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INTRODUCTION.
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There is a growing recognition of the
importance of reaching and including
children with disabilities in national education
provision, in line with SDG 4 which requires
states to ensure inclusive and equitable
quality education and promote lifelong
learning opportunities for all. In response,
many governments have developed inclusive
education strategies to boost participation
and outcomes for children with disabilities in
mainstream education settings.
Despite these good intentions, efforts to turn
inclusive education strategies into reality tend
to focus solely on what happens in schools
(supply) and ignore the factors that prevent
children with disabilities from enrolling and
staying in school (demand) which include
a lack of understanding and support for
children with disabilities’ right to education
among families and communities.
The potential of OPDs to strengthen design
and delivery of inclusive education strategies
has been largely ignored, but experience
from our work in Sudan and Tanzania shows
that OPDs can play a key role in bridging
the gap between education providers and
communities. Through these projects, OPDs
have been helping schools and education
policymakers to build their understanding of
disability and inclusive practice skills, while
also engaging with communities and families
to challenge perceptions of disability, secure
active support for children with disabilities to
access education, and to build aspirations for
persons with disabilities in general.

OUR APPROACH.
In Tanzania and Sudan, ADD has worked with OPDs, Education
Ministries and schools to pioneer a more holistic approach to
delivering inclusive education strategies, where OPDs play a key role in
bridging the gap between education providers and communities.
We worked with the Women With Disabilities Association and Cross
Disability Federations in Gedarif State, in the east of Sudan, to improve
vulnerable children with disabilities’ access to inclusive primary
education in 13 schools in 3 areas. The project, funded by UK AID
Direct from 2018-2021, built on an approach developed in a previous
pilot funded by the EU: OPDs work closely with education providers
to improve their understanding and practice on inclusive education
approaches – through training workshops on inclusive education,
formation of school improvement for inclusion committees, creation
of resource rooms in schools, and implementation of accessibility
improvement plans. At the same time, OPDs carried out outreach and
awareness raising activities with communities to identify excluded
children with disabilities, and to work with their families to support
their participation in schools.
In Tanzania we worked with OPDs in Pwani region to deliver a 4-year
project to model inclusive education approaches in pre-primary
education. The project, funded by Comic Relief and the Foreign,
Commonwealth and Development Office from 2017 to 2021, built on
approaches we have developed with OPDs in Tanzania over the past
decade. Efforts in key areas were combined to achieve lasting change:
building community awareness; advocacy with education providers;
teacher training on inclusive practice; identification and enrolment
of out-of-school children with disabilities. The project focused on 252
pre-primary schools in four areas of Pwani region, and also engaged
with national policymakers, contributing to changes in country-wide
budgets and strategy.
In both projects, a critical element was the technical support
and mentoring that ADD provides to OPDs to strengthen their
organisational capacity, skills and confidence so that they can play
a leading role in designing and delivering project activities – but
also so that this role can be sustained after the project ends. ADD
also brokered links between OPD leaders and powerholders at all
levels, helping OPD leaders to prepare for key meetings, to present
their experience and recommendations as experts, and to build
relationships with powerholders over time.
The projects were delivered over a period of many challenges, not least
the COVID-19 pandemic which caused school closures for long periods
and a day-to-day struggle for survival among families of children with
disabilities. OPDs have responded by developing new partnerships,
including the Humanitarian Aid Commission in Sudan, and a civil
society platform or coordinating COVID-19 response in Tanzania. At
community level, OPDs represented a source of reliable information
and a channel for accessing emergency support for families of children
with disabilities.
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DID IT WORK?
There is evidence that the projects have had a positive impact on increased attendance and
outcomes for children with disabilities.
•

In target schools in Tanzania, enrolment of children with disabilities in 2021 was just over 2.4
times larger than at the project starting point in 2017

•

In 13 schools in Sudan the number of children with disabilities increased by 94. Furthermore,
a further study of 9 other local schools, in communities where awareness raising activities
were carried out, also identified an increase of 39 children with disabilities

In Tanzania, a 3-year tracer study identified that children with disabilities in target pre-schools
progressed more than children with disabilities in pre-schools outside the project in maths,
reading and health studies. These results were backed up by feedback from 23 teachers who
reported seeing improvement in academic performance, social inclusion, and participation of
children with disabilities. 81% of trained teachers have demonstrated improved knowledge and
skills on supporting learners with disabilities, and teachers themselves highlight the importance
of inclusive teaching methods and materials in helping children with disabilities to thrive in preschools: ‘[they] love school because of the proper teaching methodology and teaching materials.’
Despite this progress, there is evidence that gender barriers still exist: In Tanzania, boys with
disabilities attend more often and make more progress in core skills than girls with disabilities,
although enrolment rates for girls with disabilities have increased more during the project.
In Sudan, project reviews identified a shift in attitudes towards disability in the community,
and increased commitment to inclusive education principles within the Ministry of Education
at state and national level. The role of OPDs was a key part of this change process, through
their awareness raising work with families and communities, and their direct engagement with
policymakers and schools. OPDs’ contribution to change was also recognised by 78% of teachers
interviewed in Tanzania, with many mentioning OPDs’ role in encouraging child enrolment and
helping children to join schools, and encouraging their parents to join school committees.

WILL CHANGE BE LASTING?
The projects included strategies for promoting the uptake of the approaches developed.
In Sudan, 111 more schools will now introduce inclusive education based on the project
approaches: 36 schools in Gedarif supported by the Ministry of Education, and 75 schools in
Khartoum , the Red Sea and West Darfur states supported by the Ministry of Education, UNESCO,
and other INGOs.
Engagement with education authorities in both countries has contributed to new commitments
to strengthening inclusive education provision. In Sudan the government has committed to
cascading inclusive education knowledge and practice to surrounding schools, adherence to a
building code for new schools and public buildings, and introducing WGQ into school databases.
In Tanzania, commitments include significant increases in budgets for assistive devices and
inclusive teaching and learning materials, and inclusive education approaches are now a standard
element of all teacher training programmes.
Through their activism on inclusive education, OPDs have built their profile, capacity, links and
impact, and this is contributing to shifting attitudes to disability inclusion more broadly. However,
without ongoing institutional support for OPDs it is not clear how much they will be able to
continue their active engagement with schools and ministries of education. In Tanzania half
of the teachers interviewed wondered whether OPD involvement will last, and many say more
support is required for OPDs’ role to continue.

IMPLICATIONS
FOR MEANINGFUL
ENGAGEMENT.
ADD International’s experience in Tanzania
and Sudan demonstrates that OPDs can
play a critical role in helping governments
to turn inclusive education strategies into
reality, both by informing improvements
in ‘supply’, as well as by increasing
‘demand’ and support within communities
for children with disabilities to access
mainstream education. This approach can
only be effective where engagement with
OPDs is meaningful at all stages - planning,
delivery, review.
Meaningful engagement starts with
recognising OPD potential for meaningful
contribution: Even on issues such as
education where they may not be seen as
‘experts’, the lived experience of persons
with disabilities, and established OPD links
with families and communities, represents
a unique and essential ‘expertise’.
Meaningful engagement requires
meaningful support: Despite their unique
expertise, most OPDs are under-resourced
and therefore need practical support to
enable them to play these roles effectively.
We need to cover the costs of OPD
time to enable meaningful engagement
and to offer them support with other
needs which they identify including
strengthening organisational capacity,
and technical support to strengthen the
skills and confidence needed to play their
role effectively. This requires long-term
investment and accompaniment.
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