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Abstract 

This research employed phenomenological approach to explore parents and students’ 

perspectives on inclusive education settings in Tanzanian secondary schools. Twenty-

four respondents, including students and parents were involved. The study objective was 

to explore the students’ and parents’ perspectives on inclusive education settings in 

secondary schools in Tanzania. The study leading question was: What are the opinions 

of students and parents on inclusive education settings in secondary schools in 

Tanzania? Interviews and focused group discussions used to gather data. The findings 

reflected various perspectives from parents and students on secondary school inclusive 

education settings. Students with and without disabilities had positive perception 

towards inclusive education settings despite the fact that they had some reservations for 

improvement. For parents of children with disabilities had positive opinions towards 

inclusive education settings and found it appropriate to include their children with 

those without disabilities in a classroom. Parents of children without disabilities had 

negative perception and were against inclusive education. Parents also found not 

participating and cooperating in financing education for their children in inclusive 

education settings. 

Keywords: Inclusive education, special needs education, students with disabilities, 

individualized education programme 
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Introduction 

  Globally, it is estimated that one third of the 93 million primary school aged 

children have disabilities (WHO, 2022). The 2010 Millennium Development Goals 

(MDGs) Report has recorded a strong link between disability and marginalization in 

education. Education for All Global Monitoring Report (2007), estimates that the 

majority of children with disabilities in Africa do not go to school. In Africa alone, less 

than 10% of children with disabilities are in schools. Tanzania is among the countries 

with 7.8% population of the individuals with disabilities (UNICEF, 2011). According to 

the 2011 UNICEF report on adolescence in Tanzania, about 0.5% of all the children 

enrolled in primary schools had disabilities. The report shows that in secondary schools, 

0.2% of boys and 0.4% of girls had disabilities. The percentages are extremely low 

compared to the estimated 7.8% of Tanzanian population with disabilities (WHO, 

2020).  

  The move to make sure that children with disabilities receive equal and 

accessible education rose as a global concern. To deal with both internal and external 

pressure, Tanzania in 2000 signed a Salamanca Statement and in 2004 adopted it as a 

guide and selected 37 schools to pilot inclusive education aiming at full inclusion of all 

of its schools in future (MoEVT, 2013; 2012). The piloted schools necessitated to adopt 

an education system that captures the need of individuals, rather than changing the 

individual to fit in the system. The purpose was to ensure that more learners with 

special educational needs were served in general education classrooms rather than in 

special schools or classrooms (MoEVT, 2012). 

  Inclusive education has been defined by Ainscow (1999) as an education 

provided to students with disabilities (SWDs) in chronologically age-appropriate 

general education classes in their home schools at the same time and receiving 

specialized instruction delineated by their individualized education programs within the 

context of the core curriculum and general class activities. It is a full acceptance of all 

students which leads to a sense of belonging within the classroom community; children 

with disabilities learn together in regular schools or classes with their peers, irrespective 

of their differences or difficulties in learning or development. The change from special 

needs education systems to inclusive education poses difficulties to teachers and 

education specialists (Khan, 2012). For example, Kapinga (2012) observes that although 

the inclusive model emphasizes assistance to learners by class or subject teachers and 

not by specialists, there is no evidence that teachers in inclusive education settings in 
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Tanzania are prepared to undertake the role.  Instead, teachers without training on 

teaching students with disabilities found themselves in a new role of including students 

with disabilities (SWDs) in their classrooms. International Labour Organisation (ILO) 

Report (2009) informs that teachers in Tanzania are reluctant to accept learners 

classified as having disabilities in their classrooms and that they have negative attitude 

towards inclusive education. Furthermore, Gwala (2006) illustrated that teachers in 

Tanzania are not motivated. Meijer (2005) and Rieser (2008) insist that inclusive 

education system requires dedicated and responsible teachers in the front line to display 

positive attitudes towards disabled learners. Sreenath (2012) suggested that one of the 

important elements for successful inclusion is motivation to teachers. If teachers are not 

recognized and motivated for the work they perform, inclusive education may not be 

implemented with success (Tungaraza, 1994). 

 The shift to inclusive education also affects the education system in terms of 

physical environments including infrastructures. The introduction of the new approach 

of teaching learners with special educational needs in normal classrooms or schools in 

Tanzania demanded for change to most of Tanzanian secondary schools infrastructures 

so that they can support SWDs (Pima, 2012; Chediel, Sekwao & Komba, 2000; 

Mkonongwa, 2014). Maphie and Possi (2017) showed that most of secondary schools’ 

infrastructures do not support the needs of students with disabilities.  

In this regard, inclusive education has unique characteristics different from those 

of ordinary or special needs education in terms of its aims, objectives, time, contents 

methods and perception (Farrel, 2004). Parents of the children with disabilities before 

enrolling their children they assess all the school environments settings to see how they 

cater the needs of their children. Further, parents and students are among the key 

stakeholders in schools. Their confidences and trust to the school systems may 

determine how successful the inclusive education is in the country. Hence, the present 

study sought to investigate parents and students’ opinions on secondary school inclusive 

education settings in Tanzania. 

Literature review 

Disability in Tanzania is defined under the Disability Policy of 2004 and the 

2010 Tanzanian Disability Act as the loss or limitation of opportunities to take part in 

the normal life of the community on an equal level with others due to physical, mental 

or social factors (Ministry of Health and Social Welfare [MoHSW], 2010).  Tanzania 

has also signed several International Declarations including the Declaration on the 
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Rights of People with Disabilities (1975), the Convention on the Rights of Children 

(1989) and the Standard Rule on the Question of Opportunities for People with 

Disabilities (1993). 

In Tanzania, inclusive education started through a pilot study in some schools 

including Uhuru Mchanganyiko, Moshi technical, and Old Moshi schools to mention 

but a few (MoEVT, 2012). In the year 2004, the National Policy on Disability came in 

place followed by the Act for people with disabilities of 2010 (MoHSW, 2010). The 

2010 Act for People with Disabilities prohibits discrimination of any form in the 

provision of education at all levels. It puts clearly the right of educating SWDs in 

inclusive settings (MoHSW, 2010). For the first time, the act made it necessary for 

SWDs to be educated in inclusive settings. MoEVT (2012) suggests that the 

government of Tanzania has trained classroom teachers, school inspectors, District 

Education Officers (DEOs) and Ward Education Officers on inclusive approach as a 

way forward to full implementation of inclusive education. MoEVT (2011) indicates 

that the government has conducted several policy reviews and curriculum reforms so as 

to take on board inclusive education features. 

 Despite the fact that the National Disability Policy and the Act for People with 

Disabilities require all public places, including schools, to be accessible to people with 

disabilities; one notable and notorious challenge indicated by different literatures is 

inaccessibility to building as well as poor physical infrastructures (Masenga, & 

Mkandawire, 2007). Mbagga (2002) suggests that most of the Tanzanian public school 

buildings are inaccessible. Kapinga (2012), on the same, attributes challenges on 

inclusive and special needs education to the government. The author contends that even 

during the years 2002-2006, when many reforms took place in the sector of education, 

the question of inclusive and special needs education was ignored. The author also 

reports lack of qualified teachers for special needs education, inaccessible facilities, 

shortage of teaching and learning materials, overcrowded classrooms as well as lack of 

assistive devices for SWDs as common problems in schools. 

In addition, Pima (2012) suggests that inclusive education in Tanzania falls in 

the hands of teachers who are unaware of various impairments and how to deal with 

most common learning difficulties. The findings support that of Possi (1996) who 

shows that teachers in Tanzania are not informed on how to adapt the classroom and 

school environment to overcome barriers to learning. Further, most teachers in Tanzania 

are unaware of how to respond to students’ diversity and how to adapt the curriculum to 
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suit the needs of SWD. Pima (2012) suggests that inclusive education principles 

encourage the involvement of parents/community so that they become aware of 

diversities and support inclusion. However, parents/communities in Tanzania are neither 

involved in planning of inclusive programmes nor are they aware of diversities within 

their children.  

For successful inclusion, attention should be paid to the importance of human 

agency. Education stakeholders are the most important agents in the implementation of 

inclusive education in schools (Loreman et al., 2008).  They include but not limited to 

teachers, students, parents, and government and non-government organizations. They 

affect the way inclusion as a phenomenon can be viewed. Commenting on this, 

Loreman et al. (2008) suggest that the perceptions of different people in the society 

determine the success or failure of inclusive education. The authors show that teachers, 

professionals and parents appear to be aware of the concept of inclusive education but 

they are not sure of how it is implemented in ordinary settings. On the other hand, 

Feldman and Matos (2012), show that there is a difference between parents’ perception 

in the developed and developing countries. Parents in developed countries have a more 

positive perception towards inclusive education compared to those in developing 

countries who demonstrate less positive perceptions. In developed countries, positive 

perceptions are attributed to inclusion being widely practised because of the public 

laws. Negative perception in developing countries is attributed to limited awareness for 

community members on issues related to disabilities. There is also a belief among 

teachers and parents that SWDs are unable to cope with the level of academic demand 

in the mainstream schools’ system (MacDonald, 2012) 

Coopeland & Cosbey (2009) raise an important argument that there is a no way 

inclusive education setting can be conducive for SWDs without participation of parents 

or families. These are important components in inclusive school settings as they tie for a 

successful inclusion. Coopeland & Cosbey (2009) continue that educators’ need to be 

aware of how parents view the process of inclusion. Coopeland and Cosbey (2009) 

conclude that there is no way educators can work effectively with SWDs without 

assistance from students’ parents/families. Working with the parents/families therefore, 

is an important duty of educators/teachers. They help both students and their 

parents/families to achieve their goals through assistance and resources they provide to 

the learners to reach their goals (Stubbs, 2008). 
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In this regard, therefore, inclusive education has been in practice for many years 

in Tanzania. However, the available literature shows that there is a lot that remained 

unknown especially parents and students perceptions on inclusive education settings in 

the context of Tanzanian secondary schools. This study, therefore aimed to investigate 

on opinions of parents and students on the implementation inclusion in Tanzanian 

secondary school settings.  

Theoretical Framework 

The current study is guided by the Social Model (SM) of disability. The model 

suggests that people are termed as having disability by the fact that they are excluded 

from participating within the mainstreamed society as a result of physical organization 

and attitudinal barriers (Forlin, 2010). The social model seeks for inclusion of everyone 

in the society rather than exclusion (Rieser, 2002). The model also focuses on 

promoting positive attitudes and perceptions, modifying the built environment, 

providing information in accessible manners (large print), and making sure that laws 

and policies support the exercise of full participation and non-discrimination (Rieser, 

2002). The model was selected to guide the study as it gives light on the barriers within 

the society and the way they affect education for SWDs. They include the environment 

(inaccessible buildings and services); peoples’ attitudes (stereotyping, discrimination 

and prejudice) and organizations (inflexible policies, practice and procedures). The 

model helped in identifying solutions for barriers against SWDs. It encourages the 

removal of barriers within the society or reduction of their effects. It also encourages the 

society to be more inclusive.   

Methodology 

The current study is qualitative in nature. Instead of measuring the phenomenon 

of inclusive education settings by numbers, it used open questions to explore 

participants’ opinions. Besides the exploratory character of the study, it still uses 

existing theories to understand the concept of inclusive education (Strauss & Corbin, 

1990). Given the interpretive stance adopted and the nature of the research questions, a 

phenomenological design was chosen as the design of enquiry for the study. Strauss and 

Corbin, (1990) put it clear that phenomenological researchers study the ordinary life 

world: they are interested in the way people experience their world, what it is like for 

them’ and how best to understand their experiences.  The current research, through 

interviews and focus group discussions, yielded experienced perceptions and concerns 

of participants on their real lived experiences concerning inclusive education settings in 
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secondary schools (Groenewald, 2004).  Parents and students had the chance to describe 

their experiences on inclusive education settings, as they perceive.  The design allowed 

the researcher to study inclusive secondary schools settings extensively, gathering 

participants’ experiences on inclusive education; develop patterns and relationships of 

the lived experiences by the participants concerning inclusive education settings in 

secondary schools in Tanzania. 

The study was conducted in Dar es Salaam and Kilimanjaro regions; covering 

three inclusive secondary schools whereby purposive sampling was used to sample 

schools as well as parents while quota sampling used to draw students’ sample 

(Groenewald, 2004). A total of 24 participants consented participation and formed the 

study sample. Sixteen (16) students stratified into four strata and then four (4) students 

from each stratum were purposively selected for the study. Finally, eight (8) parents 

purposively selected to form the sample.  

Two qualitative data methods were used to collect data; interviews and focus 

group discussion. Interviews were conducted individually to parents for 30 to 40 

minutes.  The method gathered data on the parents’ perceptions on the inclusive 

education settings. The second method used to collect data is focus group discussions.  

The method gathered students’ perspectives on their experiences towards inclusive 

education settings in secondary schools. The technique aimed at sharing views among 

students without disabilities toward studying with their peers with disabilities (Patton, 

2002). Groups of five to six members were formed and issued with different topics on 

inclusive education for discussion. The researcher was moving around to give 

clarifications where need arose but also recording the sessions. Assessment of the 

emotional tone of the meeting and the group process enabled the researcher to judge the 

validity of the information collected during FGD. The methods helped to provide 

valuable spontaneous and in-depth information with high quality data on concepts, 

perceptions and ideas of a group in a short time and at a relatively low cost (Reeves et 

al., 2008). Interaction of respondents also stimulated a richer response or new and 

valuable thought. 

Limitations  

One limitation of this research study is that it focused on four categories of 

disabilities only, namely, hearing, physical, intellectual and visual impairments. The 

limitation makes it difficult for its findings to be generalized to other forms of 
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disabilities.   Further, the study was conducted in secondary schools, thus its findings 

are bound within that context. They cannot be applied to other levels of education.  

In addition, the small sample size of the study is a limitation in that there were four 

schools involved with a total of twenty participants. One may opt to replicate the study 

to assess the reliability of its findings as well as adding to the available data regarding 

opinions of parents and students on inclusive education settings in Tanzania secondary 

schools. 

Demographic Characteristics of Participants 

The study involved 24 participants whereas 16 were students with and without 

disabilities and 8 parents. Student sample had fifty six percent of boys and forty four 

percent of girls. In terms of age, forty four percent of students ranged 10 – 12, thirty one 

percent 12 – 14 and twenty five percent had 14 – 17 years.  

For case of parents, 50% were males and 50% females.  Parents involved were in the 

middle adulthood age ranging between 32 - 49 years. In their marital status aspect, 

twenty two percent of the parents were divorced, twelve percent in separation and sixty 

two percent were in marriage. On their levels of education, sixty three percent had 

diploma and university education while thirty-seven were standard seven leavers.  

Data analysis  

The research data were analyzed using thematic analysis. The researcher used 

steps for formal data analysis. First, the formal phase was introduced after extensive 

reading and re-reading of the transcripts (Schnorr, 1997). Secondly, the process of 

categorizing the data was undertaken. Thirdly, in order to obtain a good interpretation of 

the studied phenomenon, the data were coded noting what happened to be interesting 

and requiring labeling significant words and then the data was filed appropriately as 

proposed by Creswell (2007).  On the basis of the categories, identifying and creating 

themes were the final steps in data analysis. Words, phrases, and statements that 

addressed the participants’ description of feelings related to inclusive settings were 

marked using a highlighter. Codes were assigned for different types of statements whilst 

identification statements of significance were grouped into meaningful units (Van 

Manen, 1990)  

During data collection in fieldwork, participants were informed of the purpose 

of the study in which there was a small presentation on the study objective. Participants 

were asked if they had questions regarding the study. After that, they were requested for 

their participation. They were also informed of their right to withdraw from 
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participating at any time. The respondents were assured that their names and that of the 

school would not be used in the report and documentation of the data, and that they 

would not be made available to anyone who is not directly involved in the study 

(Collins et al., 2009). Prior to going to the field, permission to conduct the research was 

sought from the committee responsible for research in Tanzania. 

Results 

This section presents the research findings. It is important to note that the study 

focused on investigating the perceptions of students and parents on inclusive education 

settings in Tanzanian secondary schools. Following the analysis of raw data, various 

categories and themes emerged. The themes are presented as emerged from the field.  

Students’ Perspectives. 

The findings showed that students with and without disabilities had varied 

perceptions towards the implementation of inclusive education in secondary schools in 

Tanzania. The findings indicate that students concerns were on the improvement of 

inclusive education settings so that they could be more conducive for SWDs.  

According to the findings, students’ perspectives included the need for adequate number 

of qualified teachers, awareness campaign on inclusive education for students without 

disabilities, friendly school physical environments, supportive learning materials and 

social support for students with disabilities. 

Number and quality of teachers. 

The findings, on this theme, show that students (both with and without 

disabilities), were dissatisfied with the current inadequate number and competences of 

teachers who handle students in inclusive education settings. The findings revealed that 

students were dissatisfied with the number of teachers, especially those trained in 

special needs education. The findings indicate that students urge for an increase in 

number of specialized teachers and training for those without special needs education.  

One of the interviewed students with disabilities gave following comment:  

We have few teachers. Students with disabilities need more time with 

teachers to help them catch up with studies. In our school, teachers 

cannot afford this as our numbers in the class overwhelms them. We are 

requesting for more teachers. Not only teachers but also those who can 

understand teach and love us. The few teachers we have should be 

trained on how to handle inclusive classrooms by considering students 

with special needs.  
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Furthermore, the findings show that some students, especially those with hearing 

impairment had some discomfort with the inclusive education settings specifically on 

the academic aspects. The findings revealed that students with hearing impairments 

were even ready to shift from inclusive schools to special ones. One of the students with 

hearing impairment commented the following in this regard:  

We lack teachers with experience in teaching students with disabilities, 

particularly those with hearing impairment. We are not learning here. 

We are unable to communicate with teachers. They do not have expertise 

in sign language and we cannot understand their language. As a result, 

we are not learning anything. It is my opinion that the government brings 

teachers who are qualified to teach us; otherwise, we should be allowed 

to join special schools for students with hearing impairments. 

Another respondent with hearing impairment from an interview had this to say:  

I am totally at a loss here. I am not gaining anything. Everything is bad to me, 

the environment is unfriendly, I cannot understand teachers when they teach and 

they never understand me. I am getting zero communication. Teachers never 

recognize my presence in classes. They generalize us (students with disabilities) 

with normal students. I think it is better that we go back to our special schools. 

Awareness of students without disabilities 

The study found out that students without disabilities had minimal 

understanding of issues concerning SWDs. They needed some sensitization and 

awareness campaign on inclusive education, specifically on how to interact and help 

those with disabilities. It was revealed that students without disabilities were interested 

in cooperating with those with disabilities but were facing difficulties as they lacked 

knowledge on special needs issues. In an interview with students without disabilities, 

one of them had this to say:  

We really need some sensitization on issues concerning students with 

disabilities. Some of us want to support our fellows with disabilities but 

we are unaware of their needs, particularly the means of communication. 

Sometimes it appears as if we do not want to help them, but it is because 

we do not know how to treat them appropriately. We need to have some 

basics to help us interact with them easily, particularly with 

communication and use of their assistive devices.  
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Physical environments 

The study findings show that environments of schools involved in this study hindered 

mobility of students with disabilities. School buildings, pavements, dormitories, 

classrooms as well as teachers’ offices have steep stairs. Such environments hinder the 

movement of SWDs from one point to another. Findings showed that there were no 

strong measures taken by the school management or the government to make the school 

environments and infrastructures inclusive. The physical environments and 

infrastructures in the sampled schools were unfriendly, not only to SWDs, but also, to 

those without disabilities.  

From an interview with SWDs, one physically impaired student said:  

The study also revealed students’ concerns on unsupportive environments within the 

school compound. It was learned that classes, dormitories, toilets and almost every 

building had steep stairs. This is a challenge to students with physical disabilities whose 

movements are limited in terms of access to buildings with such infrastructures. In one 

of the interviews with students with disabilities, one of them responded as indicated in 

the quotation. 

The environment handicaps us. The school surroundings are not friendly 

to us. Our dormitories, for example, are far from classrooms. Sometimes 

we arrive late in our classrooms and find teachers finalizing teaching. 

We request the administration to improve on the infrastructure so that we 

can move around easily.  

The other student who was also physically impaired added the following:  

Our school has steep stairs everywhere. I start with them right from my 

dormitory to classrooms and teachers’ offices. We face difficulties to go 

through using our wheelchairs. As you can see, there is a long distance 

from the dormitories to classrooms. ‘I walk a long distance from my 

dormitory to classrooms. The roads are not friendly to us. During rainy 

seasons, we do not attend classes; we fall down as roads are muddy. Had 

it not been the help we get from our non-disabled colleagues we would 

late our classes every day. 

Learning materials and social supports 

The study findings indicate shortage of learning materials and social supports for 

SWDs. The data inform that students with disabilities were in shortage of learning 

materials that are special for their needs. For example, they lack books written in 
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Braille, sound magnifiers for those with hearing impairment and lenses for those with 

low vision.  Further, they in shortage of supportive devices, including wheelchairs for 

those with physical impairment, white canes for students with visual impairment and 

sunscreen lotions for students with albinism.   

One of them in an interview had this to say:   

We are suffering from lack of special teaching and learning materials, for 

our needs. Can you imagine that there is no single Braille book in our 

school! Our fellows with visual impairment have nothing to read.  This is 

our cry to the responsible organs; let them see a high demand of ours! 

We also lack assistive devices to support our learning. There are, for 

example, few wheelchairs, white canes, and lack of sunscreen lotions. 

The findings further show that SWDs need social support to enhance their studies. For 

example, it was revealed that there was need of counselling services for both students 

with and without disabilities. It was noted that counsellors are needed to help students 

on how to deal with problems encountered in schools. In an interview with students 

with disabilities, one of them reported as follows:   

We have psychological and social problems.  We need somebody who can 

support us; we need counsellors to help us on how to go through the 

difficulties we are facing in inclusive education settings. We need help on 

how to read, do examinations and perform excellently. Counsellors will 

also help us in explaining our situation to fellows without disabilities. 

They need to help us so that our fellow students as well as can see us as 

normal students and not as people who are helpless! 

It was also found out that students with disabilities needed to be engaged in school 

activities and decision-making bodies. The findings show that students with disabilities 

were not involved in sports activities or decision-making organs. From the interview 

with students with disabilities, one of them gave the following comment:   

Students with disabilities should be involved in decision-making organs 

at school level. Our interest is to have persons to represent us. We are the 

ones who experience the real meaning of being disabled; we can talk 

about our needs more clearly in more unbiased manner rather than 

having a person to speak on behalf of us. We request the government and 

the school management in particular, to see how they can integrate us in 

decision-making bodies.   
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Parents’ Perspectives on inclusive education 

The researcher intended to gather parents’ perspectives on secondary school 

inclusive education settings. The focus was on parents’ understanding of inclusive 

education, their views on the same, and their involvement in school activities as well as 

their role in running inclusive education.  

The findings showed different perspectives from different respondents as indicated in 

the following subsection.  

Parents’ understanding of inclusive education 

The findings have indicated various ways on how parents understand inclusive 

education. The study findings have revealed that parents of the children with disabilities 

expressed good understanding of inclusive education as well as being positive towards 

the implementation of inclusive education. They viewed inclusive education as the best 

option that gives opportunity to their children to study. They also demonstrated clear 

understanding of problems facing inclusive education in secondary schools. In the 

interviews with parents of the children with disabilities, one of them said:  

I understand that inclusive education has replaced special needs 

education. Inclusive education settings give advantages for learners with 

disabilities to be integrated with those without disabilities. In my view, 

the system is good despite the fact that there are some problems such as 

schools’ unfriendly environment to the learners with disabilities.    

Consequently, parents of children without disabilities were ignorant about inclusive 

education settings. The findings indicate their negative opinions and rejection of 

integrating their children with those with disabilities. One of the parents said:  

Nowadays schools are not serious with education. Why do children without 

disabilities study together with those with disabilities? Do you think they can 

learn? I suggest that this should stop so that our children can learn without 

disturbance. 

Furthermore, the findings indicate lack of awareness among parents of students without 

disabilities on the rights of children with disabilities to attend inclusive education 

schools. The findings show that parents’ understanding lies on the assumption that   

students with disabilities should be educated in their own schools. They view them as 

students with low level of understanding, poor skills and are not good to be integrated 

with those without disabilities. In an in-depth interview with parents, one of them put 

forward the following:   
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I do not understand why my child is mixed with children with disabilities. 

Students with disabilities should be educated in their own schools. These 

students are difficult teach and sometimes they never learn. Putting them 

together with my child, will cause my child to lag behind in studies and 

look like them. 

The findings also revealed that the community has negative perception about students 

with disabilities. The community views students with disabilities as useless people who 

cannot study together with other students without disabilities. In an interview with 

parents, one responded as indicated hereunder:   

Inclusive education system is in conflict with the community. There are always 

questions, which indicate that inclusive education is not welcomed. They see 

students with disabilities as being unable and   not understanding what is been 

taught in classes. Some community members challenge why children without 

disabilities are educated together with those with disabilities. 

Involvement of parents in school activities 

The researcher was also interested in gathering data on parents’ involvement in 

school activities. The findings show poor participation of parents in school activities. It 

was noted that parents were not involved in school activities such as planning school 

programmes as well as decision-making. The study findings also revealed that school 

managements set plans at their own and parents were directed to implement. Parents 

showed discomfort on the way school programmes and decisions are made. They also 

queried on the system used to get their representation in the school decision making 

organs. The findings showed that parents were not aware of anything happening in 

schools where their children attended. In an interview with parents, one of them had the 

following to say: 

For the case of our involvement in school activities, we are not involved.  

We only have few representatives in schools’ decision-making organs. 

We are not involved in the process of electing them. I don’t even know 

who my representative is! The school management does not hold regular 

parents’ meetings. There are things we can advise on how to run school 

activities, especially on students with disabilities but there is no platform 

for us to do that. 

The study findings further revealed that there were irresponsible parents who did not 

take good care of their children with disabilities.  The data collected revealed that some 
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parents were not ready to contribute for their children’s education.  They perceived that 

it is the responsibility of teachers, school management and the government to educate 

students with disabilities. In the interviews with the parents, one of them was recorded 

saying:  

I am not involved in school activities and for me it is okay. It is not my 

duty to interfere with school management on how to run education for 

SWDs.  I do not have any contribution. Educated people can do these 

issues.  By the way, education for SWDs has special people to deal with. 

There are donors, for example, who fund it. Also, the government has 

guaranteed free education for SWDs. With all that, I do not see why I 

should bother to interfere. 

Discussion 

The collected data on students’ perceptions have raised the three issues. First, 

the data show that both students with and without disabilities were not prepared to be 

accommodated in inclusive education settings.  Several factors that hindered the 

provision of quality education were pointed out including shortage of teachers trained in 

special needs education and with experiences on disabilities issues and poor schools’ 

infrastructures.  Lack of sufficient trained and experienced teachers demoralize students 

especially those with disabilities since they lack support and treatment according to 

their special needs. Having untrained teachers in special needs education or 

inexperienced one with regard to disability issues, signals that education and support to 

SWDs in inclusive settings may be poor.  In this scenario, where teachers are not well 

prepared to support the needs of SWDs, the goal of inclusive education (that is to make 

sure student with disabilities are valued and supported) is in jeopardy.  

The study by Cole (2005) supports these perspectives from students where he 

suggests that educators do not agree that all students with disabilities fit in the general 

education classrooms. He argues that inclusive education denies some students the 

benefit of intensive and individualized instruction that they would receive in special 

education settings. This is due to the fact that general education teachers do not have 

enough knowledge of the nature and characteristics of SWDs as most of pre-service 

teachers leave their training programme having received limited training and experience 

on how to teach SWDs and feel less adequately prepared to teach inclusive classrooms. 

In addition, the findings by Forlin et al. (2009) concur with this study’s findings that 

lack of trained teachers in special needs education affects academic performance of 
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SWDs. Special needs education teachers use a variety of teaching strategies to 

accommodate the needs of learners with disabilities compared to the way general 

teachers do. On the same, the author indicates that special needs education teachers 

monitor student behaviour frequently, praise students, and provide answers to their own 

questions if the students’ responses are inadequate. Special needs education teachers 

also collect data to monitor SWDs progress and they are more knowledgeable about 

individual student’s needs. They also have a wider repertoire of responses to manage 

students’ disruptive behaviour or inattention.  

Poor and unsupportive physical environment and infrastructure in relation to the 

needs of SWDs was the second of concern from students. Unfriendly schools’ physical 

environments and infrastructures challenged the existence of SWDs in schools. Friendly 

environments and infrastructures for SWDs in schools are important aspects in 

facilitating the provision of education to students. When it happens that they are not 

supportive to students, especially SWDs, it becomes difficult to have education equity 

and therefore, distorting the intention of having inclusive education.  The findings are in 

line with Wondwosen et al (2014), in the study which aimed at capturing SWDs’ 

feelings on inclusive education settings in Ethiopia, where it was reported that about 

eighty per cent of SWDs who were involved in the study, mentioned unfriendly 

environments in their school as one of the things which they would have liked to be 

improved.  

Another observation was that non-disabled students require sensitization and 

education on disability issues. Students without disabilities expressed their perspectives 

that they need more knowledge on disabilities and knowledge on how to support those 

with disabilities. It was noted, for example, that students without disabilities were 

willing to give help and support to their colleagues with disabilities but they were not 

aware of how to do it. This is a challenge to inclusive education advocates and 

implementers including school management, government and other non-governmental 

organizations to ensure that inclusive education knowledge reaches everyone in the 

community, including students without disabilities. Gillies and Carrington (2004) also 

reflect the findings in the study, which show that a large section of the population of 

students without disabilities holds negative attitudes towards SWDs and these attitudes 

are underpinned by the general lack of understanding about disability and SWDs needs. 

Tremblay and Montenegro (2007) agreed on the need of sensitization on disability 

issues to students without disabilities whereas he asserts that understanding of 
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disabilities issues could be shaped through more interaction between students with and 

without disabilities. This is evidenced in Tungaraza, (2005) who found out that, four out 

of ten (38%) students without disabilities reported that they ‘rarely’ or ‘never’ had the 

opportunity to socialize and mix with SWDs. 

The third concern from the students, specifically those with disabilities is that 

despite the fact that inclusive education setting proposes inclusion of students in all 

aspects of school activities; SWDs were not included in all school activities. It was 

evidenced that they were excluded from some activities. It was noted, for example, that 

they were not involved in sports, and this could have been done intentionally or 

unknowingly. Segregation of SWDs in some school activities sends a message to them 

that they cannot have countable contribution even in sports or social activities. This 

observation gives a picture that SWDs are facing discrimination in inclusive education 

settings. Their potential and contributions are not seen or valued just because they have 

disabilities.  This is an indicator that discrimination of SWDs still exists among school 

community members. Inclusive education schools externally, look as if they are 

involving, accepting and loving to SWDs but internally, there are some discriminative 

behaviours or features. 

The findings further indicate that there was demand for guidance and 

counselling services to SWDs. It was noted that among the four sampled schools, only 

one had a counselling unit for students. It was also noted that even for the school that 

had the counselling unit, it lacked professional counsellors. It was teachers without 

skills in guidance and counselling who supported the students. Guidance and 

counselling services in inclusive schools are important as students, including those with 

disabilities experience difficulties that require somebody who is professional to guide 

and counsel them. The study findings are generally compatible with those of Pima 

(2012), who observed that inclusive education in Tanzania is negatively affected by 

teachers who are not aware of various impairments and how to deal with the most 

common learning difficulties. In the study, it was noticed that, teachers in inclusive 

schools in Tanzania were illiterate on how to adapt classrooms and school environments 

to overcome barriers of learning to SWDs. The ILO Report (2009) is also in line with 

the present study’s findings as it points out that the reluctance of teachers in Tanzania to 

accept learners classified as having disabilities in their classrooms was very common. 

The reason behind this was that most teachers lacked adequate and quality special 

education training. Additionally, Clarck et al. (1999) holds the same view as their 
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findings match with the present study showing that teachers are still using traditional 

methods while teaching in inclusive education classrooms. The flexible methods of 

teaching classrooms with SWDs as suggested by MacDonald (2012) do not feature in 

the inclusive education schools involved in this study. Massenga and Mkandawire 

(2012) bring to a close what has been found by the present study that teachers, 

educators and experts in the education system in Tanzania do not have techniques of 

dealing with SWDs diversity needs.   

The findings on parents’ perceptions towards inclusive education settings show 

that only a few parents had positive understanding. It was the parents of children with 

disabilities who understood and supported inclusive education whereas parents of 

students without disabilities viewed the process of educating children without 

disabilities together with those with disabilities as lack of school seriousness. They had 

a thought that students with disabilities (who are not able) require a special place where 

they can receive help and not integrating them with able students (students Further, the 

findings have shown that parents were not involved in schools’ activities. It was also 

noted that parents do not involve themselves with the provision of education to their 

children with disabilities. They had a thought that the duty to educate SWDs belongs to 

special people who are experts and parents are not supposed to intervene or be involved 

in it. Further, there was a notion that the role of educating and providing services to 

SWDs in schools lies in the shoulders of the government and nongovernmental 

organizations. As a result, parents were not cooperating with the school management to 

ensure the provision of education to SWDs. Consequently, school management find it 

difficult in providing services to SWDs as there are needs that are supposed to come 

from parents. The situation increases burden and costs to school as they rely solely on 

resources/funds they get from the government only which are insufficient and leaves 

many services for SWDs unattended.  

The findings are in agreement with those of Coopeland and Cosbey (2009), who 

suggest that there is no way inclusive education can be fulfilled without the 

participation of parents or families of SWDs. As per Coopeland and Cosbey (2009), 

parents’ involvement is important component in inclusive education as they are the tie 

for successful inclusion. The study findings indicate a non-healthy relationship between 

parents and the school managements. This contradicts with James (2014) who suggests 

that there should be established partnership of parents and families of SWDs and school 

management for successful inclusive education settings. The author emphasized that 
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there is no way educators can work effectively with SWDs without assistance from 

students’ parents/families.  

These findings are also supported by the widely expressed views that negative 

attitudes among various societies in Tanzania form part of the disadvantages to 

inclusion (Mbaga, 2002). The author supports the findings of the current study that 

parents kept their children with disabilities away from the public sphere, such as 

schools. Further, many parents’ beliefs are associated with shame of having children 

with disabilities. Parents perceived their “impaired” children as liability and 

subsequently a burden to the family. Forlin (2004) cordially agrees with this study 

findings as he affirms that among the six variables that were noted to impinge schools’ 

effectiveness in implementing inclusive educational practices, negative attitudes 

towards SWDs were listed the first.  

Furthermore, the study by UNESCO (2009) supports the current study’s 

findings by showing   that the main disadvantages encountered by parents in educating 

their children with learning disabilities was stigmatization, negative attitudes from 

members of the society and parental ignorance.  To emphasize on how negative 

attitudes affects SWDs education as it has been shown in this study, Possi (1999) 

observed that, in some cultures, people with disabilities are seen as having a form of 

divine punishment or as carriers of misfortune. As a result, children with disabilities 

who could be in schools are sometimes not permitted to attend. Associating negative 

attitudes and SWDs performances, Gillies et al. (2004) add that because of the negative 

attitudes towards SWDs, even where people are supportive to students with disabilities, 

expectations might be low and little attention is paid to academic achievement. He 

points out that there is time when teachers, parents, and other students may well be 

caring for SWDs but at the same time not believing in their capacity. The same 

comment was raised by Sreenath (2010) who showed that negative attitudes lower 

expectations that community members, educators and parents have towards children 

with disabilities. Because the society had already negative expectation towards SWDs, 

even at a time when SWDs perform better than those without disabilities, their success 

is not recognized or supported.  To substantiate that negative attitude is a common 

inclination in Tanzania, Possi (1999) informs that the attitudes are also reflected in the 

language used to refer to people with disabilities. Croft (2010) suggests that negative 

attitudes towards SWDs can be conquered by raising consciousness of human rights in 

communities and publicizing optimistic examples of children with disabilities 
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succeeding in inclusive education settings and in life beyond school as a result.  The 

other suggested possible solution is to include and support children with disabilities to 

express their aspirations let them participate in the planning processes, as well as 

promote action research and critical pedagogy amongst teachers. 

 

Conclusion 

To sum up, in view of the results of this research, three major conclusions have 

been drawn. First, the results of this research have demonstrated overwhelming opinions 

of students on the implementation of inclusive education in Tanzanian secondary 

schools. There is need for education stakeholders to address the shortcoming raised and 

reinforces the advantageous side.  Additionally, from interviews with parents on their 

understanding of inclusive education, some specifically, those with students without 

disabilities lacked understanding of inclusive education. There is a need of raising 

awareness and advocating inclusive education among parents and the community at 

large. 
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