








The first role is that of a role model who inspires disability-
inclusive attitudes and behaviour. Children with disabilities in 
Zambia, Sierra Leone and Cameroon experience social exclusion 
because of myths, superstitions, and negative labels about 
disability. Hence, it is not self-evident to invest time and 
resources in educating children with disabilities, let alone enable 
these kids to participate in mainstream schools. Achieving any 
progress in IE, therefore, requires winning over the hearts and 
minds of people. The leaders did so not only by their 
communication and persuasion skills (see below), but also by 
their charisma, personal integrity and the inspiration they 

The second role is that of an advocate, which is about building 
support for inclusive education amongst key stakeholders. Many 
school leaders in the study first used their negation, persuasion 
and communication skills to convince parents about the benefits 
of education for their children. In addition, school leaders 
typically work towards shifting perceptions about disability 
among the teachers by explaining that disability is not inability, 
that “CWD are a part of the fabric of the school” (head-teacher, 
Zambia) and that they have the potential to develop and become 
independent adults. This opens a space for the CWDs to become 
accepted in the schools and participate in extra-curricular 
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provided. The leaders in this study were all persons of high 
integrity that ‘walked the talk’. They were typically described 
as embodying tolerance, equality and non-discrimination 
whilst being compassionate, empathic and caring for all 
children, including children with disabilities. Interviewees 
described the leaders as exemplary, inspiring and worthy of 
imitation. In their personal contact with others – colleagues, 
children, parents, community members, governmental staff – 
they motivated persons to reflect on themselves and their 
prejudices while encouraging inclusive behaviour. 

activities. In several schools, leaders pushed towards having 
children with disabilities assuming the role of class monitor 
and school prefect and encouraged them to participate in 
extra-curricular activities. Our findings suggest that, in 
many cases, this improved the self-image and self-esteem of 
children with disabilities. Additionally, many of the leaders 
were able to influence the district government to allocate a 
budget for the implementation of inclusive education 
activities. This enabled the schools to create inclusive 
education structures such as ramps, accessible toilets and 
classrooms. 
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The third role is a connector, the social equivalent of a 
computer network hub. The barriers to IE are many and 
typically cannot be effectively addressed by the school alone. 
Overcoming these barriers typically requires different 
stakeholders to work in concert. Many of the school leaders  
in the study acted as connectors, using their strong social 
network to bring people and stakeholders together across an 
array of social and professional economic circles, to create 
enduring relationships and work jointly on solutions for IE. 
Many leaders worked towards building and sustaining 
reciprocal family and community partnerships. For example, 

The fourth role is a knowledge broker. Although introduced in 
the 1990s, knowledge of IE in Zambia, Cameroon, and Sierra 
Leone is often limited or completely absent. Nearly all of the 
leaders in the study were well-versed in technical knowledge of 
inclusive education practices and policies. They all received 
training on inclusive education and were proficient in sharing 
their IE knowledge, and facilitating the exchange of this 
knowledge, between key stakeholders, including teachers, 
parents, communities and government officials. Inclusive 
education practices in the three countries were often outside 
the pedagogical curriculum for teachers.  Many school leaders in 
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several schools have established community clubs to reduce 
negative stereotypes about disability and enhance the 
enrolment of children with disabilities in schools. Many school 
leaders invested heavily in building strong relationships with 
CSOs and local councils to attract support to implement 
inclusive education in their schools. Some leaders succeeded 
in building relationships with international NGOs such as 
Sight-savers and Humanity for Inclusion to enable the training 
of teachers on inclusive education, provide scholarships for 
CWDs, provide learning materials and improve the schools’ 
infrastructure.  

the study were instrumental in organizing teachers’ training 
programmes on IE, seeking to enable teachers to handle 
inclusive classes and use appropriate instructional and 
pedagogical skills. In one of the schools in Cameroon, the 
training of teachers included a sign language course to 
enable teachers to communicate with learners with hearing 
impairments. The findings suggest this knowledge sharing 
contributed towards increased enrolment of children with 
disabilities, improved understanding of inclusive education 
practices by more stakeholders and improved welfare of the 
children with disabilities, both in school and home settings. 

6www.barriersfree.org

Catalysing leadership: School Leaders as Inclusive Education Champions



The fifth role is that of an entrepreneur. The school leaders 
identified across Cameroon, Sierra Leone and Zambia all 
invested considerable time and energy into mobilising external 
resources to enable inclusive education practices. The schools 
that participated in the study received insufficient financial 
and human capital resources from the government to create a 
genuinely inclusive environment. Without securing additional 
resources, school leaders argued, realising an inclusive school 
would be impossible. Hence, many of them acted as 
entrepreneurs using their charisma, social network and 
persuasion and communication skills to attract external 
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financial and non-financial resources. Across the schools 
studied, school leaders were instrumental in mobilizing new 
resources through methods such as income-generating 
activities in their schools, crowdfunding via parent-teachers 
associations and institutional funding from local 
governments and CSOs. The resources attracted were used 
for purchasing teaching and learning tools, assistive devices, 
funding infrastructural adjustments and tailor-made support 
for children transitioning into mainstream classes and 
organising training courses for teachers. 

Conclusion and Recommendations

Schools in Zambia, Cameroon and Sierra Leone that are 
successful in IE are the exception to the rule. This study aimed 
to learn from such exceptional schools, focusing on the role of 
(informal) leadership. It found that the practices employed to 
promote IE were highly similar across schools and countries, 
suggesting their relevance beyond individual country contexts. 
Successful IE schools put considerable time and energy into 
mitigating the many barriers in the external environment that 
constrain the implementation of IE, often adopting a holistic 
perspective to IE. All schools studied featured IE champions: 
leaders who, from their positions as head teachers, heads of 

special units or teachers of special units, played a driving role 
in the best IE practices observed. Without such intrinsically 
motivated and capable school leaders present, it is doubtful 
whether IE would have flourished to the same extent in the 
schools. While acting as IE champions, (informal) school 
leaders play five interconnected roles: advocate, connector, 
knowledge broker, role model and entrepreneur. Not all 
leaders always practise all of these roles, although nearly all 
of them practise at least three roles. In many schools, school 
leaders work in duos, effectively pooling qualities, roles and 
responsibilities.
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This study links the successful implementation of IE to the presence of intrinsically motivated school leaders with 
specialized knowledge and expertise who act as IE champions. From the findings, several recommendations 
emerge for agencies seeking to promote IE:

1. � Invest in raising awareness about the importance of leadership for IE  
 
  �Whilst leadership is clearly a critical success factor, it is currently not part of the collective awareness of 
decision-makers in government agencies, NGOs and donors. Increased consciousness about IE leadership, 
particularly the importance of the intrinsic motivation and specialised knowledge and expertise of leaders, 
lies at the root of action and better-informed policies and programs.

2. �Integrate leadership in the IE curriculum in teacher training colleges  
 
It is pivotal that new generations of IE teachers are educated with an understanding that successful IE, 
besides classroom skills, also requires skills to navigate the disability-hostile environment. A self-assessment 
tool that enables teachers to reflect upon their leadership skills in promoting IE would be particularly useful.

3. �Integrate the importance of leadership in policy instruments and 
programmatic decision-making for IE  
 
Leadership, as a success factor, needs to be integrated into the content and budgetary lines of policies and 
programmes. This can, for example, be achieved by making it part of funding proposal criteria (e.g. prioritise 
proposals which address leadership), targeting criteria (e.g. focus on schools with capable and committed 
leadership) or teacher recruitment criteria (for teachers who want to work in mainstream schools).

4. �Support existing school leaders that act as IE champions in their 
respective schools  
 
Given the hostile environment, championing IE is a constant challenge for school leaders. One way to support 
these leaders would be through building and supporting an (online) community of practice which would 
connect leaders from different parts of the country. In such a community, leaders can exchange best 
practices, support each other and get inspired.

5. �Invest in further research on leadership in inclusive education 
 
What is the best way to support school leaders? What are the best-practices used by school leaders? How 
does context matter for school leadership? These, and many other crucial questions, are not yet fully 
understood. Solid research is crucial for developing evidence-based policies and programs whilst propelling 
continuous learning and reflection.
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