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ROLE OF ITINERANT TEACHERS IN THE SUCCESS OF INCLUSIVE EDUCATION IN MALI

Yehia Toure, IEP Coordinator, Malian Union of the Blind 

SUMMARY
This article focuses on how the appropriate intervention of itinerant teachers is crucial to help improve the effectiveness of mainstream teachers in handling students with low vision within inclusive education programmes (IEP). It also looks at the negative impact of dependency of low vision children on Braille writing. With the appropriate equipment and materials (large print, CCTV, computers, reading stands, stylus, copy books as well as interventions of itinerant teachers low vision children can successfully pursue education in regular school settings and maintain their residual vision. An expanded IE programme is planned ensure implementation of this programme from four to all eight areas of Mali.  This expansion will be done in collaboration with Sight Savers International. 

The article further highlights the importance of the partnership of the optometrist and optician of the Malian Union of the Blind in significantly supporting the success of the IEP as it affects how appropriate educational provision can be made for low vision children. 

Training of mainstream schools teachers in low vision management is also identified as another important factor for the success of an expanded IEP.  Alongside this process, the sensitization of parents and IEP committees to their role in ensuring a successful IEP is identified as a further crucial factor. 

This article also discusses how the new approach will help build closer ties between the students and their families and promote the learning of norms and values of the communities in which they live. It also highlights how the Inclusive Education Programme in Mali will reduce poverty through the empowerment of the visually impaired.
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Message: Handling low vision children effectively in Mali
This document highlights challenges faced by low vision students in inclusive education so that itinerant teachers can make appropriate interventions and clearly highlights the benefits of inclusion. 

INTRODUCTION 
In Mali the population is about 12,000,000 inhabitants. About 46% of this population is under 15 years. The natural growth rate is 3,4% and infant mortality stands at 27% under 5 years old. Over 1,160,000 people are registered as disabled representing a total of about 10%of the population. It is estimated that about 150,000 of this total number are blind. The exact number of blind children is not known however but just within the National Institute of the Blind there are 148 blind pupils and no pupils with low vision. Only 27 pupils with low vision are covered by a 3 year pilot project started by Malian union of the blind in Bamako in 2005 in collaboration with Sight Savers International, Mali. The specific purpose of the project was to help establish educational services for children with low vision in the National Institute Of The Blind and integrate them in mainstream schooling in bamako. The project currently handles 27 students with low vision who are equipped with spectacles, reading stands, copy books, stylus and CCTV computers. One of the most important aspects of this project is that it enables children to come to the Institute and also to mainstream schools. This ensures that children stay at home with their families and in the community with other peers where they are accepted and can develop within a familiar environment.  However, there is a need to find ways of reaching more disabled pupils, since not all can be handled by the institute. This article highlights the role of itinerant teachers in promoting inclusion of children with low vision in mainstream schools.  

The term ‘Low Vision children’ is used to refer to those children who, after a proper eye screening with optometrists, may continue their studies with remedial vision in large print. They have assistive equipment which would include spectacles, stylus, copy books, leading strands, magnifiers and CCTV Computers. 

Itinerant teachers are teachers who receive training in management of low vision students. They travel between mainstream schools and families, advising teachers in mainstream schools on how to handle low vision children and how to identify low vision children within regular class rooms. Within families, these teachers assist parents to use less print and to buy equipment for the children. They also advise parents to regularly consult their children about their residual vision and how to take care of their equipment. Itinerant teachers also teach communities in identification and management of children with low vision. They write reports to the coordinator.  Also they collaborate with CBR workers in villages and support them in identifying and managing low vision cases. 
CAUSES of poor education interventions for children with low vision
Since the National Institute For The Blind was created in 1973, both blind and low vision children have used braille. However, braille is best for totally blind children rather than children with low vision because dependence on braille can make this group of children lose their residual vision. For low vision children, it is best to use large print, reading stands, stylus, copy books, CCTV and computers which allow them to use their residual vision. 
Before the beginning of the inclusive education programme (IEP) in 2005, there was no optometrist or low vision specialist in Mali. To access services, people consulted ophthalmologists and bought spectacles in optical centres. However, people with low vision were not being identified since this could only be done by an optometrist. 
Fortunately in 2005 Mali government employed an optometrist who specialised in low vision. 
The mainstream schools could be scattered within the city.  For instance the Institute Of The Blind in Gao is situated 1200km from Bamako and not covered by the Inclusive Education Project for blind and low vision people because of such great distances.  In Bamako there are only two mainstream schools, Boulkassoumbougou school is 24km and Mdina Coura school is 22km from the National Institute Of The Blind.   Some low vision students need to attend the Institute to get any education. However, it is very difficult for pupils to go between the institute and the school. 
BENEFITS OF INCLUSIVE EDUCATION PROGRAMME 
Inclusive education can make considerable differences to the lives of low vision students.  These can include, keeping residual vision, remain with their families, support from itinerant teachers and Inclusive Education Programme support staff, access to information and employment and reduction of poverty,
Keeping residual vision  There is need to equip the pupils so that they do not have to depend on only Braille. With large prints children with low vision are able to copy lessons with their residual vision. They also use CCTV to perceive lessons in large print and get opportunity to correct their mistakes. They also use reading stands to read and draw maps and other diagrams that are very large and bold so that children with low vision are able to learn. They also get to use computers which have good provision for use of large print. 
Remaining with their families With the new approach children leave the residential system of National Institute of the Blind and go to live with their family members in their own homes and this also reinforces social interactIon.
Support from itinerant teachers  To efficiently handle low vision children itinerant teachers play a vital role to support, train, teach school teachers, placement of low visions children in classrooms in a good position where they can see and concentrate on what is being taught. For example they might sit near a window, a door, or a chalkboard. They advise teachers to write lessons and subjects in large print and also remind teachers that they have to add some time during examinations because children with low vision cannot write very fast. 

They also advise parents to take charge of all the needs of their children and take care of their equipment which are generally expensive. These include the children’s spectacles, reading stands, copy books and stylus.
 Itinerant teachers also help produce local learning teaching materials.  For example, cartons shaped in the form of circles, squares and other shapes so that children with low vision can see what these shapes are at close range.

They also do remedial teaching and initiation to CCTV and computers.  These promote learning for the children since information is magnified by these devices.

They also do visits to the families to get any information on the problems of the low vision children.  This is important to establish how the child is included as part of the family as this will affect his studies.  If during the visit it is discovered that other family members have any visual impairment they are then referred to the optometrist in Bamako.
They do also advocacy and create awareness in the communities so that low vision are referred to the optometrist and get appropriate equipment to pursue their studies.  In the villages itinerant teachers collaborate with CBR workers of the Malian Union of the Blind.  Together they sensitize communities on handling visually impaired persons.  They also help raise awareness about the need for members of the community to consult the optometrist in Bamako if they have any problems with their vision.

Support from Inclusive Education Programme staff  In other mainstream schools which are not covered by the inclusive education for low vision project in the National Institute for the Blind the staff of the IEP do sensitization to inform head teachers, teachers and pupils about the need to be seen by the optometrist in Bamako and not just the ophthalmologist.

Access to information and employment  Using their residual vision children with low vision can read documents. Also they can be employed because they can use the residual vision that they have.  
Bourama Traore is 18 years old. In 2006 he had a problem and could not see the chalkboard and could not understand lessons well, let alone read what he wrote.  He did not pass the baccalaureat exam, the final examination in the twelfth Form.  In 2007, Bourama went to see the IEP coordinator in Bamako at the National Institute of the Blind.  The Coordinator referred him to the optometrist in Bamako who works in collaboration with the National Institute of the Blind and Sight Savers International.  After consultation the optometrist prescribed spectacles because of his low vision.  Bourama’s uncle bought the spectacles from the optician at the Malian Union of the Blind.  His uncle also bought copybooks, stylus and reading stand.  With this equipment, Bourama went back to school in October 2007.  He is now able to see the chalkboard and he can read what he writes.  After the final examination, Bourama passed to the next level.  He is now at the University of Bamako and he also has a scholarship.  Bourama also supports his two brothers and his mother.
To support Bourama, he had courses at the resource centre at the National Institute of the Blind to learn how to use the CCTV and computers.  He is doing well and is very happy to be on the project.  During a ceremony at the Malian Union of the Blind in 2008, Bourama was privileged to meet the President of the Malian Union of the Blind and representatives of Sight Savers International and thanked them for their work that has enabled him to access all these opportunities.

Reduction of poverty  At the end of their studies, students will be able to obtain a good job to support and fund their own families. In Mali for example, there are 85 visual impairment people working in the public sector and this motivates other to strive for a better life.
KEY DIRECTIONS FOR EXPANDING THE IEP FOR LOW VISION STUDENTS IN MALI
Following the three year project on Inclusive Education for low vision at the National Institute for the Blind, we recommend to Sightsavers International the implementation of a similar five years project.  This project will have the same goals and objectives which is to promote inclusive education for children with low vision in Mali.  This five year project will cover four mainstream schools, the Regional Institute for the Blind in Gao and the region of Segou where there is already an inclusive programme for the blind.

Close collaboration between optometrists and opticians of Mali Union of the Blind. It will be necessary because there is only one optometrist in Mali. The optician of Mali Union of the Blind was trained in France in low vision management and eye care skills, daily living skills. However, this optician is not able to make prescriptions and therefore refers clients to the optometrist.  The optometrist also refers somee clients to get their spectacles at lower cost from the resource centre at the National Institute of the Blind at Bamako.
Training teachers of mainstream schools in low vision management so that they are able to know pupils with visual impairment and refer them to the optometrist. The planned five year project aims to train teachers in the management of low vision and CBR courses and also emphasize the objectives of the Malian Union of the Blind.  They will work closely with itinerant teachers who travel between schools and families in order to sensitize on visual impairment and especially low vision children.
Sensitization of parents and IEP committee about the role they have to play in low vision management. Close collaboration between Malian Union for the Blind so that Ministry of Education could equip the resource centre with spectacles, magnifiers, CCTV and computers and they can lobby the Ministry of Finance find budget to take in charge low vision students.
CONCLUSION 
With the realization of these solutions which include a five year project, close collaboration between optometrists and opticians of Mali Union of the Blind and training teachers of mainstream schools in low vision management and sensitization of parents and IEP committees about their role in low vision management, low vision students will have improved opportunities to benefit from the same teaching received by their peers. They will also have more opportunity to live in their families and earn more secure  employment in the future. 
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