FROM THE SIEGE OF BESLAN EMERGES THE NEW BEGINNINGS OF AN INCLUSIVE SCHOOL
This article is by Joe Whittaker.
It was published in the November 2005 issue of Coalition magazine.
Joe was a member of GMCDP for many years. He wrote a lot of letters and articles that were published in Coalition magazine.
Joe was also a member of the Alliance for Inclusive Education (ALLFIE).
This is a group of disabled and non-disabled people who campaign for inclusive education.
This article is about a school in a place called Beslan in Russia.
In 2004 a group of terrorists attacked a school called School Number One in Beslan.
It happened when there was a festival at the school, so  lots of their parents and other adults from the town were there too. 
There were over 1,000 people in the school.
The terrorists locked them all in the school and said they would shoot them if they tried to get out. This is called taking people hostage.
People called this the Beslan Hostage Crisis.
Everyone in the school was locked in with no food and no water for 3 days.
The Russian government sent the army to stop the terrorists. But the terrorists set off bombs and set the school on fire.
Lots of people were killed and lots more were injured, including children from the school.
Lots of the people who were injured, both adults and children, ended up becoming disabled people.
Some were badly injured and became physically impaired - for example, they lost an arm, a leg or an eye.
Some others got bad mental health because it was so awful to see their friends die.
The school itself was completely ruined, so afterwards the government had to build two new schools.
They kept the ruins of School Number One as a place to remember the terrible attack and the people who were killed.
But they did not know where the children who survived, but who had become disabled, could go to school.
In Russia, disabled children were usually segregated from a very young age, especially if they were born with their impairments.
Segregated means when some people, like disabled people, are kept separate from other people and not allowed to do things that other people can do.
In Russia, disabled children are usually put in big institutions. Lots of children would be together in one big building.
Usually they would be a long way away from their families.
They might get taught some things there, but they wouldn't get to go to a proper school.
But in Beslan, lots of children had just become disabled because of the hostage crisis.
Their families did not want their children to be sent away. They wanted them to still be able to go to their local school.
The families and other people in Beslan wanted to know what would happen to the children who were now disabled.
They wanted to know if they would be able to go to the new schools that were being built.
And they wanted to know what sort of support for disabled children the new schools would have.
It was very normal in Russia to send disabled children away. But everyone felt like this was very different.
The teachers and families from School Number One all agreed that they would not let their children be sent away.
They all agreed that it was very important that the children should be allowed to stay in their local community.
This made it very difficult for the Russian government to send the children to an institution.
They wanted people to see them as helping people who had just had a horrible time – not taking their children away from them.
Parents and teachers talked to the Russian government and to lots of organisations to see what they could do to make sure the children could go to school in Beslan..
The Russian government and local organisations in Beslan came up with a plan for how to build a new school.
They needed to change how the school worked to make space for the children who had been hurt in the attack, as well as all the other children.
They wanted to make sure that the disabled children would get as good an education in the new school as all the other children.
They wanted to make sure that they had the right support for children with all the different types of impairments.
They asked people from the University of Bolton to help them.
They asked them because people at the University of Bolton had done lots of research about inclusive education.
Inclusive education means all children, disabled and non-disabled, having the same right to learn in the same schools.
The University of Bolton had worked with people from a lot of different countries to use research to fight for inclusive education.
The people from Bolton wanted to know if disabled people in Russia were also going to be part of the work to develop the new school.
They said yes after the people from Beslan told them that people from a Russian disabled people's organisation would go to the school with them.
The teachers from Beslan wanted to know how they could support disabled children and disabled teachers in the new school.
They wanted to know how to change how they worked to make sure that everyone was included there.
They wanted the people from Bolton to teach them about treating disabled people equally.
They also wanted them to show them ways to teach that would work well for all disabled and non-disabled children.
Everyone could soon see that the most important thing was that the disabled and non-disabled children had a say in how things were going to change.
This meant that everyone worked together with the children to fix any problems that might come up.
Inclusive education is growing all over the world. But in Russia, it is still quite a new idea.
There have been a lot of different governments in Russia, but all of them have segregated disabled children.
None of them have tried to make education in Russia inclusive.
In Russia the professionals who work with disabled children are called defectologists.
A defect is something about a person or thing that is wrong or broken.
So in Russia, the professionals see disabled people as having something wrong with them.
They think it is the person's impairment that is the problem, not the way that society treats them.
This is similar to how a lot of people think about disability in Britain, although they use different words.
If disabled children are segregated and seen as having something wrong with them, this can lead to a lot of other bad things happening.
Children are taken away from their friends, families and local communities.
People who were kept separate as children are likely to still have separate lives from everyone else when they grow up.
This affects the whole community, including non-disabled people as well as disabled people.
Non-disabled people do not get to know many disabled people.
They might not know how to talk to a disabled person, or they might get wrong ideas about what disabled people are like.
This stops disabled and non-disabled people having friendships, or working together on things that matter to them both.
People around the world are starting to realise all this.
What happened in Beslan made it feel like changes needed to be made quickly.
They needed to build a new inclusive school right now, not just to plan for one that could be a long time in the future.
This meant that lots of difficult decisions needed to be made quickly.
For Joe and the others from Bolton, one thing they worried about was that lots of things in Russia are different from how they are in England.
So trying to plan an inclusive school in Russia in exactly the same way they would in England would probably not work, and might make things worse.
They needed to listen to the children and teachers in Beslan to find out what would work there.
There were two groups of children they needed to listen to.
One group was the children who had become disabled in the attack on their school.
The other group was children who had been disabled since they were very young, and had been sent away from their families.
They all needed to have a say in what the new, inclusive school would be like.
Teachers needed to think of new ways to teach children in the new schools.
Inclusive education is not something that just happens.
You cannot make it happen just by having some training.
To have inclusive education we all need to make sure that all the children are welcome in their local schools.
Schools need to treat all children as important and as having important things that they can bring to the school and the community.
Everyone needs to agree that people being different, and thinking and learning differently, is a good thing.
If everyone understands this, then life should get better for everyone.
There are very few schools in Russia that are really inclusive.
Joe spoke to the head teacher from one of them.
The head teacher said that he thought Russia not having many inclusive schools was very bad for everyone there.
He thought that schools not being inclusive led to the rest of society not being inclusive either.
This means that lots of different people live separately from each other. They might not trust each other or they might believe wrong things about each other.
He thought this would make it more likely for terrible things like the Beslan Hostage Crisis to happen.
Joe thinks this shows how important inclusive education is, but also that it can be very complicated.
If we solve one problem now, it might cause other problems to happen later.
But Joe thinks it is still right that we should fight against the things that are wrong and unfair in education, wherever they are happening.
All over the world, disabled people are not being allowed to be part of schools and everything else in society.
So disabled people are not getting to have any say in how schools and the rest of society are changing.
So we need to act now to change this everywhere.
It makes sense that people want to help the disabled children in Beslan because of how shocking and famous the things that happened there were.
But it is not only there that we need to fight for inclusive education for all children - it is all over the world!
And what we do now might help lots more children and adults for many years in the future.
