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SUMMARY
This article looks into how the provision of appropriate and adequate resources in education will improve the quality of life of children who are blind and have low vision.  It discusses the current provision made for blind/low vision children in The Gambia 2004-2015 Education policy and the support provided by NGO’s.  It also identifies the gaps in terms of the number of blind and low vision children presently catered for.  The article further discusses the benefits of inclusion of those who are blind/low vision, the challenges faced and how these challenges can be addressed.  The article concludes by calling on all crucial stakeholders to focus more attention and provide resources on the blind/low vision so as to reach out and improve the quality of life of one of the most vulnerable group in society.
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Appropriate and adequate resources in education will improve the quality of life of children who are blind and have low vision.

INTRODUCTION
The 2004-2015 Education policy of The Gambia outlines the inclusion and provision of services for special needs children in regular schools as a means of ensuring access to services, quality and relevant education.  Sight Savers International responding to Government’s call is supporting the inclusion of blind and low vision children in regular schools in three regions of the country.

Despite these attempts, many children who are blind and have low vision lack access to appropriate and adequate resources to cater for their needs in regular schools.  This article will attempt to highlight appropriate resources for inclusion and how they can be used for effective inclusion of blind and low vision children in regular schools.
BACKGROUND
Inclusion refers to the integration of students with special needs learning alongside students without special needs in regular schools and classes with appropriate supportive services.  Inclusion helps blind /low vision children go to schools within their own localities and interact with children within their own communities and adopt norms and values of their own communities.

Mainstreaming according to Lewis and Dorlag(1995) cited in Ocloo et al (2002)  refers to the inclusion of special students in the general education process for at least a part of the day.  Integration is another term which can be used to refer to educating special needs students in regular schools.
 In The Gambia, to address the issue of inclusion, The Education Policy (2004-2015) and strategy plan clearly state that supportive services will be provided to cater for the needs of special needs children in regular schools.  The policy also pointed out the necessity for inclusion of children with mild to moderate disabilities.  The provision of support and adaptation of existing educational practices, curriculum, and classroom 
structures to meet the needs of all learners is also highlighted. The strengthening of regional education centers with adequate resources and trained teachers in mainstream schools is outlined.  This is to help attain an effective mainstreaming programme. Teacher training, early identification, vocational and skills training are also highlighted as very crucial to successful inclusion programmes.

Sight Savers supporting the Department of State for Basic and secondary Education (DoSBSE) in 2000 signed a protocol agreement aimed at enabling blind and low vision children have access to educational programmes through an Integrated Education Programme (IEP) in regular schools.   This is a giant leap towards achieving inclusion for students who are blind and low vision.  There is however, much more to be done to facilitate inclusion of all children who are blind and visually impaired.  Children who are blind and low vision in the remaining three regions of the country still do not have access to inclusive education.
There is an estimated population 3200 incurable blind and partially sighted children (2000 protocol document, DOSBSE & SSI).
The following table shows the number of blind/low vision children currently enrolled in mainstream schools
Table 1: Blind and Low vision children in mainstream schools and the number of schools in the 3 regions of The Gambia (taken from planning unit, DOSBSE,2006 )
	Region
	No. of students
	Schools now mainstreaming 
	Total No. of schools in Region (2006)

	Region 1 (GOVI)
	11
	5
	

	Region 1 (IEP)
	32
	28
	157

	Region 2 (IEP)
	7
	7
	174

	Region 3 (IEP)
	28
	11
	222

	
	
	
	


The figures in Table 1 clearly show that only a few students who are blind and low vision are integrated into regular schools with appropriate support.   This is because many of them are either not identified, do not know of the services available or the services are not available in their area.
BENEFITS OF INCLUSION OF BLIND AND LOW VISION 
Inclusion of Blind and low vision children is beneficial not only to the blind/low vision child but to all children in schools. Children that learn together learn to live together, more over, every child has a right to education and inclusion is a good way of achieving this goal for children who are blind and low vision.
Article 3, of the Salamanca Framework for Action states that the most effective way of combating discrimination is regular schools with inclusive settings. Inclusive schools will create welcoming communities build inclusive setting and achieve education for all.  The article further stresses the fact that such schools provide an effective education to a majority of children and improve the efficiency and cost effectiveness of the entire education system.
Inclusive Education is also an effective way of achieving social integration.  It helps change the negative attitude and misconceptions people have of the blind and low vision and is an opportunity to prepare them for their future roles in society.  Blind and low vision children will interact with other children in regular school settings; they will play and share ideas and things together.  It will further help them appreciate each other’s strengths and limitations.  They will learn the norms and values of the community in which they are and this will prepare them for the outside world of school.  Students who have been with them in schools will know their potentials and will give them the chance to participate in social functions and other programmmes.  
Furthermore, inclusion will promote healthy competition amongst students who are blind or low vision and the regular students.  If Blind /low vision children perform well in class, this will motivate the regular students to strive to work harder for they will think that if a blind/low vision child can do well they can do the same.  This will help raise the profile of the blind/low vision child
The following case study shows how inclusion of the visually impaired can be achieved for an individual student.
“I never Knew a Blind child can fit in this school and perform this well” (head teacher of a regular school)

When the integrated Education Programme extended to region 1 of Gambia, which is an urban area, one of the students, Momodou (Not real name) from the Resource centre for the blind was identified to be amongst the children to be mainstreamed.  Momodou initially was not keen in going to the regular school for he had been at the Resource centre all his life and had made many friends.  His parents were also not happy because it would involve apart from the cost, time because he would have to be taken to and from school.  After much sensitization and convincing, they agreed and he became enrolled to a school about 5 kilometers from home.  After a while, his mother stopped taking him to and from school for he had made new friends to go with him.  His teachers were initially reluctant to take him in but they did after the itinerant teacher explained that she would be coming regularly to assist them. 
 The head teacher was not around when the boy was being admitted and the first thing she said when she was informed of the admission was “how could you admit a blind boy when you know he will not cope” The boy proved to be very good and was performing at par with the other students in his class with support from his class teacher, itinerant and class mates.  He was on top of the class in his third test.  The head teacher during one of my monitoring visit the head narrated on how the boy made some recitals during a school function and was part of the drama group.  She ended by saying: ‘I never knew a blind boy could do this well in my school. I am so proud of him.’
This case study shows how inclusion can help to raise the profile of blind and low vision children, change the negative attitude of people like the head teacher, and show case how appropriate resources like the itinerant teacher can help in the achievement of quality and relevant education for all.
Challenges of effective inclusion of blind and low vision children
Although there are benefits of inclusion, however the inclusion programme in The Gambia has some challenges outlined below and later explained in detail
· Lack of an operational policy framework on special needs education

· Lack of services for early identification

· Inadequate trained teachers

· Inadequate allocation of resources

· Societal negative attitude towards individuals who are blind and low vision
In The Gambia, there is only one resource centre for the blind and it is not possible to have all children who are blind and have low vision enrolled in this school.
It is clear that although the 2004-2015 strategy clearly outlines the inclusion of children with special needs, there is the need for an operational policy framework on special needs education to clearly spell out the strategies that need to be put in place to address the issues in the Education Plan and put in the necessary resources to attain the outlined strategies. The framework will specify the key stakeholders, financing of the framework, the monitoring and evaluation of the framework and its review
Currently, in The Gambia, there are no services for early identification of blind and have low vision.  Early identification helps in ensuring early diagnosis so that appropriate interventions can be recommended.  Medical and educational assessment provides the opportunity for parents of blind and low vision children to work with them. It helps equip them with skills on how to motivate them to explore the wider world and engage in daily living and survival skills.
Apart from early identification, inadequate trained teachers are also a factor that militates against effective inclusion.  Teachers need to be equipped with skills in screening, identification and management of children who are blind and low vision.  In the Gambia, teachers who go through the training college have some basic information of special needs in general.  They do not have in-depth knowledge on the specific areas of disability .  Consequently, teachers who go through the training college are not able to cater for all the children.  Other teachers had had opportunities to participate in 3-4 days workshops organized by the Special Needs Education Unit some years ago, however there is not much information on where they are and the impact of the trainings.  Untrained teachers might not understand the methodology of handling the blind/low vision and may tend to find handing them impossible or very difficult to do.

The above challenges can not be addressed if the resources allocated to inclusion are too limited. Presently Government has procured a bus and a Braille printing press for children who are blind and have low vision.  However, inclusion will be only a slogan if there are inadequate resources for assessment procedures for early identification, an operational policy and other funding of inclusion programmes.  Inclusion is not a matter of placing children who are blind and low vision in regular schools but providing adequate resources in the form of funds for itinerant teaching service, teaching/learning materials, making schools more accessible and inclusive.

Aside from allocation of resources, societal negative attitude however can also contribute to the exclusion of children who are blind and have low vision.  Most people tend to see blind and low vision as liabilities and do not treat them with respect or give them their right due in society.  I have seen parents who after their children have been identified as low vision refuse to allow their children to go for further diagnosis because of the stigma attached to visual impairment.
ADDRESSING THE CHALLENGES
To overcome the challenges, the following measures to provide appropriate resources are recommended for effective inclusion.
An operational policy framework is a one of the strategies in which the challenges of inclusion can be addressed.  A framework will specifically outline the issues and the resources needed for effective inclusion. The framework on special needs education (supported by Save the children Sweden) which is presently being developed will go a long way to address the issues outlined. 
Assessment centres are ideal for early clinical identification, diagnosis, appropriate intervention and placement for blind and low vision children. This centre should have medical and educational personnel.  Medical personnel will assess students for refractive error and functional vision assessment.  The students will then be referred to the educational team for appropriate intervention and placement.
Trained teachers are a powerful resource in the achievement of quality and relevant education.  To handle child who are blind and low vision, teachers must be specifically and adequately trained to handle such children. The training programme on special need education in The Gambia College should be made more detailed. Such trained teachers however must be remunerated to motivate them to put more effort in their work. 
It is obvious that the above outlined strategies cannot be achieved without adequate allocation of resources. There is however, the need to make schools more inclusive with the availability of accessible schools, support services teaching and learning materials. The Education department should endeavor to allocate a portion of its budget to inclusive education.   Donors and non-governmental organizations can also contribute by providing appropriate resources for facilitating successful inclusion

However, if all the resources are in place and all the required interventions done and society’s attitude towards the blind and low vision is negative, the resources put in place will be a waste.   If communities, trained teachers, students and other members of society do not appreciate the blind/low vision, empathize with them and give the opportunities to unearth their potentials, the resources put into inclusion will be wasted.  Any programme should also pay attention to community and family awareness and participation to yield positive results.
CONCLUSION 
Inclusion Education Programmes for the blind and low vision is an effective  way of reducing barriers to learning and achieving education for all.  If we are to reach the most vulnerable, the ground must be thoroughly prepared and the necessary resources put in place to attain access, relevance and quality.    The argument needs to be heard that adequate and appropriate resources will enhance effective inclusion of blind and low vision children in The Gambia, and therefore that it is time for Government, NGO’s teachers, parents and other crucial stakeholders to focus more attention to blind and low vision children for  successful inclusive programmes.
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