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Using Convergence between Local Governments and Women
Networks for Addressing Disability — A Study of Open Schools for the
People with Mental Disability in Kerala and Assam

Harshita Jha

I. Background:

Disability has emerged as a crucial human rights
issue, affecting about 2.21% of the population, or
approximately 2.68 million individuals in India. The
United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
advocate for safe, inclusive, and effective education and
employment opportunities for persons with disabilities
(PwDs).

Unfortunately, PwDs and their families often face
limited access to education and employment
opportunities, leading to poorer health and nutritional
outcomes. Poverty, in turn, increases the risk of
disability, trapping affected individuals in a vicious
circle. In low- and middle-income countries, disability,
particularly developmental disabilities, is closely linked
to abject poverty, with prevalence estimates of children
with developmental disorders reaching alarming levels.

As per our experience of Kudumbashree’s
intervention in partner states, it has been observed that
the majority population of persons with disabilities,
especially persons with mental disabilities in rural parts
of the country, do not have access to any kind of
institutional care.

The state of Kerala in India has earned recognition
for its remarkable success in various development
indicators. Since the mid-1990s, Kerala has embraced
decentralisation, empowering local governments (LGs)
to control healthcare, education, and other institutions
and aligning developmental processes with local needs.
Among the successful initiatives emerging from this
approach is the BUDS disability mainstreaming
program, introduced by the Kudumbashree initiative of
the Government of Kerala. Kudumbashree primarily
functions through community-based three-tiered
networks of women from socio-economically deprived
families. The BUDS institutions reflect the convergence
oflocal government institutions and the Kudumbashree
mission, catering to the educational and rehabilitation
needs of individuals with disabilities.

Similarly, in Biswanath District, Assam, the
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‘Creative Learning School’ was established based on
the Kudumbashree-supported project inspired by the
successful BUDS Institutions in Kerala. This school,
catering to children with different disabilities in Gameri
GP, was established through the Village Poverty
Reduction Plan with the support of the Self-Help Group
(SHG) network. With Various Negotiations with the
Gram Panchayat and the management committee of the
school and consistent efforts by the SHG network in
the Bishwanath district, the school has been set up in
the Gameri Panchayat in an old building of the high
school, which was no longer in use.

This study compares and contrasts the strengths and
weaknesses of the BUDS Institutions in Kerala and the
Creative Learning School model in Assam. Additionally,
it proposes a two-pronged strategy to address disability-
related challenges: further development of BUDS
Institutions to provide specialised services for
individuals with multiple disabilities and refinement of
the Creative Learning School model for cost-effective
large-scale replication. The study relies on data and
experiences to assess the potential of partnerships
between community-based women’s organisations and
local governments in providing effective learning and
care services to individuals with mental disabilities.
Furthermore, it explores the challenges associated with
such partnerships and offers strategies to overcome
them.

II. Comparing BUDS Institutions in Kerala and the
Creative Learning School in Assam

The BUDS Institutions in Kerala have successfully
leveraged the decentralised Local government system
to offer inclusive and comprehensive services to
individuals with disabilities. The BUDS model ensures
better coordination and resource utilisation by aligning
the efforts of the three-tier panchayat system in rural
areas and municipalities or corporations in urban areas.
The involvement of the Kudumbashree mission has
provided a robust support network through its
community-based women’s organisations, ensuring the



integration of these institutions into the local fabric.

In contrast, the Creative Learning School in Assam,
inspired by the BUDS model, faced challenges in its
establishment. While the demand for such a school
existed within the SHG network, negotiations with the
Gram Panchayat and the school’s management
committee were required to secure a suitable
infrastructure. Nevertheless, establishing the Creative
Learning School demonstrates the potential for
replicating successful models across different regions
to address local needs effectively.

II.1  Highlights of BUDS School

Registration and Special Grants: BUDS Schools are
officially registered with the Department of Education
of the Government of Kerala. This recognition ensures
that they operate under appropriate guidelines and
standards. Moreover, BUDS Schools are eligible to
receive special grants through the Department of
Education. These grants provide financial assistance for
various aspects of the school’s functioning, such as
infrastructure development, educational resources, and
specialised training.

Specialised Teacher Training: Teachers working in
BUDS Schools undergo special training programs.
These training sessions equip them with the necessary
skills and knowledge to cater to the diverse learning
needs of children with disabilities effectively. Manuals
are developed to provide comprehensive guidelines for
teacher training, ensuring a consistent and high-quality
educational experience for the students.

Financial Assistance from Different Departments:
Various government departments offer financial
assistance to BUDS Schools. This financial support
helps meet these schools’ unique requirements and
contributes to their sustainability and growth.

Special Healthcare Package: Children attending
BUDS Schools are entitled to a special healthcare
package. This initiative aims to address the healthcare
needs of the students, ensuring their well-being and
fostering a conducive environment for learning.

Regular Monitoring by Experts: BUDS Schools
undergo regular monitoring by teams of experts and
doctors. This monitoring process helps in assessing the
overall performance of the schools, identifying areas
for improvement, and ensuring that the schools adhere
to the prescribed standards of care and education.

Training for Teachers, Parents, and LSG Members:
Inclusivity and collaboration are emphasised through
training programs provided to teachers, parents, and
Local Self-Government (LSG) committee members.
This training focuses on the management of BUDS

Schools, encouraging active involvement and support
from all stakeholders.

Transportation Support: The Social Security Mission
extends support by arranging vehicles for the
transportation of children attending BUDS Schools.
This assistance ensures that students with disabilities
have access to safe and reliable transportation, enabling
them to reach the school conveniently.

School-Level and District-Level Committees:
BUDS Schools have established school-level
management committees and district-level advisory
committees. These committees play a crucial role in
monitoring the functioning of the schools, addressing
challenges, and providing strategic guidance for
improvement.

Parent Education Programs: Parent education
programs are conducted to empower parents with
knowledge and skills to support their children’s
development and education effectively. These programs
promote family involvement in the learning process and
create a positive impact on the overall growth of the
children. Plan Fund Support: BUDS Schools receive
support from the Plan Fund, which ensures that they
have access to necessary resources and can implement
developmental projects effectively.

Utilisation of Maintenance Grant: Local Self-
Governments (LSGs) can use maintenance grants for
BUDS Schools. This financial support aids in the
continuous upkeep and maintenance of school facilities
and resources

I1.2. Highlights of Creative Learning School

Utilisation of Old Government School Building: The
school operates within an old government school
building, which is no longer in use. The school’s
management committee has granted permission to
establish the Creative Learning School in this space.
This arrangement has enabled the school to utilise
existing infrastructure, which otherwise might have gone
unused through the initiative of the SHG network.

Voluntary Teaching Services: The school benefits
from the voluntary services of members of the Village
Organization Coordination Committee (VOCC). These
dedicated individuals generously contribute their time
and efforts to teach the children at least two to three
days a week. This volunteer-driven approach showcases
the community’s commitment toward the education and
well-being of children with disabilities.

Basic Classroom Furniture and Stationery: Despite
limited resources, the school provides general classroom
furniture and essential stationery to facilitate learning.
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While the resources may be basic, they create a
conducive environment for students to engage in their
studies.

Visual Aids for Teaching: The school uses visual
charts and diagrams as teaching resources. These visual
aids are valuable tools for educators to explain concepts,
engage students, and enhance their understanding of
various subjects. The use of visual aids is especially
beneficial for children with disabilities as it caters to
diverse learning needs.

Regular Monthly Meetings: The school conducts
monthly meetings involving parents, members of the
VOCC, and representatives from the Panchayati Raj
Institutions (PRIs). These meetings serve as platforms
for discussing the progress of the students, addressing
concerns, and fostering a sense of community
involvement in the educational process. Limited
Funding from GPDP: The Creative Learning School
benefits from some provisions for infrastructure
development under the Gram Panchayat Development
Plan (GPDP). However, apart from this specific
allocation, no additional fund is available for the school’s
day-to-day operations. This financial constraint poses
challenges in maintaining and improving the quality of
education and care provided.

Non-Functional Toilets: The school faces the issue
of non-functional toilets. Lack of proper sanitation
facilities can pose health and hygiene risks to students
and staff. Addressing this problem is essential to ensure
the well-being and comfort of all individuals associated
with the school.

I1. 3 Strengths and Weaknesses of Each Model

The BUDS Institutions in Kerala have demonstrated
several strengths, including a well-structured three-tier
governance system, robust support from the
Kudumbashree initiative, and successful integration of
these institutions into the local community. The Kerala
model emphasises early intervention and specialised
care for individuals with disabilities up to the age of 18
years through BUDS schools and rehabilitation services
for those above 18 years through BUDS Rehabilitation
Centres (BRCs). This holistic approach has contributed
to positive outcomes for PwDs in Kerala.

Some of the strengths of the model are:

Supporting infrastructure, rehabilitation equipment
and transportation:

The school infrastructure overallUsual equipment
included cerebral palsy chairs, wheelchairs, therapy
beds, parallel bars, trampolines, therapy balls,
physiotherapy tables and shoulder pulleys. Another
challenge There is provision for transportation facilities
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for beneficiaries. The indicated authorisation LGs
arrange for the infrastructure facilities and amenities
for BUDS institutions.

Funds and finances:

Financing of BUDS institutions is considerably
hybrid. In addition to funding from the LG, funds were
also made available through Kudumbasree, the General
Education Department, other locally available financial
resources such as the Legislative Assembly Constituency
Asset Development Fund, or donations and funds
through Corporate Social Responsibility initiatives.
Beneficiaries enrolled in BUDS institutions also receive
financial benefits through LGs through social security
pensions and scholarships. These funds are utilised for
nutritional support, human resources, and facilitating
financial protection of beneficiaries.

Enabling therapies and access to medical services:

Rehabilitation therapies included physiotherapy,
speech therapy, agri-therapy, dance and music therapy,
psychotherapy, counselling and vocational training.
Agri-therapy meant vegetable cultivation at the premises
of the institution; the produce was often used in the
institutional meal programme itself. Only a few schools
had trained therapists, who generally visited on a part-
time basis. Support from the local or regional health
institution as and when required. The trainers or staff
helped parents access healthcare services for their
children when needed. BUDS institutions were also
platforms for the enrolment of beneficiaries for the
health insurance scheme, a flagship scheme of the
Ministry of Social Justice and Empowerment,
Government of India.

Governance of BUDS institutions and participation
of beneficiaries in decision-making processes

Local Government is involved with financing,
human resource recruitment, equipment, and materials,
financial risk protection, and transportation. Local
Government plays an important role in establishing and
running BUDS institutions and coordinating the
participation of all stakeholders in general education,
social justice, health, and other relevant sectors.
Panchayats have played a major role in creating and
sustaining BUDS institutions for rehabilitating people
with developmental disorders at the primary level in
Kerala. Such government-supported spaces offer
legitimate platforms for people and families with
disabilities to be more active in their community.

The BUDS school model in Kerala faces several
weaknesses related to infrastructure, care continuity, and
challenges in addressing students’ diverse needs:
Disabled-Friendly Infrastructure: One prominent



weakness is the lack of disabled-friendly infrastructure,
particularly with regard to toilets. The absence of
accessible toilets makes it challenging for teachers to
assist children with disabilities in accessing these
facilities independently, potentially compromising their
dignity and privacy.

Menstrual Hygiene Management: Female students
with disabilities may face additional challenges related
to menstrual hygiene management. The absence of
suitable facilities or lack of awareness among teachers
can hinder the provision of necessary support and care
during menstrual cycles. Unaddressed Psychological
and Psychiatric Issues: While BUDS schools focus on
education and rehabilitation, psychological and
psychiatric issues may not receive adequate attention
within the institutions. This could impact the overall
well-being and mental health of the students.

Lack of Parent/Caregiver Awareness: The care and
support that children receive at BUDS institutions may
not continue effectively at home due to a lack of
awareness among parents or caregivers. This
discontinuity in care and support outside school hours
can hinder the students’ overall progress and
development.

Challenging Transition to BRC: The transition of
BUDS students to BRC upon turning 18 can be
challenging. Students may face difficulties adapting to
new environments and support systems, potentially
disrupting their progress and development.

Financial Constraints on Panchayats: Unlike BUDS
schools, BRC facilities are not eligible for funds from
the education department and panchayats. This financial
limitation can hamper the quality of services and support
available to individuals with disabilities beyond the age
of 18 Although important stakeholders in the BUDS
school model, Panchayats may face difficulties financing
the institutions solely with their funds. The limited
financial capacity can impact the availability of
necessary resources and support at the local level.

Difficulty in Catering to Multiple Disabilities:
Teachers in BUDS schools may face challenges in
catering to the diverse needs of children with multiple
disabilities. The lack of specialised resources, training,
and support can make it difficult to provide personalised
and effective education and care to these students.

Addressing these weaknesses requires a multi-
faceted approach, including increased funding for
infrastructure, awareness campaigns for parents and
caregivers, enhanced teacher training to address
psychological and psychiatric needs, and exploring
innovative funding mechanisms to support BRC

facilities. Moreover, introducing disability-friendly
infrastructure and providing specialised resources for
teachers can significantly improve the learning
experience and overall well-being of children with
disabilities in BUDS schools.

On the other hand, the Creative Learning School
model in Assam showcases the potential for community-
driven initiatives to address disability-related
challenges. The involvement of the SHG network and
local communities exemplifies the power of partnerships
between grassroots organisations and local governments
in facilitating the establishment of much-needed
services. The Creative Learning School in Assam
demonstrates several strengths that have had a positive
impact on children with disabilities and their families:
Inclusive Learning Environment: The school created a
safe and inclusive learning space for children with
disabilities who may have otherwise dropped out of the
regular education system. By catering to their specific
needs, the Creative Learning School ensures that these
children receive the education and care they deserve,
fostering a sense of belonging and inclusivity.

Support for Parents/Caregivers: The facility assisted
parents and caregivers by offering a reliable place where
they could leave their children for three to four hours.
This support enabled parents to attend to their daily
tasks, work, or other responsibilities while ensuring their
children were well-cared for in a conducive learning
environment.

Socialisation Opportunities: For children with
disabilities who were often isolated and stigmatised, the
Creative Learning School provided a much-needed
space for socialisation. Interaction with peers and
teachers in a supportive setting enhances the children’s
social skills, self-confidence, and overall well-being.

Support Group for Caregivers and Parents: The
school’s existence led to the formation of a support
group among caregivers and parents. This support
network allowed them to share their experiences,
exchange valuable insights, and learn from each other’s
challenges and successes. This collective learning
helped reduce stigmatisation and promoted a stronger
sense of community.

Reducing Stigmatisation: Through its inclusive
approach and community involvement, the Creative
Learning School contributed to reducing the stigma
associated with disabilities. By celebrating the abilities
and achievements of the children, the school fostered a
more accepting and understanding attitude towards
individuals with disabilities within the community

However, the model also highlights the importance
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of overcoming bureaucratic obstacles and securing
adequate resources for sustainability. Some of the
weaknesses of the model are:

The Creative Learning School in Assam, despite its
positive impact, also faces several weaknesses that
hinder its long-term sustainability and effectiveness:

Non-Disabled Friendly Infrastructure: The school
lacks disabled-friendly infrastructure, making it
challenging for children with disabilities to access
facilities independently. This limitation may hinder the
overall inclusion and participation of students with
diverse needs.

Reliance on Voluntary Services: The teaching at the
Creative Learning School is dependent on voluntary
services, which may not be sustainable in the long run.
Relying solely on volunteers might lead to
inconsistencies in the availability of qualified teachers
and affect the quality of education provided.

Lack of Funds from Panchayats: Due to limited
financial resources, the panchayat does not have funds
available to support the sustainability of the school. This
financial constraint can impact the availability of
necessary resources, infrastructure development, and
continuous support for the children.

Limited Catering to Diverse Needs: The Creative
Learning School accommodates children with various
disabilities, but their diverse needs may not be
adequately catered to. The lack of specialised resources
and training for teachers can hinder personalised and
effective education and care for each student.

Uncertain Future Sustainability: The school’s
establishment may have been driven by the interests of
women collectives and current elected representatives.
However, with new representatives coming in, the
continuity of the project and its sustainability may be in
question if they lack interest or understanding of its
importance. Lack of Training for VOCC Members: The
VOCC members who assist in running the school may
not have formal training on disability or working with
people with disabilities. This lack of training could
impact their ability to provide specialised care and
support to the children effectively. Absence of
Nutritional Support and Transportation: The school does
not provide any provisions for nutritional support or
transportation facilities for the students. These factors
can impact the overall well-being and attendance of the
children.

Informal Registration: The Creative Learning School
is not formally registered, which may lead to challenges
in accessing government support, grants, and resources
that could enhance the school’s services and
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sustainability. Addressing these weaknesses will require
concerted efforts from the community, local government,
and relevant stakeholders. Developing disabled-friendly
infrastructure, securing sustainable funding sources,
providing specialised training for teachers and
volunteers, formalising the school’s registration, and
addressing the diverse needs of the students are crucial
steps toward strengthening the Creative Learning
School’s impact and longevity

III. Role of Governance and Community based
network in Addressing Disability

As seen in the case of BUDS school in Kerala or the
case of creative learning school in Assam. Local
governments and women networks play pivotal roles in
addressing disability in Kerala through collaborative
efforts and community-driven initiatives. Here are some
key roles they can play: Local Government Support:
Local governments can be actively involved in
supporting and implementing disability-related
programs. They can provide the necessary infrastructure,
funding, and resources to establish and maintain BUDS
Schools or creative learning schools and other disability-
focused initiatives. Additionally, local governments can
play a crucial role in creating disabled-friendly public
spaces, ensuring accessibility, and promoting inclusive
policies and practices.

Community-Driven Initiatives: Women networks
have been at the forefront of disability-related
community-driven initiatives. These networks empower
women from socio-economically deprived families to
take charge of local development processes.

Through their involvement, they can advocate for
the needs and rights of persons with disabilities, provide
support to families, and actively engage in the
establishment and functioning of BUDS Institutions or
creative learning schools.

Grassroots Mobilisation: Women networks at the
grassroots level mobilise resources and support from
the community. They raise awareness about disability
issues, work towards breaking down stigmas, and build
acceptance of individuals with disabilities within
society. This grassroots mobilisation can play a critical
role in creating an inclusive environment for persons
with disabilities.

Access to Healthcare: The combined efforts of local
governments and women networks can facilitate access
to healthcare services for persons with disabilities. They
can work towards ensuring that healthcare facilities are
inclusive and provide specialised care and treatment as
needed. Advocacy and Policy Implementation: Both
local governments and women networks engage in



advocacy efforts to influence policy formulation and
implementation. Their collective voice plays a vital role
in shaping disability-related policies and ensuring that
they are effectively implemented at the local level.

Inclusive Employment Opportunities: Women
networks often work towards creating inclusive
employment opportunities for persons with disabilities.
They engage with livelihood options and skill
development programs which can empower individuals
with disabilities to lead independent and dignified lives.

Awareness and Sensitization: Local governments
and women networks collaborate in conducting
awareness and sensitization campaigns on disability-
related issues. These campaigns aim to change attitudes,
break stereotypes, and foster a more inclusive and
empathetic society.

Family Support: Women networks provide valuable
support to families of individuals with disabilities. They
offer counselling, training, and guidance to parents and
caregivers, helping them better understand and meet the
needs of their children.

Resource Mobilisation: Local governments and
women networks work together to mobilise resources
from various sources to support disability-related
programs and initiatives. Their collective efforts
contribute to the sustainability and growth of initiatives
like BUDS and creative learning Schools.

IV. Empowering Persons with Disabilities: Proposed
Two-Pronged Strategy

Community-based rehabilitation models for
developmental disabilities are rare in low- and middle-
income countries. A community rehabilitation
programme in Iran provides inclusive education,
rehabilitation referrals and financial assistance with the
help of town centres and primary healthcare institutions.
Peru has a state-supported two-level institutional
network for inclusive education (Centros de Educacion
Basica Especial or special basic education centres) and
an early intervention programme (Programa No
escolarizado de Intervenciéon Temprana). These
programmes were centrally initiated, while the BUDS
model originated in the absence of clearly designated
authority or standards. Further expansion was facilitated
by a series of guidelines and orders and continued within
the decentralised space, with BUDS institutions being
set up by LGs. The BUDS model in Kerala is an example
of how community-owned resources can be used to
enhance the capabilities of children and families facing
diverse challenges due to developmental disability. In
the case of the Creative learning school, the initiative

was taken solely through the women’s collective and
later on the panchayat was on board for partnership in
running the institution. The study proposes the
development of Buds Institutions to address challenges
such as providing specialised services to persons with
multiple disabilities while working on the Creative
Learning School model to develop a cost-effective
design for large-scale replication.

1) Development of BUDS Institutions: Building
upon the success of BUDS Institutions in Kerala, further
efforts should focus on expanding specialised services
for individuals with multiple disabilities. This may
include enhancing the scope of BUDS schools and
BRC:s to cater to a broader range of disabilities and age
groups. Additionally, capacity-building programs for
teachers and caregivers can ensure the provision of high-
quality and inclusive education and care.

2) Refinement and Replication of the Creative
Learning School Model: Recognizing the potential
demonstrated by the Creative Learning School in Assam,
the model should be refined to overcome initial
challenges and replicated in other regions. Emphasising
community-driven initiatives can foster ownership and
sustainability. Collaboration with local governments and
relevant stakeholders can ensure the availability of
necessary resources. In such a two-pronged strategy, the
cost-effective design can use the lessons of the Buds
institutions. The proposed upgradation of services in
Buds institutions will also feed into cost-effective
design. Staff and community for the cost-effective design
can be trained at the Buds institutions in Kerala through
a structured hands-on component.

Meanwhile, the evolution of cost-effective design
will inform the Buds institutions in fine-tuning its own
design elements. The study highlights the importance
oflocal government initiatives and women’s collectives
in addressing disabilities and achieving the UN
Sustainable Development Goals. The BUDS Institutions
in Kerala and the Creative Learning School in Assam
are valuable examples of successful approaches, each
with unique strengths and weaknesses. By capitalising
on the strengths of the BUDS model and refining the
Creative Learning School model, we can develop an
inclusive, sustainable, and effective system to provide
learning and care services to individuals with mental
disabilities. Strong partnerships between community-
based women’s organisations and local governments are
vital in this endeavour, as they can drive positive change
and bring about meaningful progress toward a more
equitable society.
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