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Universal primary education has been one of the United Nations’ (UN) most prevalent long-term 

goals for developing nations.  This is evident by the fact that in 2000, 191 UN member states and 22 

international organizations met at the Millennium Summit and committed themselves to the 

achievement of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) by the target year of 2015.  MDG 2 was 

to achieve universal primary education for all children.  However, the year 2015 has come and past 

without MDG 2 being sufficiently achieved by most nations. 

While this issue is relevant in many parts of the world, within the region of East Africa, it is especially 

important because many nations in the region are classified as being lower-economically developed 

countries (LEDCs).  In regard to the topic of education for children with disabilities, this issue is made 

even more apparent.  Children with disabilities often find themselves at a disadvantage to non-

disabled children due to their special needs.  This, combined with the fact that there is limited access 

to schools, a lack of proper resources in terms of facilities and staff, and that most East African 

nations struggle to provide universal primary education even to non-disabled children, means that 

disabled children are often overlooked or seen as an additional burden.  

 Due to the unsuccessful nature of the MDGs, the UN decided to replace them with the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) on September 25th, 2015, with the aim of transforming the world for the 

better.  One of these goals is SDG 4, which entails the provision of quality education for all boys and 

girls around the world.  Each of the SDGs have a list of targets that need to be met before the year 

2030.  One of these targets for SDG 4 is to provide all boys and girls, disabled ones included, with 

quality and equitable primary education.  The achievement of SDG 4 in East African countries, while 

no doubt challenging, would go a long way in ensuring sustainable development within the world. 

East Africa 

A region in Eastern Africa that is composed of the nations of Tanzania, Rwanda, Eritrea, Somalia, 

Comoros, Ethiopia, Seychelles, Madagascar, Mozambique, Malawi, Djibouti, Zambia, and Zimbabwe.  

Universal Primary Education 

The achievement of having all boys and girls within a nation, who are younger than the age of 18, 

complete a full course of primary schooling.  

Disabled  

Having a physical or mental condition that inhibits one’s senses, movement, or activities.  

INTRODUCTION 

DEFINITION OF KEY TERMS 
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Millennium Development Goals  

A series of 8 goals aimed at improving the lives of the world’s poorest people, which 189 countries 

pledged to achieve in 2000.  

Sustainable Development Goals 

A series of 17 goals aimed at transforming the world, by way of eliminating poverty, protecting the 

planet, and ensuring prosperity, which involves all 193 UN member states.  

Primary School 

 A school where children, usually aged 5 to 12, receive primary/elementary education.  

Special Education 

A form of learning that is given to students with exceptional needs.  

Marginalization 

The treatment of a person, or a group of persons, as being insignificant. 

East Africa is a region that suffers from a plethora of problems, which all exacerbate this issue.  

Primarily, most schools in the region do not have the proper funding or access to the necessary 

facilities and staff to accommodate the special needs of disabled children.  This leads to many 

parents taking the decision of keeping their children at home, if they have disabilities, as they do not 

believe that they will receive the proper education.  Another factor that contributes to this problem, 

is that many schools in the region often reject students with disabilities, to the high additional costs 

that come with having to accommodate their needs.  It is estimated that the average cost per 

student worldwide is about $7,552, while the average cost per special education student adding 

about $9,369, coming to a total cost of $16,921.  As stated before, many schools in East Africa, 

especially those within rural areas, simply cannot afford to house students with disabilities.  Even 

those who can go to school, often find themselves at a disadvantage, as most schools do not have 

staff who are properly trained in educating children with disabilities.  This is particularly problematic 

when it comes to students with mental disabilities, as often they do not respond to the usual 

methods of teaching, and therefore require specialized methods that are specifically catered to their 

needs.   

Another major factor that contributes to this issue is that of culture.  Within many East African 

nations, there is still a heavy cultural bias that exists against disabled children.  While this is less 

prevalent within urban areas, in rural areas this bias is still evident, due to traditional beliefs, which 

view disabilities in general in a negative light.  Oftentimes, this bias manifests itself in the 

marginalization of children with disabilities, which railroads them from sources of education.  In 

extreme cases, there has also been violence against children with disabilities, as there are some 

traditional beliefs that view disabilities as a “curse”, and therefore children possessing them are 

sometimes the targets of violent acts.  This works to further marginalize children with disabilities, as 

their caretakers and/or family members do not want them to become victims, and therefore they 

are kept at home. 

BACKGROUND ON THE ISSUE 
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The final major cause of this problem is that, simply put, the governments of East African nations do 

not consider this issue a major priority.  The reason for this is that, within this region of the world, 

there are numerous other problems that seem to take precedence.  These include drought, refugee 

crises, internal conflicts, and political instability.  These issues contribute to the lack of action on this 

issue by national governments, and subsequently stands as one the main reasons why most of the 

nations in East Africa failed to meet MDG 2 by the target year of 2015.  Despite encouragement from 

the UN and other relevant organizations, most governments simply find themselves unable to 

efficiently and decisively tackle the issue. 

United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO)  

Has universally called for governments to support education for children with special needs.  The 

Salamanca conference in 1994, which was UNESCO-convened, put forward the idea of inclusive 

education, which was a major step forward.  The organization has been running educational projects 

for children with special needs in various countries since 1992..  

United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF)   

Like, UNESCO, UNICEF has called for the governments provide primary education for children with 

disabilities.  One of the organization’s main target groups is disabled children, and has launched 

numerous efforts to decrease the amount of marginalization of disabled children within society, and 

to increase their participation within the educational system..  

Tanzania 

Approximately 7.8% of the disabled population is enrolled in primary education in Tanzania.  With 

the Inclusive Education Project, launched in 2015 by the Ministry of Education and Vocational 

Training, the government of Tanzania hopes to be able to increase the number of disabled persons 

in education.  However, this effort is ongoing, and currently there are still many disabled children 

who do not have access to primary education.  

Ethiopia 

About one in seven Ethiopian suffers from a disability of some kind, and education for children with 

disabilities is severely limited, with only 0.7% of disabled Ethiopians having access.  In addition, 

disabilities are often regarded as being curses, leading to high amounts of discrimination.  The 

government recognizes the significance that education plays in reducing poverty, and has enacted a 

policy of inclusive education since 1994.  

Somalia 

 Children with disabilities are often the targets of violence and discrimination due to widespread 

ignorance about the subject, which has led to many such children being incredibly less likely to 

attend school.  Work done by the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), and other Somali-based 

organizations has helped to support children with disabilities.  As the Somali government is in a state 

of disarray and instability, this issue is not considered to be a priority, and is often ignored by those 

in power. 

 

 

MAJOR COUNTRIES AND ORGANIZATIONS INVOLVED 
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November - 

December 1960 

General Conference of UNESCO 11th Session: This conference saw the 

ratification of the Convention against Discrimination in Education, a 

landmark document that called on nations to end educational 

discrimination, and to give children from all backgrounds, including those 

who are disabled, equal and fair access to education. 

November 30th, 

1975 

Education for All Handicapped Children Act: This law was enacted by the 

United States Congress making it required for all public schools to 

accommodate disabled children, and give them an education that is as close 

as possible to the education of non-disabled children.  It was a milestone 

law in the history of special education as it was the first time that the 

United States made it required for disabled children to be offered an 

education. 

March 1990  World Conference on Education for All: Saw the adoption of the World 

Declaration on Education for All, which called for all children, youths, and 

adults, regardless of background, to be offered equal opportunity to 

achieve their learning needs. 

June 1994  World Conference on Special Needs Education: Representatives from 92 

nations and 25 international organizations met in Salamanca, Spain where 

they agreed on the Salamanca Statement.  This statement called for 

inclusive education to be normalized in all nations, and developed a new 

Framework for Action, which outlined how schools should accommodate 

children with special needs. 

September 2000  Millennium Summit: A landmark meeting between many of the world’s 

leaders, which is most known for the ratification of the United Nations 

Millennium Charter.  It is also where 189 countries and 22 international 

organizations pledged themselves to the accomplishment of the eight 

Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), which included the achievement of 

universal primary education. 

May 2001 World Health Assembly: This conference saw the official endorsement of 

the International Classification of Functioning, Disability, and Health (ICF) by 

191 World Health Organization (WHO) member states, providing a basis to 

identify various disabilities across multiple cultures and societies. 

 

The UN has launched several efforts to both recognize and implement the solutions on the issue of 

education for disabled children. Along with the MDGs and SDGs, the UN has tried to resolve the 

issue through the starting of various programs and resolutions that are targeted at the issue, in the 

hopes of finding a sustainable solution that will solve the issue for the long term.  

Convention against Discrimination in Education: UNESCO Convention, December 14th, 1960 

A treaty adopted by UNESCO that is aimed at combatting the various forms of discrimination in the 

education.  

TIMELINE OF KEY EVENTS 

RELEVANT UN RESOLUTIONS, TREATIES, AND EVENTS 
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African Educational Development: United Nations Resolution 1717, December 19th, 1961, 

Resolution 1717 

Aimed at promoting the continuing educational development for children within African nations. 

Implementation of the World Program of Action concerning Disabled Persons and the United 

Nations Decade of Disabled Persons: United Nations Resolution 94a, December 16th, 1991 

(A/46/704) 

 A resolution reaffirming and calling for member nations to further implement the World Program of 

Action concerning Disabled Persons.  

Millennium Development Goal 2 

This was the development goal concerning the achievement of universal primary education for all 

children.  The target year for this goal was 2015.  Unfortunately, that year has come and gone, and 

this goal remains unachieved.  There are many factors for this, principally the urban-rural divide that 

exists in many nations today, especially in Africa.  In the context of disabled children, this has also 

not proved to be as effective as hoped, as many nations still have not made significant advances in 

accommodating disabled children within the school system.   

World Program of Action Concerning Disabled Persons 

This was a United Nations initiative to equalize opportunities for all disabled people, including in 

education.  While the program was adopted as a long-term solution, it must be said that it has thus 

far not created equal opportunities for may disabled people, especially within East African nations.  

This is due to the fact almost all East African nations are lower-economically developed, and 

therefore struggle to implement most proposed solutions put forward by the program.  

Global Education First Initiative (GEFI) 

Launched with the intention of renewing efforts to achieve universal primary education, GEFI is 

focused primarily on improving the quality of learning and removing barriers to enrollment.  As it is a 

recent initiative, started in 2012, and is still ongoing it is hard to judge if it has been a success or not.  

However, GEFI has made progress in educating children who are not in school worldwide, including 

disabled children, and in expanding its support to other countries. 

Implementation of specifically aimed teacher-training programs 

Due to the high amount of poverty within East Africa countries, many teachers are not adequately 

trained to educate disabled children.  This not only makes it more difficult to educate disabled 

children, it also discourages the parents of disabled children to send their children to school in the 

first place, as they do not think that their children will receive a proper education.  By training 

teachers specifically in the education of disabled children, it may encourage parents to send such 

children in the school and improve the quality of education of disabled children.   

Establishment of a public campaigns about disabled persons 

Ignorance about disabled persons is one of the primary factors that discourages disabled children 

from attending school, as there is much cultural bias against disabled persons.  By establishing public 

PREVIOUS ATTEMPTS TO SOLVE THE ISSUE 

POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS 
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campaigns about the issue, this may work to decrease the amount of ignorance, and thus decrease 

the amount of discrimination against disabled children.  These campaigns would have to be able to 

reach a wide audience, both in urban and rural areas, and their message would have to be suitable 

to achieving the goal of increasing public awareness on disabled persons.   

Construction of special schools  

There is a lack of schools within East Africa that are properly equipped to provide the basic learning 

needs of children with disabilities.  Because of this, it may be useful for the relevant nations to 

construct special schools, which are made specifically for the education of children with exceptional 

needs.  These schools would need to be adequately spread out, to reach a wide number of people 

that need them.  They would also need to have the proper facilities and staff, so that they can 

effectively accommodate the needs of all the attending disabled children. 
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http://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/disability  

This website gives useful data and statistics on persons with disabilities, as well as outlining some 

key programs that are aimed at helping disabled persons, and giving relevant news.  

http://www.hiproweb.org/fileadmin/cdroms/Handicap_Developpement/www/en_page21.html  

This is a detailed article overviewing the situation of disabled persons worldwide.   

http://www.globalpartnership.org/focus-areas/children-with-disabilities  

This details the efforts of the Global Partnership of Education is regards to the issue, and also gives 

information about disabled children, and their role in education. 
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