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Introduction 

There are bright disabled children and there are not so bright disabled children. 
If life-long education is now universally considered desirable, then disabled 
people should also be allowed to participate fully in the education process. 
Those who are responsible in any way for the education of people with 
disabilities ought to bear these considerations in mind. 

This paper will attempt to examine those issues which, in my opinion, have a 
direct bearing on education for people with disabilities. From a consideration of 
philosophical issues relating to the education of people with disabilities, this 
paper will look at some critical factors in formulating a sound educational plan 
for educating disabled people, bearing in mind the special characteristics of the 
small island nations of the South Pacific. 

A Philosophical base 

These days there is a growing trend to broaden the disability 'base' to include 
those children who are economically and culturally disadvantaged, those with a 
very slight loss of some bodily function and adults with debilitating illnesses 
for example diabetes or hypertension. In order to define and achieve the goals 
we set for the education of people with disabilities, it is my strong belief that 
we should confine the term "disabled people" to include only those who are 
mentally retarded, those with varying degrees of deafness and blindness, those 
suffering from cerebal palsy, those who are severely crippled and those with any 
combination of these handicaps. Many in the developing world still ask the 
question, "Why educate the disabled?" If education is considered desirable for 
the growth and development of all people, then there is no reason whatsoever to 
leave out people with disabilities. It would appear that the people who are 
reluctant to consider education appropriate to the needs, interests and potentials 
of disabled people do so because of a lack of a clear perception of their moral 
obligation towards disabled people, a fear of low monetary return from 
investment in their education and ignorance. The vulnerability of the disabled 

3 



person to reluctant and disinterested people in authority and also his or her own 
self-perception further compound the problem. However, after taking cultural 
considerations into account and accepting that education for disabled persons is 
desirable then the next logical question is, "What kind of education?" 

Policies and decision-making 

While general statements of intent by governments on education can be readily 
found in Development Plans and Education Acts, such statements are really for 
non-disabled people. There is a real need to enunciate clearly education policies 
for the disabled and there ought to be a clear commitment by governments to 
their education. From this position, authorities can move to plan and 
implement appropriate programmes which cater for the special needs of persons 
with disabilities. 

I would like to highlight a few selected factors which impinge directly on 
policy decisions. 

Firstly, the question of integration. 
A greater assimilation of the handicapped into the mainstream is now being 
widely accepted as desirable. As far as possible, every effort should be made to 
integrate as many disabled children as possible in the regular school system. 
Only those children who cannot be integrated should be considered for special 
schools. We know that successful integration requires adequate resources and 
sensitive teachers possessing the necessary professional competence. In order 
that integrated education for disabled children be effective there must be adequate 
teacher and resource staff. Acceptable teacher/pupil ratios these days appear to 
be as follows: 

Pupil/Teacher Ratios seen as suitable for various types of 
Remedial Facilities/Handicaps 

Opportunity and Special Senior Classes 
Special Small Classes 
Occupation Centres 
Crippled Children 
Severely Deaf 
Severely Blind 
Deaf-Blind, Multiple-Handicapped, Autistic 

20:1 
6:1 
10:1 
8:1 
6:1 
6:1 
4:1 
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Effective integration is also linked to teaching programmes which are child-
centred rather than teacher-centred. Generally, where a more child-centred 
approach with an emphasis on individualised learning is practised, integrating 
children with disabilities can proceed with considerable ease and effectiveness. 

Secondly, the question of careful management of resources. 
For various reasons, including the fact that resources available to us are not 
unlimited, the need to derive maximum benefit from such resources is 
imperative. 

Thirdly, the issue of accountability needs to be addressed. 
A framework mapping out who is accountable for what and to whom is best 
dealt with at the policy level for the benefit of all. 

Fourthly, clarity of goals. 
Policy statements should clearly outline the key decision-making points about 
special needs in order to facilitate the effective co-ordination of educational 
provisions for the disabled. In 'Meeting Special Educational Needs' Welton J. 
et al. (1982, p. 18) recommend the following as the main decision-making 
stages covering the period from the initial decision to refer a child, to the 
evaluation of the educational provision made for the child: 

Decision (by parent, teacher or other primary care agent) to 
refer a child for: (a) help in understanding his or her needs; 
(b) obtaining access to special resources or provision if 
required. 

Decision by an 'outside professional' (e.g. educational 
psychologist or medical officer) about whether a child's 
needs are such that special provision should be considered. 

Decision by an 'outside professional' (or an educational 
administrator) to initiate the requisite multi-professional 
assessment, and make arrangements accordingly. 

Decisions by those involved in the multi-professional 
assessment on the nature of the child's needs, and the request 
for special provision to be made either within the child's 
present situation or elsewhere. 
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Administrative decisions about the allocation of the special 
educational provision. 

Decisions on the part of the provider of special education 
(e.g. head teacher of special school or unit) about the nature 
of the child's needs and how they should be provided. 

Decisions about the continued adequacy, appropriateness and 
necessity of the provision (taken in the course of reviews). 

While the scope and quality of services available in the United Kingdom (where 
Welton J. et al. developed their 'decision-making stages') are in some ways 
different from ours, the main stages would nevertheless be appropriate here in 
the South Pacific. 

Professionals, parents and clients 

A clear definition of roles expected of professionals, parents and clients is 
necessary for a meaningful and successful interaction among these groups. 
Consider the two allegations given below: 

"It can be said that some children fail in school, but it can be 
said with equal force that schools fail some children." 
(Swan:1981). 

"Often professionals appear to act not in the interests of parents 
and children, but for the system, themselves or their 
masters." (Swan: 1981). [underlining is mine] 

The inference from the second allegation is clearly that professionals are in a 
much stronger position to determine the quality of education for the disabled 
than are the disabled themselves or their parents. This is largely due to the 
vulnerability of parents and their disabled children, and perhaps, due to such 
factors as: the authority of professionals; the relative dependence of parents and 
disabled (both ignorant of their rights and options) on those professionals; and 
even their social class. 
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Enhancing the quality of education for the disabled, and in particular, promoting 
quality in classroom practice, would require appropriate developments in 
curriculum and advisory services for teachers, teacher education, and teaching-
learning resources. I shall now comment briefly on these aspects. 

Implementation 

Curriculum and advisory services 
In devising appropriate curricula for disabled persons, the selection of goals, 
learning experiences and resources are obviously as much controlled by the 
nature of the individual's disability, as they are by other curriculum 
considerations. Nonetheless, we should not, on that point alone, dilute, the 
rigour of the learning experiences for the disabled nor operate on lower expecta
tions and aspirations. Our curricular programmes must maintain high standards 
in goal-setting and basic education, while taking into account the nature of the 
students' disability. One needs to be wary of over-generalisations in terms of 
disabilities. A blind child should not be judged dumb simply because he or she 
has lost an important sensory function. This child is able to compensate quite 
adequately using other senses. 

We should not succumb to thinking that is simplistic. Instead, we should 
work on the assumption that individual differences in the rate and level of 
learning are only natural and that our efforts should be to maximize the growth 
of all persons alike, whether disabled or not. 

The responsibility, therefore, of designing appropriate curricula and promoting 
implementation rests with professionals like curriculum developers and 
educational advisers. Advantage must be taken of new technology, now 
available on a wider scale, to enhance the teaching-learning process in 
classrooms for the disabled. 

At the classroom level, teachers need to develop clear Individual Education 
Plans (IEPs) for each child in order to meet the child's educational needs. IEPs 
facilitate the monitoring of a child's progress and are essential to assess the 
overall achievement of objectives by him or her at the end of a period of 
schooling. The information from IEPs should form a basis for deciding 
whether a disabled child should continue school in the academic stream or be 
recommended for job training and placement. A realistic decision is dependent 
on such objective information. 
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Teacher education 
When selecting teachers for the disabled, the following appear to be common 
practice. Teachers from the regular school system who indicate an interest are 
usually appointed, others by educational advisers and some for administrative 
convenience. This last practice is obviously questionable. 

The growing trend these days in the Pacific is to select teachers for overseas 
specialist training. Specialist training for a limited number of teachers is very 
expensive, hence, the system of scholarships for overseas institutions is clearly 
an attractive option. However, the need for monitoring teacher performance in 
special schools, difficult though it may be, cannot be overemphasised. 
Teachers for the disabled should have clear options for mobility to avoid 
stagnation and dwindling enthusiasm through 'closed-shop' situations when 
there are only a handful of institutions in the category of special schools in a 
country. 

Teachers for the disabled should be given extra remuneration for their effort, 
perhaps, through a system of special allowances. 

Special education must be seen as an integral part of the teacher-training 
curriculum in Teachers' Colleges in the South Pacific and not be ad hoc lectures 
as seems to be the practice today. 

Schools and classroom practice 
Let us analyse classroom practice in schools for the disabled given that there is 
an adequate supply of resources and curriculum materials, and necessary 
advisory services to teachers. There is the obvious teaching commitment 
which comes out as the most significant component during the school day. 
Administrative routine work such as record-keeping, organisation of resources 
and liaison with parents and others is the other identifiable component. And 
finally, unusual perhaps in classrooms for the disabled, is seeing to the medical 
and personal needs of the children. 

While some of the above functions need the attention of trained professionals 
quite a lot of support can be delegated to teachers' aides, e.g. hospital visits, 
school excursions etc. 
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Continuing education 

Life-long education is now a widely accepted maxim and through such means as 
non-formal/adult education, programmes are being launched to assist people to 
meet their educational needs, at different stages in their lives. This option 
becomes all the more necessary for disabled persons as access to information in 
their case is more difficult. It is further compounded for adults afflicted with a 
disability late in life as this calls for considerable re-orientation and re
adjustment. Any plan to re-equip such persons must be individually 
programmed. 

Co-ordinated field-work and non-formal education services seem to be 
potentially useful in this regard. 

Conclusion 

Whilst it is not difficult to prescribe education for the disabled in terms of 
physical provisions like buildings, motor vehicles and modern aids and 
appliances, the qualitative aspects of the education for the disabled are often 
overlooked. Hence this paper has attempted an appraisal of those factors which 
might bring about qualitative improvements in our efforts to provide education 
for people with disabilities. While many of the issues raised in this paper need 
to be looked at in the context of socio-cultural realities of small island 
communities, every attempt should be made to consider education for people 
with disabilities as a community-based activity. Such an approach carries 
desirable long-term results, for it allows the disabled child to learn and live with 
his or her brothers, sisters and peers, avoids dislocation and minimizes the need 
for expensive physical provisions. Psychologically it enhances the self-respect 
and dignity of the individual and above all, it promotes the process of 
integration of the disabled with the family and the community. 
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