Voice and Vision India: Developing Regional Leadership and Expertise through Master Teacher Courses

Sampada Shevde, Director / Voice and Vision India

Introduction

Voice and Vision India (VVI)is a national resource and training center serving children with visual impairment and multiple disabilities (VIMD), including deafblindness. Established in 2002 with support from Perkins International, VVI aims to improve the quality of life for children with VIMD by creating a network of educators, professionals, and families that enhance their access to education and other services. Voice and Vision India works in partnership with government agencies and NGOs to train Master Teachers, who in turn train teachers, community-based rehabilitation (CBR) workers, supervisors and families of children with visual impairment and multiple disabilities in all regions and states of India.VVI has also trained and supported professionals from other Asian countries, including Indonesia, Philippines, Bangladesh, Nepal, Vietnam, Sri Lanka, Myanmar, and Malaysia.

From the beginning, Voice and Vision India has worked to build the capacity of organisations to initiate and improve services for children with VIMD. To date, training has produced 75 Master Teachers, as well as more than 2000 teachers, therapists, and support staff for NGOs and government projects. Some of the trainings have been conducted in partnership with National Trust, an autonomous body of the Ministry of Social Justice and Empowerment, Government of India. 

The population of children with sensory impairments and multiple disabilities in India still remains largely unidentified. Although a lot of children in both urban and rural areas do have access to educational programmes, these services may not be appropriate and effective for children with vision impairment and additional disabilities, whose needs are distinct. 

With few exceptions, most training courses in India prepare teachers to work with children with single disabilities. These teachers are not equipped to deal with the needs of children with sensory impairments and multiple disabilities. 
To address this training need, Voice and Vision India, supported by Perkins International, developed the Master Teacher course to build leadership and expertise among educators and families. These leaders work to create educational opportunities for children with deafblindness and visual impairment with multiple disabilities across India. 

Through our various partnerships, we are able to recruit participants for a comprehensive and sequential training programme. These educators return to initiate services for children with VIMD in their own organizations and support other professionals in doing the same.

What is the Impact of the Course? 

The Master Teacher course was specifically developed by Voice and Vision India to: 
▪ 
Increase access to appropriate educational services for children with visual impairment and multiple disabilities, most of whom were previously unserved;

▪ 
Improve teaching practices in organisations serving children with multiple disabilities;

▪ 
Develop trainers and leaders to support programmes for children with MDVI at the regional level;

▪ 
Empower organisations to emerge as service providers in the field of sensory multiple disabilities through effective services, advocacy efforts and support to other organisations.

The course, which is divided into three levels, specifically helps teachers trained to work with students with single or multiple disabilities. The educators gain further insight into working with various combinations of disabilities that exist along with vision impairment. The Master Teacher training enables senior teachers to grow in skills and leadership. The Level 2 and Level 3 courses prepare participants to become mentors and agents of change in their organisations and regions. 

▪ 
Master Teacher Level 1: On completion of twelve weeks of intensive training, Level 1 participants are Trainers, qualified to train teachers in their own organisations, NGOs, and families.

▪ 
Master Teacher Level 2: Trainers participate in a two-week course designed to develop leadership skills. Following this two-week training, they implement their action plans for their region and organisation to expand quality services for children with VIMD. Upon completing Level 2, trainers are now Master Teachers.
▪ 
Master Teacher Level 3: Participants are trained over two weeks to develop skills to become Mentors for their region and become agents of change.

Master Teacher Level 1 Training

The 12-week Level One training course has been designed to cover knowledge and skills essential for a senior special educator or therapist to develop as a Trainer. The theoretical and practical inputs cover topics such as introduction to vision impairment with additional disabilities, developing communication, functional assessment of various developmental areas, therapeutics, social skills, play and recreation, service delivery models, orientation and mobility and developing mentorship skills. The training includes a variety of simulation activities, lectures, discussions, group work, assignments, visits to various organisations, observations, demonstrations, developing lesson plans and presentations.

Phase 1 begins with three weeks of classes involving theory, observation, and practical work, and concludes with participants preparing for their assignments at their respective centers. Each participant develops an individual action plan identifying specific areas they will work on during the next seven weeks in their own organisation, such as making Individual Education Plans, planning or redesigning the time tables, or developing low cost materials for play. Phase 2 brings the teachers back for two final weeks of classes.

Master Teacher Level 2 Training

During Level 2 training, participants develop leadership skills. Following this two-week training, they implement their actions plans for improving education for children with VIMD in their organisations or regions. They submit a detailed report about the practical work carried out in their respective organisations.
Master Teacher Level 3 Training

Finally, there is a second two-week session of classes which focuses on developing mentoring skills. Participants who complete Level 3 are qualified to act as Mentors to other educators in their regions.

Over the last 6 years, the course has developed over 75 trained Master Teachers who are providing services to children with VIMD in various regions of India and countries in Southeast Asia. Due to their efforts, more than 5000 children with VIMD have access to appropriate educational services.

In interviews with parents of children served through the VVI-trained Master Teachers, nearly all noted that their children were receiving educational services that were meaningful to them for the first time ever.
The map above shows the presence of the trained Master Teachers in India. The state of Manipur in the North East is the latest addition to the states with trained teachers. 

A Success Story in Manipur State

The Malsawm Initiative (TMI) in Manipur is an example of a school that benefitted greatly from Master Teacher training. Mr. Pauzagin Tonsing participated in the year 2011-12, and shares his experience:

The gravity of the condition of disability in our area is alarming. Our district Churachandpur is in Manipur bordering with Mizoram in India and Myanmar.With no school for children with special needs in our town, I sent my son for two long years to a regular school where teachers are untrained and inexperienced in teaching a blind child. Done. I am done. This struck me many times. Having no option we started a school for children with special needs, The Malsawm Initiative (TMI) in Manipur and realised that the road that we have taken is too tough as we had no experience in this area.

However luck favoured me and my contact with Voice & Vision India (VVI) opened the door for light to come in. VVI gave me an opportunity to join Master Teacher Training (MT) in December 2011. The course was well planned, the resource persons were well versed with their subject, with a good time for practical exposure. It was like opening flood gates to in-depth knowledge.

Our school, The Malsawm Initiative (A School for Children with Special Needs)/ TMI saw a new dawn right after the Phase I of Master Teacher Course.

After the completion of Level I of the Master Teacher course, Mr. Pauzagin organised a number of programmes at The Malsawm Initiative during the seven-week period of practical work. He arranged for professional development through a One-Week Teachers’ Refresher Course. The educators developed Individual Education Plans for all the students after completing this refresher. He organised an orientation programme for parents, which flourished and grew into The Parents Support Group at TMI.

The orientation programme also helped the parents to realise the importance of their support for their child’s education and rehabilitation, the need to be partners in the processes. They raise their own funds and help the school in many ways. The entire group volunteers, taking turns on a weekly basis to ensure there is daily classroom support. 

After the completion of Level II, Mr. Pauzagin was involved in bringing about much-needed changes in The Malsawm Initiative. The staff reviewed the learning environment, materials and several educational activities, and reorganised them to encourage greater participation and two-way interaction between the students and the teachers.

Circle time is now much more interactive, and the classroom set-up and seating arrangements are revised. Classroom teaching, outdoor activities, and activities of daily living have improved as students are encouraged in choice-making and participation. The Individual Education Plans prepared by the teachers are need-based and linked to the educational priorities of the individual students. The IEP incorporate the theme of “learning through play” in various activities planned throughout the day. 

Mr. Pauzagin says, “The relevant practical exposure that we had during the training was a very important aspect which contributed to the improvement of our school. It gave us an exposure to various service delivery models, and helped us plan an educational programme that focuses on student participation and parental involvement.”

There are still many areas which need attention, but The Malsawm Initiative staff continue to improvise on their programmes. In spite of the constraints of Manipur’s geographical remoteness and the school’s lack of a regular source of funding, TMI has a strong commitment to provide services for children with vision impairment and multiple disabilities. 

Voice and Vision India continues to provide follow up support to The Mawsalm Initiative, including technical assistance and on-site programme consultation, as well as educational materials and equipment required for the implementation of the educational goals of the children. The partnership of TMI and VVI will be a long-term relationship, and will continue to empower the staff and parents. VVI will provide short trainings, exposure visits, and mentoring support to help the school continue developing quality services in Manipur, a state which has no other services at present for children with VIMD. 

Mr. Pauzagin shares, “The partnership with Voice & Vision India for the technical support will help us a lot in improving the educational services in the school and the support for teachers and parents training will make another big change in the quality and extent of services provided to the students. Thanks to Voice and Vision India for the training and the support we are getting in this unserved region of the country.”

The Way Ahead

With the support of its team of Master Teachers, VVI plans to develop many such services in various parts of India. Many of these states have only one or two agencies for the entire population, and others do not have any services at all. We hope to reach a stage where all children with VIMD and their families will have access to appropriate and quality educational services, helping them realise their fullest potential. 

Resources Created by Voice and Vision India

To provide further information related to various areas in terms of educational needs, VVI with the support of several experienced professionals in India has developed a variety of books, booklets and a DVD. 

Creating Learning Opportunities: A Step-by-Step Guide to Teaching Students with Vision Impairment and Additional Disabilities, Including Deafblindness is a comprehensive resource manual that provides information on various topics ranging from Assessment, Curriculum, Programme Development and Communication. 

Starting Services for Children Who Have Vision Impairment with Additional Disabilities, including Deafblindness. This booklet is a compilation of the essential information required by an organisation for starting services for children with VIMD. 

A DVD for families of children with visual impairment and multiple disabilities including deafblindness, Your Needs Answered, has been developed by VVI in partnership with The National Trust, Government of India, MSJE and CEMCA. 

All these materials, which were developed by experts in the field of vision impairment and additional disabilities in India, include a lot of photographs, illustrations and case studies and are widely circulated throughout India and in other countries. 

Contact Details:

Voice and Vision India
National Resource and Training Center for Children with Vision Impairment and Multiple Disabilities, Including Deaf blindness
(Supported by Perkins International, Perkins, USA)

National Association for the Blind, India
Rustom Alpaiwalla Complex,
124-127 Cotton Depot, Cotton Green,
Reay Road Station East, Mumbai 400 433
E mail: sampada@voicevisionindia.org
Website: www.voicevisionindia.org
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