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PREFACE

Reading and writing skills are key factors in a person’s ability to escape pov-
erty. Achieving universal primary education for all children by 2015 is one of 
the Millennium Development Goals agreed to by all United Nations member 
countries. In spite of this, a large majority of all children living with disabilities 
in developing countries are excluded from school because of prejudice, inad-
equate physical accessibility, the low status of girls and poverty.

When these more than one hundred million children are deprived of their right 
to an education, they are also deprived of any chance they might have had 
of finding work, being able to support themselves and taking part in commu-
nity development. 

Opening up closed classrooms will require a raft of specific targeted initiatives, 
such as assistive technology and teachers who know about the children’s 
needs. Teachers with sign language skills are needed for children with impaired 
hearing, and teaching materials and special education teachers with skills to 
teach children with impaired vision. School buildings need to be adapted for 
children with mobility impairments and teachers capable of providing a sup-
portive learning environment are required for children and young people with 
special needs.

These may sound like costly measures for countries struggling with enor-
mous challenges, but the cost of denying all these children an education will 
be significantly higher. Our experience shows that political will is the decisive 
success factor. If the disability perspective is included right from the initial 
planning phase, the costs of the necessary initiatives will be small – both in 
actual terms and in relation to the enormous loss to society that the alterna-
tive represents.  

In the programmes and projects that MyRight’s member organizations run in 
association with their partner organizations in Africa, Asia, Europe and Latin 
America, the right to an education is a fundamental issue because it con-
cerns people’s prospects for social participation. But in many countries, there 
is a lack of awareness of the capabilities and strengths possessed by people 
with disabilities – with great shortcomings in educational policies as a result. 
In order to change this, strong disability organizations are needed to impart 
knowledge, promote a clear disability perspective and hold decision-makers 
to account for enabling all children to go to school. 



This is why MyRight’s development cooperation is based on partnership and 
sharing experience of how to build strong organizations with the ability to 
engage in socio-political transformation work. As our partner organizations 
grow stronger, the chances of more countries achieving the goal of primary 
education for all children increase. 

Roland Håkansson
Chairman, MyRight
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THE FORGOTTEN CHILDREN OF THE MILLENI-
UM DEVELOPMENT GOALS

The schools of the world are not open to all 
children
“Education is the most powerful weapon which you can use to change the 
world.” These are the words of Nelson Mandela in a speech he gave in 2003. 
More and more of the world’s children are being armed with this vital weapon 
– they are going to school. But what happens to a child who never gets access 
to education because of a disability? When the struggle for a better life is a 
struggle against closed school doors, ignorant attitudes and an acute lack of 
resources? These are the children this document is about – the forgotten chil-
dren of the Millennium Development Goals.

The countries of the world agreed on the eight Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) in 2000. They consist of eight measurable anti-poverty goals set to 
be achieved by 2015. Goal 2 is Achieving universal primary education and 
UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization) 
believes that the world is close to achieving that goal. It reports that ninety 
per cent of all children in the developing countries now go to school. But this 
impressive statistic does not include the 120 million children with disabilities 
who live in developing countries. The opposite is true for them: over ninety 
per cent do not go to school. But these children almost never appear in the 
annual MDG reports. 

If MDG 2 is ever to be achieved in real terms, powerful targeted initiatives 
must be put in place for children in need of extra support. For these children 
and their families, it all comes down to a life worth living.
“A lack of education is the most significant cause of poverty. Education is 
the first step people take on their way out of poverty,” notes Hans Rosling, 
Professor of International Health at Karolinska Institute. 

“First comes education, then better health and then better economic self-sufficiency. 
It’s almost never a question of a long education for poor people, of course, but the 
ability to read and write can change your life. It means a great deal to an entire 
family if one member can read and write,” explains Professor Rosling. 

If you can’t be seen, you don’t exist
 
In 2011, the UN published a status report on the eight MDGs from a disability 
perspective: Disability and the Millennium Development Goals. On the very 
first page, it admits: “…the estimated 1 billion people worldwide who live with 
one or more physical, sensory (blindness/deafness), intellectual or mental 
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health impairments, are not mentioned in any of the 8 Goals or the attendant 
21 Targets or 60 Indicators, nor in the Millennium Declaration.” The Report 
describes ignoring the needs of this group as “a lost opportunity to address 
the pressing social, educational, health and economic concerns of millions of 
the world’s most marginalized citizens.” 

When you study MDG 2 under the magnifying glass, the lack of ambition and 
the reporting are equally disappointing. It took until 2010 for the concept of 
disability to even be mentioned in the annual Millennium Development Goals 
Report and it merely confirmed what the disability rights movement had been 
pointing out for many years: “Even in countries close to achieving universal pri-
mary education, children with disabilities are the majority of those excluded.” 
In spite of the fact that this means more than 100 million children risk growing 
up without spending a single day in school, they don’t count – either figura-
tively or literally. 
“The reports are general, there’s not room for everything,” responds Monica 
Lorensson, Liaison Officer at United Nations Development Programme in 
Sweden. All groups want their targets included in the MDGs, but it’s impossi-
ble to specify every group. Ms Lorensson goes on to note:
“The children most costly to get into school remain outside. These are girls, 
ethnic minorities and children with disabilities.”
 
Unseen challenges – unsolved problems

Why are there still no reliable figures on school attendance for children with 
disabilities living in developing countries? 
“It’s difficult and expensive to get hold of statistics,” notes Kenneth Eklindh, 
who up until 2011 was responsible for the “Inclusion and Quality Learning 
Enhancement” section at UNESCO’s head office in Paris.

“I’ve attempted to start numerical data projects myself by joining forces with 
both the World Health Organization and UNICEF, but a gigantic project was 
needed in order for this work to provide reliable results and no one was pre-
pared to pay.”

Eklindh judges that in the last decade there have only been marginal improve-
ments to the school situation for children with disabilities – with progress 
consisting at best of a one or two per cent increase in the number of children 
with disabilities who attend school.

The Disability and the Millennium Development Goals Report from 2011 men-
tions the problem of statistics about people with disabilities: “Data on disability 
are still a challenge for global monitoring because global figures on persons 
with disabilities are not very reliable and baseline data for many development 
issues are scarce or non-existent. …Progress towards the MDGs overall may 
mask lack of progress or even obscure worsening conditions for persons with 
disabilities.”
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Without basic data (that can be followed over time) about the current status of 
children’s school attendance, there is a great risk of implementing the wrong 
measures or, in a worst case scenario, of implementing no measures at all.

Poor statistics no excuse for a failure to act
When you take into account the fact that the ability to read among adults with 
disabilities in developing countries is as low as three per cent (in certain coun-
tries as low as one per cent for women with disabilities) and when you take 
into account the devastating consequences of illiteracy on the individual, the 
family and society,  it would be a global tragedy to also deny today’s children 
with disabilities the opportunity to go to school, learn to read and write and 
participate in society.

Why are children with disabilities not in 
the classroom?
     
 • Poverty
There is a clear link between poverty and disability. In many developing coun-
tries, a family with very limited earnings and several children to look after 
faces a number of heavy expenses linked to attending school. In a situation 
where school transportation, school books and school uniforms have to paid 
for, school is rarely an option for the child with a disability. For street children 
with disabilities, a place in the classroom is even more unattainable – UNICEF 
estimates that one third of all street children have a disability. Many of these 
children live with HIV, malaria or TBC and lack the strength to attend school 
because of their illness.  

 • Prejudice 
Prejudice can be as fatal to the dream of school as poverty. Ignorance about 
the cause of a disability and the capabilities of a child with a disability means 
that millions of children never get the chance to show what they can do in the 
classroom. Feelings of shame, fear of being attacked or bullied and lack of 
teachers with the necessary skills are some of the factors that hit a child with 
a disability hard.

 • The status of girls
The majority of the children in the world who do not go to school are girls and 
girls with a disability have the least chance of all children in the world of ever 
sitting at a school desk. This double discrimination means that many girls and 
women with a disability spend their whole lives living with their parents.

 • Accessibility
School books that are unavailable in Braille, a ramp up to the school door 
that has not been built, a wheelchair that costs too much, a sign language 
teacher or interpreter who is unavailable, educational materials that have not 
been adapted for children with a cognitive disability … Poor accessibility takes 
many forms. 



9

How to open up the classroom to children with 
disabilities
At present, 125 countries have ratified the UN Convention on the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities. This means that these countries undertake to fol-
low the Convention in their legislation and in their political work. Article 7 and 
Article 24 are very clear on the subject of the right of children with disabilities 
to an education:

# 7 States Parties shall take all necessary measures to ensure the full enjoy-
ment by children with disabilities of all human rights and fundamental freedoms.  

# 24 The right to an education shall be realized without discrimination and on 
the basis of equal opportunity. Persons with disabilities may not be excluded 
from the general education system. 

Opening up these closed classrooms requires a broad spectrum of initia-
tives.  But first the authorities must make a concerted effort to collect data on 
these children and their school situation. As the Disability and the Millennium 
Development Goals Report points out, reliable statistics are a powerful tool 
impossible to overrate!

• Many countries need supporting functions and extensive information work 
to show the importance of attending school for all children.

• In order for school attendance to be meaningful, the countries’ govern-
ments, public authorities and schools must work to ensure all children are 
able to benefit from the education. 

• The school’s values must be imbued with a conviction of the equal value 
of all people if all children are to feel welcome in the classroom. 

Simply put – every child has the right to support on the basis of their disabil-
ity and their potential. The Disability and the Millennium Development Goals 
Report from 2011 notes that many of these initiatives cost relatively little to 
implement – and even more importantly – they can be anticipated, planned 
and budgeted for. Consequently, the disability rights movement suggests the 
following measures:

Deaf children
Deaf children need a sign language environment in order to participate in the 
classroom. While many developing countries have schools for the deaf, they 
seldom satisfy the need of adapted teaching for deaf children. There are too 
few of them and even at deaf schools most teachers may not know sign lan-
guage, which makes communicating with pupils far more difficult. In many 
places, educational authorities and teachers still cling to the outmoded belief 
that deaf children should be taught verbally and learn to lip read. This is con-
trary to all modern research and experience, which shows the importance of 
sign language in the development of deaf children. 



10

But there are signs the tide is turning in several developing countries and a 
growing number of countries have recognized sign language as the first lan-
guage of deaf people. One first important step has frequently been the creation 
of national sign language dictionaries. Once there is a dictionary available, it is 
possible to begin implementing targeted initiatives to give deaf children, their 
families and teachers the opportunity to learn sign language. 

Children with a hearing impairment
The progress of children who are not completely deaf but have a hearing 
impairment at school depends a lot on how knowledgable their school and 
teachers are about hearing impairments. Creating a good noise environment, 
in combination with smaller classes, allows pupils with a slight hearing impair-
ment to benefit from a large part of the teaching. Most children with a hearing 
impairment need a hearing aid and hearing technology in school. Because 
poor children in poor countries do not have access to assistive technology, 
they essentially become deaf and need sign language to be able to keep up 
in school and communicate with the people around them.

Children with intellectual impairment
Children with intellectual impairment need access to adapted educational 
materials and educational support from teachers who are knowledgeable 
about their individual abilities and requirements. They should be included in 
local schools, with the opportunity to take part in lessons on their own terms. 
In many developing countries, the reality is very different for children with cog-
nitive impairments. All too often, these children are regarded as “unteachable” 
– a group that has no business being in school with other children. These 
children remain at home, deprived of education, vocational training and any 
chance they might have had for development. 

Children with psychological impairments
Children with psychological impairments may find it difficult to get their diffi-
culties acknowledged. In many countries with limited resources for general 
healthcare, there are no child psychiatry services. Due to a lack of knowledge, 
a psychological impairment can be interpreted as an intellectual impairment 
and the child is excluded from school. Among city street children, children with 
psychological impairments are particularly vulnerable.  

Children with mobility impairments
In many countries, children face a long journey every day to get to school. If 
you are unable to walk, you need a wheelchair, but in developing countries 
this is an unattainable dream for most children with mobility impairments. The 
same applies to school transportation. 

If you manage to get to school, you have to be able to access the building, 
move around indoors, go outside during breaks and visit the lavatory. This is 
almost always a problem for children with mobility impairments because most 
of the world’s schools lack accessibility. Basic accessibility in schools can fre-
quently be provided at no great cost by means of access ramps, handrails and 
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wider doors. If you are also in constant pain as a result of conditions such as 
rheumatism, you will need the time you spend in school adjusted accordingly.

Children with a visual impairment
Orientation training and a white cane can increase freedom of movement and 
independence for children with a visual impairment. Many can get to school 
by themselves with the help of a cane, but others will need to be escorted. In 
the classroom, it is the responsibility of the school and the teacher to ensure 
that pupils with a visual impairment are still able to take part in lessons. One 
simple measure is for the child to sit at the front of the classroom. 

In order for a child with a visual impairment to be able to learn to read, they 
need to be able to use Braille and have access to educational materials in 
Braille. In developed parts of the world, people with visual impairment use 
computers with synthetic speech and other digital aids. On the day that this 
equipment is available to all children with a visual impairment, their school 
situation will be far different to what it is today. Most countries have separate 
special schools for children with a visual impairment, but a well-functioning, 
inclusive school in their own neighbourhood is frequently much better for 
these children. 

Children with albinism 
Children with albinism frequently have a visual impairment and they must 
have clothes that protect them against strong sunlight. But they need a com-
pletely different kind of protection in those countries where the very lives of 
people with albinism are threatened because of rampant prejudice about this 
particular disability. Both information campaigns and initiatives to protect chil-
dren from violence inside and outside school will be needed if parents are to 
dare to allow their children go to school.

Children with medical impairments
Many children in developing countries live with a medical impairment. Diabetes, 
haemophilia, rheumatic disorders, cardiopulmonary disorders, asthma, aller-
gies and other chronic conditions are more common in developing countries, 
at the same time as poverty excludes many children from adequate medi-
cal treatment. This has a very negative effect on the affected child’s school 
attendance, as tiredness, pain and malnutrition make it impossible to keep 
up with schoolwork. The most important initiative for this group is the one that 
restores them to good health or gives them the chance to live with their illness 
and function in daily life. 

Poverty, impairment and education
There is a close link between impairment and poverty. Poverty creates impair-
ments and impairments create poverty. The World Bank estimates that twenty 
per cent of the poorest people in the world have some impairment. 
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Poverty affects a person’s entire existence at a fundamental level. It leads to 
ill-health and powerlessness. Poverty forces parents to make choices that no 
parent should ever have to make. How do you tell your child living with a dis-
ability that he or she will never be able go to school? To be forced to deny a 
child the opportunity to get an education and find a way out of poverty is dev-
astating and deeply tragic.

Giving all children the opportunity to go to school is crucially significant to both 
the individual and society. To be able to meet in school on equal terms reduces 
prejudice and ignorance. Having an educated population is a precondition for 
the development of a democratic, prosperous society. Every child who does 
not go to school is a loss for their country.

Being able to go to school is a human right
Being able to go to school is a human right established in the UN Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 
and the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, which fur-
ther enhances the previous rights conventions.

Education strengthens an individual’s self-image and self-confidence. It is a 
signal from society that you are worth investing in. Education gives you the 
chance to work and support yourself. You belong, you matter and you can 
participate in society. 

But in far too many countries, the right to an education is far from self-evident 
for people with disabilities. Once you have been deprived of the chance to 
learn to read and write, it is very difficult to be seen and treated like an inde-
pendent, competent member of society when you become an adult. 

Cooperation gives effective initiatives and 
faster results
Experience shows that if the countries’ governments, authorities and aid 
organizations cooperate with the disability rights movement on issues relat-
ing to the school situation for children with disabilities, concrete improvements 
come about a good deal faster. People with disabilities possess expertise 
and knowledge about their disability that is not available anywhere else and 
is important if the measures being planned and implemented are to result in 
positive changes.

Consequently, the disability rights movement in developing countries must be 
supported in its efforts to initiate the enormous work required to create equal 
school attendance for children with disabilities. 

The Disability and the Millennium Development Goals Report from 2011 
emphasizes the importance of integrating these initiatives in all efforts to   
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achieve the MDGs: It is particularly important to emphasize that disability 
groups should participate in discussions and planning for MDG-related activ-
ities from the outset, and not simply be brought in at the end of a process or 
presented with a completed programme and asked to give approval.

The Report thinks that representatives of the disability rights movement should 
join forces with other non-profit organizations (known as Non Governmental 
Organizations) and put pressure on the UN to include data about people with 
disabilities in its MDG reporting. Beyond 2015 (when the MDG initiative comes 
to an end) and before any discussions about a new global initiative, the Report 
makes itself perfectly clear: 
Disability organizations must be at the table in these discussions from the 
outset. The lack of participation of such organizations in the years leading up 
to the Millennium Summit meant that a significant opportunity for inclusion of 
persons with disabilities over the past decade was lost. Another such unique 
opportunity must not go by the wayside.

It is imperative that disability organizations in the developing countries, together 
with their partners all over the world, immediately begin to consider the coor-
dinated initiatives that will be needed and the representatives for people with 
disabilities who will be ‘sitting around the table’ when new education goals for 
the world’s children are to be formulated beyond 2015. 
We already have the inspiration we need to tackle this task.

Education is the most powerful weapon which you can 
use to change the world.
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Hostels give women the 
chance to study
There are several women’s hostels in Kathmandu. They play an essential role in 
families from Nepal’s remote regions allowing their daughters to move to the city to 
study. The organizations Nepal Association of the Blind and Nepal Disabled Women 
Association, which cooperate with the Association of Swedish Visually Impaired 
Youth, have been running a hostel for women with disabilities since the 1990s.

The hostel welcomes both sighted and vis-
ually impaired women to ensure it does not 
become a segregated place. 
“It’s extremely difficult to be a woman with 
visual impairment alone in the capital city if 
you don’t have a hostel providing services 
and support to come to,” explains Elvira Kivi 
from the Association of Swedish Visually 
Impaired Youth. 

At the hostel, women with visual impair-
ment get help to find their way around and 
to move about independently. They can also 
get help with practical tasks. Many start 
by learning to read Braille so they have a 
chance to study. 

Important escape route from 
isolation
For the women who get a place at the hostel 
in Kathmandu, it’s a chance to leave behind 
the life of isolation they often lead in their 
home village. It has been hard for many of 
them to leave their homes and go to school 
because almost everywhere is inaccessible 
to someone unable to see. In the capital city, 
they get the opportunity to meet other peo-
ple with visual impairment and get involved 
in the Nepal Association of the Blind.

A music course has been started as part of 
a project between the Nepal Association of 
the Blind and the National Organisation of 
Visually Impaired Youth that aims to give fo

Elvira Kivi, Association 
of Swedish Visually 
Impaired Youth

people with visual impairment a chance to 
train and find a job.  

“Starting a music course may sound a bit 
odd to people from Sweden, but there’s a 
much better jobs market for musicians in 
Nepal than in Sweden. Most of the people 
who have taken the course have now got a 
job. Some have found work as music teach-
ers and restaurant musicians. One person 
started their own restaurant and others have 

rmed their own bands,” reports Elvira Kivi.
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Opportunities have multiplied
Several Swedish disability organizations 
have been working with MyRight in Nepal for 
many years. The people involved in these 
projects can see that the situation for people 
with disabilities is slowly but surely improv-
ing. One of the outcomes of the project 
jointly run by Kathmandu Deaf Association 
and the Stockholm Deaf Association is that 
deaf people from different villages have 
been put in touch with each other and been 

“The music course made me independent. Today I am a professional singer and I 
can provide for my own living.” Pooja Rai, Nepal

able to form associations. The creation of a 
sign language dictionary has enhanced the 
status of sign language, and deaf people’s 
self-esteem and position in society accord-
ingly. This has led to more deaf people and 
their families being given the opportunity 
to learn sign language and more sign lan-
guage interpreters being trained. 

Six Nepalese and five Swedish disability 
organizations are currently working together 
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with MyRight on a joint project that aims to 
make decision-makers more aware of dis-
ability issues and make politics more 
inclusive. One major success is that the 
Nepalese Ministry of Education and the 
National Human Rights Commission of 
Nepal are now involved in this work. The 
disability rights movement also has two rep-
resentatives in parliament.

Decision-makes are starting to 
take their responsibility for 
children with disabilities
Most children with a disability in Nepal still 
do not go to school, but the government has 
adopted a policy on special needs educa-
tion. It includes a number of initiatives that 
target children with disabilities: more acces-
sible schools, free primary and lower 
secondary education, as well as scholar-
ships and free pupil accommodation. The 
government is also responsible for ensuring 
pupils have access to adapted teaching 
materials. 

Several government officials visited Sweden 
in 2012 to see how the Swedish disability 
rights movement and the Swedish authori-
ties have worked on these issues. 
“We have many challenges ahead of us in 
the form of a lack of resources, insufficient 
knowledge and inaccessible environments, 
but there is still a lot we can do. We need to 
make school plans more inclusive, produce 
more accessible textbooks and increase 
teachers’ knowledge about pupils’ different 
needs. We also need to work on changing 
the attitudes of teachers, pupils and par-
ents,” says Roj Nath Pande, who works at 
the Ministry of Education and was part of 
the delegation that visited Sweden. 

One sign that there is political will in Nepal 
to change the situation for children with 
disabilities is that 650 people with hearing 
and visual impairments are now working as 
teachers. This means that more pupils now 
have teachers with whom they can com-
municate and whose own experience gives 
them an insight into pupils’ specific needs. 
At the same time, adults with hearing and 
visual impairments have acquired worth-
while and meaningful jobs.

Nepal ratified the UN Convention on the 
Rights of Persons with Disabilities in 2009. 
In cooperation with the country’s disability 
rights movement, and with inspiration from 
the Swedish disability organizations and 
MyRight, a new policy on rights for people 
with disabilities is now being developed.  

 “The disability organizations’ knowledge is 
crucial for ensuring the new policy is long-
term and relevant,” notes Roj Nath Pande 
at the Ministry of Education.
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Mario wants to start a school 
for deaf children
Mario Sevilla is 21 years old. He’s deaf and lives in Nicaragua. Every week, he leaves 
his home for the five-hour journey to the capital city Managua. This is where his 
sixth form college is – and his hope for a future.
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Mario lives with his mother and his sister, 
who is also deaf, in La Dalia in Northern 
Nicaragua. When Mario was two years 
old, the family moved to neighbour-
ing Costa Rica. He learned Costa Rica’s 
sign language and went to school there. 
But because of the family’s financial situ-
ation and a lack of work, they returned to 
Nicaragua when Mario was a teenager. At 
that point, his father abandoned the family. 
In Nicaragua, as in so many places in the 
world, there is a mindset that a disability 
brings shame on a family. 
Returning to Nicaragua meant starting from 
scratch again. Mario felt that he wanted to 
make some kind of contribution to society 
but realised he had to get an education first. 
But that turned out to be far from easy.
 
“There are more than one hundred schools 
here in La Dalia but there are no interpreters 
or teachers that know sign language, which 
is essential for me to be able to go to school 
and actually learn,” says Mario.

Mario got support and help via 
disability organizations
In order to get help, Mario turned to Los 
Pipitos La Dalia, an association for parents 
of children with disabilities. Through Los 
Pipitos La Dalia, he came in contact with 
the Nicaraguan Deaf Association, ANSNIC. 
They helped him to apply for a place at a 
sixth form college in Managua, where he is 
now studying with the help of an interpreter. 

Mario got to know other deaf children and 
young people in La Dalia through ANSNIC.
“A boy who’s also deaf lives nearby,” says 
Mario. “I want to teach him sign language, 
but his father won’t allow it.”

Many deaf children in Nicaragua are not 
allowed to learn sign language. One of the 
reasons is an outmoded idea that deaf chil-
dren should learn to read lips and speak, 

even if they themselves are unable to 
hear. This denies them a language and the 
chance to communicate with the people 
around them.  

Mario, who has a better education than 
most deaf people in Nicaragua due to the 
fact that he lived in Costa Rica where he 
learned sign language, is now an active 
member of ANSNIC and teaches deaf chil-
dren sign language. He is firmly convinced 
that an education is the only way to achieve 
his dreams.

“I want to get a good job, so I can open a 
school for deaf children here in La Dalia,” 
he says.
 
Sign language is a prerequisite 
for education
When Mario Sevilla was looking for an edu-
cation, he was lucky enough to come in 
contact with two disability organizations in 
his home town. Both ANSNIC and the Los 
Pipitos parents’ association run partner pro-
jects with Swedish disability organizations.

ANSNIC works for deaf people’s right to an 
education with SDR (the Swedish National 
Association of the Deaf) and Dalarna’s Deaf 
Association. They lobby politicians and pub-
lic authorities to ensure that deaf children 
are given access to primary, secondary 
and tertiary education. If deaf people are 
to benefit from their education, it is essen-
tial that they learn sign language, and that 
sign language interpreters are trained and 
teachers are educated about the needs of 
deaf students.

Children with disabilities have 
started school in La Dalia
The Los Pipitos La Dalia family organization 
has a partner project with FUB Jämtland 
(The Swedish National Association for 
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deaf students.

Children with disabilities have 
started school in La Dalia
The Los Pipitos La Dalia family organization 
has a partner project with FUB Jämtland 
(The Swedish National Association for 

Persons with Intellectual Disability). The 
Upper Secondary School for Pupils with 
Special Needs in Östersund is also taking 
part in the project. One of the project’s key 
goals is to include children with different dis-
abilities in school. 32 children and young 
people with disabilities have started school 
in La Dalia so far.

“We’re delighted that so many children have 
been able to start school and that there is 
now inclusive education in La Dalia. The 
next big challenge will be ensuring these 
pupils are able to stay in school. As Los 
Pepitos La Dalia is working closely with the 
authorities and has helped the schools with 
their preparations to welcome the children, 
we’re optimistic about the future,” says 
Project Manager Sven-Arne Persson, who 
is also a teacher at the Upper Secondary 

School for Pupils with Special Needs in 
Östersund.

A strong organization can make 
a difference
At the same time as the organizations are 
working to encourage schools to admit chil-
dren with disabilities, they are also working 
to strengthen Los Pepitos La Dalia. A strong 
organization and knowledgeable parents 
who can make demands are important pre-
requisites to get children into school and 
give them the chance to lead independent 
lives.

“The organization needs more members, 
and the families need the association and 
each other. Most families we come in contact 
with via the project live in extreme poverty. 
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They have no education, low self-esteem 
and are frequently unaware of their rights. 
They get that knowledge through the project 
and the idea is that they will pass on what 
they know to other parents,” explains Sven-
Arne Persson.
 
Lack of knowledge leads to 
stigma and vulnerability
Because the parents are so vulnerable, the 
children are too. Children with disabilities 
are among the most defenceless mem-
bers of society and many risk exploitation 
or exposure to violence. Sometimes par-
ents find it impossible to live with the social 
stigma of having a child with a disability and 
they abandon the child. 

“Society knows very little about the situation 
of children with disabilities and is particu-
larly ignorant about children and young 
people with intellectual impairments. So 
we’ve suggested that Los Pipitos should 
look into this,” says Sven-Arne Persson.

Los Pipitos La Dalia was founded in 1996 
when a group of parents joined forces to 
improve the situation for their children. They 
have about one hundred members and are 
a local branch of the Los Pipitos national 
organization, which has 16,000 members in 
total. The local branch is stronger and more 
competent today than it was just a year ago. 
The Board members are younger and bet-
ter educated, and three of them are men. 
The organization has deliberately worked 
to encourage fathers to get involved. 
This work has given positive results, both 
within families and in terms of general atti-
tudes towards families with children with 
disabilities.
  
Young people with a disability 
are getting work
A lot of work also goes on within the pro-
ject to prepare young people for adult life. 

Young people get the vocational training for 
which they seem best suited. They have 
been welcomed by companies that provide 
tailor-made jobs for young people with the 
same wages and terms of employment as 
other employees. 
“We Swedes were positively surprised when 
companies started to request young people 
who’d been on the project’s training 
courses,” reports Sven-Arne Persson.
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Jado fights for respect 
for his sons
Jado Pierre lives with his family in the little village of Urugero in Rwanda’s eastern 
province. He has six children. Two of them are blind. Neither of his sons has been 
allowed to attend the village school because the teachers have not known how to 
teach children with visual impairments and so believed there was no point in let-
ting them go to school. 

“When my son Massa was born, our neigh-
bours believed the family had been cursed 
and the other children in the village haven’t 
wanted to play with my two sons with 
impaired sight,” explains Jado.
When his son was turned away from the 
village school, Jado started to search for 
another school for his son. He finally found 
out about a training centre for people with 
visual impairments near the capital city 
Kigali.

 

Massa was ten years old when he started 
a six-month training programme at Masaka 

Resource Centre for the Blind. The Centre 
is the only one of its kind. It is run by the 
Rwanda Union of the Blind, with sup-
port from the Swedish Association for the 
Visually Impaired. Massa learned how 
to read Braille and how to use a cane 
for orientation so he can move around 
independently. 
“But the most important thing of all was that 
he learned that he’s a person with the same 
rights as everyone else and that he’s got a 
lot to contribute,” says Jado.

When Massa came back to his village he 
started an association for people with visual 
impairments. The association now runs its 
own small farm. Massa has a goat, works 
on the farm and helps with household 
chores at home.
 
Lack of knowledge and 
technical aids leads to isolation
In Rwanda, people with visual impairments 
are frequently stigmatized by the people 
around them. Many believe there is a con-
nection to evil spirits and that a family has 
been cursed when a child is born with a 
visual or some other impairment. There is 
frequently a lack of knowledge and, as tech-
nical aids are expensive, most people with 
impaired vision never learn how to use a 
white cane. This means that most of them 
remain at home without the opportunity to 
attend school or take part in community life.
When it was time for Jado’s youngest 
son Gad to start school, he got the same 
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response as before – that the village school 
does not teach children with a visual impair-
ment. The teacher told Jado to take his son 
home again.

But Jado refused to give up. He had seen 
how Massa had developed at the training 
centre and he was determined to find a 
school for Gad. He found out that there was 
a school for children with a visual impair-
ment in Kibeho, 450 kilometres from their 
village. When Gad was ten years old, he 
was able to start in Year 1. Jado is happy 
that Gad can go to school, but sad because 
he can’t afford to visit him. 

“I want to help my two sons to each build 
their own house and give them the oppor-
tunity to support themselves and their 
families. But what I want most of all is for 
them to be respected as people in their own 
right,” says Jado.
 

Cooperation for participation 
and rights
Rwanda Union of the Blind works with 

the Swedish Association for the Visually 
Impaired to combat the isolation of peo-
ple with impaired vision living in rural areas 
of Rwanda. It works to get people with 
impaired vision more involved in main-
stream society and get access to their rights. 
A strong organization with strong members 
is required to run rights-based transforma-
tion work. So interested members receive 
training in advocacy and leadership.

Masaka Resource Centre for the Blind plays 
an important part in this work. People from 
rural areas come here to learn Braille, and 
train orientation and how to use the white 
cane, as well as to meet each other and 
share their experiences. At the Centre, 
they come to realize that people with visual 
impairments have the same rights as 
everyone else and that they have a lot to 
contribute if they only get the chance. Most 
people who come to the Centre become 
members of Rwanda Union of the Blind. The 
constantly growing organization now has 
3,500 members and several local branches.
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Important political reforms
Rwanda was a wounded country after the 
genocide in 1994. Many children were left 
with both physical and psychological impair-
ments and many had lost their parents and 
their homes. The country has implemented 
political reforms that have had an impact on 
even its most vulnerable citizens since then. 
A law was passed in 2001 banning discrim-
ination of people with disabilities and since 
2003 the right of all children to an educa-
tion has been included in the constitution. 
Rwanda ratified the UN Convention on the 
Rights of Persons with Disabilities in 2008.

“There’s now a national education plan and 
attitudes towards people with disabilities are 
gradually getting better,” explains Bernard 
Bagweneza, MyRight’s Country Coordinator 
in Rwanda.

The government is implementing targeted 
initiatives to make it easier for people with 
disabilities to attend university. The gov-
ernment pays their student fees and living 
expenses, and at some universities there 
are computers and other technical equip-
ment for students with visual impairment. In 
2008, there were fifteen students with visual 
impairments, six deaf students and one stu-
dent with mobility impairment studying at 
the country’s universities. 

“The situation for children with disabilities 
has changed in a positive direction since 
Rwanda’s disability organizations started 
cooperating with Swedish disability organi-
zations and MyRight, but we mustn’t forget 
that the vast majority are still excluded from 
school and never learn to read and write,” 
says Bernard Bagweneza. 
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Vocational training was the 
turning point in Imesha’s life
Imesha Madhumali lives in the town of Buttala in Sri Lanka. She was involved in 
a traffic accident as a baby and since then she has not been able to walk. It was 
not until she reached adulthood that she received a wheelchair from SLFRD – Sri 
Lanka Foundation for the Rehabilitation of the Disabled.  The wheelchair meant 
the start of a whole new life. If she had received it when she was younger and if 
her school had been more accessible, she could have continued going to school 
just like her friends.

Imesha’s experience of school is shared by 
many other children living with mobility 
impairments all over the world. During the 
four years she attended school, her mother 
had to carry her to and from school every 
day. When she was about to start Year 5, 
she was forced to stop going to school 
because her classroom moved up to the 
second floor of the school building. Her 
mother didn’t have the strength to carry her 
up the stairs. 

“I missed going to school and seeing my 
friends, but my mother taught me at home 
to the best of her ability because she 
wanted me to be as independent as possi-
ble,” recalls Imesha.

Then one day Imesha was visited by two 
women from SLFRD – Sri Lanka Foundation 
for the Rehabilitation of the Disabled. They 
got Imesha a wheelchair and for the first 
time in her life she was able to get around 
by herself and didn’t need to be carried by 
her mother any longer. 
“The wheelchair meant I could move around 
freely at home, but I had almost no con-
tact with the world outside my family,” she 
explains.

Four years ago, Imesha got the chance to 
go on a sewing course.
“This training was the turning point in my 
life. After the course, I got an electric sew-
ing machine from SLFRD and decided to 
start sewing doormats for sale,” she says.
 

The long struggle for an 
education finally paid off
Imesha’s business idea succeeded. She 
now has a little shop in the larger town of 
Butula and works on production and sales 
with her mother, sister, sister-in-law and 
uncle. She earns 11,000 rupees (approxi-
mately 800 SEK) each month. Being able 
to go to school to learn reading, writing and 
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arithmetic – thanks to her mother – was cru-
cial to her prospects of training and finding 
work. 

“Today I feel strong and I’m proud to be able 
to contribute to the household income. I no 
longer feel I’m a burden to my family,” says 
Imesha.
   
Cooperation to build a strong 
organization
Together with the Swedish organiza-
tion DHR - For a Society without Barriers,  
SLFRD is running a project in Imesha’s 
home district Monaragala.  

The main goal of the project is to strengthen 
the organization’s capacity for lobbying the 
authorities and decision-makers so that 
more children with disabilities can go to 
school. They also work towards getting 
more people with disabilities access to 
vocational schools. 

They are working with the local educational 
authorities to chart how many children there 
are with various disabilities, if they go to 
school and how they are managing there. 
As part of the project, they have also organ-
ized training days on children’s right to an 
education for preschool teachers, head 
teachers and other school staff.
“Many school staff members seem unwilling 
to accept that children with disabilities have 
the same rights and, in many respects, the 
same needs as other children. That’s why 
it’s important to work on people’s attitudes 
and values when you want to make schools 
more inclusive,” notes Priyantha Peiris from 
SLFRD.

Wide-ranging cooperation for 
better knowledge about 
disability issues
In addition to the partner projects the Sri 
Lankan disability organizations are running 

jointly with their Swedish sister organiza-
tions, MyRight is working with five Swedish 
and Sri Lankan organizations on a joint pro-
gramme to improve public and political 
awareness of disability issues. This work 
includes getting politicians and public 
authorities to take responsibility for ensur-
ing children with disabilities can go to 
school. 

Almost 20 years have passed since the Sri 
Lanka government began talking about edu-
cation for all, but very little has changed in 
reality because schools have not been given 
any money to create inclusive schools. 

“All pupils in the country have the right to 
free school attendance, free school uni-
forms and free textbooks. This also applies 
to children with disabilities. But as most 
school buildings are still inaccessible, and 
because of the lack of adapted teach-
ing materials and pedagogical knowledge 
about how to address the needs of chil-
dren with disabilities, few of them actually 
attend school,” points out Asanga Perera, 
MyRight’s Country Coordinator in Sri Lanka. 
There is a Braille printing company that 
is supposed to provide pupils with visual 
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impairment with teaching materials, but the 
pupils don’t get their books in time. Local 
authorities are supposed to make sure that 
pupils with disabilities get the aids they 
need in school, but this just doesn’t happen.  

“Getting all children with disabilities in 
school will take time, but we are optimis-
tic. There’s now close cooperation between 
the disability rights movement and the gov-
ernment. More government officials than 
ever before are getting involved in disability 
issues and that could mean a lot for people 
with disabilities,” says Asanga Perera.



This publication has been produced with the assistance of the European 
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