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Executive Summary

Educational provision for children with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) is a
challenging task and one which demands greater attention in Uganda. This literature review
examines the evidence from previous initiatives and relevant research in this area, keeping global
knowledge in view but focusing on Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), including Uganda itself, with a focus on
education below the tertiary level and on the period since 1990.

In the search strategy, different databases were used for Anglophone and Francophone sources. In
the selection of sources, the emphasis is on independent academic research reported in journal
articles and in contributions to symposium books. The review is not intended to be exhaustive, but
selective and critical, giving priority to work of a good standard. An effort was made to select sources
from all regions within SSA.

The review begins by presenting evidence on factors that have, over the past 50 years, encouraged
stronger support for the education of children with SEND: international attention to rights and equity
issues, advances in medical and social science, and awareness of the links between disability and
poverty. Another part of the background described is the legacy of special schools and units within
schools, introduced in Uganda and other parts of SSA from the 1950s onwards and described in the
case of Uganda by Karugu (1988) and Kristensen and others (2006).

Despite the educational interventions to support children with disabilities (CWD), their situation
continues to be affected by superstition, stigma, bullying and social isolation in and out of school.
Various research in SSA is mentioned which illustrates these adverse factors, especially that of
Gbebe (2022) and Banks and others (2017).

In the later twentieth century, the inclusion movement gained momentum in the Global North,
largely as a reaction against the use of asylums (residential centres and schools) to accommodate
both adults with intellectual disabilities and children with various disabilities. By the 1990s the
movement had spread to the Global South, including SSA, generating new educational initiatives but
also leading to differences of professional opinion about how far CWD should be integrated in
regular schools and classrooms, with individual support, and how far special schools and units should
be retained for them. Interpretations of ‘inclusive education’ vary among educators, some
emphasising social integration and others giving priority to common goals of learning.

The institutional environment of basic education in SSA has made it especially difficult to integrate
CWD in regular schools with successful results. Shortages of teachers, classrooms, furniture and
learning materials have been aggravated by national programmes introducing universal primary
education. Inadequate public budgets have been put under further strain by the AIDS pandemic and
the demand for financial support to orphaned children. In Uganda and some other countries, the
examination culture and academic competition among schools encourage attitudes and pedagogy
that are not helpful for CWD — and the same applies to authoritarian teacher-pupil relationships as
reported in Mali (Loua, 2021). In some countries the commercialisation of services within public
education, imitating the practices of private schools, is a further potential barrier to support for
CWD, who tend to come from the poorer homes.

In Uganda a system of ‘special needs education’ (SNE) was established in the period 1991-2003 with
technical and financial support from Denmark. The system had a three-track approach, retaining
some special schools and special units within regular schools and also designating some regular
schools in every district to be ‘inclusive’ for some children with SEND. The intention was to maintain
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an office for the management of SNE in every district and to appoint itinerant SNE Coordinators to
serve clusters of schools within the district. Teacher education for SNE was first organised in a special
institute and then transferred to Kyambogo University. From around 2005 onwards, this system
seems to have gone into decline, partly because of the ending of Danish aid and partly because of a
shift in national planning priorities from poverty reduction to a modernisation agenda. After 2016
cash transfers to vulnerable families were introduced in some districts: but we have no evidence as
to how far children with SEND have benefited from them. Currently, Uganda has a total of 116 special
schools and special units (100 being at the primary level), and 95 regular schools (84 being primary)
that are designated as ‘inclusive’: but supervisory and itinerant staff are said to be in very short
supply. The draft National Inclusive Education Policy sets out general principles such as
‘differentiation’ and ‘adaptation’ but does not indicate priorities or a programme of action.

In considering issues of curriculum, pedagogy, leadership and teacher education, the review begins

with some foundational ideas from the global literature. Attention is given to the need for the
curriculum to reconcile demands for integration and demands for differentiation, in relation to
individual learners and groups of learners, with design options as explained by Brahm Norwich
(2010). Other foundational ideas are concerned with promoting democratic values and practices in
schools (Marzouk, 2024) and with external support for individual children in inclusive schools
(Scepanovic, Nicolic & Mitrovic, 2024). A summary of types of organisational response to SEND is
provided. Research from Lesotho, Tanzania and Zambia shows many difficulties in adapting
curriculum and pedagogy for the benefit of children who are ‘integrated’ in regular schools and
classrooms with little prior planning or relevant teacher education. Qualitative research on examples
of leadership in special and inclusive education, in three countries, by Banlanjo and others (2024),
shows useful role models and ‘best practices’.

Rather too much of the research in SSA has focused on teachers’ perceptions and attitudes relating
to inclusive education. Studies of this kind from Nigeria, Botswana and South Africa show a
disposition to support the inclusion of children with SEND in regular schools but doubts about
whether they as teachers had sufficient training, knowledge or resources for this purpose. Relatively
little research has been done on the perceptions of parents of CWD and those of the children
themselves: but useful findings are reported from case studies by Brydges and Mkandiwire (2020) on
parents and by Wickenden (2019) on children.

Consideration is given to the tasks of measurement, record-keeping, recognition and professional
assessment (screening) for children’s disabilities, with the help of global overviews (McTaggart &
Kuper, 2019; Braun, 2020) and research on recognition and assessment in Lesotho (CGDE, 2011).
Different approaches to measuring the prevalence of disabilities, through household surveys and key
informant methods, are noted. For recognition and screening in the educational system, the
evidence from Lesotho indicates that, in low-income countries, initial recognition depends more on
teachers than it does in the Global North, but that professional screening, following recognition, is
essential. Screening requires collaboration between the education, health and social welfare services
and could be assisted locally by special schools that have relevant equipment. In the third stage,
individual educational plans should be prepared for children with complex needs.

Recognition is given to three important categories of children with special needs that are not
disabilities: orphans, street children (mostly boys) and teenage mothers. National governments in
Southern Africa have organised systems of grants for orphans of school age. Research by Vandelin
and others (2013) and by Bordonaro (2012) shows the difficulty of re-integrating street children in
the educational system after they have experienced the culture of the street. Research on teenage
mothers in South Africa (Van Schalkwyk, 2025) shows that the family, the school and the local
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community all have important parts to play in fostering resilience and encouraging completion of
secondary education.

In the concluding section, cautious and systematic planning is recommended for the countries in SSA,
keeping special schools and special units as options and making the best use of scarce resources to
meet children’s needs. More detailed recommendations for good practice are made for Uganda,
including a sub-regional structure for supervision of special and inclusive education, a role for special
schools as resource centres, a guarantee of free assistive devices for children of school age, and an
annual system of referral, professional screening and plans for individual children.

The recommendations for further research include, for Uganda, a comprehensive status report on
special and inclusive education. For SSA in general, surveys that provide a reliable account of the
enrolment, staffing and resources of schools that support SEND would be useful for policy and
planning. In addition, more qualitative research on individual children, reconstructing their stories
and educational journeys, would provide insights for teachers and other stakeholders.
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1. Purposes and Scope of the Review

Educational provision for children with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) is
challenging for all countries, but especially for low-income countries with expanding school
enrolments. Resources and expertise are needed to identify, measure and record the needs
effectively. Educational provision for the needs, whether in mainstream or special settings, tends to
be expensive. Because of the great diversity of disabilities and other needs, a wide range of skills and
knowledge is required, as well as linkage between educational, health and social care services.
Uwezo Uganda, as part of its mission to promote quality education for all children, seeks to enhance
understanding of these challenges.

Uganda has recently taken relevant initiatives at the policy-making level: notably the passing of the
second Persons with Disabilities Act (Republic of Uganda, 2020) and the preparation of a draft
National Inclusive Education Policy (Ministry of Education and Sports, 2020). But achievements on
the ground remain relatively limited. It is therefore potentially useful at this time to review the
evidence about previous initiatives to support children with SEND: especially the evidence from
Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) and from Uganda itself. A literature review can help to map the changing
and varied approaches to provision, their achievements and limitations. It can suggest priorities for
further research and priorities for good professional practice.

For practical reasons the review focuses on education below the tertiary level, although we are
aware that the challenges of SEND apply to that level also. We also focus on developments since
1990, although we touch on the special education and inclusion legacies from an earlier period.

2. Search Strategy

In the use of bibliographic databases in general, the topic required a progression from wider to more
specific search terms, both in relation to the contentand to the geography of Sub-Saharan Africa. We
also referred to some specific journal and organisational websites. Perusal of some specific sources
also led the way to others (snowballing). In general, there are very few review articles for this topic
but there are some books (symposia) that have a wide coverage and will be mentioned.

The search covered both Anglophone and Francophone sources. The inclusion of sources that were
published in other languages widely used in SSA (e.g. Arabic and Portuguese) was not attempted.

For Anglophone sources in general, we used the Solo database of the Bodleian Library, University of
Oxford, UK, starting with the search term, ‘Special and inclusive education in Sub-Saharan Africa’. In
some cases, the names of countries were later substituted for Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) in the search.
Care was taken to achieve a balanced coverage of the sub-regions within SSA, using conventional
sub-divisions such as ‘Central Africa’ and ‘West Africa’. The sub-regions were used initially in the
structure of the bibliography: but it was later restructured on entirely thematic lines. Of necessity,
close attention has been given to Uganda as a separate entity, and other work on East Africa was kept
separate in the initial structure.

For Francophone sources, the Cairn.info database was used. The initial search terms were: ‘Enfants
ayant des problémes de scolarité en Afrique subsaharienne’ [children with special educational needs
in SSA] and ‘Education inclusive en Afrique subsaharienne’ [inclusive education in SSA]. With this
approach, some useful journal articles and book chapters were accessed.
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Certain symposium books have merited a search for specific chapters: notably the works edited by
Singal, Lynch and Johansson (2019) on disability in the Global South, by Perez and Shohel (2024) on
inclusive pedagogy, by Imoh and Ansell (2014) on children’s lives and rights, and by Sam Hickey and
others (2020) on the politics of social protection. The French work edited by Kohout-Diaz and Deyrich
(2023), on the ethics of inclusion, was also searched but only yielded one chapter of sufficient
relevance (based on research in Togo).

Among journals, we gave particular attention to the International Journal of Studies in Inclusive
Education, a relatively new, open-access journal based at the University of the Free State, South
Africa. This has attracted contributions from a number of Anglophone African countries, based on
relevant topics.

We also revisited reports written and sources used during research done in Lesotho in the period
from 2007 to 2011. Those included in the bibliography include some that are foundational at the
global level as well as research products that are specific to Lesotho and address issues of general
relevance for SSA. The website of the charity, Sightsavers, was also searched for sources because of
the significant work of Sightsavers for children with SEND in several African countries.

3. Background: The Drivers of Stronger Support for Disabilities and Special
Educational Needs

3.1. An Area of Great Advances

Policies and action to support the education of people with disabilities and other special needs
(PWD, both adults and children) are widely thought to have made great advances, at the global level,
within the past 50 years. Stronger support has been driven by three types of factors; (1) awareness of
rights and equity issues, (2) relevant advances in medicine, social science and technology and (3) the
desire to alleviate poverty, together with awareness of the links between disability and poverty. Each
of these factors will be discussed briefly.

3.2 Rights and Equity Issues

Over the past 45 years the international movement to improve opportunities for children with
disabilities and other special needs has developed as a branch of the wider movement for human
rights and equity, having roots in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (United Nations, 1948)
and the Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989), and being reinforced by the
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (United Nations, 2008). The gradually increasing
recognition of SEND in the ‘Education for All' documents, with some changes in the language used, is
outlined by Pauline Rose (2019): the Jomtien Framework of 1990 recognised that ‘disabled persons’
deserved special support; then the Dakar Framework for Action (UNESCO, 2000) made some
references to ‘special education needs’. We may add that the first two Dakar goals committed states
to supporting ‘disadvantaged children’ in pre-primary and ‘children in difficult circumstances’ in
primary education. Disabled people’s organisations (DPOs) played an important part in these
developments.

The ’flagship’ programmes that emerged after the Dakar Agreement included one for ‘the right to
education for persons with disabilities — towards inclusion, which was influenced by the emphasis on
social inclusion in the Salamanca Statement (UNESCO, 1994). The controversies over the concept of
inclusion will be discussed in a later section of this review. Here we may note that the flagship did
not receive significant funding and did little to clarify the inclusion concept. The Incheon Framework
and Sustainable Development Declaration of 2015, however, are clear that ‘inclusive education’
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seeks to accommodate both PWD and other disadvantaged groups and requires policies responding
to ‘learners’ diversity and needs’ (Rose, 2019, p. 25). Target 4.5 in the Sustainable Development
Goals explicitly requires action to ensure equal access to education for vulnerable groups, including
PWD.

Some of the Global Education Monitoring Reports have given considerable attention to SEND issues
(for example, the 2010 report, which has a theme of marginalisation, and the 2020 report on
education and inclusion). But a perennial problem has been a lack of data, especially data that is
internationally comparable. We shall return to this issue in the final section, where we identify
priorities for research and action.

In the past five years (2020-25) major aid donors do not seem to have maintained the momentum of
support for SEND in basic education. It has been a discouraging time for international aid in general,
as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic, conservative political attitudes and competing pressures on the
budgets of donor governments. The World Bank, too, has been less active than the UN agencies on
SEND issues, although it did earlier on support a Global Partnership for Disability and Development
(Le Fanu, 2014, p. 71). It is symptomatic that the Bank’s publication, Facing Forward: schooling for
learning in Africa (Bashir et al., 2018) contains a chapter headed ‘The unfinished agenda for reaching
universal basic education’, in which there is not a single mention of disabilities or SEN — a glaring
omission in a generally thorough chapter. As the issues of investment in special and inclusive
education are complex, they deserve attention from the Bank’s expertise in cost-benefit analysis.

3.3. Advances in Medical and Social Science and in Technology

Since the middle of the 20" century the ‘mental map’ of disabilities, from an educator’s perspective,
has been transformed to include both a wider range of impairments and challenges, and a greater
awareness of differences in severity. Children with the ‘traditional disabilities’ used to be placed in
four groups for (1) hearing impairment, (2) visual impairment, (3) physical handicaps, and (4) ‘mental
retardation’ (in the USA) or ‘mental deficiency’ (in the UK). Professionally, the two latter terms have
been replaced by ‘intellectual disabilities” (ID). Since then, there have been great advances, among
health and education specialists, in the understanding of ID, pervasive developmental disorders —
especially autism spectrum disorder (ASD), attention deficit and hyperactivity disorder (ADHD),
speech difficulties, dyslexia and other learning difficulties (Elliott & Place, 2004). There is also an
improved understanding of co-morbidities such as those of ID with ASD and with epilepsy (Pedersen
et al,, 2017). In the area of behavioural disorders, efforts have been made to avoid the over-use of
the ADHD preconceived diagnosis and to recognise comorbidities (Desgranges, Desgranges & Karsky,
1995).

While the expanded range of recognised disabilities presents challenges for educational systems,
improved diagnosis increases the chances that a child’s needs can be met appropriately. The
improved ability of specialists to distinguish between intellectual disabilities and ASD (which can
have some similar symptoms) is especially important, as they have very different implications for the
kinds of individual support that may be beneficial (Pedersen et al., 2017). ASD is also distinguished
from other ‘pervasive developmental disorders (PDD) and, within ASD, high-functioning Asperger
syndrome is recognised. A review of the epidemiology of ASD in the period from 1965 to 2005 shows
a great increase in its apparent prevalence (in the Global North) but attributes this to ‘changes in
diagnostic criteria, diagnostic substitution, changes in the policies for special education and the
increasing availability of services’ (Fombonne, 2005, p. 291). Increasingly, disability records in the
Global South are recognising autism as a distinct category.
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Equally impressive improvements have occurred in audiology, hearing aid technology (Levitt, 2007)
and optometry. Hearing aids (the latest ones being digital) and low vision aids (beyond glasses for
common myopia) can enable many children with partial hearing or sight to attend regular schools
and classes. Too often in the past, such children were forced to attend a residential special school
and to learn a sign language or Braille — and research shows that such faulty placements still occur in
the Global South, as we shall mention. In low-income countries the costs of assistive devices have
been a major barrier: but in the case of hearing aids, a scoping review by Lauren Dillard and others
(2024) finds evidence that they can be delivered and maintained economically at local community
level, by trained non-specialists.

3.4. The Links between Disability and Poverty

In introducing a survey of disability and poverty among adults of working age in 15 developing
countries, Sophie Mitra and others (2013) summarise the possible two-way causal links between
poverty and disability. Poverty increases the risks to personal health, to self-concept, to safety at
work and to remoteness from services that can allow disabilities to be acquired. Individual
disabilities, in turn, can impede access to education and employment, can increase the costs of
services (especially for health), and may prove challenging for the available rehabilitation services.
The authors hypothesise that disability is associated with multiple types of economic deprivation:
reduced educational attainment, employment, household assets and consumption. They use data
from a world health survey of 2003 to explore the relationships at individual and household levels,
comparing groups with and without disabilities.

An important finding is that ‘three dimensions contribute more to multidimensional poverty for
persons with disabilities compared to persons without: education, the ratio of health to total
expenditures, and employment’ (Mitra et al.,, 2013, p. 11). This applied fairly consistently to six
African countries in the survey. It is concluded that ‘policies that promote access to education and
employment may be particularly important for the well-being of persons with disabilities (PWD) in
developing countries’ (p.13). The latter, identified in a conservative manner, constituted a significant
proportion of the working-age population (within the range, 5% to 15%) in the countries studied.
National programmes of poverty reduction, therefore, cannot afford to ignore opportunities for
children with disabilities to obtain education and enter the labour market.

All these findings are relevant to Uganda, where earlier research (Hoogeven, 2005) showed that, in
urban areas as of 1992, consumption poverty was 43% among people living in households with a
disabled head, as opposed to 27% for those in households with a non-disabled head. Okidi and
Mugambe (2002) used Uganda’s 1991 census data to show the relatively low educational attainment
of PWD.

3.5. The Terminology of Disabilities and Special Educational Needs

The UN educational documents of the Dakar era (2000-2015) refer less often to disabilities and more
to ‘special educational needs’ or ‘special needs education’, partly in an attempt to reduce labelling
and partly to recognise that special needs could be rooted in a child’s social situation (e.g. orphan
status or membership of an ethnic minority), as well as individual impairments. Uganda officially
adopted the term, ‘special needs education’ at that time: but the term could be misleading in
suggesting that it involves a new or different type of education. The real purpose is to promote equal
opportunities to pursue common educational goals at a general level, even if some of the pathways
vary. In this review we borrow the formulation, ‘special educational needs and disabilities’ (SEND), as
used in the United Kingdom (2001). Mentioning disabilities specifically has the advantage that some
disabilities do not require major adjustments of teaching or curriculum but still deserve recognition.
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