
 1 

Inclusions and exclusions in rural Tanzanian primary schools: material barriers, teacher 1 

agency and disability equality  2 

 3 

Abstract  4 

This paper begins with the assumption that the argument for the inclusion of children with 5 

disabilities in mainstream schools, championed by Sustainable Development Goal 4 and Article 24 6 

of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD), has largely been accepted 7 

nationally and internationally by policy makers, and is increasingly being accepted by teachers. In 8 

interrogating the complex craft of developing inclusive and equal learning environments for children 9 

with disabilities, this paper draws upon Kershner’s ‘core aspects of teachers’ knowledge and 10 

knowing’, and in particular, ‘the school as a site for the development of teaching expertise and the 11 

creation of knowledge’. Data is presented from in-depth interviews following videoed lesson 12 

observations with experienced teachers in 15 rural, urban and coastal primary schools in four 13 

districts in Tanzania. Findings indicate that the teachers’ practice is moving unevenly towards 14 

disability equality, and involves processes of inclusions and exclusions.  This involves teacher 15 

autonomy, agency and reflective practice in the context of material, attitudinal, structural, pedagogic 16 

and curricular barriers. The teachers’ expertise has potential to inform national and international 17 

policy developments, and so reduce the evident rhetoric-reality gap. In conclusion, it is argued that 18 

inclusive education needs to grapple with disability as a social construct, and lessons are drawn for 19 

the further fulfilment of the rights of children with disabilities to equal participation in education. 20 
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1. Introduction  25 

This paper critically explores the current international policy context in relation to disability equality 26 

in education and its implementation by ordinary primary school teachers in mainstream schools in 27 

Tanzania. The research question framing the paper is: How can rural primary school teachers’ 28 

experience inform the development of more disability equal educational policy and practices? This 29 

paper is timely because it highlights the disconnect between the grand global debates which support 30 

disability equality in education, and the limited availability of relevant pre- and in-service teacher 31 

education. This paper also contributes to the limited and scattered literature on effective and 32 

equitable classroom practice in the global South from a disability equality and inclusive education 33 

perspective. 34 

We begin by identifying the guiding global debates on education for all, inclusive education and 35 

disability equality that demonstrate increasing evidence of ‘equal recognition’ at an international and 36 

national policy level. We then consider some of the key legal obligations outlined in the General 37 

Comment 4 (Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, 2016), which builds on Article 24 38 

to provide a framework for a human rights approach to inclusive education. In order to avoid 39 
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confusion with the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UN, 2006), henceforth we 40 

refer to the Committee’s General Comment on Article 24 simply as the ‘General Comment’. 41 

The scarcity of research and training on inclusive pedagogy in the global South means that teachers 42 

who are at the frontline of realising disability rights in education receive little guidance on best 43 

practice. Seeking to address this gap in the literature, we present interview data from 15 Tanzanian 44 

primary schools that reflect teachers’ constructions of disability in their day-to-day teaching of early 45 

reading and mathematics. The socialist history of Tanzania and the Africanist policies and early 46 

commitment to inclusion of disabled children its first President, Julius Nyerere, may have been a 47 

powerful influence on some of these teachers’ generally positive practices.  48 

 49 

Inclusive education, we argue, needs to grapple with disability as a social construct given the 50 

structural inequalities in post-colonial contexts, and global imbalances of power, however, in our 51 

understanding ‘it also goes beyond the inclusion of disabled learners … to an examination of the 52 

threats to equity which may exist in a particular context’ (Miles, 2009a:22). Singal & Muthukrishna 53 

(2014) have expressed their concern that the models which frame international discussions are 54 

‘exclusively anchored in the industrialised, liberalised, individualistic scripting of the North’ (p.294). 55 

Indeed, Grech (2014:130) argues that, ‘disability discourse including that on inclusive education 56 

continues to be fabricated in the global North and transferred to the global South, with little or no 57 

alertness to context or culture, or how this discourse is framed, applied (or otherwise) or even 58 

resisted in practice’.  59 

Moreover, there tends to be a naïve acceptance of international discussions, a tendency to overlook 60 

the exclusion of children with disabilities from EFA programmes and local understandings of 61 

inclusion (Miles & Singal, 2010). As educationalists, we consider the concept of inclusive education 62 

to be about removing physical, attitudinal and structural barriers and enabling the social and 63 

academic participation of all learners, while recognizing the specific barriers some children with 64 

disabilities can face in mainstream settings. However, we also recognise that education cannot be 65 

seen in isolation from the competing priorities of poor, rural families who often have to ‘choose 66 

between education and more basic needs, in particular feeding and medicating the disabled person’ 67 

(Grech, 2014:141). Barriers to equal participation are not only within the primary classroom, but 68 

relate to nutrition, transport to and from school, family and community attitudes and relevance and 69 

accessibility of the language of education and of the curriculum.  70 

The theoretical stance of this paper has been influenced by the notion of ‘inclusions’ and 71 

‘exclusions’ co-existing in practice and being part of an ongoing process of development (Dyson, 72 

1999). We are aware that the ‘different theoretical notions of inclusion are constructed [and] arise 73 

from different discourses’ (Dyson, 1999:36), and that the Tanzanian teachers’ discourse is almost 74 

certainly influenced, though not dominated by, medical constructs of disability. Our analysis has 75 

been further informed by Kershner’s (2014:854) core aspects of teachers’ knowledge and knowing 76 

about disability, as we recognise that “schools can be sites for the development of teaching expertise 77 

and the creation of knowledge” alongside the development of ‘specialist’ expertise on disability 78 

equality and inclusive pedagogy emerging from teachers’ practice.  79 
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2. Increasing recognition of disability equality in education  80 

The Education 2030 Framework for Action has been created to guide global efforts to reach the most 81 

vulnerable and marginalised children. It stresses that ‘every learner matters and matters equally’ 82 

(UNESCO, 2017:13). Sustainable Development Goal 4 (UN, 2016) commits governments to 83 

‘addressing all forms of exclusion and marginalization, disparities and inequalities in access, 84 

participation and learning outcomes’ at all levels of education from early childhood through to 85 

tertiary and lifelong learning. In pushing for transformation rather than steady linear progression, it 86 

also claims that: 87 

  88 

‘inclusion and equity in and through education is the cornerstone of a transformative 89 

education agenda, and we therefore commit to addressing all forms of exclusion and 90 

marginalization, disparities and inequalities in access, participation and learning outcomes’. 91 

 92 

Children with disabilities have the dual protection of the Convention on the Rights of the Child - 93 

which guarantees protection from ‘discrimination of any kind, irrespective of the child’s or his or her 94 

parent’s or legal guardian’s race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national, 95 

ethnic or social origin, property, disability, birth or other status’ (Article 2) - and the Convention on 96 

the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (Article 24) which specifies the right to access ‘inclusive, 97 

quality and free primary and secondary education on an equal basis with others in the communities 98 

in which they live’.  99 

 100 

Educationalists do not always recognise the critical role played by the disability rights movement in 101 

advocating and lobbying for mainstreaming and inclusion in education over many decades, and in 102 

the CRPD process (Malinga & Gumbo, 2016). The United Nations Standard Rules on the 103 

Equalization of Opportunities for Persons with Disabilities (UN, 1993) deployed the disability 104 

equality concept explicitly, for example: 105 

 106 

‘Inclusion and participation are essential to human dignity and to the enjoyment and exercise 107 

of human rights. Within the field of education, this is reflected in the development of 108 

strategies that seek to bring about a genuine equalization of opportunity’ (Paragraph 6). 109 

The Salamanca Statement (UNESCO, 1994) built on the Standard Rules and referred to equality of 110 

access, equality of opportunity and gender equality. There was much less emphasis on disability 111 

equality in the Dakar Framework for Action (UNESCO, 2000), which instead referred to the need for 112 

‘special treatment’ for children with disabilities. Critically, however, Article 24 is wide open to 113 

interpretation, enabling schools to determine whether ‘reasonable adjustments’ can or cannot be 114 

made for some children with disabilities, and therefore equal access and treatment are often denied. 115 

The General Comment now provides governments, international agencies, ministries of education, 116 

teacher education colleges and schools with detailed, practical guidelines on making inclusive 117 

education a reality. For example, Paragraph 35 of the General Comment specifies that all teachers 118 

should be trained in the human rights model of disability which we discuss later.   119 

 120 

So, while political will and international rhetoric have never been so strong in supporting 121 

governments to provide equal access to education for the most vulnerable children, ‘Frameworks of 122 
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accountability and performativity are defended by governments on the basis of inclusion, entitlement 123 

and equity when evidence points to the injustices produced by such frameworks for both 124 

professionals and those for whom they are responsible’ (Allan, 2010:607). Indeed, SDG4 targets, 125 

particularly on literacy and numeracy, mean that stakes are high, and countries in the global South 126 

experience unreasonably high levels of surveillance in their continued subaltern positioning as they 127 

strive towards the development of western style services and aspirational ideals: 128 

‘European nations developed formal disability services slowly from the early nineteenth 129 

century onwards, within the means of their economies, without the censorious gaze of 130 

wealthy foreign monitors, and with decades of ongoing debate about methods and strategies. 131 

Whatever ‘mistakes’ they now, with the hindsight of history, may appear to have made 132 

seldom looked or felt like mistakes but seemed the best compromise at the time between 133 

idealism, realism, resources and knowledge. By contrast, economically weaker countries … 134 

have a plethora of modern knowledge, techniques and conflicting advice offered them, but 135 

lack the space, time and freedom to experiment for themselves’ (Miles & Hossain, 1999:82). 136 

Rather than being seen as another global policy of surveillance, the CRPD is ‘projected as a 137 

development tool critical in eliminating poverty’ (Winzer & Mazurek (2017:3). Education continues 138 

to be recognised as a key factor in lifting people out of poverty, and not just as a mechanism for 139 

realising human capital, but central to social justice and basic freedom (Terzi, 2008). The recognition 140 

that all children have a right to education as a matter of justice challenges those education systems 141 

which still consider some children with disabilities to be ineducable and so continue to be denied 142 

their rights to equal access. The additional danger of the preoccupation with access, or ‘getting 143 

children into school’, however, is that dialogue about the many and various ‘inclusions’ does not 144 

take place, and inclusion is reduced to a basic concern with ‘place’ (Dyson, 1999:49).  145 

The notion of what it means to be included in a particular cultural context tends to be neglected in 146 

the inclusive education literature. Concerns have rightly been expressed that inclusive education, as 147 

conceived in Northern contexts, places a disproportionate emphasis on the rights of individuals and 148 

that this can, in turn, pose risks to long-established social systems, collectivist ways of being on 149 

which family and community stability and solidarity rely in contexts of chronic poverty (Grech, 150 

2014). Having had personal experience of growing up with a disability in a rural area of Tanzania, 151 

Kisanji (1998) has written a great deal about the inherent inclusivity of traditional African 152 

communities. He has questioned the appropriateness of importing concepts of inclusion developed in 153 

Northern contexts, and argues that Tanzania’s ‘customary education principles of universality, 154 

relevance, functionality and community localization are central to the success of an inclusive 155 

education system’ (Kisanji, 1998:54).  156 

 157 

At the level of national government, the General Comment reinforces this: ‘Responsibility for the 158 

education of persons with disabilities at all levels, together with the education of others, must rest 159 

with the education ministry’ (Para 58). At the same time, it emphasises the importance of inter-160 

sectoral collaboration and commitment to inclusive education, acknowledging that inclusive 161 

education, ‘cannot be realized by education ministries in isolation” (Para 59), and clarity about 162 

ministerial responsibility and financing for disability in education is essential for disability equality 163 

(WHO, 2011). A prime example of the need for ministerial collaboration relates to material concerns 164 



 5 

for water, sanitation, textbooks, hearing and vision tests, eyeglasses, crutches, wheelchairs, hearing 165 

aids, and magnifiers, all of which underpin inclusive education, yet are the primary responsibility of 166 

Health or Social Care. ‘Medical’ concerns, such as the lack of availability and affordability of 167 

eyeglasses (Glewwe et al, 2016), are often neglected in research and development programmes, yet 168 

they are one of the reasons why so many children drop out of school. The importance of assistive 169 

technology to inclusion is addressed by Articles 26 and 32 of the CRPD, and the General Comment 170 

acknowledges that the absence of assistive technologies represents a fundamental material barrier to 171 

inclusive education – an issue recognized by the World Health Organisation (WHO, 2014). 172 

 173 

The General Comment suggests that teachers should take courses focused on the human rights model 174 

of disability, inclusive pedagogy, and on ‘how to identify students’ functional abilities - strengths, 175 

abilities and learning styles - to ensure their participation in inclusive educational environments’ 176 

(para 69). This would help to balance the current emphasis on ‘special education’, and would need to 177 

be managed carefully to ensure that teachers understood the intersectionality between disability and 178 

gender, poverty, ethnicity and sexuality, for example, so that their practice becomes more inclusive 179 

of all learners. Currently, however, these finer points of classroom practice are left to ordinary 180 

classroom teachers, despite global advocacy for disability equality and UN commitment to inclusion.  181 

Literature on inclusive classroom practice and learning processes in Southern countries remains 182 

scarce. There is a disproportionate focus on teacher attitudes as well as on ‘access and attendance, 183 

with less attention paid to what happens within classrooms’ (Wapling, 2016:2). This supports the 184 

findings of a rigorous literature review of effective pedagogies in developing countries which found 185 

only two papers on inclusive pedagogies of sufficient quality to be included (Westbrook et al, 2014). 186 

We argue in this paper that enquiries into processes and causes of ‘inclusions and exclusions’ will 187 

have a greater impact on disability equality in education than a single focus on measuring academic 188 

outcomes together with increased surveillance.  189 

3. Introducing the Tanzanian context 190 

 191 

Tanzania has 29 special schools and 239 units attached to mainstream schools serving its population 192 

of 54 million, and it is estimated that approximately 3% of the school age population has a disability. 193 

Disability is cited by 2.8% of children aged 7-16 years as the reason for dropping out of school, and 194 

‘more than half of children with disabilities aged 7-16 years who were not attending school said that 195 

this was due to disability or illness’ (Riggall & Croft, 2016: 82). 196 

Tanzania led the way in East Africa in explicitly including children with disabilities through its 197 

Education Act in 1969. The Constitution prohibited discrimination against people with disabilities In 198 

1977, and the Law of the Child (2009) has effectively adopted the CRC, and the CRPD was ratified 199 

in 2009. The Persons with Disabilities Act of 2010 is supportive of a rights-based view of disability 200 

with an overt focus on equal participation. This Act includes a duty to report parents and caregivers 201 

in the case of any infringements of the right to education of their children with disabilities. It also 202 

states that: ‘every child with disability shall attend an ordinary public or private school except where 203 

a need for special communication is required’ (The United Republic of Tanzania, 2010: 24), and 204 

Tanzania is one of the few African countries to have legislated for the right to assistive devices 205 

(Riggall & Croft, 2016).  206 
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The data we are presenting in this paper formed part of a much larger study, The Teacher 207 

Preparation in Africa, 2010-11, funded by the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation, which 208 

compared primary school trainees’ knowledge and ability to teach early reading and mathematics 209 

with Newly Qualified Teachers (NQTs) and experienced teachers in Ghana, Kenya, Mali, Senegal, 210 

Tanzania and Uganda (Akyeampong, et al 2013: Pryor et al 2012). The second author was the 211 

Principal Investigator of the research in Tanzania and Uganda. As is the case with most educational 212 

research, there was no overt focus on inclusion or disability equality. Teachers gave informed written 213 

consent knowing that they could withdraw at any time, and full ethical approval was granted by the 214 

institutions involved in each context.  215 

One of the unexpected early findings during the field work was the richness of the data emerging in 216 

Tanzania. The experienced (mostly female) teachers in Tanzania were remarkably aware and 217 

imaginative in their teaching of children with disabilities, yet disability was not mentioned by any of 218 

the teachers in the other five countries. Opportunistically, the research team made a decision to focus 219 

specifically on teachers’ views and practices of disability equality in the classroom in the subsequent 220 

interviews.  The full data set comprised questionnaires from trainees, NQTs and experienced 221 

teachers from four locations (one rural, two metropolitan and one coastal), as well as interviews and 222 

focus group discussions with teacher educators and trainees at four representative teacher training 223 

colleges, videoed observations of teaching and interviews with 39 NQTs from 24 schools and with 224 

15 experienced teachers who had participated in Continuing Professional Development (CPD) 225 

programmes for reading and mathematics. The focus of this paper is on the latter group of 15 226 

teachers. 227 

All interviews took place in Kiswahili and were translated by a Kenyan teacher of the deaf with 228 

doctoral experience. Transcripts were analysed thematically by the authors from the perspective of 229 

how and why all learners were included, and teachers’ constructions of inclusions and exclusions in 230 

day-to-day classroom practices. Teachers talked confidently about, and readily identified, children 231 

with disabilities who were attending school ‘as normal’ (Dyson, 1999, p.39). They spoke about 232 

children who were blind, visually impaired, had albinism, hearing impairments, or who were ‘short’ 233 

and stunted through malnutrition, had physical impairments, and cognitive impairments, who they 234 

referred to as ‘slow learners’. Some children had to sit on the floor because there were not enough 235 

chairs and desks, nor were there sufficient textbooks. The first few years of formal learning are 236 

particularly critical for children from economically poor backgrounds, given that approximately 250 237 

million children, many of whom have disabilities, fail to attain minimum standards of literacy and 238 

numeracy even after attending four years of primary school (UNESCO, 2012). 239 

We have selected data which is representative of the 15 experienced teachers (13 women, 2 men) 240 

from 15 different primary schools, who have had between five and 37 years of experience, and teach 241 

classes of 60-80 children in the first three years of primary school. Pseudonyms have been used to 242 

protect their identities: Sophia (5 years); Justina (14 years); Joyce (15 years); Rose (22 years); and 243 

Catharine (37 years). We consider the processes through which these teachers have developed 244 

inclusive pedagogies and highlight how their practices can inform policies on the disability equality 245 

in education. In addition to Dyson’s (1999) concept of inclusions and exclusions, we have drawn 246 

upon Kershner’s (2014) core aspects of teachers’ knowledge and knowing through dialogue within 247 

and beyond the teaching profession. Although this framework is based on research in England, it 248 
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provides a structure for monitoring the development of ‘specialist’ expertise as it emerges from 249 

practice:  250 

1. the importance of understanding child development and learning in context 251 

2. reflection and imagination: the value of knowing that you do not know everything and 252 

believing that change is possible 253 

3. the need to communicate understanding and resolve differences between the people who have 254 

useful knowledge: a relational process 255 

4. the need to recognise the school as a site for the development of teaching expertise and the 256 

creation of knowledge (Kershner, 2014: 852-854). 257 

 258 

The General Comment also encourages all stakeholders to collaborate and problem-solve in line with 259 

Kershner’s (2014) core aspects, therefore acknowledging the relational process involved in 260 

developing ‘specialist’ expertise. Of the 88 experienced Tanzanian teachers surveyed in this study, 261 

only one had attended a course about inclusion, and only 53 (63.3%) reported having received 262 

training on reading, mathematics and ‘participatory’ child-centred methods, mostly through 263 

upgrading qualifications rather than bespoke CPD. These teachers have, therefore, developed their 264 

knowledge and expertise unevenly, over time and without being connected to national or 265 

international debates about disability equality and inclusion.  266 

4. Rural primary schools as sites for the development of disability-focused expertise 267 

The experienced teachers’ knowledge and expertise needs to be seen in relation to the younger, less 268 

experienced NQTs, who demonstrated positive attitudes towards children with disabilities, but did 269 

not teach equitably. Indeed, the NQTs reported their difficulties in identifying and adequately 270 

responding to the large group of ‘slow learners’ in their classes, and that they used generic, rather 271 

than individualised, strategies, such as repetition. However, their socio-cultural view of learners led 272 

them to blame the shortage of resources and the narrow curriculum for the difficulties they faced, 273 

rather than locating the ‘problem’ within the learners (Westbrook & Croft 2015).  274 

What is striking about the more experienced teachers is that they demonstrated considerable skills in 275 

their attempts to include all children, and acute awareness of how they exclude children with 276 

disabilities in various ways. Sophia reports a big shift in her attitudes following a short training 277 

course on inclusion:  278 

At first I considered these kids [with disabilities] as a disturbance to my class because you 279 

may be teaching then a kid come and ask you to take him/her to the toilet. Then you have to 280 

stop teaching and attend him/her. But after attending that seminar we were told to love them, 281 

so now I feel normal. …. the environment of the child may affect his/her learning. So, the 282 

training helped me a lot! 283 

This instruction to ‘love them’ (children with disabilities) constituted the removal of an exclusionary 284 

barrier in Sophia’s attitude towards the child who needed personal assistance. By enacting this newly 285 

acquired knowledge and ‘learning in context’ (Kershner 2014, p.852), Sophia developed a 286 

sociocultural construction of disability. Similarly, Arbeiter & Hartley (2002) found that daily 287 

exposure to children with disabilities enabled teachers in Uganda to create the conditions conducive 288 

to teaching inclusively. 289 
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The large class sizes meant that teachers were unable to attend to, or physically reach, all the 290 

children. Catharine points out that when movement is restricted in overcrowded classrooms selecting 291 

3-4 pupils who answer correctly is an indication that ‘the lesson went on well’. With so few 292 

resources, checking on learning in this way could be viewed as an achievement in this context 293 

(Westbrook & Croft, 2015). It was noticeable that some teachers tended to focus on children with 294 

their hands up, those who were mobile and so able to walk to the chalkboard, or who were simply 295 

seated at the front. On several occasions, however, teachers reported moving learners with visual and 296 

physical disabilities, and those who were ‘short’, to the front of the classroom so that they could see 297 

and hear the teacher. This enabled children who needed the most help to be situated in the heart of 298 

the classroom. Although apparently a simple intervention, the act of ‘insisting’ that the children were 299 

seated at the front so that they could see well demonstrates teachers’ agency. In an earlier study in a 300 

Tanzanian primary school, Mmbaga (2002) observed children with visual impairments being seated 301 

on the front row by teachers, and then being mostly overlooked, while the least academically able 302 

were seated at the back.    303 

The movement of the subject specialist teachers every 30 minutes to another class, or simply 304 

changing to another subject in the same class, meant that pedagogical practice and appropriate 305 

seating were not always consistent, or possible. Justina accepted that many children were 306 

marginalised from, and not engaged in learning. Teachers resorted to writing words and calculations 307 

on the board, which was not visible from the back of the class. Textbook shortages meant that all 308 

children experience daily inequities, and teachers have become accustomed to teaching inequitably. 309 

Justina acknowledged that she often selected ‘the few trusted ones’ who can read well to hold the 310 

textbook ‘to represent the others’, and sometimes resorted to punishment:  311 

Sometimes, to be frank, I give them some punishments so that I am able to control the class 312 

so that they do not make noise but instead listen to what is being read. 313 

In contrast to the NQTs’ classrooms, the experienced teachers had homemade charts and teaching 314 

materials on display, and several teachers had adapted these specifically for children with 315 

disabilities, as Rose reports: 316 

… my manila [paper] had large font size and it was also a little bit bold. Also, all other items 317 

had white color. The aim was to enable albino students to see well because they have partial 318 

visual impairment. That is why I was asking them ... ‘can you see well’?  319 

Writing in large font on the chalkboard, and using manila sheets to enable students with albinism to 320 

learn, are specific pedagogical adaptations, and indicate that inclusion for Rose is not only physical, 321 

social or medical, but determined by the level to which children with disabilities are enabled to grasp 322 

academic content. Rose explained that she refers to circular objects, such as dinner plates, to link the 323 

concept of a circle in mathematics lessons to children’s existing knowledge. She also instructed 324 

children with visual impairments to feel the shape of their desk as an example of a rectangle. Here is 325 

imagination and reflection in action (Kershner 2014). Rose and Justina used Braille texts routinely in 326 

their teaching practice. In response to the question, ‘If you had a class without students with special 327 

educational needs, would you have used different methods?’ Rose replied:  328 
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No! I would have used the same methods because it’s not that the methods I use are for 329 

helping only the students with special needs, but also the rest. Maybe if there were the blind 330 

then we would have to have their reading tools. Even the ones who can see can use them. So 331 

the teaching aid and the methods that I used here I could also use then.  332 

Rose’s epistemological construction of disability and her teaching practice benefit all learners, rather 333 

than privileging only a few. Another of the ‘varieties’ of inclusions identified involved Sophia’s use 334 

of singing and patient repetition:   335 

I go slowly, step by step, teaching them basic things, not like the way I do for others. For 336 

example, for these children I can just say give me two things, then I write him number two 337 

and ask him to spell it by singing. But tomorrow he may forget and you start again.  338 

Sophia added, ‘So they don’t go far’. While this could indicate a deterministic, medical construction, 339 

Sophia assumes capability by differentiating learning through spelling and persisting with this, even 340 

while recognizing that progress can be slow. Sophia also recognizes the importance of establishing 341 

friendship for children with disabilities, who she says are: 342 

‘not seriously [in school] for learning’. They have just come to school so that they enjoy their 343 

peers’ company, and to develop the sense of love and self-identity.  344 

The importance Sophia puts on social inclusion has to be read in the context of the central 345 

importance of community in Tanzania (Kisanji,1998). She also says, ‘They can stay in one class for 346 

two years before they proceed to the next class’, indicating that the school is flexible and allows 347 

some children to repeat grades in order to meet prescribed learning outcomes, rather than assuming 348 

that they would simply drop out. Similarly Rose and Justina reported that they had not learned 349 

sufficient sign language, and so had ‘failed’ those students with hearing impairments, despite having 350 

seated them at the front, ensured that their faces could be seen, and spoken ‘loudly’. Being aware of 351 

what they do not know signals their desire to act on this (Kershner, 2014).   352 

5. Discussion  353 

Slee (2001:172) has argued that inclusive education is an oxymoron since ‘schools were never really 354 

meant for everyone. The more they have been called upon to include the masses, the more they have 355 

developed the technologies of exclusion and containment’. Indeed there is plenty of evidence of such 356 

practices globally, including in materially rich environments (Alves et al, 2016). One of the reasons 357 

why we chose to focus on the Tanzanian teachers’ ‘knowledge and knowing’ as a focus for this 358 

Special Issue, was precisely because very few of the experienced teachers were practising ‘exclusion 359 

and containment’.  Instead they are responding to learners with disabilities as successfully as their 360 

training, the rigid curriculum and poor material conditions allow. They do not use the language of 361 

equality or inclusion, but are conscious that inclusion and exclusion co-exist in practice (Dyson 362 

1999). Furthermore, children with disabilities are not seen by most teachers as ‘problems to be 363 

fixed’. They also show that disability can be seen within inclusive education as an opportunity for 364 

‘democratising and enriching learning’ (UNESCO, 2017:13). 365 

 366 

The Tanzanian teachers adapt seating, their speech, posture and explanations, and create teaching 367 

and learning materials to enable greater participation and learning, including making use of assistive 368 
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devices as stipulated in the CRPD.  In contrast to the NQTs, these experienced teachers go beyond 369 

generic strategies to adapt their pedagogy to specific individual impairments, are confident in using 370 

assistive devices, and strive to overcome material barriers of inadequate seating and large classes. 371 

Most importantly, they are aware that they ‘do not know everything’ and believe that change is 372 

possible (Kershner, 2014). They also demonstrate this by being willing to take risks and try things 373 

out in practice. We argue here that these teachers have developed some basic disability equality 374 

expertise as part of their everyday practice, without professing to be teaching inclusively, and 375 

without having had any specialist training.  This sort of experiential learning is not unusual (see for 376 

example, Miles, 2009b), but tends to be unrecognised.  377 

 378 

The General Comment has made some helpful recommendations about the possible focus of teacher 379 

training for inclusive education as a mainstream activity, which would require teacher educators to 380 

grapple with disability as a social construct. Despite the apparently strong inclusive policy focus in 381 

East and Southern Africa, there is no evidence of ‘teacher training for inclusive education as a 382 

mainstream activity’ (Riggall & Croft, 2016:12). Training courses are mainly offered to teachers of 383 

children with disabilities and emphasise special education approaches rather than disability equality. 384 

For some of the Tanzanian teachers, medical, socio-cultural and interactionist models of disability 385 

remain influential and are visible in their practice. Justina’s account of her failure to create equal 386 

conditions, and her lack of sign language knowledge are representative of some of the other teachers’ 387 

practice. This shows how disability inequality can be reproduced through a narrow conceptualisation 388 

of ‘learning’, for example, and through the use of punishment to control learners. By contrast, Rose’s 389 

construction of disability is a transformative one, which sees her develop a more imaginative practice 390 

of ensuring that learners with disabilities grasp mathematical concepts and have direct sight of texts 391 

on an equal basis to their peers - a construction that benefits all learners, and provides a glimpse of 392 

the transformational education agenda envisaged by the SDGs. 393 

 394 

Even so, it could be argued that the human rights debate, as enshrined in international policy, is out 395 

of step with the material inequalities of insufficient desks and books, and overcrowded curricula and 396 

classrooms in which many learners are routinely excluded, and in particular those with disabilities. 397 

An equal right to education is largely contingent on the material context (Vavrus & Barratt, 2012), 398 

and teachers’ resistance to teaching equitably can undermine disability equality policies in any 399 

context. Exclusions here are structural, and rooted in material, physical, curricular and knowledge 400 

deficits. 401 

 402 

6. Conclusions  403 

 404 

We have argued that the experienced teachers’ practices in Tanzania are moving unevenly, but 405 

discernibly towards disability equality. This is enabled by processes of inclusions in classrooms 406 

created by teacher autonomy, agency and reflective and imaginative practice, alongside material, 407 

attitudinal, structural, pedagogic and curricular barriers. This unevenness illustrates the limits of 408 

‘inclusive education’ as a construct and the considerable challenges that exist for full disability 409 

equality to take place. It also highlights the need for inclusive education to grapple with disability as 410 

a social construct. There is a need for academics and policy makers to consider the material as well 411 

as curricular and policy basis of inclusion. We suggest that a commitment to measuring the 412 
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development of inclusive processes should be prioritized over narrow academic outcomes, and this 413 

would enable teachers to develop knowledge and expertise through collaborative learning. 414 

Disability equality measures are more likely to develop in meaningful ways once inclusive classroom 415 

practices have become better established. Similarly, government commitment is needed to address 416 

the fragility, inconsistency and unaffordability of specialized knowledge and services. Children with 417 

disabilities will have a limited experience of inclusive education, if even the most basic assistive 418 

devices are not made available. Finally, it is important to emphasise that ongoing efforts to educate 419 

policy makers about the complexity of creating equitable education systems are just as vital to the 420 

meaningful achievement of the General Comment as preparing and supporting teachers to respond to 421 

diversity.  422 

In summary, we have argued that the achievement of equality for learners with disabilities currently 423 

relies largely upon the ingenuity of ordinary classroom teachers. Disability equality should not, 424 

however, have to rely on this. Communication and dissemination of existing expertise developed 425 

within classroom and school contexts by experienced teachers (Kershner, 2104) would go a long way 426 

towards ensuring that adaptive pedagogy, clearly written texts, imaginative explanations, good use of 427 

assistive devices and classroom re-organization become commonplace in the physical ‘place’ of the 428 

classroom. In this sense, the teachers’ inclusive practices can be seen as effective pedagogies which 429 

could inform teacher education colleges and policy makers. The reconstruction of disability in order 430 

to ‘reimagine education’ (Winzer & Mazurek 2017, p18) thus becomes probable, rather than locked 431 

into policy or theory, and merely aspirational. 432 

 433 
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