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An estimated 65 million primary and lower 
secondary school-aged children in developing 
countries have disabilities, half of whom are 
out of school. These children are among the 
most marginalised in their communities. If 
their fundamental right to education is not 
met, this significantly limits their abilities to 
fully participate on an equal basis with others  
in the social, political, and economic life of 
their communities.

Over the last decade, there has been a 
growing international commitment to inclu-
sive education. The adoption of the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities in 2006 as well as the more 
recent 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Devel-
opment, an ambitious universal commitment 
to promote sustainable development goals, 
reflect this commitment. The United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities was a major driver in influencing 
and addressing the equal rights of children 
with disabilities in Sustainable Development 
Goal (SDG) 4. SDG 4, in turn, has created a 
positive development framework addressing 
quality education for all. This framework 
moves the current debate in education beyond  
achieving universal primary enrolment, to en-
suring inclusive, equitable, quality education 
and lifelong learning opportunities for all 
persons with disabilities. 

The benefits are clear. Creating inclusive 
schools reinforces the important human rights 
values of dignity, equality, personal autonomy, 
and choice. For children with disabilities, this 

means that future health risks can be miti- 
gated and life prospects are significantly in-
creased. Longer term, it reduces the costs 
associated with unemployment, clinical 
treatments, remedial education, and training.  
Furthermore, inclusive education is more 
cost-effective at ensuring full access to edu-
cation. When one considers that governments 
supporting segregated education are meet-
ing the needs of only a minority of children 
with disabilities – excluding the vast majori- 
ty – the argument for inclusive education is 
overwhelming. 

Achieving it, on the other hand, is an on- 
going process. CBM is working hard with our  
partners to transition traditional, segregated 
school systems to inclusive education in line 
with the United Nations Convention on the 
Rights of Persons with Disabilities, Article 24. 
This requires persistent, collaborative efforts 
with disabled people’s organisations, commu-
nities, and mainstream development agencies  
from the grassroots to national, regional, and 
global levels to support governments in meet-
ing their obligations. Our collaborations with 
the International Disability Alliance, the Inter-
national Disability and Development Consor-
tium, and mainstream alliances such as the 
Global Partnership for Education and the 
Global Campaign for Education are examples 
of this. 

Through these joint efforts, we have 
helped influence the prominent focus on  
disability-inclusive education in SDG 4. Col-
laboration with the International Disability 

Foreword
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and Development Consortium resulted in 
the high-profile #CostingEquity report. This 
research and advocacy on education financ-
ing work led to a global call to action for bi-
lateral, multilateral, and other major donor 
agencies to invest in disability-inclusive edu-
cation.

The fact remains, however, that inclusive 
education as an approach is still not widely 
understood, let alone applied. This publica-
tion explores a number of the challenges and  
provides practical suggestions on how to 
support disability-inclusive education systems 
that can better meet both the general and 
specific learning needs of all children with 

disabilities. It recognises that inclusive educa-
tion is a complex process and aims to help 
governmental and non-governmental actors 
alike to navigate the most suitable pathways 
to change.

I wish you a good and inspiring read.

Dr Rainer Brockhaus
Chairman International Leadership Team,
CBM International



“It is not possible to promote inclu-
sion of persons with disabilities in 
all other areas of development 
if there remains exclusion and 
segregation in the key area 
that is a foundation for  
development – education.”

Ingrid Lewis,
Managing Director,  
Enabling Education  
Network (2016)

Introduction

© CBM /argum/Einberger



12 Introduction

Why disability-inclusive 
education is important

Education and development are intrinsically 
linked. Education improves individual and 
community wellbeing. It contributes to a  
nation’s overall development, sustainability, 
and stability. It is estimated that one extra 
year of schooling increases an individual’s 
earnings by up to 10%.1 Exclusion from ed-
ucation, on the other hand, costs countries 
billions of dollars annually. 

“In Bangladesh, lack of schooling and em-
ployment for people with disabilities and 
their caregivers, could be losing the coun- 
try US$  1.2 billion of income annually, or 
1.74 % of GDP [Gross Domestic Product].”2

A country’s economic and social development 
is held back when children are out of school 
or do not complete a quality education. Im-
proved access to better quality education 
therefore has the potential to lift individuals 
and nations out of poverty.

In July 2015, the Oslo Summit on Educa-
tion for Development brought together mem- 
bers of the international community to discuss 
renewing and increasing their commitments 
to education. The event highlighted that “the  
global ambitions of world leaders to eradicate 
poverty, break the cycle of humanitarian  
crises and lay the foundation for sustainable  
development cannot be reached without 
quality education for all.”3

Over 30 million children with disabilities 
are missing out on education. They are de-
nied the opportunity to contribute more pro-
ductively to the development of their families, 
communities, and countries. Many more 
children and young persons with disabilities 
have enrolled but subsequently dropped out 
of or failed to complete basic education, and 
even those who do complete may have re-
ceived a poor quality education that did not 
meet their needs. If these problems were  
addressed, the positive impact on countries 
would be significant.

“Educating children with disabilities reduces 
welfare costs and future dependence; re-
leases other household members from car-
ing responsibilities, allowing them to engage 
in employment and other productive activi-
ties; and increases children’s potential pro-
ductivity and wealth creation which in turn 
helps to alleviate poverty.”4

▲ Torekeyn, 14, who  
has a physical dis- 
ability, is writing on 
the blackboard in  
his class at a primary 
school in Ethiopia. 
The school is inclu-
sive, bringing to-
gether children with 
and without disabili-
ties. 

©
 C

BM
 



13Introduction

Disability is both a cause and consequence 
of poverty, with access to education being a 
key driver that can break the cycle of poverty 
to ensure that girls, boys, women, and men 
can effectively be included in development 
processes. For CBM, our partners, and like- 
minded organisations working for disability- 
inclusive development, the logical argument 
is that persons with disabilities have a right 
to access education on an equal basis with 
peers and have important contributions to 
make in decision making and development 
processes. 

The next step therefore is to argue that 
education must be disability-inclusive. Persons  
with disabilities cannot achieve inclusion in 
development, or in social, political, and eco-
nomic aspects of their communities, if the 
fundamental precondition for development –  
the right to education – remains poor quality, 
exclusive, discriminatory, or segregated.

Why CBM is offering  
this publication now

The last 10 years have seen considerable 
growth in commitment to inclusive education. 
The United Nations Convention on the Rights 
of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD)5  was 
adopted in 2006. It marked a significant 
turning point. States that have ratified the 
UNCRPD are obliged not just to provide edu-
cation for persons with disabilities but to 
“ensure an inclusive education system at all 
levels and lifelong learning.”6 More recently, 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 
replacing the Millennium Development Goals 

(MDGs), have taken a more inclusive stance 
on development. SDG 4 on education has 
moved the debate beyond achieving universal 
primary enrolment, as seen with the MDGs 
and Education for All (EFA) movements,  
towards the need to “ensure inclusive and 
equitable quality education and promote 
lifelong learning opportunities for all.”7

Inclusive education:

•	is a long-term process of changing attitudes, policies, and 
practices;

•	focuses on identifying and removing barriers, helping  
to ensure that diverse learners can access, participate in, 
achieve within, and benefit from quality education;

•	achieves its goals in a unified way, avoiding parallel systems 
and removing exclusion, segregation, and discrimination 
on the grounds of disability, gender, ethnicity, language, 
religion, poverty, age, health status, refugee status, among 
others;

•	extends beyond formal schooling to encompass non-formal  
and informal education8; and

•	is a stakeholder- and community-driven process, and as such 
is a vital part of a wider process of developing inclusive  
societies.

There is no single fixed formula or blueprint for inclusive 
education. Rather, it is a flexible approach that finds adap-
tive solutions that consider existing starting points, such as 
culture and available resources.

Box 1: Defining inclusive education
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The body of small-scale, project- and 
community-level experience on inclusive  
education in resource-poor contexts has 
grown over the last 20 years or more. This 
has provided evidence of the benefits of 
community-based inclusive education. There 
is an urgent need to learn from and adapt 
these experiences to inform and support 
larger-scale efforts, and to encourage and 
enable governments to do more to build  
inclusive education systems. It is no longer 
appropriate to have inclusive education  
predominantly initiated and implemented 
through small scale non-governmental  
organisations (NGO). CBM and other NGOs 

like us must rethink our roles in how best to 
support collaborative efforts for systemic 
change in partnership with disabled people’s 
organisations (DPO) to hold governments and 
ministries of education to account in fulfilling 
their obligations to all children.

CBM is well placed to support the mod-
elling of inclusive education approaches that 
governments and bilateral donors can take 
to scale. As with many organisations that 
have been working in the field of disability 
for decades, our work started from a tradi-
tional charity model approach supporting 
segregated and specialist schooling, gradually 
developing towards a human rights based ap-
proach. In partnership with local organisa-
tions, we now focus on working with main-
stream governmental and non-governmental 
agencies to advocate for and support disabil-
ity-inclusive policy and practice in line with 
the UNCRPD, supporting governments’ transi-
tions to inclusive systems. We position our-
selves as “a significant force in the move to-
wards disability-inclusive development glob- 
ally.”11 This means that CBM plays an active 
role in the inclusive education movement.

This book is well timed to help us reflect 
on past work: learning and achievements by 
CBM, our partners, and other organisations; 
and to look ahead to further developing inno- 
vative work within inclusive education.

What this book covers

This publication is the third in CBM’s Series on  
Disability-Inclusive Development, and it illus-
trates why inclusive education for persons 

CBM recognises that inclusive education is a process of im-
proving the educational presence, participation, and achieve- 
ment of all learners, including those with disabilities. As 
CBM’s mission is to support the inclusion of persons with 
disabilities in the poorest countries of the world, inevitably 
this book focuses more on the inclusion of learners with dis-
abilities.

CBM is committed to supporting the realisation of the  
UNCRPD. Article 24 makes an unambiguous call for inclusive 
education for all. The General Comment on Article 24 high-
lights that realisation of this article “is not compatible with 
sustaining two systems of education: mainstream and spe-
cial/segregated education systems.”9 Not all CBM’s partner 
programmes in education are fully oriented to inclusive ed-
ucation yet. However, we are working with partners and 
governments to support the “progressive realization”10 of 
Article 24 as a long-term desired change.

Box 2: CBM’s position on inclusive education
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discusses conceptual issues such as the medical 
and social models, the human rights based 
approach, and the twin-track approach;

discusses international conventions and national
policies relevant to inclusive education;

 

looks at the vital importance of governmental 
and non-governmental organisations and 
individuals working together;

explains why planning and funding must be 
approached from a long-term perspective;

draws attention to the need to ensure practical 
understanding, which includes having skills, 
in addition to awareness of the issues;

explains why and how diverse stakeholders 
must be enabled to play a role in developing 
and sustaining inclusive education;

highlights a few key areas for more creative 
programming and policy, focused on 
continuous improvement and innovation;

looks at the ways in which inclusive education 
systems need to be organised and funded; and 

provides a checklist of key points for 
programmes and advocates to consider.

Individual and 
systemic approaches
Chapter 1

Non-negotiable 
commitments
Chapter 2

Collaboration
Chapter 3

Long-term process
Chapter 4

Understanding 
and awareness
Chapter 5

Stakeholder 
empowerment
Chapter 6

Innovation: accessibility, 
teaching, transition 
and lifelong learning
Chapter 7– 9

Organisation of the 
education system
Chapter 10

Next steps
Chapter 11

I

N

C

L

U

S

I

O

N

◄ Description of  
the division of  
chapters according  
to the INCLUSION  
mnemonic. Each  
letter in INCLUSION 
represents a different 
aspect of inclusive 
education that needs 
to be considered to 
make it work.
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with disabilities is a vital aspect of wider  
inclusive development. The series aims to 
contribute to the international debate on 
disability-inclusion in development and to 
share relevant experiences.

This book covers the ‘why and how’ of 
inclusive education. It also encourages read-
ers to critically reflect on some of the com-
mon pitfalls and gaps holding back the full 
realisation of inclusive education systems.  
Inclusive education is a complex process. We 
have selected a number of important ele-
ments for our programmes and partners to 
consider and act on, through programming 
and advocacy. To make these elements more 
manageable and memorable, the key ele-
ments have been summarised as INCLUSION, 
as you can see on page 15.

The structure of this book motivates us to 
pay more attention to some key problems 
that are not always recognised or sufficiently 
addressed. It encourages us to remember 
that, if we do not consider all the elements, 
we may struggle to fully realise INCLUSION.

The book offers insights into ways of 
working that may help countries progress 
from small-scale pilot projects to larger-scale, 
national, and international solutions to im-
prove the quality and inclusiveness of educa-
tion. The book discusses inclusive education 
in both development and humanitarian con-
texts. Inclusive education in crises and emer-
gencies is not discussed in a separate chapter, 
but examples are woven throughout.

What this publication  
does not do

This publication draws together and analyses 
information and experiences collected by  
diverse inclusive education actors over recent 
decades. It does not present findings from a 
specific piece of rigorous academic research. 
The topics presented here are not a formula 
or blueprint to follow to guarantee success-
ful inclusive education. This publication pro-
vides an up-to-date overview of key debates 
and experiences, and as such is not a step-by- 
step guide or training manual. However, the 
book has been structured to make it useful as  
a supplementary or reference book for future 
training courses developed by CBM, our part- 
ners, or other organisations.

Who this publication is for

This publication is aimed at readers within 
and beyond CBM who have an interest in 
developing and improving the provision of 
education, whether they are working for dis-
ability-focused or mainstream organisations, 
development or advocacy organisations, or 
government agencies. The publication is also 
aimed at readers with a specific interest in 
disability-inclusive development, who wish 
to know more about how inclusive education 
fits into this process.



Chapter 1

“I want the whole college to be 
open to me, it’s my right. But I 
also need my teachers to re-
member that sometimes I 
have different needs from 
the other students. That 
doesn’t make me a prob-
lem or a nuisance. It 
makes me a unique  
human being – just like 
you.”

Edwina,
Vocational college student 
with a disability in Tanzania 
(2008)

Individual and Systemic Approaches

© CBM 
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1.1	Understanding the  
disability paradigm shift

 	
“Persons with disabilities are not viewed as 
‘objects’ of charity, medical treatment and 
social protection; rather as ‘subjects’ with 
rights, who are capable of claiming those 
rights and making decisions for their lives 
based on their free and informed consent as 
well as being active members of society.”12

In 2006, with the adoption of the UNCRPD 
by the United Nations (UN) General Assembly, 
a paradigm shift occurred in how disability is 
viewed worldwide. A ‘paradigm shift’ put 
simply is a transformation of what were once  
established views to new ways of thinking 
and understanding. For example, long-held 
established views of disability or persons with  
disabilities came through a medical and chari- 
table lens. This meant that, in many situations, 
girls, boys, women, and men with disabilities 
were seen as problems, in need of curing or 
fixing and as incapable for making decisions 
on their own. This view resulted in the provi-
sion of services – such as education, health, 
and employment – delivered through a system 
that focused primarily on rehabilitation rather 
than human development and inclusion in 
the community. 

The adoption of the UNCRPD significantly 
changed this view and instead promoted a 
human rights based approach to disability. It 
builds on the social model approach, which 
views society and its structures as the creator 
of barriers. This was welcomed widely by the 
international disability movement, which had 
campaigned hard for this change. Persons 

with disabilities, as a result of the UNCRPD’s 
human rights based approach, are now seen 
as subjects with agency and control over their 
own futures. Quite simply, the human rights 
based approach to disability means that girls, 
boys, women, and men with disabilities are 
recognised as rights holders who are fully 
capable of participating in their own life de-
cisions and in society as active contributors to  
community, social, and economic life.

While the transformative shift changed 
how disability is viewed and perceived, the 
human rights based approach promoted by 
the UNCRPD also shifted the responsibilities 
and duties of states towards persons with 
disabilities who live in their countries. Its rati-
fication by over 170 countries means that 
the majority of the world’s governments sub-
scribe to creating an inclusive world for girls, 
boys, women, and men with disabilities. By 
ratifying the UNCRPD, all of these states are 
duty bearers to their citizens and, as part of 
the ratification, there is a system for account- 
ability where states must show progress for 
persons with disabilities in key areas of life 
such as education, social protection, and eco- 
nomic security.  

CBM, like many other organisations, has 
been working for years to promote the in-
clusion of girls, boys, women, and men with 
disabilities in education. However, intense  
dialogue continues within CBM as well as in 
other organisations and within the disability 
movement about appropriate settings for  
inclusive education, resourcing needed, the 
quality of education delivered, and its impact. 
The recent General Comment by the UNCRPD 
expert committee on the right to inclusive 
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education discussed in Sections 1.4 and 2.1.1 
provides guidance that will position future 
policy development on inclusive education.  

1.2	How the disability paradigm 
shift relates to education

“Education had been seen in CBM and in 
the advisory working groups as education 
for the deaf and education for the blind. 
These were the only areas, so [our work] 
was actually looking at special education 

mostly from a … medical point of view. 
Now we look at inclusive education … 
from a social or community level rights-
based approach.”13

The paradigm shift in relation to education is 
often explained as the shift from seeing the 
‘individual learner as the problem’ to seeing 
the ‘system as the problem.’ Figure 1 above 
illustrates systemic barriers that hinder the 
inclusion of persons with disabilities in edu-
cation. Financial barriers, the lack of coher-
ent policies, the lack of awareness on rights, 

Barriers 
to inclusion 
in education

Lack of teacher
training

Lack of adapted 
learning 
materials

Lack of govern-
ment funding

Loss of income 
due to 

caregiving

Great distance 
to schools

Stigma

Low 
expectations

Low 
priority

Lack of clear 
strategies

Inaccessible 
facilities

Cost of 
school fees

Inaccessible 
curriculum 

Lack of designated 
funding, at district 
level and generally

Lack of
awareness
on rights

Lack of
coherent
policies

◄ Figure 1: Inter- 
action of barriers 
19to inclusion in 
education
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as well as inaccessible curricula may prevent 
learners with disabilities from attending and 
progressing through school.14

Special needs education, especially when 
segregated, has tended to approach educa-
tion from an individual, medical model. This 
type of special provision views girls, boys, 
women, and men with disabilities as separate 
and in need of a fundamentally different  
education to everyone else. Often the special 
education they receive is designed to help 
learners with disabilities eventually ‘fit into’ 
mainstream schools or societies. However, 
because these schools and societies remain 
largely unchanged, the reality upon leaving 
segregated special education settings is often 
one of continued social and economic exclu-
sion. In addition, most low- and middle- 

income countries cannot afford to run parallel  
special and mainstream school systems. This 
means that only a small minority of learners 
with disabilities will ever gain access to special 
schools, and then often only by travelling long 
distances or living away from home. Special 
schools have, in the past, helped persons with  
disabilities access education. However, mov-
ing forward, it is clear that a segregated  
approach within education is not a sound 
foundation for achieving wider inclusion of 
persons with disabilities within development 
and society.

The social and human rights models help 
us to understand that girls, boys, women, and 
men with disabilities have a fundamental 
right to be included in society. That means 
society is responsible for addressing the atti-
tudinal, policy, practice, environmental, and 
resource barriers that exclude persons with 
disabilities. Logically, this means that educa-
tion systems – as part of society – also have 
an obligation to address the barriers that ex-
clude persons with disabilities from learning 
effectively alongside their peers without dis-
abilities.

Actors involved in development and edu-
cation work increasingly to understand that 
they cannot effectively support inclusive de-
velopment from a social model perspective 
unless they also support inclusive education 
for persons with disabilities. 

Some readers may ask: ‘I agree with the 
theory, but why have I seen so-called inclusive 
schools that ignore the specific needs of chil-
dren with disabilities, and that are not helping 
them at all?’ It is a valid point, which we  
examine in the rest of this chapter.

▲ Vanessa (second 
from the right) is 
hearing impaired. 
Here she is at her 
school in Nicaragua 
interacting with her 
classmates.
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Track 1
Deliver on the right to 
education by changing 
policies, practices, and 
attitudes at all levels of 
the education system. 
Remove barriers and 
create enabling condi-
tions to enhance the 
quality and access to 
education for all children 
and achieve positive 
learning outcomes that 
will develop their full 
academic, social, and 
vocational potential.

Track 2
Address specific support 
needs. Empower individ-
uals as rights holders by 
providing health, rehabil-
itation, and social support 
services (e.g., reasonable 
accomodation). Offer 
learning and participation 
opportunities for individ-
uals via differentiated 
teaching methods, sign 
language, and translating 
of material into accessible 
formats (i.e.,braille and 
audio).

Inclusive
education

Inclusive
society

1.3 Maintaining individual 
support while practising 
inclusion – a twin-track  
approach

At a systems level, the twin-track approach 
focuses on ensuring that systems have the 
necessary resources so that girls and boys 
with disabilities:
•	influence policy and practice at school  

level;
•	have improved access to quality education; 

and
•	have improved access to livelihood oppor-

tunities and/or higher education leading to 
a lifetime contribution to community and 
society.

◄ Figure 2: The 
twin-track approach 
to inclusive educa-
tion

Achieving inclusion at the system level is the 
only way to ensure a systemic approach to 
inclusive education for girls and boys with 
disabilities. At an individual level, this sys-
temised approach can be measured by:
•	the level of specific support measures be-

ing in place to meet individual needs e.g., 
speech therapy services, sign language, 
easy read, braille, and physiotherapy;

•	differentiated learning methods and acces-
sible formats available when needed;

•	assistive devices and required support ser- 
vices e.g., amplification aids, low-vision aids, 
mobility aids, and closed captioning; and

•	empowerment of all girls and boys as 
rights holders, particularly those from  
marginalised groups.
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Working on both tracks at once can be chal-
lenging. That is why inclusive education needs 
a foundation of collaboration, which is dis-
cussed in Chapter 3.

“CBM embraces inclusive education, which 
means that all boys, girls, men, and women 
with additional educational needs are active- 
ly included within the regular educational 
system and provided with individually  
tailored support as needed.”15 

 Case Study 1: 
Twin-track support  
for Happy in Malawi16

 Happy had experienced hearing problems 
since he was in Standard 1 (the first year of 
primary education). Unfortunately, his teach-

ers did not notice that he could not hear 
properly. As a result, Happy’s performance at 
school deteriorated. He kept failing exams 
and had to repeat the same standard for 
three years. Eventually his teachers realised 
he had a hearing impairment, but they felt 
unable to help him and said he should seek 
special assistance. Happy’s head teacher con-
tacted the Ear Nose and Throat Unit at Queen 
Elizabeth Central Hospital in Blantyre, which 
is supported by CBM. They examined Happy, 
confirmed he was hard of hearing, and gave 
him hearing aids. Soon his performance in 
school improved, he passed his exams, and 
was able to progress to the next standard. 
Staff from the clinic and CBM also worked 
with pupils in Happy’s school. Other children 
had started to tease Happy about his hearing 
aids, so the clinic and CBM staff explained to 
them the causes and effects of hearing prob- 
lems and encouraged them to be supportive 
of and friendly towards Happy. Happy bene- 
fited from support with his individual needs, 
such as helping him to access hearing aids, 
and from efforts to make systemic changes, 
such as reducing discriminatory attitudes. 

1.4 Understanding what  
we mean by ‘inclusive  
education’

The UNCRPD General Comment on Article 
24 (2016)17 defines ‘inclusive education’ as a 
fundamental human right for all learners. 
Box 3 on page 23 highlights how the Com-
mittee wants inclusive education to be un-
derstood. 

▲ Happy reads out 
to his class at his 
school in Malawi. 
Read more about  
his story in the Case 
Study 1 below.

©
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The obligation of 
national governments
It is the obligation of national governments 
as duty bearers to ensure that children have 
free access to compulsory, quality, accessible, 
and lifelong education for all, including those 
with disabilities. This is in line with the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development. Inter-
national cooperation plays an important role 
in supporting the governments of low- and 
middle-income countries in creating the in-
frastructure and developing the capacities 
needed. The implementation of the right to 
education can vary among states, depending 
on the economic and political circumstances. 

There are certain key interrelated fea-
tures of the right to education to which 
governments must adhere18: 

Availability: Schools and other educational 
institutions and programmes are available 
in sufficient quality and quantity close to 
where people live with broad availability of 
educational places for learners with disabili-
ties at all levels. They must include the rele-
vant services for the schools to function 
(such as water and sanitation services) and a 
management structure for the education 
system, including the recruitment and con-
tinuous training of teachers.

Inclusive education is to be understood as: 

(a)	a fundamental human right of all learners. Notably, education is the right of 
the individual learner and not, in the case of children, the right of parents or 
caregivers. Parental responsibilities in this regard are subordinate to the rights 
of the child;

(b)	a principle that values the wellbeing of all students, respects their inherent 
dignity and autonomy, and acknowledges individuals’ requirements and their 
abilities to be effectively included in and contribute to society;

(c)	a means of realising other human rights. It is the primary means by which per-
sons with disabilities can lift themselves out of poverty, obtain the means to 
participate fully in their communities, and be safeguarded from exploitation.19 
It is also the primary means of achieving inclusive societies; and

(d) the result of a process of continuing and proactive commitment to eliminating 
barriers impeding the right to education, together with changes to culture, 
policy, and practice of regular schools to accommodate and effectively include 
all students.

Box 3: The UNCRPD framing of inclusive education
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Accessibility: All children with and without 
disabilities must be able to access primary and 
secondary education on an equal basis with 
others either in the communities where they 
live or taking part through modern technol- 
ogy. Primary education must be freely availa-
ble in safe environments, and secondary and  
tertiary education must be affordable. The 
whole education system and its structures 
must be accessible in all aspects such as: 
•	the physical environment of the schools  

including e. g., recreational and refectory 
facilities and classrooms;

•	communication and language;
•	learning materials;
•	assessment of students;
•	support to individuals as needed; 
•	transport; 
•	commitment to provision of reasonable  

accommodations; and
•	assistive devices.

Persons with disabilities must have access  
to different forms of communication, skills 
development, and other supports, where 
needed. This might include braille or accessi-
ble computer software, augmentative and 
alternative modes of learning, communica-
tion and mobility skills, peer support and 
mentoring, bilingual environments to enable 
the learning of sign language, and the pro-
motion of the linguistic identity of learners 
who are deaf.

Acceptability: Curriculum and teaching 
methods must be culturally appropriate and 
of good quality. The form and substance of 
education provided must be acceptable to all.

Adaptability: Education must be flexible  
so that it can be adapted to the needs of 
changing societies and communities and  
responsive to learners within their diverse 
social and cultural settings. This requires the 
adoption of the ‘universal design for learning’ 
approach (see Box 10 on page 88 and Box 11 
on page 89), which consists of a set of prin-
ciples providing teachers and other staff with 
a structure for creating adaptable learning 
environments and developing instruction to 
meet the diverse needs of all learners. This 
adaptability must be reflected in curricula. 
Flexible forms of multiple assessments must 
be in place and individual progress towards 
providing alternative routes for learning must 
be recognised.

Quality: Adopting the above four principles 
is essential to ensure that education is of good 
quality for all learners, including those with 
disabilities. Inclusion and quality are recipro-
cal: an inclusive approach can make a signifi-
cant contribution to the quality of education.  

“Placing students with disabilities within 
mainstream classes without accompanying 
structural changes to, for example, orga- 
nisation, curriculum and teaching and 
learning strategies, does not constitute  
inclusion.”20

Inclusive education asserts that diverse learn-
ers are welcome in mainstream schools and 
the education system. Schools and the system 
must do everything they can to change their 
attitudes, policies, and practices, so that all 
learners feel supported and are participating 
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initiatives that focus on various marginalised 
groups, while often still allowing girls, boys, 
women, and men with disabilities to be ex-
cluded from or within education. Moving for- 
ward, CBM, our partners, and others work-
ing in this field must continue to understand 
that inclusive education involves changes 
that help all groups of learners to be included. 
Nevertheless, we must also monitor our work 
closely to ensure that those with disabilities 
do not slip through the net because they are 
the most hidden, marginalised, and/or most 
challenging group to include.

1.5 Diversity of learners

It is also vital to recognise that learners with 
disabilities are not a homogenous group. All 
persons with disabilities are unique in terms 
of their type and degree of impairment and 
the different identities and backgrounds they 

and achieving. Under inclusive education, if 
learners fail to attend, participate, or learn, it 
is not automatically seen as being their fault. 
Instead, schools and/or the system must reflect 
on the possible barriers to attendance, partic- 
ipation, and learning and make changes to 
address them. 

The changes needed to develop inclusive 
education systems are extensive. They must 
be worked on consistently over a long period 
of time. This is not a process that can be 
planned and delivered, from start to finish, 
during a two-year project cycle. However, 
the process can be started straight away and 
small steps can be taken in the short term. 
Starting the journey with the right thinking 
is an important first step in shaping the rest 
of the process. The importance of long-term 
planning for inclusive education is discussed 
in Chapter 4.

Over the years, the argument that ‘inclu-
sive education is for all learners’ has led to 

◄ Johana is hearing 
impaired and visits  
a regular school in  
Bolivia. She receives 
individual support in 
the form of speech 
therapy sessions.
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Key learning points

•	Disability-inclusive education is a vital pre-condition for disability-inclusive  
development.

•	With the adoption of the UNCRPD, a paradigm shift occurred towards a  
human rights based approach to disability.

•	By ratifying the UNCRPD, the majority of world governments subscribes to  
creating an inclusive world for girls, boys, women, and men with disabilities.

•	A twin-track approach to inclusive education is essential for creating broad, 
long-term systemic changes that benefit all learners, while providing individual 
support to specific learners where needed.

•	Integrated education is not the same as inclusive education. Inclusive education 
is about much more than just placing girls, boys, women, and men with  
disabilities into mainstream classroom settings.

•	Inclusive education is about removing barriers to presence, participation, and 
achievement in education, so that all learners can maximise their potential.

► Figure 3: Discrimination 
based on intersecting 
self-identities.21

Gender

Geo-
graphy

Class/
caste

DisabilitySexuality

Race

Poverty

Discrimination

may have. Many of these aspects can inter-
sect to cause discrimination. Figure 3 on the 
left depicts a series of intersecting circles: 
gender, disability, class/caste, geography, 
poverty, race, and sexuality. All of them are 
important factors that help to shape our 
self-identities, but equally they are ways in 
which communities and societies may differ-
entiate, stereotype, or indeed discriminate 
against or between people. It is important 
that inclusive education reflects this holistic 
approach.



“When states ratify human rights  
treaties such as the UN Convention  
on the Rights of Persons with  
Disabilities, or pledge commitment 
to an international agreement 
such as the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development, 
they must be held to account  
as duty bearers – to pro-
mote, protect, and ensure 
inclusive education. Civil 
society equally must  
demand their rights and 
hold states to account 
to deliver and imple-
ment inclusive  
education.”

Diane Kingston,
Vice-Chairperson,  
UN Committee on the Rights 
of Persons with Disabilities 
2013 – 2016 (2016)

Non-Negotiable Commitments

Chapter 2

© CBM / Foto Backofen Mhm 
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33 
core articles of the UN 
Convention on the 
Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities (CRPD)

>80%
of countries have 
ratifi ed the CRPD

1 billion 
persons with disabilities 
worldwide

1 in 5 
of the world’s poorest 
people have disabilities

17
goals for sustainable 
development

193 
countries must include 
persons with disabilities 
to achieve the SDGs

International cooperation (art. 32)

Statistics and data collection (art. 31)

Participation in political and public life (art. 29)

Adequate standard of living and social protection (art. 28)

Work and employment (art. 27)

Accessible health (art. 25)

Inclusive education (art. 24)

Respect for home and the family (art. 23)

Access to information and communication (art. 21)

Personal mobility (art. 20)

Liberty of movement and nationality (art. 18)
Freedom from exploitation, violence and abuse (art. 16)Freedom from torture (art. 15)Liberty and security of the person (art. 14)

Access to justice (art. 13)
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2.1 International instruments

The right to education is a human right recog- 
nised by a number of international treaties. 
The International Covenant on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) “recog-
nises the right of everyone to education” and 
that education “shall be directed to the full 
development of the human personality and 
the sense of its dignity.”22 In addition to the 
ICESCR, the right to education for girls, boys, 
women, and men with disabilities is further 
clarified by the following international instru- 
ments:
•	UNCRPD, Article 24;
•	United Nations Convention on the Rights 

of the Child (UNCRC), Article 28 and  
Article 29; and

•	Convention on the Elimination of All Forms 
of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), 
Article 10.

2.1.1 The UNCRPD, 2006
Article 24 of the UNCRPD calls on States Par-
ties to “ensure an inclusive education system 
at all levels and lifelong learning …”23 See 
the full text in Box 4 on page 30. Article 24 
clarifies the rights of girls, boys, women, and 
men with disabilities to education and iden-
tifies a number of areas for implementation:

•	Non-discrimination on the basis of dis-
ability: Children with disabilities must not 
be excluded from the general education 
system. They should be entitled to free and 
compulsory primary education and to an 
affordable secondary education. Persons 
with disabilities should also be able to access 
general tertiary education, vocational train-
ing, adult education, and lifelong learning 
on an equal basis with others.

•	Accessibility: Children with disabilities must 
be able to access quality and free primary 
and affordable secondary education on an 
equal basis with others in their communities.

•	Reasonable accommodation: Persons 
with disabilities might require appropriate 
adjustments to accommodate their needs 
so they can access education on an equal 
basis with others.

•	Individual support: Persons with disabili-
ties must have access to individualised sup-
port to ensure that they maximise their  
academic and social development. This 
could be sign language interpreters, school 
curriculum or learning material in alter- 
native formats such as braille, or personal 
assistance during school hours. 

•	Development of skills for life and social 
development: Persons with disabilities 
must have access to different forms of 
communication where needed. This can in-
clude braille or accessible computer soft-
ware, augmentative and alternative modes 
of learning, communication and mobility 
skills, peer support and mentoring, and bilin- 
gual environments to enable the learning 
of sign language and the promotion of the 
linguistic identity of the deaf community.24

◄ Figure 4: Link between SDGs 
and UNCRPD. More about this in-
fographic on www.cbm.ie/New- 
resources-on-Agenda-2030-and-
the-CRPD-502628.php 
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1.	States Parties recognize the right of 
persons with disabilities to educa-
tion. With a view to realizing this 
right without discrimination and on 
the basis of equal opportunity, 
States Parties shall ensure an inclu-
sive education system at all levels 
and lifelong learning directed to:

a)	The full development of human 
potential and sense of dignity 
and self-worth, and the strength-
ening of respect for human rights, 
fundamental freedoms and human 
diversity;

b)	The development by persons with 
disabilities of their personality, 
talents and creativity, as well as 
their mental and physical abilities, 
to their fullest potential;

c)	Enabling persons with disabilities 
to participate effectively in a free 
society.

2.	 In realizing this right, States Parties 
shall ensure that:

a)	Persons with disabilities are not ex- 
cluded from the general education 
system on the basis of disability, 
and that children with disabilities 
are not excluded from free and 
compulsory primary education,  
or from secondary education, on 
the basis of disability;

b)	Persons with disabilities can access 
an inclusive, quality and free  
primary education and secondary  
education on an equal basis with 
others in the communities in which 
they live;

c)	Reasonable accommodation of  
the individual’s requirements is 
provided;

d)	Persons with disabilities receive 
the support required, within the 
general education system, to facil-
itate their effective education;

e)	Effective individualized support 
measures are provided in environ- 
ments that maximize academic 
and social development, consis- 
tent with the goal of full inclusion.

3.	States Parties shall enable persons 
with disabilities to learn life and  
social development skills to facilitate 
their full and equal participation in 
education and as members of the 
community. To this end, States Parties 
shall take appropriate measures, in-
cluding:

a)	Facilitating the learning of braille, 
alternative script, augmentative 
and alternative modes, means and 
formats of communication and 
orientation and mobility skills, and 
facilitating peer support and men-
toring;

Box 4: UNCRPD Article 24 – Education25
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While Article 24 specifically focuses on inclu-
sive education, the realisation of other rights 
contained in the UNCRPD are interrelated. 
Some examples of this include:
•	Article 3 outlines general principles run-

ning throughout the UNCRPD such as re-
spect, non-discrimination, participation, 
equality of opportunity, accessibility, and 
gender equality.

•	Article 6 seeks to ensure that the rights of 
women and girls with disabilities are real-
ised, including educational rights.

•	Article 8 focuses on raising awareness, 
combatting stereotypes, prejudice and 
harmful practices, fostering respect for 

girls, boys, women, and men with disabil- 
ities, and recognising their achievements, 
including within education. 

•	Article 11 calls for the protection of rights, 
including education rights, within situations 
of risk and humanitarian emergency.

•	Article 25 focuses on health rights. Access 
to health and rehabilitation services is often 
a vital part of being able to participate in 
inclusive education.

•	Article 31 focuses on data. Improving dis-
aggregated education data is important in 
the development of inclusive education 
systems.

b)	Facilitating the learning of sign 
language and the promotion of 
the linguistic identity of the deaf 
community;

c)	Ensuring that the education of 
persons, and in particular children, 
who are blind, deaf or deafblind, 
is delivered in the most appro- 
priate languages and modes and 
means of communication for the 
individual, and in environments 
which maximize academic and  
social development.

4.	 In order to help ensure the realiza-
tion of this right, States Parties shall 
take appropriate measures to employ 
teachers, including teachers with dis-
abilities, who are qualified in sign 

language and/or braille, and to train 
professionals and staff who work at 
all levels of education. Such training 
shall incorporate disability awareness 
and the use of appropriate augmen-
tative and alternative modes, means 
and formats of communication, edu-
cational techniques and materials to 
support persons with disabilities.

5.	States Parties shall ensure that persons 
with disabilities are able to access 
general tertiary education, vocational 
training, adult education and lifelong 
learning without discrimination and 
on an equal basis with others. To this 
end, States Parties shall ensure that 
reasonable accommodation is pro-
vided to persons with disabilities.
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▲ Yamuna is helped 
down the stairs at  
school in Nepal by 
her friends, Sunita 
and Kritika.

The UNCRPD, as with SDG 4, which is dis-
cussed in Section 2.1.2, looks beyond the 
need for universal primary enrolment. It 
highlights the importance of all girls, boys, 
women, and men, regardless of disability, 
having equitable access to quality education 
at all levels throughout their lives. This is to 
be achieved through providing reasonable 
accommodation and individual support,  

improving access and teacher training in,  
for instance, sign language and braille, and 
increasing the use of inclusive teaching 
methods, among other measures.

Progress on fulfilling the obligations in 
Article 24 remains limited.26 By September 
2016, the UNCRPD Committee (the body 
that monitors the UNCRPD), after reviewing 
47 country reports on implementation of  
the UNCRPD, highlighted that:
•	Students with disabilities are often still  

refused admission to mainstream education, 
or are placed in segregated schools or 
classes.

•	A lack of measures, or information on 
measures, exists to ensure quality and  
inclusive education systems at all levels, 
particularly in rural areas.

•	A lack of measures, or information on 
measures, exist to ensure accessibility and 
to provide reasonable accommodation, 
particularly accessible transport and educa-
tional assistive technologies in rural areas.

•	Training for teachers and other profession-
als on inclusive education and teaching 
students with disabilities is inadequate.

•	Budget allocations and provision of support 
for inclusive education are insufficient.

To help states address persistent gaps and 
challenges, such as those listed above, the 
UNCRPD Committee adopted a General 
Comment on Inclusive Education in Septem-
ber 2016. It aims to improve understanding 
of Article 24 obligations and how to imple-
ment them. It highlights the need for govern- 
ments to make “in-depth transformation of 
education systems in legislation, policy, and 
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disabilities. For many activists, this is particu-
larly encouraging because the previous MDG 
2 on education did not specifically mention 
or address educational access, participation, 
and achievement for girls, boys, women, 
and men with disabilities. 

However, it is vital to recognise SDG 4’s 
commitment to inclusive education as the tip 
of the iceberg and indeed the SDGs are not 
legally binding. Other commitments underpin 

the mechanisms for financing, administration, 
design, delivery and monitoring of educa-
tion.”27 The General Comment also clarifies 
what is and is not acceptable; for instance, 
segregation is not acceptable. 

Inclusive education for girls, boys, women, 
and men with disabilities is an obligation not 
just in stable or development contexts but in 
contexts of conflict and humanitarian crisis. 
The UNCRPD General Comment on Inclusive 
Education highlights that temporary learning 
settings must be accessible in terms of mate-
rials, facilities, counselling, and local sign 
language, and that reasonable accommoda-
tions must be made. Learning environments 
must protect persons with disabilities, espe-
cially girls and women, from violence. The 
General Comment also expects governments 
to ensure that disaster risk reduction strate-
gies – through which they prepare for emer-
gencies – include measures for keeping persons 
with disabilities safe.28 Furthermore, informa- 
tion about disaster risk reduction must be 
accessible. 

2.1.2	Agenda 2030 for Sustainable 
Development and the SDGs, 
2015

The SDGs are starting to gain traction among  
governments and donors. Given their high 
profile, it is encouraging that the SDGs 
“pledge that no one will be left behind” and 
that among the 17 goals is SDG 4 (see Box 
5 on page 35), which seeks to “ensure inclu-
sive and equitable quality education and pro-
mote lifelong learning opportunities for 
all.”29 Its targets imply commitment to inclu-
sion for all groups, including persons with 

▼ Yader Ramón  
Vallecillo, 26, has  
cerebral palsy. He 
studies system  
engineering at a  
private university  
in Nicaragua.
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this current interest in inclusive education, 
and – as we will see below – these other com-
mitments offer stronger and more long-term 
impetus for change. Nevertheless, SDG 4 is 
currently an important focus. CBM, our part-
ners, and other organisations have a responsi- 
bility to build our own understanding around 
how best to support the achievement of this 
goal. We must also support local NGOs, DPOs, 
and governments to better understand the 
inclusive education policy and programming 
implications of SDG 4 and other related goals. 
This all means reflecting critically on what 
changes we must make to our project ap-
proaches and portfolio, to ensure our work 
will positively contribute to inclusive and equi- 
table, quality, lifelong learning opportunities 
for all.

2.1.3	How inclusive education  
has evolved

The MDGs and the EFA movement
The MDGs preceded the SDGs and were only 
aimed at developing countries, whereas the 
SDGs are for every country. MDG 2 focused 
on achieving universal primary education. It 
ran alongside the EFA movement, initiated at 
the World Education Forum in Dakar in 2000,  
which was also concerned with achieving 
primary enrolment for all. (The EFA had other 
goals around expanding early childhood pro-
vision, improving adult learning and literacy, 
ensuring gender equality, and improving edu- 
cation quality.) The EFA process, like MDG 2, 
did not specifically mention or address  
the educational access, participation, and 

► Figure 5: The  
17 SDGs of the 2030 
Agenda for Sustain-
able Development. 
Their aim is to end 
all forms of poverty.
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SDG 4 defines targets to ensure inclusive and  
equitable quality education and lifelong learning 
for all:

•	By 2030, ensure that all children complete free, 
equitable and quality primary and secondary  
education leading to relevant and effective 
learning outcomes;

•	By 2030, ensure that all girls and boys have access  
to quality early childhood development, care and 
pre-primary education so that they are ready for 
primary education;

•	By 2030, ensure equal access for all women and 
men to affordable and quality technical, vocation- 
al and tertiary education, including university;

•	By 2030, substantially increase the number of 
youth and adults who have relevant skills, includ- 
ing technical and vocational skills, for employ-
ment, decent jobs and entrepreneurship;

•	By 2030, eliminate gender disparities in education 
and ensure equal access to all levels of education 
and vocational training for the vulnerable, includ-
ing persons with disabilities, indigenous peoples, 
and children in vulnerable situations;

•	By 2030, ensure that all youth and a substantial 
proportion of adults, both men and women, 
achieve literacy and numeracy;

•	By 2030, ensure that all learners acquire the 
knowledge and skills needed to promote sustain-
able development, including among others, 
through education for sustainable development 
and sustainable lifestyles, human rights, gender 
equality, promotion of a culture of peace and 
non-violence, global citizenship, and appreciation 
of cultural diversity and of culture’s contribution 
to sustainable development;

•	Build and upgrade education facilities that are 
child, disability and gender sensitive and provide 
safe, non-violent, inclusive and effective learning 
environments for all;

•	By 2020, substantially expand globally the number 
of scholarships available to developing countries, 
in particular least developed countries, small  
island developing States and African countries, 
for enrolment in higher education, including  
vocational training and information and commu-
nications technology, technical, engineering and 
scientific programmes, in developed countries and 
other developing countries;

•	By 2030, substantially increase the supply of quali- 
fied teachers, including through international 
cooperation for teacher training in developing 
countries, especially least developed countries 
and small island developing States.

Box 5: Targets of SDG 430

achievement needs of girls, boys, women, and  
men with disabilities. This omission was criti-
cised by many. For instance, as a response, the 
International Council for Education of People 

with Visual Impairment and the World Blind 
Union launched the Global Campaign on 
Education for All Children with Visual Impair- 
ment in 2006. This sought, among other 
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things, to build awareness of the needs of 
children with visual impairment, to ensure 
that their needs were included in national 
EFA plans, and to build the capacity of 
teachers and other professionals. The cam-
paign has been supported by CBM, among 
various other organisations.31

By 2015, progress was undoubtedly made 
towards increased overall primary enrolment 
figures. 
	

“Net enrolment ratios improved significant- 
ly, rising at least 20 percentage points from 
1999 to 2012 in 17 countries, 11 of which 
were in sub-Saharan Africa.”32 

However, MDG 2 and the EFA movement  
focused mostly on primary-level enrolment. 
They did not focus enough on making the 
systemic changes needed to ensure quality 
education that can attract, enrol, support, 
and retain all learners throughout all levels 
of the education system. Both movements 
missed a key opportunity to promote more 
inclusive societies and services. 

Ironically, MDG 2 and the EFA movement 
were heavily promoted by the United Nations  
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organi-

zation (UNESCO), an agency that also pro- 
motes inclusive education. Yet UNESCO most-
ly approached the EFA and inclusive education 
as being different initiatives, despite the huge 
overlap between them. Similarly, the United 
Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) has focused 
on promoting the child-friendly schools con-
cept. 33 This also has significant overlaps with 
inclusive education principles, but the con-
nections have often not been made. In some 
countries, separate child-friendly schools and 
inclusive education projects have been run in 
parallel. Reflections on the missed opportu-
nities of the MDG and EFA period help to 
highlight why SDG 4 offers a much stronger, 
holistic, and inclusive vision for 2030.

Salamanca Statement and Framework 
for Action on Special Needs Education
Inclusive education, as a concept, has existed 
for decades before the UNCRPD came into 
force. In 1994, the Salamanca Statement 
noted the commitment of 92 governments 
and 25 international organisations to “edu-
cation for all, recognizing the necessity and 
urgency of providing education for children, 
youth and adults with special educational 
needs within the regular education system.”34  

▲ Figure 6: Key 
milestones towards 
inclusive education
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It was an early call for lifelong inclusive  
education. It did not have the status of an 
international convention and thus did not 
outline firm obligations for governments. 
Nevertheless, the Salamanca Statement has 
been used to inform and shape many poli-
cies and interventions.

The Salamanca Statement was significant 
in changing the nature and direction of dis-
cussions. It:
•	pushed for an end to segregated learning;
•	highlighted that all children, with or with-

out disabilities, can have special learning 
needs at different times in their education; 
and

•	reminded us that children with disabilities 
are diverse.

Article 24 of the UNCRPD and SDG 4 now 
offer the world a clear opportunity to make 
real progress towards lifelong inclusive edu-
cation for all, more than 20 years since the 
ground-breaking demands in the Salamanca 
Statement. CBM, our partners, donors, and 
all stakeholders with whom we work have 
their own roles to play in making this happen. 
Those roles must be harmonised and collab-
orative, as we discuss in the next chapter.

2.1.4 The UNCRC, 1989
The Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(UNCRC) is the most globally ratified con-
vention, with non-discrimination being one 
of its four core principles. Underlying mes-
sages in the UNCRC therefore point to in- 
clusive education. For example, Article 23 
ensures “that the disabled child has effective 
access to and receives education, training, 
health care services, rehabilitation services, 
preparation for employment and recreation 
opportunities in a manner conducive to the 
child’s achieving the fullest possible social  
integration and individual development, in-
cluding his or her cultural and spiritual de- 
velopment.”35 

The UNCRC does not explicitly call for the 
inclusion of children with disabilities in main-
stream education. Some articles are open to 
interpretations that could justify segregated 
special education. For example, Article 23 
recognises “the right of the disabled child to 
special care.”36 However, “the UNCRC moni-
toring committee affirms that ‘All rights are 
indivisible and interrelated.’ For instance, 
while the provision of segregated education 
for a child with a disability may fulfil their 
right to education, it can violate their rights 
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to non-discrimination, to have their views 
taken into account, and to remain within 
their family and community.”37

2.2 National commitments

It is always the obligation of national govern- 
ments as duty bearers to ensure that children  
have access to quality education. Countries 
that have ratified the UNCRPD must report 
to the UNCRPD Committee on their progress 
towards achieving their disability rights obli-
gations. The Committee makes recommenda- 
tions to each country about how they could 
improve policies or practices to enhance their 
progress. These recommendations constitute 

international law and are national obligations 
on which governments must act. In addition 
to the national-level recommendations, inter- 
national commitments, such as 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development and the SDGs 
discussed in Section 2.1.2, are vital for taking 
change forward at the country and commu-
nity levels. 

Most countries have education policies 
that guide their visions for the education of 
their citizens and outline the approaches to 
be used. They usually have education sector 
plans to provide more detail on how the  
sector will be structured, run, and funded. 
There is no standard way for governments  
to develop education policies, though it is 
common to have policies for various sectors 
within education, such as early childhood 
education, primary, secondary, higher, and 
vocational. It has also been common for spe-
cial education or special needs education to 
be discussed through separate policy docu-
ments, sometimes prepared and implemented 
by other ministries, such as welfare, with little 
or no input from ministries of education. This 
must change so that all education policies and 
actions – relevant to all learners – fall under 
the responsibility of ministries of education 
to prevent any groups of learners from being 
sidelined or forgotten within education pro-
vision. An increasing number of countries 
have developed or are developing inclusive 
education policies. 

Table 1 on page 39 outlines key prob-
lems with national (inclusive) education poli-
cies, and suggests changes that CBM and 
our partners can advocate for within educa-
tion policy development.

► Table 1: Policy pit-
falls and advocacy 
asks

▲Sanajana has ne-
glected clubfoot, 
and could not walk 
independently. 
Thanks to rehabilita-
tion support from a 
CBM partner, she 
now walks to her 
school in Nepal using  
crutches.
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Ensure education policies describe a 
progressive view of inclusive education 
for all, based on the paradigm shift.

Ambiguous definitions: Policies are 
not clearly defining the meaning of 
‘inclusive education.’

Reflect a clear, consistent definition of ‘inclusive education’ 
(e.g., as in the UNCRPD) in all education policies and proce-
dures, so that stakeholders understand what is required.

Stuck at the theory level: Some policies discuss 
progressive interpretations of inclusive education 
but are unable to turn policy ideas into practice.

Enable their own personnel and other stakeholders 
to understand how to turn inclusive education theory 
into reality and produce guidance on the same.

Reasonable accommodation not well understood: 
This leads to lack of clarity in policy documents related 
to actions required for implementation.

Clearly define reasonable accommodation and 
expected parameters for providing it in education 
and related support services (see Chapter 7).

Collaboration not promoted: Policies fail to outline 
governments’ expectations for multisectoral approach 
to achieve inclusive education.

Develop a multisectoral approach to 
inclusion in collaboration with different 
stakeholders and rights bearers.

Inclusion not embedded in all education policy: 
The trend is still for separate inclusive education policies, 
which leaves inclusive education open to interpretation as 
a separate issue rather than being something on which 
everyone working in education should focus.

Ensure that all education policies and strategies 
are written through an inclusive lens, and that 
there are no contradictions between what the 
inclusive education policy says, and what other 
education policies say.

Resource allocation unclear: Some policies lack clear 
commitments to funding inclusive education. They often 
do not explain how they anticipate funding for inclusive 
education will be allocated or managed.

Provide funding for inclusive education that is 
embedded across the system, and not seen as an 
optional extra or something to be provided by 
donors or NGOs.

Indicators are lacking: Policies often do not spell out what 
their desired changes are or what indicators they will use for 
determining if practice is moving in the desired direction.

Clearly define the changes in education 
needed and spell out indicators and 
means of measuring progress.

All does not always mean all: When talking about disabilities, 
some impairments are often not mentioned, such as psycho-social, 
mental health and behavioural issues, and learning disabilities.

Ensure that stigma and prejudice against 
certain impairment groups are being 
actively challenged within their policies.

Challenges: policy changes What governments can do:

Change of terminology, without change of approach: 
Special or integrated education policies are rewritten without 
reflecting inclusive education approaches.
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Getting comprehensive and progressive 
inclusive education policies into place is only 
the beginning of the story. Advocacy pressure 
is then needed to ensure that policies are  
implemented, regularly reviewed, and im-
proved – and not ignored or replaced with 
less inclusive policies, as happened in Peru:

“Regression is being [experienced] as far as 
policies of inclusive education at State level 
are concerned. Since the culmination of the  
decade, the policies regarding inclusion have 
been revoked and replaced.”38

2.3	 Global trends under- 
mining inclusive education 
commitments

While the UNCRPD obligates, and the SDGs 
encourage, the building of more inclusive 
and equitable societies and education systems, 
there are unfortunately forces pulling govern- 
ments in the opposite direction.

2.3.1 Standardisation
Increasingly, education systems are adopting 
centralised curricula, accompanied by perfor-
mance targets and testing for learners and 
teachers. They aim to standardise education 
across the country, and even between coun-
tries. There is a growing focus on results in 
literacy, numeracy, and scientific literacy as 
the core determinants of ‘good’ education 
systems. Social studies, arts, physical, and 
vocational subjects are losing importance. 
This is all narrowing the focus in education. 
Many teachers are working to ensure good 
test results in the few areas of learning that 
are considered essential and will be measured, 
or in which their teaching competency will be 
judged. This narrowing and standardisation 
in education hinders teachers’ independent 
creativity and responsiveness to individual 
learners’ needs and interests. Teachers be-
come scared to try new approaches, or to 
teach learners whom they fear will present 
challenges or bring down performance scores.

The ever-growing focus on measuring  
educational outcomes according to national 
and international standards and test results 
is seen in tests such as the Programme for  
International Student Assessment (PISA).39 

▲Kongwyay Claude, 
from Cameroon, was  
born with congenital 
cataracts. Following 
a successful surgery, 
he has low vision 
and receives ongoing 
support from a CBR 
programme to en-
sure his full inclusion 
in school.
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Governments compete for the best test re-
sults, as do private education investors and 
providers (see below). This is being reinforced 
by international initiatives, such as by the 
Learning Metrics Task Force.40 This entity – 
created by UNESCO through its Institute for 
Statistics and Center for Universal Education 
at the Brookings Institution – draws attention 
to education quality and learning, beyond 
access. However, it is using simplified mea-
sures of performance that do not consider 
individuals’ learning progress. The data that is 
being collected in education systems is often 
interpreted against narrow indicators of per-
formance and success. 

Many governments are thus creating edu- 
cation systems that constrict teaching and 
learning to a process focused on preparing 
for and passing exams, rather than preparing 
for and succeeding in life. Many girls, boys, 
women, and men – with and without disabil-
ities – are uncomfortable with or unable to ex- 
press their learning and skills through stan- 
dardised tests. The current trend is therefore 
at risk of creating more exclusive education 
systems, despite the UNCRPD and SDG 4 de-
manding greater inclusion. 

2.3.2 Privatisation
The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Develop- 
ment is a truly ambitious global agenda for 
change. Goal 17 specifically calls on the need 
to revitalise global partnerships to achieve 
the sustainable development agenda. This 
recognises that governments, bilateral agen-
cies, and the NGO sector do not have the re-
sources to meet the magnitude of the change 
required. 

The private sector has a lot to contribute 
to inclusive education efforts in different 
ways and on different levels, for example:
•	provision of scholarships at the district level;
•	sponsorship of accessible events;
•	subsidised or free resources to improving 

school infrastructure;
•	investment in sustainable energy  

technology; and
•	improved accessible public transport or 

school buses. 

There are many positive examples of private 
sector involvement, be this through the local 
businesses sector or through parents’ associ-
ations that have contributed to provision of 
playgrounds and equipment to ensuring pro-
grammes to train teachers. At the national 
level, there are also opportunities for the pri-
vate sector to link with schools and DPOs to 
ensure ongoing sponsorship of key model 
inclusive programmes. Equally, however, there 
must be vigilance in the levels and motivation 
of the private sector entering education initi-
atives. 

A drive for efficiency in education has 
fuelled the trend towards private sector in-
volvement, under the assumption that busi-
ness model approaches can be applied to 
education and will raise standards, reduce 
costs, and make the education system more 
efficient. This needs careful monitoring. The 
nature and role of privatisation in education 
is a complex issue that has different drivers, 
approaches, and effects in each context. How- 
ever, it is often driven by political ideologies 
and/or by the demands of international  
financial institutions. For instance, various 
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governments around the world are focusing 
on reducing state expenditure on public ser-
vices, such as education and health. This can 
be achieved through means such as: 
•	contracting out certain education services 

to private suppliers that aim to deliver the 
services at a lower cost than the state can; 

•	increasing direct service-user payments, such 
as school fees; and

•	encouraging strategic partnerships between 
the private and public sectors. Such partner- 
ships may be a condition for governments 
receiving loans from international financial 
institutions.

One key private enterprise is already provid-
ing education to 100,000 students through 
400 fee-paying preschools and primary 
schools in Africa.41 Private sector investment 
and service provision like this can positively 
fill government funding gaps. The private 
providers may argue that they invest in qual-
ity improvements that governments cannot 
afford. Such initiatives are increasingly being 
endorsed or partnered by large donors such 
as the UK government’s Department for Inter- 
national Development (DFID).

However, private enterprises are largely 
driven by the need for profit. There is a risk 
that private funders and providers of educa-
tion will create more exclusive schools, using 
more standardised systems and approaches 
perceived to be more efficient. In turn, this 
may lead to providers only wishing to enrol 
learners who they consider to be the easiest 
to teach, who they feel will produce the best 
results, and/or require the least expenditure. 
There is a danger that learners perceived as 
having special or additional needs, at extra 
costs, will be unwelcome in these schools. 
Evidence from the UK, for instance, indicates 
that the academy school system of public- 
private partnership is fuelling an increase in 
special school enrolment and leading to less 
willingness among mainstream academy 
schools to enrol girls and boys with disabil- 
ities.42

▲ Students react as a water hose breaks loose at a primary school in 
Ethiopia. Students – and other community members with disabilities –  
receive a daily meal and water thanks to a CBM-funded inclusive 
school feeding and water distribution programme.
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The trend towards private sector involve-
ment therefore must be carefully monitored 
to ensure that all those providing services for 
governments are equally bound as duty bear- 
ers to meet the obligations of the UNCRPD 
and specifically Article 24. All private sector 
contributors, as much as government services, 
must positively support and not undermine 
the inclusive development goals outlined in 
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Develop-
ment. 

Ultimately, it is inevitable that – to achieve  
inclusive education for all – there must be 
private sector involvement, given how many 
governments in developing and developed 
countries are struggling to meet their educa-

tion obligations. However, with this comes 
an urgent need for governments, civil society,  
and international donors to work on creating  
clear boundaries for such involvement. Ef- 
fective monitoring and stringent checks and 
balances are needed to regulate and direct 
private sector support, so that quality inclu-
sive education is a non-negotiable element 
of the services they fund or provide.

“The role of non-state actors in education 
remains contentious. Nevertheless, innova-
tive sources of financing and new partner-
ships are needed to meet the ambitious 
SDG agenda.”43

Key learning points

•	Article 24 of the UNCRPD and SDG 4 call for states to provide inclusive  
education.

•	Inclusive education for girls, boys, women, and men is an obligation in all  
contexts, including conflict and crisis situations.

•	Governments are increasingly developing national policies on inclusive education, 
but many remain theoretical, unimplemented, and/or disconnected from core 
education laws and policies.

•	International trends are towards private sector involvement in education.

•	Growing focus on standardisation in education risks undermining the move  
towards inclusive education. Tests that measure individual progress should be 
encouraged, rather than standardised tests.

•	Ensuring accessibility of accreditation systems is critical to ensuring that young 
people with disabilities can gain accreditation on an equal basis with their peers.



“The principle of collaboration –  
in the classroom, in all aspects  

of school life, and within the 
community – is the key to  

the success of inclusive  
education.”

Katharina Pfoertner,
Senior Advisor, CBR and 
Inclusive Education in 
Latin America, CBM 
(2017)

Collaboration

Chapter 3
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3.1 Collaboration in applying  
a twin-track approach to 
inclusive education

We saw in Chapter 1 that inclusive education 
must be built on the twin-track approach: si- 
multaneously making changes at the systemic 
level and providing individualised support to 
learners. This can make inclusive education 
feel more challenging. That is why we must 
acknowledge that no single organisation or 
government department can achieve inclusive 
education on its own. 

In most contexts, to achieve inclusive edu- 
cation, we must work from multiple angles, 
such as: 
•	influencing government policies to ensure 

that they are in line with the UNCRPD;
•	providing budget advocacy to ensure that 

governments allocate appropriate funding 
to support inclusive education at the district 
and provincial levels;

•	supporting changes to teacher education;
•	reforming curricula and exams;
•	improving the accessibility of school infra-

structure, systems, and programmes, includ- 
ing learning materials;

•	working with communities and parents; 
•	assessing learning needs; 
•	providing individual learning support  

and/or assistive devices and ensuring  
reasonable accommodation; and

•	collecting disaggregated data to ensure  
effective monitoring of access and partic- 
ipation for all children.

These tasks require the cooperation of gov-
ernments, civil society, and DPOs to achieve 

real change. No one agency, including min- 
istries of education, can achieve this on their 
own. Given the complexity and interdepen- 
dence of stakeholders involved, it is impor-
tant to find ways to share the diverse experi-
ences of what works at different levels and 
in different circumstances. Pooling the skills 
and resources, and exchanging learnings to 
achieve quality inclusive education of children 
can help all involved. 

Unfortunately, the current reality is that 
cooperation is quite limited. Ministries of 
health and social welfare are key to provid-
ing individual support to learners with dis- 
abilities. Equally, cooperation between min- 
istries of youth and employment are essen-
tial to support ministries of education in for-
ward planning with schools and universities 
to transition youth into employment markets. 
In some contexts, “special education has been 
seen as a social welfare issue, not part of the 
Ministry or Department of Education,”44 and 
there has been little connection between the 
two ministries. Even within ministries, there 
is often poor communication and sharing  
of key data for planning and monitoring of 
access and outcomes.

NGOs also often work in isolation, some-
times due to competitive bidding for scarce 
funding, or due to being impairment-focused 
and not liaising with mainstream agencies. 
In addition, there may be little or no history 
of collaboration and limited experience of 
building relationships and effective networks. 
In contexts of crisis and conflict, there is often 
greater separation between the work of 
mainstream agencies and that of disability- 
specialist organisations.
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specific needs of learners with disabilities. 
Deaf and deafblind learners’ needs in partic- 
ular may be overlooked. Chances of success 
for such initiatives are also limited. They may 
help develop better quality and more inclusive 
systems, but if individual learners’ needs re-
lating to access, mobility, communication, and 
content are not addressed, then those learn-
ers may still face exclusion from or within 
education. Of course, there will be disability- 
specific and general NGOs that take more 
holistic, twin-track approaches to inclusive 
education, but they are the exception rather 
than the rule.

3.1.1 Working towards  
collaborative solutions

Achieving the ambitions of UNCRPD Article 24 
and SDG 4 requires fundamental changes in 
the way inclusive education programmes are 
conceptualised and delivered. Inclusive edu-
cation initiatives, be they in development or 
humanitarian contexts, require a collaborative 
effort. Line ministries such as the ministries of 
social welfare and health must work along-
side ministries of education to ensure effective 
sharing of data, information, support services, 
and resources to effectively support children 
and their families. General NGOs, disability- 
specific organisations, DPOs, and parents’ 
organisations have vital roles to contribute 
their expertise, combined with input from 
the community, parents, learners, teachers, 
and representatives of other marginalised 
groups, on all levels of education, from early 
childhood onwards. 

This may sound utopian. Certainly, it will 
take time to change the way government, 

The reality of this isolation is that disability 
organisations often create education projects 
that provide disability-specific support to 
learners without always engaging in broader 
systemic change. Furthermore, organisations 
working with one impairment group may de-
velop inclusive education initiatives with just 
that group, while learners with other impair-
ments remain excluded. The chance of success 
is therefore limited – integration rather than 
inclusion is more likely; that is, limited groups 
of learners with disabilities are being support- 
ed to attend school within a fundamentally 
unchanged system. For CBM, as a disability- 
specific organisation, these are issues on which 
we must critically reflect.

Meanwhile, general NGOs work to make 
education systems more inclusive, high quali-
ty, and child-focused, but often they miss the  

▲ Aaron (left) and 
Muriseni at their  
kindergarten in 
Zimbabwe. Puzzles 
help the students 
with their fine motor 
skills.
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with disabilities in accessing education is  
often an obvious next step after identifying 
their impairments, supporting (re)habilitation 
needs at home and in the community, and 
facilitating greater social inclusion. Within 
CBM, various CBR and CBID programmes 
have inclusive education components or  
objectives.

CBID helps to ensure that girls and boys 
with disabilities are identified as early as pos-
sible and have access, within their communi-
ties, to appropriate support with developing 
their mobility and coordination, socialisation, 
sensory, language and communication, daily 
living, and other skills. CBID workers engage 
with children, parents, teachers, and other 
specialists wherever necessary, to develop 
(re)habilitation and education plans, and to 
help girls and boys access locally appropriate 
and sustainable assistive devices or other 
equipment and materials. 

CBID programmes play a key role in ad-
vocating with communities and schools to 
support inclusive education and advise 
schools on provision of reasonable accom-
modation and accessibility (see Chapter 7). 
They work with parents and families to know 
and claim their rights and to support their 
children’s development and learning at home. 
CBID workers serve as intermediaries with 
other sectors, for example, helping families 
access available social welfare support.

CBID programmes support learners and 
families during times of education transition. 
When learners are moving to new schools 
with new environmental barriers, and where 
they may have to participate in new activities,  
CBID support is vital. CBID workers, alongside 

development, and humanitarian actors work. 
However, as a first step, we must accept col-
laboration as an essential aim when planning 
any inclusive education initiative. If we try to 
work in silos, we may succeed in delivering 
specific outcomes for specific learners but 
not in achieving systemic change and inclu-
sive education in its fullest sense.

When thinking about a new education 
initiative, rather than simply asking ‘What 
are we going to do to deliver inclusive edu-
cation?,’ we must instead ask ‘How are we 
going to contribute to the changes our 
country needs towards inclusive education, 
and who will be contributing alongside us?’

3.2	Intersectoral  
collaboration

Development work often happens in silos, 
with each agency or actor working narrowly 
within its own sector – such as health, edu-
cation, social welfare, child protection – and 
not interacting with other sectors. This is a 
major barrier to progress in inclusive educa-
tion, which requires input and help from 
outside the education system.

3.2.1 Community-based rehabilita-
tion (CBR) and Community- 
based inclusive development 
(CBID)

When it comes to disability-inclusive educa-
tion, one of the most obvious intersectoral 
connections is with CBID initiatives. Some in-
clusive education initiatives have grown from 
CBID programmes. Supporting girls and boys 
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family and community members, may, for  
instance, help:
•	new schools assess and define specific 

measures necessary to appropriately meet 
reasonable accommodation requests;

•	learners become familiar with navigating 
new routes to and within school; and

•	break down isolation by setting up buddy 
systems and challenging prejudice and  
bullying. 

When learners progress to higher levels of 
education, they may encounter new subjects 
and activities, such as new sports activities, 
practical science experiments, or vocational 
subjects. Both the learners and their teachers 

may benefit from support from CBID workers, 
who can help learners engage in the activities 
and help teachers adapt the activities. CBID 
programmes also help with transition into 
employment by working with employers and 
communities to provide appropriate support 
for the employment or self-employment of 
school-leavers with disabilities.

CBID programmes bring community re-
sources and knowledge into schools to sup-
port teachers. They help schools contribute to 
or strengthen anti-discrimination campaigns, 
as well as health awareness programmes and 
programmes to prevent avoidable impair-
ments. Collaboration with CBID initiatives 
helps inclusive education programmes deliver 
individual support track obligations, but also 
creates a louder joint voice to push for sys-
temic changes.

 Case Study 2: 
Kasandra’s story – the impact of 
CBR workers’ support in Nicaragua45

 Kasandra was eight years old and had Down 
syndrome. She attended her local school, 
thanks to the information and support pro-
vided by CBR workers from the Association 
of Integral Programmes in Community Edu-
cation Astrid Delleman (ASOPIECAD), CBM’s 
partner. They helped Kasandra’s mother  
understand her daughter’s rights, including 
the right to inclusive education. However, 
being aware of these rights did not mean it 
was easy to get Kasandra settled into her  
local school. The school director and teachers 
were initially not keen to welcome her. The 
CBR workers therefore arranged trainings, 

▲ Kasandra (second 
on the left) is a child 
with Down Syndrome.  
She is attending a  
local school thanks 
to early learning  
support by CBM- 
partner ASOPIECAD  
in Nicaragua.
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CBR started as a service-delivery ap-
proach, bringing rehabilitation services 
and assistive technologies into the 
community and closer to persons with 
disabilities. In the 1990s, CBR evolved 
into a more multisectoral approach. 

In 2004, the International Labour  
Organization, UNESCO, and the World 
Health Organization (WHO) updated 
the CBR Joint Position Paper. This rede-
fines CBR as “a strategy within general 
community development for the reha-
bilitation, equalization of opportunities 
and social inclusion of all people with 
disabilities” and promotes the imple-
mentation of CBR programmes “through 
the combined efforts of people with 
disabilities themselves, their families, 
organizations and communities, and 
the relevant governmental and non- 
governmental health, education, voca-
tional, social and other services.”46 

A CBR matrix now guides CBR work 
across five key, interrelated components: 
health, education (including early child- 
hood, primary, secondary, higher, non- 
formal, and lifelong), livelihood, social, 
and empowerment.47 CBR is also guided 
by the principles of the UNCRPD, with 
additional principles of self-advocacy 
and sustainability.

CBID is a broader goal, in which CBR is 
one strategy. Implementing agencies 
are increasingly using the term ‘CBID’ 

to more adequately reflect the range 
of work they are doing. 

“Community Based Inclusive Develop-
ment is a person-centered, community- 
focused approach to achieving inclusive 
development. CBM’s implementation 
of the approach is centered on persons 
with disabilities, their families and their 
organizations. This focus defines our 
added value in actions which, alongside 
others, creates inclusive development 
from the bottom up. Since the publi- 
cation of the CBR Guidelines in 2010, 
CBM’s experience, alongside our imple-
menting partners around the world 
shows a clear evolution in practice best 
captured by the shift in name of this 
core area of our programmatic work 
from CBR to CBID. … It is central to in-
creased cooperation with disability  
activists and to ensuring stronger co- 
operation across UN agencies. … Our 
community-based work will contribute 
to strengthening health, social, educa-
tion, livelihood, and other local systems 
without supplanting or bypassing these 
essential duty bearers.”48

In this book, we will mostly refer to the 
concept of Community-based Inclusive 
Development as ‘CBID,’ unless sharing 
a case study in which the project uses 
the term ‘CBR.’

Box 6: CBR and CBID
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and Kasandra’s teacher, Lidia, attended. The 
training had a positive impact on Lidia. She 
began working hard to prepare adapted  
lessons for Kasandra, and even fought for 
Kasandra to progress to the next level so  
she could stay with her peers, even though 
Kasandra had been unable to meet the aca-
demic standards. As a result of the support 
provided by the CBR workers to Kasandra’s 
mother and teacher, Kasandra gained inde-
pendence and met people outside her family. 
She learned to read, write, and do arithmetic, 
and her mother became confident that one 
day Kasandra will be self-sufficient. 

3.2.2	Working collaboratively to 
ensure child safeguarding

Inclusive education helps marginalised, and 
often extremely vulnerable, learners access 
and participate in education. These may be 
girls and boys who experience discrimination, 
isolation, or abuse at home or in the com-
munity, who come from poor families, or who 
have experienced abuse and trauma before 
moving to their new communities. 

Schools can also be places where children 
need protection from, for instance, peer bul-
lying, corporal punishment, sexual harass-
ment, or gender-based violence by peers or 
adults. Children with disabilities, especially 
girls, are three to four times more likely to 
experience abuse.49 In conflict and crisis con-
texts, there are even greater chances of all 
children, especially those with disabilities, ex-
periencing violence, or contending with the 
effects of past violence. Logically therefore 
inclusive education programmes must work 
collaboratively with cross-agency support to 
ensure appropriate child safeguarding and 
protection efforts are in place at all levels of 
education provision (see Box 7 below).

However, inclusive education initiatives 
do not always have strong links with such 
work. In some cases, inclusion and protection 
issues may be tackled through separate pro-
jects and organisations operating in the same 
school, district, or refugee or displaced per-
sons setting. Often school staff do not know 
what to do when protection concerns are 
raised. Protection incidents have the capacity 
to undermine the gains of inclusive education 
and increase the fears or mistrust of parents 
in supporting their children to attend school. 
Greater connections between inclusive edu-
cation and child protection and safeguarding 
initiatives that actively involve parents and 
community members are needed to ensure 
that abuse and violence do not lead to edu-
cational exclusion.

Such collaborations could:
•	ensure school management assumes respon-

sibility for child protection and safeguarding 
within schools. Ideally, partner organisations, 

Child safeguarding refers to a broad range of actions to 
keep children safe and promote their welfare. 

Child protection is a specific part of this, focusing on  
protecting children from suffering or harm. 

CBM’s child safeguarding policy is available online at:  
www.cbm.org/article/downloads/54741/Child_Safeguarding_ 
Policy__2014.pdf

Box 7: Child safeguarding and protection

https://www.cbm.org/article/downloads/54741/Child_Safeguarding_Policy__2014.pdf
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or teams within organisations, should jointly 
plan and implement their inclusive education 
and child protection efforts in consultation 
with each other and the school manage-
ment;

•	help to make education practitioners and 
decision makers aware of the increased 
protection risks faced by some learners,  
especially during and after emergencies. 
This could include ensuring that practition-
ers and decision makers consider the needs 
of learners with disabilities in any disaster 
preparedness work within the school com-
munity;

•	ensure that child safeguarding and protec-
tion risk assessments are conducted in edu-
cation settings, to identify specific vulnera-
bilities and related risk mitigation measures;

•	improve teacher education on inclusive edu- 
cation to include opportunities to discuss a 
range of child protection issues and practise 
responding to cases of abuse;

•	offer viable, culturally relevant, and proven 
alternatives to teachers in contexts where 
corporal punishment is used as a form of 
behaviour management in schools; 

•	work with schools to democratically develop 
behaviour and discipline policies and codes 
of conduct with a focus on developing alter- 
natives to corporal punishment; 

•	work with girls and boys, with and without 
disabilities, to develop mechanisms for iden-
tifying and reporting protection issues, es-
pecially gender-based violence; and

•	use inclusive schools to convey protection 
messages – through accessible language, 
formats, and activities – to girls and boys, 
parents, and the wider community.

3.2.3	Social welfare, poverty  
reduction, and livelihoods

Disability and poverty are inherently linked.50 
In many contexts, poverty is still a major 
cause of girls and boys failing to enrol in or 
dropping out of school. Even in countries 
with free primary education, the associated 
costs – such as uniforms, books, and trans-
port – can prevent many from enrolling or at-
tending. It is therefore logical for inclusive 
education initiatives to collaborate with ini- 
tiatives that focus on poverty alleviation and 
livelihoods, to ensure that families and com-
munities can afford to educate their children 
and are not forced into making potentially 

▲ Ramsevak Barath-
pure was born with 
an intellectual impair- 
ment. He dropped 
out of school and 
lived in isolation. 
Thanks to a loan 
from a CBM partner, 
he was able to pur-
chase a buffalo and 
can now contribute 
to his family income 
in the Betul District 
in India.
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biased decisions about which children to send 
to school and which to leave at home. Case 
Study 3 below offers an example of an inclu- 
sive education programme that, when linked 
with livelihood and other welfare activities, 
boosted the inclusion and retention of the 
learners.

Inclusive education initiatives must link 
with social welfare efforts to ensure that girls,  
boys, women, and men with disabilities are 
accessing social and financial support that 
makes participation in education more viable. 
For instance, this might include accessing edu- 
cation stipend schemes, or initiatives to pro-
vide free or low-cost, second-hand uniforms, 
or feeding programmes. Inclusive education 
initiatives have a role to play in linking learn-
ers at risk of exclusion with social welfare 
programmes that will boost their education 
options. For example, this could include link-
ing learners or their families with initiatives 
that help people obtain birth certificates or  
identity cards so that they are eligible to apply 
for government welfare funds or access reha-
bilitation or assistive device services. 

 Case Study 3: 
Livelihood support for mothers  
of children with disabilities in  
Guatemala
 In Guatemala, mothers are often left to 
bring up their children with disabilities alone 
when fathers abandon them. In 2002, Adisa, 
CBM’s partner in Santiago Atitlán, started a 
project aimed at children with disabilities 
and their mothers. This project focused on 
economic empowerment as well as knowl-
edge of rights and responsibilities.

Within the communities of Santiago Atitlán 
and Panajachel municipalities, CBM and Adisa  
noticed that, when girls and boys with disabil- 
ities attended inclusive schools, their mothers  
would bring them to school and then wait 
near the school all day. Many had to travel 
over an hour to and from the school. It was 
therefore cheaper for them to wait all day 
than to travel home in the morning and re-
turn later to pick up their children. In response 
to this, in 2015, Adisa started a business as 
well as a savings and credit programme for 
these mothers so that they could be produc-
tive during the day while their children were 
at school. This programme still operates.

Programme participants were selected us-
ing surveys, interviews, and home visits, with 
consensus from female and male community 
leaders. They then attended business, rights, 
and advocacy training, and developed busi-
ness and investment plans before receiving 
seed money of 1,500 Guatemalan quetzals 
(around US $ 200) to start their enterprises.

Participants are registered with a savings 
and credit group, which is like a small commu- 
nity savings bank. They must deposit agreed 
upon amounts into savings accounts each 
month. There are regulations for the manage- 
ment of these funds and for granting loans 
to participants. At the end of the year, savings 
and profit percentages are distributed. Partic- 
ipants use these funds to cover costs that 
they have prioritised, such as home improve-
ments, health care, education, and investing 
in their businesses.

Reviewing the programme, Adisa and CBM 
have found participants becoming economi-
cally empowered. Additionally, they have 
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had improved access to health and education, 
and growing knowledge of their rights and 
advocacy, which they are now able to use in 
decision-making opportunities at different 
levels. 

3.2.4 Health, nutrition, water,  
and sanitation

Inclusive education and health initiatives must 
be linked. This is not because persons with dis- 
abilities automatically experience poor health, 
but because all girls, boys, women, and men – 
with and without disabilities – need access to  
information and services that ensure they stay 
healthy and are able to participate in educa-
tion. This might include screening and vacci-
nation services, sexual and reproductive health 
services, or nutrition and dietary support ser-
vices, all of which must be adapted to suit the 
physical, communication, and comprehension 

needs of each person. Inclusive schools may 
offer an ideal channel for helping health ser-
vices improve their accessibility and reach, 
especially among learners with disabilities and 
their families. Links between health and edu-
cation are also essential for ensuring effective 
early identification and intervention for girls 
and boys with disabilities. Health services can 
help identify children with disabilities who 
are out of school, and liaise with education 
providers to ensure access to school.

Health and dietary conditions are often 
hidden disabilities that significantly impact 
learners’ attendance, participation, and 
achievement in school. It can be difficult for 
learners and their families to get the recog-
nition and support needed to manage health 
or dietary conditions in schools, especially in-
visible conditions, such as chronic pain, dia-
betes, or digestive conditions.

◄ Students at a  
primary school in 
Ethiopa with their 
water cans. All stu-
dents at this school 
in a drought prone 
area receive a daily 
meal, funded by 
CBM. The school  
arranged a system 
by which every stu-
dent brings three  
litres of water each  
day – ensuring the 
school has enough.
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▲ Misye (left) is a 
grade four student 
with low vision. She 
attends a primary 
school in Ethiopia. 
Lunch for all students  
is funded by CBM.

Education programmes – in development 
as well as humanitarian contexts – increasingly 
include school feeding activities, where they 
have identified hunger and/or malnutrition 
as barriers to learners’ presence, participation, 
and achievement. This may include free break- 
fast or lunch clubs, or school gardens where 
learners grow and harvest fruit and vegetables 
for themselves and their families. There is  
often more work needed to make sure that 
such efforts are as inclusive as possible. For 
instance, at mealtimes, some girls and boys 
may need physical help with fetching, carry-
ing, or eating their food. Others may have 
specific dietary needs that are not met by 
the food offered through school meals. Links 
with available CBID services as well as with 
local health and nutrition programmes could 
help provide the support and knowledge that 
is needed for ensuring access to school meals.

School feeding activities promote envi- 
ronmental sustainability and healthy eating 
through, for instance, developing organic 
school gardens. As well as providing food 
for learners, they can tie the curriculum to 
practical, real-life learning, which is a key 
component of learner-centred and inclusive 
education.

Finally, safe water and sanitation facilities 
play a vital role in determining how inclusive 
a school is. Water and sanitation are central 
to the health of all girls, boys, women, and 
men. For many children both with and with-
out disabilities, and especially girls, the lack of  
accessible, safe, secure, private, and gender- 
segregated water and toilet facilities in schools 
can be a cause of school dropout. It can also 
affect participation and learning. Children 
struggle to concentrate when they are thirsty 
or uncomfortable, due to lack of toilet facili-
ties, or when they are worried about bullying 
or abuse in and around the toilets. Poor school 
water and sanitation facilities affect learners’ 
and teachers’ health, causing absenteeism.

3.2.5 Interministerial collaboration
Education system development and manage-
ment is usually the responsibility of ministries 
of education. In some contexts, however, edu- 
cation for persons with disabilities falls under 
different ministries, such as health or social 
welfare, with ministries of education having 
little or no role. This hinders the education 
of persons with disabilities from becoming 
inclusive because the mainstream education 
system lacks experience educating them, and/ 
or does not consider their inclusion part of 
the responsibility of ministries of education.
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In contexts where education for persons 
with disabilities is already the responsibility 
of the ministry of education, there is often 
no clear relationship with other ministries – 
despite the importance of intersectoral ap-
proaches, as seen above.

CBM, our partners, and other development  
NGOs often have a range of projects cover-
ing multiple sectors, such as education, eye 
health, and CBID that link sectors such as 
health, social welfare, and employment. We 
can therefore play an important role in pro-
moting interministerial collaboration in rela-
tion to inclusive education. For instance, we 
can:
•	ensure that the intersectoral links among 

our own programmes are being fully and 
consistently made; for instance, our internal 
departments, project staff, and thematic 
advisers for different sectors can regularly 
communicate, share, and jointly plan and 
oversee projects;

•	bring on board representatives from several 
relevant ministries as soon as we start plan-
ning an inclusive education initiative, even 
if inclusive education or education for per-
sons with disabilities only sits under the aus- 
pices of one ministry;

•	ask several relevant ministries for informa-
tion and data to inform the inclusive edu-
cation programme; and

•	advocate for and, if appropriate, facilitate 
all relevant ministries in reviewing their  
actual and potential roles in relation to  
inclusive education, and develop strategies 
for collaboration to achieve the inclusive 
education goals and policies of all coun-
tries.

3.3 Stakeholder collaboration

In Chapter 6, we look in more detail at stake- 
holder empowerment and engagement. This 
chapter has primarily looked at intersectoral 
collaboration. Cutting across this, however, 
is the vital importance of stakeholders and 
their representative groups collaborating with 
each other and with governmental and non- 
governmental agencies on any decisions and 
initiatives that affect the lives of persons with 
disabilities.

Box 8: The importance of interministerial collaboration51

In Nicaragua in 2013, the Ministry of Education, Ministry  
of Health, CBM’s partner ASOPIECAD, and the Nicaraguan 
Federation of Associations of People with Disabilities con-
ducted two forums where the Ministries of Education and 
Health shared their statistics on school-aged persons with  
disabilities under 18 years of age. The statistics revealed that 
the Ministry of Education had recorded 11,000 students with 
disabilities enrolled in special and mainstream schools. The 
Ministry of Health, however, had statistics indicating that 
there were 25,000 children under 18 with disabilities. Using  
the two sets of data, it became clear that 56% of school- 
aged children with disabilities were not actually in school. 
The figure may well have been higher, since the Ministry  
of Health’s statistics only counted those children who had  
already been identified as having disabilities. As a result of 
these eye-opening statistics, both Ministries committed to 
sharing their information with the municipalities and to  
implementing a joint plan of action to gradually reduce  
the numbers of out-of-school girls and boys with disabil- 
ities.
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Community members and groups have 
critical roles to play in all the sectoral work 
mentioned above, such as:
•	working as volunteers or advocates in CBID 

initiatives; 
•	learning about and contributing to child 

protection efforts; and
•	guiding and developing welfare, livelihoods, 

health, and nutrition programmes. 

Community engagement in inclusive educa-
tion and related initiatives helps to ensure 
that the work is suitably targeted and de-
signed, well understood, and linked with  
existing local systems or structures to make 
it more sustainable.

Persons with disabilities have vital roles 
and rights to participate in all decisions and 
programmes that affect their lives. Persons 
with disabilities, their representative organi-
sations (DPOs), and self-help groups have a 
wealth of ideas and experiences that can 
contribute to inclusive education and related 
development initiatives. While in some coun-
tries DPOs may need capacity development 
to effectively engage in influencing govern-
ments at local and national levels, their active 
participation is essential to any advocacy work 
undertaken. 

DPOs also have a key role in supporting 
girls, boys, women, and men with disabilities 
in the community to have confidence and 
stronger voices to contribute to training and 
advocacy work. CBM values DPO engagement 
across all of our programmes with partners 
at all levels from enabling grassroots partici-
pation to national level collaboration in in-
clusive education.

3.4 Collaborative advocacy

“Advocacy for inclusive education takes 
place wherever education is being discussed, 
planned and experienced: in family homes; 
community meetings; schools and class-
rooms; teacher education institutions; gov-
ernment ministries; civil society; NGO and 
IGO [intergovernmental organisation] of- 
fices; national and international conferences; 
and many other forums.”52

In Chapter 2, we highlighted inclusive edu-
cation advocacy issues that are important for 
CBM and our partners to think about in the 
next few years. These include:
•	holding governments accountable for effec- 

tive implementation of UNCRPD Article 24 
and SDG 4;

•	limiting risks associated with increased pri-
vate-sector involvement in education; and

•	narrowing standardised curricula, testing, 
and measurement, and the potential for 
excluding and failing many learners.

These are all big issues on which one NGO 
working on its own may have minimal impact. 
Tackling such issues needs a loud and global 
voice, requiring multiple agencies and stake-
holder groups to collaborate on advocacy in 
genuine partnership with DPOs. 

At a national level, DPOs and civil society 
must actively hold governments to account 
on progress towards UNCRPD Article 24 and 
SDG 4. Again, one small local NGO will have 
far less impact than a group of NGOs pooling 
their experiences, evidence, advocacy skills, 
and collective voices. 
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Various bodies exist that offer opportunities 
for national and international collaborative 
advocacy on education issues. For instance, 
the Global Campaign for Education (GCE) is 
a civil society movement whose members are 
from 120 national coalitions. The GCE’s mis-
sion is to “act now to deliver the right of 
everyone to a free, quality, public educa-
tion.”53 The GCE has tackled various inclu-
sion issues through its annual campaigns, 
such as gender equality in 2012, and disabil-
ity in 2014. It offers materials and support 
for local, national, and international cam-
paigning.

The Global Partnership for Education (GPE) 
is a multi-stakeholder partnership and fund-
ing platform established in 2002. It brings 
together developing countries, donors, inter-
national organisations, civil society, teacher 
organisations, and the private and philan-
thropic sectors to strengthen education sys-
tems and improve learning and equity, in line  

with SDG 4. It supports governments in de-
veloping good quality education sector plans 
and encourages donors to match funding to 
the plans. It also supports civil society organ-
isations in holding governments accountable 
for their education plans.

Case Study 4 below provides an example 
of using existing structures to help different 
stakeholders collaborate on inclusive educa-
tion advocacy. 

 Case Study 4:
Collaborative local-level  
advocacy in India54

 A programme supported by CBM – Regional 
Action on Inclusive Education Northeast in  
India – is developing a resource centre ap-
proach to supporting inclusive education, of-
fering opportunities to bring different stake-
holders together for advocacy purposes.55 
Special schools are being transformed into 

◄ Milton Daimari 
and Suleman Murmu,  
CBM colleagues and 
community workers, 
address a gathering 
during a community 
disability-awareness 
programme in Assam, 
India.
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these resource centres. The programme has 
partnerships with CBR, local government, 
and community services, such as health, ed-
ucation, and training institutions to advocate 
for inclusive education within communities.

Around the world, resource centres are 
often given quite a narrow role, such as 
hosting specialist staff who provide support 
to children and teachers. The CBM-supported 
resource centres in India are designed more 
holistically, as hubs for a range of inclusive 
education activities. They share knowledge, 
build teacher capacity, distribute assistive 
and low-vision devices, provide information 
and communication technology (ICT) support, 
provide early learning kits and audiobooks, 

support inclusive education programmes and 
vocational and livelihoods capacity building, 
and conduct advocacy.

As part of their advocacy role, the resource 
centres:
•	network with government education de-

partments and other service providers;
•	support the formation of parents’ groups 

to work together on advocacy and self-help 
activities;

•	develop and deliver inclusive education 
awareness programmes, including among 
community health workers; and

•	facilitate the empowerment of inclusion 
champions, self-advocates, and children’s 
groups. 

Key learning points

•	Inclusive education is a complex, multifaceted process that cannot be achieved 
if organisations and ministries work in silos. Collaboration must be at the heart 
of all inclusive education efforts.

•	To make inclusive education successful, there must be intersectoral collaboration, 
such as linking with community-based services, child protection, poverty-allevia-
tion, social welfare, and health and nutrition initiatives or agencies. This is vital 
in both development and humanitarian contexts.

•	Organisations, education settings, and community groups must work together 
on joint advocacy activities to have a louder voice.



Chapter 4

“We need our supporters to stick 
around. A two-year project is not 
enough time for us to make our 
school inclusive. We start off 
confused, then we get excited 
when we begin to see pro-
gress and change. And 
then the project stops 
and … well, we try to  
carry on with no 
financial support or  
advice, but it’s hard.”

Margaret, Teacher in an 
inclusive school in Uganda 
(2008)

Long-Term Process

© CBM 
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4.1 No quick fix

We have seen that inclusive education has 
been built on a gradual paradigm shift in the 
way disability is understood. There are long-
term international commitments underpinning 
inclusive education. To achieve these, we must 
reverse the age-old trend of governmental 
and NGO agencies and other stakeholders 
working in isolation, and move towards col-
laboration instead of competition. We begin 
to see why inclusive education is described 
as a continuum, an ongoing, long-term pro-
cess of change. None of these changes have 
happened or will happen overnight.

Unlike building a new school, inclusive 
education does not have a predictable time-
line. It is a process of large and small changes 

we can start at any time, and carry on making 
indefinitely. There is no fixed list of materials, 
equipment, or people needed. These will vary 
in each context depending on the main bar-
riers to, and existing solutions for, inclusion. 
Inclusive education will look different in every 
context, and even over time within each con- 
text. However, in most contexts, it is likely 
that significant changes will be needed in 
teacher education, pedagogy, curricula and 
exam systems, infrastructure, policies, com-
munity attitudes, and education financing. 
The urgency and scale of change, and the 
order in which such changes happen, will 
again vary in each context (see Box 9 below 
for an example).

This description of inclusive education as a 
fluid and flexible process will sometimes feel 

Box 9: Inclusive education is a unique, long-term journey

Imagine that 10 NGO staff from 10 coun- 
tries are asked to meet at head office. 
They all share the same end goal for 
their journeys. They will all take similar 
steps to reach this goal, such as arriving 
at airports, checking in, boarding flights, 
and taking taxis when they reach the 
destination city. However, the specific 
details of their journeys will differ for 
each person – different security proce-
dures at airports, different flight dura-
tions, different ticket prices, and differ-
ent people to talk to on the planes.
The path towards inclusive education is 
equally varied. In every community or 

country, the journey will experience 
different starting points, challenges, 
and supporters. Different levels of in-
clusion and exclusion are in place, dif-
ferent attitudes and beliefs are prac-
tised, different policies exist, and dif- 
ferent resources are available. We are 
all working towards the same desired 
change – a world in which everyone is 
included in education – but the exact 
steps we take to get there will vary, 
which is why this book does not offer 
readers a prescriptive ‘travel plan’ or 
blueprint, only a compass to guide the 
overall direction.
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intangible. It is easier to contemplate working 
on an initiative that follows a clear blueprint 
and timeline. But, for inclusive education to 
be successful, we must work in often unpre-
dictable territory. This chapter therefore looks 
at the importance of embracing inclusive edu- 
cation as a long-term process of smaller and 
larger changes that cannot be fully mapped 
out at the start and then squeezed into rigid 
planning and funding cycles.

4.2 Planning and funding 

4.2.1 Current challenges

Approaches to planning and funding
While many guides and policies discuss the 
long-term nature of inclusive education, the 

current reality is one of short-term interven-
tions. Donors fund, and NGOs and govern-
ments plan, for short periods of rarely more 
than five years, and often just two years. The 
lack of long-term vision and planning by  
donors, governments, and NGOs is a signifi-
cant barrier to progress in inclusive education. 

Often programmes are planned to last a  
few years, then evaluated, after which the 
next phase is planned – if there is a next 
phase. There is a growing body of experience 
around inclusive education to help us under-
stand the sort of ‘pathways of change’ that 
are needed – the logical, progressive steps 
that we can take, and the essential founda-
tions on which subsequent changes must  
be built. It should be increasingly possible for 
programmes to reflect on their own and  

◄ There is no quick 
fix when it comes to 
reconstruction. Here 
we see a school in 
the Philippines, which 
was destroyed when 
Typhoon Haiyan hit,  
being rebuilt. 
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► Opening remarks 
at the national launch  
of the Education for 
All (EFA) Global  
Monitoring Report in 
Bangkok, Thailand in 
2014. 

others’ experiences to develop at least an out- 
line for plans spanning longer time frames, 
even if detailed planning and budgeting re-
mains restricted to five years; but as yet this 
is not happening widely. It is therefore essen- 
tial that short-term plans and activities focus 
on achieving successes that can subsequently 
be built on in a logical way, and avoid taking 
steps that help in the short term but that 
cause greater barriers to inclusion in the long-
term.

Scale of funding

“Between 2002 – 2010 aid to education 
more than doubled in real terms, reaching 
US$ 14.2 billion but has stagnated since 
2010 … Total aid to basic education fell in 
2013 – 14, with bilateral donors reducing 
their aid by 12 % …”56 

Evidence suggests that financing for educa-
tion is falling globally. This is especially dis-
couraging news, given that SDG 4 is putting 
pressure on countries to make significant, 
potentially costly, changes to education qual-
ity and inclusiveness. A situation of bigger 
demands and smaller budgets presents a risk 
that the most marginalised issues, such as 
inclusion of learners with disabilities, will drop 
further down the priorities list.

The inclusive education expectations of 
SDG 4 are relatively new, but 10 years have 
passed since the UNCRPD came into force. 
Yet very few governments and donors are 
taking active steps to address the challenges 
of tracking their spending on inclusive edu-
cation and developing indicators that high- 
light spending consistent with inclusion. The 
funding that is available for inclusive educa-
tion is rarely predictable for the long-term.
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Donor funding has frequently supported 
parallel special and mainstream education 
systems. To date, much of the work to achieve 
inclusive education has been funded from 
the small amounts traditionally allocated for 
special education. The large donor budgets 
available for mainstream education and for 
reforming education systems have, on the 
whole, ignored inclusive education and learn- 
ers with disabilities.57 It seems inevitable that 
inclusive education will be constrained to 
small-scale, isolated pilot projects if it contin-
ues to be funded only for short periods from 
limited special education funding pots.

Funding for education in conflict and  
humanitarian crisis contexts is also often not 
oriented towards supporting inclusion. In May 
2016, the Education Cannot Wait fund was 
set up to attract more funding to education 
in cases of emergency. This mentions that:

“The Platform will focus on children facing 
multiple discriminations – that is, those  
who are crisis-affected and denied access 
to education because they are refugees 
or displaced, because of their caste, class, 
ethnicity, age, gender, disability or other 
factors. Specific determinations regarding 
marginalised groups are best made at the 
country level.”58

The extent to which this fund gives a priority 
to learners with disabilities must be carefully 
monitored in the coming years by CBM and 
like-minded NGOs. Anecdotal information 
from early meetings of stakeholders linked 
to the fund indicates that disability-inclusion 
has not been routinely discussed.

Data to guide long-term  
planning and funding

“Poor data has long been used as an excuse 
for slow and inadequate action [on inclusive 
education]. … SDG 4 commits governments 
to measure disparities between groups on 
the basis of disability and other equity mark- 
ers, so greater investment in disaggregated 
data and tools for inclusive education plan-
ning is expected.”59

Programme commitments and funding are 
often tied to evidence. Donors may require 
governments or NGOs to prove that a prob-
lem exists, or that a proposed intervention is 
the best option. They often expect this proof 
to be statistical, and therefore undervalue 
qualitative evidence. ‘Best’ is often interpret-
ed to mean ‘most cost-effective.’ However, 
evidence is often lacking: globally, data on 
disability is limited and unreliable; and the 
plethora of small-scale inclusive education in-
itiatives are either not generating consistent, 
comparable data or the available data is not 
being collated to illustrate the bigger picture. 
Where national or global education data  
exists – such as enrolment, dropout, or exam 
pass-rate data – it is often not disaggregated 
beyond a breakdown of males and females. 
Such data cannot tell us anything about the 
numbers of, or state of education for, learn-
ers with disabilities, or from diverse ethnic, 
language, or other groups. Poor data collec-
tion may be due to the lack of political will 
or awareness of the importance of disaggre-
gating education data; but equally it may  
be due to the lack of capacity in donors, 
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governments, NGOs, and schools to deter-
mine what data to collect and how to collect 
it. One essential step that should be taken is 
to collect information on children with dis- 
abilities and the inclusivity of the school envi-
ronment within regular education manage-
ment information systems.

“Positive change is promised by UNICEF’s 
Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS), 
which track how disabilities are affecting 
children in household surveys, in collabora-
tion with the Washington Group on Disabil- 
ity Statistics; and the UNICEF Guide for In- 
cluding Disability in Education Management 
Information Systems (UNICEF, 2016). DFID 
is also advocating for the SDG framework 
to use disability indicators more aggressive-
ly (DFID, 2015). However, the success of 
these initiatives hinges on investments in 
staff capacities.”60

Ownership
The lack of long-term planning is not just be- 
cause inclusive education is usually funded 
from small, special education pots. It is also 
inherently linked to the question of who owns 
inclusive education. 

For most development initiatives to scale 
up and be sustainable over time, there must 
be government ownership. A few inclusive 
education initiatives are state owned from the 
start, with NGOs and/or UN agencies provid-
ing technical or financial support for an initial 
period of time. Others are started by NGOs 
and/or UN agencies and later taken over by 
states. A concerning number of NGO- and 
UN-run inclusive education initiatives, how-

ever, never achieve buy-in from states. They 
either continue to operate in parallel to the 
state education system, or only operate for 
the limited project funding period before clos- 
ing.

Education is a government responsibility. 
Governments are obliged under international 
law to provide education, including free basic 
education. UNCRPD Article 24 now obliges 
governments that have ratified the Conven-
tion to provide inclusive education. Until now, 
many have been willing to let non-govern-
mental actors work on inclusive education, as  
a way of ticking the box without the govern-
ment doing much. 

4.2.2 Building solutions
Small-scale inclusive education projects – such 
as those working in one school or a cluster 
of schools in a district – are relatively simple 
to set up and run. The plethora of inclusive 
education pilot projects and schools around 
the world illustrates this. Many such pilot ini-
tiatives achieve promising results that could 
be a starting point for scaling up, to reach 
more schools and have a greater impact on 
system-level changes in the long term, such 
as changes to curricula, exams, teacher edu-
cation, and school infrastructure planning. 

Various changes are needed to facilitate 
long-term, scaled-up inclusive education ini-
tiatives. The following are changes that CBM,  
our partners, and other organisations can 
make or advocate for:
•	Governments must understand inclusive 

education, beyond a basic awareness, to 
increase their sense of ownership of and 
responsibility for it. 
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•	Household data and education system data  – 
disaggregated by at least disability, gender, 
and age, and including environmental data – 
is needed to help governments and donors 
plan more effectively and help advocates 
make more convincing demands for further 
improvements.

•	Donor funding for education must be longer 
term and more predictable, making it more 
attractive and viable for governments to 
commit to comprehensive education system 
changes, like inclusive education.

•	Funding for education in emergencies, such  
as the Education Cannot Wait fund, and 
support for disaster risk preparedness pro-

grammes in school communities, must have 
disability-inclusiveness embedded as a core 
expectation. Supporting inclusion in times 
of humanitarian crisis must become an inte- 
gral part of the long-term process of build-
ing inclusive education systems in affected 
countries.

•	Governments and donors must recognise 
the importance of ensuring that more core 
education funding is consistent with inclu-
sive principles, and that inclusive education 
is not just funded as a stand-alone project 
from limited specialist funding pots. It is  
vital for governments and donors to under-
stand the NGO role as a supportive one.

◄ CBM India takes 
part in the launch  
of the “Include 
Vidya” campaign 
which took place  
in Bangalore, India. 
The campaign em-
phasized the impor-
tance of inclusive 
education, the role 
of special educators, 
and promoting the  
enrolment of children 
with disabilities in 
mainstream schools. 
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Key learning points

•	Inclusive education is a long-term process of change. For this, we need open and  
effective sharing of, and learning from, experiences to better envisage and un-
derstand the logic of the long-term pathways of change we must follow. 

•	Donor funding for education is declining, jeopardising the chances of inclusive 
education becoming a priority funding issue, and compelling civil society to fight 
harder for appropriate levels and innovative use of funding.

•	Most inclusive education work is not yet state owned, but there must be greater 
government ownership and responsibility if inclusive education is to be scaled 
up and if widespread systemic change is to happen.

•	Inclusive education during periods of crisis and conflict must be seen as an  
integral part of the long-term process of building inclusive education systems 
in affected countries.

•	Governments must improve and be more 
innovative in the way they allocate their 
budgets in order to enable more fundamen- 
tal changes to happen in the education sys-
tem. Opportunities for more efficient and 
inclusion-oriented use of existing funds are 
available, but they require greater innova-
tion, such as embedding inclusive education 
into all pre-service teacher education rather 
than paying more to retrain teachers later 
in their careers.

•	The various stakeholders must collabora-
tively learn from small-scale experiences to 
build longer-term visions for the changes 

we seek education and the logical path-
ways to follow. 

•	There must be a greater understanding of 
the twin-track approach. If pilot projects 
only deliver a partial, one-track solution, it 
is harder to argue that inclusive education 
is worth investing in on a larger and 
longer-term scale.

•	Donors must use education funding to pro-
mote collaboration instead of competition. 
More donor support for intersectoral, in-
ter-agency, and interministerial initiatives 
would enable more inclusive education ini-
tiatives to be scaled up. 



“We will only keep scratching the 
surface of inclusive education  
unless we recognise that those 
who need to own this process 
require more than a few 
days of awareness raising  
if they are going to stand 
any chance of making  
a real difference.” 

Duncan Little, 
Director, Enabling  
Education Network  
(2017)

Understanding and Awareness

Chapter 5
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5.1 The difference between  
understanding and  
awareness

There is a significant difference between 
raising stakeholders’ awareness of an issue 
like inclusive education, and building their 
practical understanding of it. 

Awareness raising, sometimes referred to 
as ‘sensitisation’, is usually designed to get 
stakeholders on board with an issue, so they 
know the issue exists and are exposed to key 
facts, theories, and arguments. It is designed 
to encourage people to support the issue, 
and ideally to motivate them to get further 
involved. 

Building understanding takes this initial 
awareness to a higher level, expanding stake- 
holders’ knowledge of the issue and giving 
them practical skills to confidently plan and 
implement actions related to the issue.

This distinction between awareness and 
practical understanding and skills may seem 
obvious, but it is important to keep in mind 
when reflecting on the current status of in-
clusive education, and planning future action. 

UNCRPD Article 8 obliges states to raise 
awareness about the “rights and dignity of 
persons with disabilities,”61 and seeks to: 
•	ensure safeguarding practices in all aspects 

of daily lives, including education; 
•	stop discriminatory practices;

▲ Juli from India  
has a visual impair-
ment. Here she is 
representing a social 
media campaign 
called Shikshagiri, 
organised to create 
awareness on vari-
ous aspects related 
to education and  
inclusion.
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•	foster an appreciation of what persons with 
disabilities can contribute in communities 
and in work; and

•	promote awareness raising to be implement- 
ed through a variety of measures, including 
community campaigns using multimedia 
and arts approaches.  

Persons with disabilities and their families 
and caregivers must be aware of and under-
stand what their rights are and how to ask for 
them. They must understand their right to ed-
ucation and feel empowered to demand it.

5.2 Current challenges

A growing number of stakeholders at all  
levels – teachers, parents, learners, education 
administrators and decision makers, persons 
with disabilities, and DPOs – are now aware 
that the concept of inclusive education exists. 
They have some theoretical idea of what it 
means. However, despite plenty of donor and 
government money being spent on inclusive 
education awareness-raising activities, project 
evaluations62 often conclude that there is 
limited understanding of the practicalities of 
getting it done, and projects remain small-
scale and dependent on external expertise.

Short, one-off training sessions or work-
shops lasting one to five days are common. 
Such workshops are often facilitated in a train- 
er-centred way. Participants are rarely given 
opportunities to engage in practical activities 
that reflect real-life situations and promote 
innovation. Too little work has been done to 
build genuine understanding and practical 

skills as opposed to simply raising awareness 
of theories – and this is a significant barrier to 
progress with inclusive education.

Evaluation and research evidence shows 
that, even after teachers have attended in-
clusive education awareness-raising work-
shops, they still lack the understanding, con-
fidence, or skills to change their pedagogy, 
communications with parents, peer collabo-
rations, or other practices.

5.3 Building solutions

We can raise awareness quite quickly and 
often inexpensively with short workshops. 
However, helping teachers and policymakers 
translate theory into practice – and then have 
opportunities to test and practise new skills 
and activities while being supported and ad-
vised – takes much longer and requires multi-
ple inputs and support. 

“… teachers actually attribute their profes-
sional development and know-how not to 
training, but rather to watching experienced 
teachers teach, talking to them, trying things 
out and thinking about them. It is this cycle 
of co-operation, action and review among 
colleagues which is the organic process of 
teacher training in action. This cycle helps 
to challenge existing cultures, and develop 
inclusive thinking, practices and actions.”63

Currently, the time frames and budgets for 
many NGOs and donors do not accommodate 
in-depth, ongoing work to build understand-
ing and practical skills. CBM, our partners, and 
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other NGOs must work on this, both to 
change our own project approaches and to 
lobby funders to think long term.

Today, action-research based approaches 
are considered increasingly important. They 
help stakeholders –  at all levels – to feel em-
powered to move beyond just awareness 
and to develop a more reflective and in-depth  
understanding of their situations, so that they 
can take effective action. A good example of 
this can be found in Case Study 5 on this 
page. Action research involves a ‘look-think-
act’ cycle. This starts by looking at the situa-
tions, such as the barriers to inclusion and 
the factors already enabling inclusion. Ideally, 
this is done from the perspective of multiple 
stakeholders, using participatory verbal, writ-

ten, observational, and visual or mapping 
techniques to collect those perspectives. It 
then involves thinking about or analysing  
information about the situation to extract 
lessons learned and ideas that become the 
basis for action. Actions based on the partici- 
patory research are experimental in nature. 
They involve, for instance, testing out ideas 
to address a particular inclusion barrier or ex- 
pand on promising practice. Action research 
is cyclical so that actions are tested and then 
analysed to see what the results have been, 
before revised actions are suggested and 
tested.

The hands-on, experiential nature of action- 
research makes it an ideal approach to help 
teachers, parents, community members, learn- 
ers, DPOs, NGOs, and policymakers turn their 
initial awareness and basic understanding of 
inclusive education theory into something 
much deeper and more practical. We discuss 
further the issue of making teacher education 
more practical and experiential in Chapter 8.

 Case Study 5: 
Action research to boost practical 
understanding in Zanzibar64

 Inclusive education has been happening for 
many years in Zanzibar. Projects have included 
many teacher trainings and development of 
training manuals. However, evaluations for a 
project funded by the Norwegian Association 
for Persons with Intellectual Disabilities (NFU) 
revealed that training was mostly theoretical. 
Teachers expressed awareness and commit-
ment to including all learners with and with-
out disabilities but also a sense of fear and 

▼ Sporting activities 
taking place during 
Global Action Week 
2014 in Kenya. The 
initiative raises 
awareness of issues 
around disability 
with the campaign 
slogan ‘Equal Right, 
Equal Opportunity: 
Education and Dis- 
ability.’
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confusion about how to do it. Action research 
was therefore introduced as a next step to 
help teachers better understand inclusive edu- 
cation and develop confidence and problem- 
solving skills, and to help them collaborate 
better with parents, children, and each other 
in identifying and addressing existing barriers 
to inclusion. 

 At the start of this initiative, teachers and 
inclusive education advisers from resource 
centres that support a cluster of schools re-
ceived a short training on action-research. This 
involved visiting a school where they could 
practise action-research techniques – such as 

observation, focus group facilitation using 
photo elicitation and drawing, as well as in-
terviews – to stimulate discussions. The train-
ing participants pooled and analysed their 
findings. They were surprised by the extent 
of new understanding about inclusion and 
exclusion they had elicited from just one short  
school visit.

Teachers from the visited school – and later 
teachers from various other schools – carried 
out small-scale, participatory research projects 
on topics they identified for themselves in 
small groups. The topics were based on prob- 
lems they were facing, or issues they had 

▲ CBR worker  
Jeevan K. C. distrib-
utes informative 
handouts to villagers 
in Nepal, during a  
disability-awareness 
programme for school 
children and villagers.

©
 C

BM
 



72 Chapter 5: Understanding and Awareness

heard about in the theoretical training that 
they wanted to investigate further. The re-
search helped them find out more about  
inclusion challenges and strengths in their 
schools and communities, and helped them 
generate ideas for taking action to improve 
inclusion. The cyclical process also involved 
reviewing their actions to see if changes had 
happened and then deciding on further ac-
tion.

At one point, all the teachers from differ-
ent schools met to share and discuss their 
action-research. Some said they were gaining 
better understanding of their schools, the 
learners, and the wider context, and had been 
reaching out to the community more to hear 

other stakeholders’ views and ideas. Others 
had learned collaboratively from each other 
about practical pedagogy improvements and 
making tactile learning materials for children 
with visual impairments.

The Inclusive Education and Lifeskills Unit 
in the Ministry of Education, with support 
from the Norwegian Association of the  
Disabled, which has taken over responsibility 
for the NFU’s project, hopes to involve even 
more schools. New in-service and pre-service 
teacher training materials are being devel-
oped, which embed action-research princi-
ples to help all teachers develop reflective 
and critical thinking skills, to turn awareness 
of inclusion theory into innovative practice. 

Key learning points

•	There is a big difference between raising awareness (answering the ‘what’ and 
‘why’ questions) and building understanding of inclusive education (answering 
the ‘how’ question).

•	Stakeholders need a deeper understanding of inclusive education if they are to 
have the confidence and skills to act rather than just discuss theory.

•	Action research is a useful tool to help build understanding and confidence to 
act, while also promoting participation and collaboration.



“Active involvement of people with 
disabilities and their organisations 
in the process of designing  
and implementing policies 
and measures to promote  
inclusive education is key  
for the inclusion of people 
with disabilities in edu- 
cational structures.”

David Lopez, President  
of Organización de Ciegos 
de Nicaragua Marisela  
Toledo and government 
adviser (2016)

Stakeholder Empowerment  
and Engagement

Chapter 6
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6.1 The importance of stake-
holder empowerment  
and engagement

Reading about international laws and nation- 
al policies can make inclusive education seem 
like something created or driven by high-level 
decision- and policymakers. However, inclu-
sive education often has strong origins with-
in communities, for instance, evolving from 
efforts by parents of children with and with-
out disabilities, teachers, or marginalised 
groups to do something to improve the edu-
cation available to them and their children.  
Inclusive education is often as influenced by 
indigenous or community-based forms of 
learning as by international expectations. Con- 
sequently, no inclusive education discussion 
or intervention is complete without consider-
ing the vital role of grassroots stakeholders, 
and how to ensure they continue to be, or in  
some places become, the driving force behind 
inclusive education.

“I think parents, family members, and the 
learners themselves are the drivers who 
bring out the changes.”65 

The notion of stakeholder participation in 
development has gained popularity since the 
emergence of approaches like participatory 
rural appraisal and participatory learning and  
action in the 1980s. These sought to ensure 
that development work avoided top-down 
approaches dominated by external experts, 
and instead helped stakeholders feel em-
powered to examine and address problems 
themselves.

Within disability-inclusive development, we 
recognise the need for girls, boys, women, 
and men with disabilities to have a voice, and 
be enabled to take direct action in all decisions 
that affect their lives, their communities, and 
their countries. The role of diverse stakehold- 
ers and persons with disabilities in developing 
and reforming the education system, and 
monitoring progress, is gaining ground too, 
but there is still much to be done.

There are roles for various stakeholders at 
various levels in inclusive education. We will 
look at:
•	parents, caregivers, and community  

members;
•	learners with disabilities; and
•	persons with disabilities and DPOs.

6.2 Parents, caregivers, and 
community members

6.2.1 Current challenges
Parents, and other caregivers like grandpar-
ents, siblings, or extended family members, 
play a central role in children’s education.Their 
beliefs can determine whether a child has an 
opportunity to attend and stay in school. For 
instance, parents in some contexts may priori- 
tise the education of sons over daughters, be- 
lieving sons to be better investments for the 
future. Or they may decide that scarce money 
should not be ‘wasted’ on sending a daughter 
or son with disabilities to school because they 
assume they will not achieve good results.  
In some contexts, especially during or after 
conflict or crisis, parents may be too worried 
about the safety of their daughters and sons 
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with disabilities, especially daughters, to allow 
them to leave the home to attend school.

Parents help shape their children’s early 
physical, intellectual, and social development. 
Some parents struggle to communicate with, 
teach, or support their daughter or son with 
disabilities. They may lack awareness or under- 
standing of their children’s rights and their 
own responsibilities, or they may feel cut off 
from advice and support services. Not all par- 
ents experience these difficulties, of course, 
and evidence suggests that many more par-
ents are becoming increasingly supportive of  
and vocal in advocating for education rights.66

Parents often have well-established roles 
in supporting their children’s learning through 
the improvement of their schools, parent- 
teacher associations, school management 

committees, and school inclusion teams.67 
However, not all parents are keen to engage 
with their children’s schools, believing educa- 
tion to be the responsibility of teachers and 
education officials. Some parents may struggle 
to engage in their children’s schooling due 
to health problems, the pressures of work, 
or caring for family members. Many schools 
still discourage parents and the wider com-
munity from getting involved. They may only 
invite them to engage in one-way meetings 
or to listen to presentations in which the 
teachers and education professionals have a 
voice but parents and community members 
do not. In some contexts, parents’ input is 
still dismissed as interfering, or their knowl-
edge and ideas viewed as inferior to those of 
the professionals. 

▲ Workshop partici-
pants in Bengaluru, 
India. The aim of the 
workshop was to 
enable caregivers 
and rehabilitation 
professionals to sup-
port children with 
delayed develop-
mental milestones.
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“… some teachers refuse to allow parents 
in the classroom, and do not seem to ap-
preciate that parents could be ‘specialists’ 
in understanding and supporting their own 
children’s needs: ‘During the lesson only the  
teacher and the children should be in the 
classroom ….’ [focus group participant quo- 
tation].”68

6.2.2 Building solutions
A key part of any inclusive education initia-
tive is to engage parents, caregivers, and the 
wider community in a two-way process of:
•	asking parents and the community how the 

education initiative or school could support 
them in improving the care, development, 
and education they provide at home; and

•	finding out from parents and community 
members about experience-based sugges-
tions they can offer the school for improv-
ing learners’ presence, participation, and 
achievement. 

Increasingly, the important role of the com-
munity in school improvement is being recog- 
nised. Community members, groups, and  
organisations are often valuable resources for  
schools, offering technical and professional 
expertise, funding or in-kind donations, vol-
unteers and hands-on help, and advocacy  
allies who can help change attitudes towards 
disability across communities. This may be 
particularly so in crisis and conflict situations, 
where formal inputs from governments have  
been interrupted or lost.

Among parents and community members, 
the levels of interest and availability will vary. 
Inclusive education initiatives must be flexible, 

and encourage and enable them to engage 
in their children’s education and in efforts to 
improve their local schools to the extent that 
is feasible. Evaluations sometimes reveal that 
programme staff or teachers feel that parents 
are uninterested. Conversely, parents may  
explain that teachers or NGO staff plan meet-
ings at times that are inconvenient, or formal- 
ly summon them to meetings in a way that 
makes them feel that they or their children 
are in trouble, so they are too scared to at-
tend. Apparent lack of parental interest there- 
fore needs attention; parents should not feel 
forced to demonstrate interest, and efforts 
should be made to ensure that apparent dis-
interest is not caused by easily tackled barriers 
to participation.

In some contexts, education policy gives 
parents choices as to which school their chil-
dren may attend. This may include choosing 
whether to send them to special schools, if 
they exist. Inclusive education initiatives should  
work with parents who are facing this deci-
sion, not with the intention of making them 
choose an inclusive school but instead talk-
ing through parents’ concerns to ensure they 
understand the options so they can make 
well-informed decisions. Inclusive education 
personnel should also work with parents who  
are facing this decision to identify possible 
ways for mainstream schools to address their 
concerns, and/or to identify alternative ways 
in which specialist support could be arranged, 
other than enrolment in segregated special 
schools.

CBM, our partners, and other organisations 
must support parents to recognise the vital 
role they play in their children’s education, and 
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facilitate their empowerment to engage more 
closely in education matters, if they wish. 
We can support and encourage parents to:
•	engage in the design and development of 

school improvement and inclusive education 
programmes in their schools;

•	provide hands-on support to inclusive edu-
cation in their school communities, for in- 
stance, by volunteering as classroom assis-
tants, not necessarily just for their own 
children; helping make children’s journeys 
to school safer; or taking direct action to 

improve accessibility of the school buildings 
and compounds;

•	advocate at a local level (for instance, with 
head teachers, local education officials) for 
their children’s enrolment in their commu-
nity schools, and for innovations in teaching 
and learning, accessibility, technology, and 
transition;

•	advocate at a higher level for changes to 
policies, to push for inclusive education 
and improved funding for the twin-tracks 
of system reform and individual support;

▲ CBR worker Agnes  
Nabawanuka talks  
to teachers, parents, 
community members,  
and pupils about  
different types and 
causes of disability 
and the services of-
fered by the hospital 
at which she works  
in Uganda.
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•	come together in groups to support each 
other, practically and emotionally, and to 
have a louder voice when lobbying on be-
half of their children. Parents’ groups can 
also identify barriers to inclusion that need 
to be discussed with school managers, and 
work together to develop ideas for solutions;

•	participate in school-wide discussions or in-
clusion teams alongside teachers, managers, 
learners, and other community members;

•	train and advise teachers through sharing 
their personal experiences of caring for  
or educating children with disabilities or 
children from other marginalised or at-risk 
groups;

•	actively shape their children’s learning and 
support plans, for instance, by engaging in 
individual planning and personal goal-set-
ting processes, not just being told about 
them, and helping their children to be active 
participants in mapping and making deci-
sions about their learning needs and goals; 
and

•	become more active co-educators of their 
children, working collaboratively with 
teachers to motivate and reinforce learning.

“The provision of a quality primary educa-
tion is important for the whole community, 
therefore getting the community participat- 
ing in efforts to improve the quality of their 
primary school provision is a vital step in  
inclusive education.”69

Inclusive education projects and schools must 
investigate and map the human, material, 
and technical resources that are available in 
the wider community and build relationships 

to help the projects and schools access those 
resources. They must also help community 
members engage with schools. It is particular- 
ly important that this includes finding strong 
role models in communities who can be moti- 
vated to support inclusive education activities. 
These might include successful business peo-
ple with disabilities, and women with and 
without disabilities who have succeeded in 
careers that are stereotypically considered to 
be for men. 

Awareness-raising activities for parents 
around disability and inclusion can be expand- 
ed to include wider community members. This 
can help parents and families feel that their 
peers and neighbours better understand and 
can be more supportive with removing the 
barriers to inclusion that their children face. 
Community members can also play a role in 
identifying out-of-school children or girls and 
boys with disabilities who are being hidden 
at home, and encouraging families, schools, 
and early childhood and inclusive education 
projects to take action.

 Case Study 6: 
Empowered parents support
inclusion in Nicaragua70

 CBM has worked with ASOPIECAD in  
Nicaragua on CBR work since 2006. In 2012, 
the partnership helped 561 children with dis- 
abilities be included in mainstream education. 
One of those children was Maria, a 10-year-
old girl with Down syndrome. The CBR pro-
gramme guided and supported her family so 
that they could better support Maria to attend 
a mainstream primary school and participate 
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in community life. The CBR workers initially 
visited the family to help them overcome their 
fear of taking Maria to public places. They 
saw potential in the levels of care given by 
Maria’s mother and encouraged her to attend 
CBR trainings. Maria’s mother was so inspired 
and encouraged that she now works with the 
CBR programme, sharing her experiences and 
supporting and encouraging other families 
to include their children in school and com-
munity life. She provides families with advice 
and support on early education in her own 
community as well as in the municipality, 
and she offers support to members of parents’ 
self-help groups. 

6.3	Learners with disabilities

6.3.1 Current challenges
Ironically, the stakeholder group least empow- 
ered and engaged in the field of inclusive edu- 
cation is the learners themselves. Girls, boys, 
women, and men with and without disabili-
ties are too rarely consulted about what they 
want and need from education; what they 
would like their teachers to do or not do; how 
they would like their schools to look and feel; 
and how they would like the school day to 
be structured. The voices of younger learners 
are least heard. There is a tendency, even 
among those experienced with working with 
children and young people, to believe that 
they are unable to engage in discussions about 
education. This is particularly the case with 
very young children, or children with more 
severe or multiple impairments, such as deaf- 
blindness.

Yet all learners, of any age and ability, can 
be supported to express, in their own way, 
their views about their desires for education 
and the future; the schools or other settings 
in which they are learning; and the teachers, 
peers, or other people they encounter. These 
views can and should shape education – at 
both the school community level and at higher 
decision-making levels. 

In some contexts, where education in seg- 
regated special schools, units, or classes is an 
option, learners have a right to express their 
opinions about which option they prefer. This 
must be based on providing them with un- 
biased and detailed information and about 
all available options, as well as opportunities 
to try different options and to change their 
minds and move to different education set-
tings.

More examples of activities that seek to 
listen to young voices in relation to inclusive 
education are happening nowadays. However, 
embedding this youth participation into the 
core development, implementation, and moni- 
toring of all education programmes remains 
challenging for many organisations.

“In Peru, I recently met a young man with 
a learning disability. We talked about his 
education. Until he was in his teens, he  
attended mainstream schools. However,  
in his teenage years he started to become 
disruptive in class, less collaborative, so it 
was decided that the best solution was to 
send him to a special school where class 
sizes were smaller and the curriculum was 
devised for his needs. He did not want to 
go to a special school and wanted to be in 
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a regular school. After a few months at the 
special school the teenager was very clear 
that he preferred to be back in mainstream 
education. He said, ‘special school was 
very boring and I made no progress with 
my learning.’ I think this personal autono-
my to choose one’s pathway is something 
we rarely take into account. Obviously the 
teachers are change agents, as are schools, 
ministries, institutions – but we also need to 
hear the voice of persons with disabilities 
themselves …”71

6.3.2 Building solutions
One-off consultations with girls, boys, young 
women, and young men have a value in 
showing the importance of consulting them, 
and in providing them an outlet for their 
opinions. However, it is important that CBM, 
our partners, and other organisations embed 
consultations with children and young people, 
as well as older learners, across every aspect 
of inclusive education and school improve-
ment programmes. Because children and 
young people are the least heard, this section 

▲ Maria, who has 
Down syndrome is 
working with her 
class-mates at school.  
She receives early 
learning support 
from CBM’s local 
partner ASOPIECAD, 
in Nicaragua.
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focuses on ways to help them speak out and 
engage in direct action. We must:
•	use enjoyable, age- and ability-appropriate 

participatory activities to consult children 
and young people at every stage, from the 
scoping and design of an initiative through 
to implementation, monitoring, and evalu-
ation. This might include formally organised 
consultation activities, such as focus groups, 
mapping, drama, art, or photography activ- 
ities; and informal or ad hoc activities, such 
as encouraging them to leave feedback and 
ideas in suggestions boxes;

•	support other stakeholders, such as parents, 
teachers, and programme staff, to under-
stand the value of consulting children and 
young people with and without disabilities, 
and learn how to facilitate accessible con-
sultations and make effective use of the  
results;

•	design structures that help children and 
young people with and without disabilities 
give input and take direct action. These 
could include student committees, peer sup- 
port groups, child-to-child activities, cam-
paign groups, and school improvement  
activity days;

•	connect activities that enable children and 
young people to have a voice in education 
and community decisions, with the learn-
ing process and curriculum (there is an  
example of this in Case Study 7 on the 
right); and

•	enable children and young persons with and 
without disabilities to play an active role in 
efforts to stop bullying and prejudice, for 
instance, by making decisions about the 
content of anti-bullying policies, and design- 

ing and/or running child-to-child sessions 
about the causes of and solutions to bully-
ing and prejudice.

 Case Study 7: 
Linking child empowerment and 
advocacy with the curriculum in 
Palestine72

 A collaborative programme between the 
Norwegian Refugee Council, UNESCO, United  
Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine  
Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA), and the 
Palestinian Ministry of Education and Higher 
Education (MoEHE) focused on achieving ed-
ucation for all. The programme piloted child-
led action-research activities to boost inclusion  
and active learning. Activity guides helped 
teachers to connect the child-led action-re-
search with the curriculum and to include  
diverse children with different abilities.

Children engaged in project-based learn-
ing. They worked collaboratively on projects 
that cut across the curricula of different sub- 
jects. They used action-research approaches to  
investigate issues that concerned them, such 
as environmental issues and healthy eating. 
Children read documents, watched videos, 
carried out interviews and surveys, and met 
with external visitors to gather information, 
which they analysed and presented, often us-
ing charts and tables. Such activities helped 
boost learning in maths, language and com-
munication, science, and geography, using 
different methods that suited the abilities 
and interests of different learners. The children  
then created advocacy campaigns based on 
their action-research projects. The girls and 
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► Persons living  
with disabilities them- 
selves – and their 
families – know best 
about their own spe-
cific needs. Taking 
their experience and 
knowledge into con-
sideration could help 
to make education 
more disability-inclu-
sive. Here, mothers 
of girls and boys 
with disabilities take 
part in a self-help 
group in Malawi. 

boys prepared stories, dramas, songs, and 
campaign slogans. They also organised an 
advocacy event attended by the MoEHE, the 
UNRWA, parents, and local institutes, at 
which their research findings and advocacy 
campaign messages were presented. The pilot 
activities were expanded by subject supervisors 
who encouraged other teachers and schools 
to try the approach.

The activities “showed school principals, 
subject supervisors and parents (and the  
children themselves) that children could do 
much more than people had previously be-
lieved. Children had a chance to discover their 
strengths. … Some parents previously thought 
their children were failures who could not do 
anything. But after their involvement in child- 
led activities, parents realised their children 
could do a lot.”73 

6.4	Persons with disabilities 
and DPOs 

6.4.1 Current challenges
Disability activists pushed for the changes in 
attitudes and behaviours that evolved into  
the social model approach to disability, upon 
which inclusive education thinking was based. 
The disability movement lobbied for the cre-
ation of the UNCRPD. Many persons with dis- 
abilities or their representative organisations, 
pushed for Article 24 to be oriented towards 
inclusive education. Persons with disabilities 
and DPOs can play a vital role in supporting 
both technical and advocacy work around in-
clusive education – yet their input is often mis- 
sing from projects and programmes. Why?

Over the years, inclusive education has 
evolved and been influenced by other edu-
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cation movements, such as the EFA and child- 
friendly schools.74 It has become a more  
holistic approach, making education more 
welcoming and flexible for all learners from 
diverse marginalised groups. Responding to 
the needs of girls, boys, women, and men 
with disabilities is often more challenging  
for schools and education officials than re-
sponding to the needs of other marginalised 
groups. Various inclusive education initiatives 
have intentionally or unintentionally over-
looked disability issues and thus the voices of 
persons with disabilities.

Some persons with disabilities and DPOs 
are distanced from inclusive education due to 
an ongoing preference for segregated edu-
cation. They believe that this offers a safer, 
more appropriately targeted, or better quality 
option for learners with disabilities than in- 
clusion in mainstream schools that are con-
sidered to be poorly prepared. This may stem 
from a lack of clarity about the twin-track con- 
cept of inclusive education. It may also stem 
from a lack of evidence that attendance in 
mainstream schools can go hand-in-hand with 
access to specialist support.

In other cases, persons with disabilities and 
DPOs have not been encouraged or invited 
to play a role in inclusive education develop-
ment or implementation. Many inclusive edu- 
cation programmes are initiated or run by dis- 
ability-focused NGOs. In theory, these NGOs 
should be more attuned to the importance 
of engaging persons with disabilities and DPOs 
as allies, but in reality they often do not con-
sider or know how to facilitate this engage-
ment. Other inclusive education programmes 
and projects are run by general NGOs or 

government departments that often have 
limited or even no historical connection or 
current relationships with NGOs or DPOs en-
gaged in disability-related work. 

Conversely, there are examples of inclusive 
education initiatives in which DPOs have 
played a foundational role, contributing to 
programme design, fundraising, community 
awareness raising, government advocacy, and 
teacher training. Case Study 8 on page 84 
highlights one example of how persons with 
disabilities can be included in such a teacher 
training. 

6.4.2 Building solutions
Regardless of who initiates inclusive education 
programmes, engagement with DPOs and 
persons with disabilities is key. Table 2 on 
page 85 summarises ideas for engaging per-
sons with disabilities in various programme 
stages.

In some contexts, before the above-men-
tioned engagements are possible, girls, boys, 
women, and men with disabilities and those 
persons who run local DPOs may need support 
in order to:
•	better understand the paradigm shift from 

medical and charity to social and rights 
models of disability and how this relates to 
inclusive development and education;

•	understand local, national, or international 
	 decision-making processes, and identify 

suitable entry points;
•	build advocacy skills and confidence; 
	 and
•	reflect analytically on their experiences to 

present evidence and arguments that are 
timely, relevant, and hard-hitting.
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 Case Study 8:
The role of persons with disabilities 
in teacher training in Iraq75

 In northern Iraq, the Ministry of Education 
developed introductory courses on inclusive 
education for Ministry-employed teachers, 
and awareness-raising sessions for education 
leaders. Local DPOs helped identify adults 
with disabilities who could contribute to the 
trainings. Deaf and blind adults shared their 
personal stories about the role education had 
played in their lives. They demonstrated assis- 
tive resources and daily living techniques. Deaf 
adults taught basic sign language to teachers, 
using words the teachers wanted to learn. 
They also demonstrated visual story-telling.

At awareness seminars for school principals, 
education officials, and decision makers, per-
sons with disabilities were included as parti- 
cipants, contributing their perspectives on 
inclusion. Disability rights advocates were 
guest lecturers, “providing detailed theoreti-
cal and practical information, and delivering 

hard-hitting messages on combatting discrim- 
ination.”76

Feedback from participants indicated that 
this approach “helped teachers to see people 
with disabilities as partners in upholding the 
rights of children in their classes, rather than 
as passive recipients of charitable services.”77 

The training activities initiated or reinforced 
cooperation between DPOs and the inclusive 
education programme. 

6.5	A note on the empowerment 
of teachers

Chapter 8 discusses teachers and teacher 
education in more detail. However, it is im-
portant to highlight here that teachers are 
also a central group of stakeholders who 
must feel empowered within inclusive edu-
cation so they can suggest or make changes 
to the way they teach, to the environment, 
and to the way they interact with other stake- 
holders. 

Teachers face a contradictory challenge. 
They are expected to work independently in 
their classrooms, which requires confidence, 
creativity, and innovation. Yet, they often face 
tight controls on what they can and cannot 
teach, and how. They face regular inspections 
of the quality and results of their work, and 
are blamed when children do not perform as 
expected. Teachers even face ridicule by com- 
munities or the media when results are not 
good enough. In some contexts, mainstream 
teachers may be conditioned, through train-
ing or society’s attitudes, to believe that they 
are incapable of teaching learners with dis- 

▲ Disability-aware-
ness day at a school 
in Uganda sees CBR 
field worker Agnes 
Nabawanuka (wear-
ing the CBM T-shirt) 
teach the teachers 
about different  
impairments, their 
causes, and how they  
can be prevented. 
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they feel empowered to speak out for inclusive education 
from a well-informed position; lobby for policy and funding 
changes, at international, national, and local community, 
school and classroom levels; effectively combine high-level 
messages, for instance about UNCRPD Article 24 and SDGs, 
with personal or local experiences.

Implementation they are involved as programme staff; teachers within inclusive 
schools; trainers of teachers, either as formal trainers or providing 
their personal experiences during trainings; advisers who can 
assist, for instance, with ideas for reasonable accommodations 
or improved teaching and learning techniques; and as role models 
for learners with disabilities.

Monitoring 
and evaluation

they are involved in developing frameworks for accessible, 
participatory approaches to investigate the outcomes and 
impacts of inclusive education initiatives; have a voice in 
developing indicators for progress; and are researchers or 
co-researchers, not just subjects of the research.

Programme 
planning

they contribute their perspectives and ideas to the 
development of theories of change around education 
and inclusion, and to the logical planning of activities 
to reach those changes.

Scoping, baseline, 
situation studies

they are involved not just as research subjects but as 
researchers or co-researchers who gather data upon 
which decisions about their education will be made.

Stages To engage persons with disabilities in these stages, 
we must ensure:

Advocacy

◄ Table 2: Engaging 
persons with disabil-
ities in programme 
cycle stages

abilities, and may even be warned not to try 
in case they harm them.78

If we also consider teachers’ poor levels of 
pay and/or status in many countries, it is not 
surprising that they often feel disempowered 

or lack the confidence or motivation to tackle 
new challenges. Initiatives to train teachers 
on inclusive education often focus on convey- 
ing information on disability or pedagogical 
theory, rather than developing teachers as 
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confident, creative, motivated practitioners 
who welcome new challenges and know they 
are supported. As we show in Chapter 8, 
there are many ways to educate and support 
teachers so that they have the power to be 
agents of change.

A related issue is the need for more per-
sons with disabilities to feel empowered to 
teach. Most countries have few teachers with 
disabilities, especially in mainstream schools. 
They face multiple barriers to pursuing teach- 
ing careers. To address this, CBM, our part-
ners, and other organisations must support 
or advocate for: 
•	more adults with disabilities resuming or 

completing basic and secondary education 
to obtain qualifications for entry into train-
ing college;

•	reforming college and university enrolment 
processes, and creating accelerated courses 
to help persons with disabilities who missed 
out on education to access training college;

•	making teacher training courses, materials, 
and assessment processes accessible;

•	making reasonable accommodations, so 
that teachers with disabilities can carry out 
practicums during training, and work in 
mainstream schools once qualified;

•	reforming recruitment policies that preclude 
adults with disabilities from applying for 
teaching jobs, for instance, by removing  
requirements to pass strict medical or fit-
ness tests; and

•	ensuring recruiters at school, district,  
and central levels receive disability equality 
training.

Key learning points

•	In some contexts, vocal, committed, and empowered grassroots stakeholders 
have been the driving forces behind inclusive education. Elsewhere, parents, 
girls, boys, women, and men with disabilities, teachers, and community members 
have had little or no voice.

•	Successful inclusive education programmes – in both development and humani-
tarian contexts – need grassroots stakeholders to be actively involved, from  
initial planning and implementation right through to evaluation stages.



“The words ‘accessibility’ and  
‘reasonable accommodation’ may 
sound like daunting obligations 
that will only support a tiny 
minority of people. In fact, 
these concepts define meth-
ods and tools that ensure 
not only inclusion of  
persons with disabilities 
but make it easier for 
everyone to benefit from 
education services.”

Gordon Rattray,
Emergency  
Communications  
Coordinator
CBM International  
Emergency Response Unit 
(2016) 

Innovation: Accessibility  
and Reasonable Accommodation

Chapter 7
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There is no pre-existing blueprint for the per- 
fect inclusive education system or for the ideal 
accessible school. Each education system or 
school goes through a process of experimen-
tation and reflection to arrive at the solutions 
that work best in that context at that time. 
Poor accessibility and lack of funding to im-
prove accessibility are often cited as major 
barriers to inclusive education. However, with 
creativity and the adoption of universal design 
principles, steps can be taken to make im-
provements on access for all. Box 10 below 
defines universal design and Box 11 on the 
following page enumerates the principles of 
universal design.

7.1	Obligations

UNCRPD Article 24 on inclusive education 
must be read in conjunction with UNCRPD 
Article 9 on accessibility. Article 9 sets out 
clear obligations for accessibility of not just 

the built environment. It recognises that,  
in addition to encompassing the physical  
environment, transport, information, and 
communication for all persons with disabil- 
ities must be made accessible in both urban 
and rural areas. It also recognises that the 
attitudes held by providers of goods and  
services impact on the extent to which per-
sons with disabilities are able to access ser-
vices. For example, a public building might 
be accessible but staff may not be welcom-
ing to persons with disabilities due to lack  
of training and awareness.

In terms of the connection between acces- 
sibility and inclusive education, the UNCRPD 
General Comment on accessibility states that 
“without accessible transport to schools, ac-
cessible school buildings, and accessible in-
formation and communication, persons with 
disabilities would not have the opportunity to 
exercise their right to education.”81 In simple 
terms, this means that the obligations to pro- 
vide access to girls, boys, women, and men 
with disabilities extend far beyond solely in-
stalling ramps. 

7.2	Addressing accessibility 
gaps

There remains a long way to go before these 
commitments are achieved. Many inclusive 
education projects, which are often closer to 
integrated education, have focused mainly on 
addressing physical barriers in schools, as a 
way to help learners with disabilities gain  
access, without adopting a comprehensive 
approach towards accessibility and implemen- 

“‘Universal design’ means the design of products, environ-
ments, programmes and services to be usable by all people, 
to the greatest extent possible, without the need for adap-
tation or specialized design. ‘Universal design’ shall not ex-
clude assistive devices for particular groups of persons with 
disabilities where this is needed.”80 Universal design applies 
to all aspects of society and services, not just education.

In relation to education, universal design for learning is about 
ensuring that every aspect of the learning environment and 
teaching and learning processes are accessible to everyone.

Box 10: Defining universal design79
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tation of universal design principles. Address-
ing other barriers in attitudes, policies, and 
practices is key to ensuring realisation of in-
clusive environments. In addition, ensuring 
accessibility of schools and facilities is critical 
to addressing the needs of persons with dis-
abilities during disasters and emergencies, 
since many schools are used as emergency 
shelters in such events. 

Furthermore, “inclusive transport that  
applies universal design principles is an im-
portant part of any comprehensive strategy 
to ensure the inclusion of people with dis- 
ability. Transport infrastructure and means of 
transport that exclude people with disability 
limit educational opportunities, participation 
in the labour market and access to health 
and other social services.”82 Transportation is  
key to ensuring continuity of the travel chain, 
which aims at ensuring that all elements that 
make up a journey from home to school – in-
cluding pedestrian access, information, vehi-
cles, and transfer points – are accessible. If any 
link is inaccessible, the entire trip becomes 
difficult, particularly for learners with disabil-
ities.  

Project plans and evaluations from multiple 
organisations83 reveal that installing ramps  
is a common task in inclusive education pro-
jects. Other accessibility measures – such as, 
clear signage; use of coloured paint to mark 
steps; ensuring access to evacuation exits, 
paths and doorways; improving lighting; 
adapting teaching and learning materials; ac- 
cess to early warning systems; access to trans- 
port; and tackling noise problems84  –  have 
been less common. While many projects have  
made a significant difference through acces-

sibility adjustments such as installing ramps 
and handrails, such efforts are not always 
well executed and coordinated. For example, 
various evaluations have revealed poor im-
plementation of accessibility standards and 
universal design principles, including ramps 
made from unsuitable materials, situated in 
the wrong places, with steep slopes, some-
times with steps at the top or bottom of the 
ramps, and even ramps starting in bushes or 
flower beds.

“Principle 1: Equitable use: Design that is useful and market- 
able to persons with diverse abilities. 

Principle 2: Flexibility in use: Design that accommodates  
a wide range of individual preferences and abilities. 

Principle 3: Simple and intuitive use: Design that is easy to 
understand, regardless of the user’s experience, knowledge, 
language skills, or concentration level. 

Principle 4: Perceptible information: Design that communi-
cates necessary information effectively to the user, regard-
less of ambient conditions or the user’s sensory abilities. 

Principle 5: Tolerance for error: Design that minimises  
hazards and the adverse consequences of accidental or  
unintended actions. 

Principle 6: Low physical effort: Design that can be used  
efficiently and comfortably and with a minimum of fatigue. 

Principle 7: Size and space for approach and use: Design 
that provides appropriate size and space for approach, reach, 
manipulation, and use regardless of the user’s body size, 
posture or mobility.”85

Box 11: Universal design principles
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The implications of poorly designed envi-
ronments are wasted resources, continued ex- 
clusion, and risk of injury or harm in the event 
of an emergency. Why does this happen? 
There are various factors explaining the poor 
or lack of implementation of accessibility in-
cluding: 
•	lack of incorporation of universal design 

principles in the early stages of the infra-
structure design; 

•	lack of financial resources to retrofit and 
maintain infrastructure; 

•	lack of planning and design capacity;
•	limited research and information; 
•	lack of cooperation between different  

institutions and organisations; 
•	lack of user participation; 
•	lack of enforcement mechanisms; 

•	geographic and climatic constraints; and 
•	lack of disability and universal design aware- 

ness component in the training curricula  
of planners, architects, and construction 
engineers. 

In most cases where accessibility measures 
have been narrowly or poorly planned and 
implemented, there has been a lack of col-
laboration and participation with persons 
with disabilities in the design, planning, moni- 
toring, and evaluation. There is often no 
consultation with local DPOs, with persons 
with disabilities in the community, or with 
learners in the schools who will use the ramps 
or other facilities, and no links with other 
NGOs or businesses that have experience in 
creating cost-effective, locally suitable acces-
sibility solutions.

Maintenance is key to ensuring accessibil-
ity. “No matter how good accessibility is, it 
will fail if schools and relevant authorities do 
not allocate budgets for maintenance. Ensur- 
ing that monitoring and maintenance costs 
are addressed at the early stages of the plan-
ning process is key to ensure that schools and 
facilities such as washrooms are fully accessi-
ble and usable throughout their lifespan.”86

Information and  
communications technology 
ICT has the potential to bring about significant 
changes in inclusive education. It can help 
teachers adapt lessons and present content 
and learning activities in various accessible 
formats. Learners with visual impairments 
can use audio or visual formats that suit their 
needs and help them participate fully along-

▲ ICT is not only 
used as a new, inno-
vative way of teach-
ing, but also as a 
way to connect on 
the topic of inclusive 
education more 
generally. Here Mila 
Aboughharip is  
being interviewed  
in the Philippines. 
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side sighted peers. Voice output technology 
can help learners with communication dis- 
abilities to have a voice. Game-based software 
can support engagement in the learning pro- 
cess for those who are less comfortable with 
formal teaching and learning approaches. 

With the boom in mobile phone and tablet 
technology, and the growing numbers of dis- 
placed people who have access to this tech-
nology, ICT is increasingly being adapted for 
use in crisis and conflict situations. ICT can 
facilitate learners’ access to information and 
maintain contact with teachers and peers 
when movement or access to safe education 
facilities is restricted. Much standard ICT hard- 
ware comes with built-in accessibility features, 
so there is clear scope for ICT to support the 
inclusion of learners with disabilities during 
emergencies.

However, most children in low- and mid-
dle-income countries who could benefit from 
ICT in schools, still do not have access be-
cause their schools or parents cannot afford 
to buy or maintain the equipment.

“In most low-income countries only 
5 – 15% of those who need assistive  
technology have access.”87

Some projects have focused on supplying ICT  
equipment for accessibility, while other NGOs 
and governments have developed ambitious 
plans to supply all learners with computers. 
However, the sustainability of equipment pro- 
vision projects is always a concern when the 
provision is carried out through a one-off 
project rather than being integral to a long-
term government education strategy.

Rather than aiming to supply equipment 
directly, CBM, our partners, and other NGOs 
can help support the use of ICT as a key strat- 
egy in inclusive education by:
•	lobbying governments to allocate education 

budgets with inclusion in mind. It may be 
possible for governments to fund some ICT 
options by more strategically allocating exist- 
ing funds. Interministerial collaboration and 
cost sharing may also be a solution. Govern- 
ments may need capacity-building support 
to help them better understand how to bud- 
get with equity and inclusion in mind;

•	lobbying donors to fund innovative, inclu-
sion-oriented ICT projects, with a focus on 
accessibility; but donors must be pushed  
to fund such projects as part of long-term 
strategic education plans, not just as high- 
profile, one-off activities; and

▼ Clemence Mupasi, 
a braille transcriber, 
proofreading a school 
book at Zimbabwe 
Council for the Blind 
in Zimbabwe. 
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•	calling for, or providing, training for teachers 
that shows them how to make any existing 
technology more accessible. For instance, 
most computers, tablets, and smartphones 
have at least some built-in visual and audio 
accessibility options at no extra cost, but 
most users are unaware of how to use them 
or what benefits they could bring to teach-
ing and learning.

7.3	Reasonable accommodation 
for students with disabilities 

Transforming the accessibility of the entire 
education system will take time, which is why 
governments are also obliged to ensure – with 
immediate effect – that girls, boys, women, 
and men with disabilities are not discriminated 
against when accessing education services. 
Even when full accessibility is provided, per-
sons with rare impairments might ask for  
accommodations that fall outside the scope 
of any accessibility standard. Reasonable  
accommodation can be used as a means of 
ensuring accessibility for individuals with dis-
abilities in particular situations.88 

Reasonable accommodation is about creat- 
ing immediate, innovative, versatile, and adap- 
tive solutions suitable to the local context 
and resources that meet the needs of indi-
viduals. It is not about acquiring or installing 
expensive, high-tech facilities and equipment, 
although that is an option in communities 
that can afford it. Therefore, there is no ex-
pectation that mainstream schools will, over-
night, transform into highly resourced and 
perfect examples of accessible infrastructure 

and practice. There is, however, an expecta-
tion that education settings and services – in 
both stable and crisis-affected contexts – will 
take every measure possible to make reason-
able accommodations to enable learners with 
disabilities to access, participate, and achieve 
alongside their peers. They will also make rea- 
sonable accommodations to enable women 
and men with disabilities to work as teachers 
or other staff within education settings.

The sorts of accommodations needed will 
be context specific and driven by the needs  
of individual learners and staff members. Re-
sponding to the need for reasonable accom-
modation is a process that requires collabo-
ration and empowerment. Collaboratively, 
teachers and school staff, children with and 
without disabilities, parents, CBID workers, 
special needs coordinators, DPO representa-
tives, adults with disabilities in the community, 
and local builders, transport, and other service 
providers must discuss the barriers to access 
and participation that exist, and work together 
to think of solutions.

To do this, a space for dialogue and a col-
laborative environment must be created in 
which all stakeholders feel empowered and 
able to voice their needs and ideas openly. 
Participation and cooperation of many actors 
– including learners with and without disabil- 
ities, their families, teachers, decision mak-
ers, and community members – is key to en-
suring the development of good practices, 
innovative practical solutions at local levels, 
and avoiding duplication and financial waste. 
For instance, girls and boys with disabilities 
must be encouraged to explain what they 
think is needed, what would make them feel 
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comfortable and safe in schools – and to do 
this without fear of judgement. Their parents 
or other caregivers need opportunities to share 
their experiences of making homes safer and 
more accessible, and to describe what barriers 
their children face, without anyone criticising 
their parenting or home lives. Teachers need 
opportunities to share their experiences and 
ideas for improving accessibility, without wor-
rying that someone more senior or considered 
to be more expert will devalue their ideas. 
Women and men with disabilities from the 
community need opportunities to contribute 
their real-life experiences and ideas.  

Decisions around reasonable accommo-
dation may involve compromise: identifying 
ideal solutions; reviewing available budgets, 
resources, and expertise; everyone working 
together to create solutions that are as close 
to ideal as possible with the money, materials, 
and people available. Reasonable accommo-
dation for inclusive education involves pool-
ing stakeholders’ innovation and creativity.  
It is not about developing a fixed list of struc- 
tural features, equipment, and materials that 
every school must have in place. Accessibility 
implementation plans must be supported by 
budget allocation and monitoring. 

◄ Adrian (left) being 
helped by his friend to  
climb the stairs at his 
school in Nicaragua. 
He and his family are 
receiving support  
from CBM’s partner 
ASOPIECAD.
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Making sure that learners can use sign lan- 
guage and braille is one of the more challeng- 
ing aspects of reasonable accommodation. 
Finding skilled sign language interpreters and 
trainers to work in schools, or braille special-
ists who can train and support teachers and 
learners, can be difficult and/or expensive. 
However, short-term solutions may be possi-
ble. This includes finding volunteer interpret-
ers, particularly family members who are  
fluent in sign language communication, or 
braille users in the community who can pro-

vide some support or advice, while longer-
term efforts to develop budgets and train or 
recruit personnel are worked on. 

Reasonable accommodation efforts help 
to achieve the individual support needs of 
learners. If the concept of universal design 
for learning is also considered, for instance, 
when designing new infrastructure, equip-
ment and learning materials, and curricula, 
then the reasonable accommodation adjust-
ments being made can feed into more long-
term, systemic changes.89

Key learning points

•	The UNCRPD compels governments to ensure that girls, boys, women, and men 
with disabilities are not discriminated against in accessing education.

•	Innovative access and accommodation solutions are best developed through 
collaborative processes involving all stakeholders, though the responsibility of 
governments to deliver solutions remains paramount.

•	Reasonable accommodation and accessibility issues require attention in emer-
gency as well as stable contexts. The growth in availability and affordability of 
mobile technology offers potential opportunities for the future.



Chapter 8

“Teachers have an enormous in- 
fluence on our lives. We all re-
member that one teacher who 
helped us to grow or crushed 
our confidence. There is  
ample evidence of the  
importance of teacher  
attitude. By providing  
the right teacher pre- 
paration that embraces  
diversity and uses flexi-
ble teaching methods, 
we have the potential 
to create a diverse 
world that celebrates 
differences – inclusive 
education is about good 
teaching.”

Sian Tesni,
Senior Adviser Education, CBM 
(2017) 

Innovation: Teachers  
and Teacher Education

© CBM / Hayduk
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Teachers around the world work incredibly 
hard, often in difficult circumstances. When 
education systems are not performing as 
well as governments, communities, donors, 
or businesses think they should, teachers are 
often the scapegoats. When education is not 
inclusive, there is a tendency to blame the 
teachers. However, they are usually only doing 
what they were trained to do and what so- 
ciety has for many years expected them to 
do. The development of inclusive education 
therefore depends on bringing reform and 
innovation into teacher education.

The most inclusive teachers and teaching 
assistants are the ones who are innovative. 
They have not been taught exactly how to 
deal with every situation or how to respond 
to every girl’s or boy’s unique abilities and 
problems because that would be impossible. 
Instead they have core skills, competence, 
and confidence that enables them to think re- 
flectively and solve problems. Inclusive teach-
ers and inclusive teaching assistants are also 
collaborative – they recognise that they can-
not address all inclusion challenges on their 
own. They find other people who can help 
them, and then work with them to identify 
learners’ needs and abilities, and to find so- 
lutions to problems. Teachers will always 
struggle to teach in an inclusive way if they 
work in isolation, and if their school leaders 
have not been trained on inclusion and have 
not established structures to support the de-
velopment of teachers.

Successful inclusive education depends 
on mainstream teachers, and their school 
leaders, being both aware of inclusive edu-
cation and understanding how to teach and 

support learners inclusively. Currently, few 
teachers are encouraged to learn about inclu- 
sion in an ongoing experiential, collaborative, 
and empowering way. The lack of innovation 
in teacher education and ongoing profession-
al development is a significant barrier to pro-
gress.

8.1	In-service and  
pre-service training

In-service training on inclusive education is be- 
coming more common. NGOs, UN agencies, 
and government departments are increasing- 
ly funding and/or rolling out training courses, 
often taking a whole-school approach to train 
as many teachers, head teachers, and support 
staff in schools as possible. This is a positive 
step, recognising that inclusive education can- 
not just depend on a small number of special-
ly trained teachers, but needs an education 
workplace in which everyone is committed 
and able to support inclusion.

Training for inclusive education must also 
focus on pre-service training. Teachers must 
enter the profession understanding that they 
have a responsibility to teach diverse learners. 
They must feel confident that they have the 
foundation of inclusive skills, upon which they 
can build as they gain experience. In the long- 
term, it will be far more effective to invest in 
training teachers to be inclusive from the start 
of their careers than to change attitudes and 
practices once they have started work and 
developed entrenched ideas. To date, there 
has been less focus on pre-service training 
for inclusive education than in-service.
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the changes needed, for which CBM, our 
partners, and other organisations can lobby 
or take direct action towards.

Table 3 below summarises some common 
problems with both in-service and pre-service 
training for inclusive education, and indicates 

◄ Table 3: Problems 
and desired changes 
in in-service and 
pre-service teacher 
training

Theory-dominated courses persist; little time is spent 
discussing or observing practical issues, or learning 
through doing, where teachers practise inclusive 
approaches and test ideas for how to adapt the 
theory to their classrooms.

Much greater proportion 
of in-service training time 
must be dedicated 
to hands-on learning 
activities.

Courses that are labelled ‘inclusive edu-
cation’ often focus narrowly on technical 
issues relating to specific impairments, 
such as courses on braille, sign language, 
or how to diagnose impairments. Specific 
skills training is needed to help teachers 
respond to learners’ individual support 
needs and understand where to get help 
with this. But labelling specialist, techni-
cally or medically oriented training as 
‘inclusive education’ confuses teachers 
and often leaves them unprepared for 
the wider system-level practice or peda-
gogical changes they must make.

Course developers must reflect on 
whether they are genuinely training 
on inclusive education or only offering 
narrow, impairment-specific, or techni-
cal training. They must better under-
stand which type of training is needed, 
where, when, and with which trainees, 
and how to balance broader inclusive 
education content with impairment-
specific content. Those who organise 
training for teachers must also better 
understand what training they should 
ask for from the trainers.

Courses may not be 
compulsory for every 
serving teacher. Often 
keen teachers will 
attend several in-service 
courses on inclusive 
education while others 
receive no training.

Some in-service teacher training courses may be compul-
sory, such as regular upgrading of subject knowledge or 
courses about new curricula. In-service inclusive education 
training should also be compulsory. However, rather than 
adding another compulsory course, steps could be taken 
to embed inclusive education principles and practical ex-
amples into all other in-service courses. This needs co-
ordination across all actors engaged in in-service training.

In-service training is often delivered through 
cascade models – for example, a group of 
so-called ‘master trainers’ is trained and that 
group passes on the training to other teach-
ers, who may then be expected to pass the 
training to colleagues. This is considered 
cost-effective for reaching large numbers 
of teachers with one course. However, prob-
lems include:
• Master trainers often only have basic 

awareness of inclusive education, with 
limited practical experience, so they only 
pass on basic theoretical messages.

• Cascade approaches tend to be useful for 
raising awareness but ineffective at build-
ing practical skills and understanding. 
NGOs, governments, and teachers often 
have unrealistic expectations for the scale 
of practical change that cascade trainings 
can achieve, leading to disappointment 
and fuelling pronouncements that in-
clusive education does not work.

Training providers must think critically 
about the potential impact of cas-
cade training on inclusive education. 
They must take a long-term view, 
look beyond the short-term statistics 
of how many teachers can be trained 
quickly, and instead critically assess 
the type and scale of practical changes 
that result from these trainings. CBM, 
our partners, and other organisations 
must ensure that we do not see cas-
cade training as the only option. We 
must also ensure that, where cascade 
training is used, it is accompanied by 
ongoing support for teachers from 
the most experienced trainers in the 
cascade, and includes regular peer 
support and learning opportunities 
for teachers within and/or between 
schools, as part of their ongoing 
professional development.

Courses on inclusive education are often 
separate modules within teacher education 
programmes. They may not be compulsory, 
so teachers can complete college and enter 
the profession with no awareness let alone 
understanding of inclusive education. Con-
sequently, pre-service training on inclusive 
education often only reaches those who 
actively seek to become specialists. 

Compulsory pre-service training on 
inclusive education should be provided 
for all teachers at all levels. This should 
be done through a mixture of modules 
on inclusive education, and by embed-
ding inclusive education theory and 
practice across all other pedagogy and 
subject-specific courses.

Many pre-service courses perpet-
uate special needs approaches 
better suited to segregated special 
education rather than inclusive 
education. 

Courses are often theoretical 
and not integrated with teachers’ 
practicum opportunities.

Modules on inclusive education should include 
a high proportion of time spent on practice-
based learning, such as action research, self-study, 
and peer learning activities. Practicum periods, 
where possible, should be spent in inclusive 
schools, or in schools where there are teachers 
who already practise inclusion. Where this is 
not possible, trainees should be supervised and 
supported to try out inclusive ideas, or at least 
critically reflect on their practicum periods 
through an inclusive lens.

In-service and pre-service trainings are often 
developed and run by different agencies, with 
different levels of up-to-date experience of 
inclusive education. Consequently, in-service 
and pre-service trainings may convey differ-
ent messages using different methods. This 
means teachers can receive different, even 
contradictory, advice about inclusive educa-
tion, at different stages of their professional 
development.

Collaboration between agencies or 
departments that provide in-service 
and pre-service training on inclusive 
education is essential. This will ensure 
that teachers receive a consistent and 
constantly reinforced message about 
inclusion. It will also ensure that 
practical experiences are shared and 
used to inform improved training 
across both levels.

Short courses must be planned with 
follow-up activities, such as more in-depth 
formal training, plus peer observation, 
learning and support, self-study, and 
action-research activities.

Trainings are often very short, for 
instance, one to five days.

Change needed

Trainings are often one-off courses, 
with little or no follow-up.

Problem: in-service training Problem: pre-service training Change needed
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Theory-dominated courses persist; little time is spent 
discussing or observing practical issues, or learning 
through doing, where teachers practise inclusive 
approaches and test ideas for how to adapt the 
theory to their classrooms.

Much greater proportion 
of in-service training time 
must be dedicated 
to hands-on learning 
activities.

Courses that are labelled ‘inclusive edu-
cation’ often focus narrowly on technical 
issues relating to specific impairments, 
such as courses on braille, sign language, 
or how to diagnose impairments. Specific 
skills training is needed to help teachers 
respond to learners’ individual support 
needs and understand where to get help 
with this. But labelling specialist, techni-
cally or medically oriented training as 
‘inclusive education’ confuses teachers 
and often leaves them unprepared for 
the wider system-level practice or peda-
gogical changes they must make.

Course developers must reflect on 
whether they are genuinely training 
on inclusive education or only offering 
narrow, impairment-specific, or techni-
cal training. They must better under-
stand which type of training is needed, 
where, when, and with which trainees, 
and how to balance broader inclusive 
education content with impairment-
specific content. Those who organise 
training for teachers must also better 
understand what training they should 
ask for from the trainers.

Courses may not be 
compulsory for every 
serving teacher. Often 
keen teachers will 
attend several in-service 
courses on inclusive 
education while others 
receive no training.

Some in-service teacher training courses may be compul-
sory, such as regular upgrading of subject knowledge or 
courses about new curricula. In-service inclusive education 
training should also be compulsory. However, rather than 
adding another compulsory course, steps could be taken 
to embed inclusive education principles and practical ex-
amples into all other in-service courses. This needs co-
ordination across all actors engaged in in-service training.

In-service training is often delivered through 
cascade models – for example, a group of 
so-called ‘master trainers’ is trained and that 
group passes on the training to other teach-
ers, who may then be expected to pass the 
training to colleagues. This is considered 
cost-effective for reaching large numbers 
of teachers with one course. However, prob-
lems include:
• Master trainers often only have basic 

awareness of inclusive education, with 
limited practical experience, so they only 
pass on basic theoretical messages.

• Cascade approaches tend to be useful for 
raising awareness but ineffective at build-
ing practical skills and understanding. 
NGOs, governments, and teachers often 
have unrealistic expectations for the scale 
of practical change that cascade trainings 
can achieve, leading to disappointment 
and fuelling pronouncements that in-
clusive education does not work.

Training providers must think critically 
about the potential impact of cas-
cade training on inclusive education. 
They must take a long-term view, 
look beyond the short-term statistics 
of how many teachers can be trained 
quickly, and instead critically assess 
the type and scale of practical changes 
that result from these trainings. CBM, 
our partners, and other organisations 
must ensure that we do not see cas-
cade training as the only option. We 
must also ensure that, where cascade 
training is used, it is accompanied by 
ongoing support for teachers from 
the most experienced trainers in the 
cascade, and includes regular peer 
support and learning opportunities 
for teachers within and/or between 
schools, as part of their ongoing 
professional development.

Courses on inclusive education are often 
separate modules within teacher education 
programmes. They may not be compulsory, 
so teachers can complete college and enter 
the profession with no awareness let alone 
understanding of inclusive education. Con-
sequently, pre-service training on inclusive 
education often only reaches those who 
actively seek to become specialists. 

Compulsory pre-service training on 
inclusive education should be provided 
for all teachers at all levels. This should 
be done through a mixture of modules 
on inclusive education, and by embed-
ding inclusive education theory and 
practice across all other pedagogy and 
subject-specific courses.

Many pre-service courses perpet-
uate special needs approaches 
better suited to segregated special 
education rather than inclusive 
education. 

Courses are often theoretical 
and not integrated with teachers’ 
practicum opportunities.

Modules on inclusive education should include 
a high proportion of time spent on practice-
based learning, such as action research, self-study, 
and peer learning activities. Practicum periods, 
where possible, should be spent in inclusive 
schools, or in schools where there are teachers 
who already practise inclusion. Where this is 
not possible, trainees should be supervised and 
supported to try out inclusive ideas, or at least 
critically reflect on their practicum periods 
through an inclusive lens.

In-service and pre-service trainings are often 
developed and run by different agencies, with 
different levels of up-to-date experience of 
inclusive education. Consequently, in-service 
and pre-service trainings may convey differ-
ent messages using different methods. This 
means teachers can receive different, even 
contradictory, advice about inclusive educa-
tion, at different stages of their professional 
development.

Collaboration between agencies or 
departments that provide in-service 
and pre-service training on inclusive 
education is essential. This will ensure 
that teachers receive a consistent and 
constantly reinforced message about 
inclusion. It will also ensure that 
practical experiences are shared and 
used to inform improved training 
across both levels.

Short courses must be planned with 
follow-up activities, such as more in-depth 
formal training, plus peer observation, 
learning and support, self-study, and 
action-research activities.

Trainings are often very short, for 
instance, one to five days.

Change needed

Trainings are often one-off courses, 
with little or no follow-up.

Problem: in-service training Problem: pre-service training Change needed

Theory-dominated courses persist; little time is spent 
discussing or observing practical issues, or learning 
through doing, where teachers practise inclusive 
approaches and test ideas for how to adapt the 
theory to their classrooms.

Much greater proportion 
of in-service training time 
must be dedicated 
to hands-on learning 
activities.

Courses that are labelled ‘inclusive edu-
cation’ often focus narrowly on technical 
issues relating to specific impairments, 
such as courses on braille, sign language, 
or how to diagnose impairments. Specific 
skills training is needed to help teachers 
respond to learners’ individual support 
needs and understand where to get help 
with this. But labelling specialist, techni-
cally or medically oriented training as 
‘inclusive education’ confuses teachers 
and often leaves them unprepared for 
the wider system-level practice or peda-
gogical changes they must make.

Course developers must reflect on 
whether they are genuinely training 
on inclusive education or only offering 
narrow, impairment-specific, or techni-
cal training. They must better under-
stand which type of training is needed, 
where, when, and with which trainees, 
and how to balance broader inclusive 
education content with impairment-
specific content. Those who organise 
training for teachers must also better 
understand what training they should 
ask for from the trainers.

Courses may not be 
compulsory for every 
serving teacher. Often 
keen teachers will 
attend several in-service 
courses on inclusive 
education while others 
receive no training.

Some in-service teacher training courses may be compul-
sory, such as regular upgrading of subject knowledge or 
courses about new curricula. In-service inclusive education 
training should also be compulsory. However, rather than 
adding another compulsory course, steps could be taken 
to embed inclusive education principles and practical ex-
amples into all other in-service courses. This needs co-
ordination across all actors engaged in in-service training.

In-service training is often delivered through 
cascade models – for example, a group of 
so-called ‘master trainers’ is trained and that 
group passes on the training to other teach-
ers, who may then be expected to pass the 
training to colleagues. This is considered 
cost-effective for reaching large numbers 
of teachers with one course. However, prob-
lems include:
• Master trainers often only have basic 

awareness of inclusive education, with 
limited practical experience, so they only 
pass on basic theoretical messages.

• Cascade approaches tend to be useful for 
raising awareness but ineffective at build-
ing practical skills and understanding. 
NGOs, governments, and teachers often 
have unrealistic expectations for the scale 
of practical change that cascade trainings 
can achieve, leading to disappointment 
and fuelling pronouncements that in-
clusive education does not work.

Training providers must think critically 
about the potential impact of cas-
cade training on inclusive education. 
They must take a long-term view, 
look beyond the short-term statistics 
of how many teachers can be trained 
quickly, and instead critically assess 
the type and scale of practical changes 
that result from these trainings. CBM, 
our partners, and other organisations 
must ensure that we do not see cas-
cade training as the only option. We 
must also ensure that, where cascade 
training is used, it is accompanied by 
ongoing support for teachers from 
the most experienced trainers in the 
cascade, and includes regular peer 
support and learning opportunities 
for teachers within and/or between 
schools, as part of their ongoing 
professional development.

Courses on inclusive education are often 
separate modules within teacher education 
programmes. They may not be compulsory, 
so teachers can complete college and enter 
the profession with no awareness let alone 
understanding of inclusive education. Con-
sequently, pre-service training on inclusive 
education often only reaches those who 
actively seek to become specialists. 

Compulsory pre-service training on 
inclusive education should be provided 
for all teachers at all levels. This should 
be done through a mixture of modules 
on inclusive education, and by embed-
ding inclusive education theory and 
practice across all other pedagogy and 
subject-specific courses.

Many pre-service courses perpet-
uate special needs approaches 
better suited to segregated special 
education rather than inclusive 
education. 

Courses are often theoretical 
and not integrated with teachers’ 
practicum opportunities.

Modules on inclusive education should include 
a high proportion of time spent on practice-
based learning, such as action research, self-study, 
and peer learning activities. Practicum periods, 
where possible, should be spent in inclusive 
schools, or in schools where there are teachers 
who already practise inclusion. Where this is 
not possible, trainees should be supervised and 
supported to try out inclusive ideas, or at least 
critically reflect on their practicum periods 
through an inclusive lens.

In-service and pre-service trainings are often 
developed and run by different agencies, with 
different levels of up-to-date experience of 
inclusive education. Consequently, in-service 
and pre-service trainings may convey differ-
ent messages using different methods. This 
means teachers can receive different, even 
contradictory, advice about inclusive educa-
tion, at different stages of their professional 
development.

Collaboration between agencies or 
departments that provide in-service 
and pre-service training on inclusive 
education is essential. This will ensure 
that teachers receive a consistent and 
constantly reinforced message about 
inclusion. It will also ensure that 
practical experiences are shared and 
used to inform improved training 
across both levels.

Short courses must be planned with 
follow-up activities, such as more in-depth 
formal training, plus peer observation, 
learning and support, self-study, and 
action-research activities.

Trainings are often very short, for 
instance, one to five days.

Change needed

Trainings are often one-off courses, 
with little or no follow-up.

Problem: in-service training Problem: pre-service training Change needed

► Table 3 (continued): 
Problems and desired 
changes in in-service 
and pre-service  
teacher training
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◄ Table 3 (continued): 
Problems and desired 
changes in in-service 
and pre-service  
teacher training

Theory-dominated courses persist; little time is spent 
discussing or observing practical issues, or learning 
through doing, where teachers practise inclusive 
approaches and test ideas for how to adapt the 
theory to their classrooms.

Much greater proportion 
of in-service training time 
must be dedicated 
to hands-on learning 
activities.

Courses that are labelled ‘inclusive edu-
cation’ often focus narrowly on technical 
issues relating to specific impairments, 
such as courses on braille, sign language, 
or how to diagnose impairments. Specific 
skills training is needed to help teachers 
respond to learners’ individual support 
needs and understand where to get help 
with this. But labelling specialist, techni-
cally or medically oriented training as 
‘inclusive education’ confuses teachers 
and often leaves them unprepared for 
the wider system-level practice or peda-
gogical changes they must make.

Course developers must reflect on 
whether they are genuinely training 
on inclusive education or only offering 
narrow, impairment-specific, or techni-
cal training. They must better under-
stand which type of training is needed, 
where, when, and with which trainees, 
and how to balance broader inclusive 
education content with impairment-
specific content. Those who organise 
training for teachers must also better 
understand what training they should 
ask for from the trainers.

Courses may not be 
compulsory for every 
serving teacher. Often 
keen teachers will 
attend several in-service 
courses on inclusive 
education while others 
receive no training.

Some in-service teacher training courses may be compul-
sory, such as regular upgrading of subject knowledge or 
courses about new curricula. In-service inclusive education 
training should also be compulsory. However, rather than 
adding another compulsory course, steps could be taken 
to embed inclusive education principles and practical ex-
amples into all other in-service courses. This needs co-
ordination across all actors engaged in in-service training.

In-service training is often delivered through 
cascade models – for example, a group of 
so-called ‘master trainers’ is trained and that 
group passes on the training to other teach-
ers, who may then be expected to pass the 
training to colleagues. This is considered 
cost-effective for reaching large numbers 
of teachers with one course. However, prob-
lems include:
• Master trainers often only have basic 

awareness of inclusive education, with 
limited practical experience, so they only 
pass on basic theoretical messages.

• Cascade approaches tend to be useful for 
raising awareness but ineffective at build-
ing practical skills and understanding. 
NGOs, governments, and teachers often 
have unrealistic expectations for the scale 
of practical change that cascade trainings 
can achieve, leading to disappointment 
and fuelling pronouncements that in-
clusive education does not work.

Training providers must think critically 
about the potential impact of cas-
cade training on inclusive education. 
They must take a long-term view, 
look beyond the short-term statistics 
of how many teachers can be trained 
quickly, and instead critically assess 
the type and scale of practical changes 
that result from these trainings. CBM, 
our partners, and other organisations 
must ensure that we do not see cas-
cade training as the only option. We 
must also ensure that, where cascade 
training is used, it is accompanied by 
ongoing support for teachers from 
the most experienced trainers in the 
cascade, and includes regular peer 
support and learning opportunities 
for teachers within and/or between 
schools, as part of their ongoing 
professional development.

Courses on inclusive education are often 
separate modules within teacher education 
programmes. They may not be compulsory, 
so teachers can complete college and enter 
the profession with no awareness let alone 
understanding of inclusive education. Con-
sequently, pre-service training on inclusive 
education often only reaches those who 
actively seek to become specialists. 

Compulsory pre-service training on 
inclusive education should be provided 
for all teachers at all levels. This should 
be done through a mixture of modules 
on inclusive education, and by embed-
ding inclusive education theory and 
practice across all other pedagogy and 
subject-specific courses.

Many pre-service courses perpet-
uate special needs approaches 
better suited to segregated special 
education rather than inclusive 
education. 

Courses are often theoretical 
and not integrated with teachers’ 
practicum opportunities.

Modules on inclusive education should include 
a high proportion of time spent on practice-
based learning, such as action research, self-study, 
and peer learning activities. Practicum periods, 
where possible, should be spent in inclusive 
schools, or in schools where there are teachers 
who already practise inclusion. Where this is 
not possible, trainees should be supervised and 
supported to try out inclusive ideas, or at least 
critically reflect on their practicum periods 
through an inclusive lens.

In-service and pre-service trainings are often 
developed and run by different agencies, with 
different levels of up-to-date experience of 
inclusive education. Consequently, in-service 
and pre-service trainings may convey differ-
ent messages using different methods. This 
means teachers can receive different, even 
contradictory, advice about inclusive educa-
tion, at different stages of their professional 
development.

Collaboration between agencies or 
departments that provide in-service 
and pre-service training on inclusive 
education is essential. This will ensure 
that teachers receive a consistent and 
constantly reinforced message about 
inclusion. It will also ensure that 
practical experiences are shared and 
used to inform improved training 
across both levels.

Short courses must be planned with 
follow-up activities, such as more in-depth 
formal training, plus peer observation, 
learning and support, self-study, and 
action-research activities.

Trainings are often very short, for 
instance, one to five days.

Change needed

Trainings are often one-off courses, 
with little or no follow-up.

Problem: in-service training Problem: pre-service training Change needed
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“Currently, too much effort and too many 
resources are going into training teachers 
about the large range of impairments and 
their medical causes and presentation. … 
Too little time and effort goes into working 
on an inclusive pedagogy that will reduce 
the number of individual adjustments 
necessary for children with various impair-
ments.”90 

Teacher training for inclusive education at 
both in- and pre-service levels is often de-
signed from the top down. A training depart- 

ment or consultant writes a training manual 
or course and then trains a group of trainers 
to use it, or sometimes the trainers are left to 
use the manual with no training or guidance. 
However, this approach can leave trainers 
feeling disconnected from the training course; 
they do not feel they own it. The top-down 
approach can sometimes mean that courses 
are created by people who are out of touch 
with the reality of what teachers want or need 
to learn, or what other stakeholders want 
their teachers to learn.

Involving persons with disabilities as expert 
advisers in teacher training for inclusion is  
vital. This can be taken a step further, to en-
sure the entire design of the course is collab-
orative. Inclusive education teacher training 
courses must be developed with input from 
a range of people, including external experts, 
ministry of education staff, teacher trainers, 
teachers, resource centre staff, NGOs, and 
DPOs. The process should not simply involve 
one expert writing the course and other stake- 
holders being given a chance to comment. A 
proven approach91 is for there to be a series 
of workshops at which drafts of the materials 
are reviewed, tested, and adapted by a range 
of stakeholders. In between these workshops, 
trainers and teachers conduct action-research 
activities – testing and reflecting on the train- 
ing materials in real-life training situations, 
and finding local case studies to add to the 
materials. Using this collaborative process, it 
can take several years to complete the devel-
opment of a detailed teacher training course. 
However, the results can be more sustainable 
than a top-down or consultant-developed 
course. Results include:

▲ CBM inclusive  
education specialist, 
Katharina Pfoertner, 
providing training in 
inclusive education 
to a school teacher 
in Nicaragua.
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from diverse backgrounds, including teachers 
with disabilities, who can be positive role 
models for change.

For many education systems, this requires 
a paradigm shift in the understanding of the 
roles of teachers, in how they are recruited 
and educated, the status they have, and how 
their achievements are recognised. In short, in- 
clusive education requires a process of teacher 
empowerment, which is inevitably linked to 
wider education system reforms.

CBM and our partners must raise aware-
ness of these issues among high-level decision 
makers. Again, we see why collaboration is so 
important for inclusive education. Reforming 
the teacher education system, for instance, is 
not something that a disability NGO like CBM 
could achieve on its own. But, unless progress 
is made to reform teacher education, our in-
clusive education projects may only scratch the 
surface in terms of bringing about real change 
for girls, boys, women, and men with disabil- 
ities.

8.3	Preparing teachers  
to be good teachers

Many of the skills teachers must have to be 
inclusive could simply be described as good 
quality, innovative teaching – the things with-
in a quality education system that we should 
expect all teachers to do. Other skills are more 
specific to learners with disabilities or learning 
difficulties. Training for quality inclusive teach- 
ing must cover, but not be limited to, issues 
such as those outlined below. CBM, our part- 
ners, and other organisations can critically 

•	greater ownership of the training by trainers, 
their managers, and decision makers;

•	improved understanding of the training 
content and approach;

•	greater capacity to regularly review and  
improve the materials without hiring  
external consultants; and

•	inclusion of more locally appropriate activi-
ties and examples in training materials.

8.2	Teachers as agents  
of change

What is the role of a teacher? Increasingly, we 
view teachers as agents of change. We recog- 
nise their role is not to force learners to re- 
member facts that can be repeated in exams, 
although sadly many education systems still 
focus on that. Their role is to shape young  
citizens who can be creative, collaborative, 
and innovative problem-solvers for the future  
development of their countries. Teachers 
therefore whether consciously or unconscious- 
ly, help bring about change in individuals and 
society.

If we see teachers as agents of change, 
then we understand the importance of them 
having a proactive role in inclusive education 
rather than a passive one: they must be active- 
ly making changes in their schools and how 
they teach. Teachers must be proactively 
identifying barriers to presence, participation, 
and achievement for all girls and boys and 
finding solutions, instead of passively imple-
menting fixed instructions recalled from train- 
ing courses or waiting for instructions from 
others in the system. We also need teachers 
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reflect on our own training, and on govern-
ment-led training, to ensure that it is suffi-
ciently covering these issues:
•	Assessing learners’ needs: In line with 

universal design for learning, teachers must  
recognise all children’s abilities, looking at 
what learners can do, not just at what they 
cannot do, and understand how to build 
on these abilities and who to ask for advice.

•	Curriculum differentiation: Good teachers 
are flexible and adaptive to each learner’s 
different strengths, weaknesses, and inter-
ests. Teachers must create lesson plans and 
activities that match the curriculum but are 
adapted for different learners.

•	Using diverse teaching and learning 
approaches: Universal design for learning 

calls for teachers to find multiple ways to 
convey learning objectives and information 
and help learners engage and express them- 
selves. 

•	Testing learners’ progress: Teachers must 
be prepared not just to use standardised 
tests but to find creative and inclusive ways 
of measuring learners’ individual progress 
against academic, social, physical, or other 
skills and knowledge goals set collaborative- 
ly by children, parents, and teachers.

•	Peer relationships among children: 
Knowing how to use child-to-child or peer 
learning activities can help teachers organise 
and manage large classes, avoid teacher- 
centred methods, and benefit both stronger 
and weaker learners. 

•	Peer relationships between teachers: 
Approaches such as collaborative team- 
teaching can help teachers overcome  
practical inclusion challenges.

•	Mobilising and using resources: All 
teachers must know how to find and make –  
and encourage children and parents to find 
and make – accessible and adapted teach-
ing and learning materials, especially in re-
source-poor contexts.

•	Disability awareness: All teachers must 
have a solid understanding of disability 
rights issues, as well as awareness of gender 
and other diversity issues. Their training 
must actively tackle prejudiced attitudes by 
encouraging self-reflection and peer debate, 
and by enabling them to engage with girls, 
boys, women, and men with disabilities. 
Case Study 8 on page 84 provides an ex-
ample of persons with disabilities serving 
as teacher trainers in Iraq.

▲ A first year class at  
a school in Burundi, 
where the teacher, 
who is hearing im-
paired, gives a lesson.
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•	Reasonable accommodation: Teachers 
must know that reasonable accommoda- 
tion does not always require them or their 
schools to access expensive equipment or 
infrastructure solutions but instead requires 
them to work collaboratively to find inno-
vative, affordable solutions.

•	Parents and the community: Teachers 
cannot teach inclusively if they work in iso-
lation from parents and community mem-
bers. Parents can help them to understand 
the lives, strengths, and challenges of girls 
and boys with and without disabilities, and 
can contribute innovative ideas.

“In inclusive education, all children have 
the chance to learn from each other. To 
have this diversity to learn in their own 
rhythm, in their own interest, is a benefit 
for everybody, even for the teachers.”92 

8.4	Training for teachers  
in crisis and conflict  
contexts

In situations of humanitarian crisis and con-
flict, the teaching workforce can be affected, 
losing teachers to displacement, injury, death, 
or even to join the conflict, or simply because 
they have too many problems with which to 
deal. In such contexts, it is common for edu-
cation programmes to supplement the teach- 
ing workforce with volunteers, or with trainee 
or unqualified teachers. They may need train- 
ing not just in more advanced issues like inclu- 
sive education but in the basics of teaching 
and learning, and in responding appropriately 

to learners who may be facing greater protec- 
tion, health, nutrition, and welfare problems. 
Qualified or experienced teachers who remain 
may also feel overwhelmed by the situation. 
For these reasons, training teachers on inclu-
sive education in crisis and conflict settings 
requires careful attention.

A key starting point is likely to be training 
in the basics of good teaching. The interagency 
Teachers in Conflict and Crisis Working Group 
has developed a training resource with this in 
mind called Training for Primary School Teach-
ers in Crisis Contexts.93 If designed carefully, 
foundational training on how to be a good 
teacher can embed some simple inclusion 
theory and easy-to-achieve practical ideas.

▼ Shaheeda is a girl 
with a hearing im-
pairment from Syria, 
who was diagnosed 
deaf at the age of 
three. Now she 
teaches deaf children  
sign language at a 
refugee camp in Jor-
dan, where she lives. 
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Supporting inexperienced and/or over-
whelmed teachers in crisis and conflict situa-
tions also calls for a strong focus on collabo-
ration, for instance, by finding people in the 
community or within other organisations who 
can help teachers with specific subjects or sup- 
porting particular learners in class.

8.5 Specialist education  
personnel

‘Specialist’ is a term that encompasses a wide 
range of education personnel, such as: 
•	teachers trained to work with learners with 

specific impairments;

•	teachers who operate as special needs  
advisers or coordinators for one or more 
mainstream schools;

•	personnel with roles such as educational 
psychologist and speech and language 
therapist; and 

•	itinerant teachers who travel to support 
learners and teachers in various schools. 

In some contexts, specialists play a key role 
in the education system. In many other con-
texts, there are very few specialists, or they 
may only be available in urban areas, or in 
just a handful of special schools.

In the past, such personnel were trained 
in special needs education. There was then  
a tendency for the same personnel to be 
trained on inclusive education. Although  
the title of the training they received often 
changed, the content did not. Mainstream 
teachers, meanwhile, who needed to be  
inclusive were not trained. The growth of 
the whole-school training approach is helping  
to change this, as Case Study 9 on page 
106 shows. 

The move towards inclusive education 
does not mean that specialist teachers and 
other personnel are no longer needed, or 
that all mainstream teachers will be expected 
and able to carry out all specialist roles. How- 
ever, it does mean that the role of specialist 
teachers and other personnel is evolving – 
and thus their training must evolve.

In some places, specialist educators have 
received extensive training and are highly 
skilled and experienced. However, in others, 
their training has barely kept them one step 
ahead of mainstream teachers. For instance, 

► Six-year-old Delight 
from Zimbabwe, has 
been blind since birth. 
Here, her teacher, 
Mike Zonke, is help-
ing her to read braille.
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some specialist teachers for deaf learners have  
limited sign language skills, so they struggle 
to communicate and teach effectively.

Training for specialist personnel within in-
clusive education is a key area for innovation. 
Many education systems still need to find ef-
fective ways to balance mainstream teachers 
taking responsibility for inclusion, while being 
effectively supported by sufficient and appro- 
priate specialist advice. CBM, our partners, 
and like-minded organisations therefore must 
consider the following in programming and 
advocacy work:
•	Provide quality training to specialists: 

Teachers in mainstream schools are increas-
ingly developing skills to support diverse 
learners. However, they often still need 
help with more technical matters, such as 
using braille, understanding sign language 
and/or working effectively with interpreters; 
supporting speech and language develop-
ment; using assistive devices effectively and 
troubleshooting basic problems such as 
changing hearing aid batteries; and orien-
tation and mobility. 

•	Train specialists through an inclusive 
lens: All specialists must be trained to work 
within inclusive rather than segregated set-
tings; as well, they must be trained how to 
advise and support mainstream teachers 
rather than intervene directly themselves, 
and how to listen to and use other stake-
holders’ perspectives and ideas. Specialists 
must ensure that teachers, parents, and 
learners are empowered to play active roles 
in making education more inclusive.

•	Consider other roles for specialists: In 
many contexts, hiring specialist educators 

is unaffordable. However, expanding their 
role could make specialist support in main-
stream settings more viable. For instance, 
in addition to having expertise in teaching 
deaf learners, specialist educators could 
also be child-centred pedagogy specialists, 
who are able to provide advice on good 
quality teaching across the school; or they 
could be action-research facilitators who 
help the school community to collaborative- 
ly investigate and address inclusion barriers; 
or they could support speech and language 
development throughout the school.

•	Reorient specialists and special school 
staff and assistants: Personnel working in  
segregated special schools, units, or classes –  
where they exist – could play an important 
role in inclusive education. For instance, they 
could have an outreach or itinerant role to 
support mainstream teachers and to facili-
tate links with health and other social wel-
fare services. However, they may be unpre-
pared for such a role change and need sup- 
port or training in:
–	inclusive education theory and practice, to 

raise awareness and build understanding;
–	how mainstream schools and classes  

operate, to ensure that they are familiar 
with the processes, curricula, environ-
ments, and available equipment in main-
stream schools;

–	how to use their knowledge and experi-
ence to train, support, reassure, and moti- 
vate mainstream teachers, and support 
them to work collaboratively in teams; and

–	how to work in participatory and collabo-
rative ways with diverse stakeholders  
in the school community, such as other 
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teachers, parents, and community mem-
bers, and in other sectors.

•	Keep in mind that inevitably, some 
special school personnel will not want 
to retrain for revised roles in an inclu-
sive system: they should be able to leave 
the profession in a way that recognises,  
respects, and remunerates their service.

 Case Study 9: 
Mainstream teachers with  
specialist skills in Ethiopia94

 It is often said that mainstream teachers 
cannot be expected to have a full range of 
specialist skills. However, some mainstream 
schools have succeeded in developing a teach- 

ing staff where everyone has a specialist skill. 
The Jerusalem Inclusive School in Ethiopia, 
which is a CBM partner, was established by 
the head teacher who is deaf. The school 
aims to include children with and without dis- 
abilities, and each class includes learners who 
are deaf or hard of hearing, those with intel-
lectual, physical, or visual impairments as well 
as learners without disabilities. Every teacher 
communicates fluently in sign language, and 
community members are encouraged and sup- 
ported to learn sign language. If all teachers 
were trained from the start of their careers 
in skills such as sign language or braille, they 
would consider this to be a normal part of 
being a teacher and not see it as a separate 
skill or additional challenge. 

Key learning points

•	Mainstream teachers must learn about inclusive 
education theory – and have opportunities to ex- 
perience inclusive education through practicum 
and action-research – at in-service, pre-service, 
and ongoing professional development levels of 
training.

•	Inclusive education, from a twin-track perspective, 
must be embedded into all aspects of teacher 
education, and not just presented as a separate, 
optional module. Trainers must have a high level 
of understanding of inclusive education.

•	Regular interaction with girls, boys, women, and 
men with disabilities helps teachers become more 
effective inclusive teachers. 

•	Specialist educators must still be trained, but 
their training, or retraining, must prepare them 
to work in inclusive not segregated settings.

•	Mainstream and specialist teachers must know 
how to collaborate and see each other’s roles as 
complementary.

•	It is important to remove barriers to training and 
recruitment so that persons with disabilities can 
become teachers and teacher trainers.

•	Teachers in situations of crisis and conflict need 
training on inclusion. They may need this to be 
combined with much more basic and foundation- 
al teaching skills, as well as being helped to re-
spond appropriately to increased child protection, 
health, and welfare challenges.



“Transition points in our lives can  
be frightening, exciting, or even  
chaotic at first. Successful  
transitions in education 
need preparation from  
early years through to  
post-school provision  
or livelihood.”

Maegan Shanks,
Disability-Inclusive  
Development Learning 
Coordinator, CBM  
(2016)

Innovation: Transition  
and Lifelong Learning

Chapter 9
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Education movements, international agree-
ments and treaties, and funding in recent 
decades have focused on universal primary 
education. With this has come a focus on de- 
veloping inclusive education at the primary 
level. Much of the content of this book there- 
fore draws on experience of inclusive educa-
tion at the primary level. However, there has 
been far less attention paid to inclusion in 
other levels of education. There has also been 
limited focus on making non-formal educa-
tion inclusive, even though such education 
can provide opportunities to learners with 
disabilities who have previously missed out 
on formal education. SDG 4 now clearly calls 
on governments to achieve quality and inclu-
sive education throughout people’s lives. In 
this chapter, we focus on the levels of edu-
cation that have received the least attention 
with regard to inclusion and on the impor-
tance of transition planning at each stage – 
early years, post-primary, vocational, adult 
literacy, and non-formal education – and thus 
which must be priority areas for innovation 
and advocacy.

This chapter ends by looking at transition 
planning in more detail. However it is impor-
tant to understand the importance of transi-
tion planning for all learners at any age, stage, 
gender, or disability. The most significant  
of these transitions begins at preschool. Sup- 
porting learners with additional or complex 
needs to transition involves more than timing 
and monitoring the physical transfer from 
one educational setting to another. Transition 
planning is like building a bridge that connects 
and enables the transition from one stage to 
the next. The principles and desired outcomes 

that guide effective transition planning for 
children and young persons living with dis- 
abilities are the same as those for children 
and young persons who are not disabled. 
What may be different is the need for transi-
tions to be clear, of longer duration, and for 
schools to recognise the impact that such 
changes may have, not just on learners, but 
also on their parents, guardians, caregivers, 
siblings, peers, and teachers. Considerations 
for transitions for learners with disabilities 
include: 
•	the nature and severity of their disabilities;
•	the impact of disability on their access to 

and participation in the educational setting; 
and

•	the extent to which existing transition pro-
grammes take account of the individual 
needs of learners, families, and educational 
settings.

In this chapter, we will also look at the situa-
tion of out-of-school children and the issue 
of transition between grades and levels – both 
areas that need more innovation to tackle 
some persistent challenges. 

9.1 Early years education

9.1.1	Current challenges

“Engagement with early childhood educa-
tion, alongside timely and appropriate early 
detection and intervention, can reduce and 
prevent learning difficulties and disabilities 
and thus the costs associated with them 
(UNICEF/University of Wisconsin, 2008).”95
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Section 3.2.1 highlighted that early identifi-
cation of the development and learning needs 
of children with disabilities is vital for more 
effectively supporting their future educational 
and social inclusion. Inclusive early childhood 
education provides opportunities for children 
from diverse backgrounds, with and without 
disabilities, to learn together, accept diversity, 
and reject discrimination from the start. Chil-
dren aged 0 – 5 develop at different speeds, 
so early years classes tend to be naturally di-
verse in terms of learners’ levels and abilities.

Early childhood development (ECD) and 
education takes many forms, including for-
mal kindergartens and preschools, child de-
velopment centres, informal childcare provi-
sion, parent and child groups in communities, 
and home-based support, often from CBR 
workers. These forms of provision and sup-
port are all more flexible than higher levels 
of formal education, and offer great oppor-
tunities for innovation and inclusivity.

Early education is often more learner- 
centred than primary, secondary, and higher  
education. Inevitably, in some contexts, pre-
school education remains rigid and teacher- 
centred, but increasingly it uses creative, child- 
centred teaching and learning strategies that 
should help diverse learners, with diverse 
abilities, participate and learn.

“Approaches to teaching were revealed to 
be significantly different in pre-schools and 
primary schools. The former were considered 
by teachers and parents to be more child-cen- 
tred, supportive and flexible; while teaching 
in schools was seen as more rigid, curriculum- 
driven, and unsupportive for learners.”96

Therefore the first transition from early inter-
vention programmes and services in the first 
months and years of childhood to preschool 
should consider what adaptations and sup-
ports are needed to enable that learners with 
disabilities and/or specific learning needs are 
able to participate in:
•	play, games, and fun-based activities;
•	multisensory activities – see, hear, touch, 

smell, taste;
•	pair, small group, large group, and  

individual activities;
•	using indoor and outdoor spaces, and 

making creative use of different areas  
for different purposes;

•	using or recycling everyday objects as 
learning aids, with teachers and children 
making their own learning materials;

•	environmental activities – learning about 
the environment and creating pleasant, 
colourful, friendly environments around 
schools;

•	oral communication and culture – stories, 
drama, poems, performance, singing; and

•	building relationships with other children.

Achieving the above requires that teachers 
ensure that all children are doing something – 
 even if they are sometimes doing different 
things. Using a team teaching approach would  
also support learning by, for example, bring-
ing to more classes or groups together for 
joint activities and having teachers work to-
gether on activities. Teachers also need to 
engage parents as helpers in the classroom 
and ensure they continue or adapt the learn-
ing and play activities at home97. Thus, tran-
sition to early years requires multisectoral 
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teams that include professionals, parents, 
caregivers, and teachers who work together 
to develop transition plans. 

Early childhood education is an under- 
developed sector, available only to a small 
minority in many countries. Early childhood 
education receives limited government and 
donor attention, and often lacks government 
policies and regulation. It is also often in the 
hands of private providers, making it exclusive 
for those who cannot afford it, or who do 
not match expectations. As such, children 
with disabilities are often least likely to par-
ticipate, despite being most likely to benefit.  

Parents are not always aware of available 
early years services or may be sceptical about 
paying to send children to preschool settings, 

which are often perceived as just places for 
playing. Early childhood education may also be  
seen simply as a school preparedness activity, 
while the full range of benefits, for children 
and families, is not recognised by parents, or 
not being provided or promoted by the set-
ting. Parents of children with disabilities may 
worry about sending their very young, vulner- 
able children to preschool if it is not essential 
or compulsory, and they may not understand 
the benefits.

Inclusive education awareness raising and 
practical training needs to be targeted at early 
years educators. They often have a stronger 
foundation of inclusive skills and a greater 
propensity to be flexible and child-centred 
than other teachers. 

Preschools often have more structural or 
management flexibility. This could enable 
them, and subsequently other parts of the 
education system, to collaborate with other 
services to help them better support girls and  
boys with disabilities. Other services may in-
clude CBID, child health, and social welfare 
programmes. Such connections and opportu- 
nities are often not being exploited. For an 
example of inclusive early childhood educa-
tion in Kenya, which takes a multisectoral 
approach, see Case Study 10 on page 111.

9.1.2 Building solutions
CBM, our partners, and other organisations 
must consider the following points when 
supporting or advocating for inclusive early 
childhood education:
•	Embed early childhood education into 

inclusive education initiatives: Inclusive 
education initiatives must ensure collabora-

▲ Dervin (second 
from the right), who 
was born with a 
cleft lip, plays with 
his classmates in a 
preschool class in 
Nicaragua.
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tion with CBID, health, protection, and wel- 
fare programmes to assist early identification 
and development support at home and/or in 
school. They can also help develop inclusive 
formal preschool settings and/or informal 
community-based opportunities for parents 
and young children with and without dis- 
abilities to meet, learn, and be supported.

•	Include early childhood educators in 
training programmes: This will boost their 
awareness and understanding of inclusive 
education and build on any existing child- 
centred approaches they already use.

•	Push for more long-term reforms to 
early childhood educators’ training: It is 
important to plan for and fund efforts to 
raise the levels of teacher professionalism 
and qualifications at this vitally important 
educational level, and to ensure they can 
play a stronger role in early identification of 
disabilities, developmental delays, and learn- 
ing difficulties.

 Case Study 10: 
Comprehensive early education  
in Kibera slum in Kenya98

 Little Rock ECD Centre is in Nairobi’s huge 
Kibera slum. It started as a small initiative to 
help young children become better prepared 
for primary school, after free primary educa-
tion was introduced in 2003. It grew rapidly, 
due to community demand. 

When the first deaf child enrolled, Little 
Rock sent two teachers for sign language 
training. They then expanded the number of 
teachers trained to work with deaf children, 
including recruiting two deaf teachers. From 

there, Little Rock started to enrol children with 
other disabilities, and then began doing ad-
vocacy with the government to ensure that 
primary school teachers would learn about 
disability-inclusive education so they could 
welcome the children when they graduated 
from Little Rock. 

Little Rock started a feeding programme, as 
many children were from very poor families 
and were unable to learn due to hunger. They 
then expanded to support skills development 
and income-generating activities for some 
parents, to create a more long-term solution 
to hunger and poverty. Little Rock also started 
a health and HIV screening and support pro-
gramme. An after-school library programme 
was started for older children who had tran-
sitioned to primary school but who wanted 
to use the library after school for doing home- 
work and getting additional support if they 
were struggling to learn at their new schools. 
Little Rock also began offering day care for in- 
fants and toddlers to enable teenage mothers 
to return to school and give their toddlers an 
early education start. Little Rock offers a great 
example of how ECD provision can be a start- 
ing point for collaboration with wider welfare 
and education efforts. 

9.2 Post-primary education

9.2.1 Current challenges
UNCRPD Article 24 and SDG 4 give countries 
a clear motivation to achieve inclusive lifelong 
learning. There are very limited structures in 
place for transition planning from early years 
to primary education. Where such services do  
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exist, they are usually due to the foresight of 
the CBID or resource centre involved. Yet, at 
the post primary level, it is equally important 
to have transition planning in place. Teachers 
will understand what is needed and there- 
fore feel more confident to manage inclusion. 
While early years services are increasing and 
primary education is becoming more available 
in most countries, this is not the case for post- 
primary education. Lessons and experiences 
from these levels are not being routinely ap-
plied to bring inclusive innovations into higher 
levels of education. Why not? 

Attitudes and practices
Post-primary education – which encompasses 
secondary, vocational, and higher level – is 
often characterised by approaches that lack 
innovation and by stricter adherence to rules. 
For instance, key features include:
•	environments that are more formally deco-

rated, typically more ‘adult’ in nature, with 
fewer materials on display;

•	classrooms that contain fewer objects, with 
less focus on multisensory approaches;

•	learning approaches that are more indepen- 
dent, with less group or peer learning;

•	entry processes that are more competitive 
and/or academic tests to determine enrol-
ment;

•	lessons that are rigidly structured around 
national curricula; and

•	teachers who focus on preparing learners 
to pass exams, and who work more in iso-
lation from colleagues.

In short, the elements that help younger chil- 
dren participate, learn, and feel included are 

often absent in higher levels of education; 
and factors that make education more exclu-
sive are more prominent. There is a lack of 
recognition among teachers, parents, and 
decision makers that older learners – with 
and without disabilities – can benefit as much  
as young learners from learning collaborative- 
ly in stimulating environments, using all their 
senses, and having fun. Efforts must be made 
to create inclusive education at post-primary 
levels, that is, to find ways to bring the nec-
essary flexibility and creativity into a funda-
mentally more rigid and formal part of the 
education system. 

Older learners with and without disabilities 
who have been displaced by crisis or conflict 
can find it particularly challenging to gain 
post-primary, and especially post-secondary 
education. Negative attitudes about refugees 
and migrants are common, and seem to be 
growing with the recent large global displace- 
ments and migration of populations due, for 
instance, to the conflict in Syria. Host govern- 
ments are obliged to provide education for 
displaced children. But it can be much harder 
for older learners to gain access to higher edu- 
cation, due to, for instance, lack of funds, lack 
of identification or suitable visa documents, 
lack of proof of their previous education or 
qualifications, and lack of support to reach 
the level of host language skills set by institu- 
tions.

Financial barriers
Secondary, higher, and vocational education 
is often not available fee-free and may have 
high associated costs, such as paying for uni-
forms, learning materials and equipment, text 
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books, study visits, and residential accommo- 
dation. Such costs put these levels of educa-
tion beyond the reach of many families with 
girls and boys with disabilities, who are often 
among the poorest families in communities. 
Older children – with and without disabilities – 
are also more likely to be pressured to drop 
out of education to work to support their  
families or help at home. 

Accessibility barriers
Secondary schools and higher education in-
stitutions may present increased accessibility 
challenges. They are often more likely to  
occupy bigger and/or multistorey buildings 
than primary schools, and have more special-
ist subject rooms, such as science laboratories, 
which are rarely adapted for accessibility. 
Secondary and higher education facilities are 
usually less numerous, requiring learners to 
travel further, often on inaccessible or unsafe 
transport, or to stay in residential facilities, 
which may be inaccessible or unsafe for at-
risk learners, especially girls with disabilities.

At secondary and higher education levels, 
lack of visually and/or language accessible 
text and reference books can become a much 
greater barrier. More learning at this level 
depends on books, and teachers are generally 
less flexible and creative in how they deliver 
lessons to overcome book shortages or the 
inaccessibility of books. At these levels of edu- 
cation, it also becomes a bigger challenge to 
support deaf learners in the absence of for-
mal support mechanisms. For instance, while 
informal or ad hoc measures such as peer or 
community volunteers helping with sign lan-
guage interpretation may sometimes work 

adequately in lower classes, deaf learners 
usually need higher quality and more pro- 
fessional interpretation to learn effectively,  
especially in secondary and higher levels. 
Additionally, learners who are hard of hear-
ing may require support for amplification 
aids as well as closed captioning, which are 
currently not available for most who would 
benefit. Some of these issues can be over-
come through good transition planning.

Gender-related barriers
Girls’ post-primary enrolment and dropout 
rates can be greatly impacted if gender-related 
barriers are not addressed. For instance, ado- 
lescent girls can miss days at school due to 
lack of access to sanitary pads and unhygienic 
conditions. For girls with disabilities, these 
challenges can be amplified due to lack of 
accessibility and personal assistant support. 

▲ Following a success- 
ful surgery, Milly from 
Uganda is back in 
school. She had 
dropped out after  
developing cataracts, 
which led to her 
losing sight in both  
eyes.
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Early child marriage is another example of  
a gender-related barrier to education, often 
driven by familial financial pressures or a per-
ceived lack of value in educating girls, causing 
many young girls to not get an education. 
Anecdotal evidence suggests that girls with 
disabilities are also affected by early marriage, 
but there has been a lack of rigorous investi-
gation into marriage and disability. However, 
earlier findings from a study carried out by 
Plan International Norway in Nepal highlight- 
ed a significant gap between the perceptions 
of community members and NGOs, and reali-
ty. The common perception is that marriage 
of girls with disabilities is rare, while the study  
revealed it to be quite prevalent.99   

First transition into mainstream
For some learners who have attended special 
schools or units at lower levels, their move 
to higher levels of education may be their 
first time at mainstream, non-segregated 
settings. This can be a shock for some, who 
may be unused to learning and socialising 
with diverse peers. In some instances, they 
may not have developed the independent 
living skills they need in mainstream schools, 
colleges, or universities. They may also find 
the range of subjects they can study is limit-
ed, either by the lack of accessible facilities, 
materials, and communications for certain 
subjects, or by prejudiced rules imposed by 
institutions. More higher education institu-
tions are developing disability support staff 
and resource centres but they are not neces-
sarily making the fundamental system-level 
changes needed to achieve inclusion as op-
posed to integration.

9.2.2 Building solutions
Efforts to expand post-primary inclusive edu-
cation must be innovative, and must challenge 
entrenched beliefs about the purpose of edu- 
cation and how we learn as we get older. 
Many of the necessary changes are the same 
as those needed at the pre-primary and pri-
mary levels. The discussion below focuses on 
programme and advocacy issues that are par- 
ticularly pertinent to the post-primary level 
with which CBM, our partners, and other or-
ganisations must engage.

Reform teacher education  
for post-primary settings
There is a need to expand training on inclu-
sion to secondary and higher level teachers. 
In- and pre-service training for post-primary 
level teachers must include both the value of 
using learner-centred approaches with older 
learners, and the knowledge about how to 
use these approaches. Collaboration is vital 
to help teachers at different levels learn from 
each other’s experiences and, ultimately, to 
provide more consistent inclusive support to 
learners as they transition through the levels.

Review and reform exam systems

“Standardised assessments must be replaced 
by flexible and multiple forms of assessment 
and recognition of individual progress to-
wards broad goals …”100

Post-primary education is usually characterised 
by a much greater focus on tests and exams, 
and on learners being able to prove that they 
should be allowed to move to the next grade 
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or level of education. Innovation is urgently 
needed. Wherever exams are used, learners 
must be able to access them through braille, 
large print, sign language, or speaking or 
typing rather than handwriting, or they must 
have alternative ways of demonstrating under- 
standing. There often needs to be flexibility 
with respect to location and duration of ex-
ams, as well as flexibility with respect to  
having personal assistants – such as readers, 
scribes, or communication assistants – in exam 
rooms. There is also a need for more contin- 
uous assessment approaches, with innova- 
tive use of written, visual, oral, and practical 
demonstration techniques to enable learners 
to convey knowledge and understanding, and 
for teachers to assess their learning. 

Collaboration between gender- and dis- 
ability-focused organisations or projects
Projects to provide girls with low-cost sanitary 
products, such as re-useable menstrual cups, 
are becoming increasingly common.101 How-
ever, there is a need for such projects to col- 
laborate with disability organisations, like CBM 
and our partners, to ensure that their prod-
ucts, services, and information are reaching 
girls with disabilities. This is especially impor-
tant for reaching those who may be unable 
to read, hear, or understand the information 
provided, or may need support learning to use 
the products. Initiatives to prevent girls from 
dropping out of school due to child marriage 
must also link with disability organisations. 
CBM and our partners can play a vital advo-
cacy role in challenging the common misper-
ception that early marriage, sex, or pregnancy 
are not issues that affect young persons with 

disabilities. We can then play a key role in 
guiding programmes to include and protect 
these young people.

9.3 Vocational education

9.3.1 Current challenges
Often, persons with disabilities have been 
supported to learn vocational skills instead 
of having opportunities to access formal,  
academic education. Vocational training for 
persons with disabilities often lacks innova-
tion and follows stereotypical lines – for in-
stance, blind persons being encouraged to 

▲ In Nepal, Sajana is 
smiling as she solves  
a maths equation on 
the whiteboard in her 
classroom. She has  
neglected clubfoot, 
but is now able to go 
to school thanks to 
support from CBM’s 
partner, the Hospital  
& Rehabilitation  
Centre for Disabled 
Children.
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learn basket weaving or piano tuning – which 
may not reflect learners’ ambitions and may 
not have been well-researched in terms of 
local supply and demand.

Mainstream vocational colleges are often 
not inclusive and there is a tendency to have 
separate institutions or classes for learners 
with disabilities. Where vocational colleges 
have tried to become inclusive, training for 
their staff has again often been too theoret- 
ical.102 In vocational training, perhaps more 
than other forms of education, teachers need 
highly practical skills for adapting technical 
activities and equipment for learners with dif- 
ferent physical and intellectual abilities. 

It is often assumed that learners with dis-
abilities, especially those with intellectual dis- 
abilities, can only learn the most basic skills 
or aim for the lowest vocational qualifications. 
A common assumption is that they are en- 
rolled in vocational training because they 
cannot cope with anything academic, even 
though some continued academic learning 
might help vocational learners gain a wider 
range of skills for employment or self-employ- 
ment. Curricula in vocational institutions 
that purport to be inclusive often remain ex-
clusive, such as not allowing for the addition-
al time that some learners may need. For in-
stance, learners with mobility impairments 

► Alvaro Enrique 
Vargos (front right) 
has an intellectual 
disability. Here he  
receives training in 
sewing from CBM‘s 
partner, ASOPIECAD, 
in Nicaragua. He will 
then provide early 
learning support for 
children and adults 
with disabilities.
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may need longer to gain the motor skills or 
coordination for a task, and may need reha-
bilitation support and reasonable accommo-
dations. Inflexible curriculum timing denies 
them the opportunity to do well in the course 
if they cannot carry out activities or actions at 
the same pace as others.

9.3.2 Building solutions
CBM, our partners, and other organisations 
can consider programme or advocacy activi-
ties that bring innovations into vocational edu- 
cation for persons with disabilities.

Challenge vocational stereotypes
We must enable girls, boys, women, and men 
with disabilities to learn trades and skills be-
yond what their communities may tradition-
ally perceive them to be good at.

Make vocational training relevant
We must ensure that all vocational training 
is researched carefully so that it meets local 
and national needs. Market research must be 
carried out regularly by all vocational educa-
tion providers, with input from their students, 
to understand the latest supply and demand 
issues. Girls, boys, women, and men with dis- 
abilities must feel empowered to have a voice 
in explaining their ambitions and learning de- 
sires to those who develop and run vocational 
training.

Link with employment
Employers must be aware of and understand 
the obligations and the benefits of hiring 
persons with disabilities. All vocational train-
ing providers must collaborate with others to 

deliver employer advocacy and training pro-
grammes to help remove prejudice and dis-
crimination in the workplace. Such employer 
training should be guided and led by persons 
with disabilities and DPOs.

Make vocational training more holistic
We must ensure that vocational education 
for girls, boys, women, and men with and 
without disabilities includes learning skills  
for business and financial management, cus- 
tomer service, marketing, and human resource  
management. Enrolling in vocational training 
programmes should not mean that learners 
are automatically cut off from academic learn- 
ing. Vocational training can help girls, boys, 
women, and men continue with an appropri- 
ate level of academic learning but set within 
more meaningful, real-life contexts. It can 
also help them develop so-called ‘soft skills,’ 
such as personal care, independent living, 
teamwork, and punctuality.

Innovate with low-cost adaptations
Invite women and men with disabilities from 
DPOs, the community, and local businesses – 
along with other local entrepreneurs, engi-
neers, inventors – to discuss and help design 
low-cost, feasible access and reasonable ac-
commodation solutions for vocational train-
ing facilities and equipment.

Provide support
Some learners with disabilities, especially 
those with learning disabilities or multiple dis- 
abilities, may need hands-on support from 
assistants or peers, at least in the early stages 
of their vocational education while they gain 
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practical skills and confidence, particularly if 
they are learning skills that are totally new to 
them. Understanding and preparing for these 
supports are essential to transition planning.

 Case Study 11: 
EmployAble – vocational training 
for persons with disabilities  
in Ethiopia
 In Ethiopia, Light for the World has support- 
ed a programme called EmployAble. The aim 
is not just to improve inclusion for persons 
with disabilities in technical and vocational 
education and training (TVET), but also to im-
prove links between TVET and the labour mar-
ket to help ensure that there will be viable em- 
ployment or self-employment after training.

The programme supports several TVET in-
stitutions to become more inclusive. It con-
ducts disability-inclusion assessments; works 
with learners with disabilities and institutions 
to assess learning needs and relevant course 
selections; and provides scholarships or bur-
saries if needed, to help overcome financial 
barriers to inclusion. Employers and agencies 
that support employment and/or self-employ- 
ment receive training in inclusive workplace 
management.

The programme ensures that learners with 
disabilities take courses they find interesting 
and that will be useful for them: “their place-  
ment won’t be based only on our [teachers’] 
judgement; rather they will be placed based 
on their preferences.”103 Persons with dis- 
abilities are also involved in project manage-
ment. “It’s great that EmployAble is run by 
persons with disabilities themselves.”104 

9.4 Out-of-school children  
and dropouts

9.4.1 Current challenges
Many girls and boys with disabilities still do 
not enrol in school, drop out before comple- 
ting primary education, or complete primary 
but then do not progress to secondary or vo-
cational levels. 

According to the World Health Survey 
2002 – 2004, in low-income countries, 32.9 % 
of girls and women with disabilities complet-
ed primary education, compared with 42 % 
of their non-disabled peers. For boys and men, 
the figures were 45.6 % and 55.6 %, respec-
tively. For older women and men, the comple- 
tion rates were significantly lower, indicating 
that completion rates are better for current 
generations than for their parents and grand-
parents, but still far from satisfactory.105

Many girls and boys with disabilities do 
not enrol, or do not stay in school due to: 
•	lack of a twin-track approach to inclusive 

education, which leaves learners with dis- 
abilities feeling that either the education 
system and schools remain unwelcoming, 
or their individual needs are not being sup-
ported, or both;

•	financial barriers;
•	parental attitudes about the value of  

educating girls and boys with disabilities  
or fears about letting them out of the 
home;

•	bullying and abuse, from peers and  
teachers;

•	gender-related barriers; and
•	crisis and conflict situations that have pre-

vented them from attending or re-enrolling, 
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even if their peers without disabilities have 
managed to continue or return to some form 
of education during or after the crisis.

9.4.2 Building solutions
The problem of out-of-school children, with 
and without disabilities, is a perpetual one, 
highlighting the need for commitment and 
innovative solutions if we are to make pro-
gress.

Governments must have a clearer picture 
of who is failing to enrol and who is dropping 
out of school. The UNCRPD General Comment 
on Article 24 highlights that governments 
have an obligation to collect disaggregated 
data on learners with disabilities, along with 
evidence of why they experience exclusion or  
drop out from education.106 All disability or-
ganisations, including CBM and our partners, 
have a role to play in developing innovative 
ways to ensure that girls, boys, women, and 
men are no longer excluded from qualitative 
and quantitative mechanisms for gathering 
education-related data, for example, action- 
research.

9.5 Alternative and  
non-formal learning

“[My mother] called a meeting with all  
the children [in my neighbourhood] and  
informed them that as I wanted to go to 
school, but could not walk, they should 
teach me. … We organised ourselves and 
every day we would spend an hour or two 
on study activities. Many times it would be 
a reflection of what some of the children 

had covered at school. … It was fun and  
I used to outperform them all at exercises 
and tests. [Later when I enrolled in school,  
I found that] [m]y non-formal education 
both sharpened my academic abilities, and 
imparted the requisite social skills to deal 
with bullying expected in a typical main-
stream setting.”107

For many children who are out of school, 
there may not be a simple solution to bring 
them into school. Alternative forms of edu-
cation, outside of formal schooling, are 

▲ Keerthika (in the 
green uniform) en-
joys a break with her 
classmates. She at-
tends a lesson in 
computer typing at 
the vocational train-
ing centre of a CBM 
partner, while also 
studying at an inte-
grated school in  
India.
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therefore an important part of inclusive edu-
cation. CBM, our partners, and other organi-
sations can help support initiatives such as ac- 
celerated education, home-based education, 
and other entry points to inclusive learning 
(e. g., sporting, religious, and cultural activi-
ties).

Accelerated education
Accelerated education programmes are  
common, particularly in post-crisis or conflict  
situations. They enable learners who have 
missed periods of education to get back into 
learning and complete the basic education 
curriculum in an accelerated time frame. The 
approach is particularly useful for learners 
who cannot re-enrol in formal schooling be-
cause they have become too old. To date, 
however, accelerated education programmes 
have not always been inclusive of learners 
with disabilities, even though post-crisis and 
conflict situations may have seen an increase 
in the number of learners with disabilities. This  
calls for increased collaboration between dis-
ability organisations and other organisations 
that run accelerated education programmes.

Home-based education
Home-based education is important in in- 
stances where children with or without disa-
bilities cannot travel to school, due to geog-
raphy – such as communities on remote is-
lands – or ongoing crises. Home-based edu- 
cation can be done innovatively, in ways that 
foster inclusion, even when children are not 
always physically together. 

Education via radio can be a key tool for 
bringing learning and interaction into homes, 

as illustrated in Case Study 12 on page 121. 
The use of radio can be accompanied by 
other learning approaches and materials, for 
instance:
•	Home learners can be given accessible writ- 

ten and visual or pictorial materials that sup- 
plement broadcast programmes.

•	Parents can be given guidance for activities 
they, or older siblings, can do to supple-
ment learning. For example, they can be 
guided on how to take lessons from the 
programmes and repeat them in simplified, 
bite-sized ways for children who need to 
work at a slower pace. There can be further 
guidance on how parents or older siblings 
can facilitate groups of girls and boys who 
live nearby to come together to listen to 
radio programmes or do supplementary ac-
tivities in groups.

•	Parents, siblings, and neighbours can be 
encouraged to interpret radio programmes 
for learners who are deaf or deafblind. 
CBID programmes could get involved with 
some home-based support that helps par-
ents, siblings, and friends improve their sign 
language skills using radio programmes as 
a stimulus.

Where the norm is to attend school, there 
may still be some girls and boys who cannot 
attend or who may only be able to attend 
occasionally, such as learners with severe or 
multiple impairments, deafblindness, chronic 
health conditions, or those for whom trans-
port to school remains too inaccessible or 
dangerous, such as children with brittle bones. 
With collaboration between schools, families, 
and CBID workers, where they exist, or staff 
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from projects run by NGOs, home-based edu- 
cation can foster inclusion rather than perpet- 
uating segregation. For instance:
•	Girls or boys who receive some or all of their 

education at home can still be considered 
members of classes in their local schools.

•	They can be given regular and facilitated 
opportunities to meet, play, and learn with 
their classmates in schools, in communities, 
or in or near their homes.

•	Peers can be encouraged and supported to 
engage in the home education process. 
Ideas include: 
–	peers joining some of the home-based 

lessons facilitated by teachers or CBID 
workers; 

–	local neighbourhood homework or project- 
based learning clubs that include school-
based and home-educated learners;

–	peer teaching, where school-based learn-
ers spend one or more sessions each week 
visiting home-based learners to share what 
they have learned in class and find out 
what the home-based learners experienced 
that week to share with the rest of the 
class; and

–	using photography and video (where facili- 
ties exist) to capture some class-based 
lessons for home-based learners. 

With some innovative design, there is no need 
for home-based education to perpetuate seg- 
regation or for it to be dismissed as an option 
in inclusive education – so long as the primary 
aim is to support learners with disabilities to 
participate in as many diverse and innovative 
learning processes as possible alongside their 
peers.

 Case Study 12: 
Using radio for home-based  
education in Sierra Leone108

 In 2011, the international child rights agen-
cy Child to Child and its local partner, Pikin 
to Pikin Movement, ran an ECD programme 
in Kailahun District, an area badly affected 
by the country’s civil war. Because of the post- 
conflict context, a programme called Getting 
Ready for School had a strong focus on life 
skills and child protection.

When the Ebola outbreak hit the area in 
early 2014, the ECD programme stopped.  
It was too dangerous to bring learners and 

▼ Thirumoorth 
learns the alphabet 
with his mother and 
grandfather, while 
using a standing 
frame. He has severe 
cerebral palsy and 
was identified for 
assistance by the  
CSI Rehabilitation 
Centre in India.
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teachers together. The programme was con-
verted into a child-friendly and participatory 
‘radio for education’ series called Pikin to Pikin 
Tok, which is still running. 

There are three radio programmes. One is 
aimed at very young children, using tradition- 
al storytelling to address real-life issues and 
help develop numeracy and literacy skills. The  
second uses music to achieve similar aims, for  
slightly older children. The third is for older 
children, and it supports them in thinking crit- 

ically about life skills issues that have emerged 
since the Ebola outbreak, such as increased 
stigma, exclusion, disability, sexual violence, 
and teenage pregnancy.

The radio programmes give a voice to 
marginalised children and young people in 
Kailahun District. The aim is to inspire chil-
dren to work together to tackle the stigma 
and exclusion they face from being affected 
by Ebola. The radio programmes help them 
learn about minimising the risks of catching 
Ebola and other serious diseases, and about 
other health and life skills messages, which 
they then share with peers and neighbours.

Children co-create the content of the radio 
programmes; 36 have been trained as young 
journalists who identify stories and conduct 
interviews. Wind-up solar powered radios 
have been distributed and children are sup-
ported to listen to the broadcasts by trained 
adult volunteer facilitators. Through phone-
ins, children can share their experiences  
of the issues addressed in the programme,  
and adults are on hand to support the dis-
cussions. 

Other entry points to  
inclusive learning
Various projects around the world use inclu-
sive sporting activities as an alternative entry 
point to education. For instance, an NGO 
project in Cambodia has taught children with 
and without disabilities to skateboard. During 
sessions, they learn the physical skills but also 
spend time engaging in health, education, and 
counselling activities, using art, photography, 
drama, and dance as learning tools.109 In some 
places, religious and cultural education activ-

▲ Endayhu Mestin, 
who is losing his  
vision, sits in a class-
room at a primary 
school in Ethiopia. 
The advocacy group 
that he is part of, 
meets there. 
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ities are used to get previously excluded  
children engaged in learning alongside their 
peers.

9.6 Adult literacy 

9.6.1 Current challenges
Large numbers of girls and boys with disabil-
ities grow up having had little or no formal 
education, especially beyond the primary  
level. This may be particularly so during and  
after situations of crisis and conflict, when 
education provision often becomes even more 
limited and inaccessible. In future – because 
of innovations in formal and non-formal in-
clusive education and ICT – there should be 
fewer persons with disabilities reaching adult- 
hood without having completed at least basic 
education. For now, however, illiteracy levels 
among women and men with disabilities are 
likely to be much higher than among their 
peers without disabilities, although there has 
been very little research on literacy among 
women and men with disabilities to give us 
concrete figures.110 

Mainstream adult literacy programmes are 
not usually inclusive. They often do not pro-
actively identify women or men with disabil- 
ities in the community who need support. 
Adult literacy educators are often unfamiliar 
with the different or additional challenges 
women and men with disabilities face in the 
community, and thus do not know how to 
make literacy training relevant and useful. 
Programmes also rarely offer literacy training 
in accessible formats. Some disability NGOs 
offer targeted literacy programmes for adults 

with disabilities, but these may be segregat-
ed from the adult literacy initiatives that reach 
the rest of the community.

9.6.2 Building solutions
To meet their obligations, governments and 
supporting NGOs must invest in innovative 
adult literacy opportunities for women and 
men with disabilities. In the spirit of inclusive 
education and inclusive communities, this 
means primarily supporting existing adult lit-
eracy programmes to become inclusive, not 
creating parallel, segregated adult literacy in-
itiatives for women and men with disabilities. 
Again, this calls for collaboration between 
disability NGOs and DPOs and other NGOs 
and government departments. There is also 
likely to be a key role for enabling literate men 
and women with disabilities in the community 
to feel empowered to support such initiatives, 
by advising on matters such as accessibility 
and relevance of the training, or acting as  
literacy educators.

9.7 Inclusive transition  
between grades and levels

9.7.1 Current challenges
In this chapter, we have looked at various 
levels and types of education, and ways to 
make them more inclusive. However, the pe-
riod when learners move from one school, 
level, or type of education to another can 
determine whether they stay in or drop out 
of education, or whether they participate and  
succeed in their new settings. So far, few  
inclusive education programmes in low- and 
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middle-income countries have built-in com-
ponents that support an inclusive transition. 
This is an area where innovative work urgent- 
ly needs to be done. 

When learners move to new settings, they  
face new barriers to inclusion, such as: 
•	different attitudes from teachers and peers;
•	different teaching practices and curriculum 

expectations;
•	different assessment and exam methods; 

and
•	new environments. 

When learners move from inclusive settings 
to new schools that may not be as inclusive – 
for instance, a school that has not been part 
of the same programme – these moves can be 
particularly frightening for learners with and 
without disabilities, their parents, and their 
teachers.

Levels of education are often planned, fi-
nanced, and managed separately, by different 
ministry of education departments or NGOs. 
Consequently, the investments made in devel- 
oping support systems for learners with dis- 
abilities are often discontinued when they 
move to new settings. For example, individual 
learning plans and goals may not move with 
learners to their new schools. There may be no  
communication from the previous schools and 
so the new schools must start from scratch 
with identifying learners’ needs and support 
packages. This is extremely frustrating and 
time-wasting for learners, their families, and 
their new teachers. Specialists, where they 
exist, may be assigned to work with one level 
of education but not the next level, leaving 
learners and parents with no continuity of 

support. For learners with hidden disabilities 
or more complex or challenging needs, and 
their parents, it can be particularly frustrating 
having to get another group of teachers and 
professionals to understand their conditions 
and needs.

9.7.2 Building solutions
Innovations are needed to prevent invest-
ments in early identification and inclusive 
primary education from being wasted due  
to exclusive transition periods. Innovations 
must focus on maximising the chances of 
learners with disabilities as a way of ensuring 
they progress successfully through other lev-
els and types of education. CBM, our part-
ners, and other organisations have a role to 
play in advocating for policy- and system-lev-
el changes and/or demonstrating innovative 
transition practices in the projects and schools  
we support.

Working together
Inclusive transition requires collaboration so 
that schools, teachers, specialists, and edu-
cation officials communicate and jointly plan 
for the period when learners leave one school 
and start the next. This could include having 
staff who are dedicated to coordinating tran- 
sition for learners with disabilities leaving or 
joining their schools. They may create transi-
tion plans with learners and parents, perhaps 
with advice from CBID workers or other spe-
cialist staff. 

Collaboration on transition can also include 
staff from lower- and higher-level grades or 
schools visiting each other, discussing transi-
tion support plans, and meeting learners –
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especially those with disabilities or others who 
may need extra help during transition, such 
as learners from other language groups. There 
may need to be collaboration between the 
government departments or NGOs that sup-
port different levels of education, to ensure 
that their programmes and teacher training 
efforts are pulling in the same direction and 
supporting inclusive transition.

There must also be more collaborative 
approaches to support inclusive transition 
from school to work, for instance, through 
developing links with and raising awareness 
among employers who could offer learners 
internships, apprenticeships, or advice and 
training around job hunting and interviewing 
skills.

Listening to persons with disabilities
Inclusive transition requires empowerment. 
Learners and parents must be aware of what 
the transition process may be like, and they 
must be able to say what scares them, what 
support they have had, and what they think 
they still need. All teachers must be trained 
to support learners who are facing transition 
or who have just transitioned, especially those 
who are struggling with the changes.

There is a role for local adults with disabil- 
ities and DPOs in supporting inclusive transi-
tion. Educated and successful role models can 
help learners through difficult periods by shar- 
ing positive and motivating experiences of 
transition and of succeeding at higher levels.

Changing the system
Systemic changes are needed regarding tran-
sition. For instance, exams that may need to

be taken prior to transition to new levels, must 
be made accessible and flexible for diverse 
learners, or better still, converted into assess-
ments that measure learners’ progress against 
their own individual goals. There must be a 
formally designed and monitored system for 
transferring education plans and goals be-
tween schools and levels, and for old and new  
staff to communicate with one another. The 
example from Indonesia in Case Study 13 
below shows how one teacher committed her- 
self to supporting transition, but the steps tak- 
en by this teacher must be systematised, so 
that all learners benefit from such advocacy, 
communication, collaboration, and ongoing 
support activities. 

 Case Study 13: 
One teacher’s support for inclusive 
transition in Indonesia111

 Dante is an inclusive teacher in Indonesia. 
She has worked for many years to include 
learners with disabilities and other marginal-
ised learners in her classes. Johan is a student 
with learning difficulties. Dante devised vari-
ous creative solutions to support his learning.

The first transition-related challenge came 
with the end-of-primary exam. Dante success- 
fully advocated with the school principal, the 
school supervisor, subject teachers, as well as 
Johan’s parents that he should take the na-
tional exam and that he could do well, if he 
could be given some support with reading 
the questions and writing down answers. He 
took the exam, with Dante in the room to 
provide support when needed, and passed. 
This meant that he could move to secondary 
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school – but finding a school that would ac-
cept Johan was the next transition-related 
challenge.

The secondary school next to the primary 
school was the first choice because it was  
local and familiar to Johan. However, the head 
teacher said the school needed agreement 
from teachers and the district education de-
partment. Because the school was not offi-
cially labelled an ‘inclusive school’, the head 
teacher feared getting into trouble for en-
rolling a child with special educational needs.

The head of the district education depart-
ment tried to convince Dante that Johan 
should go to a special school, and cited reg-
ulations as to why the local secondary school 
was unsuitable. For instance, the school had 
no special needs trained teachers. Dante of-
fered to support the school herself with spe-

cialist advice and help. She was overruled and 
told that Johan must go to a secondary school 
that was officially labelled as inclusive – far 
from where he lived.

Reluctantly, Dante, Johan, and his parents 
agreed. Dante’s third transition-related chal-
lenge then began. Dante prepared detailed 
records of Johan’s primary school activities and 
support needs and plans. She worked with 
the secondary school to develop a learning 
programme for him, and to prepare a teach-
ing assistant to work with him. She met with 
Johan’s new teaching assistant, subject teach- 
ers, and curriculum adviser to discuss his learn- 
ing programme. Dante continued to work 
with the teaching assistant even after Johan 
moved to the new school and continued to 
support his transition from junior high school 
to a vocational school several years later. 

Key learning points

•	To date, inclusive education efforts 
have mostly focused on primary edu-
cation.

•	Much more work must be done to de-
velop inclusive early years education as 
well as inclusive post-primary and vo-
cational education, and innovative use 
of non-formal education to support 
inclusion of persons with disabilities.

•	Transition between grades and levels 
of education must be given much 

more attention to ensure that the 
process is inclusive and supportive 
and does not cause learners to drop 
out or become excluded within their 
new settings.

•	There is currently little support for 
learners with and without disabilities 
to access post-primary and higher edu- 
cation in situations of crisis, conflict, 
and displacement. 



“It is important to break away from 
the idea of ‘my student’ and ‘your 
student’. We all are members of 
the same school community – 
both regular and specialist 
teachers – we are all doing 
the same work with the 
same goal of giving all 
children a good educa-
tion. We must organise 
ourselves together.”

Armenia, Special needs 
support teacher112 (2015)

Organising Inclusive  
Education Systems

Chapter 10
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10.1 	Putting the pieces of the 	
	 jigsaw puzzle together

This book has presented a range of issues, 
rather like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. A key 
question is: how do we create education sys-
tem structures that enable us to put all the 
pieces of the inclusive education jigsaw puzzle 
together in a way that is logical, coordinated, 
and does not leave any gaps? 

How do we shape an education system 
that:

	 I	 delivers on individual support and 
		  systemic change simultaneously?

	N	lives up to the expectations of global 	
		  non-negotiable commitments?

	C	promotes collaboration instead of  
		  competition?

	L	plans strategically and delivers financing 	
		  for the long-term changes needed? 

	U	ensures stakeholders understand the 	
		  practice and are aware of the theory  
		  of inclusion?

	S	promotes stakeholder empowerment 	
	 	 instead of just top-down decision making 	
		  and implementation?

	I	 strives always to be innovative?

	O	is organised and funded to achieve all 	
		  of the above?

	N	is constantly reflecting on the next steps 	
		  to take in the pathway of change?

This book cannot provide definitive answers, 
but this chapter pulls together the issues we 
have discussed in Chapters 1 –  9 to reflect on 
some of the big questions our work must 
help to answer.

10.2 The way ahead

Many education systems are currently – to a 
greater or lesser extent – characterised by: 
•	a focus on the formal school, in which 

learning is guided by a centrally designed 
curriculum, fixed standards, exam systems, 
and teacher-centred approaches – none of 
which are inherently inclusive; and

•	a divided system (mainstream and special) 
with separate budgets, management, even 
ministry oversight; or, if limited funding has 
prevented a special system from developing, 
it is often still seen as something to strive for.

These and other characteristics of education 
systems are often taken for granted. Many 
people assume that the education system 
must be like this because it has always been 
like this, either in their own countries or in 
countries they look to for inspiration or finan- 
cial support.

For inclusive education to succeed, we 
must think more imaginatively regarding the 
organisation of education. We must not as-
sume that the system must be organised as it 
has always been. Clearly, if the current way of 
organising education systems was truly effec-
tive, we would not have millions of children 
out of school or experiencing systemic dis-
crimination and poor quality teaching.
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innovative solutions for re-allocating existing 
funds more equitably, and for achieving rea-
sonable accommodations quickly. Some gov-
ernments may need to radically rethink how 
education budgeting is organised, especially 
if they have until now operated totally sepa-
rate budgets for special and mainstream edu- 
cation, and if the special education budget 
was not managed by the ministry of educa-
tion.

We must also collaboratively push donors 
to ensure that disability-inclusive development 
and inclusive education are integral to their 
long-term funding strategies, backed up by 
indicators that oblige funding recipients to be 
inclusive. Donors will want evidence to con- 
vince them, so everyone involved in inclusive 
education must get better at organising in-
formation, and accessibly documenting and 
openly sharing their experiences in this field.

Most current education systems do not 
do what needs to be done, and yet govern-
ments, donors, and NGOs spend billions of 
dollars annually making relatively small, pe- 
ripheral changes in the hope of rectifying 
problems that in fact run very deep. 

Bigger, systemic changes are required; 
otherwise, many countries will maintain in- 
effective and exclusive education systems.  
Of course, large-scale systemic reform is nei-
ther quick nor easy to achieve, but it must 
be the long-term vision for everyone who has  
an interest in, or obligations towards, the fu-
ture of education for all. We must understand  
our relatively small but vitally important con-
tributions in terms of the huge, overall 
changes we ultimately seek in the world.

10.3	Reflective questions  
for rethinking the way  
education is organised

10.3.1 How can we plan for and 
fund inclusive education?

Education planning and funding must radi-
cally change for inclusive education to suc-
ceed on a large scale. CBM, our partners, and  
other organisations must lobby for inclusive 
education to be embedded into national ed-
ucation sector plans and budgets, and for 
inclusive development to be central to other 
national development plans. We must work 
collaboratively with other NGOs and DPOs to 
provide governments with advice and support 
to achieve this. In particular, governments are 
likely to need help with improving their ca-
pacity for equitable budgeting, for finding 

▲ Justine, 6, from 
Uganda, who has  
hydrocephalus, takes 
part in home-based 
learning with a CBR 
worker.
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10.3.2	 Who runs the education 
system?

Ask most people who runs education and 
they will probably say the ministry of educa-
tion or the district education officer, or chil-
dren may say the school’s head teacher. How- 
ever, for inclusive education to succeed, the 
answer to this vital question must be that bu- 
reaucrats and experts collaboratively run the 
education system, alongside communities, 
parents, interest groups such as DPOs, and 
learners. 

Inclusive education is based on breaking 
down barriers to inclusion and finding ways 
to build on positive experiences. Fully under-
standing the barriers and strengths in the 
system requires that high-level decision mak-
ers and budget holders collaborate with stake- 
holders who are experiencing the reality of 
the education system and with the commu-
nities in which that education system exists. 
CBM, our partners, and other organisations 
therefore must ensure that, when we inter-
vene to support education, everything we  
do builds the capacity and empowerment  
of stakeholders – in our case, especially girls, 
boys, women, and men with disabilities – to 
play a central role in organising, running, and  
monitoring their education systems.

10.3.3	 How do we learn, who 
helps us to learn, and  
where do we learn?

Most people around the world experience and 
are used to a formal school-based, teacher- 
centred education, organised around learn-
ers taking standardised tests to determine 
whether they can be considered successful 

and progress to the next level or gain good 
employment. This assumes that people most-
ly learn from teachers and from centrally cre-
ated learning materials, and that they learn 
because they must pass standardised exams. 
As we saw in Section 2.3.1, the current glob-
al trend is towards even more standardised 
forms of education, testing, and performance 
measurement. However, there is a growing 
body of evidence to show this is not the best 
or only way to facilitate learning. Many per-
sons with and without disabilities are missing 
out on life and livelihood opportunities be-
cause the system for learning, and for assess- 
ing learning, is not organised around their in- 
dividual needs and abilities.

Within our inclusive education work, we 
must challenge the rigid perception of learn-
ing and push for innovations. There are so 
many other ways to learn, and to organise 
and assess learning; and there are so many 
other people who facilitate and support learn- 
ing, from birth until old age. People must 
learn in order to improve their lives and com- 
munities, not just to pass exams. CBM, our 
partners, and other organisations therefore 
must contribute towards organising inclusive 
education systems that promote approaches 
like peer learning, learning from role models, 
learning in the community, and learning from  
hands-on experiences. We must contribute 
to the evolution of education systems that 
value self-assessment, continuous and more 
practice-based assessment, assessment that 
is based on individual learning goals, and 
broader indicators of knowledge and skill.

Education systems must recognise that 
these types of learning and assessment can 
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happen effectively in formal schools, non-for-
mal education settings, communities, and 
homes. Our contribution to this change might  
include lobbying for government and donor 
policy changes so that diverse types and loca-
tions of learning are recognised, valued, and 
increasingly seen as the responsibility of gov-
ernments. Such lobbying might also focus on 
ensuring that there are well-trained, disabil- 
ity- and diversity-aware educators to organise  
and facilitate learning in these diverse educa- 
tion settings.

10.3.4	 How should we organise 
specialist provision?

For legal, human rights, and practical reasons, 
a divided system of mainstream and segregat- 
ed special provision is no longer appropriate. 

Unified education systems are needed, where  
everyone’s education is the responsibility of 
their country’s ministry of education, with 
support from other relevant ministries, and 
where learning alongside diverse peers and 
receiving specialist support happens simulta-
neously.

We have already discussed the idea that, 
with a twin-track approach, inclusive edu- 
cation does not mean that we cannot have 
specialist support or a focus on meeting indi-
vidual needs. We have also seen that inclusive 
education does not require everyone being 
together in a formal school. Table 4 on the 
next page provides a summary of some of the 
ways we can bring specialist support into an 
inclusive system, while promoting diversity 
and avoiding segregation.

◄ Elisabeth, 9, (in 
the wheelchair) was 
born with spina bifi-
da and cannot walk. 
Her sister takes her 
to primary school in 
Tanzania and her 
classmates pull her 
up the steps to the 
classroom. Elizabeth 
is well accepted in 
her class. Her teach-
er says she is a fast 
learner with a special  
talent in maths. 
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Resource rooms in schools
Resource centres for 
clusters of schools

• They genuinely operate as places for sharing materials and ideas, and for 
conducting carefully targeted teaching, rehabilitation, or other support 
activities. See Case Study 4 on page 57 for a description of such a resource 
centre in India.

• They never become places where learners with disabilities are put because 
no other class, teacher, or school is prepared to teach them.

Itinerant teachers 
travel to a manageable 
cluster of schools

• They focus on directly supporting teachers, learners, and parents in mainstream 
classrooms.

• They offer support across the whole school on improved pedagogy or other 
activities for improving inclusion and ending discrimination.

Classroom or 
teaching 
assistants

• They support multiple learners in classes, so that their presence does not 
stigmatise individual learners. Their role is linked with diversity and anti-bullying 
educational activities for learners.

• They help teachers develop and facilitate differentiated activities 
and materials.

• They are never considered to be cheap labour, people who simply relieve 
teachers of the problem of teaching learners they consider to be difficult.

Volunteers, for example, 
parents, community members, 
women and men with 
disabilities, and older learners

• They support learners who need assistance with daily activities. 
• They serve as confidantes and advocates.
• They stimulate and/or facilitate play activities that are inclusive 

of diverse learners.

School or cluster-based 
special educational needs 
coordinators (SENCO) 

• They are coordinators and people who work collaboratively with 
learners, teachers, parents, and other service providers to find ways 
to support learners’ presence, participation, and achievement.

• SENCOs are not teachers of children with disabilities; they work with 
children outside the mainstream classroom to provide essential assess-
ments, support specific learning needs, and facilitate monitoring 
sessions.

To avoid segregation, we must ensure …Strategy for inclusive specialist support To avoid segregation, we must ensure …Strategy for inclusive specialist support

Collaborate with 
CBID programmes 
(where they exist)

• CBID workers offer specific support, such as advising on reasonable accommoda-
tion for individual learners, and offering support for the whole school with more 
systemic changes (e.g., improving accessibility for all and campaigning with school 
communities for changes in attitudes, policies, or practices).

Home-based learning for 
learners who are unable to attend 
school some or all of the time

• Activities are planned with parents, CBID workers, relevant health 
professionals, among others to keep learners connected with their 
classes, teachers, and peers.

Individual 
education 
and personal 
support plans

• These plans are created collaboratively by learners, parents, teachers, and other 
support personnel.

• Plans do not focus solely on academic learning targets, but on a wide spectrum of 
development and learning goals desired by learners.

Special school 
outreach staff 
(where they 
exist)

• Special school staff are involved in developing inclusive education plans.
• They are trained or retrained in how to support inclusion through a range of activities, such 

as working as itinerant teachers, supporting home-based learning, helping to establish 
or run resource rooms or centres, and supporting SENCOs and school inclusion teams. 

▼ Table 4: Strategies for non-segregated special support in inclusive education
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Resource rooms in schools
Resource centres for 
clusters of schools

• They genuinely operate as places for sharing materials and ideas, and for 
conducting carefully targeted teaching, rehabilitation, or other support 
activities. See Case Study 4 on page 57 for a description of such a resource 
centre in India.

• They never become places where learners with disabilities are put because 
no other class, teacher, or school is prepared to teach them.

Itinerant teachers 
travel to a manageable 
cluster of schools

• They focus on directly supporting teachers, learners, and parents in mainstream 
classrooms.

• They offer support across the whole school on improved pedagogy or other 
activities for improving inclusion and ending discrimination.

Classroom or 
teaching 
assistants

• They support multiple learners in classes, so that their presence does not 
stigmatise individual learners. Their role is linked with diversity and anti-bullying 
educational activities for learners.

• They help teachers develop and facilitate differentiated activities 
and materials.

• They are never considered to be cheap labour, people who simply relieve 
teachers of the problem of teaching learners they consider to be difficult.

Volunteers, for example, 
parents, community members, 
women and men with 
disabilities, and older learners

• They support learners who need assistance with daily activities. 
• They serve as confidantes and advocates.
• They stimulate and/or facilitate play activities that are inclusive 

of diverse learners.

School or cluster-based 
special educational needs 
coordinators (SENCO) 

• They are coordinators and people who work collaboratively with 
learners, teachers, parents, and other service providers to find ways 
to support learners’ presence, participation, and achievement.

• SENCOs are not teachers of children with disabilities; they work with 
children outside the mainstream classroom to provide essential assess-
ments, support specific learning needs, and facilitate monitoring 
sessions.

To avoid segregation, we must ensure …Strategy for inclusive specialist support To avoid segregation, we must ensure …Strategy for inclusive specialist support

Collaborate with 
CBID programmes 
(where they exist)

• CBID workers offer specific support, such as advising on reasonable accommoda-
tion for individual learners, and offering support for the whole school with more 
systemic changes (e.g., improving accessibility for all and campaigning with school 
communities for changes in attitudes, policies, or practices).

Home-based learning for 
learners who are unable to attend 
school some or all of the time

• Activities are planned with parents, CBID workers, relevant health 
professionals, among others to keep learners connected with their 
classes, teachers, and peers.

Individual 
education 
and personal 
support plans

• These plans are created collaboratively by learners, parents, teachers, and other 
support personnel.

• Plans do not focus solely on academic learning targets, but on a wide spectrum of 
development and learning goals desired by learners.

Special school 
outreach staff 
(where they 
exist)

• Special school staff are involved in developing inclusive education plans.
• They are trained or retrained in how to support inclusion through a range of activities, such 

as working as itinerant teachers, supporting home-based learning, helping to establish 
or run resource rooms or centres, and supporting SENCOs and school inclusion teams. 

▲ Table 4 (continued) 
Strategies for non- 
segregated special 
support in inclusive 
education

 Case Study 14: 
Mainstream and special schools 
working together in Vietnam113

 In a programme run by Nguyen Dinh Chieu 
school (CBM’s partners in Ho Chi Minh City, 
Vietnam), children who are blind have choices 
as to whether to attend mainstream schools 
or remain in the resource centre in segregated 
classes where there are boarding facilities. 
Some of those who attended the residential 
resource centre for a year or two and then 
went to their local community school said they 
missed the extracurricular activities available 
at the resource centre, such as music, art, and 

vocational training. They preferred to return 
to the residential facility, as their community 
school was unable to offer such extracurric- 
ular activities. In response to the children’s 
views, and to encourage children to choose 
to stay and feel more comfortable in their  
local community school, the resource centre 
offered extracurricular activities on weekends 
and during holidays, for children at main-
stream schools. The school also provided more 
support for learners in the community school 
through resources provided by the resource 
centre and in-service training for mainstream 
teachers. 
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The special school question
In discussing how to organise a unified edu-
cation system so that individual, specialist 
support is provided in mainstream settings 
without segregation, we cannot ignore the 
fact that segregated special schools exist in 
some contexts.

CBM and various like-minded organisations 
and governments are interested in special 
schools being transformed into resource cen-
tres that support inclusive education. There is 
no formula for this transformation, and indeed 
there is not yet much documented evidence 
of the process, challenges, and successes.

Various interpretations of the transforma-
tion exist and are being attempted around the 
world. These include special schools:
•	transforming into resource and outreach 

centres, ceasing to directly teach learners 
with disabilities;

•	becoming centres that provide early identifi- 
cation and assessment services and assistive 
devices, engage in research and develop-
ment, and support capacity building and 
self-help groups, among other roles;

•	developing their resource centres and out-
reach role alongside maintaining classes and 
services for learners with severe or multiple 

► Pupils of a school 
for the integration of 
deaf, blind, and deaf-
blind children, in  
Brazil, standing in 
front of the school 
building. The schooI 
is integrated into a 
regular private school.
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disabilities who need the most support, such 
as learners who are deafblind;

•	running time-limited preparatory classes, 
with the intention of teaching learners the 
skills they need for transition to mainstream 
schools, such as sign language, braille, and 
mobility and orientation skills; and

•	converting into mainstream schools, welcom- 
ing learners with and without disabilities.

There is no right answer to the challenge of 
how to develop special schools into resources  
for inclusion, although the extreme measure 
of simply closing down special schools is un-
likely to benefit anyone. Each context will 

evolve and develop its own solution, depend- 
ing on current attitudes, policies, and re- 
sources. A vital role is to document in detail 
any work done to support special school 
transformations. This is an area where every-
one is still learning, so sharing reflective doc-
umentation about the processes could be one 
of the most important contributions.

 Case Study 15: 
Special school transformation  
in Burkina Faso114 
 The Integrated Education and Training 
Centre for Deaf and Hearing People (CEFISE), 
a CBM partner in Burkina Faso, originally ran 

◄ Laxmi (middle), 
who has a physical 
disability with her 
leg, is seen here 
playing with her 
friends at school in 
Nepal.
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a day special school for deaf learners. The 
school built up expertise in educational pro-
vision, audiology, speech and language, and 
psychological support services. The school 
director then decided that the school should 
accept hearing learners with and without 
disabilities alongside deaf and hard of hear-
ing learners.

The school now employs deaf, hard of 
hearing, and hearing teachers who work to-
gether in most classes, particularly in early 
education classes. There are transition classes 
for deaf learners who start school late. They 
provide a language- and communication-rich 
environment for one to two years, after which 

these learners are included alongside other 
deaf and hearing learners in inclusive classes. 
Inclusive classes have sign language inter- 
preters. The school still provides audiological 
assessments and hearing aids for those who 
can benefit from them. Deaf, hard of hearing, 
and hearing learners experience a bilingual 
education and deaf and hearing cultures.

While the school now supports learners 
with other disabilities, those with autism  
or other complex learning needs are still re- 
ferred to specialist centres in the city. Never-
theless, CEFISE’s school now provides capac- 
ity building and resource support to other 
schools in Burkina Faso. 

Key learning points

•	Education systems do not have to stay as they are just because that is what 
everyone is familiar with. 

•	Donors and governments must embed inclusive education within their strategic 
plans and budgets, and may need help doing this.

•	The education system must be understood as being owned by learners and 
communities, not just by policymakers and budget holders.

•	Successful inclusive education requires more imaginative thinking about how 
we learn, who helps us learn, and where that learning should take place.

•	There are many ways for specialist support to be provided to learners with  
disabilities while enabling them to learn in mainstream settings alongside their 
peers.

•	Special schools can play an important role in the evolution of inclusive education, 
and it is essential that experiences are well documented and learned from.



“Inclusive, good-quality education  
is a foundation for dynamic and 
equitable societies.” 

Desmond Tutu, former Arch-
bishop of Cape Town,  
South Africa115 (2010)

Next Steps

Chapter 11
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Inclusive education is an ongoing process of 
change. In every context, we will encounter 
different political, social, and economic chal-
lenges and enablers that will shape the path 
we must take. As this book illustrates, there 
is a growing body of experience about what 
helps and what hinders inclusive education. 
Governmental and non-governmental actors 
can use this experience to help them navigate 
the most suitable pathways of change towards 
inclusive education.

In this section, we summarise some of the  
main changes that we think must be made to 
achieve the ambition of inclusive, quality, and 
lifelong education for all. We encourage you 
to look at Table 5 on pages 139 – 145 and 
reflect on whether and how you need to 
contribute towards each of the changes list-
ed. Do you need to:
•	take direct action, for instance, through 

the way you implement your own projects 
or programmes?

•	advocate for other actors to make chang-
es?

•	collaborate with others to maximise 
your direct action or advocacy efforts?

•	discuss with others and learn more be-
fore you can start taking appropriate action 
or advocating, or expanding your actions 
or advocacy?

You are probably already contributing to some 
of the changes listed. Could you increase or 
refine your direct actions, advocacy, collabo-
ration, or learning around those issues? Re-
member, you do not necessarily have to take 
direct action to make a valuable contribution 
towards a desired change. Fill in Table 5 on 
the following pages with ticks to show where  
you need or want to do more, or write more 
detailed notes in the table about what you 
want to do and why. You could also add 
notes about what you are already successful-
ly doing.

► Table 5 (pages 139 – 145):  
Reflecting on current work and next steps.
The following table is a checklist that allows  
you to determine how far along you are in 
implementing the changes needed to achieve 
inclusive education. 

You can also download this table as a sep-
arate accessible document from https://www.
cbm.org/article/downloads/54741/DID_Series_ 
-_Book_3.pdf
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Individual and systemic approaches

Diverse stakeholders are aware of and understand the  
social and human rights models of disability and how  
these relate to inclusive education.

Policymakers, donors, implementers, and grassroots  
stakeholders are aware of and understand the twin-track  
approach to inclusive education.

Diverse stakeholders understand the difference between  
segregated special education, integrated education, and  
inclusive education.

Non-negotiable commitments

Diverse stakeholders critically reflect on the inclusive  
education commitments laid out in UNCRPD Article 24  
and SDG 4 and what this means for them and their work.

Diverse stakeholders are committed  
to upholding the obligations of  
UNCRPD Article 24 and SDG 4.

National policies and strategies reflect the  
commitments made in UNCRPD Article 24  
and SDG 4.

The threat to inclusive education posed by increased  
private sector engagement is openly debated and  
mitigated.

The threat to inclusive education posed by increased  
standardisation of curricula and testing is openly debated  
and mitigated.

On the path towards 
inclusive education, 
the following changes 
must happen …

To contribute to change on this issue  
our programme/country must …

Take 
direct 
action

Advocate Collaborate 
with 

others

Discuss with 
others and 
learn more

✓
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On the path towards 
inclusive education, 
the following changes 
must happen …

To contribute to change on this issue  
our programme/country must …

Take 
direct 
action

Advocate Collaborate 
with 

others

Discuss with 
others and 
learn more

Collaboration

There are fewer agencies working  
in isolation on inclusive education  
efforts.

Intersectoral collaboration in inclusive education –  
with CBR, health, social welfare, child protection,  
and others – becomes the norm.

Government ministries collaborate on inclusive  
education, with ministries of education taking  
the lead.

There is an increase in collaborative  
advocacy on inclusive education.

School communities – parents, teachers, community  
members, girls, boys, women, and men with and without  
disabilities, and DPOs – collaborate on school improvement 
and inclusive education.

✓
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On the path towards 
inclusive education, 
the following changes 
must happen …

To contribute to change on this issue  
our programme/country must …

Take 
direct 
action

Advocate Collaborate 
with 

others

Discuss with 
others and 
learn more

Long-term process

Policymakers, donors, implementers, and grassroots stake- 
holders understand that inclusive education is a long-term 
transformation process, not just a short-term project activity.

Good quality disaggregated data is available  
to inform education policy and budgets.

Funding for education generally becomes  
more predictable and long term.

Funding for inclusive education is embedded  
into all education budgets.

Governments have improved capacity  
for equitable budgeting.

Small-scale or pilot inclusive education initiatives are  
designed from the start with government ownership  
and scaling up in mind.

Donor funding promotes collaboration rather than  
competition between agencies and stakeholders.

✓
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On the path towards 
inclusive education, 
the following changes 
must happen …

To contribute to change on this issue  
our programme/country must …

Take 
direct 
action

Advocate Collaborate 
with 

others

Discuss with 
others and 
learn more

Understanding and awareness

There is widespread recognition among inclusive education 
programmes, trainers, and other stakeholders of the differ-
ence between basic awareness and deeper practical under-
standing of how to implement inclusive education.

Action research approaches become more commonly  
embedded into projects and training to boost practical  
understanding and to enable stakeholders to feel  
empowered to take action.

Stakeholder empowerment and engagement

The role of grassroots stakeholders in  
the evolution of inclusive education  
is recognised and appreciated.

Parents are actively involved in inclusive  
education advocacy, planning, implementation,  
and monitoring.

Girls, boys, and young persons with and without  
disabilities are actively involved in inclusive  
education advocacy, planning, implementation,  
and monitoring.

Persons with disabilities and DPOs have the capacity  
to train and advocate on inclusive education; and are  
actively involved in inclusive education advocacy,  
planning, implementation, and monitoring.

Teachers, including teachers  
with disabilities, are empowered  
to be agents of change in education.

✓
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On the path towards 
inclusive education, 
the following changes 
must happen…

To contribute to change on this issue  
our programme/country must …

Take 
direct 
action

Advocate Collaborate 
with 

others

Discuss with 
others and 
learn more

Innovation
Accessibility and reasonable accommodation

More schools understand and are supported by  
governments, NGOs, DPOs, and communities to  
make reasonable accommodations for learners  
and staff.

Universal design principles are used in the design of all  
new schools, facilities, education programmes, curricula,  
and materials.

Innovation
Teachers and teacher education

Inclusive education, as a twin-track approach, is embedded 
across all in-service, pre-service, and ongoing professional  
development activities for teachers, teaching assistants, and 
school leaders at all levels of education.

Teachers are appreciated as, and encouraged to be,  
agents of change, innovators, and facilitators of  
real-life based learning.

Grassroots stakeholders, especially persons with  
disabilities, are engaged in designing and delivering  
teacher education.

More persons with disabilities are trained, recruited,  
deployed, and supported as teachers at all levels of  
education.

High-quality specialist educators are trained or retrained to 
work in teams and are encouraged to share problems  
and solutions in inclusive settings.

✓
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On the path towards 
inclusive education, 
the following changes 
must happen …

To contribute to change on this issue  
our programme/country must …

Take 
direct 
action

Advocate Collaborate 
with 

others

Discuss with 
others and 
learn more

Innovation

Transition and lifelong learning

More early years educators and settings receive  
inclusive education training and support.

Early education settings collaborate more with other  
sectors, such as health, welfare, and CBID.

Other levels of education learn more from the child-centred 
teaching and learning experiences of early education settings.

Financial barriers that make post-primary education more  
exclusive, especially for learners with disabilities, are more  
effectively addressed.

Curricula and exam systems in post-primary education are re-
formed to reduce exclusion and enable better transition rates.

Inclusive vocational education is relevant and useful, and leads 
to employment or self-employment opportunities for persons 
with disabilities within their communities and countries.

Inclusive vocational education enables continued academic 
learning, and supports additional skills building, such as  
business management skills.

Education settings collaborate with persons with disabilities 
and DPOs to make reasonable accommodations for  
vocational training and equipment.

More learners with and without disabilities transition to  
the next grade or level without being forced to repeat  
grades due to rigid exams.

More learners, parents, and teachers receive support  
during periods when learners transition between grades  
or levels of education.
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On the path towards 
inclusive education, 
the following changes 
must happen …

To contribute to change on this issue  
our programme/country must …

Take 
direct 
action

Advocate Collaborate 
with 

others

Discuss with 
others and 
learn more

Organising inclusive education systems

More education stakeholders debate and develop  
ideas for taking different approaches to education.

More governments and donors embed inclusive  
education in their strategies and budgets.

Education is increasingly recognised as being owned  
by learners and communities, not just by decision makers  
and funders.

Education systems become more innovative regarding their 
responses to how we learn, where we can learn, and who 
helps us learn.

A growing body of evidence is documented showing  
innovative school, community, and home-based ways  
to offer specialist support to learners with disabilities in  
inclusive settings, avoiding segregation.

Innovative ways for transforming special schools into  
wider resources for inclusion and communities are tried  
and documented.

Next steps

Keep working towards the above changes on the path towards inclusive education.

✓



“Poverty eradication and the 
achievement of economic 

growth can ensure the rights 
and inclusion of persons with 

disabilities. As such, the 
new framework must be 
people centred, with 
participation at all  
levels. We, persons with 
disabilities, should be 
recognised as equal 
partners and work 
with all of you –  
governments, the  
UN system, and civil 
society – in the post-
2015 implementation 

process.” 

Maryanne Diamond, 
Chair of IDA (2015)

Conclusions
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Inclusive education is complex; it involves 
much more than simply placing children with 
disabilities into mainstream classes. It requires 
a diverse range of stakeholders – from learn-
ers, their families, teachers, and communities, 
to governments, and international donors – 
to be committed to facilitating and supporting 
interrelated changes to attitudes, policies, 
practices, resources, funding, and environ-
ments.

Each actor in this process of change has 
their role to play, their area of expertise to 
contribute, and particular barriers to inclusion 
for which they wish to champion solutions. 
Some will focus on policy and law, others on 
stakeholder engagement, teacher education, 
or accessible environments. Some actors will 
take on multiple roles, but no single actor in 
inclusive education will ever successfully play 
every role alone. 

The key to the kind of long-term, persistent 
education system reform that is needed lies 
in finding ways to bring every actor’s role to-
gether in a collaborative effort – like putting 
the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle together. Even 
when stakeholders are working effectively to- 
gether, the process of change may be slow. 
It is never going to be just one quick step from 
non-inclusive to inclusive education.

This book has discussed some of the 
pieces in that inclusive education jigsaw puz-
zle, and illustrated how some pieces connect 
with others. No blueprint is available to tell us  
exactly where to put each piece and in which 
order. However, if more actors engage with 
others, share their ideas and experiences, and  
understand that they are all working towards 
a common desired change, the closer we will  
get to revealing the full picture of inclusive 
education.

◄ Chowdamma (girl 
in the blue dress) 
from India, has  
a learning disability 
and used to fear 
talking with other 
children. She started  
attending her local 
after-school club, 
and her confidence 
has improved dra-
matically.
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“CBM supports and advocates for 
inclusive education as the most 

appropriate option for learn-
ers with a disability. This ap-

proach requires specialist 
support, is often linked 
with inclusive education 
resource facilities, and 
requires development 
of local skills and  
capacity.” 

CBM mission  
statement on  
inclusive education116 

CBM’s Inclusive  
Education Experience

© CBM 



149CBM’s Inclusive Education Experience

Our approach to inclusive education is based 
on non-negotiable commitments such as the 
UNCRPD and SDG 4. This is underpinned by 
a human rights based approach to disability- 
inclusive development in which gender equal- 
ity, safeguarding, and environmental impact 
are core elements. 

In this chapter, we reflect on CBM’s expe-
riences and plot our journey towards inclusive  
education. We briefly outline the historical  
development of CBM’s work, the lessons we 
have learned, the challenges encountered, 
and what we consider to be some of our best  
practices. Extracts from an interview with 
Katharina Pfoertner, CBM’s Regional Advisor 
for Inclusive Education and CBID in Latin 
America, illustrate key points raised. 

Working towards  
inclusive education

CBM was founded in 1908. The German  
Pastor Ernst Jakob Christoffel founded a home 
in Malatia, Turkey, for blind and otherwise 
disabled and orphaned girls and boys, with 
the support of a handful of friends. In those 
early days, the goal was to provide persons 
with disabilities with literacy skills, vocational 
training, and empowerment, giving them 
autonomy to choose their own pathways 
when they left the home. This commitment 
to education and rehabilitation of persons 
with disabilities laid the foundation for an or-
ganisation whose mission today is to work 
towards having “an inclusive world in which 
all persons with disabilities enjoy their human 
rights and achieve their full potential.”117

Historically, and through the 1960s and 
1970s, our support helped construct special 
schools, often with boarding facilities, hospi-
tals, and rehabilitation centres. We developed  
considerable special education expertise. CBM  
provided technical support by placing special-
ist educators, and health and rehabilitation 
workers within partner organisations in the 
field.

From special school provision, our focus 
then developed into supporting integration, 
building teacher capacity, providing assistive 
devices and CBR (now known as CBID). This 
development saw the beginnings of working 
in communities rather than just in institutions.  
As global practices developed and changed 
towards a social model approach to education 
for learners with disabilities, so too did CBM’s 
support in the field. Today, we are expanding 
and improving our work with like-minded 
partner organisations by promoting inclusive 
education in low- and middle-income coun-
tries worldwide.

However, we needed internal understand-
ing and awareness, as well as an understand-
ing of the individual and systemic approaches 
required for inclusive education to be realised, 
before we could truly move towards support- 
ing quality inclusive education provision in the 
field. We needed to be convinced internally 
before being able to advise our partners. One 
of the challenges with inclusive education is 
that there is no ‘one-size-fits-all’ programme 
formula that will work well everywhere. Inclu-
sive education is a long journey and an evolv- 
ing process, which is why some work that  
is labelled as ‘inclusive education’ still more 
closely resembles integrated education.



150 CBM’s Inclusive Education Experience

Raising awareness and understanding at 
CBM therefore required us to look more close- 
ly at our partners’ work in education. Several 
meetings involving partners, global and field 
advisers, and programme office staff enabled 
us to discuss and understand how to move 
from supporting special or integrated educa-
tion towards promoting and supporting inclu-
sive education.

“There are a lot of challenges. I think the 
biggest challenge is to make people under-
stand that inclusive education is about 
changing the system.”118 

There are no quick fixes for education plan-
ning and development, as it is a long-term 
process. Education programmes need time to 
develop and CBM partnerships are generally 
long standing for this reason. One example 
of this is the continued partnership with  
special schools as they are supported in their 
transition into resource centres, that will assist 
inclusive education provision. 
	

“CBM and partners are recognised for their 
expertise in special education, so how can 
we ensure that this expertise is utilised to 
support inclusive education? What we have 

► Ernst Jakob 
Christoffel (stand-
ing), founder of 
CBM, with blind stu-
dents at Bethesda 
Home for the Blind 
in Malatia, Turkey. 
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been doing and seeing already is that part-
ners are taking the first steps to developing 
resource centres. The numbers are increas-
ing, as are our partnerships with govern-
ment structures, such as the ministry of edu- 
cation. This is a very positive move forward 
as it recognises that some learners will need 
expertise and resources to support their in-
clusion, but also that most children need 
support at some point or other along their 
education journey. Resource centres are 
there for everyone, not just to provide spe-
cial education.”119 

We have other long-standing partnerships 
that did not start from a special school focus, 
such as Callan Services for Persons with Dis-
abilities in Papua New Guinea. Our partner-
ship with Callan began in 1990. At that time, 
the support focused on providing funds for 
equipment and staff. By 1994, the Ministry 
of Education made a commitment to inclusive 
education. This was achieved through Callan 
advocating with the Ministry through the 
National Board of Disabled People and the 
National Education Board, with CBM provid-
ing a special education co-worker to support 
technical and service development. The new 
education policy emphasised that all children 
with disabilities had a right to be educated 
in their local community schools. All centres 
previously supported by international NGOs 
and providing CBR or special education, seven 
in total, were to become special education 
resource centres with teaching salaries taken 
over by the Ministry. This was an incredible 
achievement. It meant that CBM could now 
support its partner to use its funds for imple-

menting government policy – such as, sup-
porting capacity development for early de-
tection of disabilities, teacher preparation, 
and supporting the implementation of the 
policy – rather than for paying salaries.

Enabling stakeholders  
and raising awareness

CBM puts rights bearers and stakeholders 
at the centre of discussions as agents of 
change. For these discussions to be mean-
ingful, stakeholders are in need of capacity 
development opportunities. Stakeholder 
empowerment also requires engagement  
at international levels, such as alliances with 
international DPOs like World Federation of 
the Deaf and Inclusion International.

“I had an early experience of the power of 
strong community stakeholder engagement 
coming together to make real changes to 
the lives of person with disabilities. It was 
one of those ‘ah-ha’ moments for me.  
I was a CBM co-worker in El Salvador, and 
we met two little boys with cerebral palsy 
called Alberto and Diego. Their father,  
Pedro, was part of a community-based 
agricultural cooperative supported by local 
government, and their mother, Gladis, was  
a seamstress. Community members told us 
where they lived. We went to the house 
and were amazed by the positive attitude 
of the parents. Through Pedro’s connection 
with the cooperative, a whole CBID system 
was developed including inclusive educa-
tion. Pedro became one of the key leaders 
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of the CBID committee in this little commu- 
nity. Gladis was very active in the early edu- 
cation group with her two children. After 
two years, Alberto attended primary school. 
Through Pedro’s leadership all these organi- 
sations worked together and supported the 
little boy to have access to school. As with 
many boys and girls with cerebral palsy,  
Alberto needed a ramp and a special chair. 
All this was supported by the CBID commu- 
nity group. Older youths with a disability 
were provided with livelihood opportunities 
and a self-help group was founded. The 
community provided a field for young people 
with disabilities to work in, to grow products 
and sell them. This is a perfect example of 
community engagement of people work- 
ing together. Starting with the parents but 
through community and governmental or-
ganisations, they facilitated this level of in-
clusion at preschool, primary school and in 
livelihoods in such a short time.”120 

CBM has always focused on capacity devel-
opment, whether via CBID programmes pro-
viding community-level awareness and under- 
standing of disability, or through supporting 
higher education or in- and pre-service train-
ing for specialist and mainstream teachers. 

One strength of our work is our support 
for research and development through the 
International Centre for Evidence on Disability 
in London. Several research programmes and 
documents have been published, leading the 
way to improved evidence and data for guid- 
ing programme development and planning. 
CBM also contributes to building capacity and 
evidence-based learning opportunities for 

CBM staff and partners in the field through 
monitoring and evaluation. Internally, we have 
developed various documents on education: 
one such recent document is a reference guide 
on inclusive education, which helps guide pro- 
gramme planning. This book provides further 
support for understanding inclusive educa-
tion and will be joined and complemented by 
another internal document, a CBM Training 
Guideline on Inclusive Education. 

Collaborations and  
international partnerships

CBM is active from the grassroots to national, 
regional, and global levels of engagement. 
This is achieved mostly through collaboration, 
either directly with partners in the field or in-
deed through alliance partners. Ever since the 
mid-1990s, there have been key collaborations 
with the International Disability and Develop- 
ment Consortium (IDDC) and its Inclusive Edu- 
cation Task Group, and with the International 
Disability Alliance. More recently, CBM has 
joined mainstream alliances, such as the GCE 
and the GPE, and has engaged in advocacy 
work with UN bodies including WHO. 

Such collaborations have influenced the 
prominent focus on disability-inclusive edu-
cation in SDG 4. In 2015, IDDC members 
lobbied for a seat on the Board of the GCE, 
dedicated to ensuring representation of dis- 
ability-inclusive education. As a result of the 
IDDC collaboration, there has been high-pro-
file research and advocacy on education fi-
nancing entitled “#CostingEquity: The case 
for disability-responsive education financing”. 



153CBM’s Inclusive Education Experience

This led to a global call to action for bilateral, 
multilateral, and other major donor agencies 
to invest in disability-inclusive education. Sim- 
ilar in-country consortia have developed in 
low- and middle-income countries such as 
Burkina Faso, Ethiopia, Honduras, Peru, and 
Zambia.

Increasingly, there is a realisation that to 
achieve success in inclusive education there 
must be interministerial collaboration from 
central government down to community lev-
els, starting from the level of early detection, 
early intervention, and ECD and education. 
	

“In Nicaragua we have worked with com-
munity organisations supported by Plan  
International and by SOS Children’s Villages 
(SOS Kinderdorf). All stakeholders worked 
together with the secretary of state on the 
rights of persons with disabilities. From this, 
a district programme for early detection and 
early education was developed. Training was 
given first to community representatives 
from different sectors (health, community 
organisations, education, social, local gov-
ernment, NGOs, and DPOs). Through cas-
cade training these people would then train 
others within their work and community. 
This practice continues today. There is per-
manent training in a cascade system for 
early years educators in order for them to 
be able to detect children with disabilities 
and children who are at risk, such as with 
early identification of children with difficul-
ties in concentrating.”121

Previously, CBM had technical working groups 
in specialist areas of education that were dis-

ability-focused, but now this has moved to 
encompass broader, more inclusive education- 
focused communities of practice led by a glob- 
al advisor with a small core team. These com-
munities of practice function globally as well 
as regionally. In Latin America, CBM has a 

▲ Cover page of the 
IDDC #CostingEquity 
report.
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▲ Abigail (also 
shown on the cover  
with her classmates), 
was born with spina 
bifida, at her school 
in Zambia. She has 
lots of friends at 
school and is a very 
good and comitted 
student.

particularly active inclusive education com-
munity of practice.

Working with global advisors from differ-
ent mandate areas has meant that we have 
been able to advocate for improved health 
and rehabilitation services as well. One such 
example is our collaboration with WHO.  
Such work ultimately benefits education, for  
instance, through our input into the WHO  
Priority Assistive Products List, the Primary 
Ear and Hearing Care Manuals, and the WHO  
CBR Guidelines. 

Challenges ahead and  
innovative approaches

Moving forward, there are many challenges 
that CBM must be thinking through with our 
partners if we are to help organise education 
systems more effectively. Many governments 
lack the understanding of what inclusive edu- 
cation means and that it requires systemic 
change to be effective. Although many adap- 
tations are needed, CBM works towards an 
innovative approach in some key areas such 

©
 C

BM
 / a

rg
um

 / E
in

be
rg

er



155CBM’s Inclusive Education Experience

as physical and communication accessibility, 
teaching and transition and lifelong learning.

Accessibility
In relation to accessibility, CBM promotes var- 
ious recommendations. We want to see that 
persons with disabilities are also included as 
partners in policy development and implemen- 
tation and in the monitoring of physical and 
digital accessibility within disaster risk reduc-
tion, development, and humanitarian contexts. 
We know that universal design principles and 
comprehensive accessibility must be incorpo-
rated into building and transport standards 
and codes as well as in general infrastructure 
programmes and local development projects. 
It is important to us that participatory planning 
approaches and tools, such as accessibility 
audits, are used to engage persons with dis-
abilities and entire communities in all mech-
anisms for urban planning and implementa-
tion. We also believe that the development 
of technical expertise on universal design can 
be enhanced by supporting capacity building 
of DPOs, policymakers, local authorities, and 
professionals involved in planning, including 
by gathering and sharing evidence and infor-
mation around new technology. 

Teaching
A key challenge is building teacher capacity 
at in- and pre-service levels, and training 
specialist teachers with the goal of achieving 
universal quality inclusive education for all 
learners. To this end, CBM is working with 
ministries of education and government struc- 
tures to support systemic changes in teacher 
preparation and educational service provision, 

as well as having persons with disabilities as 
teachers, school governors, and so on in in-
clusive education settings. 

“We have some positive examples: for in-
stance, in Nicaragua one CBM partner is 
the organisation of blind people through 
which CBM supports a teacher training 
programme. Blind teachers from the organi- 
sation train regular teachers at the training 
institutions of the Ministry of Education. 
They provide training on how to include 
learners who are blind in regular school set- 
tings using a very practical approach. There 
is no reason why the same blind teachers 
could not teach broader aspects of inclusive 
education. There are similar examples in 
other parts of the world, such as the  
Philippines.”122

Transition and lifelong learning
CBM believes that there must be a more 
structured system in place to support learners 
with disabilities when they transition from 
one stage of education to another.

All children have unique needs and quali-
ties, not just those related to impairment, and 
all children require support at some time in 
their education. For inclusion to be a reality, 
it must start from birth. CBM knows that early 
intervention and education is key to making 
inclusive education possible.
	

“Early education is very concrete: pro- 
grammes need to start inclusive education 
in pre-schools or kindergarten. Mostly peo-
ple start thinking about inclusive education 
when the child has a problem at school age 
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and then they think that the only solution 
is a special school. So for me, the most im-
portant thing to do is to start training inclu-
sive education educators for preschool be-
cause this is actually the easiest way to do 
it. There are many good examples of this 
approach in CBM, for example in Central  
America … community partnerships, parents 
groups, NGOs, or DPOs are supporting chil-
dren with disabilities in schools. The teach-
er has the lead, but receives support from 
community and from parents. In El Salvador  
and Nicaragua, there are several such part-
nerships for early years where we train 

► Maynor, 12, is 
deaf. He used not to 
attend school as his 
very poor family 
needed him to earn 
money. CBM’s part-
ner, ASOPIECAD in 
Nicaragua, supported  
the family with a  
microcredit business 
training, and now 
Maynor is attending 
school. He is also a 
proud member of 
the local baseball 
team.
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community members like health staff or  
local governments in detecting children 
with disabilities from an early age and start 
intervention programmes. The parents are 
central in supporting their children in the 
early years, in government preschools and 
when they come to school, so from three 
years on they can go to a preschool where 
teachers are trained in inclusive practices. 
In preschool, there are better possibilities 
for inclusion as there is less emphasis on 
reaching academic grades. Also, children 
learn to be more accepting of each other, 
to see each other’s strengths, to respect 
each other when they start from a young 
age.”123

Next steps for CBM 
Our goal to increase understanding of inclu-
sive education within CBM and among our 
partners will partially be supported by the  
information in this book, the training guide-
lines we are developing, our new reference 
guide, CBM’s internal technical guides, posi-
tion papers, and case studies, and by a leaf-
let outlining CBM’s approach to inclusive  
education. Additionally  CBM will continue  
to play an active role in alliances such as the  
IDDC, the International Disability Alliance 
(IDA), the International Council for Education 
of Children with Visual Impairment (ICEVI) 
and many others, to achieve this goal.

Going forward, we will focus on the fol-
lowing, in collaboration with our colleagues 
in health, education, and (re)habilitation pro-
grammes:
•	early identification and early intervention;
•	early years education;
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•	in-country and global advocacy to improve 
the tracking of disability-inclusive funding, 
SDG 4, UNCRPD Article 24, and more;

•	building internal CBM capacity in the field 
of inclusive education;

•	developing the capacity of regional advisors 
and other staff;

•	ensuring engagement with DPOs, parents, 
and family members; and

•	collaborating with national governments to 
support them to meet their own targets 
toward SDG 4, and their own education 
sector plans enabling sustainable changes. 

Internally, the framework for CBM’s Federation 
Strategy 2021 will focus on initiative priorities. 
Initially, these will be disability-inclusive devel- 
opment, eye health, and CBID. However, over 
the coming years, we are preparing for an in-
itiative on inclusive education.

Katharina Pfoertner’s final words sum up 
why all the challenges and ideas outlined in 
this book are so important to CBM:

“If we are talking about an inclusive society, 
where would we start? Obviously, we start 
with education. A growing human being 
spends a lot of time in school. For many 
people, and from my personal experience 
growing up, I never knew somebody with 
a disability because they were taught in dif- 
ferent schools. Likewise, a child with a dis-
ability being in a special school has no con-
tact with non-disabled children. I remember 
speaking once with a blind man in Cuba and 
he said: ‘I had such a good education. I was 
educated in a special school and I had the 
best teachers. I reached a very high level 
education, but when I came back to my  
village after graduating nobody knew me.  
I had no social contacts. I had become com- 
pletely isolated, and this is what we don’t 
want.’ This made me think: if we want an 
inclusive society, we need inclusive educa-
tion.”124
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We are CBM 
CBM is a Christian international develop-
ment organisation, committed to improv-
ing the quality of life of persons with dis- 
abilities in the poorest communities of the 
world irrespective of race, gender, or reli-
gious belief. 

Based on its core values and over  
100 years of professional expertise, CBM 
addresses poverty both as a cause and as  
a consequence of disability, and works in 
partnership with local and national civil  
society organisations to create an inclusive 
society for all. 

CBM is a federation currently composed 
of 11 national member associations based 
in Australia, Canada, Germany, Ireland,  
Italy, Kenya, New Zealand, South Africa, 
Switzerland, the United Kingdom, and the 
United States and an international office 
with a network of regional and country  
offices that work closely with our partners 
in Africa, Asia, and Latin America.

  
Our approach 
Disability-inclusive development is the 
framework of all our initiatives and the key 
theme that drives our activities and the im-
pact of our work. We believe that this is 
the most effective way to bring positive 
change to the lives of persons with disabil-
ities living in poverty and their communities.  
Through our disability-inclusive develop-
ment approach, we address the barriers 
that hinder access and participation and 

actively seek to ensure the full participation 
of persons with disabilities as empowered 
self-advocates in all development and emer-
gency response processes. 
 
Our work 
With a global network of partners, CBM 
seeks to build and promote an inclusive 
world in which all persons with disabilities 
enjoy their human rights and achieve their 
full potential. Our work includes: 

•	supporting comprehensive health care sys-
tems and services in eye health, ear and 
hearing care, community mental health, 
and physical rehabilitation; 

•	ensuring inclusive education for all, reach-
ing the most marginalised; 

•	building inclusive, resilient communities 
through CBID;

•	implementing inclusive emergency response  
and disaster risk reduction; and 

•	strengthening international advocacy and 
alliances to realise the human rights of per-
sons with disabilities and the promotion of 
disability-inclusive development.

Working in partnership
Working in partnership allows us to maximise 
the positive impact we can have on the lives 
of persons with disabilities. Examples of our 
collaborations include a long-standing part-
nership with the World Health Organization 
(WHO), as well as consultative status at the 

▲ Worldmap of 
support. CBM is 
helping worldwide – 
together with its lo-
cal partners.

Countries where
we work.
Locations of CBM partner
projects

Countries where
we raise funds.
Locations of CBM Member 
Associations

Countries where we
work and where
we raise funds.

Who is CBM?
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United Nations (UN). We also work closely 
with many national and global networks and 
initiatives, and with governments, project 
partners, and DPOs. 

As CBM could never be a good advocate 
and partner of persons with disabilities with-

out listening to and learning from girls, boys, 
women, and men with disabilities all over 
the world, we are in a constant process of 
mutual learning and support.

More information is available at www.cbm.org

Who is CBM?

https://www.cbm.org
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In April 2015, CBM launched its ‘Series on 
Disability-Inclusive Development.’ CBM 
is publishing a number of books over the 
coming years as part of a dialogue on key  
issues in disability-inclusive development. This  
book is the third in the series.

‘The Future is Inclusive.  
How to Make International  
Development Disability-Inclusive’ 
This opening publication (2015) covers key 
facts and figures on the situation of girls, boys,  
women, and men with disabilities, living in 
low- and middle-income countries. It investi-
gates why development and humanitarian 
actions must always have a disability-inclusive 

CBM’s ‘Series on  
Disability-Inclusive Development’

approach. The book also looks at how CBM 
has implemented disability-inclusive develop-
ment, as well as some of the key lessons 
learned along the way.

‘The Future is Inclusive’ can be ordered via 
www.epubli.com (ISBN 978-3-7375-3923-4)
and is available at  
www.cbm.org/didseries1_the_future_is_ 
inclusive_pdf 

A German version is also available: 

„Zukunft inklusiv(e)!  
Entwicklungszusammenarbeit  
mit und für Menschen  
mit Behinderungen gestalten“ 
(ISBN 978-3-7375-3922-7)

Mit der Unterzeichnung der Behinder­
tenrechtskonvention haben sich viele 

Nationen verpflichtet, Menschen mit Be­
hinderungen in ihren internationa len Ent ­
wicklungsprogrammen zu berücksich tigen. 
Aber wie können die Verantwort lichen 
dieses Versprechen in die Tat um setzen? 
Diese Publikation führt in die wesentlichen 
Grundsätze der behinde rungsspezifischen 

inklusiven Entwicklungs zusammenarbeit 
ein und zeigt an Fallbeispielen aus der 
Projektarbeit der CBM und ihrer Partner 
auf, wie diese Grundsätze in der Praxis  
implementiert werden können. 
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CBM e.V. / CBM Deutschland 
didseries@cbm.org
Bensheim, Deutschland
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„Über eine Milliarde Menschen lebt mit Behinderungen. 
Wir müssen alle Barrieren beseitigen, die die Inklusion 
und Teilhabe von Menschen mit Behinderungen an der 

Gesellschaft behindern – nicht zuletzt, indem wir die Ein­
stellungen verändern, die Stigmatisierung fördern und 

Diskriminierung institutionalisieren.” 

UN­Generalsekretär Ban Ki­moon in seiner Ansprache  
zum Internationalen Tag der Menschen mit Behinderung 2013 

Zukunft inklusiv(e)!
Entwicklungszusammenarbeit mit und für  
Menschen mit Behinderungen gestalten 

Series on Disability-Inclusive Development
Fachpublikationsreihe Behinderung · Inklusion · Entwicklung
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CBM_Buch_Zukunft_TIT_PRINT_2015_03_02.indd   2 02.03.15   09:55

By signing the Convention on the Rights 
of Persons with Disabilities, many nations 

have committed to make sure that people 
with disabilities are included in all their 
international development programmes. 
But how can this be achieved? This publi- 
cation introduces the key concepts for 
disability-inclusive development and high-
lights some practical examples by CBM. 
In writing this publication, CBM wishes to 
contribute to the dialogue on disability- 
inclusive development.  

It is the first publication in the ‘Series on 
Disability-Inclusive Development’ which 
CBM will publish over the coming years on 
a range of topics such as disability-inclusive 
education, livelihood and health. 
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“More than 1 billion of us live with  disabilities.  
We must remove all barriers that affect the inclusion  

and  participation of persons with  disabilities in society,  
in cluding through changing attitudes that fuel stigma 

and  institutionalize  discrimination.”

Ban Ki-moon,  
Secretary-General of the United Nations.  

Message for International Day  
for Persons with Disabilities, 2013

The Future is Inclusive
How to Make International  
Development Disability-Inclusive 

Series on Disability-Inclusive Development
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https://www.cbm.org/didseries1_the_future_is_inclusive_pdf
https://www.epubli.com
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‘Inclusion Counts.  
The Economic Case for Disability- 
Inclusive Development’
The second book (2016) of CBM’s DID Series 
looks at how barriers in society exclude per-
sons with disabilities from key areas of life, 
such as health, education, work, and liveli-
hood. Readers are asked to consider the  
following questions: can governments afford 
to continue excluding girls, boys, women, 
and men with disabilities from key areas of 
life? How can investment in inclusion benefit 
persons with disabilities, their families, and 
societies overall and how can international 
cooperation support this inclusion? 
‘Inclusion Counts’ can also be ordered via 
www.epubli.com 
(ISBN 978-3-7418-8877-9)  
and is available at  
www.cbm.org/didseries2_ 
inclusion_counts_pdf

„Inklusion – ein Gewinn für alle. 
Warum sich inklusive Entwick-
lungszummenarbeit lohnt“ 
is the German version of this publication 
(ISBN 978-3-7418-8857-1).

„Dieses Buch liefert uns überzeugende Nachweise dafür, dass 
die internationale Gemeinschaft keine nachhaltige Entwicklung 
erreichen wird, wenn sie den Kreislauf aus Armut und der Exklu-
sion von Menschen mit Behinderungen nicht durchbricht. Das 
entspricht auch der UN-Behindertenrechtskonvention, die die 
grundsätzliche Berücksichtigung von Menschen mit Behinde-
rungen als unabdingbaren Bestandteil aller Strategien für eine 
nachhaltige Entwicklung hervorhebt.“ 
Oh Joon, Präsident der Konferenz der Vertragsstaaten zur UN- 
Konvention über die Rechte von Menschen mit Behinderungen, 
Botschafter und Ständiger Vertreter der Republik Korea bei den 
Vereinten Nationen (2015)

„Wenn wir Maßnahmen ergreifen, um die Lebensbedingungen 
aller Menschen zu verbessern, müssen wir dabei jeden berücksich- 
tigen. Menschen mit Behinderungen sind besonders gefährdet 
und werden häufig vergessen, dabei haben sie viel zu bieten. Es 
ist für die Bevölkerung und die Wirtschaft eines jeden Landes 
gleichermaßen wichtig, die Fähigkeiten aller Menschen zu nutzen.”
Eric Solheim, Vorsitzender des OECD-Entwicklungsausschusses 
(2015)

„Diese wichtige neue Fachpublikation der CBM kommt gerade 
rechtzeitig und ist relevant für die jüngst verabschiedete Agenda 
2030 für nachhaltige Entwicklung. Die Untersuchung zeigt, wie 
von inklusiver Entwicklung nicht nur Menschen mit Behinderun-
gen, sondern die gesamte Gesellschaft profitiert. Das Buch wird 
von dem Konzept „Es darf niemand zurückbleiben“ („leave no 
one behind“) getragen und sei allen empfohlen, die auf den  
Gebieten der Menschenrechte, Entwicklungszusammenarbeit, 
Bildung und Sozialwissenschaften tätig sind.“
Vladimir Cuk, Exekutivdirektor der International Disability  
Alliance (2015) 

Mit der Verabschiedung der weg- 
weisenden UN-Konvention über  

die Rechte von Menschen mit Behinde-
rungen forderten die ratifizierenden 
Länder die umfassende Inklusion von 
Menschen mit Behinderungen in alle 
Bereiche des gesellschaftlichen Lebens. 
Doch in vielen Ländern werden Menschen  
mit Behinderungen noch immer von 
wichtigen Lebensbereichen wie Gesund-
heit, Bildung und Arbeit ausgeschlossen. 

Die vorliegende Publikation untersucht, 
welche negativen Auswirkungen dies auf 
die Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft hat und 
zeigt auf, wie Inklusion sich auf individu-
eller und gesamtgesellschaftlicher Ebene 
wirtschaftlich auszahlen kann. 
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“This book provides us with convincing evidence that the inter- 
national community will not be able to achieve sustainable  
development without breaking the vicious circle of poverty and 
the exclusion of persons with disabilities. This is in line with the 
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, which 
emphasizes the importance of mainstreaming disability issues as 
an integral component of sustainable development strategies.”

Oh Joon, President of the Conference of States Parties to the 
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and  
Ambassador and Permanent Representative of the Republic  
of Korea to the United Nations (2015)

“When we take actions to improve the lives of all people, we need  
to remember to include everyone. Persons with disabilities are 
particularly vulnerable and often forgotten, but have a lot to  
offer. To utilize the abilities of all is important for both the people 
and the economy of every country.”

Eric Solheim, Chair of the OECD Development Assistance  
Committee (2015)

“This important new CBM publication is both timely and relevant  
to the recent adoption of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Devel- 
opment. The research highlights how disability-inclusive develop-
ment not only benefits persons with disabilities, but all of society, 
and truly embraces the concept of ‘leave no one behind’. This  
publication is highly recommended for those working in the fields 
of human rights, development, education, and social sciences.”

Vladimir Cuk, Executive Director of the International Disability 
Alliance (2015)

ith the landmark passing of the  
Convention on the Rights of Persons  

with Disabilities, ratifying countries  
pledged to promote the full inclusion  
of persons with disabilities in all areas of  
society. Yet in many countries persons 
with disabilities continue to be excluded 
from key areas of life such as health, 
education, and work. This publication 
explores how excluding persons with 
disabilities has a negative impact on the 
economy and society. It also highlights 
that inclusive practices can generate  
economic gains at individual and societal 
level.  
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Accessibility
All publications in this series are available  
as accessible PDFs on CBM’s website:  
www.cbm.org (English),  
www.cbm.de (German)

Feedback
We are interested in hearing your views 
about our publications and welcome your 
comments, suggestions, and questions.
Please E-mail us at didseries@cbm.org
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APCD	 Asia-Pacific Development Center on Disability
ASOPIECAD	Association of Integral Programmes in Community Education Astrid Delleman
AusAID	 Australian Agency for International Development
CBID	 Community-Based Inclusive Development
CBR	 Community-Based Rehabilitation
CEDAW	 Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women
CEFISE	 Integrated Education and Training Centre for Deaf and Hearing People 
DFID	 Department for International Development
DIAUD	 Disability Inclusive and Accessible Urban Development
DPO	 Disabled People’s Organisations
ECD	 Early Childhood Development
EENET	 Enabling Education Network
EFA	 Education for All
GCE	 Global Campaign for Education
GDP	 Gross Domestic Product
GIZ	 Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit
GPE	 Global Partnership for Education
ICESCR	 International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
ICT	 Information and Communication Technology
IDA	 International Disability Alliance
IDDC	 International Disability and Development Consortium
MoEHE	 Ministry of Education and Higher Education (Palestine)
NDC HCM	 Nguyen Dinh Chieu School Ho Chi Minh
NFU	 Norwegian Association for Persons with Intellectual Disabilities
ODI	 Overseas Development Institute
PISA	 Programme for International Student Assessment
SDG	 Sustainable Development Goal
SENCO	 Special Educational Needs Coordinators 
TiCCWG	 Teachers in Crisis Contexts Working Group
TVET	 Technical and Vocational Education and Training
UN	 United Nations 
UNCRC	 United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child
UNCRPD	 United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
UNESCO	 United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
UNICEF	 United Nations Children’s Fund
UNRWA	 United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East
WHO	 World Health Organization
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But how can we achieve this? What are the barriers 
along the way and how can we overcome them? Is 
there a blueprint we can follow? How can we include  
persons with disabilities, their families, and their or-
ganisations to achieve inclusive education? Who else 
should be involved? How must inclusive education be 
financed? 

These are some of the questions on which this book 
critically reflects. Also included are case studies and 
accounts of some of the experiences CBM has gathered  
in more than 100 years of supporting partners in pro-
viding education to persons with disabilities in the 
poorest countries of the world. 

“Inclusive, good quality education is a foundation for 
dynamic and equitable societies.” 

� Desmond Tutu 

Together with disabled persons organisations, our 
readers, and partners in governments, development, 
and education, CBM wants to discuss how we need 
to reshape our education systems to make them 
inclusive for everybody around the world. Inclusive 
quality education is the right of all people – and the 
foundation of our future. 

Half of the 65 million persons with disabilities are 
out of school. Even those in school are unlikely  

to be accessing equitable, quality education. This is 
the situation despite the adoption of the Convention 
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and the more recent 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development, which has inclusive and equitable  
quality education as its goal.

Yet, inclusive education is not only about meeting 
human rights obligations. It is also about celebrating  
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opment and helping bring an end to poverty, there-
by leading to more inclusive societies. 
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