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ABSTRACT

The European Disability Forum (EDF) is the umbrella body of the European disability movement representing the interests of 50 million disabled Europeans and their families - a diverse group made-up of persons with disabilities ranging from physical and sensory disabilities  to intellectual disabilities, mental health problems and people with complex and multiple disabilities.  

EDF has actively participated in the negotiations of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, including its article 24. EDF believes that this article is at the core of the Convention and illustrates the paradigm shift from persons with disabilities as defined by their impairments and denied access to mainstream life to persons with disabilities as rights holders empowered to fully participate in all aspects of life, where the barriers that prevent their equal participation are addressed.

With this as the fundamental approach, Article 24 challenges current policies on the basis of a clear right, and demands a new understanding and review of current thinking and practices. Persons with disabilities have the right to receive education of the same quality as any other person, in an environment that takes into account their needs. In order to achieve this, policies and legislation must address access, not only to schools, and universities, but to all other education opportunities in a lifelong learning perspective. in order to change the system, and ensure the inclusion of pupils with disabilities in mainstream schools, a revolution must occur in peoples' minds including families and organisations of disabled people, in addition to public authorities, schools directors, staff, and trade unions.

It is important to ensure that the ratification process of the CRPD produces and changes legislation, and policies, in order to respond to the goals set out in the Convention. 

These legislative acts and policies must be developed in close cooperation with organisations of persons with disabilities, and by fostering dialogue with governments, teachers' unions and parents associations and institutes of higher education which train teachers.

In a human rights perspective, inclusive educations should not be seen only as an obligation, but also as an opportunity to educate all children on human rights and respect for all.

The UN Convention does not explicitly define what 'inclusive education' is. Inclusive education should not be confused with integration. The Integration concept implies just an adaptation of the person to fit, and not changes of the environment, pedagogy and organisation. Inclusion is broader and implies a progressive change and adaptation of the educational system, so everybody can have their needs met and thrive.

EDF believes that the Salamanca Declaration adopted in 1994 provides a good starting point with its acknowledgement that Inclusive education means that the school must and can provide a good education to all pupils irrespective of their varying abilities. 

All children must be treated with respect and guaranteed equal opportunities for learning together.

Inclusive education is an on-going process. Teachers must work actively and deliberately to reach its goals.  Inclusive education is a process of addressing and responding to diversity of needs of all learners through increasing participation in learning, cultures and communities, and reducing exclusion within and from education. It involves changes and modifications in content, approaches, structures and strategies, with a common vision which covers all girls and boys of appropriate age range based on the conviction that it is the responsibility of the regular system to educate all children.

The development of inclusive education is a process which requires that enabling conditions are established and that specific requirements of blind and partially sighted pupils and students are identified. In order to access education in practice it is essential that:

· In all schools attended by blind and partially-sighted people, study course materials, relevant text and reference books must be provided in accessible formats of the students' choice.

· Appropriate support must be given to enable blind and partially-sighted pupils and students to understand and work with graphical materials and concepts, participate fully in practical course work and in physical, sporting and leisure activities.

· Blind and partially-sighted pupils and students must be enabled to participate fully in all aspects of life of the educational establishment.  This includes extra curricula, extra mural and recreational activities.

· Blind and partially-sighted pupils and students must be provided with, and trained to use the equipment and access technology they require to accomplish their studies.  This equipment may be required in the educational establishment, as well as the home and other place of study.

· Buildings must be designed, built, furnished and equipped to conform to appropriate accessibility standards and guidelines. 

· Blind and partially-sighted pupils and students must have the same access to the full range of subjects and curricula as all other students at educational establishments.  

· Blind and partially-sighted pupils and students should be given appropriate additional time and other necessary conditions to undertake assessments and examinations on an equal basis with other students and pupils.  Examinations and assessment materials must be provided in the pupils' or students' format of choice.

· Blind and partially-sighted pupils and students must be able to submit their written, examined and assessed work in the format of their choice.

· Where necessary, travel to and from the educational establishment should be provided and funded for blind and partially-sighted pupils and students.

· To ensure long term optimum academic and social development, blind and partially-sighted infants and young children and their parents must have access to the active and continuing support of qualified professional staff who are able to ensure that families are provided with any additional resources required because of visual or other disabilities, are able to offer counselling, emotional support and advise on the social, psychological, physical and educational development of infants and children with visual disabilities.  Early identification, diagnosis and referral to professional staff that can offer this service are crucial.

· Teachers and lecturers must have recourse to expert advice and support in relation to the students’ needs.

