Working together for the development of inclusive schools: Esepaf, Uganda                                                                                 

By Kalulu Anthony, 2005

What is Esepaf?

Esepaf stands for the “Endowment of Special Education Promotion and Advocacy Foundation ”. Esepaf is an inclusive education advocacy organisation.

Though primarily founded by a teacher, the organisation is currently an open consortium welcoming any community workers and/or professionals committed to better forms of educational inclusion and upholding children’s rights.

Esepaf focuses on what happens in classrooms and in the environments in communities. It believes inclusion is not just another new concept based on a few, well-defined, new modes and basic prescriptions of human practice and behaviour.


Since diversity is an indisputable natural consequence of a humane society, Esepaf believes inclusion is an inalienable aspect of humanity, though it takes appreciation and practice. In the classroom situation, the principles underlying inclusion are formed from a combination of existing methodologies which are just being used with more creativity and integration.

Inclusion does not ignore the learning needs for individual learners (including those with disabilities). All learners have special needs in one way or another. It is for this reason that Esepaf approaches inclusive education in terms of harmonisation or “endowment” of special education.

Esepaf believes that the social aspects of life affecting a child’s education are more numerous than the financial shortcomings in education, and they far exceed what a teacher can tackle just in class. We therefore give even greater value to the roles of schools (peers and teachers), parents and communities in developing sustainable inclusive practices.

Esepaf’s specific work is best achieved through networking – sharing information and experiences from other practitioners as well as policy makers. Our aim is to formulate action strategies for: mass sensitisation; development of demonstration projects; and initiating more innovative forms of community-based rehabilitation. In this way we intend to re-orientate the roles of school children, teachers and parents. 

Through our slogan – “separation is disparity” – we mean that addressing the needs of different children in institutionalised settings (based on their abilities) divides them throughout childhood and adulthood life. In contrast, inclusion is parity. That’s, where all people are involved, there is a commitment to human rights and access to services.

How did Esepaf begin?

Kalulu Anthony, a primary school teacher, started Esepaf in 2003. It’s establishment resulted from a desire to promote wider use of existing experiences; supporting civic policies through appropriate practices. This is in line with the introduction of Uganda’s Universal primary Education (UPE) in 1996.

Planned activities

· Sensitising teachers, school children and parents to have a sense of support for all children.

· Advocating for special education teacher training, and development of ample infrastructures through our model schools.

· Identifying children outside school through the involvement of school children, parents and community workers/leaders.

· Networking the supply of specialised learning materials and mobility devices to children who need them.

· Orientating schools and communities in providing appropriate modification to physically impaired children.

· Providing career orientation to teachers, and reinforcing knowledge sharing symposiums for continuing professional development.

· Promotion of community-based rehabilitation activities for supporting vulnerable groups of children.

· Research into innovative and differentiation education methods and curriculum adjustment.

Observations and strategy

Esepaf believes that all children can have special needs, but that these may not necessarily be obvious disabilities. In the school situation this hypothesis points to the need for quality teacher education and development of welcoming environments.


Educational inclusion depends on accommodative schools, where teachers have the right perspectives and creativity to work with children of diverse abilities.

Inclusion is believed to work well when all people know how to implement it. The presence of child-rights based legislation alone is not enough. Professional development and re-orientation of teaching personnel is key to the success of inclusive education. 


With creativity and pedagogical integration of instructional approaches, all regular teachers are able to work with children with ‘special educational needs’, irrespective of whether they have attended specialised training. 

Teachers also need to work together. They need to seek the assistance of others, especially for developing varied methods of communication with children of diverse learning needs and abilities.

The Uganda National Institute of Special Education (UNISE) has introduced a component of Special Needs Education (SNE) in the Primary Teachers’ Colleges Curriculum. It is, however, very theoretical, and graduates are not well equipped, particularly in handling sign language and Braille. In contrast, some local organisations of disabled persons have thought of offering short-term but exclusively practical training in these fields. However the former is a government-sponsored arrangement freely reaching many teachers, while the latter is paid for, and therefore likely to benefit only a handful of teachers

UNISE does run successful SNE certificate and Diploma-level courses for teachers who, at least two years back, completed a two year Initial Teacher Training (ITT). Unfortunately, candidates have to sponsor themselves at this level. Esepaf believes it is wrong to assume that poor teachers are able to, or have the will to, invest in this rather costly higher education for the purpose of acquiring innovative ways of helping particular children. In essence, many teachers end their training at the ITT level. 

Currently, at least 12 local NGOs are operating primarily as unions of people with, or professionals in particular disabilities, and some of them also advise parents of disabled children. Their approach is to use their expertise to foster the education of children who have the particular impairment that the organisation’s practitioners specialise in. While some of these organisations work together with regular schools, many still attach disabled children to special schools or establish their own study centres. This is because partnership between these initiatives and the UPE regular schools is still too limited.


On average, it takes at least 6 years to develop a SNE teacher, from the time a person joins the profession. Two years are spent on ITT, two on minimum probation service and then 2-3 years on pre-service or in-service diploma courses. The fairly short-term certificate courses in Braille and sign language, taking 3 months, require full-time attendance at UNISE, which makes them inaccessible to most teachers.

Only 1,600-1,700 SNE teachers have been produced countrywide (MOES 2003). This leaves over 87% of Uganda’s 13,332 UPE schools without a single SNE professional. Even then, this small number does not wholly return to classroom work; the Diploma holders are often admitted at District Educational Assessment and Resource Services (EARS) centres, while others shift to tutorial work in Teachers’ Institutes. 

There is need to make all the practical principles of inclusion an integral component of very fundamental ITT packages, since most teachers end their training here.


Esepaf intends to approach this dilemma partly by mobilising resources for initiation of exemplary projects at community levels (particularly sub county level). The activities would be piloted at one existing government-aided primary school — to be a Model Inclusive School (MIS) within this area.

At every MIS, two teachers are to be supported to go through a three-month certificate course in either sign language or Braille. Esepaf also wants to try to mobilise resources for the development of accommodative infrastructures and mobility-friendly environments at every MIS, as part of our demonstration work. It is envisaged that the trained teachers may then be incorporated in a facilitating team to deliver nearby professional guidance and orientation to other teachers or schools, through workshops and other experience-sharing symposiums in the region.

The purpose is not only to multiply the number of teachers receiving professional orientation in the closest proximity and hence improve the distribution of such personnel. The initiative also aims to address the need to develop in teachers a culture of working together, among themselves and within the community.

Esepaf’s overall programmes have been classified as;

· Demonstration and exemplary performance

· Fostering partnership between local community development organisations (CDOs) and the mainstream society/stakeholders.

· Mass sensitisation and orientation.

· Social-economic and policy research.

We aim to source ideas and experiences from other local and international successful CBR workers, and acquire information on sustainable mass sensitisation techniques and cost-effective involvement of the basic structures of the community.

We also give even greater value to the power of information – for the documentation of our work, development of more innovative strategies and capacity building in general. 

We would like to share ideas with other practitioners from any part of the world, especially through their newsletters and publications.  

Contact:

Kalulu Anthony

Esepaf Uganda

P.O. Box 16 

Kamuli 

Uganda

Email: esepaf@yahoo.com
The Salamanca Statement and Framework for Action on Special Needs Education (UNESCO 1994) defines Inclusion as a reform that supports and welcomes diversity among all learners





Esepaf’s mission


To foster the participation of marginalised groups of children through inclusive practices in education structures and the community. 





Esepaf’s vision





An Inclusive atmosphere in schools and communities, giving justified education opportunities to school-age children, irrespective of ability or background.





A welcoming school is expressed through the atmosphere therewith, the attitude of the Head teacher, teachers, peers and parents. This includes the attitudes towards children with special needs no matter their social and cultural backgrounds, disability or achievements.





A welcoming school will call for flexibility in the application of the curriculum and variety of methods used to meet needs of children.





Uganda’s Ministry of Education and Sports (MOES) 2003 





One section of the Salamanca Statement states that:





We call upon all governments and urge them to ensure that…In the context of a systematic change, teacher education programs, both in-service and pre-service, address the provision of Special Needs Education (SEN) in inclusive schools.








Teachers need help in learning to use more participatory, “get up and go” methods. It’s not enough to say,  “ be more flexible” or “use active, not passive methods”.





States one writer, through a newsletter by EENET, c/o Manchester University.











In practice, regular school teachers who can teach particularly Braille and sign language still account to those who have undertaken Diploma or other short-term courses specifically in SNE, long after leaving the Initial Teacher Training through a minimum probation period of 2 years. 








The Salamanca statement called for the development of demonstration projects and encouragement of exchanges with countries having experience with inclusive schools.
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