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Summary
The development of educational services in Uganda for learners with barriers to 
learning, development and participation, including learners with disabilities, has developed from the establishment of a segregated educational system (which started in the 1950s) towards an inclusive school system where all learners benefit equally. The success of the system, as well as new trends in special needs education, has required further resources and well-trained teachers with understanding of the diverse educational needs among learners. 


Special needs education and related services
In order to develop education of learners with learning difficulties, including learners with disabilities, an agreement between the Governments of Uganda and Denmark was signed in 1991 and expired 2002, covering two separate, but mutually related programmes. 

Uganda National Institute of Special Education (UNISE)

The purpose of this programme was training of teachers and others in special needs education at Diploma, Degree and Postgraduate levels through in-service and distance education programmes, research, innovation and dissemination focusing on diversity and special needs education.

Decentralized Special Needs Education Programme
This programme was an integrated part of the Ministry of Education and Sports under technical and administrative leadership of a Commissioner. At district level, education of learners with special educational needs became the responsibility of the District Education Officer. Three specially trained teachers were appointed as Assistant Inspectors of Schools to plan and administer the services related to special needs education in the districts, and upgrade teachers, communities, local leaders, and parents on matters concerning learners’ individual needs and inclusive education. 

To ensure that all learners with special needs were given relevant as well as quality education in inclusive schools, all schools in Uganda were grouped in clusters of 15-20 schools. Each of the clusters had a Special Needs Education Co-ordinator. A teacher in each school was assigned the responsibility of taking charge of learners with special educational needs. 

Present day challenges

As a result of Universal Primary Education, which was introduced in 1997, and a greater awareness regarding inclusive education, a large number of learners were enrolled in primary and secondary schools including learners experiencing barriers to learning. Today, the increased number of learners in schools required enlarged resources, which is difficult for the country to provide.
The number of specially trained teachers to serve as special/resource teachers is not sufficient to cover the actual need. Teachers trained in special needs education will require time to find the best ways of how to support teachers who must support learners in need. Appropriate time for both teachers and learners must be allocated for necessary support, keeping in mind that the special teachers are often also assigned other duties in addition to education of learners with special educational needs.
Many children who are physically, emotionally or sexually abused do not only suffer emotionally or have physical damage. Such abuse may force them to miss school, and eventually “drop out” of the system. These learners need extra care and support from teachers.
Many teachers are still not able sufficiently to assist learners in an inclusive school due to limited in-service training and supervision on how to develop a child-friendly class that can accommodate the diversity among learners. 

New trends in education

The Government is constantly adopting its educational structure and content to promote quality learning for all learners independent of special learning needs. The overall structure of education and related services for learners with learning difficulties, which was introduced in the early nineties, is still the backbone in the education of all learners.

 
However, the Ministry of Education has introduced a number of changes to ensure that education of learners with special learning needs is an integrated part of the ministry’s structure both at central and decentralized level. 

The district-based Teachers Development and Management System Centres, which did not exist when the structure for special needs education was developed in the early nineties, play an important role in implementing inclusive education. These centres are established in all districts of Uganda. Most of the Centre Coordinating Tutors have received training in special needs education and inclusion. They are expected to provide supervisory support to teachers in schools in their area, organize in-service training, develop educational materials, and upgrade Teacher Training Centers.

 
An inclusive education system must provide a flexible curriculum responsive to differences among learners. The Ministry of Education has acknowledged this and launched a department at National Curriculum Development Centre consisting of a panel of 18 specialists in education of learners with special learning needs. The panel adopts and modifies the primary school curriculum to suit diverse learning needs and educational strategies.

 
The Ministry’s effort to ensure equal opportunities for all learners has also been demonstrated by the introduction of a department at the National Examinations Board to cater for examination of learners with diverse needs.

 
The Government has introduced free universal primary and secondary education. This means no tuition fees, although parents may have to pay fees for food, materials, etc. Free education is of great importance for learners with learning difficulties including learners with disabilities. Traditionally, these children have been the last children in the families to get school tuition and fees.
To provide education for learners with diverse educational needs the Government has strengthened the budget lines at central and district levels. To do so the Government collaborates with a number of development partners and non-governmental organizations. The key role of many specially trained teachers will be to manage learning programmes within an inclusive school. The Ministry of Education therefore decided that Uganda National Institute of Special Education should merge with Kyambogo University with status of faculty. 

Teaching of learners with learning difficulties has been mainstreamed into the curriculum for Teacher Training Colleges to ensure that all graduating teachers have basic knowledge about teaching the diversity of children in an inclusive class. 

In order to obtain higher standards in existing special schools, to ensure quality education for learners who require intensive levels of support and to promote the possible use of special schools as resource centers to support inclusive education the Ministry of Education has developed guidelines for requirements and minimum standards indicators for these schools. 

Where does the Ministry of Education and Sports go from here?

The Government has still to consider that education for all in inclusive schools requires changes and the whole system has to be adjusted to accommodate all learners. 


It should further be considered that development of an inclusive education system which will provide for the needs of all learners will require sustained resources – financial and committed human resources.

 
To do this, it is necessary for the Government to recognize the present lack of resources given to the education sector in general and education of learners with special needs in particular. There is still a great lack of learning environments that are free from physical and psychological barriers. Further there is a lack of educational materials and sufficient number of teachers available with training in education of learners with barriers to learning, development and participation.

Finally, learners with severe disabilities do not receive required assessment, individually adjusted teaching, training and equipment required. A few learners with severe learning needs will still need to be taught in a special school.


It is crucial for the Ministry of Education to further develop a support system which can provide continuous and competent guidance to teachers, learners and parents in order to ensure that quality education takes place.

Conclusion

The Ugandan Ministry of Education and Sports pursues the goal of great importance to many of its citizens when developing mechanisms to ensure that systems and the curricula are continuously transformed to address the needs of all learners in an inclusive school. In the inclusive school system all learners benefit equally. At the same time it is of vital importance to the continuous success of this system that the necessary resources are made available. 
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