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Background

The education of children with visual impairment formally started with the setting up of the first school for the blind (Bangkok School for the Blind) by an American blind woman, Ms. Genevieve Caulfield, in 1939. Several other schools for the blind were then set up by both private and public sectors to cover all regions of Thailand (Christian Foundation for the Blind in Thailand, undated).

Historically, education for Thai persons with disabilities was considered more as charity than  a human right.  The National Primary Education Act B.E. 2523 (1980) Section 8 (1) stated that children who were physically or ‘mentally’ impaired could be exempted from formal schooling (Ministry of Education, 1980) and stakeholders used this clause to legally deny children with disabilities the right to access education. However children with visual impairment could receive education through schools for the blind. A system for integrating students with visual impairment into mainstream schools was started in 1956 when students were first sent to selected ‘collaborating’ mainstream schools in the same areas as each special school for their secondary and higher education.  

During the 1990s, educators worldwide witnessed the two major international events that paved the way to recognising education as a human right.  These were the 1990 Jomtien World Conference on Education for All and the proclamation of the Salamanca Statement in 1994.  These events directly influenced Thailand's educational policies for persons with disabilities.

A remarkable turning point in the education of Thai persons with disabilities was the promulgation of the National Education Act B.E. 2542 (1999) and Amendments (Second National Education Act B.E. 2545 (2002).  This Act entitled persons with disabilities to basic education without any exception.

Section 10 in the Act states:

“In the provision of education, all individuals shall have equal rights and opportunities to receive basic education provided by the State for the duration of at least 12 years.  Such education, provided on a nationwide basis, shall be of quality and free of charge. Persons with physical, mental, intellectual, emotional, social, communication and learning deficiencies; those with physical disabilities; or cripples; or those unable to support themselves; or those destitute or disadvantaged; shall have the rights and opportunities to receive basic education specially provided. Education for the disabled in the second paragraph shall be provided free of charge at birth or at first diagnosis….”  (Ministry of Education, 2002)

This National Education Act was considered to be a major piece of legislation for Thai education.  It provided a broad picture of how Thai education, from early years to higher education, shall be provided to Thai citizens both disabled and non-disabled. It was very much in line with “Education for All”. Nonetheless, it was considered necessary to have legislation specifically dealing with learners with the special educational needs. At the beginning of 2008, Thailand passed the first Education for Disabilities Act B.E. 2551.  This national law governs how public agencies provide special education and related services to children with disabilities.  It addresses the educational needs of children with disabilities from birth or when they are first diagnosed.  The Act was considered not only to be a civil rights law which aimed to protect the rights of persons with disabilities to education in accordance with their rights under the 1999 National Education Act (Ministry of Education, 2008a), but also as a device for promoting inclusive Education for a range of students in public schools.  

Achievements

Two decades after the World Conference on ‘Education for All’ in Jomtien, access to education by persons with disabilities in Thailand has transitioned from a charity-based to a rights-based system.  Seventy-six Special Education Centres (one in each province), which are under the supervision of the Bureau of Special Education Administration, Ministry of Education, were established. These Centres are responsible for finding children with disabilities, providing them with early intervention, and transferring them to either special or mainstream schools in their local communities.  Having said this, the educational path for children with visual impairment is often different.

Presently, Thailand has 12 schools for the blind nationwide.  Out of these 12, two schools (one in the north and one in the south) are administered by the Royal Thai government.  The rest belong to charitable or non-government organisations.  Two major charitable foundations for the blind in Thailand are considered to be the main providers of education to Thai students with visual impairment mainly through special schools for the blind.  They are able to study in these schools for several years before they are transferred to neighbouring collaborated mainstream school.

Wider School Choices  

Previously, students with visual impairment had little choice of school apart from schools for the blind.  In recent years, as part of its commitment to ‘Education for All’, the Ministry of Education has been trying to implement inclusive education by initiating model schools.  In 2004 the project started with 390 model inclusive schools nationwide.  This number rose to 2,000 schools the following year.  (Office of Basic Education Commission, 2005)  During 2009-2010 academic year the number is expected to increase to 5,000 schools, serving over 33,000 students with disabilities.  (Ministry of Education, 2008b).  Although this number represents students with disabilities in all categories, we expect an increase in the number of so-called “inclusive schools” for students with visual impairment.

Teaching science

Science was traditionally considered an impossible subject for students with visual impairment to learn but this has changed over recent years thanks to a new collaboration between the Thailand's Association of the Blind, the National Electronics and Computer Technology Centre, the Ministry of Education, the foundations for the blind in Thailand and mainstream schools.  

Although this project is still at an early stage, a designated private school for the blind was chosen in 2007 to focus on preparing students with visual impairment to become scientists.  Science camps for students with visual impairment were organised and the first generation of students with visual impairment were included into a small number of mainstream schools – both in the capital and the provinces.  These students were given extra tuition and specialised learning materials.  Mainstream science teachers were also trained on how to produce and use media to support their students.  In the last academic year (2008-2009), the first two students with visual impairment in the country enrolled to do computer science at one of Thailand's leading universities.

Opportunities for students with MDVI 

As entitlement to education is a human right, an increased number of MDVI children have been enrolled into schools for the blind.  Incidentally, children with MDVI were not being transferred into mainstream schools unlike their peers with visual impairment.  Rather, they remained in the schools for the blind to receive non-formal education. Students with MDVI whose age exceeded formal schooling age were sent back home.  As a result of this trend, an initiative between the Hilton/Perkins International Programme and the Northern School for the Blind in Chiang-Mai Province have been piloting a ‘Half-way Home’ Project.  A house has been rented for MDVI students to develop daily living skills and independent life skills.  Students with MDVI have been able to develop essential skills as a result of their project leading to much happier and more independent lives. 

Challenges

Thailand has been successful in increasing the number of students with visual impairment to mainstream education.  In secondary level, the majority of students are able to attend mainstream schools (excluding those with MDVI).  Nonetheless, the quality of education students with visual impairment receive in mainstream schools is hindered by the lack of training opportunities for teachers working with children with visual impairment. Furthermore, there is also a lack of resources to adequately meet the specific needs of these students. Many Thai stakeholders in the mainstream still equate ‘integration’ with ‘inclusion’.  Students with visual impairment are expected to fit into existing provision (mainstream schools) rather than schools and teachers making the schools more inclusive regardless of their condition. Mainstream stakeholders view “sameness” and not “differentiation” as the key to equality without taking students’ individual needs into consideration.

The situation in Thailand is similar to that of other developing countries where resources are mostly only available centrally in the urban areas (Eleweke and Rodda, 2002).  Regardless of Thailand’s existing policies which encourage students with disabilities to be educated in the school in their local home communities, the majority of students with visual impairment still remain at schools for the blind as residents and attend mainstream schools during the day.  

Although the Ministry of Education has issued a regulation (Ministry of Education 2007) outlining the criteria and procedures for disabled people to receive the facilities, media, services and other educational aids for disabled students in line with Section 10, paragraph 3 in the National Education Act 1999, the provision is still inadequate.  Thus, schools for the blind have to provide each collaborating mainstream school with a resource teacher, specialised equipment such as Braille embossers and screen-reading software, alternative learning materials such as Braille/audio textbooks.  Special schools are now acting as preparation and support centres for the inclusion of VI students into mainstream (Bangkok School for the Blind, 1999).

The future

We are witnessing changes in the quantity of children with visual impairment attending schools in Thailand but we still face the main challenge of achieving quality education.  Increasing the enrolment rate of students with visual impairment to education is only the first indicator of success in the EFA-VI global campaign (ICEVI, 2006).  A rights-based approach to the education of the children does not only emphasise enrolling as many students into schools as possible, but it also focuses on the quality of the children’s educational experience (UNICEF/UNESCO, 2007). Thailand now needs to pay more attention to the learning experiences of students with visual impairment and not just see educational placement as the only action. It is vital that they receive appropriate and adequate support ensuring a level playing field with their non-disabled counterparts (ICEVI, 2006).  This, however, cannot be achieved by NGOs alone, but through more collaboration between the Thai Government and mainstream society.

Effective inclusion is a group effort; it involves establishing community based collaboration among educators, other professionals, students, families, and community agencies.  Therefore, people must work cooperatively and reflectively by establishing communities and sharing resources, skills, and advocacy to the benefit of all disabled students.  In addition, adequate budgets must be provided to support these resources.

Yet, although inclusive education is being encouraged internationally as a key to achieving Education for All (UNESCO, 1994), we consider it to be best embedded within the context of a continuum of placement choices (from special schools to mainstream schools).  
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