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“I remember how excited I 
felt when I was fi nally return-
ing to school after a very dark 

season of my life that had left me 
disabled possibly forever. I had left 
the school the entire fi rst term of 
Senior Two in 2013, and returning 
one month late for the second term 
with paralyzed legs from the knees 
down, a completely deaf right ear, 
and very weak painful hands that 
could hardly hold anything. At the 
end of that day, to my dismay, we 
were told that I cannot continue 
to study because the school was 
unable to accommodate me in my 
condition.” a 21-year-old, SheLeads 
advocate, Clare Akumu recalls.  

Akumu had been having is-
sues with her muscles and nerves 
whereby her legs would often be-
come so weak suddenly causing 
her to lose balance and fall some-
times hurting herself badly in the 
process a condition that worsened 
in 2013. 

When she returned home for her 
fi rst term holidays the situation got 
worse. She became completely pa-
ralysed and the doctors told her, 
non-conclusively, that it might be 
nerve degeneration and could only 
start her on physiotherapy as they 
treated the symptoms with nerve 
strengthening medications. 

She became partially deaf and 
also her hand muscles were af-
fected in that holding something 
was excruciating. 

“The doctors recommended 
braces to support my legs as part 
of therapy in the hope that with the 
medication and physiotherapy, I 
would get my mobility back,” says 
Akumu. 

Challenges upon returning 
According to Akumu, the school 

policy did not allow the transfer of 
students from the boarding section 
to the day section before the end 
of the year. This made her transfer 
from the boarding impossible yet 
she needed a lot of help, and she 
could only get at home.

“I needed to have people shout 
and repeat themselves for me to 
hear yet the teachers found this 
very hard to adjust to in class. The 
seat you would get at the begin-
ning of the year would not be 
changed throughout, I was in the 
middle of the class but I needed 
to be in front to at least ease my 
hearing which did not happen as 
none of my classmates was willing 
to swap and the school did not get 
involved either,” Akumu recalls.

The washrooms were a big chal-
lenge too, she needed the seater 
toilets yet the school only had 
squatting toilets. 

Discontinuing school that year 
did not do Akumu well at all as her 
parents tried to get her to other 
schools, which also refused to ad-
mit her. 

“We could not opt for home-
schooling because it was expensive 
for my family that was concurrently 

paying hospital bills for my therapy, 
medication and tests. Life came 
from normal to very complicated,” 
Akumu adds. 

There are very many children 
like Akumu with special needs in 
Uganda struggling to access qual-
ity education services equitably. 

According to the Principal Educa-
tion Offi cer (non-formal education) 
Department of Special Needs and 
Inclusive Education at the Ministry 
of Education and Sports Charles 
Mugisa, special needs encom-
passes a number of categories of 
children. There are children born 
with different physical disabilities 

which may affect, either temporar-
ily or permanently, a person’s phys-
ical capacity and/or mobility such 
as acquired brain injury, muscular 
dystrophy, epilepsy, spinal cord in-
jury, and dwarfi sm. 

Some of them its intellectual 
disability usually characterised by 
someone having an IQ below 70 
(the median IQ is 100), as well as 
signifi cant diffi culty with daily liv-
ing such as self-care, safety, com-
munication, and socialisation for 
instance down syndrome, fragile 
X syndrome, developmental delay 
and many others.

“Some of these disabilities hap-

pen as a result of injuries later in 
life. We also look at child family 
heads due to various circumstances 
that have the responsibility of tak-
ing care of their siblings and the 
special needs and disabilities are 
numerous,” Mr Mugisa says.

Access to quality education 
According to Ms Monica Nyi-

raguhabwe, Executive Director of 
Girl up Initiative Uganda, the fact 
that disabilities and special needs 
come with different specialities, 
there are specifi c conditions such 
as infrastructural like buildings 
with ramps for wheelchairs, hav-
ing teachers with skills to handle 
the different conditions, having 
learning materials for the various 
categories of learners something 
most already in place schools did 
not account for from the start. 

“It is very expensive to start plan-
ning and implementing some of 
these things, so many schools do 
not admit these children hence in-
accessibility to quality education,” 
says Ms Nyiraguhabwe, adding 
that the general appreciation of in-
clusion education is still very low in 
the country.

Most of the schools doing well 
academically in Uganda charge 
more, according to Mr Mugisa, yet 
most of the children with special 
needs come from underprivileged 
families.

“Some of such children come 
from rich families but their parents 
don’t consider them as a priority 
when it comes to education, some 
are ashamed of their children and 
hide them, some are already in-

volved in too many medical bills 
depending on their condition and 
others simply feel like it is a wast-
age of money,” Mr Mugisa adds. 

The funding cuts across even 
to the schools themselves, for in-
stance, the blind require braille 
devices costing about Shs3m 
each and can only be used by one 
child, which is ultimately very ex-
pensive for both the parents and 
the schools. “The fact is teachers 
skilled to handle special needs are 
in few schools. These children may 
even access the school and not get 
adequate services,”he says.

Many children like in the case of 
Akumu have to adopt to the en-
vironment instead of the environ-
ment adjusting to them, which puts 
a lot of extra strain to the learner 
with the special need.

“I was able to return to the same 
school and redo S.2 and had to still 
work through many of the things 
in school for instance the toilets 
were the same, teachers didn’t 
know sign language I had to learn 
to lip read to aid my faint hear-
ing. I am grateful I was assigned 
a ground level class even though 
I was suposed to be in an upper 
level one as a way of the school 
making my learning easier and they 
also made sure I had what I needed 
whenever I missed classes on many 
occasions either because of hospi-
tal visits or my own ill health some 
days,” Akumu says. 

Government intervention
The government is working on a 

national all-inclusive education pol-
icy that, according to Mr Mugisa, 
has already been approved by the 
ministry’s top management and is 
yet to be tabled at the Cabinet-
level in a bid to ensure access of 
all children to good and quality 
education a very big progressive 
step in the right direction for our 
country.

“In this policy, we are saying ev-
ery learner with or without disability 
should come to school, participate 
in learning, achieve what is sup-
posed to be achieved and prog-
ress to the next level. For this to 
happen teachers must get training 
in handling children with or with-
out disabilities, in this policy it will 
be a requirement for all buildings 
in schools to be accessible by all, 
information will be required to be 
accessible in all forms to accommo-
date all learners,” says Mr Mugisa.

The current approach of Inclusive 
Education (IE) focuses beyond both 
the traditional and the transitional 
practices of special education and 
integration respectively. 

According to education.go.ug 
the present trend of inclusive edu-
cation and policy thrust embraces 
modifi cations in curricular, teach-
ing methods, teaching/learning 
resources, medium of communi-
cation and adjusting the learning 
environment to meet individual 
learning needs. 

Making education accessible 
to children with special needs

Disability. According to World 
Bank, approximately 2.5 million 
children in Uganda live with some 
form of disability, hindering their 
access to education, health and 
employment and realizing their 
full potential.

According to a World Bank 
story published on February 7, 
2020, about 16 percent of Ugan-
dan children have a disability.

This suggests that most chil-
dren with disabilities are not able 
to attend school and that learners 
with special needs fail to transi-
tion from one educational level 
to another. 

Only 5 percent of children with 
disabilities can access education 
through inclusive schools and 10 
percent through special schools, 
according to UNICEF 2014 re-
port.

The same report indicates 
that according to the Ministry 
of Education and Sports (2017) 
some 9,597 pupils enrolled in 

pre-primary schools (1.6%) have 
impairments. The majority were 
children with ‘mental impairment’ 
(28%) followed by ‘hearing impair-
ments’ (25%), ‘visual impairment’ 
(22%), ‘physical impairment’ 
(16%), ‘autism’ (5%) and ‘multiple 
handicaps-deaf and blind’ (4%). 

There are 172,864 children 
with special needs in primary 
schools, which is 2.0% of total pri-
mary level enrolment and 9% of 
the overall children with special 
needs. Regarding the category 
of impairment, hearing (27.2%), 
mental (22.7%), visual (25.8%), 
and physical impairments (17.9%) 
constitute the percentages. More 
than half (52.6%) of the pupils with 
disabilities are males.

DISABILITY AND SPECIAL NEEDS STATUS 

This photo 
taken in 
2020 shows 
Tracy Nafula 
reading aloud 
in class at 
Seeta Church 
of Uganda 
Primary 
School. She 
is one of 
hundreds 
of students 
whose hearing 
is much 
improved after 
being fi tted 
with a hearing 
aid.
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