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Inclusive education means that numerous actors at the 

international level, and across sectors, come together to help 

meet the needs of the minority. The challenges that people 

with disabilities face are many, but are often overlooked.

Through Amira, readers from all backgrounds can gain an 

understanding of some of the challenges that others face, 

empathize with people in similar or worse situations, and 

learn to be more attentive to the needs of people with 

disabilities. The book aims to inspire, bring hope and spur 

action, so that no one is left behind in an advancing world.
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Inclusive Education

Inclusive education means that all children, including those who are traditionally 
marginalised (such as disabled children, girls, children in remote villages or very poor 
children), receive quality education. Inclusive education is based on the simple idea 
that every child and family is valued equally and deserves the same opportunities and 
experiences to participate in everyday activities no matter their race, social background, 
gender, ethnicity, economic status or disability, hidden or obvious.

Inclusive Education is about recognising that it is necessary to provide schools 
that are not exclusive to individuals and implementing on it. It is about adapting 
and transforming the nature of teaching to individual needs so all children  
receive quality education.

For a long time, children with disabilities were educated in separate classes or in 
separate schools. People got used to the idea that special education meant separate 
education. But when children with disabilities attend classes alongside peers who 
do not have disabilities, they benefit socially and academically so long as there is 
ongoing advocacy, planning, support and commitment. Simply placing children with 
and without disabilities together does not produce positive outcomes.

Learning and participating in meaningful ways is important for children with disabilities. 
Sometimes, help from friends or teachers works best. Other times, specially designed 
materials or technology can help.

It is important for schools to accommodate all children regardless of their physical, 
emotional, social, linguistic or other conditions, because education is a child’s right,  
not a privilege.

* Article 1 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities describes persons 
with disabilities as ‘those who have long-term, physical, mental, intellectual or sensory impairments which 
in interaction with various barriers may hinder their full and effective participation in society on an equal 
basis with others’.





My name is Amira. I am a teacher to not-so-ordinary 
children, and I have a story to tell.
  
When I was growing up, the schools in my area were 
mostly filled with boys, not girls. In my country, boys 
got education and girls got married. Since my father 
followed the traditions, he wanted to find a husband for 
me to marry from when I was 10. I didn’t understand 
what marriage was, and I looked forward to turning 10 
because of what my father told me. What he didn’t tell 
me was that I wouldn’t be allowed to go to school. 



My mother felt differently from my father. She started 
reading books to me when I was three years old. She 
said that I loved staring at the words on the pages and 
that that never changed as I grew older. My mother 
knew my father didn’t want me to learn, so she would 
hide the books before he got home in the evenings. 

After some time, she thought it would be a good idea 
to find a school for me. This meant that I would have 
to go to a school far away, where our neighbours would 
not see me. So, every day after my father left for work, 
my mother would take me to preschool. Leaving for 
school and coming home was always the scariest part 
of it. I was afraid my father would catch us.







Sometimes it was too risky for me to go to school. I always woke up 
hoping that I wouldn’t have to miss school. I loved learning, making 
friends, and eating there. The teachers gave us lunch every day. We 
would eat different kinds of sandwiches and fruit, and on Fridays there 
would be something special, like chicken and rice. I always enjoyed the 
food because it was different from what my mother made. Mum worked 
on her cousin’s farm, planting seedlings, carrying crops to the mill and 
raising chickens. A driver would transport her to the farm and back, 
because as a woman she was not allowed to be seen in public alone. I 
would often help my mum on the farm, when I couldn’t go to school.  





I remember very clearly playing “broken telephone” 
at preschool one day. Children sit in a circle and 
whisper a message to the classmate next to them. 
The message is supposed to go around the circle 
without changing, but often it does. It’s quite fun… 
Well, for most kids it is, but I have a bad memory 
of it. When it was my turn to be told the message, I 
couldn’t hear what was being whispered to me. The 
girl next to me repeated the message a few times. 
My classmates were watching and waiting. Some 
were giggling. The girl tried whispering the message 
in the other ear and I could hear it better, but by 
now she was whispering quite loudly.



The teachers were the first to notice my hearing problem and 
recommended a public clinic for me to go to. Sure enough, the 
doctors confirmed that I couldn’t hear like other kids could. My 
mother told my father that I had a hearing problem, but still 
managed to keep it a secret that I was going to school. From 
that point on, I had a series of ear operations. It put a lot of 
stress on the family because it cost so much, but my father 
insisted that I have my hearing fixed. He said that any form of 
“disability” would limit my chances of being married early. 

I have many memories of those clinics. The beeping sounds 
from the machines and the smell of the doctors’ rooms will 
never leave me. The public clinic wasn’t great. The tools were 
unhygienic, so I often got ear infections. There were so many 
patients, and so few doctors. The doctors didn’t have time to be 
caring or to listen to my needs.
 







The operations helped and my hearing improved, but there 
were always reminders that my hearing was a limitation 
in some ways. Often, I would be called out of the school 
playground to go to the speech and hearing therapist. I would 
look down at the ground as I walked away. I didn’t want to 
acknowledge that my friends were watching me leave and 
asking the teacher where I was going. I was still brave. I never 
complained. But I knew I was different. The therapist was a 
kind and friendly lady and she made sure the lessons were 
enjoyable for me, but I still didn’t want to be there.  



My parents would talk to the doctors about the current 
state of my hearing in one of the rooms in the clinic, while 
I waited outside on a bench. My mother would then pass 
on the information to the teachers at my school, but I was 
protected from a lot of it. She did what she thought best, 
and she felt that since I was just a child it would only cause 
me unnecessary worries if they went into lots of details, so 
I never really understood my problem. And neither did I 
know of my potential.







Being left out of adult conversations was not the only way 
I felt excluded. Even though I went to an ordinary primary 
school, I felt like I was “outside the circle”. The teachers 
were not trained to know how to include children with 
disabilities, small or big. In front of everyone in the class, 
the teacher would ask me to move up to the front desk and 
confirm that I could hear her. That was very embarrassing. 
My friends, although curious, also didn’t know how to look 
out for someone like me who might need extra attention.





After primary school, my father started to talk more and more about 
me getting married. The men he mentioned were all very old, nearly 
as old as my father. By that age, I understood that I definitely did 
not want to be a wife so early on. I could not hide my schooling 
from my father any longer, so I told him. I told him I was choosing 
education, not a husband. My mother had often said that I had a 
very strong personality, but she didn’t realize that inside I was 
filled with fear. My father responded in the way that I expected. He 
said that if I chose education, he would disown me. This was a big 
deal for me. I had no one else in the world. I would have to leave 
behind all my friends, my home, everything that was familiar to me. 
I couldn’t bear the thought of saying goodbye to my mum. She was 
the reason I loved learning. I also knew my father would punish her 
for secretly sending me to school. After a lot of encouragement and 
insistence from my mother, I left.   





I finished school, supported by the money my mother gave 
me as well as my holiday jobs as a childcare worker. I 
then pursued university, with the help of scholarships. I 
graduated in education and was among the top students, 
and soon after that I was offered a job as a primary school 
teacher for children with special needs. Because of my 
background I was able to accomplish a lot, but the most 
rewarding thing has been to be able to mentor children with 
special needs. My “disability” did not limit my options. I was not 
what my circumstances tried to make me be. I was able to live up 
to my potential that for so long I didn’t believe I had.  





I am Amira. 

I’m not a superhero – the world doesn’t need superheroes. 
The world needs ordinary people like you and me who can 
lend an ear to listen. Because without listening, there is no 
understanding, and the world needs to understand the needs 
of others to know how to address them. 



“Inclusive education is a concern of the 
entire society and requires the ability of 
listening and answering to the questions 
posed by communities and families 
regarding the most appropriate learning 
environments for the children.”
Renato Oppertti, Senior Programme Specialist, 
International Bureau of Education

“The key thing is that individuals (with 
special needs) must be integrated within 
the schools and included within educational 
programs throughout the day and in terms 
of extracurricular activities as well.” 
Ed Polloway, Rosel H. Schewel  Distinguished 
Professor in Education 

“We fight for inclusion, for bridging the 
inequalities that are keeping 263 million 
children and youth out of school. The 
majority are girls.” 
Irina Bokova, Director General of UNESCO

 “One in seven children is with special 
needs. They are marginalized, as they 
are denied their rights. They cannot go to 
schools as there are no ramps; there are 
toilets but not friendly for children and girls 
with disabilities. Teachers aren’t trained, 
so they struggle to teach children with 
visual impairment and hearing loss. Autistic 
children go to special schools. In September 
2015, the global leaders agreed to promote 
inclusive education to ensure every child go 
to schools. Every school will provide facilities 
that are inclusive and effective for learning. 
The children with special needs will have 
access to education at all levels by 2030. 
They will be able to learn vocational skills for 
decent work.”
Mosharraf Hossain, Country Director ADD 
International



Amira is just a fictional story. But there are many real-life stories like hers, where children have 
faced great obstacles to getting an education.

Michaela ‘Chaeli’ Mycroft was born with cerebral palsy and has limited function in her arms and legs. 
In 2012, at the age of 17, she was awarded the International Children’s Peace Prize for her work 
promoting the rights of children with disabilities in South Africa.

In 2004, nine-year-old Chaeli – together with her sister and three friends – founded the Chaeli 
Campaign, to fight for the rights and inclusion of children with disabilities all over South Africa. The 
Chaeli Campaign is an organization that provides equipment, physiotherapy and programmes for 
children with disabilities. It also creates education programmes that support the inclusion of children 
with disabilities in mainstream schools. 

 “We believe that inclusive education can really happen if a person with disability is supported,” Chaeli 
said, adding that the families, teachers and students who are part of the child’s life need support as well. 
“Getting kids to mainstream environments is the first step to inclusive education,” Chaeli said.
Source: UNICEF.

Malik, a six-year-old boy from Togo, was born with a condition that meant he was unable to walk. 
Plan International supported him to get the surgery and rehabilitation he needed to make a recovery 
and go to school. Plan International also trained teachers at his school on working with children 
with disabilities. “When Malik was first brought to school, there was a lot of discrimination,” said 
his teacher, Mr. Koula. “Since we told the students about Malik’s disability, they like him just as we 
teachers like him.” Malik’s teachers have been trained to ensure he receives a quality education. 
Source: Plan International.

Satta Sabina, aged 12, who grew up in the rural Balkh Province of Afghanistan, said, “My sister 
finished the first year at school, but then she got tired and decided to leave. She walked four hours 
each way every day, so that made her tired.”  

Sabina was able to study starting when she was 10, after her family moved to the city of Mazar-e 
Sharif. Her sister, after leaving school, was married at the age of 15 or 16.

Many girls in Afghanistan struggle desperately to study. Others have families who fight for them –
moving across town or across the country to find schools, or sending them far away to relatives who 
live near a school. Entire families have conspired to sneak girls to school daily under the nose of a 
father opposed to girls’ education.

Meet the Real Heroes



Girls young enough to be playing with toys can knowledgeably discuss Taliban attacks on education, 
bombings, and the performance of the Afghan army. They have family members who have been 
killed and wounded, family members who have fled the country for safety, and parents who have 
never recovered from the death of a child. 

As far as work is concerned, most often girls weave carpets, sew, do embroidery or run a household 
– which prevents them from studying. Too many girls have been married as children, and marriage 
or even engagement ends any hopes of an education.

If girls do have the opportunity to go to school in Afghanistan, they usually study separately from 
boys. But the Government provides fewer schools for girls than for boys. In one documented case, 
boys received schooling in new buildings paid for by international donors, while girls studied in a 
vacant lot next door in tents. 

Other girls are barred by family from attending because the teachers are men; only half of Afghanistan’s 
provinces have schools where more than 20 per cent of the teachers are women. 

Poverty plays a major role in whether or not children receive an education. Tuition in government 
schools is free, but the need to pay for pencils, notebooks, schoolbags and uniforms puts school 
out of reach for many.
Source: Human Rights Watch.

Zarifa, aged 17, went to a class of 30 to 35 girls in her Kabul neighborhood, set up by a non-
governmental organization, then transferred to a government school. Most classmates drifted away. 
“Very few stayed,” she said. “Some married, some families didn’t allow them to continue, some had 
security problems… There are too many students – it’s hard to manage them,” she said. “There is 
a lack of chairs, of teachers, of classrooms. It’s too crowded – some study in tents. There is a lack 
of books. At one time, I had no books.” Six years later, only 8 to 10 of the original 35 girls who 
started school with her were still studying. “I didn’t allow myself to be taken out,” said Zarifa. “I had 
promised to stay and finish.”
Source: Human Rights Watch.

When Francisca turned 19, representatives of the project came to her community and offered her 
support to continue her studies in the Ministry of Education’s Accelerated Primary Programme. With 
that support, Francisca was able to complete her primary schooling. She is now working as a cook in 
a cafeteria where she earns money for herself and her family. Her dream is to complete high school and to 
carry on studying to become a professional chef. For Francisca, “education is a food that makes us grow”.
Source: UNESCO.



Francisca had no choice. During her third year of primary school, she had to leave school. She 
started working in the fields and taking care of her siblings, to help her parents. For most indigenous 
girls in Guatemala who live in a poor family with many siblings, studying is out of the question.
Starting in 2018, the UNESCO Malala Fund for Girls’ Right to Education is supporting the creation of 
an educational model for the girls and young women of Totonicapán in Guatemala, by establishing 
two UNESCO Malala Centres. The new project, led by UNESCO’s Guatemala office, aims to realize 
the right to education, especially for those marginalized from education because of gender, ethnicity, 
rurality and poverty.

When Francisca turned 19, representatives of the project came to her community and offered her 
support to continue her studies in the Ministry of Education’s Accelerated Primary Programme. With 
that support, Francisca was able to complete her primary schooling. She is now working as a cook in 
a cafeteria where she earns money for herself and her family. Her dream is to complete high school 
and to carry on studying to become a professional chef. For Francisca, “education is a food that 
makes us grow”.
Source: UNESCO.

Fardowsa Bile Abdullahi, aged 17, from Somalia, said, “I’m a very different person since I’ve been 
able to read and write. My family trusts me with their business, since I’m able to calculate money and 
do business transactions, as result of the knowledge I gained at the centre.”

Fardowsa is among the young women who benefited from a literacy and life skills project funded by 
the Al Maktoum Foundation and implemented by UNESCO. Fardowsa did not have the opportunity 
to access education and learn as a child, due to civil unrest and fighting in her country. Basic education 
was only available to the few who could afford it, as most educational institutions were private.

“One day while I was going to the market, a friend of mine told me about an opportunity at the 
Somalia National Women’s Community Training Centre. I immediately went to the centre to register 
for the literacy, numeracy and entrepreneurship courses,” said Fardowsa. “This is a free, golden 
opportunity for learners like me who never had the chance to study.”
Source: UNESCO.



• On 20 January 2016, Zimbabwe 
 banned child marriages. 

• As of 2016, the Republic of Moldova 
requires women and men to each make 
up at least 40% of political parties’ 
candidates and of Cabinet nominees  
(UN-Women). 

• In Bangladesh, 1.24 million girls in 6,700 
secondary schools have benefited from the 
World Bank Secondary Education Quality 
and Access Enhancement Project.

• In Ghana, under the Secondary Education 
Improvement Project, 3,450 senior high 
school girls (aged 15–17) are benefiting 
from scholarships, which pay for their 
tuition and for other items including books 
and uniforms, for three years of senior high 
school education.

•  In Pakistan, there has been a 9% increase 
in girls’ enrolment in public secondary 
schools, with the help of the World Bank 
Punjab Education Sector Projects, which 
have provided tuition vouchers for 150,000 
vulnerable adolescent girls in Punjab with 
limited access to schooling, as well as cash 
stipends for 400,000 girls in low-literacy 
areas, to encourage secondary school 
attendance.

• In Nigeria, the junior secondary school 
completion rate for girls increased from 
7% to 34% between 2007 and 2011 – the 
lifetime of the World Bank State Education 
Sector Project.

• 1,2 million children received education 
in 2016 as a result of Plan International’s 
supporting sponsors

• 1.2 million children worldwide received 
schooling in 2016 as a result of Plan 
International’s child  
sponsorship programmes.

• Plan International ensured that 2.8 
million people were trained to educate 
children in 2016.

• Plan International reached 17.1 million 
girls through its education programmes in 
2016.

• Plan International reached 15.5 million 
boys through its education programmes in 
2016.

• €97 million were invested in the right 
to education through Plan International 
in 2016. 

These are just a few examples of the positive statistics that should be making headlines. As 
the numbers are changing daily, please see the websites of the organizations concerned for 
the most up-to-date information.
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The Sustainable Development Goals 

In an era when we are bombarded with negative news, it is easy to 
feel discouraged and unequipped to improve the world we live in. 
Thankfully, to address the many problems, world leaders have adopted 
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development: a set of 17 goals that 
are humanity’s road map for transforming our planet into a better 
place. The goals reach everyone, they leave no one behind, they are 
all interconnected and they are everyone’s responsibility. 

We have everything we need to help everyone thrive and reach their 
potential. Together, let’s create a world where peace, rights and well-
being become a reality. 



The Perception Change Project

The Perception Change Project team draws attention to the impact that the work of International 
Geneva has on every person on the planet, through its Impact Infographics, programmes for 
students, and imaginative publications, and on social media. 

International Geneva – made up of international organizations, permanent missions, non-
governmental organizations and other institutions – is an ecosystem of strengths, knowledge 
and expertise that when working together has the weight to put an end to or reverse the effects 
from global challenges such as climate change, discrimination and hunger. 

There are always milestones being reached, for instance reducing child undernutrition, 
expanding the reach of immunization, lessening the number of people who have no access to 
banking, helping farmers to improve productivity, increasing the number of solar panels used 
in schools and health-care facilities, ensuring that education encompasses values such as peace 
and equality, and declaring countries to be free of landmines. These are just some of the good 
news stories that take us a few steps closer to achieving the Sustainable Development Goals. 

The Sustainable Development Goals are the backbone of 
decisions being made right now to create a more equal and 
just world. They are of crucial importance if we are to have 
a sustainable future. The Perception Change Project team 
therefore makes it a priority, in all of its initiatives, to inform 
people about the Sustainable Development Goals.

With deeper insight, we will all be able to make better-
informed decisions in our daily lives, that stem from a culture 
of sustainable development, and we can be more effective in 
building a hopeful future for the youth of today and tomorrow. 
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