
In early March  H e a l t h

Action Overseas (HAO), an
Irish Non Government

O rganisation (NGO), confirmed

that we were to travel to the

small village of Toepau, in the

province of Guizhou, The People’s

Republic of China. Our purpose
was to provide in-service train-

ing to Chinese teachers wo r k i n g

with children who have special

needs. The in-service project in

Anshun is HAO’s only such proj-

ect in China. We flew to Guiang,
capital of Guizhou Province via

Beijing. This re m a r k a b l e ,

though low key, project is

d i f fe rent in that it re c e i v e s

s u pport from the Department

of Fo reign Affairs, the Irish
Embassy in Beijing and teachers

on their summer holidays.

Mostnews and media att e n t i o n

has focused on Beijing, its enor-

mous industrial and economic

boom, itspost Tian-a-men Squ a re
a pp r oach andthe Olympic Games

in . In contrast, Central and

Western China are still e n c o u n-

tering desperatepoverty, h u n ge r ,

and constant flooding. The EU,

I reland and NGOs all agree the
best way to improve life fo r

these people is through educa-

tion and self help programmes.

Guizhou Pr o v i n ce

Until recent times Guizhou
Province was one of the most

isolated and sparsely populated

a reas in China. Guizhou is the

p o o rest province in China after

Tibet. Mountains and plateaus

make up most of its topography
and the average altitude is over

 ,  meters. The province, due

to its inaccessibility, is not a

tourist area. Life for the small

minorities in the villages seems

to go on as it has for centuries.
The Han, Miao, Buyi, Dong, Tu j i a ,

Yi, Gelao and Shui peoples all

live in small villages, most of

which are inaccessible by roa d

and many live in sub-standard

conditions. Transport, industry ,
communications and infra-

s t r u c t u res are still developing

(over  %of villages are inac-

cessible except on foot or by

motorbike). With a population

of about thirty eight million,

twelve million live below the
Chinese national poverty line.

In Anshun, there is a juxtaposi-

tion of old and new. In the midst

of the mushrooming high rise

towers, poverty is evident every -

w h e re. Children with baskets
on their backs collect scrap; old

men and women fo r a ge in dust-

bins. The smells are of open

sewers and poverty. Even

though there is a consciousness

of cleanliness nothing is clean.
The scenery is beautiful but

t h e reis always someone push-

ing a cart or shouldering a large

basket. Local

people are

e x t re m e l y
p l e a s a n t

despite all their

h a rdships.

The HAO
Pr o j e c t

The in-serv i c e

training project

for teachers,

working with

c h i l d ren with

special educa-
tional needs

(SEN), is in its

eight year. This

year over 

t e a c h e r s

a ttended bring-
ing the number of teachers who

received training to over  , .

It is impossible to imagine the

sacrifices that these teachers

have to make to access this

training. Many have travelled
for over  hours – they walked

from their village, took a bus,

then a train to get here.

Special education is underg o-

ing huge and positive change .

T h e reare now  s p e c i a l
schools for students of SEN with

m o re than  ,  students on

roll. These schools cater fo r

c h i l d ren with visual impair-

ment, hearing impairment and

general learning disabilities. In
Anshun Teacher Tr a i n i n g

C o l l e ge, the Special Education

Department are trying to intro-

duce change and new innova-

tions. They plan to develop a new

SEN Curriculum and re a l i zethat

this is a very daunting prospect.
T h eycontinue to look to Ire l a n d

for support and inspiration.

Special Educational Needs
Training Course

The Special Education Tr a i n i n g
provided in-service to teachers

working in special and main-

s t ream schools. Classes ran each

day from  a.m. until  p.m. with

a break for lunch. Teachers, from

all over Guizhou, livedon campus
for the duration of the course.

Many of the services that we

take for granted in Irish schools

a re not avail-

able here .

Often teachers
a re isolated

from coll-

eagues and

have fe w

o pp o r t u n i t i e s

to re c e i v e
advice or

s u pp o r t .

Special class

s i zescompare

favourably with

the Irish
system. Classes

in mainstre a m

s e ttings have as

many as 

s t u d e n t s .

Students are
d i l i gent and learn mainly by

rote, emphasis being placed on

a c quisition of knowledge rather

than its dissemination. Primary

and secondary teachers are

subject orientated, which means
students may have four, five or

six teachers in their six hour day.

Our task was difficult given

the language barrier. However,

our interpreter, Mr Lu Jun,

coped wonderfully with all the
educational terminology and

j a rgon that we used. He was

with us throughout our stay and

without his help we could not

have presented, asked

questions or bought lunch.

Schools in the Mounta i n s

In the fourth week of our stay a

meeting with Mr Yao Shoulun,

D e p u ty Director General,

Fo reign Affairs Office of

Guizhou Province, gave a new
d i rection to our work. He has

always been very supportive of

the HAO Project and of Marie

I rvine, from St Anne’s School,

Ro s c rea, the teacher originally

involved in the training. We
talked about a special school

that we had visited in Guiang

and asked if we could visit a

rural special school.

Following a call from Mr Ya o ,

we were brought high into the
mountains where we visited a

special school for children with

a GLD and hearing impairment.

T h e re are  students on roll and

five teaching staff. The rooms

a re dimly lit, with little or no
ventilation. All the schoolbo o k s

and equipment were in one

p ress. It is a residential school

and the students have to sleep

t h ree or four to one bed. There

a re no computers, bo o k s ,
indoor toilets and the five

teaching staff also must super-

vise the residential services.

The following day we were

taken to a mainstream school

high up on the mountains. It is
in a village of mud huts. Two

h u n d red children attend this

school and it is in a deplorable

condition. The school is a

m i x t u re of wooden buildings

and mud and wicker walls and
totally unsafe. Some rooms

have desks and others have

none. The floors are plain earth.

The black boa rd was the only

teaching aid in evidence.

Our real hope is to supp o r t
these schools in summer ,

our next visit.

Michael O’Ke e ffe, St

Michael’s House, Ballymun,

Dublin and Bob Keating, St

Brigid’s School, Mu l l i n g a r.
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T EACHER TO TEA C H E R
Ó Mhúinteoir go Múinteoir

Summer under the Red Flag
Two INTO members re f l e ct on a visit to China

Dei Ming, an eight year old girl

living in a small village in the

m o u n ta i n s

A group of officials, acco m p a n i e d

by Mike, view the local school


