Original in Romanian by Ion Podosu

Translated into English by Octavian, guide to Ion Podosu
EBU culture and education commission

Report from the Working group for the implementation of Resolution 40. 

Working period 2007 – 2011

Resolution 40

To seek to ensure that all visually impaired children have equal access to the standard national curriculum as well as the opportunity to learn compensatory skills made necessary by vision loss.  Parents and children should have the right to decide on the form of education their children receive, whether mainstream or special. EBU and its national members should work towards ensuring free educational materials and books, as well as technical equipment needed by visually impaired students.

I. Introduction

II. In order to implement this resolution it was agreed that a fact-finding exercise should first be carried out. The   relevant part  of the C & E Commission’s plan of action    is paraphrased below:-

“Education systems are very different from one country to another. However, publishers are often willing to work with Disabled Peoples’ Organisations to give access to textbooks. The working group should therefore explore good practice where initiatives are underway to work with publishers and with governments to have access to textbooks.  It should also seek out examples of good practice in respect of compensatory skills and provision of technical equipment for blind and partially sighted children and young people. 

Members of the working group should seek out initiatives taking place in their country. They should also contact other members of the C&E Commission who are not on this working group, and other EBU members  requesting information on similar initiatives”

The working group, Chaired by Ion Podosu, reports as follows:-

In the "Madrid Statement", subtitled "Without discrimination and positive results of social integration” dated 2002, it is shown that in Europe there are more than 50 million people with disabilities. This calls for   the   united action of all communities in order to ensure the existence of human rights: civil, political, social, economic and cultural (including the equal right to education). Point 6 states that "People with disabilities must have access to health services, education, social and professional services, and all opportunities to be made accessible for people with disabilities".

Starting from the principle that every child, regardless of ethnic, social or health status, has the inalienable right to education proclaimed by  the Universal statement of human rights. The Salamanca Statement for global education, states the necessity of education for all people, from all regions and countries, regardless of social condition, both in public and private schools. 

In order to implement Resolution 40, in my capacity of coordinator for  the education workingroup, I circulated a questionnaire with 5 questions relating  to the resolution. Nine countries replied: Italy, Spain,United Kingdom, Czech Republic, Bosnia-Herzegovina, France, Finland and Romania. 

The questions were:-

1. Does your national legislation  contain any reference  to  blind and partially sighted children and young people attending special or mainstream schools. In particular does  your national legislation contain regulations concerning equal access  by blind and partially sighted children young people to the national  educational curriculum? 

2. Do blind and partially sighted children and young people  attending special or mainstream schools and university have the opportunity to learn compensatory skills made necessary by vision loss?    

3. Does your national legislation contain regulations which govern  the  provision of   technical equipment, educational material and books in accessible  formats? If so, please give details of provision in special or mainstream schools and universities.   

4. Publishers are often willing to work with Disabled Peoples’ Organisations to give access to textbooks  for translation into Braille or audio format. Do you know of any such initiative  taking place in your country? 

5. In your country, do parents of blind and partially  sighted children have the right to decide if their children should attend either special or mainstream schools? 

II. Evaluating the questionnaire


I would like to mention from the very beginning that some  of those who responded do not belong  to the educational system of the countries they represent.   In addition, some  of the answers lack detail. 

The answers to the first question, involving national legislation regarding visually impaired children and  young peoples’ education, and equal access to the national curriculum, show the  increasing tendency of the European learning system towards inclusive education, even though our respondents  stated that this method is frequently highly unsuitable for some visually impaired children.

The Italian constitution mentions the right of all citizens to mandatory elementary and secondary  education. **Law 104/1992 ensures that people with disabilities “regardless of the type and degree of the disability” have the right to attend mainstream school at all levels of learning. Students with a learning disability preventing them from following the national curricula are entitled to follow differential curricula in mainstream educational settings** Moreover, in Italy special schools  have totally disappeared,  apart from those schools  which specialise  in teaching visually impaired  young people in various fields such as telephony, massage,  computer programming.


Spanish regulations are contained in Law 2/2006 which stipulates  the right of  children with disabilities to have access without discrimination to the national curriculum in  mainstream schools,  with  the provision , by the Local Education Authority, of resources necessary to facilitate  the instructive educative process. 

In the UK the legislative regulations are quite general, allowing  educational institutions to make adjustments in  respect of making the environment in which children and students with disabilities learn, more accessible, and to provide manuals and other special educational means in accessible formats. The relevant  laws  are covered by two  pieces of legislation, Laws for disabilities and people with special educational needs and Directive for equality of chances for people with disabilities, the latter  referring to the curricular aspects in children and  young people with special needs education.


The Czech legislation guarantees that visually impaired students  go through the learning process with the help of the Braille alphabet. 


In Bosnia –Herzegovina, school legislation enacted by the Parliament of Srpska Republic and Bosnia-Herzegovina Federation, mentions that the educational process is  carried out both in special and  mainstream schools. 

French legislation from 1975  until 2005, promotes equal access of people with disabilities to education, culture, work and   the environment.


In Finland the “Law of basic education” specifies conditions for special education and for extended mandatory education. Thereby, education is organized  to  facilitate visually impaired children to  attend any type of school.Visually impaired children and  young peoples’ education is based on the following laws: Law regarding education of children with special educational needs from 2004, “The strategy for integration of children with disabilities” and Law of inclusive education, the last two being enacted in 2007, 2008. The present educational system for children and  young people with learning difficulties is organized in three basic forms: special schools, special groups within regular schools and regular groups in which students with special educational needs also learn. National legislation does not contain special regulations concerning visually impaired children and  young people  in education. This category is framed inside the category of children with special educational needs, according with   article 4 from  the Law regarding education of children with special educational needs.

The Romanian legislation regarding visually impaired children and  young people is quite substantial. There is not a lack of regulations but  a lack of their  application. It is worth  noting acts: Law 84/1995, with all   subsequent changes which regulates the structure and working of national learning systems, and Law 448/2006 regarding protection and preferment of people with disabilities. In the former, chapter 6, articles 41,42  it is stipulated that special learning  lasting for 10 or 11 years is compulsory and free”. In the latter the regulations are more clear, through article 13, paragraph 1 and article 14, paragraphs 1 and 2:


Article 13 paragraph 1 “People with disabilities have free and equal access to any form of education,  regardless of age , according to  the type  and degree of disability,  and their educational needs”.

Article 14 paragraph 1: People with disabilities’ education is part of  the educational national system, coordinated by  the Ministry of Education, Research and Youth.

Paragraph 2: People with disabilities’ education is put into effect through: 

Special learning units;

Individual integration in regular learning units;

Groups or special compact forms, integrated in preschooling and regular school units;

Educational services(in schools or in residence) by the help of peripatetic/supportive professionals.

With reference  to the answers to  the second question: “Do blind and partially sighted children and young people  attending special or mainstream schools and university have the opportunity to learn compensatory skills made necessary by vision loss?” it emerges that there are such opportunities, with differences from one country to another.


Italian legislation ensures visually impaired people **receive the necessary support for their school integration**. Local authorities, according to  legal regulations are responsible for  funding support programmes, and for implementing specific complementary activities  that reduce the effect  of visual disability.  However **educational material and human resources are not always sufficient** to facilitate the educational  and instructive process.  **In particular, support teachers do not often receive specific training and therefore, in many cases, they are not aware of the learning potential of the visually impaired child**.
The basic principle for educational  assistance in Spain is diversity. Educational institutions must adopt those measures requisite for the insurance of the special educational needs  of visually impaired children and  young people. In this respect, organizational and curricular measures must have as  their final goal, the educational progress  of visually impaired people through: flexible groups, support in regular groups, curricular adjustments in learning programmes or the achieving of personal programmes.


In the UK blind children are able to learn Braille whether they go to mainstream or  special schools. However, changes in the population means that there are  fewer children who learn their initial literacy through Braille and it can be difficult for them to transfer from print to Braille later in their school careers. Children in mainstream schools are often provided with a support assistant and many of them may use a laptop with  access technology. In addition, most blind and partially sighted children receive special orientation and mobility training. This is also available for blind students who live in university campuses. 

The answer of the Czech representative  refers to the inclusion of specific competences in basic educational programmes and especially inside of the special educational system. For visually impaired children who attend  mainstream schools these competences are assured by pedagogical centers all over the country. 

In Bosnia Herzegovina the opportunities of learning and developing compensatory  skills are  given  to children who attend special schools. Children and students who attend  mainstream schools do not have enough  opportunities both because of unclear legislation and lack of practical experience in the field. 

In France there are support teachers specialising in  the education of visually  impaired pupils, who  work overtime in order to teach  the braille alphabet, mobility and special orientation, to use access technology and last but not least to get daily living skills so necessary for  independence. 

Regarding this question, from Finland we got only a short affirmative answer without any detail.

In Montenegro article 15 from „ the Law  regarding children with special needs in education” mentions support for these children by using preventive, pedagogical, and corrective-compensatory and socio-integrating programmes as part of mainstream educational programmes. Unfortunately, there are no  good programmes regarding mobility, space orientation and social communication.

In Romania  the education law states in article 44 that “Special  education  should have  appropriate teaching plans, schools programmes, alternatives didactics methodologies and textbooks, depending on the type and the degree of the  disability, and approved by the Ministry of Education”. Also, within the same law, visually impaired children are provided with support teachers trained in the field of special psycho pedagogy with the intention of retrieving and compensating visual  loss by performing specific activities, orientation and space mobility, correcting visual deficiencies etc. This can be done also through the mediation of social protection institutions, other official and private organizations from Romania and abroad, having as  the final goal the  rehabilitation  and retrieval of disability.

The third question refers to national legislation containing  regulations which govern  the  provision of  technical equipment, educational material and books in accessible  formats. 

The answers are quite  similar because in all  the countries legislation mentions the provision of the  educational means both in mainstream schools and special schools.


The same Italian law mentioned in question number 1, stipulates the help people with disabilities should receive in using access technology, including  provision of textbooks in electronic format. In 2008 the Ministry of Education issued a circular  regulating the adaptation of textbooks used by pupils and students from mainstream education  in **Braille and large print**. Access technology and auxiliary educational material are provided for blind  and partially sighted people  by  the national health system and  the Blind Associations Federation of Italy.  The National health  system  identifies  visually impaired  youngsters through  the mediation of **its local health agencies** and settles “personalized functional diagnosis” specifying personal special educational requirements.

Article 72 from  the “Education organic law”  in Spain stipulates the following:

“1. Educational authorities will assure specialized teachers and qualified personnel for an optimum  time of  educational instructive process. Furthermore, will provide students with special educational needs and necessary means”.

(....)

“3. Educational institutions will put in practice curricular changes necessary for optimising educational processes  for visually impaired youngsters ”

(....)

“5. Educational authorities ensure cooperation with non governmental organizations in view of facilitating schooling and better social integration of the visually impaired youngsters”.


In  the UK children with special educational needs receive funding from their school or local authority through the statutory education framework. In higher education students can  apply for  a grant which is given for people with disabilities,  in order to procure assistive technology. This grant is frequently insufficient. The copyright law for people with disabilities give schools the right to scan the  requisite books, newspapers or magazine articles.


It  appears that in  the Czech Republic there are no special regulations regarding provision of children and students   concerning access to textbooks  in alternative formats because these are provided either from  their own resources or  donations, or from  family financial resources, who receive a certain state contribution, depending on their financial situation. Special pedagogical centres or schools have the  option  of procuring  educational means mostly through  the mediation of the library and the printing house of the Czech Blind Organization.


Special schools from Bosnia-Herzegovina are provided with technical means and auxiliary learning materials, but in regular schools and universities the situation is not good. Although there is legislation,  there is a lack of  auxiliary materials and assistive technology. There are only two special libraries partially provided with books in digital format.


In France the access technology is lent to the children with disabilities by the educational department after  a special notice is issued. Regarding the books and auxiliary materials, these are printed by the printing houses held by the regional institutes for blind people.


In Finland the books and auxiliary materials in accessible format for blind and visually impaired  people are available through the mediation of the library “Celia” founded by the government and whose activity is regulated by the law. For children up to  the sixth class the special technical equipment is provided either by the local public educational authority or by health care system. For the other children and students, technical means are provided by the finish social security system.


“The law for children with special needs’ education” from Montenegro specifies in article 8, paragraph 2:


“The clearances, educational means used for educating preschooling children, pupil and students must be adapted in accordance with special educational needs of the visually impaired people”. Also, in  “The strategy for inclusive education” are mentioned the accessibility  and the fact that manuals, educational means, transportation to and from school and other facilities who’s purpose is to make the educational process more efficient, are free. 

In Romania  there is  alternative education  which benefits from certain facilities such as those stipulated in law 448, article 16:


“During the  educational process,  blind  and partially sighted children and students  have the right to:

Educational  support services

Provision  of technical equipment adapted to the type and degree of  disability, and the use of  such equipment

This is valid for children  attending special schools.  Those who learn in mainstream schools must provide  their own equipment.

(...)

d.Manuals in accessible format for visually impaired children and students.

e. Use  of equipment and assistive software  during exams, regardless  of the type or level ”.


The same law in article 17, paragraph d stipulates the cooperation between special  and mainstream learning units and the community,  in  respect of providing an educational  partnership which responds to the individual needs of  disabled people.


The fourth question approaches the subject of the collaboration between editors and  organisations of visually  impaired people, and the manner in which this is achieved.

 The answers  showed that  in several countries  that editors  were  willing to collaborate with  such organizations. In other countries collaboration is less obvious  and there is no existing legislation.


The Italian **Library** for  the blind in Monza concluded  an agreement with the main printing houses  for the purpose of obtaining the digital files of the **textbooks** which are about to be printed, in order to make them available  in Braille format or in enlarged text for the visually impaired children. The **Library** has production centres in several towns **[delete] the entire activity being co-ordinated by the Italian Blind Union**. **In addition, the Italian Union of the Blind and Partially Sighted” coordinates** the audio books national centre which concluded an agreement to publish **textbooks** in Daisy format with navigation facilities,  allowing the user to navigate through the files.


The national organization of the Spanish blind had several meetings with some editors, and negotiated agreements in order to make the text books available in PDF format, facilitating the braille transcription process. The Spanish representative  pointed out that there are no laws to oblige the editing of the books in accessible format for the blind, as happens in  the USA.

In the UK schools, libraries and support departments for people with disabilities have permission to scan the books and put them into alternative formats but this procedure is time consuming and very expensive. A consortium is running a pilot study to test a model for the provision of textbooks and other curriculum materials in electronic files for pupils. This study is funded by the Government Department for Children, Schools and Families. A website – “Publisher Lookup UK”- exists to provide details for educationalists seeking to source electronic formats of textbooks for students with disabilities in higher education and publishers seeking to respond to such requests. There are proposals to establish a similar website for school textbooks.


An initiative has been started in Czech Republic in order to realize a co-operation between blind organizations and printing houses on the basis of some requests and individual contracts which are not always finalized. Having this co-operation done depends on the editor’s willingness  to circulate texts.


In Bosnia-Herzegovina there are initiatives of collaboration between editors and organizations for blind people  but as in Spain and other countries there is no mandatory legislation. Libraries for  the blind have permission to record, copy and duplicate books and auxiliary materials in braille, mp3 and digital format.


In France there are  many  examples of partnership between editors and visually  impaired peoples’ organizations.  Important progress  was made during last year such as “Serveur Helene” and virtual library “Sesame”.


The eighteenth section of the “Copyright law” from Finland stipulates the right of people with disabilities to access information  available for all readers. The library Celia publishes manuals and any other type of  educational means necessary to attain educational instruction.


Specialized institutions in educating visually impaired children from Montenegro are the only  establishments having adequate technology for transcribing books into  braille.

In Romania there is no regulation which  stipulates the obligation  of editors to collaborate with schools or organizations for blind people  in  order to  facilitate more accessible formats  such as braille or electronic books and auxiliary materials for the learning process. However, at the national level, The Romanian Association for  the Blind in collaboration with the Ministry of Education agreed to transcribe   manuals in braille format. There is no agreement   for transcription into  electronic format, but  duplicating audio books edited by various printing houses  is generally accepted  

The last question  asks if  parents of blind and partially  sighted children have the right to decide if their children should attend either special or mainstream schools. 

We can see from the answers received that in most countries parents, legal representatives and of course  to a degree, the child have an important  and quite decisive role, in educational decisions  affecting visually  impaired children.

The Italian legislation (see the law 360/1976) stipulates that the parents can  choose the type of education for  their visually impaired child to follow, but since special schools were abolished in Italy, this law became redundant because parents have no other options. 

In Spain educational authorities regulate the matriculation of the children and  young people with special educational needs, assuring the right to education, equal access and freedom for the parents or tutors to choose between special centers or schools and mainstream schools.

In the UK all parents can express a choice of school to be attended by their child. Parents of children with special educational needs have the same rights but limited resources and expertise can make it hard to make appropriate provision in all schools, especially for low incidence groups such as blind and partially sighted children. Around two thirds of these children are in mainstream schools, 30% in non-V.I. special schools and less than 5% in special  v.i. schools. Most of those in V.I. and non-V.I. special schools have additional needs.


The Czech legislation mentions that parents or legal representatives have the right to choose between special  or mainstream  schools. For the children who  attend mainstream schools  there are special pedagogical centers in each region, centers which support mainstream schools in providing basic conditions  appropriate to the children with special educational needs.


In Bosnia-Herzegovina the parents’ right  to choose the  type of education for visually impaired children is a formal one.


The French give the entire responsibility to the parents to choose the school they want (special or mainstream, with individual or collective integration).


In Finland the decision is taken in co-operation with various partners including parents, specialists in rehabilitation and education, but the main responsibility  rests  with the local authorities who finance the educational process of the children with special educational needs.


The legislation in Montenegro mentions that the parents have the right to choose the form of education in accordance with article 6 from quoted law. Also, “The strategy for inclusive education” gives the right for the parents or legal representatives of the visually impaired children.


The Romanian legislation mentions the following in the Learning law, article 43: “The type and degree of the child’s  disability is determined by interschooling and county expertise commissions subordinated to the local learning authorities”.  No mention is made regarding the  involvement of the parents or legal representatives in taking the decision. Instead, the law 448/2006 foresees in article 13, paragraph 3:


“The  disabled person or the family or legal representative is  the main decision maker in choosing the form and type of schooling as well as the learning units”.

III. Conclusions and suggestions

The first conclusion is that not all the members of the EBU’s culture and education commission  responded to the questionnaire. We therefore have no information on the situation in Serbia and Ukraine.

It should be noted that some answers had a certain degree of superficiality.  It has  therefore been difficult in some  instances to be definitive about precise legislation

There is a diversity of legislation among the countries which responded to the questionnaire. However,  there is  also a certain degree of commonality.

The negative aspect which  can be  seen from the answers received is the unequal implementation of the legislation, especially in respect of the provision  for children and students   in mainstream schools, with  required learning  material  in transcribed manuals in braille and assistive technology. Special schools  have  much better provision  in all formats. 

In conclusion, the educational system must be structured, organized and  taught in  a manner  that  will take into account the variety of the special educational needs for visually impaired children.  

Teaching\Learning methodology, interventions and rehabilitation programmes and projects must constitute a complementary method for all levels of learning and education.

There is no mandatory EU legislation concerning the education of blind and partially sighted children and young people, as education falls outside of the EU’s legislative competences and is a matter for national governments. The EU has a role to play in education which is an “area of complementary competence”. That means it can encourage best practice, support exchange and fund projects and training in this area. For fuller details see the Commission’s website on Education and training at: 

http://ec.europa.eu/education/index_en.htm

However, the European Communities as well as all EU Member States have signed the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. Article 24 of this Convention on Education recognizes “the right of persons with disabilities to Education” and says that right should be “realised without discrimination and on the basis of equal opportunity.”

 The next step in the work of the Culture & Education Commission in the ensuing year will be to disseminate the information we have collated in our preparatory work. This will assist members of EBU to lobby their national governments to fully implement the legislation, and to bring pressure to bear upon their  national governments to reach standards which are comparable with the best practice in other member countries, in order to achieve high standards of education, and enhance employment prospects for blind and partially sighted people.

Ion Podosu Coordinator of  the Education working group of the EBU Culture & Education Commission.
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