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Educational Provisions and Practices for Learners with Disabilities in India

ABSTRACT

Children with disabilities who experience difficulties in learning are often marginalized and moreover excluded from the school system. This is in spite of the fact that there have been number of attempts to create awareness about inclusion through many of the major governmental programmes. This is specially true since the year 1994 onwards when India became signatory to the Salamanca Statement and committed itself to promote the inclusion of children and youth in mainstream educational institutions.  The PWD Act and the NCFSE are all endeavours in the same direction. 

This paper is based on the findings of the study that attempted to investigate the current provisions and practices existing in ten States of India for the education of children with disabilities and how the particular development that have occurred in the recent years compare with the national goals.  The data was collected from primary sources with the help of questionnaires and open ended interviews and from secondary sources. The results of the study showed that there were a number of diverse but effective practices for the education of children with disabilities. However, when analyzed with census figures it became clear that nearly half of the population was still not in any school and therefore deprived of any form of education. Also, despite national pressure on mainstreaming, there were a number of obstacles faced by the State Governments in educating children with disabilities in mainstream schools. The use of labeling for providing services was prevalent in all the States under study and conceptual unprepared ness was apparent when many practioners took integration and inclusion to be synonyms. However, with the resource crunch felt by most of the States it was interesting to note the inventive approaches used by the State level practioners in mobilizing support from all possible sources. The study implied a need for convergence, capacity building at all levels and managing attitudinal barriers for facilitating inclusive education.
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Introduction

Children with disabilities are still excluded from meaningful participation in most of the community endeavours resulting in their marginalisation from all programmes and practices. The Jometien World Conference on Education for All (1990) set the agenda for achieving Education For All and all the UN agencies, number of International and National Governmental and nongovernmental agencies have been working towards achieving this goal. For India this goal would remain elusive till the learners with disabilities have access to all possible opportunities for realizing their potential to the best. This paper provides an overall picture of the current situation with regard to the education of these learners in India. Specifically the paper 

·  Traces the development of educational arrangements for learners with disabilities over years

· Analyzes of current arrangements for these learners

· Suggests the implications of this analysis for future developments

Realizing that India Is a country physically divided into 28 States and 7 Union Territories hosting immense diversity of traditions, languages, castes and cultures, the task of the paper clearly becomes a daunting one. The information in this paper is based on information collected from a sample of States representing different regions of the country (North, South, East, West and North East). The analysis in this paper is based on data gathered from primary and secondary sources and by using qualitative forms of inquiry. Considering that each State of the country hosts a large population of learners with disabilities and the services for this group in terms of provisions and practices are provided by a number of governmental and nongovernmental organizations, only overall patterns have been analyzed. So, whilst some general trends are evident from the analysis, these are limited in scope and a need for more detailed research is suggested.

The analysis present in the paper begins by reviewing the historical development of range of provisions and practices for learners with disabilities and suggests the developments are in tune with the international trends. It also suggests that in spite of the influence of the international developments, the approach towards disabled is still heavily embedded in the charity and medical models of disability wherein a disabled child is seen as not normal, defective, helpless, dependent, needy, and requiring compensation. Providing for such a child is viewed as an act of mercy leading to a better next life for the provider. Since there are a number of social activists involved in this area and are constantly stressing on the rights of these children to equal opportunities, a change in the perspective is gradually emerging specially in the urban pockets of the country. Awareness regarding the need to do something more than what is being done is growing but the intensity and seriousness of the initiatives taken in this direction do not match up to the rising expectations. Realizing this the Government of India recently initiated an ambitious plan to make all schools disabled friendly by 2020 and mobilize special schools run by nongovernmental sectors as resource centres to assist teachers and prepare teaching material (Hindustan Times, New Delhi, March 21, 2005). 

The paper further analyzes the emerging trends and their implications for provisions and practices in the future.

Context

The analysis presented in this paper would be better understood by portraying the geographical, socio-cultural and educational background of the country.  India is a country of diversities. It hosts a population of 1,027,015,247 and is a multicultural and multilingual society with a continuing undercurrent of essential unity. Large number of beliefs, religions, languages and races accounts for the heterogeneity of this geographically diverse country. The caste system, still a feature of Indian society, dates back to the Dravidian, but the languages of northern and central India, and the polytheistic religion that is now followed by the majority of the inhabitants of the subcontinent, are both Aryan in origin.  From these two cultures, a Hindu civilization emerged (The Statesman Year Book, 2005). 

Geographically, India is a land of mountains, rivers, deserts and plains. As mentioned earlier India is broadly divided into States and Union Territories. The States are further divided into Districts, Blocks, Clusters and then villages. The local governments are municipalities in urban local bodies and village Panchayats in the rural setups. The physical structure of divisions is depicted in a pyramid below. The pyramid implies an increasing spread from the State to the village level
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India is a land rich in both visual and performing arts. The classical music of India has survived in family traditions called Gharanas and Sampradayas. Dance in India is over 2000 years old and can be divided into classical and folk dance. The dance themes are generally derived from mythology, classical literature and legends. India has also a long tradition of literary art, classical and folk theatre that mirrors the regional variations of the country.

The multilingualism and multicultural society of India also presents many models of education specially from the perspective of education of learners with disabilities. However, it is not within the scope of this paper to detail out the each and every approach.   Considering the diversity of the country many contextualized local specific approaches have been adopted. How good or bad have these approaches been varies from one place to another within the States and between the States. Nonetheless, the paper will only provide an overall picture of the trends and not go into region wise specific details except for giving examples of some good practices adopted for the education of the learners with disabilities.

Historical Developments 

Concern for the education of disabled was expressed as long back as 1944, before India achieved Independence. The Central Advisory Board of Education published that year the comprehensive report called the Sargent Report on the post war educational development of the country. In this report, for the first time provisions for the handicapped (the word used in the report) were to form an essential part of the national system of education, administered by the education department. According to this report, handicapped children are to be sent to special schools only when the nature and extent of their defects made it necessary. In 1964 the Kothari Commission (1964-66) was the first education commission, which brought up the issue of children with special needs in the Plan of Action (Gupta, 1984:  Jangira, 1995) and again gave strong recommendations for including children with special needs into ordinary schools. It recommended experimentation with integrated programmes in order to bring in as many children in these programmes (Alur, 2002). 

Despite these early reports, trends in provision in India, however, reflect that the leading policy predisposition before the 1970s has been that of segregation.  Most educators believed that the children with physical, sensory or intellectual impairments were so different that they could not participate in the activities of a common school (Lal Advani, 2002). Christian missionaries had already started schools for the disabled in the 1880s   as a charitable cause (Mehta, 1982).  The first school for the blind was established in 1887.  An Institute for the Deaf and Mute was established in 1888.  Services for the Physically Disabled were initiated in the middle of 20th Century and individuals with mental retardation were last to receive attention and the first school was established in 1934 (Mishra, 2000). The special education programmes in the earlier times as in today’s times depended heavily on the voluntary sector. 

The government’s (Department of Education) initiatives after independence were notably manifested in establishment of a few workshops units primarily for blind adults  (Luthra, 1974).  These units later included people who were deaf, physically impaired and mentally retarded (Rohindekar & Usha, 1988).  While some provision existed in the States, the best course considered as mentioned earlier was to assist and encourage voluntary organizations already working in the field (First Five Year Plan, 1951-1956). The welfare approach continued in the government endeavours and additional facilities like assistance to voluntary organizations, model schools for the blind, the deaf and the mentally retarded children, provision for scholarships, National Library for the Blind, establishment of Central Braille Press and employment exchanges, prevention and early identification of disabling conditions, developing functional skills and provision of aids and appliances were granted.  With India having the cultural heritage to help the poor and the needy even at a great personal sacrifice, every possible protection and care was given.  

Integrated Education
In the 1970s, the government launched the Centrally Sponsored Scheme of IEDC. The scheme aimed to provide educational opportunities to learners with disabilities in regular schools and to facilitate their achievement and retention.  A cardinal feature of the scheme was liaison between regular and special schools to reinforce the integration process, which did not take shape. The following are some of the popular service delivery models of Integrated Education being practiced in India

Figure 2: Some Popular Service Delivery Models of Integrated Education







Meanwhile, the NCERT, playing an advisory role to the government of the country, joined hands with the UNICEF and launched the Project Integrated Education for the Disabled in the year 1987. The project aimed at for strengthening the integration process for learners with disabilities in regular schools. An external evaluation of this Project in 1994 showed that not only the enrolment of learners with disabled increased considerably, but also the retention rate among the disabled children was very much higher than the other children in the same blocks. IEDC was later amalgamated as a component with the other major basic education projects like the DPEP funded by the World Bank in 1997 (Chadha, A. 2002) and SSA, a project taken as mission mode to achieve the goal of UEE (Department of Education, 2000). By the year 2002, the IEDC scheme had extended to 41,875 schools benefiting more than 1,33,000 disabled children in 27 State and 4 UTs (Department of Education, 2003). Nevertheless, the primary school system has already been extended to over 500,000 villages in India (Gupta) and there would be many more schools imparting elementary and higher education. The coverage, under the IEDC scheme has been minuscule and goes on to show that integration of learners with disabilities has been a slow process in the country since 1974. However, many other possibilities of gaining education are also accessible for these learners.   For example National Institute of Open Schooling offers courses that have an advantage of being specially adapted to the needs of every child as well as giving the child every opportunity to progress at his/her own pace.  Another example is Alternative Schooling (Lal Advani, 2002) and the community based rehabilitation Programme. The data on enrolment of learners with disabilities in the other programmes of education given above is not available.

Inclusive Education

While integration was a major reform of the 1970s in India, the need for a radical change became evident from the fact that in spite of 100 per cent financial provisions being provided under the scheme of IEDC for integrating learners with special needs in the system, only 2-3 per cent of the total population of these learners were actually integrated into the regular school.  In 1990s inclusion captured the field after the World Conference on Special Needs Education in Salamanca in 1994, with the adoption of the Salamanca Statement and Framework for Action on Special Needs Education.  This statement adopted by the representatives of 92 governments and 25 international organizations in June 1994 has definitely set the policy agenda for inclusive education on a global basis (UNESCO, 1994). 

The linguistic shift from the term integration to inclusion was formally introduced in the NCFSE, (2000) brought out by the NCERT. It recommended inclusive schools for all as a way to provide quality education to all learners   According to NCFSE:

"---Segregation or isolation is good neither for learners with impairments nor for general learners without impairments.  Societal requirement is that learners with special needs should be educated along with other learners in inclusive schools, which are cost effective and have sound pedagogical practices". 

The NCFSE also recommended definite action at the level of curriculum makers, teachers, writers of teaching-learning materials and evaluation experts is required for the success of this strategy.  This precipitated a revision of centrally sponsored scheme of IEDC.  The revision is under progress and has gained certain ground in the country.  
Legislations

The right of every child to an education is proclaimed in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) and was strongly reaffirmed by the Jometien World Declaration of Education for All (1990). Furthermore, the "Standard Rules on the Equalization of Opportunities for Persons with Disabilities" (1993) was an important resolution for improving the educational conditions of persons with disabilities.  This had major implications for the Indian situation in the form of three legislative Acts - The RCI Act, 1992, the PWD Act, 1995, and the National Trust for Welfare of Persons with autism, Cerebral Palsy, Mental Retardation and Multiple Disabilities Act, 1999. While the RCI Act was solely concerned with manpower development for the rehabilitation of persons with disabilities, the PWD Act comprises of 14 chapters and is a significant endeavour to empower persons with disabilities and promote their equality and participation by eliminating discriminations of all kinds.  It emphasizes the need to prepare a comprehensive education scheme that will make various provisions for transport facilities, removal of architectural barriers, supply of books, uniforms and other materials, the grant of scholarships, suitable modification in the examination system, restructuring of curriculum, providing amanuensis to blind and low vision students and setting up of appropriate fora for the redressal of grievances.  The National Trust Act aims to provide total care to persons with mental retardation and cerebral palsy and also manage the properties bequeathed to the Trust.

Other Government Initiatives

As mentioned earlier, to provide further impetus and support to the IEDC programme, the government included the component of IED in the DPEP in 1997. Resource support for IED under DPEP mobilized through various community-based initiatives has helped in facilitating the integration of learners with disabilities. Another endeavour of the government in the form of Scheme of the SSA (2000) attempts to bridge all gender and social category gaps at primary stage by 2007 and by 2010 at the elementary stage and achieve universal retention by 2010.  One of the major components of SSA is children with SEN and the major strategy being employed for providing access to education for them is by convergence of existing provisions for this group.

In addition to the above mentioned specific projects, efforts are being proliferated at the State level to bring all children under the fold of education.  Cultural differences, however, impact profoundly on service delivery systems that are transferred from one region to another.  Keeping this in view the programmes like the DPEP and SSA as mentioned earlier have adopted a decentralized bottom-up approach that seeks the full involvement of the community in designing plans. 

The General Education System  

The government’s agenda to UEE and its commitment to the Directive Principles of the Constitution is guided by the recognition that a new universal system of education should be based on the value of equity, on redressing past imbalances and on providing access to quality education specially for the marginalized groups.  In the line with its responsibility to develop policy in accordance with the Constitution, NPE, 1986 envisaged a National System of Education with emphasis on UPE and the spread of adult literacy.  Recent Constitutional Amendments (73rd & 74th) that outline possibilities of entrusting basic education to the local elected bodies in towns and villages thus providing for community participation in education at elementary level have considerably paved the way for drastic changes in the educational scenario of the country.

Education in the current scenario is a shared responsibility of the Union Government and the States.  The national system of education is based on a National Curricular Framework that contains a common core along with other flexible, regional specific components. All schools in the country can use the official interpretation of this curriculum in the form of exemplary textbooks optionally. Nonetheless these are compulsory for some schools affiliated to CBSE.  In addition, the states have specific State examination boards. As stated earlier, UEE has been accepted as a national goal and 94% of the country’s rural population have primary schools within 1 km.  At the upper primary stage, 84% of the rural population have schools with a distance of 3 kilometers. (Rahman, Yadav, Diksht, Raj & Thakur; 2003). The Central and State governments with the help of voluntary sector have made efforts to increase enrolment, retention, keep a check on dropout rates and improve levels of achievement.  For this purpose a number of programmes have evolved to create parental awareness and community mobilization. Other measures include the economic incentives, improvement of infrastructural facilities, National Programme of Nutritional support to Primary Education (mid – day meals scheme) and other schemes like the SSA, Education Guarantee and Alternative and Innovative education.  Education has recently become a fundamental right for children between 6 – 14 years of age. (86th Amendment Bill, 2002).

Broadly speaking, India has invested a lot of effort and money in creating a vast network of provisions for education of every level.  However these efforts, in spite of being targeted to all children have failed to bring the disabled population fully under the fold of education.  The States, in the enactment of various legislations have been initiating a number of rehabilitation and welfare activities but the efforts have been as mentioned earlier disjointed ones. Children experience lack of flexibility in the curricula and in spite of certain percentage of GDP marked for education, the capacity of the system to meet the diversity of population needs to be re looked at.
Fig.3 Important Milestones in the Education of learners with Disabilities



                                     





Changing Role of the Special Schools

The historical context outlines that there has been a springing up of special schools over time along with provisions for integrated education.  In 1947, India had a total of 32 schools for the blind, 30 for the deaf and 3 for mentally retarded (Disability in India: www.cc disabilities. nic. in/Disability% 20 in % 20 india.html).  The number of schools rose to around 3000 by the year 2000 (Department of Education, 2000). India thus at present has what Pijl & Meijer (1991) refers to as "two tracks".  In other words it has a parallel but separate policies on segregation and integration. 

Over time, however, there has been a growing awareness that special education in special schools may be overly restrictive and instead of working outside the mainstream classrooms, the special schools can work side by side and provide support to regular schools. Early in 1974, the IEDC scheme and in 1992, the POA while promoting integrated education had also suggested a Pragmatic Placement Principle.  The POA postulated that learners with impairments who can be educated in general schools should be educated in general schools and those studying in special schools should be transferred to general schools once they are ready.  In 1994 by the Salamanca Statement recommendations for an alternative role of special schools. Criticizing the segregation policies Baquer and Sharma (1997) has pointed out that "separate special education systems lead to social segregation and isolation of the disabled, thus creating separate worlds for them in adult life.  Inclusive education has the potential to lay the foundation of a more inclusive society where being "different" is accepted, respected and valued.  The school is the first opportunity to the start this desirable and yet difficult process.  It is difficult because is wrought with fears and apprehensions on the part of parents, teachers and other children”. 

The 58th round of the NSSO, 2002 gives the enrolment of disabled persons in the age group of 5-18 years in special schools to be 11per cent in urban areas as compared to less than 1per cent in rural areas.  On the other hand, the same survey shows that the current enrolment ratio per 1000 disabled persons of age 5-18 years in the general schools was higher in the rural ((475) than in the urban (444) sectors. Despite the fact that 72 percent of the India's total population live in rural areas (Census of India 2001) facilities of special schools are more in urban areas. The existence of such schools may be one reason for the difference in the enrolment ratios in mainstream schools at rural and urban locations. Hence, the role of special schools needs to be redefined in the Indian context. These schools in their new found identity can become a much more flexible resource by working in partnership and creating a response to special needs, not only in alternative form of provision and intervention but within the mainstream classrooms, curricula and pedagogies themselves.  Special and general education, in other words, needs to move a significant step closer together(. 

Attitudinal Issues

The Indian society is charity oriented and has provided care and protection to those who are thought to be in need of shelter.  Nonetheless, attitudes are a major challenge in the area of education of the disabled.  While the macro level policies and initiatives have resulted in proper wakening up to this issue, there is generally a feeling that in a scenario made up with large classroom and paucity of resources, The learners with disabilities are still considered as an added burden and not as potential contributors to the society. The persons with disabilities have been often mocked, teased, dehumanized, feared or rejected, pitied or even left alone.  With the advent of the legislations and the efforts on the part of the educationists to instill in young children and adults alike the value of equity, there is hope that the attitude of rejection and ignorance would be gradually replaced by increased acceptability.  Notwithstanding the best intentions of the government too often for learners with disabilities, special schools remain a preferred medium of education by the parents. 

The following case study will illustrate this point clearly:

Ramu (name changed) works as a driver and stays in a slum area in south side of New Delhi. He has two children both having problems in movement. The older child had lost the leg while answering the call of nature at the railway tract when his leg was amputated by a running train. Two Years later, the second child developed Polio and his one leg was paralyzed. The children named Suresh and Ravi (names changed) are attending a special school at a distance of nearly 5 mile away from home and commuted daily to and fro in local buses. Sometimes when the bus is not available, these children hitchhike or somehow walk back home. They usually reach home late and exhausted. In spite of having a regular school in the neighbourhood, the parents prefer to send them to this special school because of fear of their children being ridiculed or teased by the other children. According to the father –

"there is no proper arrangement for their children and the teachers are very rude. The teachers feel that these children should stay at home only" 

The father feels that there is enough suffering already and he does not want his children to suffer more because the schools are not willing to accept his children with dignity.
Thus, even having a government school in the neighbourhood, did not convince the parents of Suresh and Ravi (like parents of many other children with disabilities) to send their children there. They still preferred the special school or no school at all for their children.  When visited by a social worker in the community, the lack of trust in the general education system and also in special education systems have led some parents to want to keep their disabled child at home and even compare the life of such a child to that of a goat or a cow who stays at home and is fed.   Though the government has already set a goal to achieve 75% literacy (it was 65 per cent for the general population in 2001 and 45 per cent for the disabled in 2002) by the end of the tenth, five year plan (by 2007); this goal would remain elusive without the participation of the disabled population in the general education system. Till the education systems in the country do not welcome these children with appropriate systems till then many of these children will remain out of schools.

Concept and Target group

The data shows that though many policy level documents are using the term inclusive education there is still no operational definition of this term. The data from the States reveals that inclusive education, as a term is well known at all levels of implementation of educational practices. Nevertheless, the meaning of this term is far from understood.  In the Indian context, integrated education and special education are better known and understood terms. Many functionaries at the local government level consider Inclusive Education, as a term to be used for children with disabilities and some tend to apply it to the scheduled castes and schedules tribes. Some consider the term to be synonymous with integrated education.  According to some, inclusive education is not limited to day schools but applies to schools with residential facilities and special schools. The type of disabilities for which services are being provided are generally the categories specified under the PWD Act and the other Acts. The target in different States are: blindness, low vision, hearing impaired, locomotor disabilities, cerebral palsy, Autism, Speech and Language problems, learning disabilities, mental retardation, poor children and learners with behavour problems. However, depending on the expertise available, the target groups may vary between States. 

Specific Strategies

Going by the data collected from various states of the country in the form of questionnaire interviews, specific programme, reports from governmental and non-governmental organisations, it is evident that although provisions for the education of the disabled are made in a number of schemes at the national level, because of the administrative divisions in handling different schemes, the efforts have been disjointed. To be more effective, collaborative agenda needs to be spelled out. As a result of advocacy by various groups this is on cards and progress is likely to be made in this direction. Though the States are more or less implementing the National Government's schemes, some specific initiatives like the following have also been taken up. 

· Provision of aids and appliances 

· Ramp links in schools

· Appointment of commissioners for implementing the legislation on disability.

· Scholarships, free books, uniform, transport allowance, readers for the blind, residential facilities 

· Establishment of resource centres

· Sensitisation programmes

· Early intervention programmes – medical assessment camps by team of doctors for issuing certificates

· Coaching classes for competitive exams

· Reservations in educational institutions

· Incentives like the happy marriage scheme under which incentives are paid by the State Government to anybody willing to marry a disabled person.

· Concessions

· Resource Teachers

· Capacity    Building   - parents, administrators & teachers, NGOs

· Social security

· Awards

· Parents' associations

· Escort Allowance

· Volunteer learning

· Prevention measures (immunization, medical camps, pregnant mothers.)

The provisions and practices in the States depend upon the kind of professional expertise available in the States.  The following figure shows the available provisions for education at different levels.

Fig. 4   Educational Inputs at Different Levels
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The figure clearly illustrates that though there are number of sources to draw from, the lack of convergence in these efforts may lead to duplication and waste of time, money and effort.

The Voluntary Sector

One of the remarkable achievements of Indian Society has been the growth of voluntary sector in the education of learners with disabilities. The services provided by this sector spreads from establishment and running of special schools, integrated schools to rehabilitation measures, teacher training and resource support for the education of learners with disabilities. Realizing this the government both at the national and state level depends heavily on their partnerships with the voluntary sector for the implementation of educational initiatives for the education of all children.

Although the contributions of the voluntary cannot be ignored and needs to be applauded a word of caution is called for. This is in regard to some voluntary organizations who are unhappy with the inclusion debate that has sprung up in the country and who still consider special education to be the only preferable mode of education for the disabled. . Whether this insistence on only special education is because of some genuine concern or their insecurity regarding their existence is something that needs to be looked into. However, some of the very good educational practices can be picked up from the voluntary sector. Specially remarkable are the voluntary organizations running a residential resource center cum special school, One such organization called the National Association for the Blind has branches all over India and has facilitated the integration process over years by providing orientation, mobility, communication and functional skills, training in Braille, resource support in the form of teaching learning material and special educators, residential facilities, teacher training, parental counseling, vocational skills at all levels of schooling.

Medical models for assessment 

The tendency to label the children is very strongly prevalent in India.  This is especially true for procuring any kind of provisions or resource support. The parents need to produce a certificate that classifies the child in terms of percentage of his / her disability.  Thus, assessment leading to diagnosis implying treatment is a common perception in the Indian Society. Though an encouraging fact is that assessments are done by multidisciplinary teams. The influence of medical model is also prevalent in the teacher training courses under various programmes.  Mostly, the teacher education curriculum in the states in the country cover disability from the perspective of medical model.  Since the voluntary sector plays an important role in the education of the disabled, the charity viewpoint becomes a surviving force for them.

Teacher training

Both the pre-service and in service training programmes conducted in the country cover learners with disabilities in some or other ways. Analysis of these programmes reveal that the duration of in service programmes range from half a day to more than hundred days (Julka,2003),  The longer duration programmes are generally through distance mode, as teachers cannot fit these long trainings in their calendar of events.  The biggest barrier to teacher training programmes is generally the non-availability of trained personnel in the area. Thus the intensity of these training programmes generally depends upon the availability of expertise in this area.

Discussion and Emerging Vision

Peters (1993, pg. 6) suggests, "...obstacles to education result not from inherent capacities, but from the physical and attitudinal barriers socially and politically constructed within the environment". The changes throughout the world has had mixed implications for the education of children with disabilities in India.  On the one hand, more open attitudes to new teaching methodology and concerns to build a more philanthropist society have led to moves towards inclusive education. On the other hand, this awareness has been limited to urban areas and not percolated to the rural areas where majority of learners with disabilities reside and many of them still remain out of school. The duplication of efforts at different levels, lack of teacher training, very few research initiatives, rigidity of the education system and lack of awareness are some of the other barriers that need to be overcome. Shift from the medical  to a social perspective and equality of opportunities from the human rights orientation are some of  the changes required. At the macro level number of efforts are being put in place but at the meso (Districts, BRCs and CRCs ) and micro level (villages) these initiatives are in the direction of compliance.

The recent developments, like the adoption of the Salamanca Statement, formulation of NCFSE, and the legislative acts have led to the development of more open attitudes to new teaching methods and to concerns to build up a more inclusive society.  Also, the relaxations being brought about by the Central and State Examination boards, reservations up to 3 per cent in educational institutions, restructuring and modification of the curriculum are some measures that have created a favourable environment for the education of learners with disabilities.  Capacity building of master trainers and key resource persons to inculcate the principles and practices of inclusive education in regular school teachers has been skillfully initiated by the NCERT and is on way under some other major programmes like the SSA. Considering the enormity of the task (there are lacks of teachers) this is a difficult task

A number of endeavours translating the philosophy of inclusive education into action are being put into effect. These involve developing a comprehensive scheme for the education of learners with disabilities at the National level, revision of existing policies and vigorous teacher training programme.  Increased awareness and services for the excluded groups like the learning disabled and the multiply disabled are being generated by both the governmental and non-governmental organizations. An example of this is the recent National Trust that has been initiated by the government. With the Commissioners of disability already appointed in majority of States, fundamental changes in societal attitudes that are necessary to provide opportunities for more equitable education systems are taking place. Special measures like orientation and sensitizing programmes are being undertaken to change the attitudes of those who are a part of the process like the teachers, the educational administrators and the other community members.

Meanwhile, efforts are also underway to encourage the special schools to develop closer links with general education system. The special schools are not only providing resource support but by developing close links with mainstream education, are able to integrate children with mild disabilities in mainstream schools whenever possible and thus making space for children having severe disabilities. Nonetheless, in some places, rigid curricula and pedagogy have negatively affected the shift towards inclusion.

 The change in the perceptions is however evident in the major reform evidenced in some projects like the DPEP and the SSA that give way to the ability of those at the grassroots level to innovate and participate in the development of district plans and thus empowering them to take significant decisions. Thus bottom up initiatives are being encouraged and these will significantly affect the lives of millions of learners with disabilities.

The lack of barrier free access to numerous programmes of education has compelled many parents to keep their children with disabilities hidden at home. In spite of the innumerable attempts on the part of government and the voluntary sector many learners with disabilities are still deprived of the learning experiences that are due to them as a matter of right. Special schools that have long existed since 1880s failed to make a significant impact and most of these learners still remained out of school. Integrated education emerged as an approach in the 1970s to address this concern. Since it was based on the medical model, it did little to improve the quality of education for learners with disabilities. 

While encouraging moves towards inclusive practices it is important to take note of the barriers that may emerge and retard the process. This can be achieved by reviewing and conducting research studies. It is also imperative to develop contextual models of inclusion based on the cultural differences that exist in the country rather than adopting ideas from the developed countries and putting them in practice. 

The special schools will continue to remain but their role will be redefined in the light of building a more inclusive society. Capacity building at all levels to include learners with disabilities in the mainstream education is already on way and would be further strengthened to facilitate inclusion. The need for vigorous networking and convergence is strongly felt. Recent developments in the computer and communication technology would be explored in developing more effective education systems perhaps at a lower cost. In all ways the future attempts would be in the direction of improving the provisions and practices in such a way that all learners with disabilities have access to equal educational opportunities and both the learners without disabilities and those with disabilities are not denied the experience of mutual learning.
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1999


National Trust for the Welfare of Persons with Autism, Cerebral Palsy, Mental Retardation and Multiple Disabilities








1997


Inclusion of IED in DPEP





1995


The Persons with Disabilities (Equal Opportunities, Protection of Rights and Full Participation ) Act








1994


The Salamanca Statement and Framework for Action








1992


The Rehabilitation Council of India Act








1974


Formulation of Centrally Sponsored  Scheme of IEDC





1880s


Establishment of Special Schools











( I would like to add here a word of caution regarding the statistics used. There is a need to look at the definitions of disability used in different statistics gathering mechanism.  Different surveys have quoted different figures and some surveys have overlooked certain categories of disability. Therefore, without the qualitative inputs, interpretations based on only quantitative data can sometimes be misleading.








