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S ince the introduction of the
concept on inclusive educa-
tion, two main challenges have

arisen: first, physical accessibility
must be improved throughout the
country; second, there must be
changes in the public attitude
towards inclusive education. These
two challenges are remarkably inter-
connected, as they face the same
barriers. Barriers of public social per-
ception are firmly rooted in Armenian
mentality and conscience, and
through these destructive modes of
thought our society marginalizes
another group within itself. In this
sense, inclusive education is only
one segment of a global chain
towards social inclusion, but,
arguably, the most important. Experts
have recently observed progress of
the public attitude towards inclusion.
People are more open to the idea of
inclusion, and more attentive to the
issues faced by children with special
educational needs. 

“…I have two school-aged chil-
dren and I would not be upset if chil-
dren with special educational needs
are included in their classes.

Involvement of children with disabil-
ities will help my children better
understand the world around them
and be more tolerant towards all
people. I am sure it will help them in
many aspects of their lives,” Davit
Grigoryan, a private entrepreneur,
says on the subject. 

On the other hand, there are par-
ents of children with disabilities who
are not psychologically ready to
introduce their children to society,
even though intentional isolation of
the child is a violation of their rights
as children. Parents often hide or
isolate their disabled children from
society because of the non-tolerant
attitudes of many people. Parents of
children with disabilities explain that
they feel ashamed for their children,
and thus limit their children’s com-
munication and interaction with soci-
ety. Experts point to this limitation as
explicit proof for the benefit that
inclusive education will bring – not
only for schools, but for all of soci-
ety. Such inclusion will be especially
important in rural areas where the
idea of inclusion maybe absent. 

Melanya Sedrakyan is the moth-

er of five-year-old Hasmik. Melanya
says that people treat her daughter
with precaution and stigma, and
added, “When we go out for a walk,
the neighbors stare at us strangely.
Not everyone, of course, there are
kind people as well, but they are not
that many. I notice that many par-
ents avoid us and their children do
not play with my daughter. I do not
take Hasmik to kindergarten
because I am afraid that the nannies
will not pay enough attention to her,
or that they may hurt my daughter.
My daughter doesn’t speak, but she
feels everything. They say Europe is
more tolerant and my husband and I
want to move to Europe.” 

Yelena Barseghyan, another
mother, listened to our conversation
with Melanya, and concluded that
hiding and isolating a child from
society is a grave mistake. She
talked to her son Grisha three years
ago and explained to him what it
meant when a girl with a speaking
impairment was enrolled into
Grisha’s class. Later, Grisha did not
talk about diversity for a long time,
but once he said, “Mom, people are
so different, I want to help them no
matter if they are similar or different
to you or me.” Yelena says about
that day, “It was a victory for me and
then I understood that my son will
become a good person.”

Facts and Figures
The real 
number of children
with disabilities

According to UNICEF Arme-
nia’s 2012 report “It’s About
Inclusion”, there are 8,000 reg-
istered children with disabilities
in Armenia, constituting 1% of
the total child population. How-
ever, given the international
child disability benchmark of
2.5%, there are likely to be
about 12,000 disabled children
in Armenia whose disability is
not registered for various rea-
sons, denying them access to
disability services.

Increased poverty risk
among families with
disabled children

Of families that have one or
more children with disabilities,
43.9% live in poverty and 6.7%
live in extreme poverty. In
comparison, 37.3% of families
that do not have children with
disabilities live in poverty, and
3.3% live in extreme poverty.
In addition, 4 out of 5 children
with disabilities have no
access to other social services
besides disability services.

Education for all

Of 1,329 state schools in
Armenia, only 139 are set up
for inclusive education. About
2,700 students with special
educational needs study in
inclusive schools, leaving the
majority of students with special
needs outside of mainstream
schools. The RA Ministry of
Education and Sciences has
mandated that, by 2022, all
mainstream schools in Armenia
must open their doors for chil-
dren with disabilities.

Social 
marginalization

12 percent of children with
disabilities do not have any
friends outside their family, and
33 percent do not engage in
community life. One in six chil-
dren with disabilities live or
study in an orphanage or spe-
cial boarding school (It’s about
inclusion, 2012).

One in five 
children with 

disabilities does
not attend school.

Girls with disabilities
are even more 

likely not 
to attend school. 
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Society for All

 According to the 2013 UNICEF study “Attitudes towards children
with disabilities in Armenia” the overwhelming majority of respondents
(95 percent) believe that children with physical disabilities should be
integrated into society. However, that percentage drops significantly in
the case of children with intellectual disabilities. One-third of respon-
dents believe that children with intellectual disabilities should be kept
isolated from society. 

 The opinions are halved on whether a child with physical disabil-
ities should attend mainstream schools, but 87 percent of respondents
believe that a child with intellectual disabilities should go to a special
school, separated from his/her non-disabled peers.

 The majority of respondents think it is acceptable for their child to
have a close friend with a physical disability (87 percent), yet only 58
percent think it is acceptable for their child to have a close friend with
intellectual disability.
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“Together for the sake of equity” 
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To date, inclusive education in Armenia has been institutionalized
through improved education policies and legislation. However, it has
become evident that concrete application of that policy and legisla-
tion can only be realized through the development of an inclusive
society. In order to achieve inclusive education, Armenia needs a
society that acknowledges and respects all of its members, fights dis-
criminatory acts, and stands up against stigmatization and prejudice.
That will be a society that does not create challenges for people who
are different. It is a society for ALL… 
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A genius, isolated for years

Judith Scott was born with Down’s syndrome and
spent the majority of her life isolated in a residential insti-
tution for people with intellectual disabilities. When her
sister “rescued” her from the institution, she was allowed
to explore fields of art and very quickly achieved world
recognition as a fiber artist. Today, each of her works is
estimated to be worth $20,000 or more and Judith’s story
as well as her art is full of mystery for psychologists and
artists alike. She is a role model and inspiration to many. 

The inclusive theater 
“We are” is under threat of closure

The artists of the “We are” inclusive theater range from
ages 6 to 22. The actors have hearing, musculoskeletal,
physical and/or other disabilities. “The inclusive theater cre-
ates art, and it does not matter whether or not the child
onstage uses a wheelchair,” Marine Asatryan, the producer
and theater manager says, adding that the inclusive theater
helps to break down stereotypes about people with disabil-
ities. “We are” theater was established in 2004 by the Yere-
van Children’s Development Center (renamed the Chil-
dren’s Development Fund). The fund functions on the basis
of grant programs without permanent funding, and thus the
theater group is now on the brink of closure. To support the
theater please visit their website: http://donate.am/en/spe-
cial-attention-to-special-needs/project.

Doctor Smile
Healing with care and love

Dr. Patch Adams doesn’t cure people with medicine.
He preaches that the best medicine is laughter, care and
love. For many years he has dressed up like a clown to
visit hospitals with pockets full of laughter. To him, being a
clown is a means of opening up people’s hearts and souls.
Dr. Adams recently visited Armenia with his group of hos-
pital clowns in collaboration with the IDeA Foundation.
During their stay they visited orphanages and children’s
hospitals in Yerevan, Gyumri, Vanadzor and Dilijan.

“…Patch visited our orphanage and met children with
intellectual and physical disabilities. Our staff carefully
watched his way of working with the children. Those
children who you usually would not see smiling even for
a second were very much at peace with him. Children
need love and laughter very much.”

“…It was also surprising that after some time with the
children, no language barrier or difference was evident:
they could understand each other easily. They were
using the language of laughter and love. Each child has
an individual problem, and we have learned many new
ways to approach them from Dr. Adams’ visit.”

Patch Adams noted, “In the history of mankind, the
greater share of love has always come from women.
Irrespective of how horribly men treat women, they love
their children strongly.”
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Art Therapy An Expert’s Opinion

“Every child in a family”

�I n one of the institutions children
reported that the nurses treat them
badly, swear, call them “idiots”, and

hit them with sticks or on the head. Chil-
dren were ashamed to say the swear
words out loud but mentioned the first letter
of swear words used against them. One of
the girls whispered the most-used swear
word into the ear of the expert.

- In one of the institutions children
reported that their bed linen is not washed;
instead it is just swapped with the bed
linen of other boys and girls, and their
beds smell like urine. The night-shift nurs-
es force girls to stand naked in the corridor
all night, and they catch cold. Children are
not allowed to drink water after 5pm and

are not allowed to go to the toilet after
10pm, or they are only allowed to go to the
outside toilet which is far away from the
school. “Naughty” children are isolated in
empty bedrooms and made to stand on
one foot. Children reported that they are
called abusive names, as different kinds of
animals, and showed the investigators the

different ways they have been slapped, hit,
and had their hair pulled.

- The quality of food in the special
schools is not acceptable. In one of the
special schools the experts reported
wormy flour, expired tea, moldy bread
and lavash, canned tomatoes and non-
edible beef. The institution didn’t present
the lab analysis results of the meat, or
their 10-day menus. According to the
stock manager there are no dairy prod-
ucts for the children, and on the day of
the experts’ visit children were provided
with matsun for the first time during the
2014-2015 school year.

- At one institution test games were
conducted with the children, during which
children pointed out their fears and
desires. They were afraid of sleeping at
school, and afraid of the nurses becom-
ing angry with them. Most of all, they
wanted to spend summer vacation with
their families. 

Children are depressed, 
hungry and experience violence

In May 2015 the United Nations Special Rapporteur Maud
de Boer-Buquicchio visited Armenia with the aim of assess-
ing the situation of the sale of children, child prostitution and
child pornography in the country. Ms. de Boer-Buquicchio
visited and talked to children residing in special care institu-
tions and orphanages in Shirak and Lori regions. 

“During my visit, almost all of my interlocutors con-
veyed a recurring message of deep love of the
Armenian society for its children, and of the protec-

tive character of Armenian traditions and family values towards chil-
dren. I was also told that the Armenian social fabric, based on the
common endurance of historical suffering, has created a strong
feeling of collective responsibility towards children, where there
would be no room for child abuse to go undetected.” However, Ms.
de Boer-Buquicchio continued by expressing her concern in
regards to early marriages and placement of children into boarding
institutions due to their families’ socio-economic hardships.

“Ninety percent of children placed into boarding institutions
were there due to socio-economic hardships. There are cases
of children who were pushed to engage in prostitution or to beg
on the streets to provide for their families. It is important that
the government strengthens its family support packages and
ensures access to quality education,” she concluded.

“I was told that the Armenian society 
has a distinct approach to its children”

Ombudsman Karen Andreasyan’s report on “Systematic Analysis of Rights
of a Child in Children’s Care and Special Educational Establishments” pub-
lished in March 2015 reveals that boarding establishments and special schools
in Armenia use expired food and food banned by regulation, that hygiene and
sanitation conditions are absent, and that cases of violation and denigrating
treatment have been identified. The cases have been identified as a result of 37
field visits in Yerevan and marzes.

“Children’s entrance to special institutions should be prevented, and children residing in
orphanages must be reunited with families. In the meantime, support must be provided to
both parties and a professional case manager should oversee each individual case,” says
Anna Harutyunyan, Child Protection Specialist at the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) in
Armenia. She adds that under the “Every child in a family” motto, UNICEF is supporting an
in-depth evaluation by the RA Government at several residential institutions to understand
the reason the children were sent to those institutions. The evaluation also examines what
kind of assistance the families need to enable the children to return to their families. Ms.
Harutyunyan also mentions that other family models besides adoption are in practice in
Armenia: guardianship or kinship by the child relative’s is one option, and if no other solu-
tion is found the child may also be referred to a foster family. 

As of January 01, 2015 there were
about 750 children from socially vulnera-
ble families residing in children’s care
and boarding institutions. 

According to the RA Ministry of Labor
and Social Affairs, 70% of 730 children at
6 state-run orphanages, whose parents
have abandoned them, have disabilities.
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“I remember, I was 15 years old and I
could understand many things around me.
One day we took the bus with a school
friend of mine and a boy was staring at me.
After a while, our teacher turned to that boy
and said, “Don’t stare at her, she is from the
‘idiot’s school’,” recounts Mariam.

Adrine also felt depressed at the special
school and twice tried to run away from the
school. “Children in our class had different
intellectual disabilities. I don’t think it was
correct to gather us all together. I didn’t like
that school. I wish I could have gone to a
regular school. Children in the regular
schools are also different, some are clever,

others are not, but neither the teachers nor
the other students call them stupid.”

Adrine believes that children with intel-
lectual disabilities could study better at a
regular mainstream school. She says,
“When do people study well? When they
have an example, when they can see a
role model among their classmates. We
had a number of children in our classroom
who were capable and had the potential to
study well, but to the teachers all the stu-
dents seemed the same, and they did not
teach well.”

Mariam knows that society has a nega-
tive attitude towards students of special

schools. “When people find out that you
attended a special school, they immediate-
ly think that you are abnormal or insane,
and that you don’t understand anything.
People called us idiots so many times that
we even started to believe that it was true.”

After graduation, the girls faced new
challenges. Mariam couldn’t find her place
in life; at first some friends arranged
employment for her at a night club, after
that she went to Russia, and now she tem-
porarily lives with her sister. Adrine got
married and divorced, and now she works
at a beauty salon as a manicurist.

Real Story

There are currently 23 functioning spe-
cial educational institutions in Armenia,
where about 2300 children were enrolled
during the 2013-2014 school year. Of those
23 special schools, 15 of them are especial-
ly for children with intellectual disabilities.

Mariam and Adrine (not their real names) are alumni of one of Yerevan’s spe-
cial schools. The school is called “special” because only children with intellec-
tual disabilities study there. “No matter how many stories I tell, you won’t under-
stand what it means to carry the label of that school,” says Mariam.

“You won’t understand what 
it means to carry the label of THAT school!”



Narine Manukyan, president of the
“Armenian mothers” NGO, is
sure that the primary need of par-

ents of disabled children is psychological
assistance and counseling. Narine’s
child has cerebral palsy and the primary
challenge faced by Narine and other
families like hers is the public attitude
towards disability.

- Abandoning infants born with disabil-
ities is unfortunately an acute problem in
our society, and it appears that this ten-
dency is increasing. The roots of the
problem go beyond socio-economic hard-
ship to individual and societal ignorance
surrounding the issue. The situation could
be very different if parents were not left
alone immediately after childbirth, and,
for example, there were counselors avail-
able in all hospitals. Instead, as it is
today, the situation is very unfortunate
because in the first moments of a child’s
life the doctors may remark that the
child’s disability is a tragedy, and make
an offer to the parents. “You know, you
can just leave the child and go.”  

- Narine Manukyan has much to say
about the situation. “I have been loudly
voicing the need for special hospital-based
psychologists who can give parents advice
in those first minutes of their child’s life. A
psychologist can give parents a real and
objective explanation of the situation they
are facing. If, after counseling, the parents
still decide to abandon the child, it would
be a much more balanced and informed
decision on their part.

- Fortunately, there are hundreds of
parents who do not consider abandoning
their child because of a health problem or
physical disability. 

- In addition to the issues discussed, we
must agree that compared to parents in
other countries, parents in Armenia deal
with a number of unaddressed problems
that complicate childcare. There are no
daycare centers; there are very few quali-

ty rehabilitation centers and service
providers; and rehab and service centers
are often physically inaccessible for those
with disabilities. The disability pension is
absurdly tiny, and there are no inclusive
kindergartens where children could
receive appropriate services, allowing their
parents to work during the day. The prob-
lems are numerous, but even this grim
combination of issues does not justify
abandoning one’s child.  I am sure that lov-
ing parents could undergo any difficulty to
keep their child close by and make him or
her smile.

- N. Manukyan’s “Armenian mothers”
NGO database records 152 children with
cerebral palsy. In Yerevan there are 20
beneficiary mothers who raise their chil-
dren alone, because their husbands left
the families behind when they learned
about their child’s disability. According to
N. Manukyan, the situation is even more
complex in rural areas, where the number
of fathers who abandon their children and

wives is even larger than in Yerevan. 
- The problem is due to ignorance. Men

often leave their families based on advice
from their own parents, who say stereo-
typical things like, “It’s better to leave and
have another healthy child,” or, “This child
will never be truly yours.” Meanwhile they
do not want to understand that it is not
their wife’s fault, or understand what type
of problem their child has. Especially in
consideration of the family values that we
are so nationally proud of, it is not justified
for man or woman to leave their child
behind and run away from their problems
towards an easier life. 

- It sounds paradoxical, but there are
some cases when it is advisable for the
father to leave his family instead of trying
to preserve the family by all means. N.
Manukyan knows families in which the
father blames and curses the mother for
having had a child with disabilities or
health problems, and has no qualms say-
ing such horrible things in front of the child.
This causes psychological trauma for the
child, and in such cases it can be better for
the father to leave his family. 

The “House of Dreams” children’s
development center was established as an
NGO, to offer psychological counseling to
mothers. Mrs. Manukyan says that they
have set up psychological counseling for
mothers, and that many mothers take
advantage of the services. She recalls
many successful cases when psycholo-
gists could help mothers regain balance
and harmony in their lives. In one particu-
larly successful case, a single mother who
was receiving services at the center and
raising her disabled child on her own for
many years, got married and now has a
happy family.

Mrs. Manukyan dreams of having a
bigger center, which would offer full-day
care for children. In turn, this would allow
their parents more independence and
time to seek employment, which would be
especially important because the majority
of mothers have a high level of education. 
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Mothers’ Voices and Actions

“Our students are gifted and have 
interesting perspectives and 
viewpoints about the world”

“Prkutyun” (Salvation)
NGO is the salvation for
children with intellectual
disabilities who graduate
from school and face
issues of socialization.

“In fact they have no
place to go and no one will
hire them. There is no place
in Armenia where they can
go and feel free, there is
nowhere to protect them from teasing and mocking,” Arpine Abra-
hamyan, director of Prkutyun NGO, said in an interview.

“Prkutyun” is the only daycare and recreation center for
young people with intellectual disabilities. It has 66 young atten-
dees from different communities of Yerevan but many come
from Arzni and Parakar communities. The employees of the
center try to make every day interesting by giving attendees pri-
mary education as well as apprenticeship classes. The center
offers art classes including painting, art with rice, clay ceramics,
theatre and more. Anush Yedigaryan, the coordinator of the cen-
ter, showed us the clay works, knitted bags and painting done
by the students. “They are gifted and have interesting percep-
tions and viewpoints,” she pointed out.

“They allow us all 
to look at the world differently”

Mariam Mughdusyan, a painter and the founder of the Mugh-
dusyan Arts Center, plans to arrange classes involving the students
of the Prkutyun center as well as others with special needs. Recent-
ly children with autism and the beneficiaries of the Arevik program
(implemented by Aleppo NGO) visited the Mughdusyan center.

“Although not all parents and children have had a positive
attitude or reaction, I believe it is a matter of presenting the
issue correctly and appropriately. Now all my students and
their parents agree that inclusive education has a positive
impact on all of us,” Mariam Mughdusyan says. She notes that
inclusive education is a mutually beneficial collaboration. “I
don’t think I was performing a benevolent or sympathetic
action towards these children, it’s just that they allow all of us
to look at the world differently.”

“All are equal here”

The “Small theater” dance group is the only one in Armenia
where dancers with and without disabilities are onstage togeth-
er. The band was created based on the model of the British
Candoco Dance Company, with support from the British Coun-
cil. Vahan Badalyan, the theater’s Artistic Director, states that
inclusive performance helps young people with disabilities and
promotes their socialization. 

“We have a huge problem in Armenia. You can’t meet a per-
son with disabilities on the street or in public transportation, let
alone onstage. Many people with disabilities have never been to
the theater at all, and here they perform onstage themselves.
Besides that, dancing is physically very advantageous for our
bodies, it opens the pliability and flexibility of the body and
brings new opportunities. Manuk was an example for us: he had
a physical disabilities but after a year of trainings and rehearsals
he walks firmly and steadily. For us as creative professionals it’s
interesting, we create new movements and steps to dance.” Mr.
Badalyan added that the tasks and requirements are the same
for everyone in the theater, and that everyone must work as a
professional. “People with disabilities are not disadvantaged
and everyone is equal here,” concluded Mr. Badalyan.

Together We Can

“The loving parent overcomes everything in order
to make her child stay by her side and smile”

K arine Harutyunyan, Aram’s mother, says that they were
shocked to learn about Aram’s hearing impairment. It felt
like a snowfall in midsummer.

-“The first reaction was shock, naturally, it’s shocking. The first
question that comes into your head is ‘Why me? Why my child? My
child is innocent.’ All parents who are hit with this kind of problem
experience the same path. A very important phase follows the
shock, and that is when parents must think clearly about the situa-
tion and make the right decision for their child. The child’s future,

their entire future life, the quality of their whole life depends on that
decision. That is to say the parent chooses the path of battle or
retreat.” – says Karine.

“It is very important to be really strong. Everyone passes through
desperation, blaming themselves and God for what happened. I
was greatly supported by my family – my husband, my mother-in-
law and my mother. My mother is a teacher and her every sentence
was a treasure to me in those days. So that I would not pass my
self-consciousness and insecurities on to my child, my mother said
to me one day, ‘You are in charge of your own life, so don’t tell
everyone about them because not everyone will understand you.
Secondly, even if people understand you, they won’t be able to help
you. And finally, everyone has their own problems.’ My mother said
to me that I have to overcome my own barriers. I understood much
later what a correct approach that was. Talking with parents of chil-
dren with the same disability, I saw how much time and energy they
were spending and how psychologically worn out they were getting
by telling the same stories over and over again to different people,
trying to gain their sympathy. Then I said to myself: ‘Karine, your
child doesn’t deserve to be a subject of pity, and you should devote
all your energy and thoughts to him only.’

“Once I was working with Aram in public transport. I remember
I was trying to teach him the word for “old man”. We have no
grandfather in our family, and there was an old man sitting in the
van. I started to talk with Aram about the man’s grey hair. When
explaining something to a child with a hearing impairment, you
sometimes have to repeat the same thing several times, which is
what I was doing. A lady sitting next to us turned to me and said,
‘What a pity’. I really wish that one day Aram could meet that lady
or others who think the same way so that they understand their
mistaken approach.”

I said to myself – “Your child 
doesn’t deserve to be a subject of compassion”

When a child is born with health-related issues or disabilities, nearly every par-
ent is faced with the same challenges. But usually those challenges are overcome
individually. Not everyone is able to overcome the difficulties, and some quickly
lose their faith and abandon their child. It often happens that the father leaves the
family very soon after his child is born with a disability. What are the reasons for
this trend? Is it also due to the societal attitude towards children with disabilities?
We started discussions about this issue with women who fought for the happiness
of their children, against the maltreatment of society and its pitiful views. More-
over, those mothers support other women to overcome similar challenges.

More than half the respondents to UNICEF’s 2013 survey “Attitudes towards
children with disabilities in Armenia” find it completely unacceptable that families
should place a child with a physical (66 percent) or intellectual (54 percent) dis-
ability in an orphanage because of that disability. Another 17 to 18 percent say
that it would be somewhat unacceptable to place children with either kind of dis-
ability in an orphanage.

“My name is Aram, my surname is Petrosyan. Perhaps,
when I grow up I will be called Aram Artyomovich.” – this
was how 10-year old Aram introduced himself. Aram stud-
ies at Mkhitar Sebastatsi educational complex. He intends
to become a journalist or a designer. Aram is a role model
for many students because of his variety of interests: he
attends photography classes, manages a personal blog,
has a Youtube channel and likes to read.



T his comparison with sunflower is not
accidental: Zara was the first editor-in-
chief of the monthly publication “Sun-

flower” for children, which has been working
for 15 years already. “Sunflower” is the publi-
cation in Armenia with the largest number of
staff members who have disabilities, and
together they produce content and editorials
with the most progressive ideas of inclusion. 

Zara was also among the first to raise the
issue of women with disabilities in Armenia.
Throughout her civic involvement she came to
understand that, on the road to development

of an inclusive society, girls are especially vul-
nerable to being left behind. 

“If we state that women are vulnerable in
the context of gender discrimination, then we
must clarify that women with disabilities are
vulnerable. They face stereotypes that create
insurmountable barriers for them.”

Zara refers to statistical data that proves
her point: for instance, there are more girls
with disabilities than boys in residential institi-
tutions throughout Armenia, and parents of
girls visit them less often than do parents of
boys. Girls with disabilities are also at a high-
er risk than boys of being isolated from soci-
ety. Observations performed by Zara’s team
reveal the reality of the discrimination:

“Parents of boys are more active, they are
more involved in the social events and they
follow up with their sons’ education. The par-
ents raise their male children to be bold and
free, and they do everything to raise their
sons’ self-esteem. The picture is quite differ-
ent with girls,” Zara says, recalling memories
from her own experience. 

“Years ago, when we were going to “Bridge
of Hope” NGO, my male friends’ mothers were
more free, for example they were happy when
their sons were going on a date or were
active. It’s fine, let him do it, doesn’t he need
to live independently.’ But it was not the same
for the girls. I wouldn’t say that there were

physical and psychological pressures, but the
public attitudes and stereotypical perceptions
led to discrimination.” In her opinion, all of this
derives from the family. 

“As the ideal acceptable image for a
woman is to form a family – that is, become a
wife and a mother, run the household. Our
mentality dictates that disability ruins the
whole cycle because it decreases the
woman’s ability to work. It is believed that if a
woman has a disability she won’t be able to
have a child or take care of the child, run the
household, etc. And when a girl with disability
is born, it is hard for the family to overlook
these stereotypes. The family considers itself
more vulnerable than it would be if there were
a boy with a disability.” Zara adds that these
stereotypes create serious challenges for
girls, from employment to motherhood.

Often men with disabilities create families
with women who don’t have disabilities;
meanwhile women with disabilities marry very
rarely. In the event that a woman with a dis-
ability gets married, it becomes the center of
lots of attention and can even appear on TV.
This issue has diverse and deep layers of
social mentality and stereotypes. Importantly,
the situation is quite different in the marzes as
compared to Yerevan.

“Unfortunately gender-based inequality
among children with disabilities is not being
appropriately raised or addressed, and in this
aspect much could be achieved by women’s
organizations,” Zara concludes.
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One in five children 
with disabilities does not

attend school
UNICEF research (2012) reveals that

18% of children with disabilities do not attend
school, including 17% of boys and 21% of
girls. For children who have an intellectual
disability, this number rises to 26-27%. The
number is even higher in rural areas.

In marzes 51% of parents of children with
disabilities who do not attend school report
that the reason for non-attendance is
because they believe that their children
would not be able to study in school. In Yere-
van only 36% reported this reasoning. Anoth-
er challenge is the stereotypes surrounding
girls with disabilities that make them more
vulnerable to school non-attendance.

“If she were a boy I would
have acted differently…”

“I have two kids – a son and a daughter.
My daughter is 12 years old and she has a
disability. We live in a bordering communi-
ty and are not employed. We live on chil-
dren’s social benefits and pensions. Lusine
acquired a disability at birth due to the doc-
tors’ negligence and improper intervention
during the delivery. When she was small I
didn’t want anyone to see her. When we
had guests at our house I would hide her in
the next room and I felt uncomfortable
when others would find out about the situ-
ation of my daughter. When she reached
school age I thought about what to do. I
discussed the issue of her education with
the school principal, who recommended
that I take my daughter to school, but the
school had no ramps and it was not acces-
sible for wheelchair users. So I asked the
school principal to arrange Lusine’s class-
es at home. And now the school teachers
visit us for a few hours every day to work
on Mathematics and Armenian language
classes. Lusine is a very clever girl.

“Lusine likes computers but her hands
are immobile. Together we surf the Internet
and find all the information she wants. One
day I asked her if she would want to go to
school and she said she didn’t want to,
because she felt ashamed. If she were a
boy I would have acted differently, but I iso-
lated her instead as I believed it was the
right choice…”

Behind the Closed DoorsDiscrimination

Success Story

“Women and girls with disabilities 
are even more vulnerable”

This publication was developed by
Lia Khojoyan, Arman Gharibyan, 

Marianna Ghahramanyan, Lilit Kochinyan,
Anna Satyan, Salpi Apkarian

“Iwas trained as an economist, and the
strongest stimulus for my education
and success was my family. They are

my greatest luck. Of course I had moments of
hopelessness. Since the day of my birth I have
faced challenges, barriers and injustice. Every-
thing would have been much harder if I didn’t
have my family, relatives and friends on my
side. They always believed in my strength, and
trusted and encouraged me. I am thankful to
them all. Because of them I am an optimistic
person and I have a great sense of humor
which prevents me from being discouraged,”
Karine said.

Karine never talks about her health issues
and she communicates with people in a way
that makes them forget to ask about her health.

“Although I had fine knowledge and back-
ground on economics, for some reason I
couldn’t find a job. Perhaps it was because of
my disability. I like to be active and take initia-
tive for myself, so I decided to start voluntary
work. That initiative became a stimulus for my
future civic activity. I spent eight years volun-
teering as an English language teacher and
translator. There were several organizations
with persons with disability in Gyumri but none
of them were promoting women’s issues. So I
decided to start the center for women with
special needs. We decided to name it “Agate”
because the beneficiary girls and women
reminded us of the precious stone called
Agate. They gave their strength, willpower and
persistence to the organization and they all
had a special beauty like the agate stone. So
our center is an interesting crystal, just like
agate. My dream is to improve the quality of

life for women and girls with disabilities and to
empower them to fight for their future.” 

As per Karine’s observations, there are
currently about 81,900 women and girls with
disabilities registered in Armenia who are
considered to be the most vulnerable group
of our society. 

“We have observed many cases where the
treatment of boys and girls is different. We
have cases where the parents keep the
daughter with a disability at home. Recent
studies in Armenia revealed that the number
of girls with disabilities who are not in the edu-
cation system is much higher compared to the
number of boys. In terms of employment men
are more confident and apply for physical or
intellectual employment, while women are
more reserved and are denied opportunities
by society. Women are more ashamed about
their disability so they can’t find employment.
Our society is not yet ready or able to perceive
everyone equally. It is not ready to access dis-
abled women’s and girls’ potential or to under-
stand the richness of spiritual and intellectual
worlds. Sometimes assumptions and percep-
tions are made based on a person’s physical
condition rather than their personality. The dis-
couragement and negativity from society
immobilize women and girls. They don’t fight
for their own rights and can’t find their place in
life. Fortunately, positive changes are occur-
ring in Armenia today and there are brave
young women with disabilities who are
becoming leaders to protect their own and
others’ rights and interests.” 

It is worth mentioning that “Agate” was
among the first to declare that women with

disabilities have a right to live fully and to
become mothers.

“In 2013 our organization started to imple-
ment programs to promote the realization of
reproductive rights of women and girls with
disabilities in Armenia. To be honest we heard
diverse responses to the program and we
have even been criticized for preaching and
promoting immorality in Armenia. But that did
not discourage us, we believed in the idea and
during talks with our beneficiaries we under-
stood how important our program was at this
time. Some of the beneficiaries had success-
ful marriages. Among them was Arshaluis and
Mesrop’s marriage. Both have hearing impair-
ments, and now they have two children with
no hearing or health problems. Their children
communicate in sign language and verbally.

Another achievement by Agate was the
initiative for an inclusive playground which
has been supported by Gyumri municipality.
The municipality allocated space for the play-
ground and the construction works are
almost finished…

“I am an optimistic person and I have a great sense of
humor which prevents me from being discouraged”

I met Karine Grigoryan, president of “Agate” NGO during a global conference organized
by the Association for Women’s Rights in Development (AWID) a few years ago. She was
very excited to see so many women with disabilities among the participants, which is rare
at meetings of this scale. My conversation with Karine was about the idea of an “equal
society for all”, the realization of which is connected to her own personal story.

“Depending on the sunflower, its seeds can be different: big or small, wide or nar-
row, but they all come from the same flower. We want our society to resemble a sun-
flower,” said Zara Batoyan, President of the National Disability Advocacy Coalition.
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