are made in Science and Mathematics question papers.

Sri Lanka is an EFA focus country and the Ministry of Education (MoE) has developed a national plan for EFA and inclusive education falls within the EFA plan.  With regards to inclusive education, the EFA action plan draws special attention to the marginalization of children and to the need to broaden and improve early childhood security and provision of educational opportunities.  For the implementation of the plan, EFA committees are being established at national, provincial, zonal, divisional and school levels. 

Strategies for improving the quality of education have been developed through primary education reforms; however, these need to translate into concrete action to support children with disabilities.  National policy on disability and the proposed general education policy provide the necessary framework for inclusive education and will need to be implemented so that children with disabilities can access their right to education.

As part of Pakistan’s National Eye Health Plan a network of low vision clinics under the National Low Vision Programme have been established across the country.  These clinics provide comprehensive low vision assessment, prescribe and provide optical and non-optical low vision devices and advise on education and rehabilitation aspects.  There are 24 low vision clinics at tertiary and secondary level and 8 low vision assessment centres in the special education system offering services to approximately 10,000 clients annually; of these, one third are children with low vision who are either out of school or struggling to manage in schools and very often give up education.  These clinics and assessment centres offer low vision assessment and provision of low vision devices and training and refer the children to mainstream education with advice on class room management and a level of additional support.  The clinics, then, provide on-going support to the child, family, and teachers to ensure participation and access to educational opportunities.  This programme facilitated in building the inter-sectoral and cross-sectoral consensus and developed the necessary linkages/networks amongst key stakeholders.  The whole process served to dispel certain apprehensions of various stakeholders and positively impacted on the policymakers to recognise the effectiveness of educational inclusion.  This experience has clearly demonstrated that by adopting an innovative approach it is possible to mainstream children with visual impairment into the education system.

Prevalence of Childhood Blindness and Low Vision in Pakistan

The prevalence of childhood blindness in Pakistan is 0.7/1,000 and based on the current childhood population of 64,727,742, there are approximately 45,000 children who are blind or have severe visual impairment (VA <6/60 - NPL).  There are additional 95,000 children who have low vision.  Based on these numbers, there are 100,000 children (5 – 15 years) who require educational support.  Of these, 7,500 require similar education intervention as in Sri Lanka.

Operating Environment – Pakistan

The Constitution of Pakistan recognises that education is a fundamental right of every citizen. Thus, it is the responsibility of the Government of Pakistan (GoP) to provide education to its entire populace. Despite this fact, Pakistan is struggling to increase the current literacy rate of 56.20% (Choudhry, 2005) and primary school enrollment of 84% (MoE, 2008). The education sector in Pakistan has been experiencing problems in terms of access as well as quality during the past decades. Being cognisant of this fact, Ministry of Education (MoE) has placed a special emphasis on increasing access and raising the quality of education in the post-Dakar Agreement. To streamline these issues, MoE developed a ten year Perspective Plan (2001-11) to provide a broader outline for the development of the country’s education sector. Moreover, a comprehensive Education Sector Reforms Programme (ESR) and National Plan of Action (NPA) for EFA were developed and implemented to achieve EFA goals by the year 2015. 

In Pakistan, education is considered to be a provincial responsibility and has been devolved to district level under the recent devolution plan.  The Ministry of Special Education and Social Welfare at the federal level provide policy and strategy guidelines to the provinces.  There are two systems providing education to children with disabilities; special education and mainstream education.  The special education system comprises both residential and day schools.  The special education of children with visual impairment is provided through a network of 63 schools for the visually impaired run by the Federal and Provincial Governments, and NGOs.  In the last five years, one of the provinces, Punjab, has launched an initiative of starting 114 schools for children with disabilities including children with visual impairment.  These schools are at sub-district level and provide transport facilities as well as all teaching and learning material, school uniforms, mid-day meals and a monthly stipend.  

Currently, there are approximately 3,000 children enrolled in the schools for the visually impaired while approximately another 1,300 attend schools for other disabilities.  The estimates of children with low vision in mainstream education are not available; however, due to relatively good coverage of low vision services, we know that a significant proportion attends mainstream education.  The concept of inclusive education is not new in Pakistan and children with visual impairment have historically been taught alongside sighted children in the religious schools (madrassas) where they were taught theology and the memorisation of the Holy Quran and later often took up employment as Imams in mosques.  However, the concept of IE in its current form is relatively new and most of the centres offering IE are in major cities and in the private sector.  Recently, the Federal Directorate of Education, Ministry of Education in collaboration with international aid partners - Sightsavers International and IDP Norway have launched a pilot IE programme in 16 schools in Islamabad capital territory.  Other organisations like Light for the World, Handicap International, Civil Society Human and Institutional Development (CHIP), CHEF International have also initiated a number of inclusive education projects in various parts of the country including Skardu, Jehlum, Peshawar and Muzaffarabad.

In Pakistan, three universities offer a Masters Degree programme in special education while one of the teacher training colleges offers a specialised Masters programme in teaching children with visual impairment.  The National Institute of Special Education (NISE), established in 1987, offers on the job training for various cadres.  This institute focuses on providing training to both special educators as well as mainstream teachers in inclusive education strategies.  There are 8,000 teachers trained in special education working in both special as well as mainstream schools.  There are three Braille presses producing teaching materials and a number of institutions produce their own teaching materials on a smaller scale.  Assistive technology is becoming more available, particularly to the small proportion of students in higher education.            

In 2000-01, GoP initiated a comprehensive Education Sector Reforms Programme (2001-06) in line with the National Education Policy 1998 – 2010 with a particular focus on EFA.  The Pakistan EFA Mid Decade Assessment Report 2008 commends considerable progress on a number of EFA indicators.  However, many challenges still remain and efforts must be intensified if the EFA goals are to be met by 2015.  Pakistan is also an EFA-VI focus country and work has started to develop a national plan in consultation with key stakeholders.  The new national education policy framework and strategies approved in September 2009 for the next decade reiterates the Government's commitment towards the promotion of an inclusive and child friendly education system.   

Discussion

Inclusive education for children with visual impairment is still in its infancy in both Sri Lanka and Pakistan and the main source of education for these children still remains within special education.  Coverage still remains low and the majority of children with visual impairment are still out of school.  However, it is essential to understand the factors that impact adversely on children’s school enrolment.  Poverty, disability, conflict and a lack of supporting policy frameworks are some of the key contributing factors to exclusion.  At an operational level; inadequate infrastructure and limited learning materials and teaching skills coupled with insufficient clinical service support exacerbate exclusion.  

The current education situation in both Sri Lanka and Pakistan is diverse and is reflected in the respective national strategies and implementation plans.  While the literacy and primary school enrolment in Sri Lanka is one of the highest in the developing world the same cannot be said for Pakistan which is struggling to meet its EFA targets.  Having said this, both Governments and Ministries of Education are struggling with competing priorities with limited resources, inadequate availability of trained teachers and weak management systems.  

Since Pakistan is struggling to meet the quantitative targets of EFA, it is less likely to be receptive to a broader scaling up of an inclusive education programme as a priority and therefore interventions will need to be more pragmatic, focusing on support for programme policy, developing scalable approaches and engaging with other stakeholders to ensure that the maximum numbers of children with disabilities are included in education programmes.  Considering the realities on the ground, in the short term special education seems be a viable option until the wider education system until infrastructure allows for broader educational inclusion.

Conclusion

The educational inclusion of children with disabilities as well as children with visual impairment cannot be undertaken on its own by any one stakeholder.  Contributions from key stakeholders such as Governments, non-state actors, and communities are essential to combat exclusion.  The partnerships need to be fostered at various levels to address the concerns of policy, planning and its implementation which should lead to an increased co-ordination of effort.  A cross-sectoral collaborative approach among health, education, and rehabilitation can play a pivotal role in promoting a more cohesive environment for quality inclusive education.

The introduction of Inclusive education has led to improvements in educational outcomes for all children. This cannot be achieved without addressing the limited access to infrastructure, knowledge, assistive technology, learning media and assessment systems.  This access can be achieved through the provision of supporting policy frameworks, operational research and resources to build the capacity for implementation at all levels.  Out of the box thinking around new and innovative partnerships between state and non-state actors like NGOs, Parents Teachers Associations, Media, Professional Associations etc. need to be established to provide a comprehensive framework for the development and strengthening of inclusive systems in education that promote equity and equality. 
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