Workshop for the Validation of the Recommendation of the Study on Special Education Needs

Monday 31 October 2011
Opening Address by Honourable Minister
Protocol
I am indeed very pleased to be in your midst today on the occasion of this Workshop meant to validate the report that has been prepared by Dr Shirley Mc Bride and Prof Serge Ebersold.

 To both of them, I would wish to extend a very warm welcome, especially since it is only today that I have been able to meet them and exchange some views with them. Let me also seize the opportunity to express my warm appreciation to the EU and especially Mr Achim Schaffert., the Head of Section Delegation of the EU to Mauritius. Ever since we have been embarking on major transformations in our education system, I am glad to say that the European Commission has always been by our side. It was the case when we were formulating the EHRSP 2008-2020 and it is the case now when we are embarking on the very ambitious program of giving the Special Education Needs sector a reinvigorated thrust.
Ladies and Gentlemen,

Allow me to remind you that both of these are inextricably linked. When we highlighted in the EHRSP that all SEN children would be given the opportunity to access relevant education by 2020—and the emphasis is on RELEVANT—it was precisely our intent to ensure the successful implementation of the  National Policy and Strategy Document for SEN that had been formulated in 2006. This Document strategized in a very succinct manner the policy objectives we deemed important for the sector.

Let us face it. It is a given today that barriers  to accessing education and to learning for persons with disabilities exist and these must need be overcome. 
This is not simply a question of equity, important as that is.
 It is not only a question of achieving the Education for All goals. 
It is above all a moral obligation, one that dictates the imperative of capturing the true essence of Inclusion.
In fact, Ladies and Gentlemen, you will all concur that, until and unless education policies and practices prove to be inclusive of all learners, encouraging their full participation in the educational mission, they are likely to remain incomplete somehow and will sound shallow. In most countries of the world, especially so in developing ones, we witness the marginalization of those that are most vulnerable, of those that are in greater need for special attention, particular care and a greater dose of affirmative action.
Indeed, as we endeavour to move into the spheres of economic growth and development so as to create what Bhutan has now become famous for, the Gross National Happiness, it becomes our sacrosanct duty to work towards a truly inclusive society where every person, no matter what his or her disability, is viewed as an integral member of our society.
And this posits a new challenge for us in Mauritius. As you are all aware, we have some 3000 children who are estimated as having some form of disability but only some 1600 are being enrolled in schools, whether specialized or mainstream.  We have started a massive sensitization campaign to get them all on board. We no longer want our children  with special education needs to be  isolated or tucked away into the dark nooks and crannies of their homes , wallowing in shame or embarrassment simply because they are ‘different’.  
Rather, we want them to enroll in schools where they can play, learn and grow up with their non-disabled peers. We need to encourage the setting up of protective and helpful “ circles of friends”—which means that school policies and practices have to be made to be more conducive to the development of these learners.

However, Ladies and Gentlemen, we need to stop in our tracks and look at the issue from a different perspective. 

Can mainstreaming these children alone do the trick? Does it really suffice to get them into schools without really catering for their individual special needs? We know that we have in every classroom a diversity of learners with a diversity of learning styles. It is the responsibility of our classes to shift from the ‘one-size-fits-all’ form of teaching towards  one that genuinely customises teaching and learning to the talents or special needs of the individuals. Until such time this attitude, this mindset is institutionalised, the battle of mainstreaming will have only been won and lost—or, at best, partially won.  
But, Ladies and Gentlemen, we can win this battle fully if we all put our heads together. At this juncture, I have to express my deep appreciation to the several NGOs that have been servicing this sector for a number of years now. Indeed, I have to commend all of you who, sometimes with limited resources but always with a high degree of commitment and dedication, were unwavering in your faith, in your belief in this sector. Your hard work and vision set new milestones for the future of the children with special needs. Rest assured that you will find in this Government and in me, in particular, a genuine partner.
The measures announced in the Government Programme 2010-2015 for the SEN sector is cogent proof of Government’s commitment and determination to make a difference in the education for children with special needs.

In fact the Government Programme provides for the Special Needs Education sector to be restructured in order to ensure that no child is deprived of education on account of any form of impairment or disability. Furthermore the present grant-in-aid formula for NGOs engaged in special needs education will be reviewed.

This will no doubt serve to reinforce the partnership with the NGOs and develop the right synergy to confront the challenges facing the sector.
For this is what we are willing to do: reinforce the partnership that has been there for quite some time now. We are already looking into the issue of grants to the NGOs and, especially, we are keen on ensuring your empowerment and building of the capacity of your personnel.
And I also hope to see more of such a partnership established between your specialist institutions and mainstream schools. I would sincerely welcome the expertise you can bring to provide advice and support to those children that we are seeking to enrol in mainstream schools.
And in this venture, the Government will bring its own contribution. As you are by now fully aware, we intend to put up a number of resource centres that will be one-stop shops in the provision of high quality specialist education and professional services.
Let me also reflect what I hope will soon see the light of day. 
I think we have in Mauritius reached a stage when, as part of the professionalization of services, we can work together towards developing a Special Educational Needs Code of Practice. This domain that touches a number of people at their most sensitive innermost self can leave no room for amateurism. Those who enter this service sector must realize that there is necessity to abide by a code that leaves no room for mistakes or haphazardness.

On the other hand, it serves no purpose to retain what we have gathered as experience in this field to ourselves. My recent visit to Reunion Island strongly brought home to me the keenness of the French authorities  to share their expertise acquired in the field. I fact, I am really making a plea for the replication of the Mauritius Africa Initiative that has started to be operational in the Early Childhood development sector. 
As you may be aware, under this initiative, capacities of Sub-Saharan African (SSA) countries in young child integrated programming will be reinforced through the setting up of a regional platform for capacity building programs and exchange of best practices. The vision of the Mauritius-Africa Initiative (MAI) is to contribute to the achievement of the Education for ALL (EFA) goals and Millennium Development Goals (MDG) as well as strengthening the Convention of the Rights of the Child in the Sub-Saharan African region.  

A similar initiative, which can be placed in line with UNESCO’s Priority Africa Agenda, will, I am convinced, enable all countries in this part of the world to benefit from the “mutualisation” and collaboration of experience and expertise they have accumulated in the sector.
Let me end on a note of warm appreciation to the Consultants, Dr Shirley Mc Bride and Prof Serge Ebersold who are bringing their wealth of acquired experience to the country. As you validate the report that they have prepared, you will, I am sure, recognize the great value of their contribution to this inspiring cause.
I wish you fruitful deliberations and have the pleasure in declaring this Validation Workshop open.

Thank you for your attention.

