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Beslan was brought to world attention last year when, the succinctly named, School Number One was occupied by heavily armed hostage takers.  More than1000 adults and children were held at gun point, surrounded by explosive devises, held without food or water, in the sweltering heat, for three days in the schools gymnasium. The siege ended after Russian Special Forces engaged in a fierce battle with the hostage takers resulting in the death of 344 civilians 172 of which were children.

The school year in the Russian Republic of North Ossetia starts with a “back to school” celebration following a long summer break. Children would dress in their finest clothes and gather together on their first day of school for a colourful parade. The purspose of such a celebration is for teachers to welcome children joining the school for the first time, along with friends, family members, relatives, amongst members of the local community. They go to meet the teachers to celebrate the start of the new school year.  It was at the start of such a celebration 2004 at School Number One, when the events were brought to the forefront of the world’s media. An event that has come to be known as The Beslan School Siege.

Children born with impairments in the federal states of Russia are typically segregated and “schooled” in institutions away from their homes and families. Due to this practice disabled children would not have attended school number one in Beslan nor in any other part of the region. However, news emerging from the Beslan School siege reported that 300 children from the locality of Beslan as having physical, sensory and or emotional impairments as a result of the attack.  

One year on and two new schools have been built very close to the ruins of School Number One, which has become a place of mourning, remembrance, anger and sadness. Given this experience the questions faced by members of the community and the State at large concerned to know where the children from the Beslan siege were to go. How and in what way would support for disabled children and teachers be realized? Where do they belong? Which school do they go to? How are they supported? How do they remain as members of their local community? 

Parents and teachers from School Number One despite the traditional practice of sending disabled children to institutions, now find it inconceivable that they would deny the right of disabled children to attend the new Beslan School, a community to, which they belong. The aftermath of the Beslan School Siege has brought with it a different reality, a different urgency, to ensure that all the children must belong within their local school and their local community.

In order to help resolve this new dilemma, a development programme was established with the help of a number of organisations from the locality and the wider Russian State, the intentions of, which were to: 
· Provide equal access to education and integration for the disabled children of Beslan? 

· Provide support to children with different impairments? 

· Provide an inclusive approach to new schools in Beslan?
The focus had to be on how to change a school system to accommodate children whose lives had already been radically changed.

The University of Bolton was invited to participate in this work because of its international links with the Inclusive Education Movement. The invitation was accepted after reassurances were given that a disabled person’s organisation from Russia would be included in the team of people who would go to the Beslan School.

The teachers from Beslan School wanted to know how they could support disabled children and disabled teachers in the new school. They were anxious to change their practice to make sure they were all included in the new school environment.

The work with the teachers included disability equality training and the introduction of teaching and learning strategies, which promoted inclusive education for all children and teachers in the school. It very soon became apparent that the most crucial element of such a process was the active involvement of the disabled and non-disabled children working together to resolve many of the new issues that emerged. 

Inclusive education is evolving in a variety of forms throughout Western Europe, India and the Americas. Soviet and subsequently Russian education policy has been based on the practice of segregation – children described as having “special needs”, physical or intellectual impairments have been seen as the responsibility of the “defectologists”. People are still trained as defectologist , in departments of ‘defectology’. Professionals have tended to focus on a learners’ impairment rather than the persons participation and contribution. In part, such terminology can be linked to the language of ‘deficits’ terms that are all too familiar to a ‘Special Needs Teacher in the UK.

Segregating children from their local schools, on the basis of an assumed deficit or defect of the learner is often a start to a damaging process. Many people around the world are coming to recognise the cost of such segregation. Segregating children from their friends’ family and local community leads further segregation in adult life and with it a distortion of the relationship between those who are segregated from communities in which they were born.

The situation in Beslan presented a sense of immediacy for individuals who were working to bring about the realisation of a school. Being invited to participate in such an activity brought with it a wide range of dilemmas; it would be arrogant and dangerous to transport simple recipes from one country to another. What has come to be understood in the struggle for inclusive education; is that it is essential to hear from the people involved in that event. It was very important to make clear what we meant by ‘inclusive education’. This cannot be an activity where only some disabled children are to be included, but one where all disabled children are included. Those with impairments resulting from the attack, and those who were born with impairment, from the locality who previously were segregated from their local community, should be actively involved in changing their school environment.

The approach to a more inclusive school involved a different approach to organising the school, which would welcome all children and introduce teaching methods to meet the children’s experience. Inclusive education is not an event. It does not happen after a week of training or after an event happened in the Beslan School Siege. It does require, actively supporting diversity and difference of ALL children within that community, where each child is welcomed and valued for the differences they bring to a changed community, the opportunity for a greater understanding for all involved may start to change life for the better.

A head teacher from one of a very few inclusive schools in Moscow said that it was the lack of inclusive schools, that brought about the lack of inclusive societies that brought deep conflicts between people, creating climates where the events leading to the Beslan School Siege are more likely to be fostered.

It is a recognition that the struggle for an inclusive education holds no simple solutions, no simple recipes, and no simple answers, to such a complex set of circumstances. Solutions that might be found now to some issues may also bring with them further complexities to resolve. However, it has to be right that we are actively engaged in a struggle to remove the injustices within our schooling systems wherever in the world they may be. Where disabled learners are denied the right to belong and influence the direction of those schooling systems and the societies in which they belong, there is urgency for us all to act.  Whilst there is an understandable desire to support the children of Beslan now to be active members of their communities, we should also remember that our actions today are also about the inclusion of future generations of children throughout the world.

