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Grade four students Mustafa (left) and Aily (right) have been good friends since they were young children. They live close to each other, and now attend the same class at Yining No. 19 Elementary School. Mustafa has played a crucial role in ensuring that his friend Aily receives the same opportunities to learn and grow as the rest of his classmates – in spite of Aily’s special needs.

Aily was born with cerebral palsy – a disorder that affects his muscle tone, movement, and motor skills. He suffers from acute and involuntary muscle spasms in his right arm and leg, as well as linguistic impairment. Despite Aily’s difficulties with communication, Mustafa has found a way to make Aily’s voice and needs heard in the classroom.

“I have been friends with Aily since we were young, so I understand what he’s trying to say,” explained Mustafa. “But he can’t express himself clearly in class. When teachers ask Aily to answer questions, I have to repeat and explain what he has said to everyone else.”
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Unfortunately, Aily’s troubles are not limited to the classroom.

“When we started grade four, we moved to a classroom on the fourth floor of our school. Aily can hardly walk, and it is even harder for him to climb up four floors of stairs,” said Mustafa. “In the beginning, I helped Aily climb the stairs every day. Fortunately, our teachers quickly came to understand our situation, and began asking other boys in our class to help Aily up and down the stairs before and after school.”


According to the Yining Disabled Persons’ Federation, there are approximately 24,000 people with disabilities living in the area. 3,700 of these people are children between the ages of 0 and 18. However, children with disabilities tend to be excluded from mainstream Chinese schools unless they can demonstrate an ‘ability to adapt’ to the schools’ physical and learning environments. As a result, less than 30 per cent of these special needs children were accepted into mainstream schools in 2012. The remaining 70 per cent of special needs children did not receive any sort of formal education whatsoever.

In order to increase the enrolment of special needs children in mainstream schools – and to improve the quality of education offered to children with disabilities – Save the Children organized a specialized teacher training session on inclusive education with the support of Bvlgari. This workshop, which took place in April 2013, taught more than 200 teachers from five schools in Yining about different types of special needs, as well as the rights and welfare policies concerning children with disabilities. Our session leaders also invited teachers – from both mainstream and special education schools – to share their thoughts and experiences about engaging children with disabilities in the classroom. The mainstream teachers expressed their sincere thanks to the special education teachers for sharing their expertise, and found the overall experience very useful.

Teachers have already used their newfound skills and knowledge in inclusive education to make a difference in the classroom. Munira, the native language teacher who has taught Aily since he first joined Yining No. 19 Elementary School four years ago, is especially pleased with the progress he has helped Aily to make. Following the inclusive education workshop, Munira spent some one-on-one time with Aily to learn more about his hopes and needs.

“The teacher training taught me about the psychosocial needs of special needs children for the first time,” began Munira. “Just like children with standard abilities, children with disabilities also yearn for attention and encouragement.”

Although Aily cannot speak clearly, he enjoys reading and contributing to class discussions. In order to encourage Aily to develop his reading and speaking skills, Munira asked the rest of his students to lend their own storybooks to the classroom’s reading corner. That way, Aily has access to a greater range of books.

“I also gave Aily special homework assignments – such as practicing his reading at home, then reading a story aloud in school the next day,” said Munira. “At first, Aily was hesitant to take on these assignments, as he was afraid that other students would laugh at his incorrect pronunciation. I encouraged him by giving him a small flower every time he completed a reading. He has become more and more confident in himself, and now feels at ease reading aloud to his classmates.”

The rest of the students in Munira’s class have also become more sensitive to Aily’s special needs, as well as his efforts in the classroom.

“My students respect Aily very much for working so hard in spite of his disability,” said Munira. “Aily has never skipped school due to his physical inconveniences. I am very proud of his hard work.”

Munira understands that there is a lot he still needs to learn in order to provide children like Aily with the best education possible.

“Aily has to stand up to write, which can be difficult on his legs. He also gets cramps in his left hand after writing for an extended period of time. I wish I could when help him with his physical therapy exercises, but I’m not a trained professional,” said Munira.

In subsequent inclusive education training sessions, Save the Children will produce more toolkits to help mainstream teachers understand the unique needs of children with disabilities, and to master individualized training methods. Save the Children will also equip mainstream schools with the tools and resources to provide children of all abilities with a sensitive and engaging learning environment, while building up the capacity of special education schools to assist mainstream schools.
Munira is confident that he can use his experiences from Save the Children’s workshop – as well as his work with Aily – to give more special needs children access to a quality education.

“If there are opportunities, I would love to learn more about helping disabled children in the classroom,” Munira said.


Photo 1:
Mustafa aged 11 (left), with his friend Aily, aged 11 (right), at the Yining No. 19 Elementary School. Aily has difficulties with his motor and communication skills due to congenital cerebral palsy.

Photo 2:
Mustafa, aged 11 (left), helps his friend Aily, aged 11 (right), up the stairs to their classroom. Aily suffers from cerebral palsy, which inhibits his motor skills and movement.
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