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Executive Summary 

Educational provision for children with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) is a 

challenging task and one which demands greater attention in Uganda. This literature review 

examines the evidence from previous initiatives and relevant research in this area, keeping global 

knowledge in view but focusing on Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), including Uganda itself, with a focus on 

education below the tertiary level and on the period since 1990. 

In the search strategy, different databases were used for Anglophone and Francophone sources. In 

the selection of sources, the emphasis is on independent academic research reported in journal 

articles and in contributions to symposium books. The review is not intended to be exhaustive, but 

selective and critical, giving priority to work of a good standard. An effort was made to select sources 

from all regions within SSA. 

The review begins by presenting evidence on factors that have, over the past 50 years, encouraged 

stronger support for the education of children with SEND: international attention to rights and equity 

issues, advances in medical and social science, and awareness of the links between disability and 

poverty. Another part of the background described is the legacy of special schools and units within 

schools, introduced in Uganda and other parts of SSA from the 1950s onwards and described in the 

case of Uganda by Karugu (1988) and Kristensen and others (2006). 

Despite the educational interventions to support children with disabilities (CWD), their situation 

continues to be affected by superstition, stigma, bullying and social isolation in and out of school. 

Various research in SSA is mentioned which illustrates these adverse factors, especially that of 

Gbebe (2022) and Banks and others (2017). 

In the later twentieth century, the inclusion movement gained momentum in the Global North, 

largely as a reaction against the use of asylums (residential centres and schools) to accommodate 

both adults with intellectual disabilities and children with various disabilities. By the 1990s the 

movement had spread to the Global South, including SSA, generating new educational initiatives but 

also leading to differences of professional opinion about how far CWD should be integrated in 

regular schools and classrooms, with individual support, and how far special schools and units should 

be retained for them. Interpretations of 'inclusive education' vary among educators, some 

emphasising social integration and others giving priority to common goals of learning. 

The institutional environment of basic education in SSA has made it especially difficult to integrate 

CWD in regular schools with successful results. Shortages of teachers, classrooms, furniture and 

learning materials have been aggravated by national programmes introducing universal primary 

education. Inadequate public budgets have been put under further strain by the AIDS pandemic and 

the demand for financial support to orphaned children. In Uganda and some other countries, the 

examination culture and academic competition among schools encourage attitudes and pedagogy 

that are not helpful for CWD - and the same applies to authoritarian teacher-pupil relationships as 

reported in Mali (Loua, 2021). In some countries the commercialisation of services within public 

education, imitating the practices of private schools, is a further potential barrier to support for 

CWD, who tend to come from the poorer homes. 

In Uganda a system of 'special needs education' (SNE) was established in the period 1991-2003 with 

technical and financial support from Denmark. The system had a three-track approach, retaining 

some special schools and special units within regular schools and also designating some regular 

schools in every district to be 'inclusive' for some children with SEND. The intention was to maintain 
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1. Purposes and Scope of the Review

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

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

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

2. Search Strategy

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

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

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

For Francophone sources, the Cairn.info database was used. The initial search terms were: 'Enfants 
ayant des problemes de scolarite en Afrique subsaharienne' [children with special educational needs 
in SSA] and 'Education inclusive en Afrique subsaharienne' [inclusive education in SSA]. With this 
approach, some useful journal articles and book chapters were accessed. 
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'truant children' are capable of attending school but choose to be absent, while 'refusers' have 

physical or psychological barriers to attending. In SSA the distinction may be less clear-cut: but 

children with disabilities may develop a negative self-concept, as a result of the stigma and other 

difficulties that they experience, leading to dropout. Odhiambo mentions the importance of positive 

adult role models to motivate such children. 

6. The Inclusion Movement: Development and Limitations, Globally and in

Sub-Saharan Africa

Since the later twentieth century there has been a global movement to maximise the inclusion of 

adults with disabilities in activities of the wider society and children with disabilities in regular 

education. To understand this movement, we need to be aware of the situation that preceded it in 

the Global North, especially the segregation of adults with ID (the mentally handicapped) in large 

residential institutions. In the United States a turning point was reached in 1969, when Dr. Wolf 

Wolfensberger (1934-2011) presented to the Federal Government a devastating analysis and critique 

of American public institutions for 'retardates' (as they were then called) since around 1850 

(Wolfensberger, 1969). He showed how these institutions had been initiated on a 'hospital model' 

but how official expectations of the inmates had declined over time from hopes of development to 

pity and then to fear and condemnation, so that in the early twentieth century 'retardates' had been 

associated with criminality. They had few rights of any sort, and some state governments had tried to 

prevent them from marrying or reproducing. Wolfensberger (ibid.) summarised the trend in this 

sentence: 

The institution became not a paradise but a purgatory, not a Garden of Eden but an agency of 

dehumanization (p. 41). 

Wolfensberger also observed that the use of large residential institutions had persisted into the 

mid-twentieth century, long after they had ceased to be justified by any scientific evidence. Most of 

these trends had parallels in Europe and Wolfensberger, who was of German origin, was aware that 

mentally handicapped adults had been among the victims of the Nazi holocaust. 

During the last quarter of the twentieth century Wolfensberger became a leading figure in a 

movement of 'normalization', which encouraged the integration of adults with ID in the wider society 

and economy, with support from local communities. Along with other underprivileged groups in the 

United States, they benefited considerably from the civil rights movement at the time. As some of 

the criticisms of adult asylums were also applicable to the special schools for children with 

disabilities, the movement for inclusion of such children in regular schools developed alongside the 

'normalization' movement. All these developments had parallels in other Western countries. In the 

United Kingdom, the goal of 'inclusion' had support from disabled people's organisations, fitted well 

with the model of the comprehensive secondary school which was then being adopted by many local 

authorities, and was endorsed by the Education Act of 1981. The extension of these ideas to the 

Global South was encouraged by the international (UN-based) commitments to rights and equity for 

children, which we mentioned in Section 3 above. 

By the early twenty-first century, the goal of 'inclusive education' had become an international 

orthodoxy, but with different interpretations. Some of the more doctrinaire advocates claimed that 

the 'medical model' of disability had treated it as an individual defect, whereas in the 'social model' 

the concept is recognised as 'a form of oppression and exclusion produced by and within particular 

social conditions and relationships' (Barton & Armstrong, 2001, p. 696). This is an extreme position, 

as it treats disability as a mere social construction and one used with malice, not recognising that it 

could be an indicator based on evidence of impairment and used to organise support. It should be 
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