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THE ROLE OF INCLUSIVE EDUCATIONAL PROGRAMMES IN THE EDUCATION OF CHILDREN WITH LOW VISION IN GHANA

Genevieve Enyonam Ekissi, District Coordinator, Inclusive Education Programme, Akropong-Akvapem, Eastern Region, Ghana

SUMMARY
With medical and educational interventions low vision children (LVC) in Ghana can perform as well as their sighted peers.   This article aims to raise the awareness of teachers, parents, key partners such as Sightsavers International, Ghana Education Service, District Assemblies and wider Ghanaian society, about the needs of LVC and challenges they face for adequate funding.

The Inclusive Education Programme (IEP) discussed here was initiated in 1994 in the Akuapem North District, Eastern Region, Ghana.  This IEP was developed through partnership between the education ministry, Ghana Society for the Blind, with support from Sightsavers International to help LVC.  This focused on the use of itinerant teaching models to provide the necessary support.

There are a number of challenges facing the itinerant teachers in providing support to LVC, including lack of resources, negative attitudes of mainstream teachers and wider society, lack of support from District Assemblies.

The experience of itinerant teachers as specialists in the IEP can be used to provide or create awareness by briefing the media and helping design flyers.  This will help increase mainstream teachers’ understanding of LVC and view and treat them like able children.  This will also help parents and society not to see LVC as a punishment from the gods.  Greater awareness will help the Minister of Education to see the need to include special education as a compulsory course for teacher training colleges to provide more specials teacahers in the mainstream system.  They also need to increase special teachers’ allowances from almost nothing to an adequate sum.  Raising awareness will also help enable West Aftrican Examinations Council to fully take responsibility to provide large print examination papers for LVC to enable this group to take the examination and help reduce the current high rate of LVC education drop-out.

If all of these challenges can be met in relation to low vision children, this will go a long way to helping the Ghana government to achieve the Education for All policy in the country and to confirm that disability is not inability.
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MESSAGE
With the necessary medical and educational intervention, low vision children in Ghana will be able to attend regular schools and perform as well as their sighted peers.
INTRODUCTION

In 1992, Ghana adopted the global Education for All policy as a constitutional provision (Article 38, Section 2).  This seeks to provide free compulsory universal basic education for every Ghanaian child of school going age.  It placed emphasis on the inclusion of children with visual impairments (VI) in 1993, after a conference on developing education for the visually impaired, in Accra, Ghana, organised by the Special Educational Division of Ghana Education Service and Ghana Society for the Blind.  This brought into focus the inclusion of visually impaired children in mainstream education.
The Inclusive Education (IE) programme is an interventional programme for children with LV who found themselves in the mainstream school system but are not given the necessary support to help them perform academically.

This article primarily aims to inform teachers, to create more awareness of LVC to enable them to provide an appropriate and adequate system for managing these students well in class.  This article also aims to create awareness of parents and wider society to help them understand and accept LVC as normal human beings rather than a punishment from the gods.  The article also aims to inform a range of stakeholders such as NGOs (e.g. Sightsavers International, Ghana Education Service (GES) and District Assemblies (DAs) about the operations of the programme’s successes and challenges to encourage the donation of more funds to support the development of inclusive education in Akuapem North District – Akropong.
BACKGROUND
The IE programme was initiated in Akuapem North District in the Eastern Region of Ghana in 1994 by the Special Education Division of Ghana Education Service and Ghana Society for the Blind with financial support from Sight Savers International, to help low vision children (LVC) through the use of itinerant teaching methods or models to give them the necessary support.
The Akuapem North District has a population of 104,753, and the District capital, Akropong has a population of 9,974 according to the 2000 Housing Census. The District shares boundaries with Yilo Krobo on the North Eastern side, South Eastern side by Damgbe West, Akuapem South is at the Southern part and Western part, Suhum Kraboa Coallek.  It covers a 450 Km 2 area of land.  The main local occupations are trading and farming.  Only a few are government workers or civil servants.  Only very few BVIPs are in employment in the district.
Itinerant teachers gain access to low vision children (LVC) through initial eye screening, followed by medical intervention.  Presently 52 LVC are on the IE programme, sponsored by Sightsavers International (SSI).  42 LVC are waiting for medical interventions which include eye surgery, spectacles, hand and table magnifiers.  SSI sponsors these children on the IEP by supplying them with educational materials, i.e. reading stand, exercise books, large text book print, close circuit television.  The itinerant teachers go round from school to school to assist the classroom teachers, equip them with skills on how to handle LVC in class.  After school, itinerant teachers supervise Volunteer Support Teachers while they give LVC extra tuition to enable them to catch up with their peers.  

With all this assistance, LVC often excel at school and some continue to tertiary or University education.  However, many are still encountering problems in gaining full inclusion in education.
CHALLENGES FACING ITINERANT TEACHERS
There are a number of challenges facing the itinerant teachers in supporting LVC, including lack of resources, negative attitudes of mainstream teachers and wider society, lack of support from District Assembly.  These are now discussed as follows:
1. Lack of resources and personnel in the mainstream: There are currently not enough special teachers.  In 2008 there were 52 LVC, while 42 are on the waiting list for medical interventions.  3 itinerant teachers and 15 volunteer support  teachers handle these LVC.  In the District we have 280 schools comprising 100 kindergartens, 115 primary and 65 junior high schools, of which we are working in 28 schools.  Government therefore needs to train more special teachers to enable LVC to have adequate access to tuition.  The low salaries of Special Teachers means that the only difference between teachers in schools for the sighted and special educators is GHC 1.00 (equivalent to 1$US).
2. Lack of large print text books and bold line exercise books: lack of these materials has become a problem for both itinerant teachers and Volunteer Support Teachers (VSTs) and most LVC.  Without these, teachers currently have to spend valuable time ruling lines with markers on plain sheets for LVC to work with in class.

3. Negative teachers’ attitudes: Those students who find themselves in the mainstream were mistakenly taken for students with low intelligence because teachers are ignorant about LVC and are not tolerant of their impairment.  They confuse students not being able to see with not being able to understand.  Many prevent LVC students from mixing with the other students because of their impairment and tell LVC that they should, instead, go to schools for the blind.
4. Negative attitudes of wider society:  Members of society usually refer to LVC as a sort of curse or punishment from the gods and put the blame on the mothers, so their families find it difficult to support their upkeep in schools.  The families also feel reluctant to register them for National Health Insurance schemes which is a backing scheme for health in terms of gaining access to hospital treatment.
5. Lack of support from the District Assembly:  Sight Savers International (SSI) fund the IE itinerant teacher programme.  However even though the District Assembly (DA) have agreed to support the IE programme financially by signing a memorandum with Sight Savers International, they remain lukewarm about fully supporting the programme with funding.  Even though LVC are performing well in the District’s schools, their performance is not being recognised by the DA or supported with adequate funding.  They still cannot recognise that these are students whose contribution could benefit the district.  This is because they do not believe that this group of students can succeed in overcoming their disabilities because they have only had experience of older BVIPs who have had to stay at home. Now, unfortunately, even though four LVC children’s parents are working in the DA and a Sight Savers International doctor has referred one of their children for further medical treatment in Accra Sight for Africa, Emmanuel Eye clinic and Korle-bu.  Yet this child has been refused DA funding and is still waiting for funding from SSI.
BENEFITS AND SOLUTIONS FOR RAISING AWARENESS OF  INCLUSIVE EDUCATION FOR LVC
The experience of itinerant teachers as specialists in the IE Programme needs to be used to provide information to create awareness about the educational needs of LVC by briefing the media and helping design flyers.  This can help in making key changes happen.  These can include:
1.
Effective teaching and learning

LVCMainstream teachers can be encouraged to reflect systematically on their practice to support more inclusion of LVC within a framework for teacher training which supports IE principles. The Education Ministry should include special education as a compulsory course in all teacher training colleges to bring a prompt change in the negativity of the classroom teachers’ attitude.  Teaching and learning can be more effective for LVC if classroom teachers can be briefed on managing LVC in their classes.   Teachers should be enabled to recognise the potential of LVC and encourage keen competition in class.

2.
Increasing resources for LVC in education
Establishing an effective framework for IE should also help encourage donors and District Assemblies to provide more funds as they will be more able to see the benefit from providing their resources.  Encouraging collaboration between key stakeholders can also help direct more funds towards the IE programme.  Increasing the Special Teachers salary would provide more incentives for teachers to specialise in Special Education handling Special Children.
3.
Achieving Education for All goals
Building wider awareness of the benefits of IE and recognising and addressing educational challenges for LVC should also help make it possible to achieve Education for All goals.
4.
Increasing accessibility of state examinations
Raising awareness about IE will also help itinerant teachers of LVC to ensure the West African Examination council (WAEC) will provide large print copies of papers for LVC so that they can take the Basic Educational Certificate Examination (BECE) and reduce the high rate of LVC dropout from the education system in Ghana.
CONCLUSION
There is an urgent need to address the educational educational challenges facing low vision children (LVC) identified by itinerant teachers, so that they can be more fully catered for in mainstream education.  If a strong framework can be established, key donors such as Sight Savers International and key funders such as District Assemblies will be able to see the benefits of their support and be encouraged to commit more resources to the IE programme.  If LVC are able to remain in education longer then parents and wider communities will be able to see the usefulness of LVC.  If the West African Examination Council can be encouraged to provide large print examination papers then low vision children can fully benefit from their education and Education for All policies can be fully achieved in Ghana so that disability will not be seen as inability.
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