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PURPOSE



The purpose of this paper is to seek members’ views on the definitions of disabilities under the current review context.

BACKGROUND

2.

The definitions of “disabilities” currently in use in the Rehabilitation Programme Plan (RPP) are modelled on the categories of disability as set out in the 1995 White Paper, with some modification made in 1998.  Under this classification, disabilities are classified in terms of the bodily functions impaired.  Altogether there are eight categories of disabilities, namely, autism, hearing impairment, mental handicap, mental illness, physical handicap, speech impairment, visceral disability and visual impairment.  The advantages of this classification are simplicity, flexibility and general acceptance by the sector.

RECENT DEVELOPMENTS

3.

As regards the definitions of disability, there have been some concerns on the following areas in recent years:

(a) International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health;

(b) Specific learning disabilities; and

(c) Visceral disability.

International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health (ICF)
4.

At the 54th World Health Assembly held on 22 May 2001, World Health Organisation (WHO) Member States endorsed a set of new classification of disability entitled International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health (ICF).  It classifies functioning, disability and health related components from the perspective of the body, the individual and the society in two basic lists: (1) Body functions and Structures; and (2) Activities and Participation.  Disability is an umbrella term for impairments, activity limitations or participation restrictions.    The classification of disability under the RPP generally follows the first list. 

5.

The WHO urged Member States to use ICF in their research, surveillance and reporting as appropriate taking into account specific situations in their countries.  To promote the use of ICF as an overall framework for disability assessment and data collection on disability in the Asia Pacific Region, the UN ESCAP runs a series of workshops.  Statisticians from Census and Statistics Department attended two of these training workshops and will be attending another two later in the year.  In view of the complexity of the subject matter and having regard to the far reaching implications in the implementation of an ICF-based disability classification system locally, we will consider its applicability in Hong Kong after gaining more experience with the ICF and thereby in a better position to do so. 

Learning Difficulties – Specific Learning Difficulty/Disability (SLD) or Dyslexia

6.

Learning difficulties have been excluded from the classification in the 1995 White Paper because it was then considered that pupils with learning difficulties did not typically have an impairment and they were amenable not to rehabilitation services, but to educational services.  Accordingly, in the 1998 RPP, SLD was not included in the review.  Though not being defined as a disability type, the Department of Health and the Education and Manpower Bureau have been providing services for children with SLD.  

7.

Over the years, there has been increasing awareness of the problem and recognition of the need to provide timely and professional support service to help this group of children with SLD.  We therefore propose to re-visit the definition of disabilities under the current RPP review, to consider whether SLD should be included in the RPP; and if so, to appraise the possible resource implications on our rehabilitation services.

8.

To facilitate members’ consideration on the subject, the lead department/bureau, namely the Department of Health and the Education and Manpower Bureau, which are now rendering services for children with SLD, have provided their definitions of “specific learning difficulties/disabilities” at Appendice A and B respectively.

Visceral disability

9.

Visceral disability was covered by physical handicap as defined in the 1990 Rehabilitation Programme Plan.  Upon the advice of the Hong Kong Medical Association in 1994, physical handicap was re-defined to limit its application to disability affecting an individual’s locomotor function and a new definition was drawn up for visceral disability as any other disabilities arising from diseases affecting the body’s organs.

10.

The Plan adopts the following definition for a viscerally disabled person -

A viscerally disabled person is a person with disability resulting from diseases or the respective treatment.  The disability, not being limited to locomotor functions in nature, constitutes disadvantages or restrictions in one or more aspects of daily living activities.

11.

It was also noted in the 1998 RPP Review that not all patients of visceral diseases are disabled or require rehabilitation.  In actual practice, medical officers, on the basis of the above definition, assess the condition of individual patients of visceral disease or chronic illness to decide whether they should be classified as people with visceral disabilities.  There has been some suggestions from self-help groups of chronic illness patients on the drawing up of a comprehensive list of diseases for classification as visceral disability.  The current practice has the advantage of being more accurate as it is based on professional assessment on individual patient.

ADVICE SOUGHT

12.

Members are requested to advise:

(a) whether the existing classification and definitions of disability should continue to be adopted under the current RPP review context; and

(b) whether specific learning disabilities should be included in the 2005 RPP and if so, the definition to be adopted.

Rehabilitation Division

Health, Welfare and Food Bureau

May 2005
Appendix A

Definition of "Persons with Learning Disabilities" by Department of Health
Background

The Department of Health uses the terms Specific Learning Disabilities (SLD) and Dyslexia (see elaboration below) for the condition referred here as Learning Disabilities. Although Learning Disabilities (LD) or Dyslexia are the most widely used terms over the world for the condition under discussion, “SLD” has been used within the Department of Health’s services, as well as in its communications with EMB’s related services. This may be related to the influence of the United Kingdom’s use of terms on Hong Kong in earlier years, where U.K. refers to the condition as “Specific Learning Difficulty/Disability” or “Dyslexia”, while the term “Learning Disability” is used to refer to mental retardation. Despite the difference in its naming, the condition referred to here is clearly defined and an entity with specific and understood biological bases.

The mixed group of individuals with mild global intellectual delay - also described as individuals with borderline intelligence or (non-specific) learning difficulties or slow learners, and those with school failure due to psychosocial reasons, are not part of this group. 

Thus, the condition under discussion is taken to be referring to Specific Learning Disabilities, Dyslexia, or Learning Disabilities (as used in most countries including in North America, China, and the rest of Europe except United Kingdom).   
Definition for Specific Learning Disabilities  (SLD) (特殊學習障礙)
SLD refers to a group of disorders that have the following attributes:
(a) They have onset invariably during infancy or childhood;

(b) They lead to impairment or delay in development of functions that are strongly related to biological maturation of the central nervous system;

(c) They have a steady course without remission and relapses; and

(d) These specific disorders are not simply a consequence of a lack of opportunity to learn, nor a result of mental retardation or any form of acquired brain trauma or disease.

Of the conditions subsumed under SLD the major component is Developmental Dyslexia ( 讀寫障礙 ) , also referred as Specific Reading Disorder. This constitutes the largest group, accounting for over 80% of SLD cases. The main feature of Developmental Dyslexia is a specific and significant impairment in the development of reading skills that is not accounted for by mental age, visual acuity problems, or inadequate schooling. Individual word recognition skills, reading comprehension skill, oral reading skills and performance of tasks requiring reading may all be affected. Spelling (dictation) difficulties are frequently associated, and often persist into adolescence even after some progress in reading has been made. 

Other less common conditions under SLD include mathematics disorder ( 數學障礙 ), also referred as Dyscalculia. Individuals with mathematics disorder have significant difficulties in concepts of number, quantities and computation, that are not explained by general intellectual cognitive difficulties such as mental delay.  Children with SLD may also have oral language difficulties, including comprehension of oral language spoken by others, and in oral expression. Others may have motor coordination problems that are not due to neurological disorders, and which cause significant adaptation problems for affected individuals in school and in activities of daily living. 
Appendix B

Definition of "Persons with Learning Disabilities" by Education & Manpower Bureau

In the educational context, learning difficulties lie on a continuum of mild through moderate to severe, with students duly supported by different learning programmes pertaining to their specific educational needs. Only those students with severe learning difficulties are taken synonymously as intellectual disabilities.

[Please note that with the exception of the group of intellectual disabilities who are mostly studying in special schools, under the education policy, whole-school approach in mainstream schools involving curriculum adaptation and assessment accommodation is the major pedagogical strategy in support of students' learning. Schools should develop a school policy covering early identification and intervention of learning difficulties.]
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