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The value of the standard rules for the European Union

Rule 6: Education

HELIOSCOPE, 1995, N° 6 : The UN Standard Rules on the Equalisation of Opportunities for Persons with Disabilities: a policy instrument for the EU?

The United Nations standard rules are naturally a fresch source of inspiration in the field of education for disabled people. The principles are easy to subscribe to; their application, however, poses rather more problems. The challenge for education is no doubt greater than might at first appear.
The standard rules should not be viewed in isolation. Strong and ever increasing support for their position is apparent in the principles and recommendations issued by other international organisations, in particular by UNESCO (Salamanca, 1994) and the OECD (Maastricht, 1994 and Washington, 1995) and at various seminars held in the framework of the European Union's HELIOS programme.

Although the document's recommendations on education are in the main contained in Rule 6, we should also take due account of the fundamental concepts laid down in the introduction. In particular, its definitions of the terms "disability" and "equalisation of opportunities" are central to the subsequent guidlines on education.

In specialist circles, it has become standard practice to eschew the automatic connection which used to be made between the terms "disability" and "impairment". This is an acknowledgement of the fact that society and education are also influential in determining disability. 

We speak of "disabled pupils", defining their disability with reference not only to an impairment, but also to specific educational factors - at all levels, from policy development to the classroom.

A glance at the legislation, however, reveals that only a few Member States define the concept of disability in the same way as the standard rules. The concept of "special needs", long established in the United Kingdom, meets with only grudging acceptance in other countries, at least in the full meaning of the term. In some countries, indeed, recent decisions, have adhered to the traditional definitions, which identify the individual with his or her disability. This is to disregard the relative nature of disablement. In those countries, the message has by and large not reached the grassroots - namely the teacher in the classroom - that the school itself is the principal source of-, sometimes the cause of-, and always a contributing factor in disability or learning difficulties. 

And the result is often exclusion.

The dynamic definition of "equalisation of opportunities" also presents a new challenge. The rules state that general educational authorities are in principle responsible for the education of every disabled pupil. Physical access to the buildings is usually possible, but that is just one factor. The idea that the education system should adapt to the individual capacities and needs of students is quite new for most countries. 

The principle may be upheld in the legislation of certain Member States, but there are only isolated examples of adapted curricula and flexible organisation.

Rule 6 deals specifically with education. 

Its nine points make a number of major re-commendations. We will limit our discussion here to the key ideas.

1.  All education for disabled people should be an integral part of the educational system. This is already the case in most countries; for others it is a hurdle that remains to be cleared. But integrating as many pupils as possible into mainstream education is a very costly undertaking for most EU Member States. Its practical implementation remains a long and difficult process for all countries, and one in which they must follow the lead of a few pioneers in the field.

The principal challenge of integrated education is that the solution should not really come from outside the school, from specialists brought into the education system. Systemic change must come from within the system to develop "a school for all", bringing "inclusive education" to every classroom.

What is required is similar to the provisions of programmes for other minority groups (migrants, the underprivileged, etc.), which state that schools must make allowances for diversity in society. The parallel is not universally accepted, however. In many countries, special education has acquired a very positive status. lt is too often seen as a convenient alternative. This progressively diminishes the responsibility of the mainstream school and leads back to the vicious circle of powerlessnes and exclusion or segregation

2. Nobody would dispute the fact that support and assistance are needed to bring about the necessary changes. But here too a major shift of emphasis is apparent. 

Traditionally, specialists on a given impairment or area of  study provided special assistance to correct or coach the pupil, so that he or she could adapt and keep pace. Implementation of the standard rules requires, first and foremost, helpers to support mainstream schools and assist them in progressively extending their care provision and achieving the necessary conditions for integration within each class - without, however, undermining the central role of the teachers themselves.

This is a new approach to educational support and assistance, complementary to and operating primarily within the school itself. The role of the teachers and the school as a whole is central; all other action must be tailored accordingly. This approach, which is indeed a real break with the past, is gradually gain- ing ground in most EU Member States. But in far too many countries the specialist and continuing training for teachers and assistants which is needed to make this a day-to-day reality is not yet out of the starting blocks. Yet this remains essential for progress.

3. Policy-makers are asked to comply with these guidelines. Above all else, this means that they must make their policy clearly understandable to all concerned. 

Some European countries which have played a pioneering role in the field of integration have achieved this to admirable effect. Their legislation has been adapted, the process has been conducted openly and at all levels of society, and policy formulations have become simpler as a result. 

Examples of this are the recent education act in Spain and cases in Denmark and ltaly. Policy also has a crucial role to play in coordinating all those measures, both inside and outside the education system, which contribute to this process. Educational measures must be aligned with programmes in other areas of society. 

This is probably the biggest challenge facing us over the next few years. In too many countries, disabled people are still compartmentalised in separate departments and services. Debate and harmonisation is sporadic. Nevertheless, there have been some laudable attempts to correct the situation. 

Countries which already have a highly developed system of special education are called upon to recognise the provisional nature of such arrangements and to undertake a systematic integration of mainstream and special education. Where possible, organised forms of cooperation should be the first step.

It is thus clear that for most European Union countries the United Nations standard rules are a challenge to introduce and progressively implement genuine systemic reforms. The planning and implementation must be undertaken together with all those previously involved in special education, including, first and foremost, disabled pupils and their parents, and also helpers. The focus in mainstream education must be the classroom itself. 

We would therefore like to end by quoting Dr Dianne Ferguson (University of Oregon, USA), expert and mother of a seriously disabled daughter: "Systemic reform will only be systemic enough when the agendas of special, integrated and regular education are meshed in order to achieve a unified system of public education that incorporates all children and youth as active, fully participating members of the school community; that views diversity as the norm; and that maintains a high quality education for each student by assuring a meaningful curriculum, effective teaching and support where needed."
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