Mainstreaming Disability in EFA: Planning future steps

Partners’ meeting on the 20th of May 2011 at UNESCO HQ, Paris

The “Flagship for the Right to Education of Persons with Disabilities: Towards Inclusion”, supported by the Government of Finland and UNESCO called for this meeting which was convened at UNESCO Headquarters on May 20, 2011. Representatives from international governmental and nongovern​mental organisations, from internationally active donor organisations and universities were present.

The immediate reason to hold this meeting was the fact that the five year period of Finnish support towards the Flagship will terminate at the end of May 2011. The meeting was convened to discuss future mechanisms for a global coordination for efficient mainstreaming of disability in the “Education For All” (EFA) process and to plan for intensified support to both mainstreaming and focused actions. A draft action plan was circulated prior to the meeting as a basis for setting the agenda for the future. 

Mrs. Mmantsetsa Marope (Director, Division for Basic to Higher Education and Learning) and Mr. Olav Seim (Director, Division Education for All Global Partnerships Team) gave introductory presentations on the position of UNESCO relative to the efforts related to “Education For All” (EFA) so far. They stressed the importance of “Inclusive Quality of Education” that can be enjoyed by all children and pointed out the activities, products and working modes in this area so far. It was indicated that each country has a cluster of factors that lead to exclusion for education and that for each country these factors are different. Out of all potential factors, UNESCO headquarters concentrates on poverty, gender and disability as “formidable factors of exclusion”. It is planned to include information on these three factors routinely in data collection exercises. UNESCO draws the attention to the fact that donors have dropped their support after 2005 and see other issues as more important to support. 

The flagship or any future initiative or group focussing on “The Right to Education of Persons with Disabilities” has to fit in with the over-all initiative on “Education for All” (EFA). Therefore, some time was spent to emphasise current issues and concerns as well as present proposed reforms. Issues and concerns are: lack of evidence-based advocacy outside the education community, lack of global champions for EFA, insufficient linkages between regional, national and global levels, uneven involvement of EFA convening agencies, lack of clear lines of accountability and participation in the various bodies, unclear role and mandate of initiatives and flagships, insufficient analytical work to capture and reflect all aspects of the EFA agenda (e.g. Global Monitoring Report). Suggestions for reforms were presented by UNESCO, such as enhancing collaboration with regional EFA coordination mechanisms, strengthening the knowledge base, and reformatting global EFA meetings. In terms of financing activities in this area, it was discussed that national ministries of education are now generally interested in equity and quality issues related to education, but other ministries and therefore governments don’t put it high on the national agenda – also as a consequence of the financial crisis. 

The draft action plan 2011-2015 builds on the result of an evaluation and emphasises on improving international partnership coordination in mainstreaming disability in the EFA process - the main task being to “facilitate international, regional and national partnerships for reaching the EFA targets and realising the right to education as defined in the CRPD”. The dilemma here is whether “Mainstreaming disability” should be supported with a risk that the issues get lost amongst others or whether “disability” should be a separate issue with separate funding and programmes. A coordination matrix was developed and distributed, but not discussed at the meeting. The draft action plan includes a long list of activities, among them: regional workshops to assist UNESCO regional offices, analysing EFA programmes, sharing of knowledge and good practice, maintain a network of experts, policy guidance, ensure participation of persons with disabilities, and participate in relevant EFA meetings. The organisations present at the meeting were asked whether they would be willing to coordinate the partnerships in the future and who were willing to support the coordination and who would be willing to support the secretariat. The action plan concluded with some remarks on monitoring and evaluation. 

It was agreed that more work has to be put into the draft action plan before any decisions can be taken as to how to proceed. There is a need to expand on the draft, discuss its specification within the organisations present and to call for another meeting to continue the discussions. It was agreed, that a next meeting should be held in September and that potentially involved organisations will need to dedicate some time for planning prior to that date. The immediate question put forth to Rehabilitation International is whether RI wants to be actively involved in the work of the Flagship in the coming years. 
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