




Factors limiting 
access to education 
for children with 
disabilities
•  At the local and community level, many parents and 

community members, who are not sufficiently informed 
or made aware of issues faced by people with 
disabilities, have negative and stigmatising attitudes 
(including those related to traditional beliefs and  
practices towards children and people with disabilities.  

•  In schools:
    -  Teaching practices are not sufficiently adapted to 

the needs of some children with disabilities. For 
example, teachers use traditional approaches which 
are   not inclusive such as teaching techniques 
using verbal repetition and the copying of written 
content from the board without giving alternative 
options for children with visual or intellectual 
impairments for example. Teachers are not 
adequately trained about using inclusive education 
methods and how to support children with 
disabilities when they are in mainstream school. As 
a result, they do not always meet the needs of 
these children or do enough to include them in 
school activities with their peers without disabilities. 
Many of these children will end up dropping out as 
they  are not able to learn if the content and 
teaching style is not adapted to their needs, they 
are likely to fail the end of year exams to pass to the 
next school year, and they will be put off ever trying 

1   Low-income economies are defined as those with a GNI per capita of $1025 or less; lower middle-income economies are those with a GNI 
per capita between $1026 and $4035.

2   They do not sufficiently take disability and the educational needs of certain children into account.

to go back to school after having a negative 
experience the first time.  

    -  The school environment is often difficult to access  
( both getting to school and moving within the 
school premises) and teaching and learning 
materials are poorly adapted: schools often lack 
toilets and sanitary facilities adapted to the needs 
of children with physical or visual impairments. 
Classes do not always have enough natural light, 
which is problematic for children with visual 
impairments. School transport is generally not 
available, and when it is, it is seldom adapted to 
children with disabilities. In addition, education for 
children with disabilities in most low- and middle-
income countries1 is mostly provided in special 
schools located in urban areas where infrastructure 
is more developed. Children living in less 
advantaged and more rural environments do not 
have access to these educational facilities. Also 
children who attend special schools are generally 
segregated from their mainstream peers and cannot 
access the mainstream education curriculum, which 
can limit their options in the future.  

•  Lack of inclusive education policies2 at a national 
and local level, are as a result of the following factors:

    -  Governments are not sufficiently well informed 
about the Convention on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities (even though many of them have 
signed and ratified it) and do not translate it into 
practical policies and action plans. Others may 
prefer to work on other priorities so even if they are 
informed they choose not to focus on it.

    -  Inclusive Education is rarely included in the 
Education Sector Plans for countries, which means 
that most of the funds going to education are not 
focussed on this issue.    

    -  Disability is often approached from a medical 
perspective: support given to a child with 
disabilities is almost exclusively medical, and 
focuses little on his or her social inclusion at 
community and school level.  Linked to this, 
sometimes the budget allocated for the education 
for children with disabilities is diverted to special 
schools only. 

    -  There is a lack of reliable data on the educational 
status of children with disabilities and numbers of 
children out of school.

The HI #school4all 
campaign 
To mobilise the public on this important issue, HI is 
launching a summer fundraising campaign called 
#school4all every year. 

The primarily digital campaign will run in 8 countries 
(Belgium, Canada, France, Luxembourg, 
Switzerland, United Kingdom, United States).
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•  HI provides direct support to children with 
disabilities and their families by working with 
communities. In conjunction with local partners 
(disabled people’s organisations, neighbourhood 
associations, and so on), HI visits villages, identifies 
out-of-school children with disabilities, makes parents 
aware of the importance of educating their children, 
and how to support them, providing peer to peer 
support if appropriate. HI also gives some direct 
assistance to help children attend school, such as 
providing rehabilitation support, and assistive devices 
such as wheelchairs, or white canes. 

•  HI builds the capacities of staff in education, social 
and health services: HI ensures that schools provide 
appropriate infrastructure (such as access ramps, 
adapted toilets and special adapted chairs for children 
with physical disabilities), and supports them to 
develop inclusive learning environments ( such as 
ensuring that teaching and learning materials are 
inclusive for learners with intellectual disabilities or 
sensory impairments), teachers with disability 
training, and rehabilitation support for children with 
disabilities. The aim is to make services more inclusive 
for all.

•  HI helps ministries develop more inclusive national 
education policies that take disability issues into 
account 

Projects
•  The organisation provides direct support to children 

with disabilities and their families through needs 
based personalised support ,implemented by 
multidisciplinary teams not only by workers from the 
education field, but also from rehabilitation, social 
work and other sectors. Some 127,000 children with 
disabilities benefited directly from Inclusive 
Education projects in 2018.

•  HI supports the development of support systems to 
include children with more severe disabilities in 
school (e.g supporting children with intellectual 
disabilities, children who are deaf or blind children in 
mainstream classes). This may include setting up a 
network of specialist mobile teachers, transitional 
classes (where children gradually move to mainstream 
classes), and so on. 

•  HI carries out awareness-raising and outreach 
activities to inform communities, parents, etc., on the 
importance of including children with disabilities in 
school (awareness-raising tools include films, 
cartoons, etc.). These activities are implemented in 
conjunction with civil society, including disabled 
people’s organisations.

•  HI pays particular attention to training inclusive 
education focal points (student teachers, teachers 

Three areas of activities: families and 
communities, making services inclusive 
(education, social, etc.) and developing policies

©
 T

ill
 M

ay
er

 / 
H

I

6



and primary school heads) to ensure they provide 
adequate support to children with disabilities. The 
organisation develops teaching and learning aids and 
suggests educational methods adapted to children 
with hearing, visual or intellectual disabilities. 

•  HI adapts and makes the school environment and 
school facilities accessible to children with disabilities.

•  HI conducts advocacy work with education 
ministries to ensure that the issue of inclusive 
education for children with disabilities is better 
addressed. In the countries where it works, the 
organisation supports staff in charge of inclusive 
education (such as the Department of Inclusive 
Education in Burkina Faso, or the Rwandan Education 
Board for example) to formulate policies, strategies 
and action plans in order to advance the right to 
quality inclusive education.

•  HI also contributes to international advocacy for 
inclusive education and lobbies for national 
governments to achieve Goal 4 of sustainable 
development goals to “ensure inclusive and quality 
education for all and promote lifelong learning.” HI 
participates in major national and international 
meetings related to the inclusion of people with 
disabilities, in association with the network of 
European NGOs within the IDDC consortium 
(International Disability and Development 
Consortium). It is also a member of the French and 
British coalitions of the Global Campaign for 
Education. 

Examples of innovative practices:
•  HI trains teachers in new teaching and learning 

techniques:
 -  Teachers are encouraged to set up small groups 

where children learn how to discuss an issue, solve a 
problem together, and this makes it easier for children 
with different strengths to support each other.

 -  Teachers use concrete learning methods (such as using 
real objects to teach children to count) and visual aids 
(photos, pictures and drawings) to explain concepts in 
a more meaningful way that is easier to understand. 

•  HI strengthens inclusive education in communities in 
conjunction with parents and student committees: 

 -  HI works with learners to organise creative activities 
(singing, theatre, sports, etc.) for children, especially 
children with disabilities.

 -  Parent voluntary workers and other students such as 
those involved in “Inclusive Education clubs” or other 
similar initiatives support teachers, such as by helping 
to produce teaching and learning materials (using low 
cost local materials), and spreading the message 
about Inclusive Education through drama.

•  HI links inclusive education to rehabilitation:
 -  For example, children with disabilities who benefit 

from inclusive education projects can be referred to 
health and rehabilitation centres and given the 
support they need, including rehabilitation sessions. 
This support will enable them to become more 
independent and continue on at school.
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together a better society where everyone is included. 
When children learn together regardless of their 
differences, the whole of society benefits in the long 
run.

Practicing cooperative and differentiated teaching, 
making the learning environment more accessible, 
safer and enjoyable, and creating interaction between 
all actors involved in education are some examples of 
what inclusive education can do. 

Investing in inclusive education improves the quality of 
the whole education system. Inclusive education can 
result in better social and academic performance for all 
learners.

Inclusive quality education can remove educational 
obstacles for all children, reduce the number of people 
out of school, and help combat discrimination in 
general. 

Are HI’s programmes effective? 
Thanks to HI’s efforts and support to improve access 
and conditions for the inclusion of children with 
disabilities in mainstream education systems, we have 
seen a significant shift in attitudes towards people with 
disabilities in communities where we work. Families are 
generally more open to enrolling their children in 
schools and the number of school-enrolled children 
with disabilities is rising. 

There have also been significant changes in schools. 
The information collected on children sometimes takes 
into account the specific needs of children with 
disabilities. Teachers better understand disability, the 
needs of children with disabilities, and the inclusive 
approach.  

Key partners in the countries where we work, 
ministries of national education are also more closely 
involved and sometimes request support to develop or 
revise national education policies for children with 
disabilities. 

Parental involvement
Parents play a big role in their child’s education. 
Awareness-raising helps parents understand the 
importance of taking action and engaging in the 
education of all their children. It should be said, 
however, that education places a heavy burden on 
many families since, although education is free, in 
general they must pay school fees and buy school 
supplies, uniforms and so on. This is a major obstacle to 
school retention. 

Under the parent peer educators system developed in 
Burundi, the “peer” is a parent of a child with disabilities 
who has enrolled his or her child in school and who 
volunteers to directly help their community by raising 
awareness of their children’s schooling among his or 
her peers, if they have not already done so, and by 
ensuring, through support activities, their success at 
school. Parents with successful experiences can provide 
testimony on how schooling is possible when we work 
on the child’s personal situation (his or her disability) 
and environment (external barriers and facilitators).

As well as raising the awareness of other parents, they 
also have a role to play in identifying children and 
adding them to the civil register, monitoring their 
progress, and referring them to health centres.  

Follow-up for schools and children
We have implemented a follow-up system as part of 
our projects. Our teams follow up activities done by 
children and schools. However, most follow-up is done 
by our partners, Disabled People’s Organisations, or 
other civil society organisations and institutional actors.
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MALI

Testimony of Mariam, mother of Oumou
“My name is Mariam. I’m 
Oumou’s mother. She is nine 
years old and she is wearing a 
prosthesis. Thanks to HI’s 
project, my daughter was 
given technical assistance and 
was able to go back to school. 
Oumou had to stop going to 
school because her prosthesis 
was defective and no longer fit 
her. My daughter had grown a 

lot and neither her father nor I could afford to get a new 
one made for her. When Oumou was identified by the 
HI team’s community awareness officer, they had to 
raise our awareness and talk it over with us before we 
finally agreed to enrol her in school again. My husband 
and I never thought she would be able to study again. 

But, fortunately, as part of the Inclusive Education in 
the Sahel project, Oumou was given a medical 
diagnosis and then a new adapted prosthesis was 
made for her. She can walk again now and go to school! 
Without this support, there is no way she could have 
gone back to school. Now our daughter goes to school 
like all her friends, and in the same school as them. She 
has moved up to the next class. 

As for myself, I’m more aware and I’ve been trained in 
the importance of education for children with 
disabilities. I’ve learned a lot about disability and the 
benefits of sending children with disabilities to school. 
I’m a community awareness officer now and I go out 
and talk to children and their families.

My husband and I are very proud of our daughter, and 
we will continue to educate other parents of children 
with disabilities so they understand disability is not a 
life sentence, and that they too have the right to go to 
school like all other children.” 
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NEPAL

Testimony of Susillah, who was born deaf,  
gains independence through sign language

Susillah, 9, lives in a remote area in western Nepal. 
Susillah was born deaf and is not able to speak. 
With support from HI, Susillah attends school with 
other children in her village where she learns sign 
language. She’s become one of the best students in 
her class.

Susillah, 9, lives in the remote mountains of Mugu 

District in Far western Nepal. This region, regularly cut 
off from the rest of the country for several months due 
to a harsh climate and inaccessible roads, is one of the 
poorest in the country. Many families support 
themselves by growing their own crops and produce. 

Susillah was born deaf and is not able to speak. Since 
she was five, she has been attending an inclusive 
school supported by HI. The association trains teachers 
by encouraging them to adopt teaching methods and 
educational tools adapted to the needs of children with 
disabilities. These teachers give specific lessons to 
Susillah and her friends who are also deaf in order to 
help them improve their sign language skills.

Other children in the school also learn sign language so 
that they can communicate with one another. Teachers 
also tell parents how important it is for their children, 
both with and without disabilities, to go to school. 
“Often, parents of children with disabilities are 
stigmatized and feel very shameful,” says Julia Mc 
Geown, HI’s Global Inclusive Education Specialist. “They 
tend to keep their children at home, sometimes hidden. 
HI fights against these prejudices and stigmas and 
wants every child to have access to education.”

Thanks to HI, Susillah and her friends feel included in 
school activities and among their peers. Together, they 
play ball and other games. And when Susillah is asked 
what she prefers, she answers, “learning sign language 
and reading.” Her teachers confirm that she is one of 
the best students in the class. 
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