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ABSTRACT 

 

The inclusive education (IE) strategy promotes the inclusion of all children 

regardless of their abilities into mainstream schools.  Little, however, is known about its 

impact on the inclusion of children with all sorts of disabilities at the primary school level.  

This study explores this issue.  The main objective of this study is to analyse the impact 

of the Lao IE strategy in developing the public mainstream primary school system so as 

to be responsive to the needs of primary school students with impairments in Vientiane, 

Lao PDR. This is a qualitative research project which adopted semi-structured interviews, 

observations, and document analysis.  Data was gathered from 45 participants from 

different backgrounds; notes recorded direct observations in primary schools; and 

documents such as reports and statistics were collected during the field work in Vientiane 

over the two month period of May and June 2015.  The study established that many 

countries have experienced challenges in translating the IE concept into practice.  Lao 

PDR also faces similar challenges.  

The study suggests that despite the ongoing continuous improvement of the Lao 

IE, the principle of inclusion is not yet fully employed. Children with more complex 

disabilities, such as being blind, deaf, mute or having an intellectual impairment, are still 

restricted to studying in special schools. This practice appears to be in contradiction to 

the principles of inclusion, to the social model of disabilities, and to a rights-based 

approach to education. In addition, the lack of government funding allocated specifically 

to implement the IE strategy at both national and local levels indicates the current 

weakness of the Lao IE system. As a consequence, children with more complex 

impairments still cannot receive meaningful and quality education in almost all public 

mainstream primary schools. 

Furthermore, it is evident that, although the Lao IE policy officially targets all 

children, in practice there has, as yet, been little impact on mainstream primary schools 

that are the focus of this research. Data regarding students with impairments is not 

collected by the relevant authorities in a consistent system. The IE policy has not been 

fully translated into mainstream primary school policies and development plans.  The 

existing ‘IE’ schools continue to experience challenges in accessing the essential financial 

and technical supports they need to prepare to accept children with disabilities. Basic 

facilities and disabilities-related services are mostly unavailable.  Importantly, the 

Ministry of Education and Sports (MOES) has not yet officially recognised and approved 
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the use of braille and sign language, even though these languages have been developed 

by the Ministry of Health (MOH), the Centre of Medical Rehabilitation (CMR) to teach 

only children with disabilities who are enrolled in the Centre. Many people have criticised 

MOES for not taking the lead in the provision of education for children with disabilities. 

Although MOES has depended on the CMR’s expertise and resources to support its IE 

strategy, children with disabilities continuously experience obstacles in accessing and 

learning together with none disabled students in public mainstream primary schools that 

adequately meet their basic needs. This is why many people believe that children with 

disabilities cannot attend mainstream primary schools and the best place to learn was the 

CMR.  

Finally, participants still retained a medical perspective regarding disabilities. The 

Lao government itself still translates ‘disabilities’ as medically defined health issues.  An 

understanding of disabilities in terms of the more recent social model was not common 

among participants in this study. Given that many people hold the medical perspective, 

individual impairments continue to be blamed as barriers to accessing services such as 

education, which is opposed to the social model approach to disabilities.  The present 

stage of development of Lao IE strategy still seems to reinforce the exclusion of children 

with disabilities from accessing the education that is their human right.  

 

Key words:  Inclusion, Inclusive Education; Disability, Mainstream Education, Student 

with disabilities. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1  Introduction 

This chapter explains my central motivations behind this research project. It 

discusses my own previous personal experiences, as well as key ideas in relation to 

disability rights, children’s rights and inclusive primary education.  It outlines the 

research objectives and research questions and outlines the chapters which follow. 

 

1.2  Researcher’s experiences 

My work experience played a vital role in selecting this research topic.  Since 

2006, I have worked with different International Development Organisations 

(INGOs) such as World Vision, Mines Advisory Groups, Digital Divide Data and 

Handicap International in Lao PDR. These organisations gave me opportunities to 

experience living with impoverished people, including victims of unexploded 

ordnance (UXOs) and people with disabilities.  I also came to realise that people with 

disabilities were commonly amongst the poorest people, in part because their basic 

rights had been ignored and forgotten by the majority.   

In 2010 I worked as a Disability Rights Mainstreaming Officer with Handicap 

International Lao PDR. In this position, I conducted many training sessions on 

disability rights and equality for different development stakeholders, including 

development partners’ staff, government officials, INGOs’ staff, community 

members and people with disabilities themselves, across five different provinces in 

Lao PDR.  After conducting over fifty of these training sessions, I came to realise that 

it was difficult to transform negative attitudes within Lao society towards people with 

disabilities.  My experiences revealed that successfully promoting a long term positive 

impact on the livelihoods of people with disabilities would require ensuring that 

children with disabilities were able to study and continue their further education in a 

similar way to others within the community.  This is because I found that very few 

children with disabilities had access to the basic education that is provided in 

Vientiane at special schools for the disabled.  There were only three or four of these 

special schools for children with disabilities across the entire country.  This situation 

made me concerned about the education of children with disabilities.  
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1.3  Disability rights 

Such issues can clearly be viewed as connected to the rights of people with 

disabilities. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 

(UNCRPD) which was opened for signatory and ratification in 2006 states that 

disability is “an evolving concept and that disability results from the interaction 

between persons with impairments and attitudinal and environmental barriers that 

hinders their full and effective participation in society on an equal basis with others” 

(United Nations, n.d (a), p.1). It has been recognised internationally that there is an 

obligation to value the lives of all people, including people with disability, and to 

enhance their full and effective participation in development processes (United 

Nations, n.d (a)).  To practice this vision, one of the most important steps is for people 

with special needs to be educated, because being educated helps individuals to 

understand and exercise their basic human rights in a way that takes account of the 

available local opportunities.   

Access to a quality education is considered a crucial part of human 

development, especially during the early development of a child as evidenced by the 

focus on education in the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). Therefore, this 

study was designed to explore how disability and basic education are strongly 

interrelated with the agenda for personal development.  Even though getting access to 

basic education without any barrier is a fundamental human right, and no person 

should be either directly or indirectly denied this, millions of children with special 

needs do continue to be ignored in the formal education system.  

If children with disabilities remain excluded from formal mainstream 

educational institutions, they will face major challenges for the rest of their lives.  

Being educationally excluded ultimately results in being vulnerable to poverty as 

discussed in a report by the World Health Organisation (WHO) and The World Bank 

(WB) (2011).  Globally, more than one billion people live with disabilities.  They are 

the world's largest minority (WHO & WB, 2011).  People with disabilities face greater 

barriers to recovering from any type of disasters; they are more exposed to being 

victims of violence; and they have less ability than their counterparts to gain 

employment (ibid, p.48).  Ninety per cent of children with disabilities in developing 

countries do not attend school, according to UNESCO (n.d., p.1).  If this situation 

persists, children with disabilities will struggle to realise their full potentials. 

 

http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs352/en/
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1.4  Human rights-based approach to children’s development 

The human rights-based approach to promote the rights of children with 

disabilities mainly depends on two international conventions. The first is The United 

Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) 1989. This Convention 

functions as a guiding principle for signatory governments, to ensure that the rights 

of a child are not being violated, and that the right of all children to education is 

honoured on the basis of equal opportunity (UNICEF, 2011, p.13).  The UNCRC 

seems to assume that all children will enjoy equal access to educational opportunities.  

However, in reality, for many nations, millions of children with disabilities are 

absentees from any formal education (UNICEF, 2014). UNCRPD is another 

convention that gives an assurance by all state signatories, that they will remove 

barriers which prevent people with disabilities from accessing their basic rights, 

including access to basic education (UNICEF, 2011, p.14). Lao PDR is a signatory to 

both conventions. It is important to note, however, the implementation of such 

conventions do not result in the same outcomes in all cultures and within all nations.  

 

1.5  Inclusion 

Inclusion has emerged as a dominant issue in development since the late 1990s 

(UNESCO, 2009).  Inclusion is rooted in the principles of a social development model 

which recognizes support for those with disabilities as a development goal rather than 

seeing disability as an individual problem (Dyson, 2003). One of the stereotypes 

related to disability is that individual impairments are the cause of exclusion from 

social, economic or political activities.  This bias has brought about the ‘integration’ 

principle, which requires persons with disabilities, including children with special 

needs, to adapt themselves in order to conform to mainstream norms, environments 

and policies (UNICEF, 2011, pp. 5-7).  This idea of integration has perpetuated the 

view that disability used to be viewed as an individual issues rather than a social 

barriers (ibid).  However, inclusion also recognises the need to reform and transform 

these negative attitudes, environments, institutions and practices to accommodate the 

needs of persons with disabilities.  Inclusion principles also address the need to 

remove any barriers, and to promote safety and protection for persons with 

disabilities.  If the mainstream education system is transformed based on the 

principles of inclusion, underlying values and beliefs held by all policy decision 

makers need to be shifted from a negative view of those with disabilities to an 
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inclusive and welcoming attitude.  Within the context of education, inclusion is 

defined as:  

 

“…the creation of barrier-free and child-focused learning environments, 

including for the early years. It means providing appropriate supports to ensure 

that all children receive education in non-segregated local facilities and settings, 

whether formal or informal…involves the removal of barriers that might prevent 

the enjoyment of these rights, and requires the creation of appropriate supportive 

and protective environment […] is not the same as ‘integration’, which implies 

bringing children with disabilities into a ‘normal’ mainstream or helping them 

to adapt to ‘normal’ standards” (UNICEF, 2007, p.1).  

 

Similarly, Rafferty, et al. (2001) define inclusion as the process of providing 

a meaningful and appropriate educational environment that does not either directly or 

indirectly discriminate against children with any type of impairment in mainstream 

schools; these schools being the same ones these children would attend if they did not 

have the disability (cited in de Boer, et al., 2011).  

 

1.6  The inclusive education principles 

It is widely known that children with disabilities do not enjoy the same rights 

to education as other non-disabled children across the world.  Inclusive education (IE) 

principles were formulated to re-emphasise a process of continuously adapting 

educational institutions, practices and environments on a non-discriminatory basis, 

regardless of student abilities (UNESCO, 2009).  IE aims to promote basic human 

rights, an inclusive society, and efficient and effective education systems (UNESCO, 

2009.  IE has become one of the most significant global educational initiatives to 

improve education systems, so as to embrace students with diverse abilities, including 

children with disabilities.  According to Kim (2014), many children with disabilities 

in developing countries are absent from school, and some of those who do attend 

school are enrolled in special schools, or IE schools delivering poor quality education.  

Kim also adds that removing the barriers to education for those with disabilities has 

not yet been addressed adequately, even though many countries have developed and 

implemented IE policies and action plans.  
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1.7 Selecting children with disabilities and primary school education 

Remedying the exclusion of millions of children with disabilities from formal 

education has become one of the international development priorities (UNICEF, 

2011).  It is estimated that within 27 countries in South Eastern Europe, Central 

Europe and the Commonwealth of Independent States (CEECIS), there are 1.8 million 

children with disabilities of primary school age who are not attending school 

(UNICEF, 2011, p. 8).  This estimate would necessarily be much larger if it included 

the number of children with disabilities in other parts of the world such as Africa and 

Asia.  Considering development priorities, we find that even though there are a 

number of development initiatives which attempt to improve the livelihoods of all 

children, such attempts have commonly overlooked the needs of children with 

disabilities.  Children with disabilities constitute one of most vulnerable groups in 

society, especially children with disabilities who are also female; from an ethnic 

minority; from a family in poverty; or from other social, political or religious 

minorities.  

Primary education, one of the fundamental human rights, plays a crucial role 

in the development of every child.  Early childhood development lays the most 

important foundation for breaking the poverty cycle and building a prosperous life 

(UNDP, 2014).  If children with disabilities are neglected during their early years, 

they are likely to remain poor and vulnerable during their later years.  If the needs of 

children with disabilities are excluded and forgotten from development priorities, 

especially education development plans, millions of children with disabilities as well 

as their families may be unable to obtain and exercise many crucial basic human rights 

(UNICEF, 2007).  

 

1.8  The inclusive education practices in Lao PDR 

Over the past ten years, the government of Lao PDR has adopted international 

and regional policies in addressing the needs of persons with disabilities and 

promoting IE policies.  Although the education system of Lao PDR appears to be 

poorly financed and weak in many parts, the Lao government has continuously 

putting efforts in improving its education policies and practices through the adoption 

and implementation of the Salamanca Statement and Framework for Action on 

Special Needs Education 1994 (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organisation (UNESCO), 2012). At the regional level, the Asian and Pacific Decade 
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of Disabled Persons (1993-2002) has also affected the development of IE in Lao PDR 

(Price & Takamine, 2003).   

Very importantly, in 1991, Lao PDR ratified the United Nations Convention 

on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (UNICEF, n.d.). After the government of Lao 

PDR ratified the UNCRC, it developed legislation to protect the rights and interests 

of the child, and established the National Commission for Mothers and Children to 

monitor and coordinate children’s issues across ministries (Save the Children 

Norway, 2009).  In addition, the government of Lao PDR ratified the UNCRPD in 

2009, and established the National Commission for Disabled Persons to monitor the 

implementation of the Convention (United Nations, n.d (a)).  However, despite the 

government ratifying the UNCRC and UNCRPD, and developing and approving  

children’s rights, legislation and decrees regarding persons with disabilities, clear 

guidelines for implementation linked to the provision of necessary resources, 

including funding, have been inadequate to enable the effective and efficient 

implementation of these policies.  

Although Lao PDR values the importance of EFA, before 1990 there was no 

special or IE school that provided education to children with disabilities (Grimes, et 

al., 2011). Special schools were initially administered by the Ministry of Health, when 

arguably they should be the responsibility of the Ministry of Education and Sports, 

but they are not. Moreover, many teachers are motivated to teach all children, 

including those with disabilities. Despite this, teaching and services are commonly 

poorly delivered (Bouthakhanh, 2013). Teaching and learning materials needed for 

different types of disabled student are not available, except in the special schools.   

In addition, children with disabilities in Lao PDR not only experience 

obstacles in accessing education but they also experience cultural prejudices. One of 

the core values of Buddhism is the belief in reincarnation of human beings 

(Vorapanya and Dunlap, 2014, p. 1015).  Such a value views disability as a 

punishment resulting from sinful acts committed in a previous life.  Culturally, many 

Lao people still believe that disabled people are less value than other non-disabled 

people. Moreover, under Buddhist’s karma, disability is viewed as a shameful 

condition. Challenging this view can be religiously and politically sensitive. 

In order to reduce prejudice towards disabled people, developing mainstream 

schools to be inclusive has been discussed by the government of Lao PDR. Lao PDR 

is a signatory to many international and regional IE frameworks, and in order to 
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implement these, in 2008 the MOES established the IEC and in 2012 the IEC started 

to play an active role in drafting IE policy and action plans, including guidelines 

managed by the Division of Special Education of the IEC.  Within the MOES there 

are no clear governance or administrative structures that can facilitate the 

coordination of measures to address disability rights. The MOES mostly depends on 

external donors, and on CMR and disabled people organisations’ funding and 

technical advice.  There are only a few staff in MOES who have training and a 

qualification relating to supporting those with disabilities. Moreover, there is no 

proper system to collect statistical data regarding disability issues in Lao PDR. 

Consequently it is likely to be difficult for the MOES and other stakeholders to plan, 

implement and monitor their plans effectively.  

Based on the above concerns, this research project will assess and evaluate the 

impacts of the MOES IE strategy under the principals of IE on the education of 

primary school students with disabilities.  This study focuses primarily on public 

mainstream primary schools within one province of Lao PDR. 

 

1.9  Research objectives 

This research project aims to examine the level of responsiveness of the Lao 

PDR IE strategy under the IE principals to the needs of primary school students with 

disabilities in public mainstream schools in Vientiane, Lao PDR.  It is intended that 

the findings of this project will fulfil three major aims. Firstly, it will analyse lessons 

learned from the implementation thus far of the IE strategy, in particular its impact on 

the education of primary school students with disabilities.  Gathering different 

perspectives, this analysis will also identify ways to minimise challenges.  Secondly, 

it will explore ways to expand the IE principles to all primary schools across the 

country. It will identify IE indicators that are locally appropriate in order to measure 

the responsiveness and quality of the education delivered within public mainstream 

primary schools which incorporate the complexity of a range of disabilities. Finally, 

this research aims to raise stakeholders’ awareness of how to work better together, in 

order to ensure that all children with disabilities are able to complete their basic 

education in the public primary educational environment. To achieve these key 

objectives, this project will explore issues using the following guided questions: 
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1.9.1 Primary research question 

To achieve these key objectives, this project asks the following questions: 

To what extent is the Lao public mainstream primary school system being inclusive 

and responsive under the implementation of IE principals in meeting the needs of 

primary school students with disabilities?  

1.9.2 Sub-questions 

To clarify this broad question, the following sub-questions are also being used.  

1. How well does the MOES manage its IE strategy?  

2. How has the government addressed the lack of consistent adequate data 

regarding primary school students with disabilities across the country? 

3. How are other stakeholders involved at the planning, implementation and 

evaluation phases in improving the effectiveness of the national strategy 

to foster the IE initiative? 

4. What common indicators determine whether a primary school is inclusive 

and responsive to the needs of children with disabilities, based on the Lao 

context? How have such indicators been implemented? 

5. Taking a holistic approach, how can the inclusion of children with 

impairments in public mainstream primary schools be improved? 

 

1.10 Thesis outline 

This thesis is organised into seven chapters.  This chapter presents the 

researcher’s primary motivations for studying IE practice and outlines the 

research objectives and questions. Chapter Two comprises a review of relevant 

literature dealing with theoretical and practical aspects of developing and 

implementing an IE policy in a given society.  Chapter Three describes the 

research methodology and the researcher’s decision to employ a qualitative 

approach for this study. It also discusses the data collection methods used.  

Chapter Four explores the contextual background to Lao PDR’s IE policy and 

practice, including developmental, social, cultural, economic, political, special 

education and IE.  

Chapter Five presents the research findings, namely the data collected 

from 45 (forty-five) interviewees, plus observation notes and unpublished 

documents from several different organisations. The results concern IE policy 

formulation, understanding of disabilities, attitudes towards the education of 
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children with disabilities, knowledge of IE, and practical aspects at the primary 

school level. Chapter Six discusses and critiques three major issues derived from 

the results of the study in relation to the existing literature and the research 

questions.  The first issue is the relevance of Lao IE policies to the principle of IE.  

The second issue concerns the participants’ perceptions of disabilities, rights to 

education and IE policy. The last issue concerns other factors that facilitate the 

effective implementation of IE policy at the school level. The final chapter 

summarises and draws conclusions from the study, and adds some 

recommendations for future research. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

       LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

2.1  Introduction 

The main objective of this study is to explore the extent to which the practice 

of IE improves the education of primary school students with disabilities. This chapter 

will discuss relevant concepts and practices of development, human rights, inclusion, 

disability, children’s rights and IE. It consists of five issues. Firstly, it discusses what 

development is and why a human rights-based approach to development is 

particularly important to this study. Secondly, it reviews the evolution of inclusion 

and its practice. Thirdly, it analyses the concept of disability and two different 

approaches to disability: a medical approach and a social approach. This section also 

discusses the need to address the rights of children with disabilities to compulsory 

primary education. Then, it unpacks how the IE ideology promotes the rights of 

children with disabilities to basic education. Finally, it addresses three important 

factors, which are thought to strongly influence the success or failure of an IE, namely 

attitudes, institutions and the environment.  

 

2.2  Development and human rights 

Understanding the different meanings and aims of what we call 

‘development’ is necessary in order to analyse what motivates IE practice. The term 

‘development’ is defined in a range of ways. At least four different conventional 

definitions of development are discussed in the book History of Development by Rist 

(2002).  Firstly, development can be understood as growth, progress, extension and 

expansion, according to the Petit Robert dictionary 1987 (cited in Rist, 2002, p.8). 

Such progress and growth are commonly measured by economic indicators. For 

example, developing countries focus on improving their economy, including the 

growth of their per capita Gross Domestic Product, aiming to reach the levels of 

North America, Western Europe and other ‘developed’ nations.  Secondly, Rist 

(2002, p.8) tends to agree that development is a process that enables a person to 

realise their individual full potential to achieve self-esteem, self-actualisation and 

live their life with dignity. Thirdly, based on the Human Development Report 1991 

published by the United Nations Development Programme, development is human 
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development which aims to broaden choices and make activities more democratic 

and participatory (UNDP, 1991).  This requires greater equity in accessing education, 

healthcare, a safe environment and employment opportunities.  It includes the right 

to participate in community decision-making processes and enjoy political, economic 

and social freedoms. The fourth definition suggests that development means a group 

of practices which may bring about both positive and negative outcomes (Rist, 2002). 

The results sometimes conflict with each other. For instance, when a country 

generates economic growth, such a growth may be achieved based on the exploitation 

of the scarcity of natural environment resources.  

Implementing development in terms of these definitions has raised some 

controversial issues. Although development theories are useful to guide human 

activities, history reveals that development theories have been used by elites and 

people in power in order to protect their own interests and make political gains.  This 

can be seen from such ‘development projects’ as the second World War, the New 

World Order (US dominant in trade), the Cold War (battle of ideologies of capitalism 

vs. socialism), and indeed the invention of the concept of the developed and 

underdeveloped world by Harry Truman in 1949 (Rist, 2002).  

Several researchers share different views towards the aim of development. 

One of the researchers claims that development is sustainable development 

(McMichael, 2011). Sen (2001, pp. 14-15) argues that development practices should 

not only focus on the accumulation of wealth and the growth of Gross Domestic 

Product and other income-related variables, but should also enhance the lives we lead 

and freedoms we enjoy, because a person should be a full social person able to 

exercise choices, interact, and influence the world in which they live. Very few 

development approaches emphasise the protection of fundamental rights of 

individuals (The World Bank & OECD, 2013). Therefore, development should not 

be used only to promote wealth and political gains by people in power; human rights 

should be well respected too.   
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2.3  Human rights-based approach to development 

“A human rights-based approach is a conceptual framework for the 

process of human development that is normatively based on 

international human rights standards and operationally directed to 

promoting and protecting human rights. It seeks to analyse inequalities 

which lie at the heart of development problems and redress 

discriminatory practices and unjust distributions of power that impede 

development progress” (UNICEF, 2016, p. 1).  

 

According to the definition of human rights-based approach interpreted by 

the UNICEF (2016, p.1), such an approach is significant to this study.  Many different 

development approaches have been implemented to improve human rights issues, 

including the human rights-based approach (The World Bank & OECD, 2013).  The 

human rights-based approach requires development activities to respect, protect and 

advance human rights in both private and public spheres.  This approach consists of 

advocacy.  It links well with asset-based development (Freire, 2000) and the ideas of 

empowerment developed by John Friedman and Amartya Sen (Freire, 2000; Carter 

& Barrett, 2006). Freire (2000) asserts that since knowledge is power, one’s 

liberation can be achieved through conscientisation – being educated and gaining 

knowledge.  Friedmann (1992) adds that one of the first steps to alleviate one’s 

poverty is through gaining some form of political power.  This can be achieved 

through being educated and gaining economic rights. Sen (2001) also sees people as 

poor or vulnerable because they face restrictions in what they are permitted to do.  

Restrictions refer to any un-freedom resulting from oppression, negative attitudes 

and legislation. From the perspective of asset-based development, Carter and Barrett 

(2006) argue that poor people do have potentials such as knowledge, resources, and 

ability to participate in the development process. 

Another reason why this study takes the human rights-based approach to 

development is because this approach requires a strong commitment to 

systematically tackling human rights issues to achieve the transformation of 

institutional practice.  For the United Nations, human rights are a vital part of the 

goals of development assistance, because they shape the way aid effectiveness is 

delivered and the nature of international cooperation (The World Bank & OECD, 

2013).  Many bilateral agencies base their mandate and strategic policy on human 
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rights because the human rights approach appears to be one of the effective 

development approaches to reduce poverty and promote empowerment (World Bank 

& OECD, 2013). Therefore, if persons with disability are to be perceived as having 

equal rights rather than individual shortcomings, consciousness-raising in these terms 

in the education setting is needed.   

There is a strong link among human rights, disability and education (Shaw, 

2014). It is clear that access to education is a fundamental human right. Any 

exclusion from attending school based on one’s disabilities is against human rights 

(Shaw, 2014). Children with disabilities mostly do not start schooling at the same 

age as other children with-out disability (World Health Organisation & World Bank, 

2011). In addition, women with disabilities experience multiple exclusions based on 

both their gender and disability (United Nations, n.d (b), p.1). 90 (Ninety) per cent 

of the children with disabilities in developing countries do not receive education; in 

OECD countries students with disabilities remain under-represented among those 

undertaking higher education; and this has led to the prevalence of unemployed 

disabled people – 80 per cent of persons with disabilities are unemployed in many 

countries (ibid, p.1).  

 

2.4  Inclusion 

There are many reasons why the principle of inclusion was introduced in the 

education sector. Inclusion is a call for respect of individual differences, the 

promotion of non-discriminatory society as well as improvement in efficiency and 

cost-effectiveness of the entire education system (Eleweke & Rodda, 2002). The 

concept of inclusion evolved from the dissatisfaction of special education and 

integration in order to promote human rights, diversity and social inclusion (UNICEF, 

2005). Inclusion itself is used as a human rights discourse in promoting social justice 

but inclusion principles have been used in a way that lacks clarity and specification 

(Thomas, 2011). In order to understand the concept of inclusion, it is useful to contrast 

it with the concepts of segregation and integration for use in the education sector. In 

addition, Tremblay (2007) and UNICEF (2011) conceptualise the principle of 

inclusion in the same ways. Inclusion can be defined in contrast with other educational 

approaches as illustrated in the following table.  
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Table 1: Comparing segregation, integration and inclusion 

The difference between the three different approaches to supporting the education 

of children with disabilities. 

Segregation Integration Inclusion 

Children with 

disabilities are 

classified according to 

their impairments. 

They are placed in 

special schools that 

respond to that 

particular impairment. 

Students learn with 

other students who have 

the same type of 

impairment.  

Children with 

disabilities who 

perform well at special 

schools are sent to a 

special class in a 

predefined integrated 

regular school. Students 

have to accommodate 

and adapt to the 

mainstream school 

system and its 

environment.  

An ongoing improvement process 

that emphasises the transformation 

of school’s cultures, policies, 

practices and environments to 

embrace the diverse needs of each 

learner. Students with disabilities 

attend the regular class in a school 

that is closest to their home. If 

students with disabilities have poor 

academic and social performance, 

the whole school system should be 

reformed and changed rather than 

the disabled students. Support 

services should be adjusted and 

available to each student’s needs. 

(Source: compiled by the author, drawing from UNICEF, 2011 and Tremblay, 2007) 

 

Although the definition of inclusion might be straightforward, the translation 

of inclusion principles into different contexts can bring about confusion. As Kavale 

and Forness (2000) suggest, the concept of inclusion attracts different meanings for 

different people in different places depending on values.  These values include 

promoting social competence, changing values and belief systems, and achieving 

academic success. Both achieving academic success and improving social 

performance have been used by many as measures of inclusion, while others tend to 

measure inclusion by understanding it as the elimination of any barriers created by 

attitudes, environment and institutions. As shown in Table 1 above, since IE is about 

reforming the cultures, policies, practices and environments of all mainstream schools 

to meet the needs of individual students with disabilities, the existing standard 

curriculum which is accessible only to those without disability should be eliminated 

(Fuchs & Fuchs, 1994).  



 
 

15 
 

Furthermore, referring again to the definition of inclusion in Table 1 above, 

inclusion aims to improve both the academic and social performance of the disabled 

students (Tremblay, 2007; UNICEF, 2011). However, both Tremblay (2007) and  

UNICEF (2011) did not mention that teachers should learn languages like braille and 

sign that are used by students with disabilities in order to promote full and effective 

participation of students with disabilities in all school activities. Some teachers may 

favour students with vision impairment over students with hearing impairment 

because teachers are not familiar with sign language (Hassanein, 2015). Teachers tend 

to have negative attitudes towards students with disabilities because they are 

inexperienced and have no knowledge in teaching students with disabilities (ibid).  

 

2.5  Understanding disability 

Disability is a controversial term and it can be interpreted differently 

depending on context (Sabatello, 2013). The World Health Organisation (WHO) and 

the World Bank (WB) state in their World Report on Disability that disability is both 

a matter of human rights and development (WHO & WB, 2011). People with 

disabilities tend to be oppressed, vulnerable, poor and at risks from violence and 

disasters (WHO & WB, 2011). As such, disability can be a debatable and political 

issue through the way it is defined depending on medical or social perspectives 

(Singal & Muthukrishna, 2014). Disability has been used as a socially constructed 

way of referring to a particular phenomenon that reflects our values, attitudes and 

practices towards people with disabilities (Kearney, 2009). To be specific, disability 

is “a restriction or inability to perform an activity in the manner or within the range 

considered normal for a human being, mostly resulting from the impairment” 

UNESCO (2009, p. 6). The following diagram is how UNESCO (2009, p. 6) views 

disability in relation to impairment and handicap. 
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Figure 1: Comparing impairment, disability and handicap 

 

(Source: UNICEF, 2009, p.6) 

Referring to the Figure 1 above, individual impairments seemed to be the 

cause of being excluded from social participation (Crow, 1996). However, the 2006 

United Nation Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) 

stated a slightly different definition of disability. The convention defines disability 

as:  

 

“…an evolving concept and that disability results from the interaction 

between persons with impairments and attitudinal and environmental barriers 

that hinders their full and effective participation in society on an equal basis with 

others” (UN., n.d (a), p.2).  

 

In other words, the definition can be interpreted to mean that if a person with 

any type of impairment faces no attitudinal or environmental barriers to participating 

in all aspects of life on an equal basis with other non-impaired people, that person 

does not have a disability. Disability is not a matter of health concern alone but it is 

multi-dimensional and contested because it refers to difficulties encountered 

concerning three main areas: health conditions, environment factors and participation 

restrictions (WHO & WB, 2011).  However, UNCRPD 2006 tends to blame social 

restrictions for disability more than medical conditions (UN, n.d (a)). Article 1 of the 

UNCRPD (2006) states that “persons with disabilities include 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” (UN., n.d (a), p. 3). Therefore, it is necessary to explore the concept 

of disability from both medical and social perspectives. 

 

Impairment

• Any temporary or 
permanent loss or 
abnormality of a 
body structure or 
functions....

Disability

•A restriction or 
inability to perform 
an activity within a 
range considered to 
be normal for a 
human being, 
mostly resulting 
from impairments.

Handicap

•The result of an 
impairment or 
disability limits  or 
prevents the 
fulfillment of one or 
several roles 
regarded as normal, 
depending on age, 
social, cultural and 
other attributes.
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2.6  Medical model of disability 

From the perspective of the World Health Organisation, the medical model 

appears to be the foundation of the concept of disability (WHO & WB, 2011).  The 

medical approach to disability, focusing on the deficiencies of a human body rather 

than the abilities, plays a critical role globally in defining and responding to 

disabilities issues. This model assumes that the impairment of a person is the root 

cause of any social restrictions faced by disabled people, so these restrictions can be 

eliminated primarily by rehabilitation and medical treatment (Crow, 1996).  Barnes 

(1998) points out that this model is rooted in the idea that disability concerns a 

sickness, biological malfunction or behaviour disorder. Agreeing with this, 

Shakespeare (2006) argues that the medical model encourages negative attitudes 

towards a disabled person because it ignores the fact that the barriers faced by a 

disabled person are largely posed by the surrounding society and not by the 

individual’s physical, biological or psychological deficiency.  Sabatello (2013) 

claims that prior to the 1960s, people in general and especially the white middle class 

held the perception that ‘able bodied’ was ‘normal’, whereas ‘disabled bodied’ were 

seen as ‘abnormal’. He argues that this perspective has exacerbated the root causes 

of exclusion and discrimination at large. The medical model of disability views 

‘disability’ as ‘inability’ (UNICEF, 2011).  It appears that the medical approach 

requires disabled persons to adapt to the functions of mainstream society rather than 

adapting the society to meet the needs of individual persons with disabilities. 

 

2.7  Social model of disability 

The social approach to disability, on the other hand, has a different focus to 

the medical model. As Oliver and Barnes (2010) argue, the barriers that a person with 

impairment(s) faces cannot be justified simply by using the medical lens alone. 

Consideration of social factors also need to be taken into account.  Oliver and Barnes 

(2010) claim that social oppression, inequality, discrimination and other injustices 

are the main barriers faced by persons with disabilities.  This means that an 

individual’s impairment is not the principal barrier resulting in social exclusion, 

rather it is the social structures and institutions.  Both the social model and the 

UNCRPD emphasise that disability is not just a matter of individual problems but a 

matter of broader social responsibility.  Being a socially responsible community 

means taking account of the legal and moral rights of all members of that community. 
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The legal and moral rights of one race compared to those of another race, or one 

group of people compared to another are not always the same. Despite difficulties in 

challenging diverse attitudes, religious beliefs and societal structures, the social 

model is a pivotal approach to empowering persons with disabilities and mobilising 

the disability movement across the world (Sabatello, 2013).   

Despite the significance of the social model, Terzi (2004) critiques that there 

are three main limitations to this model. The first limitation is that it over-emphasises 

the society as the cause of impairment and disabilities. The second is that it overlooks 

the effects of impairments. The third limitation is that this model appears to reject 

the concept of normality, in the sense of average human functions. Therefore, he 

suggests that the medical model should be valued equally to the social model. These 

two views have both disadvantages and advantages.  

Furthermore, disability issues were discussed in ways that mostly reinforce 

the existing inequality structures of exclusion faced by persons with disabilities. The 

UNCRPD 2006 for example appears to incorporate both the medical and social 

approaches in turn, but in ways that only strengthen the role of the state in 

determining what is considered to be most appropriate for a person with a disability. 

Almost all Articles in the UNCRPD 2006 indicate that ‘state parties’ have the 

absolute power over the decision making process in ensuring that the rights of 

persons with disabilities are legally protected and respected.  

However, as mentioned previously, it is unlikely that government will 

regulate against the interest of the majority rather than the interests of minority as 

people with disabilities. If government personnel have not changed their attitudes 

and moral values towards persons with disabilities, the rights of persons with 

impairments and their parents can be neglected and violated (Applegate, 2013).  To 

address this, having said that government authorities have the rights to adopt laws or 

policies to promote the rights of people with disabilities, government representatives 

should consult people with disabilities and the representative organisations of people 

with disabilities when developing and implementing any disability policies (WHO & 

WB, 2011). The adopting of the IE principle is one of many international initiatives 

to promote the UNCRPD 2006 and the rights to education of people with disabilities 

(UNICEF, 2007). 

  



 
 

19 
 

2.8  Children with disabilities and basic education 

Children with disabilities form a particularly vulnerable social group because 

they are exposed to greater risks associated with the inequity of social relations and 

economic structures (WHO & WB, 2011).  Millions of children with disabilities 

cannot attend any formal education, and some have no choice but to attend special 

schools often located away from their home communities (UNESCO, 2009). 

According to the World Report on Disability (WHO & WB, 2011, p.208), the 

proportions of children with disabilities aged 6-11 years and 12-17 years in school are 

lower than those without a disability in many countries (see Figure 2). 

 

 Figure 2: Proportion of children with and without disabilities in school in 2008 

 

(Source: WHO & WB, 2011) 

 

Based on the human rights approach to development, proponents of inclusion 

may legitimately claim that a child should not be placed in special schools based on 

the child’s disability (WHO & WB, 2011). A number of laws and international 

development policies have promoted equal rights for children, including education 

for children with disabilities in regular schools together with their non-disabled peers. 

Such policies include UNCRC (1989), UNESCO Salamanca Statement and 

Framework for Action (1994), EFA (1990), Dakar Framework for Action (2000) and 

the MDGs (2000) (Tremblay, 2007). Despite the adoption of an international 
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convention and policies, children with disabilities continue to be excluded from 

formal education - one of their basic human rights (Landsdown, 2013). 

A number of reasons have been identified for including children with 

disabilities in mainstream schools (WHO & WB, 2011). Firstly, countries that are 

signatories to the UNCRPD and UNCRC should fulfil their legal obligations for 

providing IE. Secondly, countries cannot achieve the goals of EFA and the 

Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) regarding universal compulsory primary 

education without the inclusion of children with disabilities in general education.  

Thirdly, there is a high social and economic cost to supporting persons with 

disabilities if they are excluded from formal educational and employment 

opportunities. Lastly, education is an integral part of human development in 

determining personal well-being, welfare and social status.  The rights for all children 

to be educated continues to be the focus of high-level international initiatives, such as 

‘Including all children in quality learning’ Regional Ministerial Education 

Conference, co-organised by the Government of Turkey and the UNICEF Regional 

Office for CEECIS (UNICEF, 2013). This event is one of many conferences that 

highlighted the need to promote the IE system that is responsive to the needs of all 

children, including children with disabilities.  

 

2.9  The concept of inclusive education 

IE is associated with the concepts of inclusion and disability rights (UNICEF, 

2005). Mambo (2011) describes IE as contrasting with the notions of segregating and 

integrating.  Mambo asserts that for the segregating and mainstreaming approaches, 

all students with disabilities should be trained in special schools, and later some 

students may be sent to mainstream schools. However, Mambo (2011) describes IE 

as the practice of students with disabilities starting their education in regular schools 

together with their non-disabled peers. This practice involves the ongoing adaptation 

of the regular school’s pedagogy, practice, environment and policies in order to be a 

responsive system.  This enables the IE concept to foster the development of a 

socially inclusive and academically responsive school.  

Furthermore, IE is found to be the basis for the full development and 

participation of students with disabilities in regular schools (MacQuarrie & Laurin-

Bowie, 2013). Some scholars argue that the founding of the IE movement enables 

the abolition of special education and promotes social justice (Fuchs & Fuchs, 1994).  
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Special schools tend to rehabilitate students with disabilities so that they fit into the 

standard society where disabled people often feel pitied or see themselves as a burden 

while their potential is forgotten (Norwich, 2014).  The social model of disability has 

challenged this practice by claiming that social issues are factors which are alterable, 

whereas individual disabilities or impairments are generally human conditions which 

can only be compensated to some degree, but not fully (Norwich, 2014). Mitchell 

(2010) proposes three main reasons for the development of IE. Firstly, Mitchell 

points out that IE is a human right, because all forms of exclusion and discrimination 

based on disability mean that human rights are being violated.  Secondly, IE is about 

promoting diversity and it values individual differences. Finally, it shifts the blame 

from the individual student’s disability as the reason for being excluded from school, 

to acknowledging that it is the failure of the education system as a whole.  

 

2.10 Legal frameworks of the inclusive education 

One of the most significant laws for supporting the inclusion of children with 

disabilities into mainstream schools is UNCRPD 2006. This legislation requires all 

parties to take responsibility in implementing IE. Article 24 of the UNCRPD states 

that all parties who ratified this convention shall ensure that the general education 

system is inclusive, free and compulsory for children with disabilities (UN. n.d (a)). 

The Salamanca Statement and Framework for Action adopted by the World 

Conference on Special Education in 1994, proclaims that education systems and 

educational programmes should be designed and implemented in a way that takes 

into account all characteristics, interests, abilities and learning needs of each child, 

and specifically every child with special educational needs (UN. n.d., p. viii). This 

statement calls for all governments and organisations to prioritise IE as a way to 

combat discriminatory attitudes, develop an inclusive society, achieve the goals of 

EFA, and improve the efficiency and cost-effectiveness of the whole education 

system. Therefore, any country which signed and ratified any of the above-mentioned 

international laws or policy frameworks is required to implement IE principles 

accordingly. 
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2.11 The outcomes of inclusive education practice 

The practice of IE brings both opportunities and challenges. The 

opportunities include the increase of professional cooperation, support to students 

with special educational needs, and improvements in the quality of education 

(Ineland, 2015). Ineland also shows that the threats involve professional ambiguity 

in terms of interpreting and implementing every idea of IE.  Singal and Miles (2010) 

conducted a study on the distinction between the principle of EFA and IE. They found 

that EFA focuses on ‘access’, which introduces compulsory fee abolition, school 

constructions and cash transfer management. Although these commitments have 

been conducted to a large extent, millions of children, especially children with 

disabilities, are still excluded from formal education (UNESCO, 2009). Singal and 

Miles (2010) assert that the IE principle introduced a ‘new’ strategic mechanism to 

address the challenges faced by implementing the EFA strategy.  IE is concerned 

with, not only academic ‘access’, but also ‘the process’ and the goal of IE. More 

specifically, IE targets the reform of negative values and beliefs that may be held by 

all stakeholders involved in the process of delivering primary education. In this sense, 

IE is not only looking at the education system, but also challenging the broader 

questions of peoples’ mind-sets, values and beliefs, that shape the function of the 

education system. 

The implementation of the concept of IE has encountered significant 

challenges because of context differences. A good example can be drawn from the 

context of Italy. The government of Italy implemented IE to transform the whole 

education system so as to contribute to the development of an equal and just society 

(D’Alessio, 2012).  For Italy, its IE vision is not only about the placement of pupils 

with disabilities, it is also about the reform of the whole school system, including 

organisation structures, teaching expectations, curriculum, leadership and teachers’ 

attitudes (D’Alessio, 2012). It is therefore rightly perceived as a challenge that 

requires a lot of effort to be taken, not only by the education sector, but also by the 

society at large.   

The practice of IE in primary schools that have students with disabilities has 

brought a lot of challenges for both teachers and parents. Jela and Ali (2014) 

conducted a study on the practice and policy impacts of IE in Malaysia. They found 

that since the introduction of IE in 1996, the cost of providing services to children 

with disabilities was dependent on the responsibilities accepted by the school and the 
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parents. Schools did not have sufficient funds to support in-service training for 

teachers. Teachers faced difficulties in supporting children with disabilities because 

teachers learned how to support those students only from reading text books, 

attending conferences and consulting psychological, physical and occupational 

therapists. Parents faced difficulties in providing their children with teacher 

assistants.  Parents had to bear all the extra costs incurred in supporting their 

children’s education (Jela & Ali, 2.014).  Furthermore, Jela and Ali concluded that 

Malaysian’s IE policy and practice were problematic. The IE policy objectives and 

the programmes implemented were not coherent.  

Another challenge is that the practice of IE has brought disability and 

religious values into conflicts. Vorapanya and Dunlap (2014) identified a range of 

issues faced in implementing IE in Thailand. They said that the goal of IE was still 

far from being reached because of the differences in the majority Thai belief system 

– Buddhism. One of the Buddhist principles views people with disabilities as not 

having an equal status in the society because of their bad Karma or actions in their 

previous life. Vorapanya and Dunlap found that most teachers perceived inclusive 

practices as a western ideology which the Thai school system has to adopt. 

Vorapanya and Dunlap point out that teachers and parents still bear all the costs 

incurred from taking a student with disabilities into a regular class even though the 

practice of IE in Thailand has been implemented for over two decades. 

In addition, Kim (2014) identified both advantages and disadvantages with 

the implementation of IE in South Korea. Kim explained that those averse towards 

IE see the inclusion philosophy as a ‘westernised’ perspective. Others argue that IE 

is about to promote collaboration among educational stakeholders and human rights.  

Kim found that even though South Korea had placed the inclusion of students with 

special needs in their list of national education priorities since the mid-1990s, there 

is no successful IE practices so far. This is partly because South Korea has a history 

of competitive schooling practices, and diverse religious practices including 

Buddhism, Taoism, Confucianism and Christianity.  In Kim’s study (2014), there 

appears to be no indication whether religious diversity was a factor linked to failure 

of IE but Kim argues that the success of IE practice in South Korea will depend on 

the transformation of social, cultural, economic and political practices. 

One country’s success cannot be compared to that of another nation because 

of the differences in the nature of politics, rule of law, cultures, quality of 
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infrastructure, values and beliefs (Lim & Thaver, 2014). Although the practices of IE 

have brought many challenges in many countries, other countries have had quite 

positive experiences in implementing IE principles. In New Zealand for example, the 

Education Review Office (2015) found that the majority of schools (78 per cent of 

the total 152 schools) were identified as being ‘mostly inclusive’. However, what 

they mean by inclusive has nothing to do with the transformation of values and belief 

systems.  For the New Zealand context, according to the Education Review Office 

(2015), IE practice refers to the nature of participation and achievement by all 

learners. The key indicator used to determine the level of participation and 

achievement was a sense of belonging by children with disabilities, so that they 

participated in the same activities with others.   

The challenge discussed above, despite contextual differences, suggests that 

more attention should be paid to the limitations of the IE principle.  The OECD 

(2000) study found that many school teachers often faced hardships balancing and 

prioritising needs between the majority and the minority. Some parents are also 

concerned over the quality of support provided by teachers to non-impaired students, 

if students with disabilities are to be included. When embracing diversity, teachers 

and other non-disabled students can become the victims of physical violence by some 

students with disabilities. Issues of governance are also important, In Australia, 

federal government policy still requires the provision of special classes and special 

schools for some students, even though the New South Wales State has reorganised 

its school system and administrative structures where state and district staff are 

actively supporting inclusive practice (OECD, 2000).  

IE should not only target changing the values and beliefs of all education 

stakeholders, but other factors should equally be addressed in order to minimise 

recurring challenges during the process of implementing IE. A study conducted by 

Deluca, et al. (2014) on including children with disabilities in primary schools in 

Mashonaland, Zimbabwe concluded that overall, parents, caregivers, teachers and 

school principals showed strong support for the education of children with 

disabilities in mainstream schools or special classes.  Despite these positive attitudes, 

in practice, challenges remained. These included: poor school infrastructure; 

inadequate resources; poor sanitation; inadequate water supply; inefficient public 

transport; and over-crowded classes. These issues cannot be addressed only by those 

involved in schools such as parents, caregivers, teachers or head teachers. There is 
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an imperative to work with multiple stakeholders, including community leaders, local 

authorities, government officials from different organisations and at different levels, 

donors, international non-government organisations, private enterprises and other 

local disabled persons organisations and others should be involved in such a study, 

in order to ensure that IE principles will be implemented in a more effective and 

efficient way. To implement the principles of IE effectively, all the stakeholders in 

society should be involved, because the notion of inclusion is about inclusive values, 

systems and practices (Poon-McBrayer & Wong, 2013).  Poon-McBrayer and Wong 

also assert that the core components to achieving successful IE reforms depends on 

the appropriateness of policies, systematic change, values building, personal training 

and provision of adequate resources.  

There has been ongoing debate over the inconsistencies in the way that policy 

makers and practitioners define and interpret several key terms in IE principles, 

which has contributed to difficulties in identifying good examples of IE schools 

(Singal & Miles, 2010). The first debated term is ‘inclusion’. Some people see this 

as a means-to-an-end, while others see it as an ongoing process of improvement to 

bring about a non-discriminatory education environment. Applying inclusive 

principles in the education system and aiming to eliminate discrimination in either 

school or society seem to be different things, because even though some countries 

have implemented strict anti-discrimination legislation, discrimination incidents still 

occur in the school environment.  Some people think that inclusion means the 

placement of all students with diverse learning abilities into mainstream schools, and 

that this is simply in order to reduce spending on special or segregated schools.  

Another issue is that the concept of IE involves other controversial issues 

such as disability. There are complex impairments which contribute to disability and 

these impairments include sensory loss, speaking difficulties, movement problems, 

memory problems and behaviour problems.  However, UNCRPD 2006 sees 

‘disability’ as an encompassing concept which includes attitudinal and 

environmental barriers faced in the course of interaction between students with 

impairments, and societal attitudes and challenges posed by the environment.  For 

instance, if a person is blind, and if this person does not face any barriers caused by 

attitudes and environment, this person cannot be called a ‘person with a disability’. 

Another issue is how other people define a ‘person with a disability’ who is attending 

a formal school as a ‘person with special educational needs’. This definition includes 
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other types of individual characteristics, such as being a minority person, being an 

ethnic girl, being a student from a socially, economically or politically disadvantaged 

family, and other attributes. Furthermore, some people denote ‘students with special 

education needs’ as ‘students with special needs’, in a way that adds more groups of 

students, including students who are from a disadvantaged ethnic minority, migrants, 

isolated or living in urban slums (UNESCO, 2015).   

 

2.12 Other obstacles to inclusive education practice 

There are many reasons why having a positive attitudes towards children with 

disabilities is critical to the success and failure of IE practices in schools. Attitude 

refers to: 

 

“…a psychological construct that refers to favourable or unfavourable 

evaluations of people, objects, places or activities. They are made up of three 

aspects: a cognitive component (how we think about X), an emotional 

component (how we feel about X), and a behavioural component (how we act 

towards X)” (Scior & Werner, 2015, p.6). 

 

In other words, attitude is an individual viewpoint towards an ‘object’, which 

may refer to a person, a principle and an idea (de Boer, et al. 2011). There are many 

factors that reflect personal attitudes, including personal beliefs, faiths, ritual 

practices, thinking, feeling, values, worldviews, knowledge, understandings and 

political ideologies. These shape the ways people plan and guide their motivation to 

perform certain tasks on a daily basis. To achieve the full inclusion of students with 

disabilities in mainstream schools, it is a prerequisite to address the negative attitudes 

that most people hold towards persons with disabilities. 

In order to promote the practice of IE in schools, teachers and school 

administrators should have a positive attitudes towards students with disabilities. 

Both Forlin (2010) and Leung and Mak (2010) agree that teachers are the key people 

who implement IE principles because the concept of inclusion is predefined and 

needs to be interpreted in accordance with ideological and structural organisations 

within the school environment (cited in Ineland, 2015). Daveta (2009) conducted 

research on how teachers’ attitudes affected IE practice in Fiji and concluded that 

significant change in the attitudes of teachers was required. This is because even 

though international standards state that all students have rights to study in the same 
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regular school, most teachers still believe that students with disabilities should be 

referred to segregated or special schools. Moreover, the attitudes of mainstream 

primary school teachers towards the inclusion of pupils with disabilities, conducted 

by de Boer, et al. (2011), discovered that teachers in regular schools were more 

negative towards the inclusion of pupils with disabilities because they were not 

confident in teaching pupils with complex needs. Ineland (2015) concludes that the 

negative attitudes held by many teachers should be addressed in order to promote 

effective and full inclusion of students with disabilities.  

If parents have positive attitudes towards the concept of IE, they are likely to 

encourage their children with disabilities in mainstreams schools. A recent study by 

Elkins, et al., (2003) investigated the attitudes of Australian parents who had children 

with disabilities attending Queensland state schools. Elkins, et al. (2003) found that 

if a school provides good social services and special teachers, parents favoured the 

inclusion of their children within the mainstream educational setting and otherwise 

parents favour special placement because parents fear that their children will not be 

treated fairly. Elkins, et al. (2003) argue that not all parents will advocate for the 

inclusion of their children in mainstream educational settings through concerns for 

the basic needs of the child rather than his/her academic performance.  The success 

of IE also depends on when parents believe that schools have the knowledge to 

provide services that meet the needs of individual students with disabilities both 

academically and socially (Elkins, et al., 2003). In addition, Ahmmed and Mullmick 

(2014) investigated the major issues faced in implementing IE in primary schools in 

Bangladesh and they argue that effective implementing IE on children with 

disabilities requires an active involvement of parents of children with disabilities in 

order for school services to meet the needs of children with disabilities.  

Inclusive schools cannot be achieved without the support of the wider society, 

including donors, non-government organisations, businesses, parents and 

individuals.  If people in general still hold the perception that disabled people are not 

as important as the non-disabled, such a prejudice can cause exclusion which can 

mislead those responsible for target funding and resources distribution (Kearney, 

2009). The attitudes of the wider society should support IE practice because donors, 

international and national non-government organisations, and other commercial 

enterprises are some of the key development partners with the education sector.  

Providing financial support, technical supervision, teaching and learning materials, 
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and other assistance to both the Ministry of Education and schools may not be 

sufficient to achieve the goal of inclusion. The whole society should work 

collaboratively to break down the negative attitudes towards persons with diverse 

abilities, in order to bring about an inclusive school. 

 

2.13 Institutional barriers 

The decentralisation of IE practices is very important to this research. Based 

on the UNCRPD, the government is responsible for promoting the inclusion of 

students with disabilities in mainstream schools (UN. n.d (a)).  Central government 

makes all decisions on the implementation of relevant international agreements, 

because implementing a policy requires a substantial sum of money (OECD, 2000).  

However, it is suggested that the implementation of IE strategy at the primary school 

level requires breaking down the top-down management structures to promote 

decentralised structures, where the local community and authorities identify their 

issues and seek outside help when needed (Ahmmed & Mullick, 2014).  Ahmmed 

and Mullick (2014) suggest that at the primary school level, the village authorities, 

school management committee and parents in that village should have the ultimate 

authority to make decisions regarding the development of teachers, teacher 

recruitment, teacher assistant recruitment, support services and other resources, as 

required to promote IE practices. 

Another institutional issue is the weakness of policies and law enforcement 

in relation to the implementation of IE initiatives. A study conducted by Eleweke and 

Rodda (2002) in examining challenges of implementing IE for learners with special 

educational needs in many developing countries concludes that there are still weak 

policies and law enforcement in ensuring that appropriate services are available to be 

provided and the rights of children with disabilities are fully protected. Eleweke and 

Rodda (2002) claim that the enforcement of IE related policies and legislations had 

not been effective in removing challenges faced by learners with special needs who 

studied in mainstream schools. Eleweke and Rodda (2002) attributed the ineffective  

policy enforcement to the absence of clear legal guidelines, the complication of 

funding provision, what services to be provided and other administration issues. 

Furthermore, UNESCO also highlighted that specific and clear policies are 

required, because specification and clarity of policies can improve the ability to reach 

educational targets (UNESCO, 2015). Adding to the specification and clarity 
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concerns, Kratochvilova and Havel (2014) conducted a study on clarity and 

alignment in the perspectives of the national planning programmes and school 

planning. They found that the requirements of national legislations and policies are 

often unclear, and specify only general measures. This means that without support 

from experts and teachers with long experience teaching students with disabilities, 

each school may develop their own inclusive environment which might not comply 

with the principles of inclusion. According to a study from Turkey, conducted by 

Sakiz and Woods (2015) on achieving inclusion of students with disabilities, found 

that what adds further confusion to the implementation of IE programmes is the fact 

that there is a lack of clear structural arrangement from the ministry to the school 

levels. Sakiz and Woods (2015) argue that the confusing organisational structure 

results from the fact that laws and policies concerning IE do not have an explicit aim 

and have very little impact on schools’ regulations and policies.  

 

2.14 Funding and other resources 

A sustainable and well-structured funding arrangement is one of the 

indicators determining the success of IE practice in schools (Eleweke & Rodda, 

2002). Eleweke and Rodda (2002) assert that although the Salamanca Statement and 

Framework for Action on Special Needs Education adopted at the World Conference 

on Special Needs Education reaffirmed the commitment of states to give a high 

budgetary priority to implement IE principles in schools, for many developing 

nations, the provision of financial support to improve inclusive schools remain weak. 

Effective IE policy translation, planning, implementation, monitoring and evaluation 

requires adequate financial resources (World Health Organisation & the World Bank, 

2011).  Mambo (2011), argues that there should be ongoing availability of additional 

money for children with special needs, as well as standard funding for the school’s 

other activities, in case they need to purchase special assistive devices such as hearing 

aids and other necessary materials.  Mambo (2011) gives as an example that, if a 

school has a blind student, the school should be given money to buy a Braille printing 

machine that can produce handouts and others texts for this student. 

If variety of funding sources are available and accessible for schools that have 

students with disabilities, the inclusion of such students in mainstream schools are 

more likely to be successful. The Education Review Office of New Zealand (2015) 

found that the majority of New Zealand schools were mostly inclusive because of the 
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availability of government funding and private resources. This report showed that the 

Ministry of Education spent around $500 million on special education services 

annually, and provided specialist support to about 35,000 children and young people 

with special education needs.  This Review Office also indicates that 900 resource 

teachers and an additional Special Education Grant were available to support schools.  

However, for many developing countries, the availability of funding is far 

behind New Zealand. Opoku, et al. (2015) conducted a study by assessing the IE 

programme piloted in Ghana’s Ashanti and BrongAhafo regions. Opoku, et al. (2015) 

found that financial shortage was one of the critical issues faced by Ghana’s 

education sector as there was almost no funding available for the Ghanaian District 

Special Education Coordinator and Resource Teachers. They claimed that such a 

shortage has had a negative effect on both the school administration and teaching 

under the IE programme that targets students with disabilities. To be specific, Opoku, 

et al. (2015) conclude that the lack of funding has deteriorated IE  activities including 

conducting school visits, monitoring and supervision; training existing teachers; 

hiring qualified teachers; purchasing teaching and learning materials; and improving 

the accessibility of school physical environment.  

 

2.15 The availability of disability statistics 

Many reports show that it is still difficult to obtain accurate data regarding 

persons with disabilities across the world. Disability is a complex phenomenon. 

Despite efforts being initiated by many countries, a comprehensive understanding of 

disabilities across regions still cannot be determined (WHO & WB, 2011). This 

hinders the efforts of governments and development partners to address the complex 

needs of people with disabilities at large (ibid). UNICEF even claims that there is no 

official number of children with disabilities across regions (UNICEF, 2011).  The 

only figures available are through estimations.  Therefore, without clear statistics, 

implementing IE strategy will face many challenges, and such challenges will remain 

repeatedly unaddressed. 

 

2.16 Environmental barriers 

The last barriers faced by students with disabilities relate to the environment, 

including the humanly constructed environment and the natural environment.  Unlike 

attitudinal and institutional barriers, the environmental barriers are physical and can 
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be identified more easily.  Many researchers assess accessibility within the school 

environment by students with disabilities, and take account of things such as ramps, 

walk-ways, toilets, elevators, classroom assistive devices, and other facilities within 

the school (Kim, 2014; Vorapanya & Dunlap, 2014; Woods & Sakiz, 2015). 

However, none I have identified assess the wider environment within that 

community, such as the pedestrian walking paths, public transport, as well as all the 

objects hindering a disabled student moving between their house and the school. 

Many articles report a generally positive attitude towards the idea of IE, but truly 

positive attitudes should also be determined by the continuous improvement of 

accessibility by those with disabilities.  Some of the key indicators that should be 

measured in assessing environmental aspects are the accessibility to constructed 

infrastructures, including accommodation and transport systems, information 

provision in braille and sign languages, assistive devices such as adjustable 

wheelchairs, crutches and voice readers, as well as study resources such as text books 

in Braille.  The EFA reports that the improvement of rural infrastructures including 

roads, electricity, clean water supply and other public transport networks would 

definitely improve school access (UNESCO, 2015).  The accessibility needed by 

disabled persons in the school, home and society at large should be carefully planned 

and continuously improved, to ensure an inclusive society as well as inclusive 

schools.  

 

2.17  Chapter summary 

This review has explored the concept of development, human rights, 

inclusion, and disability in order to better understand the concept and practice of IE, 

and to explain the relevance of this piece of research. It found that despite the support 

of international, national and regional legislations for IE principles, the 

implementation of an IE philosophy has always been challenging, due to the need for 

clarity of definition, and issues with specification. Taking a rights-based approach to 

development, inclusion has become a common development goal, which aims to 

bring about social justice, an inclusive society, and the creation of a barrier-free 

environment for people from all walks of life. However, affirming the principle of IE 

has often become more about accommodating all children in a similar educational 

environment than about really addressing the rights of persons with disabilities so 

that they can enjoy their education in mainstream schools. In addition, the 



 
 

32 
 

development of the social approach to disabilities has challenged the medical model 

of disabilities, which has emphasised the IE strategy by reducing segregated and 

integrated education practices.  

The IE philosophy aims to address the causes of the exclusion of millions of 

children with disabilities from attending school seems to be a promising goal for 

many, however, empirical evidence suggests that there are still many issues hindering 

the way governments translate IE ideology into their own country educational 

systems.  Specifically, there is inadequate literature taking a holistic approach to 

evaluate how the primary school education system has been challenged by the 

adoption of the concept of IE. Given that the successful implementation of IE varies 

depending on educational, but also broader socio-economic and cultural systems, this 

study fills a gap in the literature by explaining how IE practices will impact on the 

education of primary schools students with disabilities in some of the least developed 

countries such as Lao PDR.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

3.1  Introduction  

This chapter explains the research methodology used in this study. It begins 

with a discussion of the conceptual framework that gives rise to the methodology 

adopted, then describes that methodology and the methods used to conduct the 

research. Reasons for selecting Vientiane - the capital of Lao PDR – as the research 

setting and of selecting participants is also discussed. Finally, the chapter presents 

some ethical concerns and reflects on the researcher’s experience in the process of 

data collection. 

 

3.2  Conceptual framework of the research methodology 

Epistemology describes how we come to know about the world, and explores 

how knowledge is created and disseminated (Cresswell, 2013). The first element to 

consider in the research processes is epistemology because it helps to inform the types 

of methodology and methods that a research will undertake (Crotty, 1998, cited in 

Kearney, 2009). Kearney (2009) explains that epistemology, depends on two different 

perspectives: objectivism and subjectivism. The first is based on the belief that there 

is a knowledge to be discovered in which the subjects and contexts are irrelevant 

whereas the latter is based on an understanding that knowledge is derived from the 

perspectives of subjects on objects (Kuhn & Dean, 2004 cited in Kearney, 2009).  

Referring to the aims of the study, both objective and subjective 

epistemologies are insufficient on their own to provide answers to the research inquiry 

because disability and inclusion, the main concerns of the study, are socially 

constructed discourses that affect the outcomes of the IE principles. This study found 

that constructivism is one of the most relevant epistemological worldviews to inform 

this study. Constructivists assert that researchers are part of knowledge creation and 

that phenomena cannot be fully understood in isolation of both subjectivity and 

objectivity (Crotty, 1998 cited in Kearney, 2009). Constructivism acknowledges the 

fact that the researcher has to interpret the results of any study in which a qualitative 

approach to research is used (Cresswell, 2013). Under the constructivist research, 

researchers also have to use broad and general questions including open-ended 

questions to gather opinions and ideas that they then interpret (Cresswell, 2013).  
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3.3  The effects of the researcher’s positionality 

Positionality is an important aspect that can affect the process of the research 

and data interpretation.  Referring to one of the aspects of constructionism, Crotty 

(1998) points out that researchers’ backgrounds and experiences inevitably have an 

effect on the result’s interpretation (cited in Cresswell, 2014). Chacko (2004) suggests 

that a researcher who wants to conduct field-based research should acknowledge his 

or her positionality, which potentially includes all aspects of a person’s identity. Being 

aware of my positionality helps to understand the power dynamics between myself 

and other participants, and it helps me to create opportunities for informants to feel 

free in expressing their views.  In my case, I reminded participants of my role as a 

researcher and that there were no rights or wrong answers. As a student, I had no 

intention to criticise their views or report their view to their bosses. Many participants 

seemed happy to share their honest perspectives without fears. 

Another aspect of my positionality that has an effect on the process of my field 

work is the fact that my ethnicity is Hmong and I had some disability rights and 

equality advocacy experiences prior to this research. My identity and experiences 

posed some limitations in approaching some government officials. Being a Hmong 

person who has never served as a civil servant, some government officials asked me 

why I chose to focus on disability. I tried to arrange meetings with senior officials or 

policy makers but some of them rejected my requests for an appointment. My 

assumption was that since I was not on the government staff and held no important 

role in government, the senior officials saw little value in meeting with me. Some 

senior officials refused by saying that the issue of disability was not their 

responsibility.  

However, at the school level, my position has changed from seeing as a 

disability advocate to an ‘outsider’ researcher. This gave me more of a neutral position 

as a researcher. Many teachers valued my research because they claimed that this 

research will enable their voices to be heard in order to improve the educational 

system to meet the needs of disabled students. This change brought me a stronger 

relationship with participants. Interviews went smoothly. Some allowed time for 

lengthy discussions and anticipated that my research might bring positive change into 

their school and improve the education of disabled children.  

Furthermore, as a Hmong person, there were some issues I had to avoid. Some 

people within Lao PDR seem to mistrust the Hmong ethnicity because some Hmong 
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were perceived as opposition to the government. Hmong have a long history of 

fighting for freedom. Some Hmong groups were recruited by foreign aggressors to 

fight against the Pathet Lao and North Viet Nam during the Viet Nam War in the 

1960s (Hamilton-Merritt, 1993). After the Pathet Lao took power and overthrew the 

monarchy government in 1975, some Hmong fled as refugees to Thailand and a small 

number of Hmong people continued facing conflicts in assimilating to the Pathet Lao 

government (Conquergood, 1988). Although some Hmong people joined and served 

the Pathet Lao government, Hmong in general are still perceived to be one of the 

government’s opponents.  Therefore, doing research in the context of Lao PDR, a 

Hmong researcher may encounter some issues in accessing information. For example, 

one of the Hmong officials told me that he did not want to be involved in the interview 

because he is a Hmong. He was afraid of being accused by non-Hmong colleagues of 

leaking information. He recommended that I should interview his colleagues instead. 

However, apart from this example, I do not consider my research to have been 

affected by being Hmong. This is because my own religion and beliefs inspired me to 

conduct this research confidently and remind me to treat all participants in equally 

respectful ways.  

 

3.4  Research methodology 

3.4.1 Qualitative research 

This project has been undertaken as qualitative research because it is believed 

that a qualitative approach will allow me to gain in-depth information from 

participants by asking follow-up questions (Kearney, 2009; Mambo, 2011). 

Qualitative research is an approach used to understand the meanings that are 

considered to be important to an individual or group of people while the relations 

between social and human issues are also interpreted (Creswell, 2009). The key issue 

in this study is the attitudes of a range of different stakeholders towards an IE strategy 

aimed at improving the education of children with disabilities. In it, I focus on all 

types of disabilities including physical, sensory, hearing, mobility and cognitive 

impairments. This is because the principal of inclusion is that all children regardless 

of their abilities, backgrounds, races, religion, political and socio-economic 

disadvantaged should not experience any discrimination in school.  

In addition, a qualitative approach is one of the most common approaches 

used in research. A study conducted by Kearney (2009) on barriers to inclusion 
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within New Zealand schools to inclusion employed a qualitative approach. Kearney 

considered the qualitative approach to be useful in examining participants’ 

perceptions the cause of exclusion of children with disabilities from mainstream 

schools.  Furthermore, in case there is inadequate secondary data, employing a 

qualitative approach is beneficial (Creswell, 2009).  In regards to this study, I 

employed the qualitative approach as there is limited secondary information in Lao 

PDR concerning disability and primary school education. Most data is only available 

in hard copy.  For this study some of the key methods of qualitative research will be 

used, including document review, semi-structured interviews and observations.  

 

3.4.2 Document analysis 

Document analysis is a systematic procedure used to assess both printed and 

electronic documents, and is also an established qualitative research method (Bowen, 

2009).  Bowen (2009) asserts that document analysis offers more benefits than 

limitations, and is often used in combination with other qualitative approaches such 

as interviews and observations of participants. Some of the documents collected 

contained the most recent reports, development plans, training resources, project 

documents, national policies and decrees concerning disability, disabilities statistics 

and other pamphlets that are available at all interviewed organisations from 

Ministries, provincial offices, district offices to school offices as well as non-

governmental organisations (See Appendix H).  

 

3.4.3 Semi-structured interviews 

“Semi-structured interviews incorporate both open-ended and more 

theoretically driven questions, eliciting data grounded in the experience of the 

participant as well as data guided by existing constructs in the particular 

discipline within which one is conducting research (Cross, 2013, p.45)”.  

   

Semi-structured interviews involve giving sufficient time for the interviewees 

to share their experiences and raise questions, creating a comfortable environment 

and promoting two-way communication (Polonsky & Waller, 2011). Applying the 

notion of semi-structured interviews to my research, I developed a set of semi-

structured interview questions (See Appendix D). By allowing the interview to take 

the shape of an open conversation, I also made sure that I included the main areas 

where I wanted to ask as the conversation continues. This study will explore 
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participants’ perceptions towards the concept of IE approach relating disabilities, 

disability, key indicators of being responsive to the needs of disabled students, and 

suggestions to improve IE practices. Semi-structured interview questions allow great 

flexibility, promote follow-up questions, as well as encouraging interviewees to 

further extend the ideas conveyed or eliminated possible misconceptions (Creswell, 

2013).   

 

3.4.4 Observations 

Observation is a qualitative research tool which focuses on the actions rather 

than the perceptions of the researched participants (Silverman, 2001).  During 

observations, the researcher gets first-hand experience of the participants, and 

records information as it occurs (Cresswell, 2013).  During the field work, the author 

conducted observation in eight geographically different mainstream primary schools. 

The observation emphasised the availability of the school IE policy, teachers’ 

attitudes towards disabilities, school’s infrastructure, teaching and learning materials 

and the students’ behaviour in class time and outside class time. These observation 

indicators allowed to understand how IE principles are being practiced at the public 

mainstream primary schools. In addition, I observed all the key ministry offices, 

public roads and other public places to check how different groups within society 

have facilitated the education of children with all kinds of disabilities.  

 

3.4.5 Research settings 

This study targeted the key stakeholders residing within four different 

districts, namely Sikhotabond, Chanthabury, Saysetha and Saythany Districts within 

the capital city of Vientiane, Lao PDR.  These were selected for a number of reasons 

which include the concentration of children with disabilities in public mainstream 

primary schools, and the researcher’s familiarity with them, and the availability of 

resources. According to the statistics available from the Vientiane Capital Education 

and Sports Bureau (2014), four out of the nine districts in Vientiane were chosen 

because they have the highest number of student with disabilities in Vientiane. These 

districts includes Saythany, Saysetha, Chanthaboury and Sikhotabong (See Table 2 

below).  
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Table 2: Statistics of primary school students with disabilities in Vientiane 

2014-2015 

 

(Source: Vientiane Capital Education and Sports Bureau, 2014) 

 

3.5  Research participants 

I selected participants based on their perceived relevance, considering the 

aims of this study were to gain diverse perspectives on how to improve school 

environments, practices and to understand people’s attitudes to promoting the 

education of children with disabilities through IE.  The key participants, therefore, 

include concerned parties both outside and inside the education sector, such as 

concerned government ministries, provincial and district education bureau offices, 

development partners or donors, international non-government organisations, local 

organisations representing people with disabilities, and parents of children with 

disabilities.  It should be understood, however, that this study presents the opinions 

of individual participants whose personal ideas may or may not represent the views 

of their organisations. Only one participant per organisation participated in the semi-

structured interviews because I wanted to approach as many as possible participants 

from different professional backgrounds.  

As shown in the Table 3 below, I want to point out that this thesis attempted 

to collect data from a range of sources and interview participants from diverse 

backgrounds. The participant selection is based on the nomination of the organisation. 

A letter was sent to the selected organisation requesting the head of the organisation 

to voluntary nominate a person to participate. 
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Table 3: Participants 

No. Participants Number of participants 

1 Staff of relevant government departments 6 

2 Development donors 5 

3 Adult disabled people 2 

4 Disabled students’ teachers 1 

5 District education bureaus 4 

6 Disabled people organisations 5 

7 Non-disabled people 4 

8 General mainstream primary schools 2 

9 Staff of inclusive mainstream primary schools 5 

10 International non-government organisations 3 

11 Ministries 5 

12 Parents of children with disabilities 1 

13 Private primary schools 2 

14 Provincial education bureau 1 

15 Special schools 2 

16 Village authorities 2 

 

3.6  Data analysis 

Data collected was analysed manually.  All information gathered, either from 

the semi-structured interviews, or documents and researcher observation notes was 

firstly translated into English by the researcher.  All information then was summarised 

into themes.  The common themes that emerged from all responses. It was difficult to 

identify themes as opinion were diverse.  The major themes include information about 

the IE policy development at the national level; knowledge and attitudes towards 

disabilities and the practical aspects of IE practices to ensure that all mainstream 

primary schools are responsive to the needs of children with of impairments including 

movement, seeing, speaking, hearing and learning difficulties.  

The assurance of data validity and trustworthiness is dependent on the 

researcher continuously taking a reflexive approach to minimise researcher’s bias, 

which in turn influences the interpretation of the data.  Information was cross-checked 

across three sources of data: interview results, document analysis and researcher 

observations. Responses that support each theme based on these sources of data were 

used in order to enable readers to understand an issue from different perspectives.  
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3.7  Research ethics and data collection permits 

Ethics plays an important role in any research that involves human subjects. 

Going through the ethics approval process of the Human Ethics Committee of the 

Victoria University of Wellington has helped me to reflect on my own ethical 

approach and challenges that this thesis may present. An Ethics Approval application 

was filed and submitted to the Human Ethics Committee in according with the Human 

Ethics Policy of the Victoria University of Wellington, and was approved prior to 

fieldwork.   

For getting additional permission to collect secondary data that are available 

from different organisations and permission to conduct interviews, a number of 

documents needed to be available in both English and Lao prior to consultation with 

key informants. These documents included a standard letter of request, participant 

information sheet, the semi-structured questionnaire, transcriber’s confidentiality 

agreement, ethics approval, consent form and University support letter.  

A standard letter of request was edited to suit individual informants.  I had to 

deliver the request letter to each organisation. A week after delivering the letter, I 

followed up with each organisation. A number of follow-up phone calls were made 

until I could get a confirmation of participation or refusal. Some organisations decided 

who should participate in this project on their behalf. Some organisations requested a 

consultation meeting before agreeing on the interview date. The most effective way 

to progress this was that I had to visit each targeted organisation in person and discuss 

my research, and propose suitable participants for interview with the organisation.  

Otherwise participants were more likely to send no signal as to whether they agreed 

to participate or not.  

For participants with speaking and hearing impairments, but not also visual 

impairments, the letter of proposal, information sheet, consent form and interview 

questions did not need to be translated or interpreted into braille.  Assistance for the 

interviews was organised with the relevant organisations. After getting permission 

from relevant authorities and schools, the schools appointed a teacher fluent in braille 

and sign languages to give me assistance as appropriate. Confidentiality of the 

information provided by participants was clearly explained to both the assistants and 

participants before interviewing.  

Concerning teachers and parents, I spoke with school principals and requested 

permission to approach relevant teachers, school administrative staff and parents. 
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After the first meeting with the school principal, I followed up with phone calls and 

met in person several times until an interview could be conducted.  

Everyone I approached was informed about the confidentiality of the 

information provided, and they were aware that none of the participant’s personal 

information would be used in the report. 

 

3.8  Field research experiences 

The majority of participants were willing to give up their time for the 

interview, and share their views and relevant documents.  Despite this largely positive 

response, I still experienced difficulties in accessing information from many 

international non-government organisations. The majority of participants who refused 

to participate in the research were non-governmental organisations. Since I had 

interviewed a few important INGOs, it was sufficient to have a general understanding 

on the issue being researched.  However, overall, I had quite positive experiences 

from approaching all participants. The majority of the research target participants 

showed a welcoming attitude to sharing their experiences, knowledge and information 

that were all relevant and useful to my research questions.  

 

3.9  Chapter summary 

This chapter explained the qualitative approach taken in this research thesis. 

This approach involved the employment of document analysis, semi-structured 

interview questions and observations. Even though some organisations refused to 

participate, the 45 research participants are a good representation of all crucial 

mainstream primary schools stakeholders in Vientiane. Ethical concerns have been 

considered and permission to interview and collect data were sought appropriately. 

Confidentiality was maintained throughout the study. No major issues were 

experienced preventing the completion of the data collection phase of the project.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE CONTEXT FOR INCLUSIVE EDUCATION PRACTICE 

IN LAO PDR 

 

4.1  Introduction  

This chapter explores the context of this research, focusing initially on 

demographics, political, social, economic, and development priorities of the Lao 

People’s Democratic Republic, hereafter called Lao PDR. It then describes and 

discusses the system in Lao PDR for identifying and supporting those with a 

disability; and the Lao PDR education system, including special education and IE that 

are important frameworks for supporting learners with disabilities. These factors will 

determine, shape and limit the responsiveness of Lao society to create an effective 

and IE system for students with disabilities.  

Lao PDR is a landlocked and mountainous country located in Southeast Asia. 

It shares borders with five other countries: China in the north, Myanmar in the North 

West, Thailand in the west, and Cambodia in the South and Viet Nam in the east. Lao 

PDR is divided into 17 provinces, 147 districts, and 8,615 villages (Lao PDR, 2013, 

p.11). According to the Lao Statistics Bureau (2014) the total population is about 6.8 

million people, 3.4 million of whom are female. The population is very young: more 

than half of the population is aged under 25 (Lao PDR, 2013, p.12). The total area of 

Lao PDR is 236,800 square kilometres, and the majority of people live in rural areas. 

(see Figure 3).  
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Figure 3: Map of Lao PDR 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Retrieved 29 July 2015, from http://www.un.org/Depts/Cartographic/map/profile/laos.pdf) 

The adult literacy rate is 74 per cent (ibid). The 2014 Human Development Report 

ranked Lao PDR as 139 out of 187 countries. Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita 

is low at US $1,628. However, the rate of GDP growth is fairly high at eight per cent 

(8%). This growth is primarily driven by foreign investments and overseas development 

assistance. Lao PDR experiences many challenges. Firstly, common natural disasters are 

flooding and drought. In 2009, Typhoon Kesatna hit five southern provinces of Lao PDR 

and affected hundred thousands of people (Global Facility for Disaster Reduction 

Recovery, 2014). Secondly, Unexploded Ordnance (UXO) has continuously threatened 

the development process of Lao PDR. Lao PDR is one of the most UXO-affected 

countries (UNDP, n.d.). According to the National Regulatory Authority (n.d.) for 

mines/UXOs action sector, Lao PDR is one of the most heavily bombed countries in the 

http://www.un.org/Depts/Cartographic/map/profile/laos.pdf
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world per capita. Over two million tonnes of ordnance have been deployed across the 

country; about 30% of which failed to explode as intended (National Regulatory 

Authority, n.d., p.1). This continues to bring about death and injury with approximately 

300 UXO-related accidents occurring every year (ibid). Furthermore, poor road access 

and poor communication infrastructure in many remote regions cause major difficulties 

for rural people and persons with disabilities in accessing quality education services, 

healthcare and information.  

 

4.2  The political context 

The Lao People’s Revolutionary Party (the Party) came into power in 1975 and 

the Party renamed ‘Laos’ as ‘Lao PDR’. Any reform of the economic, social and political 

policies requires the political support from the key political party members because of the 

centralised leadership and decision-making.   

Lao PDR is a single party state. All state organisations, including the national 

assembly, ministries, and public service organisations are required to follow the 

centralised administration and be led by Party members.  The Central Politburo 

Committee is made up of political party members, and the Party Congress is held every 

five years to determine national development policy goals and other socio-economic and 

political directions. As recorded by the National Assembly of Lao PDR (2011a), the 9th 

Party Congress was held in Vientiane, Lao PDR during 17-21 March 2011. This Congress 

involved 576 Party delegates representing 191,780 party members. The Congress 

determined political rules, and the progress to be achieved through the Fifth National 

Socio-Economic Development Plan (2011-2015). Therefore, to effectively implement 

and translate any plans into practice, it is essential to get the full support from all political 

party members among the central level because central party members have more power 

in all IE policies decision making than others. 

 

4.3  The social context 

Lao PDR encompasses many diverse cultures, yet little attention has been paid to 

cultural development and the language of many ethnic groups despite the rights of all 

ethnic groups being protected by Article 3 of the Lao constitution.  There are 49 officially 

recognised different ethnic groups in Lao PDR.  These ethnic groups are categorised into 

four different linguistic groups: the Lao-Tai, the Mon-Khmer, the Tibeto-Burman and the 

Hmong-Mien (UNESCO, 2012). Within these four groups, there are many sub-ethnic 
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groups.  Each ethnic group and each clan has its own beliefs, values and practice systems. 

More than half of the total population of Lao PDR is the Lao Loum speaking group which 

is under the Lao-Tai linguistic group. Lao Loum speaking people generally follow 

animistic Buddhism. Around 60 per cent of the total population of Lao PDR practices 

Buddhism. Many other minority groups practice spirit worship, Christianity and other 

religions. These religions can have a powerful impact on people’s perceptions and 

attitudes towards persons with disabilities as mentioned previously. How different 

religions interpret disability will be discussed in more detail in the discussion chapter. 

In addition, little effort has been given to promoting the inclusion of many ethnic 

people in Lao society through acknowledging their individual group languages. 

According to the amended constitution of Lao PDR, article 89, the Lao language and Lao 

script is the only official language. The government of Lao PDR classifies ethnic groups 

on the basis of language, but the written and spoken languages of many ethnic groups can 

be used in informal situations only.  So far, the Lao government has not adopted any plan 

or strategy to develop and recognize the written and spoken language of any other ethnic 

group, as part of its cultural promotion policy. Since language carries power, ethnic 

groups whose first language is not Lao, or other foreign languages, are often politically, 

socially, and economically disadvantaged, compared to the Lao Loum majority 

population. 

Lao PDR culture is generally focussed on the community and extended family 

more than individuals. Parents need the assistance of their children, and adult children 

have to take care of their parents. Lao families tend to be more extended, with support 

often coming from relatives, cousins and brothers or sisters in-law.  

 

4.4  The economic context 

Lao PDR has achieved remarkable economic development outcomes but such 

outcomes do not benefit all people equally. According to the Asian Development Bank 

Outlook (2015), the Lao PDR Gross Domestic Product is at seven per cent in 2015, and 

is expected to reach 7.2 per cent in 2016, which is higher than the average GDP growth 

rate among Asian countries (6.3 per cent). The national poverty rate has decreased about 

half from 46 per cent in 1992 to 23 per cent in 2013 (ibid). This growth might be the result 

of increased foreign aid and investments in hydropower, minerals and other services 

(National Assembly of Lao PDR, 2011a). However, persons with disabilities do not enjoy 

the same opportunities that derive from such growth. Accurate and comprehensive 
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information on the employment rate and access to education among persons with 

disabilities remains unknown or unavailable, even though the Ministry of Labour and 

Social Welfare of Lao PDR is responsible for facilitating the employment of persons with 

disabilities (Asia-Pacific Development Centre on Disabilities, 2014). Despite the above 

progress, inequalities between the rich and the poor, and between urban and rural people, 

remain challenging, because the benefits from development initiatives have not been 

allocated in an equitable and balanced way.  

Lao PDR has made a number of achievements in integrating into both the regional 

and global economy. Lao PDR became a member of the Association of the Southeast 

Asian Nations (ASEAN) in 1997 and ASEAN Economic Community in 2015 (UNDP, 

n.d.).  In 2013 Lao PDR became a member of the World Trade Organisation, and in 2011 

Lao PDR became a lower middle income country (World Bank, 2015). This thesis argues 

that these economic development opportunities should not only benefit the wealthy, the 

benefits should also reach persons with disabilities, especially those with severe 

impairments, and including children with disabilities. 

 

4.5  National development priorities 

Based on the human rights-based approach that emphasises the state’s 

responsibilities to protect the human rights of its citizens, the Lao People’s Revolutionary 

Party (The Party) and the government (the administrative arm of the Party) play a crucial 

role in developing national development policies and strategies to protect the rights of all 

ethnic groups including people with disabilities. According to the National Policy on IE, 

one of the country’s national development priorities is to progress Lao PDR to become a 

modern industrialised country (MOES, 2011). In this policy, one specific priority is that 

by 2020 Lao PDR will graduate from the list of least developed countries. At the same 

time the government is seeking to promote socio-economic development, environmental 

sustainability, and political stability, and to preserve cultural diversity. To accomplish 

these priorities, the government has developed and implemented a number of 

development strategies including the National Growth and Poverty Eradication Strategy 

2020, National Socio-Economic Development Plan and MDGs (ibid). Lao PDR has 

already achieved universal access and gender equity to primary education in 2015 

(UNDP, 2013). It would be interesting to explore how applicable this achievement is to 

children with disabilities. 



 
 

47 
 

Overall, the education situation in Lao PDR has been improving over the last 15 

years while disparities of attendance in schooling remain prevalent. The second of the 

MDG’s goals is to achieve universal primary education.  School enrolment rate and net 

survival rate, (the percentage of students who study continuously from grade 1 to grade 

5), are used as indicators to determine whether this goal has been achieved. However, 

these indicators are insufficient. Lao PDR almost achieves its net school enrolment rate, 

with a recorded rate of 98 per cent (UNESCO, 2014, p.14).  The survival rate has 

improved from 48% in 1992 to 70% in 2012 (UN, 2010). However, these figures do not 

provide any indication of the quality of the process of education service delivery, as some 

students might be attending without effective learning. In addition, Goal Two did not 

specify reforming the general education standards to cater for the needs of children with 

disabilities. To achieve the above indicators, the EFA strategy focuses on the abolition of 

school fees, school construction, a food programme for education, financial transfer and 

other factors. However, the EFA strategy should also address other social issues if they 

really want to achieve EFA. A report attributes disparities in education in Lao PDR to 

low socio-economic status, rural or isolated settings, and gender, ethnic, and cultural 

differences (UNESCO, 2012). In 2008, the difference in the net primary school enrolment 

rate for males (84 percent) was higher than for females (81 percent) (UNESCO, 2012, 

p.5).  For persons with disabilities age over 6 years old, there is a higher rate of never 

attending any school where there is no road access (76.5 percent for females and 53,6 

percent for males) than for those who live in areas with good road conditions ( 67.7 

percent for females and 40.6 percent for males). 

 

4.6  Legislation and the administration of the Lao education system 

Although the Party and government of Lao PDR emphasise in all their policy 

documents that education tends to be one of the most important development priorities 

and a basic human right for the development of the nation, there tends to be weak support 

in implementing basic education. The Lao constitution was adopted in 1991 and amended 

in 2003. Article 22 of the amended constitution states that the purpose of compulsory 

education is to build good citizens and develop revolutionary competence, knowledge 

and abilities (National Assembly of Lao PDR, 2011b). It adds that both the state and 

society should create opportunities and a favourable educational environment for all Lao 

people including disadvantaged children. The term ‘disadvantaged children’ includes 

many types of children and not only children with disabilities. 
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Since Lao language is the only language instructed in the Lao educational system, 

people who use other languages experience difficulties in learning (Chounlamany, 2014). 

The Lao PDR education legislation amended in 2007 is consistent with the constitution 

in that it emphasises compulsory and free primary education without discrimination based 

on individual student’s backgrounds. However, languages like braille and sign especially, 

have recently been developed by the ministry of health and other non-profit organisations 

over the last 10 years. Therefore, children with disabilities still face difficulty in adapting 

to the mainstream education system. 

Since there is no special educational system for people with disabilities in Lao 

PDR, they have to comply with the mainstream education system.  The early or general 

level of education consists of four levels of study. The first level is preschool which 

includes children up to two years. The second level is kindergarten school, taking children 

aged from three to five. The third level is primary school, taking children age from six to 

ten. The last level is secondary school taking children aged from 11 to 17 (McLaughlin, 

2011, p. 7).  The form of education generally involves teaching based on textbooks and 

memorising learning with reproduced tests. This study focuses on primary school 

education.  The education system overview can be understood as shown in Table 4 below: 

 

Tables 4: General education system 

 

(Source: Retrieved 31 July 2015 from 

http://www.unescobkk.org/education/resources/resources/education-system-profiles/lao-

pdr/education-sector-overview/) 

The administration and management of education services which consists of three 

levels: central, provincial and district, is centralised. At the central level, the Ministry of 

Education and Sports (MOES) is in charge of education nationwide and acts as a 

http://www.unescobkk.org/education/resources/resources/education-system-profiles/lao-pdr/education-sector-overview/
http://www.unescobkk.org/education/resources/resources/education-system-profiles/lao-pdr/education-sector-overview/
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secretariat for the government. MOES determines and finalises all education policy 

development, planning, implementation, monitoring and evaluation (UNESCO, n.d.). At 

the provincial level, Provincial Education and Sports Services is responsible for 

secondary schools and technical and vocational schools. At the third district level, District 

Education and Sports is in charge of preschools, primary schools and other non-formal 

education institutions within the district catchment area. Based on democratic centralism, 

the provincial and district levels are required to implement policies and guidelines as 

directed by the central level, and report their implementation to the central level.  

In addition, the implementation of any national policy reforms faced challenges 

in practice despite the support of international organisations. UNESCO plays an active 

role as a member of the Education Sector Working Group (ESWG). This group was 

formed under the Vientiane Declaration on Aid Effectiveness in 2006.  The MOES, 

UNICEF and Australian Aid chair the working group, and meet regularly to discuss 

education policies and implementation with other development partners such as the Asian 

Development Bank, the World Bank, the European Commission and the World Food 

Program (UNESCO, 2012). Many of these changes happen only at the national level and 

have not addressed the repetitive challenges faced by the implementation of policies at 

the local level. 

Moreover, if the government depends on external support, it will be difficult to 

ensure that the implementation of any educational plan of action and related policies 

benefit children with disabilities. According to a draft Report on the implementation of 

the Inclusive Education Development Plan 2014-2015, one of the challenges faced by the 

special education unit is that there is limited financial support to implement the special 

education development plan (MOES, 2014). In the report, almost none of the staff 

working in the MOES at any level have specialist training in disability education. Due to 

the fact that decision makers and the society at large have a limited understanding 

regarding the education of students with disabilities. 
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4.7  The context of disability in Lao PDR 

4.7.1 Definition of disability 

Lao PDR adapted the definition of disabilities from the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 2006. According to the Decree on 

Persons with Disabilities No. 137, Article 3, disability refers to the physical, mental or 

intellectual anomaly including visual, hearing and speaking impairment (Government, 

2014). In article 2 of the same Decree, it defines ‘persons with disabilities’ as persons 

who “irrespective of the cause of disability, are persons who have long term physical, 

mental or intellectual anomalies or defects including visual, hearing and speaking 

impairments, which hinder their daily activities and full participation in social activities”. 

Both the Lao Decree and the UNCRPD share the same definition of ‘persons with 

disabilities’, namely those with obstacles that hinder full participation in daily activities. 

However, they tend to define ‘disabilities’ differently. The UNCRPD seems to identify 

negative attitudes on the part of others in society and a negative environment as causal 

factors that hinder a person with any impairment from full participation in normal daily 

life; while the Lao Decree appears to define ‘disability’ as a person’s physical or medical 

anomaly . If consistent definitions cannot be achieved, gathering meaningful comparative 

data on persons with disabilities will be difficult. 

 

4.7.2 Statistics on people with disabilities 

Lao PDR is still in the early stages of collecting disability data and has been trying 

to use different methods to achieve this.  According to a recent report on the 

implementation of the Vocational Training for Persons with Disabilities Project Phase 

Three (9 September 2009 – 31 May 2014), the Centre for Medical Rehabilitation (2014) 

points out that in 2009 the Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific 

organisation reported that there are 8 per cent or about 400,000 persons with disabilities 

out the total population of five million people. Since persons with disabilities face 

different challenges, concrete nationwide disabilities information needs to be available, 

segregated by age, gender, race, types of disabilities, and severity of disabilities. Yet, this 

information is currently unavailable. To support this statement, Save the Children 

Norway (2009) evaluated its Lao PDR Inclusive Education Project in 2009, and found 

that there are only estimated statistics on persons with disabilities. This evaluation adds 

that despite many initiatives attempting to improve the livelihoods of disabled persons, 

the government of Lao PDR does not have the relevant data and does not have the capacity 



 
 

51 
 

to continuously identify the profile of school aged children with disabilities across the 

country.  

There have been many attempts to collect statistical data regarding persons with 

disabilities. Chanthalanouvong (2010) presented disabilities information on the 

Measurement of Gender Dimensions of persons with Disabilities in Lao PDR during the 

third Global Forum on Gender Statistics in Philippines, Manila. Chanthalanouvong shows 

that prior to 1990, there was no census on disabilities. In 1994, the government conducted 

a survey on social indicators and found that about 7 (seven) per cent out the total 

population were disabled persons. In 2005, the third Population and Housing Census 

adopted three questions, including whether there was a person with disabilities in the 

family or not, and attempted to identify the types and causes of disability based on 

physical appearance. Please see the following Table 5 and 6 below for the questions used 

to collect disability data and its results. According to the National Statistics Centre (2011), 

this 2005 Census counted the total number of persons with disability across the country 

to be 56,727 people (61.1 percent male and 38.9 percent female). 

 

Table 5: Disability questions from the Population and Housing Census 2005 

 

(Source: National Statistics Centre (2011)) 
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Table 6: Disability data of the Population and Housing Census 2005 

(Source: Chanthalanouvong (2010, p.16)) 

 

In addition, people with disabilities in Lao PDR are amongst the most vulnerable 

in terms of education. The 2005 Census showed that more that 50 percent of all people 

with disabilities had never attended any school, followed by 39.23 percent  who dropped 

out in their primary school age (NSC, 2011, pp.18-20). For the people with disabilities 

aged over 6 years old (54,761 people, 33,601 are male and 21,160 are female), the Census 

points out that 65.2 percent of females with disabilities had never attended any school 

while 39.8 percent of males with disabilities had never attended any school (ibid).   

The 2005 Census has some weaknesses. The first is that it classified disability 

types in limited ways that did not account for people who have mental, memory, cognitive 

and other less visible forms of impairments. The second issue is that in the education 

statistics, the Census did not classify age specific groups of those who had never attended 

school beyond 6 years old. This appears to be too broad as a basis for planning IE 

initiatives. 

Due to the limitations of the 2005 Census in 2015 the Lao Statistics Bureau 

conducted its fourth Population and Housing Census 2015, using questions regarding six 

disability types, including: vision difficulty, hearing difficulty, ambulatory difficulty, 

cognitive difficulty, self-care difficulty, and speaking or communication difficulty (see 

Table 7 below). Unfortunately, the results of this survey were not available at the time of 
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writing, but it would be expected that the national numbers of disabled people would 

increase with the inclusion of these broader categories. 

 

Table 7: Disability questions from the Population and Housing Census 2015 

(Translated from the Lao version of the Fourth Population and Housing Census 2015 Lao 

PDR).  

(Source: NSC, 2015) 

Little information about the education of students with disabilities at primary 

school level is available. It is estimated that as many as 16% of the total disabled people 

in Loa are children under the age of 15 (National Statistics Centre, 2011, p.7). MOES 

(2011, p. 3) indicates that there were 4,569 children with disabilities in 2008 and only 4 

(four) per cent of them were enrolled in preschools, primary and secondary education 

where trained teachers are provided. 

Many organizations in Lao PDR have taken part in attempting to promote 

disability rights. The National Committee for the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 

oversees the translation and interpretation of the UNCRPD into policies. Maout (2014) 

explains that there are many stakeholders contributing to the development of IE in Lao 

PDR (see Figure 4 below). The Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare (MOLSW) is 

responsible for vocational training, employment, social welfare and protection. The 

Ministry of Health (MOH) is in charge of physical and mental rehabilitation and disability 

prevention. The Ministry of Education and Sports is responsible for IE and the special 

education of persons with disabilities. There are many international non-profit 

organisations working with government key ministries to promote disability rights, 

including the Catholic Relief Service, Handicap International and other civil society 

organisations. There are many active local civil society organisations advocating for 

persons with disabilities in Lao PDR. An overview of these stakeholders’ roles and 

relationships are summarised in the following diagram (see Figure 4): 
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Figure 4: Some of the key disability rights stakeholders 

 

(Source: Compiled by the author) 

Seven out of the 43 registered local associations within the Ministry of Home 

Affairs are working on disability related issues. In addressing disability rights and 

equality, Maout (2014), found that seven local disabled people organisations have been 

established to coordinate with the Lao government and other international organisations. 

Many of the local disabled people organisations was actively participated in promoting 

disability rights. Some of these organisations include: 

1. Lao Disabled People’s Association (LDPA) was officially established in 2011 to 

improve and promote the rights of people with disabilities. 

2. Association for Autism was established in 2012. Their work covers education, 

health, labour and social welfare. It has a centre caring for and educating autistic 

children. 

3. Vocational Development for Blind Association was established in 2012, 

working in the areas of labour and social welfare.  

4. Aid Children with Disability Association was established in 2013, working in 

the areas of education, health, labour and social welfare, information, culture 

and tourism. 



 
 

55 
 

5. Association for the Deaf was established in 2013 working in the areas of health, 

labour and social welfare. 

6. Association for Patients with Epilepsy was established in 2013 working in the 

area of health.  

7. Association of the Blind was established in 2014 working in the area of social 

security, training and vocational development.  

 

4.8  The special education context in Lao PDR 

Special education or a special school is a legal requirement to improve the 

education of children with disabilities in Lao PDR. Even though there are no clear 

guidelines to implement the Decree on Persons with Disabilities No. 137 (2014), Articles 

21 and 22 of this Decree states that educational institutions shall try their best to promote 

effective learning by all students with a disability in all state-run schools, based on the 

actual conditions and capacity of each school (Government, 2014). If learners with 

mental, visual, hearing, speech or other complex disabilities cannot attend the state-run 

‘inclusive schools’, they will be referred to special schools. This Decree’s points out that 

there is a need to support special schools for disabled students. Figure 5 below shows that 

special schools was initially carried out by the MOH.  

 

Figure 5: The Centre of Medical Rehabilitation 

 

(Source: Taken by the author) 
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Lao special education historically reflects the medical model for disability, where 

persons with disabilities are required to be rehabilitated to fit the functions of the society. 

According to an Approval of the Implementation and Organisation of the CMR 241, dated 

04 August 2011, the CMR is under the responsibility of the Ministry of Health. This 

Centre is the first and only organisation to provide special education and rehabilitation 

for persons with disabilities (MOH, 2011). Various organisations, both public and private, 

have supported this Centre to provide disability services, including developing Lao braille 

and sign language teaching schools, providing wheelchair devices, artificial prostheses 

and orthoses, and other rehabilitation activities. 4 out of 17 provinces have a branch of 

CMR. These provincial branches are not able themselves to provide special education for 

children, and the Centre headquarters is the only place since 1992 that has started to teach 

children with visual and speech impairments. In 2013 there were 97 in-patients (30 blind, 

67 deaf), and 34 out-patients with mental disabilities.  The Internal Final Evaluation 

Report 2009 on the Lao PDR Inclusive Education Project, conducted by Save the 

Children Norway (2009), found that prior to 1992 there was no special school within the 

country. The Japanese International Cooperation Agency Planning and Evaluation 

Department conducted a study (JICA, 2002) on the Lao PDR country profile of 

disabilities. The study found that the CMR was founded in 1962, and started to provide 

disabilities-related services in 1975. The CMR provided no education to persons with 

disabilities. 

 The development of informal special education curriculum was initially supported 

by external donors. There were no Lao sign and braille languages before 1993. Between 

1993 and 2009, Save the Children supported the Ministry of Education and Sports to 

conduct a pilot IE project to establish two to three inclusive schools per district to promote 

disabled children to study alongside their peers. However, since the project ended in 2009, 

the principles of inclusive schooling have not yet been understood and used in all public 

education institutions.   In practice, all the IE primary and secondary schools still follow 

integration principles emphasising the placement of students with disabilities in a special 

class or in project schools. 
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4.9  The Lao inclusive education concept and practices of the Ministry of 

Education and Sports 

4.9.1 The establishment of the Inclusive Education Centre 

The Inclusive Education Centre (IEC) was created in 2002 to enable all children 

especially children with disabilities, girls and children of minorities to have opportunities 

to learn in all schools and all subjects (Maout, 2014). In 2008, IEC was first established 

as the Centre for education for girls, ethnic groups and disabled persons as well as 

students who were socio-economically disadvantaged. In 2012, the IEC became a unit 

under the Department of Preschool and Primary Education. Maout points out that IEC is 

a centre for coordination among foods for study programme, gender mainstreaming and 

children with special educational needs.  

 

4.9.2 Inclusive education principles 

The adoption of the term ‘IE’ by the MOES has started to shift the focus of the 

Lao PDR education strategy (MOES, 2011). In the past, all students attending schools 

had to conform and assimilate to the same ‘universal standards’ (Grimes, 2009). Prior to 

1993, diversity and differences generally were not tolerated and valued, because there has 

been no concrete policy or action plans to embrace the diverse backgrounds of students 

(Grimes, 2009).  However, since MOES has adapted the IE definition from the 48th 

International Conference on Inclusive Education in 2008, there were some new policies 

adopted to promote the inclusion of all students learning together in the same mainstream 

schools (MOES, 2011). In 2010, the MOES approved its Decree on the endorsement and 

promulgation of the national policy on IE. It has also started to implement the National 

Strategy and Plan of Action on Inclusive Education 2011-2015 (Maout, 2014). According 

to the National Policy on Inclusive Education and the National Strategy and Action Plan 

on Inclusive Education 2011-2015, MOES (2011) views IE as an ongoing improvement 

process of providing quality education tailored to the diverse needs of individual students.  

This definition may imply that any barriers faced by individual students should be 

removed in order to promote effective learning by all students. In other words, individual 

problems will no longer be viewed as educational barriers, while the school environment 

and educational institution should be adjusted to the needs of its students. In relation to 

the diverse needs of students with disabilities, IE should be constantly responsive to 

changing needs. It does not specify whether the government will reduce the number of 

special schools or promote students with disabilities into mainstream schools. The term 
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IE seems to imply a holistic approach and includes a wide range of people, not only 

persons with disabilities. Maout (2014) conducted a situation analysis report for Handicap 

International on disability-IE in Lao PDR. Maout (2014) explains that IE in Lao PDR 

means the inclusion of girls, children from ethnic minorities and children with disabilities 

into general schools. 

In practice, in Lao PDR, the implementation of IE principles has not been 

successful (Grimes, 2009). Save the Children Norway conducted an internal final 

evaluation on the Lao PDR Inclusive Education Project in 2009 (Grimes, 2009). Grimes 

(2009) pointed out that this project has created opportunities for some mainstream 

primary and secondary schools to enrol children with disabilities to study together with 

other non-disabled students in the same class. However, Grimes concluded that despite 

this effort, students with disabilities continued to experienced difficulty in adapting to the 

mainstream norms, general educational system and school environments, which is 

contradicting to the principles of IE. This is because the main point of IE is that the 

education system should be adapted to meet the needs of individual students rather than 

the students.  

 

4.10  Chapter summary 

Taking a holistic approach in understanding the Lao PDR context, it can be seen 

that reforming the educational institutions alone cannot achieve effective learning by 

students with disabilities, unless other political, social and economic institutions in the 

society, are also reformed so that they are all aligned for a common purpose. Historically, 

the rights of persons with disabilities in Lao PDR have not been addressed adequately, 

which has brought about limited disability resources to support the implementation of 

education policies. However, recently, the government’s key ministries and civil society 

organisations in Lao PDR have brought the inclusion of persons with disabilities in into 

development programs. Even though national policies and action plans continued to be 

developed and implemented, challenges to promoting inclusive practice in the Lao school 

system were poorly unaddressed. It is found that the implementation of IE principles has 

not yet been implemented widely. Responses to disability rights are still based on the 

medical model. Data on disability is inconsistent and unreliable. Many development 

priorities have not emphasised disability needs adequately. The promotion of IE in 

mainstream primary schools is far from successful for various reasons based on its 

context.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

FINDINGS 

 

5.1   Introduction 

This chapter presents the results of this study. It concerns the extent of 

inclusion of the Lao public mainstream primary school system, under the principle of 

IE in promoting the primary education of children with disabilities. Data was gathered 

using a qualitative methodology. All observation notes and documents collected werr 

analysed manually and used to supplement the information gathered from the semi-

structured interviews. Four major themes were discovered in relation to the main 

research findings. These themes are: the adoption of the IE strategy into national 

education policies; the understanding of disabilities, attitudes towards children with 

disabilities; the understanding of the IE concept and its practical impacts on 

mainstream primary schools in Vientiane, Lao PDR.  

 

5.2  The adoption of inclusive education into national policies 

Finding reveals that the government of Lao PDR has a positive attitudes 

towards the principle of IE. Many senior officials of the MOES pointed out that the 

need to include children with disabilities into all mainstream schools is one of the top 

priorities under the IE policy development and the establishment of the IEC (MOES, 

2015). Document analysis found that the principles of IE have been incorporated into 

the MOES strategy and policies, even though there is limited funding and resources 

to support the implementation of such policies at both the national and local levels. 

One of the latest policies is the (draft) Plan of Action on Education for Learners with 

Disabilities 2016-2020, which was developed by the IEC (MOES, 2015). This Plan 

of Action drafts work plans, action areas, indicators, activity timelines, an estimated 

budgets for each priority, and responsibilities of concerned stakeholders for the next 

5 years. This is the second Plan of Action.  It was developed from the lessons learned 

from the previous National Strategy and Action Plan on Inclusive Education 2011-

2015.  Importantly, the Draft Plan of Action 2016-2020 shows more concrete priority 

areas and indicators and activities for each indicator, whereas the previous one did 

not. The development of these action plans signifies positive attitudes towards 
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children with disabilities and their education from the government, specifically the 

MOES. 

The development of this Plan of Action is one of the major achievements in  

terms of a broader policy development programme that includes a number of other 

legislative and educational policies concerning the rights to education of children with 

disabilities. These legislative and educational policies include: the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities which Lao PDR ratified in 

2009; the United Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child which Lao PDR 

ratified in 1991; and the Lao PDR Decree on Persons with Disabilities 2014. In 

addition, according to the MOES (2015) other legal documents that support this Plan 

of Action comprise:  the Constitution 2003; National Education Law 2007; National 

Strategic Plan for Reforming the System of Education 2006-2015; National 

Implementation Plan for Education for All (2003-2015); Education Sector 

Development Framework (ESDF) 2009-2015; Education Sector Development Plan 

2011-2015; National Policy for Inclusive Education 2010; National Strategy and Plan 

of Action on Inclusive Education 2011-2015; and the Mid Term Review of the 5 year 

plan ESDP 2013.  

Despite the development of the above strategies and policies, the observation 

and interview results indicate that the MOES is still far from being a responsive 

ministry to cater for the needs of persons with disabilities. One of the INGOs staff 

attributed such a failure to the inadequate resources and weak organisational structure 

of the organisation that is responsible for disability advocacy under the IE strategy. 

She further commented that most MOES’s donors appeared to under value the 

education of disabled students especially primary school students with disabilities. 

This is proven by the poor physical environment of the MOES. Per observation, the 

premises of both the ministry and the IEC have no ramp, no lift and no information 

available in braille and sign languages (see Figure 6 below). Figure 6 reveals that IEC 

has not yet prioritised the need to improve its premises to promote a barrier-free 

environment and this may make it difficult for them to challenge all mainstream 

primary schools to improve their environment.  
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Figure 6: The entrance to the Inclusive Education Centre 2015 

 

(Source: Photo taken by the author) 

In terms of knowledge about disability rights, finding reveals that only a few 

people who are directly involved in the disability projects have full knowledge and 

correct understanding on the disability rights. From the interview, one government 

official explained that only some of the staff who are directly involved in the special 

education division within the IEC are aware that disability is an issue to be prioritised 

while the rest of the MOES senior official have limited knowledge about disability 

rights. This is because they have never attended any disability rights. A key issue 

identified from analysing documents, is that only a few activities are included that 

concern persons with disabilities or students with special educational needs in the 

MOES’s national policy.  This appeared to be why the Action Plan developed by the 

IEC was largely dependent on support from the financial contributions of external 

organisations including Disabled People Organisations, International Non-

Governmental Organisations and Development Partners (Donors). 
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Figure 7: Lao braille and sign languages 2015 

 

(Source: Photo taken by the author) 

Many school teachers agreed that even though the Lao braille and sign 

languages have been developed by many organisations, such languages were not yet 

approved as official languages by the MOES (see Figure 7 Above). From my 

observation, the usage of these languages appeared to be still limited as only a few 

people in some special schools and disability representative organisations are capable 

in communicating these languages. 

For the level of IE practice in all public mainstream primary schools, it is 

generally weak because of the weak leadership of the IEC. IEC is the only division 

within the MOES that has responsibility for the education of students with special 

education needs. It will be difficult for IEC alone to address barriers faced by learners 

with disabilities. Concerning IEC’s funding capability, even though the IEC’s 

financial documents were not available for review, some of MOES staff claimed that 

IEC did not receive adequate funding to implement IE activities for learners with 

special educational needs. Furthermore, interview results found that despite the fact 

that they had attended some IE related trainings, the majority of IEC staff had poor 

knowledge on how the IE education should be like as most of the IEC staff did not 

have any specific qualifications related to the education of children with disabilities. 

Furthermore, most interviewees representing DPOs, primary school teachers and staff 

of IEC, agreed that there was a problem with the structure of the IEC. They claimed 

that IEC is organisationally weak in IE projects activities decision making process 

because its role was largely depending on the Department of Pre and Primary 

Education. In fact, some IEC staff suggested that IEC should have an equal role as a 

department and should be an independent department.  
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One interviewees represented MOES asserted that  

“ IEC should have an autonomous role and structure rather than being 

directed by the Department of Pre- and Primary Education of MOES to be 

able to influence the MOES budget allocation on the education of students 

with disabilities”.  

 

Primary school staff claimed that IEC is a small and weak division in 

promoting the education of students with disabilities. Overall interview results 

revealed that IEC should not exist under the Department of Pre and Primary 

Education. It should be established as an independent department in order to have an 

equal power to persuade other departments in promoting the education of students 

with disabilities across the entire education system.  

 

5.3  Understanding disability 

The interview results indicated that the majority of participants had limited 

knowledge of disabilities, probably due to the fact that they had not attended any 

disabilities training and had not been involved personally with children with 

disabilities. Most participants referred disability to the malfunction or failure of one 

or many parts of the body.  None of the participants were able to relate disability to 

the dysfunctional interactions within society because of negative attitudes, 

environmental barriers and institutional failure. Participants described persons with 

disabilities using many different negative words such as physically weak person, pity 

and incomplete body and disabled body.  Most non-disabled participants and INGOs 

staff agreed that children with disabilities should attend rehabilitation and be trained 

to adjust to the standard rules of society if they wanted to be included in it.  

Moreover, when asked participants opinion on the meaning of disability, those 

participants who have never participated in any disability rights activities, refers 

‘disability’ to being physically unhealthy. The term ‘disability’ in Lao language is 

known as ‘ພິການ’. Almost half of the interviewees expressed that it is impolite and 

disrespectful to categorise as ‘ພິການ’ because this term has more negative 

connotations than positive. One of the participants pointed out that she prefers to 

categorise students with disabilities as students with special educational needs instead 

because this is a more respectful way of referring to a person who has some sort of 

impairments. 
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On the other hand, only a few school teachers and participants represented 

disabled people organisations, notably those who had attended one of the disability 

rights training sessions, were able to explain the wider issues.  They argued that 

disability is not a physical, mental or intellectual impairment of a person, but is a 

barrier faced by people who have impairments, due to the negative attitudes, 

unfriendly environments and unsupportive legal institutions, as these impact on daily 

activities considered normal to people without an impairment. Interview results 

revealed that only those who had any experience in contacting with people with 

disabilities or attended disability trainings had a more positive attitude to children 

with disabilities.  

5.4  Attitudes towards children with disabilities 

When participants were asked about attitudes towards children with 

disabilities and their rights to basic education, they expressed different opinions.  The 

majority of participants expressed positive attitudes towards children with disabilities 

because they believed that these children should be treated fairly and receive equal 

opportunities in access to education. They pointed out that children with disabilities 

should be encouraged by their parents, community and teachers to attend school. 

Other participants gave reasons why children with disabilities did not receive 

equal opportunities to be educated as their counter parts. Some responses from village 

authorities indicated that although there is a Village Development Committee to 

encourage parents to send their children to school and to work with primary schools, 

such a committee focuses on general children rather than children with special needs. 

Furthermore, many parents who have children with disabilities claimed that there is a 

very limited number of schools that accept children with complex disabilities, and 

these are often too far from their child’s home. 

Over half of the whole respondents indicated that all schools are willing to 

accept children with disabilities, but many schools’ facilities and activities were not 

appropriately arranged to serve children with complicated disabilities.  One parents 

of children with disabilities asserted that currently children with hearing and speaking 

impairments face numerous difficulties in learning alongside other non-disabled 

students, because services, learning materials, and teachers and school staff are not 

capable of helping them.  
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Interview results revealed that children with different types of disabilities are 

being educated in differently environment. Most primary school teachers believe that 

children with disabilities have different characteristics, and their body parts are 

incomplete compared to ‘normal’ students, so they should be treated differently. 

Many school teachers pointed out that deaf students, for instance, should be separated 

from non-disabled students, because many school teachers in each grade do not have 

any understanding of sign language. Whereas some teachers asserted that blind 

students were regarded as exceptions who could study together with normally sighted 

children, because the teacher can read to blind students.  

 

5.5  Understanding of inclusive education  

There are different views towards what IE constitutes based on both the results 

of document analysis and interviews. Based on the National Policy on Inclusive 

Education No. 1170, the Lao government acknowledged that there were still many 

people remained out of public mainstream schools even though the government has 

implemented the EFA, the National Education System Reform Strategy and the 

Education Sector Development Framework (MOES, 2011). The development and 

implementation of IE is to drive and strengthen the existing MOES’s education 

policies in a coherent way (MOES, 2011). IE is not only about accommodating 

children with disabilities into formal education system but it includes children with 

other backgrounds: ethnicity, race, languages, religion, sex, age, socio-economic 

status and other differences in abilities (MOES, 2011). In the documents review, ‘IE’ 

refers to the process of continuously providing quality education that is applicable to 

the diverse needs of all students. The aim of this process is to promote barrier-free 

education by creating friendly, safe, protective environments, and encouraging all 

learners, parents, and communities to be involved effectively in the process (MOES, 

2011). 

In addition, from the national legislation perspective, the Decree on Persons 

with Disabilities of Lao PDR, Article 21 states that IE for persons with disabilities 

means that “persons with disabilities have the rights to access every state-run 

education institution on the basis of actual conditions and abilities” (Government, 

2014, p.8). It also adds that education institutions should be equipped to accommodate 

persons with disabilities. This means having a suitable classroom and educational 

premises; providing a suitable learning and teaching curriculum for each type of 
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disability; and promoting research on appropriate teaching and learning materials to 

develop effective teachers and caretakers for students with disabilities. 

In practice, when participants were asked to define IE and explain its 

objectives, their understanding of IE were varied depending on participants’ IE 

experiences. Many participants including school teachers, non-disabled people, none 

profit organisations and government officials, who had neither worked with the IEC 

nor disabilities section were not able to explain concretely of what the MOES’s IE 

policy was about. For some participants, even though they had never seen any IE 

documents, they agreed that IE creates equal opportunities for educating all children 

regardless of abilities, religion, ethnicity and abilities. A few teachers and parents with 

children with disabilities described that if a school does not include children with 

disabilities, such a school cannot be called an inclusive school.  

 

5.6  Inclusive education characteristics 

Participants were asked to describe the nature of inclusive schools.  More than 

half the responses pointed out at least one characteristic of an inclusive school. Most 

primary school principals stated that the nature of inclusive schools depends on the 

policy of the Ministry of Education and Sports. Furthermore, school principals 

specified that at least one or two teachers per school should be specialised in one or 

two types of disability, as well as becoming fluent in both braille and sign languages. 

However, from the interview with parents of children with disabilities, most parents 

think that emphasis of IE should be making sure that all teachers are trained and have 

knowledge on the psychological characteristics of each person with disabilities. They 

added that a few teachers have the compassion and a loving attitude towards persons 

with disabilities. For the perception of village authority representatives, the built 

environment of villages and primary schools are still far from being responsive, 

supportive and adapted to meet the evolving needs of disabled students. From my 

perspective, most public facilities such as school buildings, public roads between 

student’s home and schools and buses did not meet the needs of children with 

disabilities. 

Many primary school teachers did not know what indicators determine 

inclusive practice in a school, especially when it comes to children with severe 

disabilities who cannot conform to normal standards within the school setting. In the 

past, when children with complicated impairments came to a state primary school, 
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they were referred to the Centre for Medical Rehabilitation. Both primary school 

principals and parents claimed that teachers had not been well prepared in terms of 

attitudes, knowledge and skills to support the education of children with disabilities. 

Where school administrative staff and teachers were not ready, children with 

disabilities were rejected from enrolling in mainstream schools.  

Only a few private schools accept children with disabilities. A private primary 

school teacher expressed that she does not know what could describe an inclusive 

school even though her school accepted children with disabilities and trained her 

teachers to cater such students. She said: 

“In our school, we take disabled students. Now we have two disabled students. 

One has difficulty in movement and another one has difficulty in speaking. I 

know that many private schools do not take disabled children. For our school, 

we sent our teachers to train in Thailand in teaching children with disabilities. 

We do this voluntarily by our own capacity”.  

 

5.7  The development of special schools 

A common finding from both government documents and interview results 

was that students with significant impairments were not welcome in attending 

mainstream schools. The government (2014) states in the Decree of Person with 

Disability that learners with mental, visual, hearing and speech disabilities are advised 

to attend special schools. Likewise, most participants including INGOs staff, ministry 

departments and communities agreed that children with complex impairments cannot 

study together with other non-disabled children in mainstream schools because almost 

all mainstream schools do not have the skilful teachers, support services and facilities 

that meet the needs of children with complex needs. In addition, interestingly, all 

teachers expressed that students with complex impairments are not learning if they 

attend mainstream schools because they need a special curriculum and specialised 

teaching methods, and they require specialised teachers. 

When participants were asked to describe the education received by children 

with complex needs, a common view is that children with complex needs should be 

placed in special classes and special schools. Based on a new special education guide 

drafted by the IEC, special schools can be organised in two ways (MOES, 2015). The 

first is that students can attend a special class in the mainstream school while still 

socialising with other non-disabled students during the break or after class. Another 

way is that special schools can be constructed where accommodation, foods and other 

services are provided for disabled children who are from a distant village. 
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The finding revealed that there is not a consistent way to manage all the special 

schools in Lao PDR in providing the education for children with disabilities. 

According to the interview with staff representing MOES, there were three regional 

special schools in three different provinces: Luangprabang, Vientiane and 

Savannakhet.  These schools are under different jurisdictions. The special school in 

Luangprabang is managed by the Luangprabang Provincial Education and Sports, 

while the other 2 (two) are under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Health.  IEC staff 

representatives stated that there will be more regional special schools built to cater for 

more children with complex impairments across the country.  

 

5.8  Mainstream primary schools’ welfare and services policies 

The finding revealed that there is an absence of any specific welfare policy 

within schools themselves for students with disabilities specifically, which was a 

common concern for all participants.  Ideally, the Decree on Persons with Disabilities 

2014, Article 23 states that students with disabilities shall receive either the reduction 

or exemption of school fees and other expenses when studying within a state 

education institution, in accordance with the relevant policies and regulations 

(Government, 2014). When asked, school principals and teachers stated that there was 

no formal written policy to offer free education for students with disabilities. 

Moreover, all district education representatives were aware of the Decree on Person 

with Disabilities 2014 and the Inclusive Education Strategy of the IEC, but they 

pointed out that many conditions in these policies have not been fully enforced at all 

state mainstream primary schools yet. 

In addition, it is evident that only several primary schools were equipped to 

teach children with disabilities while the majority of researched primary schools were 

not informed to take children with disabilities. From the researcher’s observations, 

many primary schools have never had students with disabilities which implied that 

those schools did not have any existing disability services.  As mentioned by one 

primary teacher, every mainstream primary school generally targeted non-disabled 

children, except for the special schools and inclusive schools supervised by the CMR). 

There is no proper procedure to address deficiencies in a school that does not have 

policies on students with disabilities. 

The findings revealed that the disability services and welfare policies of 

special schools are far better than that of public mainstream primary schools. For 
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special primary schools that were managed and supervised by the CMR, students with 

disabilities studying in these schools mostly receive living allowance, free 

accommodation, foods and other medical supports. These services were not 

mentioned by any participants from public mainstream primary schools. All 

participants from CMR explained that for children with disabilities who are from 

wealthy families, their parents bear every expense including transportation, food and 

the cost of extra care. All the researched participants also agreed that other 

mainstream primary schools that are not under the management of CMR, free 

accommodation and other allowance were not available. One parent stated that there 

was no tendency for all mainstream primary schools to provide accommodation and 

other disability services.  

Furthermore, it was not clear how mainstream primary schools charged 

students with disabilities. All primary school principals explained that the normal 

school fee per year for schooling is 110,000 Kip per student annually. Some parents 

of disabled students paid higher fees and other non-school fees if the child required 

intensive support for eating, changing clothes, escorting to and using the toilet. In 

such cases, some parents paid up to 150,000 Kip per person per year.  

 

5.9 The education of students with disabilities 

When asking how responsive mainstream primary schools are in taking 

children with complex impairments, results identified that the acceptance of a child 

with disabilities into a primary school is claimed to depend on many factors: the actual 

school conditions and teacher’s abilities, and the severity of the child’s disabilities.  

None of the mainstream schools researched was designed to accommodate a child 

with disability, unless the child with a disability had been trained to follow the normal 

standards for non-disabled children.  Other children with disabilities who have 

difficulty in adapting to the normal system will be referred to special schools or be 

required to stay at home. 

It is still optional whether schools accept a child with a disability into the 

school. This depended on the number of students in the class. The majority of teachers 

and parents asserted that many mainstream schools take too many students per class 

already, more than 30 students per class and this was more than the ratio determined 

by MOES of 25 students per class per teacher. Moreover, some parents stated that 

their children had been declined from attending mainstream schools because school 
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principals reasoned that there were no supporting resources, and no teachers who 

were able to communicate with the child. Thus, some parents who participated in this 

research decided to leave their children with disabilities at home while other wealthier 

parents sent their child to private care centres.  

The interviews also found that students with disabilities mostly could not 

continue their education beyond primary or secondary levels because there were 

limited schools that accept student with severe impairments at those higher levels. 

The interviews with special school and mainstream school teachers found that the 

majority of blind and mute or deaf students only complete primary school grade 5.  

From interviews with representatives of government departments and teachers, it was 

found that there was only one upper secondary school in the country, Phiawat 

Secondary School, which offers secondary education for disabled students who have 

completed primary school. There is only one college in the country, Dongkhamxang 

College, which offers education for the blind. Some participants stated that only a few 

students who are mute or have a hearing impairment complete upper secondary school 

and some decided to continue job training at a vocational training centre.  

Students’ academic progress assessment was of the issues affected the quality 

of learning of disabled students. As stated by many teachers, different assessments 

and examination questions are created for students with disabilities.  All the primary 

school teachers in this research agreed that there is a  policy which requires that these 

students pass to the next grade each year, no matter whether they are learning or not. 

Some slow learning students or students with poor academic results are required to 

spend an hour after normal school hours studying a subject in which they had poor 

results.  

 

5.10 Reforming mainstream primary schools’ teaching methods 

With regard to teaching methods, documents indicate that the IEC (MOES, 

2014) promotes opportunities for disabled students to participate in learning with the 

other non-disabled students as much as possible, depending on the severity and type 

of disabilities.  Students with disabilities can either participate in all subjects, 

undertake only some subjects, or participate in all subjects with a special teacher 

assistant. The Lao Disabled People’s Association (2011), conducted a project with 

the Unit for the Deaf to develop a Lao sign language handbook. The Unit developed 

this handbook with the Sota Vientiane School at the Centre for Medical 
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Rehabilitation. This handbook was produced in both hard copy and compact discs, 

and was disseminated to 3 (three) provinces: Luangprabang, Vientiane and 

Savannakhet.  This project was started in 2011 and funded by Lao and Thai artists 

and the Direct Aid Program of the Australian embassy. The interviews with key staff 

from this project, found that the project produced more than 1,000 Sign language 

words and these words were put into 4,000 CDs and 2,500 printed books. No 

participants mentioned whether these sign languages were either used in mainstream 

primary schools’ teaching methods or if they are useful in learning.  

A common response is that there is inadequate and low quality of learning 

materials for children with disabilities. Respondents from INGOs, teachers and staff 

of CMR, agreed that CMR is the main organisation that provides training to teachers, 

plus teaching materials and learning materials for students. At most public primary 

schools, general handbooks are provided for Grade 1 and 2 students, plus teaching 

materials and study monitoring books for each school.  Many respondents 

representing MOES and primary school teachers claimed that there were no subject 

related disabilities, and insufficient learning and teaching materials for each primary 

schools. Some companies and INGOs provided recycled used papers for students with 

visual impairment.  One disabled students said that handbooks for many subjects are 

not available in braille.  

  

5.11 The prevalence of mainstream inclusive primary schools 

Findings revealed that not every mainstream primary schools is equipped to 

teach children with disabilities. All participants believed that students with mild levels 

of impairment can attend any mainstream primary schools, but those with severe 

impairments have to attend special schools and special classes in selected mainstream 

schools. Participants who represented DPOS and primary school principals added that 

there were limited number of public mainstream schools that children with severe 

disabilities including those who are deaf, blind, behaviour disorder, memory loss, 

cerebral palsy and psychological disorder. These participants argued that if public 

mainstream schools enrol students with these characteristics, such students may 

disturb the class environment. In addition, regular school teachers and the parents of 

such students do not know how to include them into the mainstream class. Many 

participants who worked for different organisations other than schools asserted that 
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children with disabilities were better in attending special schools because special 

schools offer more appropriate services including psychological therapy. 

The figure 8 below was taken during my observations in a ‘mainstream’ 

primary school. One of the students has a vision impairment sitting in the front table 

and is being assisted by her non-disabled peer. Only a few mainstream schools took 

their own initiative in the placement of students with disabilities into mainstream 

schools (see Figure 8).  

Figure 8: Student with visual impairment in Nalao mainstream primary school 

(Source: Photal taken by the author) 

This figure 9 below shows the relationship among special schools and 

mainstream schools in teaching learners with disabilities especially students who are 

blind, deaf and autistic. The stars represent schools and the arrows represents how the 

educational routes for such students continuing their study from primary school level 

to college level. Arrows with dots imply that not many students with disabilities were 

able to pass from one grade to another.  This figure indicates that schools other than 

these shown in the figure were not commonly known by many participants because 

even though these 9 schools were considered by some interviewees as the most well-

known ones within the researched area. Therefore, this figure has shown the limited 
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educational opportunities for students with disabilities who resides in a long distance 

from these schools (see Figure 9).  

Figure 9: Key mainstream and special schools for blind, deaf and autistic 

students in Vientiane 

(Source: Mapping by the author) 

 

Challenges for students with severe disabilities result not only because of the 

limited number of schools that will accept them, but also because there are a lot of 

built environmental barriers including the distances between the student’s 

accommodation and the school.  As one of the blind students asserted, this is 

particularly difficult for blind students, who if possible need accommodation at the 

school, but only three schools offer accommodation for students with disabilities, 

particularly blind students. These schools are Savang School for the Blind, Sota 

Vientiane School and Dongkhamxang College.  

From the interviews with staff at the CMR, I found that the Centre plays an 

important role in determining whether students with disabilities in special schools can 

enrol in mainstream schools in Vientiane or not. Approximately 15 to 20 students 

with disabilities from all around the country come each year to register with and live 

in the Centre.  The Centre, however, cannot take them all because of limited funding 

and insufficient available accommodation. In 2015, there were 67 students living at 

the CMR, CMR staff said.  
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Findings revealed a limited educational choice for students with visual 

impairments. For instance, the Savang School for the Blind. This School prepares 

students with reading and writing skills in the braille language.  This special school 

will assess and select students to attend an IE nominated mainstream primary school.  

This targeted mainstream school will send one or two teachers to the special school 

for braille language training, usually undertaken during the school holidays.  The 

special school provides teaching and learning materials to the school teachers and 

students. The mainstream school teachers will then coordinate with other non-profit 

organisations for further assistance both internationally and from local disabled 

people organisations. There are three public mainstream primary schools offering 

education for the blind including Nalao Primary School, Mixay Primary School and 

Phaxay Primary School within the researched areas. 

 

5.12 Provision of additional care 

None of the researched primary schools provided an additional carer, nor were 

responsible for bearing the additional costs incurred due to the special care required 

by children with disabilities. All participants agreed that for mainstream primary 

schools, there is no organisational structure in place to provide mobile teachers or 

special teaching assistants to students with disabilities. Many documents emphasise 

the role of the Village Education Development Committee and school principals as 

the main people who are in charge of primary school management. The school 

principal is in charge of the whole primary school, and responsibility for improvement 

of the school environment lies with the village authority, while the school human 

resources and teachers’ salaries are the responsibility of the District Education and 

Sports Bureau. It is therefore the responsibility of the District Education and Sports 

Office to make sure those students with disabilities or with learning difficulties are 

provided with appropriate teaching assistants.  

However, in reality, mobile teachers or teacher assistants are not referred to 

in any school policies within the researched schools.  Participants claimed that it is 

common for non-disabled students to be relied on to provide assistance to other 

students with disabilities.  The problem is that none of these students without 

disabilities has been trained in braille or sign languages, or how to provide support to 

those with other types of disability such as cerebral palsy, autism, or intellectual 



 
 

75 
 

disability. Some parents expressed concern that such untrained students could impose 

extra problems on the disabled students.    

 

5.13 School facilities and services 

The majority of public school facilities and services delivery were unequipped 

to serve the needs of students with disabilities. Even though the Decree on Persons 

with Disabilities of Lao PDR, Articles 31 and 32 states that any public places shall 

provide reasonable convenient facilities such as ramps, rails, lifts, toilets, and 

appropriate signs, only a few special schools that were constructed for the students 

with disabilities specifically were more equipped to train students with disability than 

others.  As claimed by one teacher that: 

“In our school, we do not take student with disability because our 

school are not equipped to meet their needs especially our facilities and 

services were initially organized to meet the needs of non-disabled students. I 

would suggest parents of children with disabilities to send their children to 

special schools because they have the trained teachers and appropriate school 

facilities or services”. 

For school construction, the Division of Design and Construction 

Management of the Ministry of Education and Sports developed School Construction 

Guidelines 2009 (MOES, 2009). These Guidelines require all stakeholders, from the 

community level up to the ministry level, and all involved agencies and donors, to 

pay careful attention to each step of the school’s construction. The guidelines aim to 

promote good quality, inclusive, child-friendly education, and a safe school for all 

students (MOES, 2009).  However, this document includes no guidelines specifying 

how the school is required to be responsive to the needs of students with disabilities.  

It only requires future schools to be compliant with the Guidelines.  It mainly focuses 

on minimising risks in case of a disaster, rather than promoting a barrier-free school 

environment. Even though this guide is available in both Lao and English languages, 

there appear to be no legal obligations for enforcement. As ascertained in interviews, 

some government staff pointed out that in practice such a School Construction 

Guideline is still optional tool used by school constructors. As such, it is observed 

that almost all observed primary schools have never considered their ability to provide 

safe and convenient facilities student with disabilities especially students who use 

wheelchairs (see Figure 10 below).   
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Figure 10: Primary school students and teachers toilet 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Photo taken by the author) 

 

In the findings, a common response is that almost all researched mainstream 

primary schools were really aware of the needs to adjust its physical environment to 

individuals’ needs.  Improving a primary school’s infrastructure depends on the 

contribution of the community, especially the village authority where the school is 

located. For schools that had more than two floors, the schools did locate the class to 

be attended by a student with mobility impairment on the ground floor, but most 

toilets of all primary schools had still not been constructed in a supportive way with 

stairs instead of ramps. Non-disabled students still had to guide and carry the students 

with disabilities to use the toilet.  
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5.14 Teachers development 

Document reviews revealed that none of the district education office reports 

indicated any provision of professional development in disabilities training for 

primary school teachers. For example, the Saythany District Education and Sports 

Service (SDESS) recent report (2014-2015) showed that one teacher attended 

computer training at the Provincial Education and Sports Bureau office (SDESS, 

2015). Even though in Saythany District, it has the highest number of students with 

disabilities, many teachers were asked at other times to attend training updating the 

political views of the Party, and training in foreign languages and other skills, while 

training related to supporting students with disabilities was not included. 

However, if there were children with disabilities in a mainstream school, some 

teachers in that school often received training each year related to disabilities. An IEC 

staff explained that MOES encouraged teachers from mainstream schools to attend 

braille language training.  Participants from special disability schools mentioned that 

some teachers from the National University of Lao PDR have recently been invited 

to braille language trainings, because in the future the special schools will send blind 

students to the National University of Lao PDR. 

 

5.15 Data on primary school students with disabilities 

Overall, it was evident that data on children with disabilities is either lacking 

or inconsistent, despite the efforts undertaken by the MOES, National Statistics 

Centre, and other non-government organisations. One of the staff from MOES 

explained that MOES used the Education Management Information System as a tool 

to collect education data of all students from all schools. However, other participants 

argued that this tool does not have specific questions concerning students with 

disabilities. Some mainstream primary school teachers collected data on students with 

disabilities in hard copy, and shared this data with the District Education and Sports 

Bureau. Some District Education and Sports Bureau staff agreed that data on students 

was mostly general and such data consists merely of student names age, gender, 

parents’ names and contact details, and the general type of disability. Furthermore, 

none of the participants from either MOES, donors, INGOs or communities were 

aware of data on students with disabilities. Only staff from IEC, CMR and disabled 

people organisations had participated in data collection of students with disabilities.  
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Therefore, data on students with disabilities at mainstream primary schools used to 

be collected in many inconsistent ways.  

There is an inconsistent ways of collecting and reporting of data on primary 

school students with disabilities. One of the IEC staff mentioned that in the IEC used 

to conduct a nationwide survey to collect data on children with disabilities from the 

eight Northern provinces but this survey did not specifically focus on primary school 

students with disabilities as it included all children from the community. Another 

inconsistency is that IEC and the Vientiane Provincial Education and Sports Bureau 

produced two annual data sets showing different indicators and results because they 

used different forms. The IEC version determines disabilities on a visual basis. 

Information collected includes province, district, number of children with disabilities 

(sex aggregated), types of disability, linguistic background, and educational status.  

In sharp contrast, the provincial form has only one question; this is regarding the total 

number of special children (sex aggregated).  Many indicators that appear in the IEC 

form do not appear in the provincial form. Both the IEC and Provincial Education and 

Sports Division data collect form determined the types of disabilities based on the 

physical appearance of the child. Data regarding mental impairment was limited.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

The table 8 below translates the headings of the table 9 from Lao language to 

English. The table 9 shows that data of students with disabilities were inconsistent 

and inadequate to understand the needs of students with disabilities. This is because 

disabilities were reported in the form of physical appearance such as hand, mouth, 

mental, ears, limb, mute, deaf, joint or feet problem, low vision, body, difficulty in 

speaking, disability of both hands and feet, disabled of whole body, leg, unclear voice, 

eyes and unequal development of the body parts.  

Table 8: Disability data form in English version of the Saythany District 

Education and Sports Bureau 

No. Student 

Name 

Grade Age Characteristic 

of disabilities 

School 

name 

School 

principal 

Phone 

number 
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Table 9: Disability data form in Lao version of the Saythany District 

Education and Sports Bureau

 

(Source: SDESB, 2015) 

5.16 Educational stakeholders participation 

Despite the lack of consistent data on primary school students with disabilities, 

there is a growing trend in coordination among all educational stakeholders to work 

on IE initiatives. The majority of participants including donors, INGOs, government 

departments, village authorities and other primary school teachers asserted the 

education of students with disabilities has become a national development concern 

especially to the MOES.  A good example of this is the multi-stakeholder funding 
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engagements focused on students with autism. According to an Annual Report of the 

Association for Autism (AFA) 2015, staff of the Association attended workshops 

organised by the IEC, and commented on the guidelines on IE teaching (Association 

for Autism, 2015).  In 2014, the Centre for Autism in Vientiane provided education 

for 38 students, and 15 of these students were able to attend mainstream primary and 

secondary schools in Vientiane capital (AFA, 2015). The Association’s main funding 

sources at the time of this report in 2015 were from the Catholic Relief Service, 

supporting the Rights to Learn project, and the United Nations Democracy Fund 

supporting the Autistic Children Rights project.  

 There is strong coordination among ministries at the national level to develop 

policies and strategies to address the needs of persons with disabilities in general and 

especially children with disabilities. The main ministries of those actively involved in 

disabilities were Ministry of Health (MOH), MOES, Ministry of Labour and Social 

Welfare. MOH is responsible for prevention, treatment and rehabilitation of 

disabilities. MOES is in charge of the education sector. Ministry of Labour and Social 

Welfare is responsible for employment and welfare for all people with disabilities. 

Above the researched ministries, the role of the MOH is far more important than 

others because it is taking a lead in providing special education through the 

establishment of CMR.   

 

5.17 Primary schools’ inclusive education strategy 

Participants were asked about how the IE strategy and action plans have been 

incorporated or translated into the District Education Action Plans and primary school 

development plans. Since many participants had not seen or read the MOES’s IE 

policy documents, the majority were unable to answer this question. Further 

questioning elicited the response from one participant of the provincial education 

bureau that the planning and statistics staff at both provincial and district education 

office levels are in charge, so whether the government IE plan is translated to 

provincial, district and school development plans really depends on them. 

Document reviews revealed that the strategies of the District Education and 

Sports Services are general, and not specific to the requirement to be responsive to 

the needs of students with disabilities. . The Report of the Education Development 

Plan 2014-2015 and the Future Development Plan 2015-2016 of four districts were 

examined to see how IE principles have been adopted into localised educational plans.  
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This revealed that there are no specific directives or activities in their development 

plans targeting each category of children with disabilities under the requirement of 

the National Policy on Inclusive Education and National Strategy and Action Plan on 

Inclusive Education 2011-2015 (MOES, 2011). The quality assurance of the primary 

schools was mentioned, but it focused only on: distributing student handbooks to pre 

and primary schools; teacher development based on the new curriculum; providing 

incentives to teachers; monitoring and evaluating; creating model schools, promoting 

green school environments; and ensuring freedom from activity by criminals and drug 

traffickers. The District Education Development Plans do not specify how each 

District Education Bureau will coordinate and address the IE principle that all students 

with different types of disability should be incorporated into mainstream primary 

schools.   

 

5.18 Funding  

Many primary schools appeared to experience continuous underfunding, 

shortage of class materials, inadequate service provision, and ineffective monitoring 

and evaluation systems.  According to all the District Education Development Plan 

implementation reports for 2014-2015, there was no budget clearly specified for 

supporting the needs of children with disabilities in mainstream primary schools. 

Budgeting to provide quality education for such students depends on the actual local 

conditions and capacity of the school, largely because although MOES has a national 

policy and plan, such an IE national plan of action has not as yet been owned, 

translated and incorporated into local school level development plans. One donor staff 

said that: 

“Most of the donors’ fund were used in conducting trainings, 

organising workshops, hiring consultants and not many fund goes to policy 

implementation such as the IE policy because disability is still a debatable 

issue. Some organisations used to provide funding to special schools but the 

project monitoring and evaluation process were weak”. 

 

Participants’ main responses indicated that the main sources of funding for 

primary schools are from the collection of school activities fees from all students, plus 

in-kind contributions from the parents, community, shops and projects. They stated 

that this is because requesting funding from the government is difficult and time 
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consuming. Some participants explained that for the mainstream primary school 

budget, the government provides a block grant of 50,000 Kip annually per primary 

school student: 20,000 Kip is paid at the beginning of the year and 30,000 Kip is paid 

in mid-year.  Mainstream schools require all students to pay a non-school fee or 

enrolment fee: 100,000 Kip for primary school students, 120,000 Kip for lower 

secondary school students, and 150,000 Kip for upper secondary school students, 

even though compulsory education is ‘free’ for all students.  The non-school fee is 

double the block grant given by the government.  Many schools request and accept 

this extra school fee as an in-kind contribution. Some primary school principals 

claimed that the government block grant and other contributions from students and 

their parents were regarded as insufficient to improve the school environment and 

improve its services to meet the needs of students with disabilities.   

 

5.19 Chapter summary 

This chapter has summarised the key findings from the study as this study 

initially aimed to review the level of response by the mainstream primary school 

system from different perspectives. Findings identified many critical issues but some 

of the most important ones can be briefly summarised as follows. The first issues 

involves the existence of major policies and legislations which support the principles 

of IE. The results revealed that IE principles were incorporated at the national level 

into many MOES strategies and policies and there is a growing tendency of 

corporation among disability stakeholders to promote IE at the national levels.   

The second major finding concerns participants’ attitudes towards the concept 

of disabilities and the education of children with disabilities. Mostly participants still 

perceived disability as functional deficiency of the body and health issues rather than 

social barriers. Such beliefs contributed to the limited educational opportunities and 

support services that were available in supporting the education of children with 

disabilities at primary school level. The third issue is that the majority of the 

participants understand that the concept of IE is about accommodating all children 

which does not specifically focus on children with disabilities into regular school 

instead of seeing IE as an ongoing reform process of the education system to meet the 

needs of children with disabilities. Findings revealed that only participants who had 

experienced in IE activities expressed IE as a believe that the education system should 
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be reformed in one or other ways to effectively promote the full and active 

participation of children with disabilities rather than the individual students.  

Finally, the implementation of the IE concept from national to school levels 

is far from being successful because of many reasons. The findings show that there 

are many issues faced by the implementation of IE policy at both national and local 

levels, including the lack of comprehensive data regarding children with disabilities, 

funding limitations and the absence of legal enforcements.  Thus, the focus of the next 

chapter will discuss these major concerns in relation to the literature review. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

DISCUSSION  

6.1   Introduction 

This study aims to explore the level of inclusiveness, under the principles of 

IE, of public mainstream primary schools in Lao PDR for children with all sorts of 

disabilities.  This chapter discusses some of the key issues which have emerged from 

the interviews, observations and documents in relation to the literature reviewed in 

Chapter 2.  This discussion focuses primarily on the impact of the IE strategy. Some 

of the most critical indicators of policy impacts that this study uses include policy 

development, participants’ perceptions and the physical environment of primary 

schools. The data was gathered from a range of participants representing diverse 

backgrounds in an effort to reveal diverse perspectives.  A further three major themes 

which emerged from the research will be discussed: the relevance of the Lao IE 

policies to the principles of IE generally; participants’ understandings of the concept 

of IE; and other factors that could affect the implementation of IE strategies within 

the public mainstream primary schools in Vientiane.  

 

6.2  Lao inclusive education strategy 

6.2.1 The principle of the Lao inclusive education strategy 

Taking a human rights-based approach, since 1992, Lao PDR has 

continuously improved its education policies in line with international IE policies, 

promoting the inclusion of children with disabilities in mainstream schools.  The 

findings revealed that the Lao PDR’s education policies do generally follow 

international human rights agreements and relevant legislation enacted in other 

countries. Lao PDR has reformed its own institutions and policies to support the rights 

to education of children with disabilities (World Health Organisation, 2011).  Even 

before Lao PDR ratified the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with 

Disabilities in 2009, and promulgated the Decree of People with Disabilities of Lao 

PDR in 2014, the Ministry of Public Health in Lao PDR had initiated IE in Lao PDR, 

and special schools with technical support from the MOES have been in place since 

1993. Since then, many children with disabilities have greatly benefited (Save the 

Children Norway, 2009).  Key government institutions have adopted policies and 

action plans that value the rights of children with disabilities as equal to others, and 
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these policies are now regularly being adjusted and reformed. In 2008, the Inclusive 

Education Centre was created by the MOES. The National Policy on Inclusive 

Education, National Strategy and Action Plan on Inclusive Education 2011-2015 has 

been developed and implemented.  These actions are in line with the UNCRC 1989, 

UNCRPD 2006, UNESCO Salamanca Statement and Framework for Action 1994, 

World Declaration on Education for All (1990), Dakar Framework for Action 2000 

and MDGs 2000 (Tremblay, 2007).   

In addition, this study found that the Lao IE policies appeared to be at least 

partially in line with the principles of inclusion.  Inclusion means an ongoing process 

of transforming school cultures and environments to meet student’s needs, instead of 

trying to rehabilitate students to fit into the existing school practices and settings 

(UNICEF, 2011). Documents indicate that the Lao IE policies aimed not only to 

achieve its EFA goals, but also to reform the education system to more appropriately 

accommodate children with a wide range of different abilities (MOES, 2011).  

However, in relation to the principle of inclusion, the findings reveal that 

children with complicated types of impairments are still subject to being rehabilitated 

and trained in special schools, prior to attending state mainstream schools. This does 

not follow the principle of inclusion, understood to mean that all students, regardless 

of their abilities, should be attending the mainstream schools located close to the 

student’s home (UNICEF, 2011).  This is why the number of special schools tends to 

increase. Mostly, Lao special schools tend to focus on rehabilitating and educating 

students to comply with the mainstream school standards, rather than reforming all 

mainstream schools’ cultures, policies, practices and environment to meet the 

ongoing changing needs of all learners, regardless of their impairments and abilities 

(Tremblay, 2007; UNICEF, 2011).  The promotion of IE practice in schools should 

theoretically require a reduction in the number of special schools, because these 

mainly follow the medical approach to disabilities, which is less useful than the social 

approach to disabilities (Norwich, 2014).  

 

6.2.2 Data on children with disabilities 

Maintaining accurate and consistently updated data regarding children with 

disabilities is pivotal in order to implement the inclusion of children with disabilities 

in mainstream education (UNICEF, 2011).  The findings revealed that there is only 

very limited data available regarding people with disabilities in Lao PDR, especially 
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children with disabilities.  Lao PDR also uses estimated figures to support their 

development plans.  Many organisations have conducted disabilities surveys to 

collect data, but each organisation has tended to use different questionnaires which 

produce different results (Grimes, 2009).  Such results have not been comprehensive 

and have only served organisational specific purposes.  This finding is in line with 

the existing literature reviewed, where despite many attempts, there was no 

comprehensive data available regarding people with disabilities globally (WHO, 

2015; UNICEF, 2011).  Many statistics and data regarding children with disabilities 

have been collected only from very specific samples, which are not representative of 

the situation overall.  This has hindered both governments and development 

organisations from taking a collective approach to address the educational needs of 

children with disabilities (UNICEF, 2012).  Developing appropriate plans of action 

to address the needs of children with disabilities attending primary school is 

challenging because of the inadequate data available.  

 

6.2.3 Funding 

Ensuring that all children with disabilities are able to enjoy full development 

and equal participation with non-disabled peers often requires an increased financial 

commitment from all stakeholders, especially the government.  Lao PDR, as a lower 

middle income country, still depends largely on external organisations to support its 

IE policy implementation and evaluation. Save the Children and the Swedish 

International Development Cooperation Agency provided long-term funding and 

technical support for an IE project implementing from 1993 to 2009.  This project 

resulted in a centralised, national approach to the development of policy and practice 

in IE.  Services began in 1993, when a pilot school opened in the capital, Vientiane.  

According to the World Report on Disability (World Health Organisation & The 

World Bank, 2011), there are now 539 schools across 141 districts providing IE, with 

specialised support for more than 3,000 children with disabilities across the country. 

These schools, however, have not been supported in a sustainable way and after the 

projects ended in 2009, all schools experienced financial shortage, and struggled to 

maintain services for children with disabilities (Grimes, 2009). It seems that the 

government had achieved a great success in implementing IE schools, but from 

observations and the views of many IE teachers, many primary school students with 

disabilities gained poor quality education. 
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The importance of government commitments to sufficient funding and 

resources to support mainstream schools to be inclusive is evident in the literature 

(Mambo, 2011; World Health Organisation & World Bank, 2011).  In Thailand for 

example, IE strategies have been implemented for over two decades, but most 

mainstream schools have experienced continuous funding shortages (Vorapanya & 

Dunlap, 2014). If sufficient funding is not provided, it is likely to be difficult for 

school principals to make services available to children with significant disabilities. 

Required services may include purchasing braille language printers, providing 

hearing support devices, and delivering physiotherapy or psychological support. 

This research revealed that insufficient funding is available in Lao PDR to 

effectively improve the education of children with disabilities. The findings show that 

the block grant of about 50,000 Kip per student annually, given by the government to 

each primary school, is insufficient to support the continuous improvement of the 

school environment, and to train teachers with disabilities skills.  In addition, each 

primary school has collected a non-formal school fee of 100,000 Kip per students per 

year, but interviews and observations show that the combined block grant plus the 

non-formal school fee is still insufficient.  Although schools have also requested in-

kind contributions from parents, private individuals, businesses and other charity 

organisations, this support is rarely received or is not sustained. 

 

6.2.4 The development of inclusive mainstream primary schools 

The findings reveal that many mainstream primary schools appeared to be in 

doubt regarding the demarcation between their own roles and responsibilities, and the 

roles of the Centre on Medical Rehabilitation (CMR) under the Ministry of Health 

(MOH).  This is because the CMR initially started educational programmes to 

improve the literacy and numeracy of people with severe impairments since 1990s.  

One of the CMR divisions, namely the Division on Inclusive Education and Special 

Schools, is responsible for providing teacher training, producing teaching and 

learning materials, and giving advice on how the facilities of mainstream schools 

should be improved to better serve the needs of learners with disabilities.  However, 

many interviewees claimed that the CMR should instead focus on its main 

responsibilities concerning medical examination, therapy and rehabilitation.  Many 

advised that the Division on Inclusive Education and Special Schools should be 

managed by concerned departments of the MOES because the provision of education 
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to any group of people is outside the role and responsibilities of MOH.  Negotiations 

have been initiated to transfer this division under the responsibility of MOES, but the 

Memorandum of Understanding between MOH and MOES has not yet been signed.   

The current confusion of roles and responsibilities has resulted in many mainstream 

primary schools still being uncertain about what exact actions should be taken by 

them, and how these should be prioritised in order to best reflect the principles of 

inclusion.  

The above confusion between the responsibilities of CMR and MOES to 

provide education for children with disabilities seems to undermine the 

implementation of IE in Lao PDR.  This is in line with findings from Ineland (2015), 

in that the implementation of IE can be confusing for many implementers, despite the 

Salamanca Statement and Framework for Action adopted by the World Conference 

on Special Education in 1994. One of the confusions is about prioritising the needs of 

the majority over the minority (children with disabilities). Moreover, the IE vision is 

not only about the inclusion and placement of pupils with disabilities in a mainstream 

class; it is also about the reform of the whole school system, including organisation 

structures, teaching expectations, curriculum, leadership and teachers’ attitudes and 

values (D’Alessio, 2012).  According to the Salamanca Statement 1994, UNCRPD 

2006, inclusive practice in education is necessary to combat negative attitudes by the 

wide community towards disabled people and promote a more inclusive society. As 

this is an extensive and society-wide goal, IE becomes the responsibility of everyone, 

and thus very challenging to implement.  

 

6.3  Participants’ perceptions 

6.3.1 Knowledge of the inclusive education strategy 

The effective implementation of IE policy cannot be achieved successfully by 

the education sector alone, because guaranteeing an education system that is inclusive 

and non-discriminatory with regard to students’ abilities requires broader society to 

have an accurate, shared understanding of what IE principles are, and why inclusive 

educational practice is necessary. If most people in society have an understanding of 

IE policy, it is more likely that they will participate and show ownership and support 

to maintain all-inclusive practices. Ahmmed and Mullick (2014) found that IE 

practice in Bangladesh faced a lot of difficulties because of the lack of community 

participation and ownership that they attributed to the low level of understanding in 
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the concept of IE. It is therefore useful to discuss the participants’ perceptions of IE 

policy.  It is important to bear in mind that the majority of participants had heard 

about the MOES’s IE policy but had not seen or read the actual documents.  Not many 

interviewees had seen and read the MOES’s IE policy, so that they did not fully 

understand what an inclusive school is. It was even harder for many other 

interviewees who had never seen or been informed about the existing of Lao IE 

policy.  

This present research found that participants had at least two different views 

towards the concept of IE.  Some participants viewed IE strategy as a way of 

transforming the educational system to be a non-discriminatory environment that 

promotes equal opportunities for all students to learn together, with a focus on girls, 

ethnic minorities, disabled people and socio-economically disadvantaged children. 

However, the majority of participants who had limited experience of IE project 

activities had a more narrow understanding, believing that IE is a concept which 

enables children with disabilities to have an equal opportunity to study together with 

other non-disabled students in mainstream schools. They added that a school that does 

not accept a student with disabilities cannot be called an inclusive school.  The first 

and broader view is in line with the obligations required by many international 

documents, especially the World Declaration on EFA 1990 and UNCRPD 2006 

(Mambo, 2011).   

 

6.3.2 Children with disabilities and their education 

By law, schools in Lao PDR should welcome all children without 

discrimination on the basis of ability, race, religion or other attributes. However, when 

education law is translated into practice, children with severe disabilities, including 

physical, sensory, hearing and cognitive impairments, are required to go to special 

schools or attend special classes.  This seems to conflict with the principle of 

inclusion, where all students regardless of their disabilities can learn together with 

other non-disabled students in the school of their choice, and in a school that is located 

in the children’s own communities (UNICEF, 2011). However, many primary school 

staff and teachers explained that it is still a challenge for them to implement the 

concept of IE into practice as they are not inadequately prepared to take children with 

disabilities.  
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6.3.3 The education of children with disabilities in mainstream schools 

The study revealed that there are limited educational options in Lao PDR for 

a child with a complicated impairment such as being mute, deaf or blind. There are 

only three regional special schools and very few mainstream schools able to teach 

children with such impairments. These schools are available only in some provinces 

and especially in the Vientiane prefecture.  Furthermore, both the literature and the 

findings from interviews and observations agreed that children with disabilities tend 

to face greater risks in pursuing further education in mainstream formal school. From 

literature, despite the development and implementation of IE in many countries 

globally, children with disabilities still remain largely out of formal school 

(Landsdown, 2013).  Children with disabilities clearly have limited opportunity to 

attend the school located within their community.  

This study also found almost all participants to be aware that there are lower 

expectations and weaker academic requirements placed on students with significant 

levels of impairment, while students with moderate levels of impairment are generally 

treated the same as other non-disabled students.  It is an exception for a student with 

a severe disability to pass to a new grade each year although they do not have to repeat 

the same learning materials each year.  This seems to be more in line with the EFA 

strategy than with the principles of IE (Singal & Miles, 2010). Singal and Miles argue 

that the principles of EFA focus more on accessibilities and outcomes of attendance 

at school, while IE tends to emphasise transforming the cultures, attitudes and values 

within the school environments, and the process of producing quality education 

outcomes. Moreover, simply allowing students with disabilities to pass easily from 

one grade to another is insufficient in itself to bring about an inclusive society, which 

is the main aim of inclusion. 

 

6.3.4 Perceptions on disabilities 

Overall all participants viewed disabilities more in terms of the medical model 

than a social constructionist approach.  Almost 99 percent of the total study 

participants perceived disability as a partially malfunctioning body due to sickness, 

physical weakness and psychological disorder.  This is in line with the views of 

Barnes (1998) and UNICEF (2011) that disability is commonly viewed as bodily 

dysfunction as a result of individuals having impairments which give rise to health 

limitations.  This is why in Lao PDR, medical treatment and rehabilitation activities 
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have been strongly promoted to address the needs of people with disabilities (Crow, 

1996).  For example, the provision of IE and special education for children with 

disabilities has been implemented by the Division of Inclusive Education and Special 

School of the CMR, Ministry of Health.   

In addition, participants showed no evidence of associating disabilities with 

dysfunction of the society itself, even though Lao PDR ratified the UNCRPD in 2009 

and produced the National Decree on Persons with Disabilities in 2014.  Oliver and 

Barnes (2006) argue that disability is a socially constructed prejudice, which 

excludes, alienates from the majority, and discriminates against people with 

impairments. This implies that the attitudes of many Lao people still view disability 

in terms of individual health issues rather than social issues. 

People’s perception of disabilities plays a vital role in determining instruments 

to promote the education of children with disabilities (Mambo, 2011). On the one 

hand, if disability is understood as an individual shortcoming (Crow, 1996, UNESCO, 

2009), children with disabilities will be rehabilitated and receive medical treatment 

in order to prepare them to comply with existing universal education standards that 

are considered normal for non-disabled students.  On the other hand, if disability is 

interpreted in terms of social restriction (United Nations, n.d.), any restrictions or 

barriers faced by children with impairments should, ideally, be eliminated in order to 

promote individual potential instead of focusing on individual deficiency.  

One of the sensitive issues that was not discussed during interviews is how 

Lao people, under Buddhist principles, construct the discourse of disability in a 

negative way.  In Lao PDR, especially in Vientiane, the majority of people follow 

Buddhism and it has been argued that Buddhist principles play a very important role 

in the way many people perceive disability (Vorapanya & Dunlap, 2014).  Vorapanya 

and Dunlap (2014) conclude that Karma is one of the most important beliefs in 

Buddhism, and the belief in Karma has a significant impact on the attitudes towards 

people with disabilities. 

‘In Buddhist thinking, being born with a disability came from having 

bad karma in a previous life. Social status was viewed as important, and 

someone born with a disability was perceived as having lower status’ 

(Vorapanya & Dunlap, 2014, p.1020). 

 

This means that for people who believe in Karma, if you are either born or 

have an impairment which prevents you from having full and effective participation 
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in all aspects of life, you are being punished for your past life and any sinful actions 

undertaken by anyone in your family. As such, many children with disabilities’ rights 

to primary education have not been addressed adequately because many people do 

not view disability as a human rights issue but as a personal issue. 

 

6.4  Factors affecting the implementation of the inclusive education 

strategy 

6.4.1 Physical environmental facilities  

Basic facilities in the wider community should also be improved, because 

access by disabled pupils to school would definitely be enhanced by improving the 

physical infrastructure, including roads, electricity, clean water supply and public 

transport networks (UNESCO, 2015).  Poor school environmental conditions and 

similar issues in general public facilities are two of the most crucial factors that hinder 

children with disabilities from accessing primary schools.  Findings reveal that most 

mainstream primary schools still do not have supportive, friendly and safe 

environments for children with a wide range of impairments. In many mainstream 

primary schools, facilities such as adjustable tables and chairs, ramps, toilets and 

other supportive facilities are rarely found, even though since 2009 there has been 

school construction guidelines developed by MOES.  

 

6.4.2 Education stakeholders participation 

Participation by all primary school stakeholders in promoting the rights of 

children with disabilities to basic education is very important to this study because 

such children require more than just being present in a classroom. Deluca, et al., 

(2014) assert that positive impacts on the education of children with disabilities can 

be realised if school teachers, parents, children’s caregiver and the government all 

show strong commitment to supporting knowledge, human resources and financial 

assistance to the school. Weak coordination among primary school stakeholders 

might result in children being placed in the schools that can exacerbate the existing 

conditions of children with disabilities.  

In addition, the effective implementation of IE also depends on the support of 

many external stakeholders: especially in a lower-middle income country like Lao 

PDR. As identified from the findings, these stakeholders include local disabled people 

organisations, INGOs and Development Partners (donors). These stakeholders play a 
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great role supporting the MOES, especially the IEC. Without external influence in 

terms of both technical advice and funding, the many mainstream primary schools in 

Vientiane might have stopped taking children with disabilities after Save the Children 

ended its funding in 2009.  Thus, it is clear that to achieve effective implementation 

of IE strategies, all the stakeholders in society should be involved (Poon-McBrayer 

& Wong, 2013).  

Both the research findings and literature suggests that there should be a special 

organisation with the explicit responsibility to focus on the minority needs rather than 

those of the majority.  Given a too broad and unenforced national IE policy, schools 

tend to face challenges in prioritising their program activities to include children with 

disabilities (Kratochvilova & Havel, 2014). When IE policy is directed on a broad 

basis simply to all children, children with severe impairments are, for many reasons, 

often taken for granted and ignored.   

 

6.4.3  The inclusive education strategy of mainstream primary schools 

Translating the national IE policy framework into policy functioning at the 

school level remains a critical concern.  While it is acknowledged that it is hard to 

find a perfect model of an inclusive school or of inclusive standards (Singal & Miles, 

2010), all parties concerned should, ideally, be supportive of the inclusion of children 

with disabilities.  That support should apply at both the national and the school levels 

of planning processes, and in the implementation of action plans. The study found 

very little documented evidence that the national IE framework has been translated 

into the development policy and action plans of provincial, district and school 

education organisations. Specifically, many primary school development plan reports 

did not even mention IE, or record the responsiveness of the school and any 

adjustment of its activities to better involve students with disabilities.  The only 

reference was found in collected numerical data regarding students with disabilities. 

In addition, schools had an unclear organisational structure to support the 

incorporation of disability rights into their plan.  This is likely to be because the 

majority of participants still think that persons with severe impairment should attend 

special schools, without considering the tailoring of mainstream schools to the needs 

of children with disabilities.  

The literature reviewed suggests that more IE and disability rights training 

should be given at the grass-roots level, in order to better prepare local schools and 
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communities for a decentralised IE implementation approach.  There is no doubt that 

successful implementation of IE policy at a local level requires governmental 

commitment to supporting this strategic direction, including the provision of financial 

and other resources (Kearney, 2009; World Health Organisation & World Bank, 

2011). However, to achieve a responsive IE practice, the principles of inclusion also 

need be clarified and communicated to grassroots stakeholders through ongoing 

training in the concepts of disability and inclusion, with the aim of changing negative 

attitudes and mind-sets that see children with disabilities as disabled people, and 

instead viewing them as humans with equal rights (Singal & Miles, 2010; Sakiz & 

Woods, 2015).  The bottom-up approach to implementing IE strategies implies that 

both the community and concerned school teachers need to be empowered with the 

skills and knowledge to identify the needs of children with disabilities, and to 

determine the most effective ways to bring about an IE setting that is legally and 

socially responsible.  

 

6.5   Chapter summary 

This discussion chapter concluded that despite the fact that the Lao IE strategy 

appeared to be a promising principle that is in line with human rights principles, its 

impacts to date have been largely ineffective in ensuring all children with disabilities 

are being included in all mainstream primary schools. This research identified some 

of the most critical issues that determined the extent of responsiveness of the all 

mainstream primary schools. One of the most important issues is the broadness of the 

focus of the IE strategy, which is based on a broad human rights approach which does 

not specifically emphasise the transformation of school institutions and environments 

to encompass children with all kinds of impairments.  A further issue is the lack of 

enforceable legislation, requiring the provision of both adequate financial support and 

other resources that is essential to implement IE policy at the primary school level.  

The final issue is that people with different backgrounds mostly do not share the same 

understanding on the principles of inclusion and disability.  These are some of the 

reasons why the implementation of the Lao IE strategy on primary school students 

continues to experience challenges. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

CONCLUSIONS 

7.1 Introduction 

This study was conducted with the aim of examining the responsiveness 

of the Lao public mainstream primary schools to meet the needs of primary school 

students with disabilities. This study provided an analysis on the quality and 

meaningful study environment of primary school students with all kinds of 

impairments, in regard to the effects of the implementation of the IE principles. 

Taking a qualitative research approach, this study examined both secondary 

literature and the opinions of participants from diverse professional backgrounds. 

This study was conducted in Vientiane, which is considered to be one of the most 

modernised cities in Lao PDR. Data collection was carried out over a two month 

period from April to June 2015. I was able to collect documents, conduct semi-

structured interviews and observe over ten public primary schools from four 

different districts in Vientiane. The backgrounds of participants includes 

representatives of government ministries, development partners, INGOs, local 

civil society, village authorities, communities, parents, disabled people, school 

principals, teachers and educational staff from both provincial and district 

education and sports offices.  

 In this conclusion chapter, I will summarise some of the most important 

issues identified through the findings. It will also provide some recommendations 

for future research.  

 

7.2 The inclusive education strategy and primary school students 

with disabilities 

The development of IE policy and practices in Lao PDR has been 

progressing at a relatively slow pace because there are many issues that have not 

yet been properly addressed.  One of the positive signs for the progressive 

transformation of Lao IE is that there is ongoing development of national action 

plans regarding IE. These plans include the National IE policy, National Strategy 

and Action Plan on IE 2011-2015, The Draft Plan of Action on Education for 

Learners with Disabilities 2016-2020, and establishment of the Children with 
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Special Educational Needs Division in the IE Centre of the MOES. Thus at the 

national level, IE policy and practice appears to be improving.  

However, despite the improvement of IE policy at the national level, many 

of Lao public mainstream primary schools’ policy and practices have not 

rigorously followed the principles of IE.  The overall national IE policy 

framework states that children with complex impairments will be required to 

attend the regional special IE centre.  In this centre, if students perform well, they 

will be sent to a nominated state mainstream school.  

A fundamental principle of inclusion requires that children, regardless of 

their abilities, should begin their education in the local schools which other non-

disabled students attend.  In addition, even though Lao IE policy specifies that 

children with disabilities constitute one group of target beneficiaries, almost all 

public mainstream primary schools do not have a disabilities policy or special 

provisions in place that meet the needs of students with disabilities. If these issues 

persist, students with sever impairments will continue to experience all sorts of 

barriers in learning and socialising.  

Furthermore, while IE policies and plans have been discussed amongst 

different stakeholders at the national level, there has been little impact on most 

state mainstream primary schools. Virtually none of the state mainstream primary 

schools has an IE policy, a disabilities unit, or facilities and services that will 

support and enable the education of children with complex types of impairments. 

Children with disabilities are not being prioritised, in part because of the lack of 

comprehensive, accurate and relevant data, and because of inadequate funding.  

IE policy still conforms to the medical model of disabilities which has been 

critiqued.  Participants in this study still perceive disability as a malfunction of the 

body.  This is in turn aligned with the national IE policy that requires children 

with complex impairments to be sent to an IE special centre to be ‘rehabilitated’ 

in order to comply with mainstream school standards.  In practice, children with 

complex impairments are still far from being able to experience an equal and non-

discriminatory mainstream primary educational environment.  
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7.3 Suggestions for future research 

Based on questions raised by this thesis, a few useful suggestions were 

discovered. In the light of my experience with the present research I suggest that 

future research should utilise both quantitative and qualitative approaches. This is 

because this thesis was not able to quantify the opinion of all interviewees in 

percentage. The present research was limited to students with disabilities, and 

concentrated on only four districts within Vientiane capital.  However, it would 

be valuable to explore the impacts of the IE principles in others. Results gathered 

from Vientiane, the most industrialised city, cannot be generalised to others that 

have poorer infrastructure and services. In addition, this study took a wide range 

of perspectives, so the investigation was not limited to only one or two particular 

types of disability.  Future research that focusses on one or two types of disability, 

and looks at them in greater detail would also be valuable as children with either 

similar or different types of impairment may not share different experiences in 

accessing mainstream primary schools. The researcher should also spend 

sufficient time observing the education of students with these specific disabilities, 

such as students with visual impairment, or students with speaking or hearing 

difficulties. These are only a few recommendations that might bring about a more 

comprehensive view to build on this existing study.   
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Appendix D: Semi-structured interview questions 

Semi-Structured Interview Questions 
 

I. Understanding of Inclusive Education (IE) approach 

1. Could you explain the aim of the IE approach? 

2. Who are the target beneficiaries for IE? Why? 

3. For primary school education, how does IE relate to what types of Students with 

Disabilities (SWDs)? What indicators that IE determines access to education of 

SWDs? 

II. Understanding of disability 

1. How do you understand disability? What are types of disability? 

2. Thinking about the primary school you know, what type of children with 

disability can participate in the regular public primary school? Why and why 

not? 

3. If children with disability cannot attend or complete primary school, what are 

the effects? What could be improved in IE policy? 

III. To what extent have public primary schools being adapted to be responsive 

to the needs of PSDs? 

1. How do schools and others create awareness raising for a friendly environment 

(values, belief, practice, words, traditions and others within school?) 

2. What is the policy toward the welfare and wellbeing of PSD in terms of 

accommodation, transport, foods, registration and tuition fees, study materials, 

and other social event fees? 

3. How do you address not attending, repetition and drop out of PSDs at primary 

schools?  

4. How do you provide mobile teachers or extra support teacher to PSD? 

(resources and money) 

5. How do you reform curricula and provide teaching and learning materials, 

including supportive devices that is appropriate the needs of students with 

learning difficulties? 

6. How do you guarantee making sure schools provide appropriate assistance 

(facilities and services) to PSDs? How is this issues being addressed if school do 

not meet the requirements to include PSD? 

7. How do you promote the recruitment and development of teacher and civil staff 

to  

8. The collection, analysis  and dissemination of disability data including children 

with disabilities 

9. Promote the participation and coordination of other stakeholders 

10. Increase budget and investment of both public and private education on PSDs’ 

education    

VI. Recommendations for improvement: 

1. How to address barriers to education of PSDs? (attitudes, environment and 

institutions) 

2. How to minimize repetitive challenges? (ownership, coordination, 

administration others expenses) 

3. What/how can you offer to help expand the IE to all primary schools across the 

country? 

 

 

 



 
 

111 
 

Appendix E: Transcriber confidentiality form 

 

  



 
 

112 
 

Appendix F: Letter of proposal 

 

Lao People’s Democratic Republic 

Peace Independence Democracy Unity Prosperity 

---------000--------- 

Vientiane, Lao PDR 

21 April 2015 

 

Letter of Proposal 

 

To: ……………………………………………………………………………………… 

Subject: Request permission to conduct interview(s) and collect both hard and soft 

copy of data concerning the impact of the Inclusive Education strategy on the education 

of primary school students with disability.  

- According to the letter of support dated 27 March 2015. 

I, Nor HEU, am a student of New Zealand Aid Programmes Scholarship   2014 

– 2016 to undertake a Master of Development Studies at Victoria University of 

Wellington (VUW), New Zealand. This year I am writing a research project on ‘the 

impact of the Inclusive Education strategy on the education of primary school students 

with disabilities in Vientiane, Lao PDR’. Confidentiality and privacy issues will be 

strictly protected under VUW research ethics policy since this project has approval from 

the VUW Human Ethics Committee.  

This project involves interviewing and collect relevant data. These data is very 

crucial to support me writing my final thesis. Therefore, I would like to request your 

permission to recruit an appropriate person for interviewing and discuss my project in 

more details. Any question, please contact me at 030-5979302 (Lao PDR) or email: 

heunor@myvuw.ac.nz.  

 

I hope that you will provide me appropriate assistance and allow your 

organisation to participate in this project. 

 

Yours Sincerely,  

 

Approved by:        Requested by: 

 

 

 

Attachment:  

- Letter of Support (Lao and English) 

- Interview questions (Lao and English) 

mailto:heunor@myvuw.ac.nz
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Appendix G: Participant consent form 

 

 

 

Consent to Participation in Research 

Title of project:  The Impact of the Inclusive Education Strategy on the Education of 

Primary School Students with Disability in Vientiane, Lao PDR.  

Researcher:   Nor HEU, School of Geography, Environment and Earth Sciences, 

Victoria University of Wellington    

 I have read the Participant Information Sheet and understand the purpose of this 

research project.    

 I understand the interview will be electronically recorded and any notes or recorded 

material from interviews will be destroyed at the end of the research process.   

 I understand that all information I provide will be safely stored accessed only by the 

researcher and research supervisor.   

 I understand I will have an opportunity to see a summary of the interview.   

 I understand I may withdraw myself, and any information I have provided, from this 

research project without explanation at any time before 1st October 2015.   

 I understand the results of this research will be included in a thesis and may be used 

for publication in academic or professional journals, and for dissemination at 

academic or professional conferences.   

 I agree to take part in this research.     

Please tick as appropriate:    

I would like to check the interview note before ending the interview process. 

I would like to receive a summary of the results of this research when it is 

completed.     

I consent to my name being used when my comments or opinions are used in 

this research. 

I request that my name be omitted and a pseudonym assigned by the researcher 

be used if my comments or opinions are included in this research.    

I consent to the name of the organisation I work for being used in this research.  

I request the name of the organisation I work for to be omitted from this 

research.    

Name:   .................................................Date:     ............................................    
Organisation:   ............................................Phone: ............................................ 
Email:        ............................................ 
Signature: 


