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Katharina has lived and worked in Central America for more than 20 years, supporting education projects in many different communities. In countries in the region teachers in ‘regular schools’ commonly believe children with disabilities need special education and would be bullied  a regular school. Yet in most communities, no ‘special education’ opportunities exist; either everyone attends the same school or persons with disabilities are totally excluded from education (and consequently society). This article highlights that simply waiting for governments to deliver better education systems is not an option. Finding ways to improve education opportunities for all also needs to happen at the community level. CBM has been doing this through its community-based rehabilitation (CBR) and inclusive education work in the region.
Inclusive education needs preparation, but not necessarily money. Our experiences in CBM have told us that successful inclusive education programmes have started in small community schools, where teachers are already used to diverse students because they teach children of different ages and levels in the same classroom.  

Key steps

In our work we believe there are various important steps to supporting the development of inclusive education from the community level.

Community awareness building
Eliminating discrimination happens only when participating groups – persons with disabilities, family members, teachers, students, parents and the rest of the community – can exchange their views and ideas.
Self-assessment

Our CBR programmes start with a self-assessment: finding out about the needs and resources of persons with disabilities, family members and the community. We also use this knowledge to start the inclusion process in schools. Children’s learning profiles are assessed at the beginning (with participation of CBR volunteers, family and community members). We want teaching practices to be able to recognise the diversity of students, start from their reality, be based on their interests, and use adapted curricula.

Start in pre-school
Inclusive education starts in the first years of school because we want children to socialise, know about each other, co-operate instead of discriminate at the first opportunity. Inclusive education in pre-schools also enables us to notice and develop support for children with learning and behavioural difficulties early on.

Teacher training
Inclusive education is a better education for all (including the teachers), so supporting teachers to develop their skills is essential. 

Creating inclusive learning-friendly environments 
There are many elements for creating such environments, including:

· students working as individual, in teams, pairs, collaborating and co-operating, adapted to their needs and the subject
· using seating arrangements to foster communication

· not separating some children to be dealt with in a ‘very special way’, but providing in the same environment, assistance, materials, instructions, tasks, etc, that might change from one child to the other
· supporting students who have more intense needs (e.g. providing Braille or alternative communication systems) and basing this on community participation (e.g. training community members to help). 

Use local resources

One of the biggest problems in schools is the rising number of children with behavioural difficulties: these problems should be dealt with in the team (the teacher, school, parents, etc). Only rarely should external help be sought.

Monitoring and evaluating education

This should be a participatory process, including students, family members and CBR volunteers in helping students to reflect on ‘what do I know, what do I want to know, and what did I learn’?

Experiment and share experiences

It’s important to start initiating inclusive education in schools that are willing to experiment, and to develop examples of good practices which may convince others to try the same, and finally lead to an inclusive education policy being developed by the Ministry of Education. 

	Case study

The CBR programme funded by CBM in Santo Tomas municipality in El Salvador started in 2003. Ruth, who has cerebral palsy, became involved with the programme that year, at the age of 6. She could just stand but could not speak. She and her mother participated in early education meetings and ‘mapping’ activities to create an individual rehabilitation plan for her, accompanied by the CBM co-worker. Her mother became so enthusiastic about this work that she became a CBR volunteer. Ruth quickly developed knowledge and abilities, started to walk and developed greater control over her movements. She joined the pre-school group in her village and in 2005 entered primary school first grade. She was accompanied by her smaller sister who helped her. 

Her first teacher, a woman, took very good care of her, but this teacher passed away during the school vacation and was replaced by a male teacher who was critical of inclusive education and didn’t want Ruth in his classroom. A CBR volunteer accompanied Ruth to school, but Ruth was so unhappy that after a few days she stopped going to school. 

CBM’s co-worker, in co-operation with the Ministry of Education, offered some teacher training in educational inclusion. Ruth’s new teacher was invited. The Ministry of Education also agreed to pay itinerant teachers to help the educational inclusion programme expand to 12 schools in the municipality.

From then on things improved for Ruth. The itinerant teacher visited her home and convinced her to return to school. The itinerant teacher also persuaded Ruth’s teacher to change his thinking: instead of focusing on the difficulties Ruth experienced, he would focus on her capacities and potential. 

Ruth is now developing very quickly. She has good handwriting skills, can read, and excels in mathematics. She still finds speaking difficult, but her teacher and classmates understand her and she is an accepted member of her class. Her little sister no longer needs to assist her. 

Source: Katharina Pfortner  and Blanca Betida de Menjivar, 2008 Santo Tomas, El Salvador. 
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