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Introduction

The International Council for Education of People with Visual Impairment (ICEVI), in partnership with the World Blind Union (WBU), launched the “Education for All Children with Visual Impairment” (EFA-VI) global campaign at the ICEVI 12th World Conference in Kuala Lumpur Malaysia in July 2006. The goal of the campaign is “to ensure that all girls and boys with blindness and low vision enjoy the right to education” (ICEVI, 2008). The campaign is endorsed by UNESCO and UNICEF, and is closely aligned with the United Nations “Education for All” (EFA) global campaign, which addresses the rights of children to education. 

This conference paper presents an overview of the EFA-VI initiatives in the Pacific region during 2008. These initiatives are based upon regional priorities identified at the ICEVI Pacific Forum in Perth, Western Australia in January 2007. The Perth Forum was attended by delegates from Australia, New Zealand and several Pacific Island countries (PICs), and resulted in the development of an EFA-VI Pacific Plan for ICEVI’s 2006-2010 quadrennial period. The initiatives outlined in this paper include national EFA-VI planning in Fiji and regional training programs in orientation and mobility (O&M), braille, education of children with sensory and multiple disabilities, and the provision of assistive technology within the region. This paper concludes with ICEVI’s contribution to the development of a national plan for education of children with disabilities in Timor-Leste.

Fiji National EFA-VI Plan

Fiji was selected as the first Pacific island country for implementation of the EFA-VI global campaign. Fiji is well respected regionally and internationally for its provision of educational opportunities for children with vision impairments. The Fiji EFA-VI Plan was developed at a Forum in Suva Fiji, 6-8 October, hosted by the Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind Children (RIDBC), Vision Australia and ICEVI. The Plan included a situational analysis of current services, long and short-term EFA-VI goals, service delivery approaches, resource mobilisation and professional training requirements, and budgetary considerations.  

The Fiji National EFA-VI Plan was developed through a process of participatory consultation. 

Forum delegates included representatives from the Ministries of Education and Health, the Fiji Society for the Blind, the Fiji School for the Blind, the United Blind Persons of Fiji (UBP), the Fiji National Council for Disabled Persons, the Suva Parents Association, the Pacific Disability Forum (PDF), the University of the South Pacific (USP), Corpus Christi College, Project Heaven, UNICEF Fiji and Vision2020 Fiji. International and regional participants included representatives from ICEVI, WBU, the Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat (PIFS), United Nations Economic and Social Commission Asia and Pacific (UNESCAP), South Pacific Educators in Vision Impairment (SPEVI), the Australian Association for Parents of the Vision Impaired (AAPVI), Vision Australia, RIDBC, and the Centre for Eye Research Australia (CERA).

It is anticipated that the Fiji EFA-VI Plan, in addition to strengthening capacity in education of all children with disabilities in Fiji, will serve as a model for education service provision for children with vision impairments in other Pacific Island countries. A copy of the Plan is included with the PDF meeting documents.

Professional Diploma in Orientation and Mobility, Pacific Region

One of the priority areas identified at the 2007 ICEVI Pacific Forum in Perth WA, was the need to strengthen regional capacity in the field of orientation and mobility. At the present time in the Pacific, many children and youth with vision impairments are marginalised from education due to their inability to journey independently and safely between home and school each day. In order to address this priority need, ICEVI Pacific partnered with several regional organisations to establish a professionally focussed regional train-the-trainer program in orientation and mobility. 

The program, titled “Professional Diploma in Orientation and Mobility, Pacific Region”, consisted of an intensive four-week residential training program, delivered at the Centre for Appropriate Training and Development (CATD Nadave), in Nausori, Fiji during November 2008. The residential program was followed by a two-week practicum project in each participant’s home country. The program content was developed and delivered by a team of Australian O&M professionals from Guide Dogs NSW/ACT and RIDBC Renwick Centre in Sydney. 

Program participants came from Fiji, Vanuatu, Papua New Guinea, Tonga, Tuvalu, Samoa, Nauru, the Federated States of Micronesia, Kiribati, the Cook Islands, and the Solomon Islands. All 16 participants successfully completed the course and it is anticipated they will become future Pacific leaders in orientation and mobility. Course graduates are qualified to establish professional O&M training programs in their home countries, as well as to provide direct services to children with vision impairments and their families. The ultimate beneficiaries of the Diploma program will be children with vision impairments and their families.

The Professional Diploma in Orientation and Mobility, Pacific Region, was made possible through the collective efforts and contributions of the PRIDE Project, PDF, ICEVI, RIDBC, Guide Dogs NSW/ACT, and Australian Volunteers International (AVI). The program is endorsed by PIFS and UNESCAP. 
Promotion of braille 

Braille in Australia and New Zealand:

In 2005, Australia and New Zealand adopted a new international braille code, the “Unified English Braille” (UEB) code. UEB combines literary, mathematics and technical braille codes into one code, with some simplification of the braille rules. The adoption of UEB in Australia and New Zealand has received strong support from educators, braille transcribers and students learning braille. UEB is a relatively easy code to produce using manual and/or electronic braille machines and software programs, such as the Perkins and Mountbatten braillers, and Duxbury software. The transition of UEB in Australia has been taking place since 2005 and is now almost complete. Students entering primary and secondary school receive all textbooks and reading material in UEB, and vision support teachers across the country have received UEB training.

Braille in the Pacific:

In the Pacific region, there are a variety of braille codes used, with variations in levels of access to qualified braille teachers, brailled textbooks and adult reading materials. There is limited information available on (a) the number of children and adults with severe vision impairments, (b) school enrolment rates and school options for children and youth with vision impairments, (c) braille usage, and (d) the provision of braille training programs for resource and classroom teachers, and students and adults who are blind.

With the implementation of the EFA-VI global campaign and the transition to the UEB code in Australia and New Zealand, it is timely to review current braille provision in English-speaking Pacific Island countries. In April, 2008, ICEVI and WBU presented a concept paper on braille at the Pacific Disability Forum Council Meeting in Samoa (Jolley, 2008). The paper’s recommendations, presented below, were adopted by the PDF Council.

Recommendation 1

That the Pacific Disability Forum adopt the policy position:

(a)
that blind children in Pacific Island countries must be taught to read and write in braille;

(b)
that braille codes used throughout the Pacific region should be harmonised to the greatest extent possible; and

(c)
that Unified English Braille should be adopted as the standard for English-language braille used in Pacific Island countries.

Recommendation 2

That PDF partner with the ICEVI Pacific region, the WBU Pacific Oceania sub-region and national associations of blind people (NDPOs where NABPs do not exist) to communicate with the Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat, and the Ministry of Education in each Pacific Island country where English is a teaching language in schools:

(a)
to raise awareness about the fundamental importance of braille for literacy by blind students, and the importance of the EFA-VI global campaign in the Pacific;

(b)
to encourage the adoption by the Ministry of Education of Unified English Braille, following consultation with the national association of blind people (NDPO where an NABP does not exist), as the national standard for English-language braille;

(c)
to provide advice to each country, seeking support from experts in Australia and New Zealand as necessary, on the implementation of Unified English Braille as soon as practicable following its adoption; and

(d)
to consider the use of Unified English Braille as the base code for Indigenous-language braille in each country in which it has been adopted.

The adoption of the above two recommendations by PDF is an important step in addressing information access for adults and children with severe vision impairments in the Pacific region. It is anticipated that PDF will take a leading role in promoting the adoption of UEB as the standard for English-language braille in the Pacific region. ICEVI and WBU welcome discussion with members of the PDF Council on future EFA-VI capacity-building programs and projects in the areas of braille code knowledge, braille literacy development, braille production methods, and the sharing of braille books and technology within the region. 

Braille support programs:

During 2008, ICEVI partnered with regional organisations to provide the following braille training and support programs within the Pacific region:

· UEB code training program: The RIDBC Renwick Centre has partnered with ICEVI Pacific and Callan Studies Institute of Papua New Guinea to provide distance education training programs in UEB for Pacific Island countries For more information about these courses, please contact the author.

· Workshops on UEB and computer-based braille production methods: ICEVI Pacific has partnered with the State Braille and Large Print Service of the Department of Education and Training NSW (DET NSW) to provide training in the UEB code and computer-generated braille production techniques. To date, Fiji-based and Sydney-based training support has been provided to the Fiji Society for the Blind and the Fiji School for the Blind. ICEVI welcomes requests for additional UEB workshops from PICs. 

· Perkins brailler repairs: Vision Australia has offered to repair Perkins braillers for Pacific Island countries. Broken machines may be shipped by “free post” to Equipment Solutions, Vision Australia, 201 High Street, Prahran, Victoria 3181. For more information, contact Equipment Solutions by email: esprahran@visionaustralia.org.

· Braille literacy training programs in Timor-Leste: ICEVI Pacific, in collaboration with St Edmund’s School for Students with Vision Impairments NSW and the Alola Foundation Timor-Leste, provided training the Portuguese braille code, braille literacy and braille book production in Timor-Leste during April and August 2008.  Local materials were used for the production of tactile graphics, and braille books were created using the Perkins brailler and slate and stylus. Braille training programs have been offered periodically to educators and rehabilitation professionals in Timor-Leste since 2003. Participants in the 2008 training programs included staff of the Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Social Solidarity, Fuan Nabilan Ba Matan Aat, ASSERT, and Plan International. Fuan Nabilan’s participation in the braille book production workshop was funded by AusAID.

Children with vision impairments and multiple disabilities

The unique needs of children with vision impairments and multiple disabilities (MDVI) have been a focus area of the Pacific EFA-VI campaign during 2008. RIDBC, in partnership with ICEVI and UNICEF Pacific, provided a professional training program for selected staff of the Fiji Society for the Blind and the Fiji School for the Blind. 

The program, delivered at RIDBC in Sydney, included a one-week academic program in communication strategies for children with MDVI, and one-week placement in RIDBC’s Alice Betteride School for children with sensory impairments and additional/multiple disabilities. It is anticipated that the training will assist both organisations in delivering high quality services to children with MDVI and their families in school and community settings.

Assistive technology provision

The Royal Society for the Blind South Australia (RSB SA), in partnership with WBU has established an assistive technology recycling scheme for people with vision impairments in the Asia-Pacific region. ICEVI Pacific has directed a range of technology requests to RSB SA and WBU, and commends both organisations for their efforts to fulfil these requests in a timely manner. For more information about the scheme, visit the RSB SA website, http://www.rsb.org.au/wbu/index.html.

Education for all children with disabilities in Timor-Leste

One of the most significant developments during 2008 was ICEVI’s support of the Timor-Leste Ministry of Education in developing a national plan for education of children and youth with disabilities. Phase 1 of the Plan (2009-2010) addresses the enrolment of children with disabilities into formal (school-based) and non-formal (community-based) education programs. Phase 2 will address the education of other marginalised children and youth, including those marginalised due to poverty, linguistic and cultural background, and displacement during the periods of political unrest.

The National Plan for Inclusive Education includes provision for coordinated development of human capital, infrastructure and services in inclusive education over several years. It is hoped that the Plan’s implementation will result in long-term improvements in the quality of life of children with disabilities and their families.
Communication and networking 

Regular updates on the EFA-VI campaign are available on the ICEVI websites, www.icevi.org, and, www.icevipacific.org.au. ICEVI’s biannual magazine, The Educator is available in “hard-copy” or can be downloaded from the ICEVI website. The ICEVI Pacific region hosts an electronic list for communication and networking within the region. To join this free list, visit the website, http://www.icevipacific.org.au/index1.php and complete the subscription form. The Australian Braille Authority (ABA) hosts a free electronic list on braille-related issues, called “ozbrl”. If you are interested in subscribing to the list, send a blank email to ozbrl-subscribe@yahoogroups.com and respond to the confirmation reply from Yahoo.

ICEVI invites organisations and individuals to become ICEVI members. Please visit the ICEVI website or contact the author for additional information or copies of membership forms.

ICEVI World Conference

The next ICEVI world conference will be held in Jomtien, Thailand, 9-13 August 2010. Regular updates on the conference may be found on the ICEVI website. ICEVI will be providing a limited number of scholarships for people in the Pacific region to attend. Please contact the author if you would like to know more about the conference and scholarship program.
Conclusion

ICEVI, in partnership with WBU and regional development partners, has provided a range of EFA-VI programs in the Pacific region during 2008. ICEVI and WBU are committed to working with PDF and regional organisations to bring about the full and equal participation in education and society of children and youth with disabilities. ICEVI invites discussion with the PDF Council and member organisations regarding future regional activities that will benefit adults and children with vision impairments and their families. 
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