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Abstract 

Like many countries in the Global South, Colombia has committed itself to providing quality, 

inclusive education for children with disabilities. However, while there is general agreement on the 

principle of inclusive education as something to be pursued, its meaning and nature is contested.  

Furthermore, a growing body of literature has questioned the relevance and application of models of 

inclusive education that have been generated in countries of the Global North, and subsequently, 

exported to Southern contexts.  Moreover, there is a notable absence of literature that engages with 

how to operationalise inclusive education in a way that acknowledges, and is responsive to, the 

differing realities and priorities of rural contexts in countries of the Global South.  

Colombian educators have developed and implemented a successful child-centred model of 

rural education, called óEscuela Nuevaô. As a learner-centred approach for multigrade classrooms, its 

design includes elements that could support the education of children with disabilities: children of 

different ages and abilities learn at their own pace, working in teams through the provision of self-

instructional learner guides; participatory tools build class cohesion; and student committees 

contribute to decision-making in the school.  In contrast to traditional models of teacher training in 

Colombia, teachers are trained using the same principles and materials as those that they will use in 

the classroom and learn how to facilitate, rather than direct, lessons. However, there is very little 

research that has explored teacher practice and childrenôs experiences in rural contexts, whilst none 

has examined both Escuela Nueva and disability.  Consequently, my research aimed to explore how 

the school staff, parents and children of five rural Escuela Nueva schools in Colombia, understood 

and addressed the educational needs of children with disabilities. Adopting a qualitative case study 

approach, I conducted 46 interviews and 15 non-participant classroom observations across the five 

rural schools of Las Colinas, over a period of eight months. This included interviews with 11 school 

staff, 14 parents and five senior staff from Foundation Escuela Nueva. To seek the views of children, I 

used a multi-method visual participatory approach with 53 children aged between 7 and 11 years, of 

whom, 26 were children with disabilities.  

My findings suggest that, while Colombian legislation advocates for a biopsychosocial 

understanding of disability, all participants understood disability  as an individual deficit, thus 

reflecting the medical model of disability.  Consequently, the impact of intersecting factors, such as 

poverty and rural location, on parentsô ability to support their child with a disability were often not 

recognised by teachers.  Moreover, the bureaucratic disability diagnosis and support systems are 

designed for urban populations and do not recognise the challenges that rural parents face when trying 

to access them.   Thus, multiple disconnects were observed between state systems, schools and 

parents.   

Challenging deficit accounts of rural teacher practice, my research into how childrenôs needs 

were addressed in EN classrooms revealed that the majority of teachers delivered high quality, 
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inclusive teaching using the EN approach.  Nevertheless, the findings problematised some elements of 

the EN model in terms of the extent to which they were able to support children with disabilities.  My 

research revealed how the capacity of an EN teacher to deliver inclusive education is affected by a 

range of factors at multiple levels, of which the EN materials and tools are just one.  Emphasising the 

role of context, teachers located in small, single-class schools had increased demands on their time, 

but less access to support from colleagues, than those in multi-class schools.  Moreover, no teachers 

had received training on disability and the Escuela Nueva microcentre support structure for teacher 

practice had not been sustained.  Consequently, I argue that, not only should state and school 

processes address the needs of the child, but also, the needs of those that are implementing them.  

Teachers require ongoing, situated, support that addresses not only support for their practice, but also, 

includes processes that build upon local strengths to address the disconnects and dilemmas that 

teachers and parents are facing within their context. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction  
Colombia is the fifth largest country in Latin America, with an estimated population of 48.1 million 

people (DANE1, 2018).  Located in the northwest of South America, it covers a vast territory that 

extends from the Pacific to the Atlantic coast. Encompassing geography that includes jungle, 

mountains, desert and coastal regions, the Government is responsible for educating a linguistically, 

culturally and geographically diverse population, of whom, 22.9% live in rural areas (Ibid.).  It is a 

middle-income country, the economy of which has seen above-average growth when compared with 

other Latin American countries (OECD, 2016).  Having endured 50 years of conflict between the 

Government and the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC), the peace accord of May 

2016 (Colombian Government & FARC-EP, 2016) coincided with a series of positive actions to 

improve education in the country. These included a commitment in 2015 to provide inclusive 

education for all children by 2030 (Colombian Government, 2015), and a significant reform for the 

education of children with disabilities ï Decree 1421 (Ministry of Education (MEN), 2017a) ï which 

identified a range of support measures to facilitate their access to and progress in school.  

However, while there is general agreement on the 

principle of inclusive education as something to be 

pursued, its meaning and nature is contested (Slee, 2008; 

Norwich, 2014). Furthermore,  a growing body of 

literature has questioned the relevance and application of 

current models that have been generated in the North, and 

subsequently, exported to the South (Armstrong, 

Armstrong and Spandagou, 2011; Grech, 2013).  

Moreover, there is a notable absence of literature that 

engages with how to operationalise inclusive education in 

a way that acknowledges and is responsive to the differing 

realities and priorities of local contexts (Singal & 

Muthukrishna, 2016; Kamenopoulou, 2018).   

 Figure 1 

 Map of Colombia 

 

Within a Latin American context, research suggests that while teachers are broadly positive 

about the idea of inclusive education for children with disabilities, these attitudes are combined with 

scepticism about the extent to which this is possible (Castillo &Miranda, 2018; San Martin et al., 

2021).  Teachers have limited training and skills in relation to adapting the curriculum (Beltrán, 

Martínez & Vargas, 2015), and what is possible in a classroom is affected by the conditions in which 

they are working (Mellado et al., 2017; Poblete, López & Muñoz, 2019).  Focusing upon the 

Colombian context, there has been a significant increase in education funding in the past 10 years, 

which has resulted in universal access for children aged 7-13 years (OECD, 2016).  However, 

 
1 Direccion Nacional de Estadistica (DANE) National Directorate of Statistics 
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Colombia is ranked as one of the 10 most unequal countries in the world (OECD, 2016) and 

childrenôs outcomes are greatly affected by the intersections between their wealth, gender and 

location.  Rural areas are particularly disadvantaged, in which levels of multidimensional poverty 

were more than twice as high for rural Colombians in 2017, when compared with those in urban areas 

(Radinger et al., 2018).  Moreover, Colombian families with the highest levels of multidimensional 

poverty contain a person with a disability (Pinilla, 2018).  Delivering inclusive education in rural 

schools has context-specific challenges. Teachers struggle with managing the demands of multigrade 

classes and adapting curriculum materials that have been developed for urban, monograde schools 

(Bolaños, 2017). Furthermore, buildings are less accessible and teachers have fewer materials when 

compared with schools in urban settings (Duarte, Garguilo & Moreno, 2012).  

With the aim of addressing the low learning outcomes of Colombian children living in 

poverty in rural areas (Colbert & Arboleda, 2016), the Escuela Nueva model was first developed by 

Colombian educators in the 1970s. Subsequently adopted in many rural areas, it currently accounts for 

8% of all children enrolled in primary education in Colombia (OECD, 2016, p.136).  Considered a 

ópioneering reformô (McEwan, 2008, p. 465), it is considered a good example of ówhat worksô in 

rural, southern contexts by international organisations, such as UNESCO and the World Bank 

(Foundation Escuela Nueva (FEN), 2017).  Children who access Escuela Nueva schools have better 

outcomes in terms of learning, self-esteem and social skills, when compared with similar children in 

other schools (Forero et al., 2006; Hammler, 2017). However, the research that exists has focused 

upon outcomes and levels of implementation, and while there is reference to diversity in terms of 

gender and socio-economic status, there has been none that refers to children with disabilities. 

Descriptions of the model in the literature appear to suggest that it has elements that could 

support the education of children with disabilities: adopting a learner-centred approach within a multi-

grade class, children of different ages and abilities learn at their own pace, through the provision of 

self-instructional learner guides; and children support each otherôs learning, working in teams and are 

involved in student committees that contribute to decision-making in the school.  Addressing the 

concerns of rural multigrade teachers, children work through multigrade materials, while the role of 

the teacher is that of facilitator, who guides and assesses their progress.  Furthermore, in contrast to 

traditional models of teacher training in Colombia (Kamenopoulou, 2018) teachers are trained using 

the same principles and materials as those that they will use in the classroom. Moreover, they come 

together to problem-solve in monthly meetings, as well accessing a virtual meeting space online 

(FEN, 2016).  However, despite its promise, there has been very little research regarding teacher 

practices, and none that has explored how the model addresses the needs of children with disabilities.   

My research comes at an interesting period in the evolution of inclusive education for 

children with disabilities in Colombia.  The latest Decree 1421 (MEN, 2017a) aims to offer support to 

teachers, children with disabilities and their families through the provision of a learning support 

teacher for schools, an individual planning process, and systems that promote teacher training and 
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skills.  Being such a recent reform, there has been little research on how this is implemented in rural 

areas or, specifically, Escuela Nueva schools.  Consequently, my research provides a timely 

opportunity to explore how the needs of rural children with disabilities are understood and addressed 

within Colombian Escuela Nueva schools.    

 

1.1. Rationale for choice of research topic 

As a UK-trained Educational Psychologist and international consultant, I have had experience of 

advising international non-governmental organisations (INGOs) based in a number of countries (e.g. 

Afghanistan, Colombia, Moldova) that were seeking to implement inclusive education.  As a 

passionate advocate of inclusive education for children with disabilities in a mainstream setting and 

skilled in gaining childrenôs perspectives using creative participatory methods, I have worked 

alongside NGO staff, families and children with disabilities in rural settings.  However, when 

advising ministers with scarce resources to allocate, I increasingly began to question the applicability 

and sustainability of my own conceptualisation of ógoodô inclusive education systems and practice in 

country contexts that were vastly different to each other and my own.  Completing my MPhil on 

Education, Globalisation and International Development at Cambridge in 2017, I discovered literature 

that validated my concerns about the export of Northern models of inclusive education to countries of 

the Global South.  During my subsequent research on the experiences of children with disabilities in 

mainstream Colombian state schools, it became apparent that the teachers who were most confident in 

educating children with disabilities were those who had had experience of multigrade teaching in rural 

Escuela Nueva schools.  As a positive example of a homegrown model grounded in the contextual 

realities that rural Colombian teachers face, I was intrigued to know how it might include children 

with disabilities: could the concerns that Colombian teachers have about inclusive education be 

addressed within a model that Colombian educators had designed? With there being no research that 

gave an indication as whether this was the case, I was interested in exploring this question. 

 

1.2 Focus on disability ï inclusive education 

Inclusive education is often conceptualised as a broad term advocating the meeting of the needs of all 

learners.  This broad definition acknowledges the intersecting aspects of diversity that can impact on a 

childôs experience of teaching and learning, such as gender, wealth, location and disability 

(Mizunoya, Mitra & Yamasaki, 2018).  While my research acknowledges and explores these 

intersections, the focus is primarily disability. Children with disabilities are most at risk of being left 

behind in education by 2030, having been identified as the most excluded of marginalised children 

(UNESCO, 2014).  This is particularly the case in low- and middle-income countries, where 90% do 

not attend school (UNICEF, 2014).  Furthermore, the conceptualisation of inclusive education 

remains strongly linked with disability throughout Latin America (Marchesi, Blanco & Hernandez, 
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2014). Consequently, where I refer to inclusive education in the thesis, this signifies disability-

inclusive education.  

 

1.3 Language and terminology 

Drawing on the Brandt report (1980) terminology, I use the terms global North and South throughout 

this thesis. The use of these terms does not refer to binary, geographical locations, but rather, óas 

shorthand for a complex of inequalitiesô (Meekosha & Soldatic, 2011, p.1383) between economically 

powerful countries in the North and those with less economic resources in the South.  The disparate 

historical, economic, political and social contexts that exist in countries of the South are 

acknowledged and reflect a limitation of the terms.  However, all share a legacy of colonialism and 

continuing economic, cultural and social inequities that result from globalisation, which is controlled 

and perpetuated by countries in the North (Santos, 2012).   

Defining which countries constitute the idea of Latin America, and who determines this, is the 

subject of longstanding debate (e.g. see Mignolo, 2009; Gobat, 2013).  Furthermore, as a region 

considered part of the Global South (Santos, 2012), it is often overlooked in research and debates that 

pertain to the South (Grech, 2017; Kamenopoulou, 2018; Guzm§n & Gómez, 2019).  I use the term 

Latin America to refer to Central and South America, and draw substantially upon literature published 

in the majority languages of Spanish and Portuguese (Marchesi, 2019).  

I use person-first language to describe and denote disability (i.e. children with disabilities).  

Used in the majority of the Southern literature, including Colombian policies, it involves focusing 

upon the person as an individual, rather than their being defined by their disability.  I define disability 

using the biopsychosocial model developed by the World Health Organisation (WHO) (2001), which 

acknowledges the interrelationship between a childôs condition and the broader environment that 

intersects to create each individual experience of living with a disability.  

 

1.4 Structure of the thesis 

My thesis consists of 12 chapters, which are divided into four parts.  Chapters 1-4 provide the 

background to my research. Following this introduction, Chapter 2 provides an overview of the 

education of children with disabilities in Colombia.  Chapter 3 contains an introduction to Escuela 

Nueva, and reviews the literature that has focused upon the model.  Chapter 4 provides a review of the 

Latin American literature on disability and inclusive education. Part two (Chapters 5-6) provide the 

description of my qualitative methodology and the research site. Chapter 5 describes the methods 

used to explore the multiple-case study approach and Chapter 6 introduces the research context and 

the participating schools.  Part three (Chapters 7-11) provides the findings and discussion. The 

findings begin with an exploration of participantsô understanding of disability and the systems that 

support children with disabilities (Chapter 7). Chapter 8 examines the ways in which teachers 

addressed the needs of children with disabilities using the EN approach, whilst Chapter 9 explores the 
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factors that influence a teacherôs capacity to deliver inclusive teaching. Children are then given the 

opportunity to respond in a chapter dedicated to their views (Chapter 10). I conclude this section with 

a general discussion of the findings (Chapter 11).  Bringing the thesis together, I finish with a 

conclusion, which outlines the contribution of my research and this is followed by the policy 

implications, limitations and suggestions for future research. 
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Chapter 2: The education of children with disabilities in 

Colombia: insights from policy and data 
Ensuring that all children receive a quality, inclusive education is a key goal in the Colombian 

Governmentôs rural education plan (MEN, 2017b).  Focusing upon the education of children with 

disabilities, this chapter summarises the Colombian journey towards inclusive education, and provides 

insight into the systems which aim to identify and support them.  The chapter has three sections. 

Section 1 begins with an overview of the legislative journey towards inclusive education. Section 2 

describes the model of disability and terminology adopted in Colombian legislation followed by an 

explanation of how children with disabilities are identified, the intersections that impact upon them 

and where they are educated.  Section 3 outlines the routes to becoming a teacher, where it is revealed 

that they receive very little, if any, training on how to address diverse populations.  

 

Section 1: The legislative journey towards inclusive education 

The evolution of education of children with disabilities builds upon a history of care by families and 

religious groups and, in the 1980s, special schooling (see Yarza, 2005 for overview).  Most pertinent 

to this research, the recent progress of Colombian legislation and policy towards that of inclusive 

education can be categorised into three broad phases: establishing the right to education for children 

with disabilities (1991-95), the development of systems that promoted educational integration of 

children with disabilities into mainstream schools (1996-2008) and a commitment to delivering 

inclusive education since 2009 (Manjarrés & Velez, 2020).  Summarised with an overview of key 

legislation in Figure 2.1, the evolution of Colombiaôs laws is examined in detail in the following 

sections. 

 

2.1. Establishing the right to education (1991-1994) 

The first significant shift towards educating all children with disabilities followed the World 

Education Conference, held at Jomtien, Thailand in 1990, in which nations agreed to address the basic 

learning needs of all children, and provide óEducation for Allô (EFA) (UNESCO, 1990).   Building 

upon this, the Colombian Constitution of 1991 formally recognised education as a fundamental right 

for all children between the ages of 5 and15 (Colombian Congress, 1991).  Given the diversity of 

regions throughout Colombia, the 1994 General Education Law 115 (Colombian Congress, 1994) 

subsequently operationalised the commitment to educate all through the devolving of key 

responsibilities for education to certified districts or municipalities (Entidades Territoriales 

Certificadas or ETCs).  Secretary for Education departments were tasked with guaranteeing education 

services from pre-primary to secondary education, managing education personnel and educational 

funding, and supervision of private institutions. Rozo, Rodriguez & Gonzalez (2015) argued that this 

period constituted the first acknowledgment of Colombiaôs asymmetries in resources and access, and 

response to the marginalisation of large sectors of its population.  However, Correa et al. (2018) noted 
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that, while both pieces of legislation appeared inclusive and increased access to education, the way in 

which ETCs subsequently implemented the legislation, in fact, resulted in an increase in segregated 

schooling for children with disabilities, which is discussed next. 

Figure 2.1 

An overview of key Colombian legislation related to the education of children with disabilities 
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2.2. Educational integration (1995-2008)  

The period between 1995-2008 produced a series of laws and decrees aimed at operationalising and 

building upon the General Education Law of 1994.  Committing to support a process of ósocial and 

educational integrationô, Decree 2082 (MEN, 1996, p.2) was the first to require ETCs to ensure their 

schools were providing a flexible curriculum and evaluation system, along with the provision of 

support teachers for individual children, related to their disability.  In 1997, Law 361 committed ETCs 

to ensure that children were educated within the óleast restrictive environmentô (Colombian Congress, 

1997, p. 4) ï a phrase introduced by the US Congress in the Education for All Handicapped Children 

Act of 1975 (US Congress, 1975). With the aim of integrating children with disabilities into existing 

mainstream schools, Law 361 established the option of specialised support classrooms.  However, 

Correa et al. (2018) argue that rather than promote the education of children with disabilities, the 

aforementioned legislation confirmed the perception that they required a form of expertise that could 

not be offered by mainstream teachers, thus leading to their being seen as the responsibility of a 

dedicated special needs teacher, rather than part of the regular school community.  Law 361 also 

aimed to normalise rehabilitation services by regulating the mainly private institutions that offered 

education and rehabilitation services and extending their offer to children in mainstream.  However, it 

is contended that this had the unintended consequence of segregating children into special rather than 

mainstream schooling (Blasco & Moreno, 2020).  While the plan was to provide rehabilitation 

services in mainstream schools, the reality saw private institutions contracted by ETCs to provide 

their services. In doing so, they became more visible as a viable option, with more expertise and 

established programmes (e.g. rehabilitation, training) than mainstream schools, which resulted in 

more children being channelled towards special schools by the mainstream ones (Correa et al., 2018).   

Later legislation (Resolution 2565, MEN, 2003, p.5) acknowledged this trend and aimed to increase 

integration by also requiring special schools to óreorganize their offerô to include social and academic 

integration for non-disabled children.  However, Blasco & Moreno (2020) argue that there was no 

monitoring by the ETCs, and while institutions committed to becoming more mixed, in practice, 

changes in the special school population did not occur.   

 

2.3. Inclusive education (2009-2020). 

The term inclusive education was first used in Law 1346 (Colombian Congress, 2009), in which the 

Colombian Government ratified the UN convention on the rights of person with disabilities 

(UNCRPD)  (United Nations (UN), 2006).  Article 24 of the convention committed the country to 

establish laws and systems which would support the inclusive education of all children.  Acting upon 

this, the period was dominated by three significant pieces of legislation. The first of these, Decree 366 

of 2009 (MEN, 2009), required ETCs to contract approved multi-disciplinary teams and providers to 

diagnose a childôs disability. Using diagnosis figures, local secretaries for education were required to 

plan provision and contract support personnel.  This included at least one pedagogical support person 
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per educational establishment reporting between 10 and 50 students with cognitive impairment.  The 

second major piece of legislation, Law 1618 of 2013 (Colombian Congress, 2013), re-defined 

disability using the biopsychosocial model - the model that acknowledges the interrelationship 

between a childôs health condition and the environment. It also introduced the requirement for all 

agencies to identify barriers to learning using a rights-based approach to educating children with 

disabilities, and make reasonable adjustments to address them.  

Providing the immediate context for my research, the most recent legislation, Decree 1421 

(MEN, 2017a), is a signficant milestone in Colombian legislation that mandates fundamental changes 

for the support of children with disabilities in mainstream schools.  Drawing upon the biopsychosocial 

model, the Decree establishes new requirements for provision and processes that directly affect the 

education of children with disabilities in all educational instistutions, including state, private and 

contracted services. Outlined in detail in Table 2.1, the Decree is targeted at a range of levels in the 

system.  These include the provision of learning support teachers and a new óIndividual Plan of 

Reasonable Adjustmentsô2 (PIAR) for children. This is targeted at those who school staff identify as 

needing support and there is no a longer a requirement for a medical diagnosis. Having identified a 

childôs needs,  teachers have been instructed to use flexible evaluation and to ensure children who 

repeat a year have a guaranteed place in school.   

Decree 1421 appears to have the potential for transformation of the system towards one that 

draws upon a biopsychosocial approach, but as this is only recent there has been very little research 

on its effectiveness. The only published research was conducted by Díaz, Bravo & Sierra (2020), who 

sought to analyse the challenges and opportunities that schools face in the implementation of the 

Decree.  They delivered three training sessions to 11 rural teachers, with a focus upon the 

implementation of Decree 1421.  Through their analysis of schoolsô policies and teacher discussions, 

they explored teacherôs attitudes towards inclusive education and the ways in which Decree 1421 had 

been implemented in schools. A key finding was that the presence of the Decree did not necessarily 

guarantee a change in teacher practice or better quality education for children and that its 

incorporation required time and processes that addressed the local context.  This finding reflects a 

wider pattern in the inclusive education literature of Colombia, in which there has often been a gap 

between that of policy and practice (Pava, Ocampo & Rojas, 2011; Kamenopoulou, 2020). 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2.1 

 
2 Plan Individual de Adjustes Razonables 
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Summary of the Decree 1421 requirements on ETCs, schools and teachers 

Implementation 

level 

Decree 1421 requirements 

 

 

 

 

 

Entidades 

Terrioriales 

Certificadas 

(ETCs) 

ETCs should submit a óprogressive implementation planô (PIP) outlining short, 

medium and long-term goals which outline the current situation, plans and funding 

requirements to improve access to inclusive education for children with disabilities.  

These plans will be monitored by the Ministry of Education.   

 

ETCs must prioritise teacher training within the PIP. 

 

ETCS are required to structure and monitor the education of children with disabilities 

to ensure that it is inclusive in all educational institutions ï including private, public or 

externally contracted. 

 

Children should be enrolled at their nearest educational institution, in order to ensure 

that children are dispersed across all schools rather than being concentrated in a few.  

 

Clarifies concerns about Law 366 of 2009 by explicity drawing upon a biopsychosocial 

understanding of disability and affirms that a child does not require a diagnosis to 

receive support.  

 

 

 

 

 

School  

Learning support teachers will be assigned across groups of schools to provide support 

for teachers in planning for the inclusive education of individual children.  

 

Schools are required to implement a new planning process called an Individual Plan of 

Reasonable Adjustments (PIAR), which is to be initiated in schools by the class 

teacher, in conjunction with a designated Learning Support teacher (Docente de 

apoyo), the family and other services involved with the child or family. 

 

The family is acknowledged as a key actor and a vital source of ideas for developing 

reasonable adjustments and supporting transition. 

 

 

 

Classroom  

Teachers are required to plan lessons that address the individuality and diversity of 

children in their class, based upon the principles of universal design for learning  

 

Teachers should use flexible assessment as a part of reasonable adjustments and 

establish their own criteria for school promotion.  If a child fails the year, they must be 

guaranteed a promotion for the following one.  

 

 

 

Section 2: The identification and education of children with disabilities 
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To understand who children with disabilities are, and where they are located, requires a common 

understanding of disability and measures that capture this across the country.  This section begins by 

exploring how disability is conceptualised in the global literature, before considering the number of 

children with disabilities in Colombia, the intersections that affect their learning outcomes and finally, 

where they are being educated.  

 

2.4. Defining disability in Colombia: The evolution of models and terminology 

A central theme in my research has been to explore how participants understand and define disability.  

To contextualise the findings, this sub-section describes three models of disability that have 

characterised the global debates and Colombian legislation, before exploring the evolution of 

terminology used. 

 

2.4.1. Models of disability  

To understand how disability is conceptualised in Colombian legislation and the local culture requires 

an overview of different ways in which it has been framed at the global level.  Common to many 

countries in Latin America, Colombiaôs legislation has reflected the global shifts from a model that 

understands disability as an individual deficit to one that recognises the interaction between their 

condition and the local environment (Pava, Ocampo & Rojas, 2011). Summarised here for clarity, the 

model that locates the óproblemô of disability within the individual is called the medical model and 

considers the cause to be physical, psychological and/or biological health conditions (Shakespeare & 

Watson, 2002).  With a focus on providing individual medical care from health or rehabilitation 

professionals, management of the disability is aimed at a cure, personal adjustment or behaviour 

change by the individual in response to it (Norwich & Lewis, 2007).  However, this model has been 

criticised for its reductionist, overly medical approach, which constructs disability as a personal 

tragedy (Arnaiz, 2003; Ainscow, 2005). This perspective ignores the strengths of the person or the 

influence of the environment on the ways in which disability is experienced and understood (Echeita 

& Calderón, 2014).  Focusing on the role of the environment, Oliver (1990), a UK-based disability 

activist, created the social model. This radically redefined disability as a socially created problem, 

determined by oneôs environment, rather than a characteristic of the individual.  Making a 

fundamental distinction between impairment and disability, while it acknowledges that, physical, 

sensory, intellectual, or psychological differences may cause impairments, the idea that these 

inevitably lead to disability is contested. Instead, under this lens, it is external oppressive societal 

structures that create barriers that are disabling (Armstrong, Armstrong & Spandagou, 2009).  

However, the most recent definition of disability adopted by Colombia (Colombian Congress, 2013), 

reflects that described in the UNCRPD (UN, 2006) and SDGs (UN, 2015): the biopsychosocial 

model, developed by the World Health Organisation (WHO, 2001).  This model combines aspects of 

the medical and social models to acknowledge that a personôs experience of disability is affected by 
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the interrelationship between the individual and the environment around them (WHO, 2001).  

Reflected in the International Classification of Function and Disability (ICF) (WHO, 2001), it frames 

disability and functioning as a result of the interactions between health conditions and contextual 

factors (WHO, 2002).  Contextual factors can be environmental (e.g. societyôs attitudes, environment) 

or personal (e.g. gender, race, age, fitness, education) (WHO, 2001, p. 17).   

 

Figure 2.2  

The ICF model of disability and functioning (WHO, 2001) 

 
 

Illustrated in Figure 2.2 above, the ICF model focuses on a personôs capacity to function through the 

identification of three interconnected areas. The first is body function and structures, which refers to 

impairments, such as a hearing difficulty or difficulty speaking, while the second, activity limitations, 

pertains to difficulties in performing activities (e.g. walking or eating).  Finally, participation 

restrictions are problems with involvement in any area of life ð for example, being refused access to 

an after-school club or inaccessible buildings (WHO, 2002). Moving away from the binary of 

disabled/non-disabled, Padilla (2010) describes how in this model disability is, instead, considered a 

continuum based upon difficulties encountered in any or all three areas of functioning.   

Accordingly, the Colombian legislation now references the UNCRPD (2006) in its adoption 

of the biopsychosocial model: 

 

Persons with and / or in the situation of disability: Those persons who have physical, mental, 

intellectual or sensorial deficiencies in the medium and long term, who, by interacting with 

various barriers, including attitudinal barriers, may impede their full and effective 

participation in society when in similar situations to others. (Colombian Congress, 2013, p. 1) 

 

 

2.4.2 Terminology 
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Terminology in legislation has also evolved since 1991.  Between 1991-2001, Colombian legislation 

used the term ópeople with limitationsô.  This changed to ópeople with disabilitiesô with Decree 3020 

(MEN, 2002), in order to reflect Colombiaôs ratification of the InterAmerican Convention on the 

elimination of all forms of discrimination against people with disabilities (Organisation of the 

American States, 2001).  Additionally, Decree 3020 introduced the term Special Educational Needs3 

(SEN), which regulated the introduction of support teachers in schools.  While there is no explicit 

definition of SEN given in the legislation, the Government guidance (MEN, 2006a) seemed to suggest 

that a childôs special education needs referred to the extra support they required caused by their 

medically defined disability, as described below: 

 

Each territorial entity will organize the educational offer for populations with special 

educational needs due to their condition of motor, emotional, cognitive (mental retardation, 

down syndrome), sensory (deafness, blindness, deaf blindness, low vision), autism, attention 

deficit, hyperactivity, exceptional capacities or talents. (MEN, 2006a, p.4)  

  

However, Pérez et al. (2020) have criticised the Government legislation, noting that the use of 

terminology has been inconsistent.  For example, the terms SEN and disability were subsequently 

replaced with the single term óperson with disabilitiesô in the landmark legislation that ratified the 

UNCRPD, Decree 366 (MEN, 2009).  Despite this, four years later the term was again used in Law 

1618 of 2013 (Colombian Congress, 2013).  This anomaly was subsequently amended in the latest 

Decree 1421 (2017), in which there was a return to óperson with disabilitiesô. Similarly, there is an 

explicit reference to SEN no longer being used on UNESCOôs Profiles Enhancing Education Review 

website page on Colombia (UNESCO, 2020a).  Despite this recent clarity, Pérez et al. (2020) note 

that the mixed messages have led to different terms being used interchangeably in community 

parlance. 

 

2.5. Identification of children with disabilities 

The most recent census conducted by the Census of the National Statistics Department estimated that 

7.06% of the Colombian population have a disability, which includes 6.67% of the male and 7.45% of 

the female population (DANE, 2018).  Using the same measures, the data suggests that 3% of all 

children (aged 0-18 years) have a disability, which includes 3.5% of children between the compulsory 

school ages of 5 and15 years.  There are two national sources of information from which the number 

of children with disabilities can be ascertained4. The first is a general population household census, 

while the second, the school-based Integrated Matriculation System (SIMAT5), is a system for 

 
3 Necesidades Educativas Especiales (NEE) 
4 A third source used to measure disability rates in Colombia is the is the Registry for the Location and 

Characterization of Persons with Disabilities (RLCPD), currently led by the Ministry of Health and Social 

Protection (MSPS). However, I was unable to source child-based data from this. 
5 El Sistema Integrado de Matrícula 
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managing the enrolment of students in preschool, basic and secondary education.  While 

acknowledging the difficulties in measuring disability prevalence in Colombia, the SIMAT data 

suggests that the matriculation of children with disabilities has risen year on year since 2010, when 

there were 107, 358 children to 194,901 in 2019 -  a rise of 55%.   However, the SIMAT figures 

identify that only 1.92% of children as having a disability, which is less than the 3.5% that the census 

suggests are of school age.  The reasons for this disparity are likely to include the consideration that 

many children with disabilities are out of school (discussed in the next section, 2.6).  In addition, a 

closer examination of the SIMAT and Census forms suggested to me that an additional factor could 

be that numbers are being underreported overall, as a result of the language used on the data capture 

forms (see Appendix A for further discussion).  

 Despite the complexities of capturing data, both methods do provide an insight into the nature 

of childrenôs needs, albeit in differing ways.  The SIMAT data asks schools to choose one category 

that best describes the child, whereas the latest census focused upon functional difficulties, meaning 

that children may feature in multiple categories. Using the 2019 SIMAT data, Figure 2.3 below 

illustrates that the largest category is that of intellectual disability: just under half of children 

(49.43%) have been assigned to that group.  Psychosocial difficulties constitute 15.57%, while 

sensory difficulties (vision, hearing) are much less (5.29% and 4.2%).   

 

Figure 2.3 

Category of disability of children attending school (aged 5-18 years) based upon SIMAT data (2019) 

 

Note: Researcherôs calculation based upon Government SIMAT data, 2019 

 

In contrast, the census form draws upon the Washington Group questions, which allow parents to 

identify multiple difficulties that their child may be facing, graded upon a scale of difficulty (see 

Gómez-Londoño, 2018). Illustrated in Figure 2.4 below, the census responses suggest, similar to that 

of SIMAT data, that learning was the main difficulty that children identified with disabilities 
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experienced. However, the percentage is much less than in the SIMAT data (17% in household data 

cf. SIMAT 49.43%).  With the capacity to provide a more nuanced picture of the functional 

difficulties children experience, Figure 2.4 below illustrates that in addition to learning, 

communication and seeing are the main difficulties that affect children throughout Colombia. 

 

Figure 2.4.  

Functional difficulties experienced by Colombian children with disabilities, aged 5-19, based upon 
census data (2018) 

   
Note: Researcherôs calculation based upon census data on disability, 2018 

 

2.5.1 Intersections that affect experiences of rural children with disabilities 

For my research, I adopted the biopsychosocial definition of disability, which acknowledges the 

interaction between a childôs condition and their personal and environmental factors. Whilst focusing 

on rural children, it was important to acknowledge intersectional factors that affect the identification 

and experiences of children with disabilities.  Comparisons of Colombian childrenôs PISA outcomes 

have consistently demonstrated that children living in a rural location have significantly lower scores 

than those of their urban counterparts (Ramos, Duque & Nieto, 2020; Gómez, Rodriguez & 

Rodriguez, 2021).  The Government has attempted to address the rural gaps through provision of a 

series of World-Bank funded Rural Education Programmes6, which were begun in 1999 and 

introduced the provision of flexible models of education, of which a central element was the Escuela 

Nueva approach (MEN, 2012, 2015c).  Most recently, the peace accord promised a commitment to 

 
6 The World Bank funded Proyecto de Educaci·n Rural (PER) ran from 1999-2008 and was followed by 

PER II (2008-2015). See Carranza (2019) for detailed overview. 
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comprehensive rural reform, part of which formed a Special Rural Education Plan7 (MEN, 2017a). 

However, while gaps between rural children and their urban peers have reduced, inequalities remain 

(Echazarra & Radinger, 2019). 

Researchers who have explored why rural children have poorer academic outcomes than their 

urban counterparts have identified a number of factors. These include, among others, a combination 

of rural poverty, rural school infrastructure, the effects of the conflict and the intersection of race 

(Ramos, Duque & Nieto, 2016; Gómez, Rodriguez & Rodriguez, 2021).  Despite a decline in rural 

poverty in the past decade, multidimensional poverty was still more than twice as high for rural 

Colombians in 2017, when compared to those in urban areas, and remains particularly acute in remote 

areas (Radinger et al., 2018).  Poverty is described as both a cause and consequence of disability 

(Groce et al., 2011; Mitra, Posarac & Vick, 2013), and Pinilla-Roncancio (2018) discovered that the 

levels of multidimensional poverty and deprivation in Colombia were higher for people with 

disabilities and their families compared with other groups.  In addition to higher levels of poverty, 

rural communities were the most affected by the 50 years of conflict, resulting in high levels of 

internal displacement (Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, 2015).  The slow progress of the 

promised peace reforms has led to social unrest and community leaders promoting a peaceful 

transition are increasingly at risk of assassination by paramilitaries (KROC institute, 2020).  Given 

that this risk has extended to teachers in the past (Novelli, 2010; Vega & Bajaj, 2016), MEN (2017d) 

acknowledges that children who have been affected by the conflict continue to have the widest gaps in 

learning when compared with their peers. Compounding these inequalities, rural children learn in 

schools that have fewer resources when compared to their urban counterparts (Duarte, Garguilo & 

Moreno, 2011).  Consequently, rural poor boys and girls have much lower outcomes then their urban 

equivalents.  Moreover, there is a growing gap between boys and girls, with the former being less 

likely than the latter to complete primary school (97.4% girls cf. 92.84% boys, (UNESCO-UIS, 

2015), which reflects a wider trend in underachievement of boys throughout Latin America (see 

Murphy-Graham et al., 2021). 

A further factor that intersects with rural location and socio-economic status is that of race. Afro-

Colombians and indigenous people represent 11% and 3% of the population, respectively (DANE, 

2018), with the majority in poor rural areas (Barrera, 2014). Structural racism has received little 

attention and the experiences of many communities in Latin America have been historically erased 

through the nation-building concept of ómestizjaeô8 (mixture) (Wade, 2005; Moreno-Figueroa & 

Saldívar, 2016).  However, within this concept there exists a ógraduated scale of colour and prestigeô 

(Nascimento, 2007, p.17), where people with lighter skin are more likely to be wealthy and receive 

 
7 Plan Especial de Educaci·n Rural (PEER) 
8 Pron. Mestee-ZA-hey 



 17 

more education.  Similarly, in Colombia, Wade (2005, 2017) noted that mestizaje in Colombia 

remains shaped by a clear racial hierarchy that marginalises indigenous and Afro-Colombians.   

Despite children with disabilities being identified by the SIMAT and Census systems, there is no data 

available on the outcomes of children with disabilities (MEN, 2017c), and neither is there analysis of 

how this intersects with other factors. Acknowledged as a gap in the data by DANE (2020), future 

censuses intend to adopt an intersectional approach to data analysis, which will include gender, 

disability, location, race and socio-economic status.  The need for this, coupled with the research 

presented in this section, emphasises the importance of gaining rigorous, contextual data on children 

with disabilities that acknowledges the interaction of their condition with the context in which they 

live and are being educated. Having examined how disability is understood and how children are 

identified, the next sub-section examines where children are being educated.  

 

 

2.6. Where are Colombian children with disabilities being educated?  

While the SIMAT data provides some insight into the number of children with disabilities being 

educated in state schools, data on the number of state-funded or private special schools, or how many 

children are attending them, does not appear to be available.  This is consistent with the wider 

literature across Latin America, in which it is acknowledged that not only are there few statistics on 

children with disabilities in school systems in Colombia ( Blasco and Moreno, 2020), but also, that it 

is not known how many special schools exist in the region (RREI 2018, 2019; FIADOWN 2019; 

Marchesi, 2019).  While public special schools exist in Colombia, Piñeros (2010) noted that many 

ETCs have stopped funding public special schools and instead, contract private institutions to educate 

children.  Orjuela (2015) reported that the institutions chosen by the ETCs are based upon cost, and 

there is very little monitoring of the quality of provision.  Furthermore, the Government do not hold a 

register of all private entities that provide education (Correa & Castro, 2016), and while private 

mainstream schools are required to register children using SIMAT, private institutions offering 

special education are not.  Consequently, MEN (2015b) estimate that 20% of children with disabilities 

receive private education, but they do not specify whether this is private mainstream, special or both.   

A further group that remains invisible within the Colombian system are those children who 

are out of school. The latest data suggests that 4% of the richest children and 7% of the poorest 

children are out of school (UNESCO-UIS, 2018).  While there are no concrete figures regarding 

which of these are children with disabilities, Correa & Castro (2016) estimated that around 125,000 

children are excluded from school.  However, a further question is whether these children have never 

attended school or dropped out. A feature of the Colombian school system that may exacerbate out-

of-school figures is that of grade repetition.  Despite numerous changes in the legislation to address 
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historically high levels of grade repetition9 and subsequent drop out, repeating the year has a 

ñfavourable reputationò in Colombia (OECD, 2016, p. 185) based upon a cultural view that it brings 

accountability (e.g. see Correa et al., 2018).  The latest figures suggest that approximately 16% of 

primary children and 27% of secondary children in Colombian schools are two years or more over the 

age that would be expected for their grade (Plan International & DANE, 2020).  A combination of 

repetition and becoming overage for oneôs grade has the potential to affect attainment and increase the 

risk of dropping out (Garcia-Villegas et al., 2013; Barrera, 2014).  This is a particular concern for 

children with disabilities, according to the 2019 SIMAT figures: Figure 2.5 below illustrates that the 

proportion of children with disabilities reduces from a peak of 2.73% in the last grade of primary 

school (Grade 5). It then reduces year on year during secondary grades to only 1.68% by the final 

grade 11. 

 

Figure 2.5 

Percentage of children with disabilities who attended school in 2019, based upon grade 

 
Note: Researcherôs calculation based upon SIMAT data 2019 

 

Having summarised the legislation and data regarding the identification of children, the final 

section examines the state systems aimed at supporting teachers in educating children with 

disabilities.  

 

Section 3: Teacher training and support 

 
9 Decree 230 (MEN, 2002) established a maximum failure rate of 5% per school, for those who scored 

óinsufficientlyô in three or more subjects and/or had an attendance rate less than 25%.  Opposition 

from parents and teachers to the change led the Government to amend the law (Decree 1290, 2009) 

again allowing a child to repeat any grade based on performance across subjects, and teacher views on 

whether they had made sufficient progress. 



 19 

An integral part of the implementation of inclusive education in Colombia has been the practice of 

teachers.  This section describes the initial training processes, with it being argued that these have not 

prepared teachers for addressing the needs of diverse classrooms. 

 

2.7 Initial Teacher Training 

There are three main routes to become a teacher in Colombia:  

¶  Completion of a complementary programme in education and pedagogy (Programa de 

Formaci·n Complementaria) at a higher teaching school (Escuela Normal Superior);  

¶ Completion of a first professional degree in education (Licenciatura) at a university;  

¶  Side entry through completion of a postgraduate qualification or a programme in pedagogy.  

Learning to teach through attending a higher teacher school (Escuela Normal Superior) was 

historically the main route to becoming a teacher. Referred to as ónormalesô, the teacher schools offer 

two years of post-secondary, non-tertiary teacher education. Typically located in smaller 

municipalities with a population of less than 100,000 (Garcia et al., 2013), students from normales 

can progress directly to the first semester of their post-secondary programme after completing an 

upper secondary education with a focus on pedagogy (bachillerato pedag·gico).  In addition to 

normales, the most common way of obtaining initial teacher education in Colombia is studying for a 

first professional degree at a universityôs education faculty (Radinger et al., 2018).  These are 

typically located in urban centres and large cites (Garcia et al., 2013) and allow graduates to teach at 

all levels of pre-school and school education depending on the emphasis of the degree programme.  

However, despite Government efforts to raise the status of teaching, professional degrees in education 

at the university level are among those with the lowest numbers of applicants, attracting students who 

are less likely to have performed well in the school leaving examinations (Garc²a et al., 2013; Bar·n 

et al., 2014).  

2.7.1. Teacher training on diversity and disability 

The quality of general initial teacher training offered by faculties of education is considered to vary 

considerably between institutions (Radinger et al., 2018) and a common concern raised by trained 

teachers is that there is a focus upon theory, with little opportunity for practice (Kamenopoulou, 

2018).  A key area in which initial teacher training packages are lacking is that of preparing teachers 

for working with the diverse populations and teaching contexts (Orjuela, 2015; Sánchez, 2018). One 

in three teachers teach in rural settings (Sánchez, 2018) and the Ministry for Education estimated that 

around 39,000 teachers worked in a multi-grade setting in 2017 (MEN, 2017d).  However, only a 

small group of programmes have a focus on specific issues, such as rural, disability or ethnic minority 
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education (Manjarrés & Velez, 2020). With regard to disability, very few of the 443 general training 

programmes in education in Colombia comprehensively address inclusive education (Radinger et al., 

2018). Furthermore, specialist courses on disability have been reduced since 201510 (Correa & Castro, 

2016).  

Support for teachers after they graduate is guided by Government-created national plans for 

teacher training, for from which secretaries of education are tasked with contextualising  and 

developing a Territorial Training Plan for Teachers and School Leaders11.  However, Radinger et al. 

(2018) noted that not all regions have the capacity and resources to develop effective strategies for 

their schools. Furthermore, resources for professional development are limited and few territorial 

entities can complement these resources with their own funds.  This disadvantages poorer, rural 

regions, for whom delivering training to the most isolated teachers is complex. 

 

2.8.  Summary 

This section has described how Colombia has increased access to basic education for the vast majority 

of its children, including those with disabilities, but outcomes are poor and intersections impact 

greatly on a childôs chances of succeeding or staying in school.  Colombian policy has evolved and 

there is a commitment to include children with disabilities. However, training on diversity and 

disability is lacking, and most courses focus on theory, rather than offering teachers practice-based 

courses.  Thus, Colombia faces an important challenge: How can the country make sure that all 

children benefit from their time in school? And how can it make sure that the school addresses the 

specific needs of children from very different backgrounds, so that wealth, gender, disability or 

location have less of an impact upon a childôs learning outcomes?   For its primary schools, Colombia 

seems to have found an answer in an innovative school model, Escuela Nueva, which is described in 

the next chapter. 

 
 

  

 
10 There was a decrease of 31 programmes in special education approved by MEN, to 18 active 

programmes in 2015, of which, 11 are offered at public institutions of higher education and 7 by 

private institutions. Of the 18 total programmes, 14 are university programs, three are specialised, and 

one is a masters programme (Correa & Castro, 2016). 
11 Plan Territorial de Formaci·n para Docentes y Directivos docentes 
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Chapter 3: An introduction to Escuela Nueva  

Escuela Nueva is a multigrade school reform, which was begun in the 1970s. It sought to transform 

the education of children living in rural areas of Colombia, through providing them with one that was 

tailored to their context.  Developed by Colombian educators, its positive impact upon rural childrenôs 

outcomes means it has been presented as a good example of ówhat worksô in rural, southern contexts 

by international organisations, such as UNESCO, UNICEF and the World Bank (Foundation Escuela 

Nueva (FEN), 2017).  Now delivered through FEN, and part of the Colombian Governmentôs national 

plan for flexible, rural education (MEN, 2017b), the model has subsequently been exported to 13 

countries of the Global South12.  This chapter provides an holistic overview of the model which 

includes a history of its development in Colombia, practical examples of the tools and a critical 

review of the literature that has explored its approach.  With the aim of giving examples of learning 

materials that are grounded in the Colombian context, it includes photos of materials taken during the 

fieldwork and details given by FEN staff about the process by which tools are developed. 

 

3.1. The evolution of Escuela Nueva  

The Escuela Nueva approach built upon an existing óUnitary schoolô model, which had been 

introduced into Colombia in 1962 as part of a Latin American pilot project by UNESCO (FEN, 2017). 

Targeting small single-teacher schools, the unitary school model was based upon children working 

autonomously through a series steps, delivered using learning cards.  Oscar Mogollón, an experienced 

and creative teacher, became the director of the first unitary school and training centre for 150 school 

in Pamplona, Norte de Santander, before leading its expansion into three more regions (Mogollón & 

Solano, 2011).  Drawing upon best practice from each region, the Colombian Ministry of Education 

sought to roll out the model across rural regions, and appointed Vicky Colbert to the role of National 

Director of the óEscuela Unitariaô13 Programme in 1976.  A subsequent evaluation of the regions, 

conducted by Restrepo, Tamayo & Londoño (1976), provided both an overview of the systemic and 

practical barriers that affected rural schools, and the ways in which the Unitary school model 

addressed these. Barriers in rural schools included a transmission model of teaching that delivered a 

curriculum that bore little relevance to the lives of rural children. With few resources, isolated 

locations and poor teacher training, there was a high turnover of teachers, who would migrate back to 

urban centres. This resulted in poor outcomes and high levels of grade-repetition and drop-out 

(Colbert, 1987).  Focusing on the suitability of the Unitary school model in this context, it identified 

practical and strategic difficulties, including the impractical, time-consuming task of copying and 

implementing the learning cards, and the question of how to address the needs of children who 

 
12 These include Brazil, Chile (Escuelas de Calidad MECE Rural), Dominican Republic, Equatorial Guinea, El 

Salvador (Aulas Alternativas); Guatemala, Guyana, Honduras, M®xico, Nicaragua, Paraguay (Escuela Mita Iru), 

Philippines, Vietnam and Uganda.  
13 Unitary School 
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dropped out at harvest time (Restrepo, Tamayo & Londoño, 1976).  However, the evaluation also 

identified positive adaptations implemented by teachers and provinces. For example, to reduce teacher 

preparation time, one province had created and copied materials for teachers.  In another, an 

American working for the Peace Corp - Beryl Levinger ï created a team of teacher-trainers to 

introduce the Unitary model into the most isolated and poor areas of Colombia. Recognising the 

importance of peer support between isolated teachers, she supported them  in co-creating additional 

materials and sharing their ideas on what worked in their context.  With evidence to suggest these 

strategies resulted in better outcomes for children and teachers, this began a process of ensuring that 

the Escuela Nueva model addressed the contextual realities of Colombia.  

Vicky Colbert subsequently created a steering group that included Beryl Levinger, Oscar 

Mogollón and a group of experienced, rural, Colombian teachers to find solutions for the issues raised 

in the evaluation.  Building upon the principles of the ónew schoolô progressive education movement, 

which had been introduced into Colombiaôs elite schools in 1915 by Agustin Nieto Caballero (see 

Narvaéz, 2006; FEN, 2017; Hernández-Silva, 2020), the team drew upon the associated theory and 

approaches of Montessori, Vygotsky, Decroly and Dewey14 to develop the approach they named 

óEscuela Nuevaô (New School) (FEN, 2017).  As explored further in Section 3.2 below, building upon 

the ideas of these pedagogues resulted in new operational strategies to deal with issues of grade and 

age diversity, different paces of learning and rural living conditions.  Furthermore, with a focus on 

delivering the model at scale, each adaptation aimed to be technically, politically and financially 

feasible in the Colombian context (Colbert & Arboledo, 2016).  The model was subsequently 

expanded to 8,000 schools during the 1980s, before being formally adopted by the Ministry of 

Education in 1989 as part of their strategy to improve rural access to education. By 1992, it had 

further expanded to 20,000 rural schools out of a possible 34,000.  However, expansion to the 

remaining 14,000 rural schools was affected by a nationwide decentralisation policy in 1987 (see 

Becerra, 2012).)  This led to the restructuring of teacher training in municipalities and insufficient 

funding, subsequently resulting in a decrease in EN training support for teachers and hence, their 

capacity to deliver the model (Colbert, 2013, Suárez, Pilar & Parra, 2015). Aware that the success of 

the model required strong leadership and attention to detail in its implementation and quality control, 

Vicky Colbert established Foundation Escuela Nueva in 1987 (Colbert, 1987). 

Working within a highly decentralised system, the Foundation describes itself as a social 

enterprise15 that receives funding via differing partnerships and projects with regional municipalities 

and private-public partnerships (e.g. in 2019 these included Colombian companies Eco-Petrol and 

Totto). It currently works with schools that educate 780,000 children in 73 departments and accounts 

 
14 While researchers have referred to EN drawing upon the works of Paulo Freire (e.g. see Azaola, 2016), 

personal interview and email correspondence with Director Vicky Colbert confirm they do not position their 

model with reference to his work. 
15 Personal interview with Vicky Colbert, Sep 2019. 
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for 8% of all Colombian students enrolled in primary education (OECD, 2016, p.136). Furthermore, it 

continues to support the work of the Ministry of Education and has remained one of the main flexible 

models of education16 advocated in the national rural education plan (MEN, 2018).  In the past five 

years, FEN have adapted the model for two further populations: urban schools and displaced and out 

of school populations17. To differentiate between the different versions they have named the original 

model óEscuela Nueva Activaô.  My research focuses upon the Escuela Nueva Activa version, for 

which I use the term Escuela Nueva (EN) based upon its frequent use in the academic and grey 

literature. 

 

3.2. Components of the Escuela Nueva approach 

The Escuela Nueva approach encompasses a number of components that work together as a system. 

These include curriculum, school and community, teacher training and administration (FEN, 2017).  

This section provides details of how these components are operationalised and implemented in an EN 

classroom. 

 

3.2.1 Curriculum delivery 

A core way of delivering the curriculum content is through textbooks, known as learning guides.   

Colombia does not have a formal national curriculum (OECD, 2016) and the general education law of 

1994 gives schools autonomy over their curriculum, providing schools with the flexibility to adapt 

their curriculum to meet the needs of the countryôs diverse populations and contexts.  The Ministry 

for Education has, however, issued curriculum guidelines (MEN, 1998) and basic competence 

standards (MEN, 2006c) which aim to support the development of compulsory and core subjects.  

Accordingly, the Escuela Nueva guides cover a range of subject areas (see Table 3.1) and guide 

activities are created by subject specialists in conjunction with a team of teachers, who are required to 

have recent, or current, teaching experience in rural classrooms.  

  

 
16 Twenty-three flexible models exist, including those that focus upon different ethnic groups and marginalised 

groups who are at risk of being out of education.  Of these, the most widespread model is EN (OECD, 2016). 
17 Alternative versions include a) Escuela Nueva Activa Urbana, which is tailored to urban populations and b) 

Círculos de Aprendizaje (Escuela Nueva Learning Circles), which supports children who do not access formal 

schooling and provides learning with a focus upon socio-emotional skills. 
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Table 3.1  

A list of the learning guide topics for grades pre-school-7 

Grade Subject 

Pre-school Play-based projects 

 

Transition 

 

Preparatory maths 

Preparatory language 

 

 

 

1-7 

 

Maths 

Spanish 

Natural sciences 

Social studies 

Ethics & human values 

Technology 
Entrepreneurship & finance 

Note: Listed from FEN (2015b) 

 

Illustrated in Figure 3.1 below, iterations in content and style have reflected the changes in 

Government policy, curriculum guidelines and individual requests from municipalities.  For example, 

in 2015, MEN introduced the national óderechos b§sicas de aprendizajeô [basic rights of learning] in 

maths and Spanish (MEN, 2015a), which identified the expected knowledge and performance level 

from children in grades 1-11.  To reflect this, EN maths and spanish learning guides created since 

2015 begin with a table which supports teachers to cross reference childrenôs progress.  They have 

also increasingly attended to issues of diversity at the request of their funders. For example, the FEN 

curriculum manager described how one region with a high percentage of children with Afro-

Colombian heritage requested, and funded, an extra chapter on Afro-Colombian history.  Similarly, 

the most recent guides reflect the customs of different indigenous groups and include images of 

children using wheelchairs. 

 

Figure 3.1 

Examples of evolving social studies guides: 1991, 2014, 2017 (left-right) 

 

Note: Guide examples sourced from FEN archives 
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3.2.2. Learning guide structure 

Each guide aims to provide learning for a year and is split into four sections (called Units), which 

mirror the four semesters of the academic year.  Each Unit has a series of chapters, through which 

children progress.  As illustrated in Figure 3.2 below, new skills or ideas are delivered through a 

common structure of three subsections, based upon the ideas of learn, practise and apply.  Having 

introduced a topic, practice activities consolidate the new learning, while activities that apply the 

learning in the school or home involve those that enable the child and teacher to check whether the 

former has understood.  Figure 3.3 provides an illustration of an activity taken from a social studies 

guide. 

 

Figure 3.2  

Structure of learning guide activities 

 

 

Positioned by FEN as a learner-centred education model (FEN, 2017), two related core principles 

within the approach are that children should learn at their own pace and there should be flexible 

promotion between grades.  Aiming to address the needs of rural families, who may require children 

to help at home, children who stop attending for different periods return to school and begin from 

where they last left.  Thus, the focus is upon children learning and understanding the content 

thoroughly before they are expected to move to the next topic.   

 

 

Guide chapter

A: LEARN

Explore existing 
knowledge 

Introduce new 
knowledge or skills

e.g. discuss picture 
with group, read a 
poem, think about 
your own context

B: PRACTICE

Consolidate new 
learning

e.g. go outside and 
explore, draw a 
poster, copy and 
complete a table

C: APPLY

Activities that 
enable child and 
teacher to check 
child understands

e.g. write answers 
to questions, 

interview family, 
present to class
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Figure 3.3 

Example of learning guide activities 

  

Learn: Children are asked to discuss in pairs their 

senses and what they like and dislike eating, 

touching, seeing and hearing.  

Learn: Children are asked to read the poem out 

loud, as a group, and point to the parts of the body 

it refers to. 

  

Learn: Children are asked to discuss how they 

would act if they saw other children teasing a 

person ówho lacks certain sensesô. 

Practice: Children are asked to work in a team and 

try and replicate not being able to see or hear, in 

pairs.  They are then asked to try and communicate. 

Note: Photos taken from the FEN (2015a) social studies learner guide 

 



 27 

 

3.2.3. Classroom organisation. 

While many multi-grade classes are formed of necessity in rural areas, due to the low numbers of 

children (Little, 2006; Taole, 2014), the EN model adopts this approach by choice (Colbert & 

Arboleda, 2016).  Informed by Vygotskyôs (1978) social constructivist theories of learning, learning is 

understood to be a social process, whereby working collaboratively with others can enable students to 

travel through what he termed the ózone of proximal developmentô (p.12), which is the gap between 

what the student can achieve alone and what they can achieve through problem-solving in 

collaboration with more capable peers.  Consequently, peer learning is a central feature of the model, 

and activities ask children to work in their grade-based teams.  To support this form of working, the 

traditional Colombian classroom formation of rows is replaced by movable furniture, which is formed 

into a hexagon to accommodate pair or group-work.  With the aim of promoting autonomy and 

curiosity in children, teachers create dedicated learning corners that display the resources for each 

topic, and are encouraged to include local materials and resources from the community.  In addition to 

accessing resources autonomously, children are also asked to sign themselves in using the self-

registration board.  Furthermore, on adopting the Escuela Nueva model, each school is equipped with 

a small library of books to encourage reading.  

 

Figure 3.4 

Examples of EN classroom organisation 

 
 

Children sign themselves in Schools have dedicated library resources 
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Fig. 3.4 cont. 

  

Learning corners with accessible materials Classroom furniture organisation 

Note: Photos taken in research school classrooms 

 

3.2.4.  Participatory tools  

Childrenôs participation is a central feature of the model.  Drawing upon the American philosopher 

and education thinker John Dewey (1916), who linked learner centred education with the 

development of democratic ideas and skills within learners, there is an annual student committee 

election.  Children vote for senior roles (president, vice president) and contribute to democratic 

decision-making through various student committees (e.g. environment, good order, wellbeing).  The 

model includes a strong focus upon values and learning to live together peacefully (convivencia).  

Supporting this, classrooms have interactive displays, including a values board, a suggestions box and 

a friendship mail board, where children can send each other positive messages or drawings 

 

Figure 3.5  

Photograph of friendship mail participatory tool 

 

Note: Photo taken in research school classrooms 

 

 



 29 

3.3. Community 

Given the diversity of populations that exist in Colombia, another aspect of the EN system is to 

involve the local community.  With purposeful attention to community relations and a strong 

appreciation for the local culture, parents and the wider community are actively involved in the school 

life, with local culture and knowledge being integrated into the curriculum.  As illustrated in Figure 

3.5, this includes children participating in events in the community, on behalf of the community (e.g. 

litter picking) as well as parents running events in schools. Furthermore, children have a whole-class 

home-school book called a ótravelling journalô. In this, families share their stories and other aspects of 

culture, which have been chosen by the children as topics of interest.  This enables parents who are 

unable to visit the school to have the opportunity to share their knowledge and context with the school 

and wider community. 

 

Figure 3.6  

Examples of participatory tools that focus on links with the community 

  

School community noticeboard, which displays 

photos of the community events in the previous 
year (looking after the environment, visiting a 

national book fair, our right to vote, exploring and 

sharing at the lake, motherôs recipes, using ICT, 

no more abuse, childrenôs day breakfast). 

Travelling journal: A home-school diary, which 

travels between school and families; dedicated to 
sharing knowledge (e.g. family trees and history, 

favourite recipes). 

Note: Photos taken in research schools 

 

3.4. Training and administration 

In order to make the EN model politically and technically feasible in such a decentralised education 

system, FEN was aware of the need to engage and support the municipality and school leaders 

(Colbert & Arboledo, 2016).  FEN (2017) identified three major phases for the implementation of the 
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Escuela Nueva programme. It begins with the awareness phase, in which meetings are held for 

policymakers to discuss the model, its purpose and success.  They also have the opportunity to visit 

Escuela Nueva demonstration schools, which are schools that have been designated a local example 

of good practice by FEN. The second phase is the design and pilot phase (12-18 months), which 

includes workshops with planners, trainers, teachers of existing demonstration schools and teachers 

from the adopting schools. The third, is the implementation and gradual expansion phase, which 

includes a series of three in-service teacher trainer sessions, as described in the next section.  

 

3.4.1. Teacher role and training 

A fundamental aspect of EN is that the role of a teacher is that of a guide and facilitator, rather than 

someone who is imparting pre-prepared knowledge to the children. However, this can present a 

challenge for teachers who have been trained using mainly theoretical models (Kamenopoulou, 2018).  

Aiming to address this issue, the in-service training involves active, participatory workshops, in which 

teachers work through their own learner guide in small teams.  This gives them personal experience of 

that which they will subsequently deliver to children (see example in Figure 3.7 below). The training 

is divided into three courses of between 2.5 and 5 days conducted throughout the first school year. 

The first session is an induction that addresses the EN aims and methodology, the organisation of the 

building and classroom, developing the learning corners, establishing a student council, and basic 

methods of group work.  The second workshop takes place two or three months later and focuses on 

using learning guides as well as managing a multigrade class through implementing flexible 

promotion.  The final workshop is on teaching reading and writing and the use of the school library, 

as well as a final review. Training continues through follow-up problem-solving workshops called 

ómicrocentresô.   Located in demonstration schools, teachers are free to exchange ideas, doubts, and 

questions with other teachers and for the first year, with a FEN advisor, in an informal, non-

hierarchical setting. Furthermore, FEN provides an online forum through which teachers can share 

resources, raise questions and access materials. 
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Figure 3.7  

An example of the teacher training learning guide that teachers work through during FEN training  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: FEN (2013) 

 

3.5.  Research on Colombian Escuela Nueva outcomes  

Research on the learning outcomes and measures of self-esteem of children in EN schools have 

consistently demonstrated that EN children outperform children who attend non-EN schools (Rojas & 

Castillo, 1988; Psacharopoulos, Rojas & Velez, 1993; McEwan, 1998; Hincapié, 2015; Hammler, 

2017).  Furthermore, research focusing on peaceful interaction concluded that EN methods had a 

significant, positive impact on the peaceful social interaction of children, and an influence of the 

school on parent participation in the local community (Forero et al., 2006).  Drawing upon 

Practice activities: work in a pair 

2) Share my reflections with my 

partner 

3) Together, read and analyse this 

text 

(history of movement in 20th century)  

 

Work in a team 

4) Discuss who were the main 

contributors to the EN movement and 

write our conclusions in our notebooks 

5) Read the following case study 

carefully (story of Andrea, a new 

teacheré) 

Individual work  

1. I reflect upon: 

- What do I know about the pedagogical 

movement of EN at the start of the 20th 

century? 

- Which pedagogues promoted this 

movement? 

 

 

Chapter 4: Who are the contributors of 

the EN movement to the Escuela Nueva 

active model? 
 

A. Basic activities 
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quantitative data, in 1987, the earliest research involved using  a dataset collected from 168 EN and 

60 traditional schools, to compare student achievement in maths, Spanish, civic behaviour, self-

esteem, and creativity.  Using this dataset, Rojas & Castillo (1988) concluded that EN schools had 

significantly higher test scores than traditional ones in civic behaviour, social self- concept, 3rd grade 

maths as well as 3rd and 5th grade language.  These results were subsequently replicated by 

Psacharopoulos, Rojas & Velez (1993), who also controlled for child and family characteristics as 

well as school inputs.  However, McEwan (2008) warned that these results should not be accepted 

uncritically.  He argued that research that used non-EN schools as a comparison assumes that the two 

are pedagogically distinct.  Instead, qualitative and quantitative observation data has suggested that 

many teachersô practices in EN schools resemble those of traditional rural schools, whilst some 

ótraditionalô teachers in non-EN schools independently adopt similar multigrade practices (Benveniste 

& McEwan 2000; Forero et al., 2006).   

Addressing this, a mixed methods PhD by Hammler (2017) compared the learning outcomes 

on children from EN- and non-EN schools across Colombia, using the outcomes of the national test18 

results of 3rd and 5th grade children from 2013.  Having found that EN children outperformed their 

non-EN peers, she focused upon one region to examine the levels of implementation using 

observation and interviews.  Countering the findings of McEwan (2008), she discovered that EN 

schools implemented a larger share of the modelôs elements than conventional ones.  However, within 

the EN schools there was great variation in the level of implementation, with scores on an 

implementation scale of 100 ranging from just 22.5 to 83.8.  Despite this, while controlling for 

socioeconomic status (SES), rural/urban location and level of model implementation, she found a 

positive effect in the EN schools that was comparable to the difference of one socioeconomic level. 

Furthermore, the model appeared to decrease the achievement gaps between gender in those schools. 

A further criticism first raised by McEwan (2008) was that of selection bias. Questioning the 

external validity of the model, he suggested that the schools that first adopted the model were 

enthusiastic volunteers, which may positively skew the outcomes for children.  Similarly, more recent 

research by Hincapié (2015) argued that research has typically been conducted in regions where the 

model is most established.  Addressing both of these concerns, Hincapié (2015) controlled not only 

for the location and type of school, but also, the number of years the school had implemented the 

model.  Her results also suggested that children in rural areas outperformed their peers in non-EN 

schools at Grade 5, but that there was less of an impact in urban areas.  This evidence would suggest 

that McEwanôs concern regarding initial set-up bias is unfounded and that the model continues to 

have a positive impact on the learning of primary-aged, rural children, regardless of whether they are 

in a region in which the model is well established or where it is a recent innovation.  

 

 
18 Pruebas Saber in 2013   
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3.6. Escuela Nueva: home grown model or a North-South-South export?  

Described as ótravelling idea and policyô by Schweisfurth (2013, p. 1), learner centred education 

models (LCE), such as Escuela Nueva, have been promoted as a pedagogical ideal for the reform of 

teaching by international and multilateral aid organisations, including the OECD, the World Bank and 

UNICEF (Cerqua et al., 2014).  Most visibly, this approach to learning was promoted as part of the 

World Declaration on Education for All (UNESCO, 1990, Article 4), which stated that óactive and 

participatory [instructional] approaches are particularly valuable in assuring learning acquisition and 

allowing learners to reach their fullest potentialô. Citing Escuela Nueva as a successful example of 

South-South policy transfer (OECD, 2016), the model has been adopted by 13 countries in the Global 

South.  Literature that has evaluated the impact within the first few years of roll out suggest that the 

model was successfully adopted in Nicaragua and Guatemala (Baeesa, Chesterfield & Ramos, 2002; 

Kline et al., 2002) and childrenôs learning outcomes in Vietnam have been positive (Parandakar et al., 

2018).  In contrast, there are also examples that have been less positive, such as the experience of 

Uganda, where a successful pilot was not successful when rolled out at scale, in part because the 

materials and teacher support systems were not replicated over time (Mulkeen & Higgins, 2009).  

Despite LCE models being promoted as a ópanaceaô (Sriprakash, 2010, p. 297) for addressing 

educational progress in countries of the Global South, critical theorists have problematised the 

enthusiasm with which donor agencies promote these models and its application in countries of the 

Global South (Chisholm and Leyendecker 2008; Vavrus, 2009). Questioning its effectiveness, 

Schweisfurthôs (2011) review of 72 case studies of application of learner centred education in 

Southern contexts, argued that ó...the history of the implementation of LCE in different contexts is 

riddled with stories of failures grand and smallô (p.425).  Furthermore, increasingly nuanced findings 

from research in countries of the Global North suggest that progress using LCE approaches is uneven 

depending upon socio-economic status, gender and the subject being taught (Spiro & De Schryver, 

2017; Power et al., 2019).  Critical theorists who draw upon World Systems theory argue that the 

global convergence on the idea of LCE represents not an expansion of what works, but ópower rather 

than progressô (Altinyelken, 2012, p.204).  They argue that powerful bilateral organisations (e.g. 

USAID) and international organisations (World Bank and UNICEF) have had a central role in the 

global uptake of LCE models (Verger, Altinyelken & Novelli, 2018). Furthermore, they contend that 

it is often justified owing to its capacity to promote democratic behaviours and prepare children for 

future employment, thus leading Tabulawa (2003, p.70) to assert that it represents a process of what 

he describes as ówesternizationô; that is, promoting ideas which derive from Northern contexts, but 

doing so in ways that are ódisguised as quality and effective teachingô.  

Applying this theory to the adoption of Escuela Nueva in Vietnam, Le (2018a, 2018b, 2020) 

critiqued the role of agencies such as UNICEF, USAID and the World Bank, which have been key to 

its promotion and rollout.  He argued that as a low-cost, LCE-based educational intervention at the 

primary level, the model aligns with Northern values and with the World Bankôs main objectives of 
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reducing costs in countries of the South.  Consequently, he challenged the idea of EN as Southern 

model, arguing that it could ómore accurately (be) described as a North-South- South policy transfer 

rather than an equal cooperation and partnership between developing countriesô (Le, 2018a, p.15).    

An exploration of the literature that has explored the roll-out of the model to other countries 

reveals that it has, indeed, been supported by international agencies (e.g. USAID, World Bank) (e.g. 

see Mulkeen & Higgins, 2009).  Moreover, as a social enterprise that receives funding from 

Colombian municipalities as well as national and international organisations, Foundation Escuela 

Nueva does, of course, have an interest in retaining its positive reputation and highlighting how the 

model can retain relevance with changing educational trends.  However, Colbert & Arboledoôs (2016) 

article outlines how the modelôs success has relied upon much more than funding and affirmation 

from international agencies.  Instead, Colbert & Arboledo (Ibid.) describe four lessons that have been 

key to its successful implementation in the Colombian context19.  These include positioning teachers 

as key actors of change ï a strategy that was evident from the inception of the model, at which time 

teachers constituted part of the original national development team. Furthermore, priority has been 

given to making the model óeasily replicable in the existing conditionsô (p. 408) and it has evolved in 

response to the needs of different regions. Hence, while I agree the model is an LCE model which 

reflects the interests of global agencies, Leôs  (2018a, 2018b, 2020) characterisation of EN overlooks 

the active, ongoing role that Colombians themselves have played in its success, whilst also ignoring 

the research that emphasises the role of local actors and context.  Instead, it can be considered as an 

example where local, contextual knowledge has contributed to finding solutions to complex problems 

with which many of those in Southern contexts are grappling.  

 

3.7. Disability and Escuela Nueva: an unexplored topic 

Vicky Colbertôs motivation for developing the EN model began with a determination to address the 

inequality of access to education for rural Colombian children (FEN, 2017). Acknowledging the 

intersections of poverty and location, the model design introduced the idea of learning at oneôs own 

pace to accommodate children who need to miss schooling or enter late, due to the demands of the 

agricultural calendar (Colbert & Arboleda, 2016).  Furthermore, it provided learning materials aimed 

at building upon childrenôs existing knowledge and providing activities that valued rural settings.  

Consequently, with regards to the diversity of learners within the EN research, there has been 

 

19 1) Teachers and students need to be the key actors of the change; (2) the proposed improvements have to be 

easily replicable within existing conditions; (3) the attitudinal change of teachers is positively affected as a 

result of demonstrating that the model was feasible, a good fit for its beneficiaries and that they could do it; and 

(4) a systemic approach is necessary to impact simultaneously on the critical factors of success (Colbert & 

Arboledo, 2016, p. 408)   
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consideration of SES, gender and location. However, while the existing EN-focused research has 

highlighted childrenôs positive learning outcomes, there are notable gaps in the literature.  The first is 

that there are few accounts of children and teachers experiences of learning in EN classrooms (Suárez, 

Pilar & Parra, 2015).  Where the views of both have been sought (Benveniste and McEwan 2000; 

Forero et al., 2006), in most cases large-scale survey methods have been utilised, which limits the 

nuance one can capture of the classroom experience.  Two pieces of research that involved the 

utilisation of qualitative methods, were that of Hammler (2017), who used semi-structured interviews 

with a smaller sample of teachers, and Suárez, Pilar & Moreno (2015), who interviewed three 

teachers.  However, both focused their questions on adherence to the implementation of the model, 

thus leaving a gap in terms of capturing the perspectives of teachers or children and thereby providing 

rich accounts of pedagogical processes and the classroom experience.  Most pertinent to this study, is 

that there has been no prior research exploring disability in terms of the way in which the needs of 

children with disabilities are addressed in the classroom.  Given the modelôs attention to meeting the 

diversity of needs, ages and stages of learning, and its focus upon building peer relationships and 

community, I am interested in contributing to the wider EN literature by exploring how EN addresses 

the needs of rural children with disabilities.  

 

3.8. Summary 

In this chapter, the development and structure of the Escuela Nueva approach and the ways in which it 

has been adapted for the Colombian context have been described. Furthermore, it has been noted that 

children who access EN schools have consistently outperformed their peers in non-EN schools.  

Having identified a gap in the research on disability and Escuela Nueva, the next chapter provides a 

context for my study by critically reviewing the Latin American literature on disability and inclusive 

education. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 4: A review of the Latin American literature on 
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disability and inclusive education 

Central to my research is the importance of context for the development of inclusive education.  This 

literature review draws primarily upon the Spanish- and Portuguese-language literature that has 

researched disability and inclusive education in Latin America20. Summarising the main debates in the 

literature, Section 1 explores how inclusive education and disability are conceptualised, noting that 

ideas of inclusive education are dominated by models which emanate from Northern contexts such as 

the UK and Spain. Section 2 examines how teachers address the needs of children with disabilities in 

schools, and the lack of research in rural contexts. Section 3 considers teacher training and support. 

Finally, Section 4 highlights the silences in the literature, while also arguing that Latin American 

research is itself silenced in the field of inclusive education.  

 

Section 1: Conceptualisation of models of inclusive education and disability  

This section outlines the differing ways in which inclusive education and disability are understood in 

Latin America, whilst also describing the ways in which Northern theories dominate the framing for 

both. 

 

4.1. Conceptualisations of inclusive education 

When describing the historical debates on disability and inclusive education in Latin America, the 

majority of the research frames their evolution based upon the influence of global agreements.  

Describing education for children with disabilities as a human right, scholars build upon the 1948 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UN, 1948) and the 1990 Jomtien World Conference on 

Education for All Conference (UNESCO, 1990), which led to an increase in access to education for 

many children throughout Latin America (Radinger et al., 2018).  The global introduction of the term 

óinclusive educationô began with the adoption of the Salamanca Statement and Framework for Action 

on Special Needs Education (UNESCO, 1994), which advocated that governments óadopt as a matter 

of law or policy the principle of inclusive education, enrolling all children in regular schools, unless 

there are compelling reasons for doing otherwiseô (UNESCO, 1994, p. ix).  The World Education 

Forum in Dakar (UNESCO, 2000) broadened the definition of inclusion to include multiple 

marginalised groups before disability was again foregrounded within the education debates, with the 

UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) (UN, 2006).  Subsequently, the 

World Education Forumôs Incheon Declaration and Framework for Action (UNESCO, 2015a) 

 
20Search terms for majority Spanish/Portuguese language databases (SCIELO, Latindex & Redalyc): 
educación inclusiva (inclusive education) OR inclusion escolar (school inclusion) OR inclusion educativa 

(educational inclusion), discapacidad (disability) OR NEE (SEN), niños OR niñas (children/boys or girls), 

educación (education) 

Search terms for majority English-language databases (ERIC, British Index, WoS, ORE):  

disability, education, inclusive education, Latin America, Colombia 
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underpinned the education targets in the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (UN, 2015), in 

which SDG 4 requires governments to develop inclusive and equitable quality education for all, 

including children with disabilities.  These global agreements have profoundly impacted on the 

evolution of legislation and national policies of countries throughout Latin America (Murillo21 & 

Duk, 2018; Iglesias & Martin, 2020), as evidenced by research, which has mapped the evolution their 

national legislation and policy with the influence of the agreements (e.g. in Brazil, De Souza et al., 

2018; in Mexico, Cruz-Orozco, 2019; in Chile, Manghi et al., 2020). However, while there is general 

agreement on the principle of inclusive education as something to be pursued (Cedillo et al., 2013; 

Tamayo, Rebolledo & Saldaña, 2017), the literature presents a gap between the conceptualisation to 

which it aspires, and how this is subsequently enacted in policy and practice.  

 When defining inclusive education, the vast majority of articles draw upon the language and 

ideas described by Mel Ainscow ï a Northern scholar based in the UK ï and Gerard Echeita ï a 

Spanish academic who has co-authored Spanish-language papers with Ainscow (Echeita et al., 2004; 

Echeita & Ainscow, 2011).  Ainscowôs introduction to the Spanish-speaking literature followed the 

Spanish translation of Booth & Ainscowôs (2002) training package óIndex for Inclusionô by 

UNESCO.  Subsequently promoted throughout Latin America by UNESCO, the Index features 

frequently in the academic literature as both a guide and research tool (e.g. see Marulanda et al., 2013; 

Velasquez et al., 2016; Soto, 2020; Castillo & Carvajal, 2020).  It has also informed national policies 

of various Latin American countries, including Colombia, where it was adopted as part of the 

Ministry for Educationôs policy (MEN, 2006b).  Subsequent articles written in, or translated into, 

Spanish (e.g. Ainscow, 2001; Ainscow 2005; Echeita & Ainscow, 2011) broadly define inclusive 

education as the transformation of a school system, in which mainstream schools transform their 

culture, policies and practices to respond to a diversity of needs.   

Having framed inclusive education using the models of Ainscow and Echeita, the literature 

typically adopts a deficit-lens on the progress and performance of Latin American systems and 

teaching practice; reporting how it has been unable to achieve the required transformation.  Criticising 

their respective governments for following global agreements without regard for local conditions, 

researchers in different countries have outlined the ways in which this has led to fragmented practice 

that is not coherent across their national systems (in Brazil, Ibáñez, 2019; in Mexico, Dainez & 

Naranjo, 2015; in Chile, Manghi et al., 2020).  A further gap identified between the global framing of 

inclusive education and policy and practice in Latin America is to whom it refers. The World 

Education Forum in Dakar (UNESCO, 2000) broadened the definition of inclusion to include multiple 

marginalised groups.  However, researchers acknowledge that inclusive education remains commonly 

associated with disability throughout Latin America (Infante, 2010; Marchesi, Blanco & Hernandez, 

 
21 Latin American authors typically have two surnames ï the first which is derived from their father and the 

second from their mother.  Reflecting the bibliographic record in the literature, I have used the first surname for 

the majority of Latin American authors, other than those from Chile and Brazil who use the second. 
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2014; Bidegain & Antola, 2017). And consequently, Cedillo et al. (2013, p.1) question the capacity of 

countries in Latin America to achieve Ainscowôs óradical positionô on inclusive education.  They, 

instead, argue for a more ómoderateô approach to inclusion in Southern contexts, which óadmits the 

coexistence of integration and inclusionô, where the latter is seen as a process of change that supports 

a quality education for children, whilst also allowing for individual support, both in and out of the 

classroom. 

 However, having adopted this deficit lens, there is a notable silence from Latin American 

authors in response to the dominance of Ainscow and Echeitaôs work in the literature and the lack of 

leading Latin American voices.  Neither is there literature which problematises the application of 

inclusive education models deriving from discourse, theoretical understanding and progress in 

countries such as the UK and Spain.  Instead, Herrera et al. (2018) described how Latin America 

ójoined the inclusive movement with a certain lagô (p. 123), while Cedillo et al. (2013) position their 

solution as adopting a more ómoderateô model, but in doing so, retain the óradicalô inclusion stance as 

the goal and standard to which Latin America should aspire.  European and South Asian critical 

scholars who have researched in Latin America and other contexts of the South have challenged the 

application of models developed in Northern contexts to countries of the South based upon an 

assumption of óuniversality of applicabilityô (Kalyanpur, 2020, p. 296).  Where universalisms are 

posited, they are typically driven by Eurocentric knowledge production and realities found in 

Northern contexts, which, as Grech (2011, p.88) argues, typically result in exported models of 

education ófrom the West to the restô.  Furthermore, this exportation makes the assumption that 

models can seamlessly be transported to countries in the South, while ignoring the local context, 

culture, economy, history, community and relationships of power in these contexts (Ibáñez, 2019; 

Kamenopoulou, 2020).  However, Kalyanpur (2020) argues that the perception that countries in the 

Global South are somehow failing, when compared with nations in the North, is mistaken  for a 

number of reasons.  She contends that a ñtemporal gapò occurs between the development of a concept 

in the North and its subsequent emergence in the South, by which time the development may have 

fallen out of favour (Kalyanpur, 2020, p. 295).  A Colombian example of this is described by 

Manjarrés & Velez (2020), who point out that the country spent 10 years establishing special schools, 

only for there to be a shift towards specialised classrooms by the time they were established.  

Kalyanpur (2020, p. 297) argues that this temporal gap overlooks the fact that the Global South is 

pressured into meeting education goals within much shorter timescales than those in the North, while 

already being disadvantaged by ócolonial resource-depletionô.  Countering this dynamic, there is a 

body of scholars working in the field of inclusive education, who have challenged the deficit-lens that 

permeates much of the discourse about the South, constructing it as ñbackwardò (Rao, 2015, p. 19), in 

which there is a focus upon what is not happening, while often ignoring the enabling factors that 

already exist in the country (Singal & Muthukrishna, 2016).  Arguing for an understanding of 

inclusive education that is more relevant for Southern contexts, Kamenopoulou (2020) advocates 
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culturally sensitive research, which challenges the dominance of Northern models of inclusive 

education.  Drawing upon this critique, my research is focused on a model that has positive outcomes 

for children, was developed by local and national leaders in education and was specifically designed 

to meet the local conditions. 

 

4.2. Conceptualisations of disability  

When conceptualising disability, Latin American research refers to the global shift in national policies 

from models that characterise it as an individual deficit to the adoption of the biopsychosocial model 

(WHO, 2001).  Despite this, the research suggests that the medical model continues to be highly 

influential in Latin America.  For example, a review of the earlier literature on disability in Colombia 

between 2005-2012 by Cruz-Velandia et al. (2017) noted that the research was characterised by the 

medical model approach, which was attributed to the background disciplines of the authors, who were 

health professionals, such as occupational therapists or physiotherapists.  However, findings from a 

variety of countries report that this model also dominates teachersô understanding of disability (in 

Chile, Muñoz, Cruz & Assaél, 2016; in Mexico, Naranjo, 2019; in Colombia, Gutiérrez & Martínez, 

2020).  Similarly, the legacy of educational systems that have historically evolved from special 

education means that a medical diagnosis is prevalent in most national systems.  An example is the 

Chilean system, which requires children to be diagnosed with either ópermanentô (e.g. sensory, 

autism) or ótemporaryô disabilities (e.g. areas of specific difficulty, such as reading, writing or maths) 

to receive extra support (Cedillo, Contreras & Abadie, 2015). 

A consequence of conceptualising disability using the medical model, is that it ignores the 

ways in which intersectionalities of race, gender, class, poverty, and sexuality intersect with disability 

and the ways in which this can contribute to the social exclusion of children and their families (Gesser 

& Martins, 2019; Huiracocha et al., 2017a).  As a broadly collectivist culture, Latin Americans place 

great emphasis on relying upon individuals working as a group to meet the needs of the whole family 

(Grech, 2011). Consequently, as Grech (2015, p.7) argues regarding rural families living in poverty in 

Guatemala, the disability of one family member extends beyond the individual, ótransforming these 

units into what are best described as ódisabled familiesô.  Interviews with Mexican parents by Santana 

(2019) suggested that they felt having a child with a disability had a positive effect of uniting their 

family, with responsibilities being shared across all members.  However, there is a larger body of 

research that reports how parents find looking after a child with a disability challenging, and that 

much of the caring falls upon mothers, which leaves them exhausted (in Colombia, Jaramillo, Moreno 

& Rodriguez, 2016; Pava, 2020).  Furthermore, the intersection of poverty shapes parentsô 

experiences and the support they can access.  For example, Huiracocha et al.ôs (2015, 2017b) 

interviews with parents demonstrated that families in Ecuador were caught in a cycle of poverty in 

which they are impacted upon by poor nutrition, housing and sanitation as well as a lack of access to 

medical care. Exacerbating this cycle are the hidden extra costs that addressing disability involves. 
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These include both direct costs, such as increased costs for transport and medical appointments, 

accompanied by indirect costs, such as parents needing to take time off work to support a child or 

attend appointments, or forgoing employment opportunities to care for a child or relative (Grech, 

2019).  Providing evidence for these assertions, Pinilla (2018) compared the results from the global 

multidimensional poverty index with census results of families in five Latin American countries 

(including Colombia), discovering that the levels of multidimensional poverty and deprivations were 

higher for people with disabilities and their families compared with other groups. However, despite 

the barriers that many parents face, the research consistently demonstrates that parents from a range of 

socio-economic and learning backgrounds emphasise the benefits of education for children with 

disabilities (Pava, 2020) and education is valued as something that offers the promise of a better life 

(in Paraguay, Carolan-Silva, 2011; in Nicaragua, Westgard and Alnasser, 2014; in Ecuador, 

Huiracocha et al., 2017b). 

Challenging the idea that disability can be reduced to universal models, such as the ICF, there 

has been a recent increase in Latin American researchers advocating the decolonisation of disability 

studies across the continent (Díaz, 2012; Rojas Campos, 2015; Pino & Tiseyra, 2019; Yarza et al., 

2020).  They aim to challenge what is refers to as óAnglo-Saxonô research (Pino & Tiseyra, 2019, p. 

5), by drawing upon the idea of decoloniality.  Developed by Latin American theorists, decolonial 

studies claim that power was first structured through colonialism and later by the coloniality of power 

(Quijano, 2000), in which Eurocentric thinking and action was considered the accepted canon from 

which to build knowledge and constructions of difference (Mignolo, 2009).  Researchers in this field 

problematise what they hold to be Eurocentric notions of inclusive education and disability.  For 

example, Carlos Skliar is an Argentinian philosopher, who questions the idea of inclusive education 

as a field, curriculum or process and instead, proposes a ópedagogy of differenceô (Skliar, 2005).  In 

this, he defines inclusive education as the ethical responsibility of a teacher to recognise and support 

children to become wholly themselves and accepted for who they are, rather than schooled into ways 

that fit with wider society.  However, his influence in the literature is limited to critical Brazilian 

research and that which focuses upon decoloniality (e.g. see Nunes, Saia & Tavares, 2015; Yarza, 

2020). With regards to disability, UK-based researcher Groce (1999, p.3) argues that the models 

outlined above do not account for the fact that the concept is ófluid and interwoven into the local 

cultural belief systemô. For example, Ijalba (2015) describes how Hispanic mothers of autistic 

children in the USA understand their childôs disability through both a biological and a cultural lens, 

leading to them believing their childôs disability is a biological difference, which was/is the result of 

an external, non-biological force, such as mal de ojo (evil eye) or sustos (fright). Advocating 

decolonial research that explores indigenous understanding of disability, Yarza (2020) draws upon 

stories, artefacts and the ancestral languages of two indigenous groups in Colombia to explore the 

way in which disability and difference is understood. Arguing against the homogenisation of 

indigenous conceptualisations, she explored how two different groups had weaved the notions of 
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difference into their stories, introducing the spiritual connection between the earth, community and 

beyond.  While the decolonised research on disability in Latin America represents a small but 

evolving field (Pino-Moran & Tiseyra, 2019) it brings forth the importance for researchers not to 

make assumptions about how disability is understood.  Furthermore, one needs to explore 

methodologies that allow voices that are typically neglected to be expressed in ways that participants 

find comfortable.  

Having explored the debates regarding the ways in which disability and inclusive education 

are conceptualised in the Latin American literature, the next section moves on to the practice that one 

might see in schools. 

 

Section 2: What practices do teachers adopt to respond to the educational needs of 

children with disabilities? 

This section examines teachers attitudes towards disability and inclusive education before arguing that 

teacherôs views are, in part, influenced by the conditions in which they are teaching.  Focusing on 

rural contexts, it reveals the lack of research that addresses disability. 

 

4.3. Teacher attitudes 

Teacherôs attitudes towards inclusive education are vital to the success of an inclusive classroom 

(Oliveira, 2011; Bialka, 2017). However, consistent with findings across the world (UNESCO, 

2020b), the Latin American literature suggests that while teachers are broadly positive about the idea 

of inclusive education for children with disabilities, these attitudes are combined with scepticism 

about the extent to which this is possible (Castillo & Carvajal, 2018; Poblete, López & Muñoz, 2019; 

San Martin et al, 2020).  For example, quantitative surveys of teachersô views in Costa Rica, Chile 

and Brazil have suggested that, while they were broadly supportive of inclusive education for social 

reasons, they queried its academic value for both those with and without disabilities (Henriquez, 

Azcárraga & Cóppola 2012; Martins, Abreu & Rozek, 2020).  Research that has explored the factors 

that may influence teachersô attitudes and levels of confidence suggest previous positive or negative 

experience is a predictor of teacher attitudes towards inclusive education (in Brazil, Oliveira et al., 

2011; in Chile, Granada, Pomes & Sanhueza, 2013). Furthermore, the category and severity of a 

childôs disability affects the extent to which a teacher believes they can be included (in Colombia, 

Padilla et al., 2012; in Mexico, Naranjo, 2019).  Research using in-depth interviews and observations 

presents a more nuanced picture of attitudes linked to practice.  It suggests that, while teachers are 

keen to find ways of meeting the needs of all learners in their communities, their ambivalence stems 

from concern that the conditions in which they are teaching are not accounted for (in Colombia and 

Chile, Orjuela, 2015; in Mexico, Cruz-Ortiz et al., 2016).  Consequently, the following sections focus 

upon the conditions in which teachers teach and the ways in which this impacts upon their capacity to 

meet the needs of children with disabilities.  
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4.4. Curriculum and teacher practice 

Acedo (2011) contends that an inclusive curriculum that accommodates all learnersô needs must have 

the capacity to embrace a range of learning styles; emphasise the acquisition of relevant knowledge 

and skills; and be structured around varying levels of entry skills, to enable progress in ways that 

allow all learners to experience success.  However, UNESCOôs (2020c) review of inclusive education 

throughout Latin America and the Caribbean noted that children are often expected to progress at an 

unrealistic pace, making it difficult to follow the curriculum, which results in lower cumulative 

learning.  Quantitative survey research on teacher pedagogy in Chile and Mexico suggests that 

teachers are aware of the importance of adapting activities to meet the needs of children with 

disabilities (Granada, Pomes & Sanhueza, 2013; San Martin et al., 2020; Anatolievna, 2020).  

Accordingly, case studies of the practice of individual teachers reveal that there are teachers who 

adapt work in ways that are attentive to the needs and interests of the child (in Mexico and Brazil, 

Dainez & Naranjo, 2015; in Chile, Jara & Jara, 2018).  However, the majority of the research has 

found that teachers have limited guidance and skill in relation to adapting the curriculum, (in 

Colombia, Beltrán, Martínez & Vargas, 2015, Velasquez, Quiceno & Tamayo, 2016; in Chile, 

Muñoz, Cruz & Assaél, 2016, San Martin et al., 2020).  While research which has used surveys 

suggests teachers attitudes reflect a lack of interest and motivation in doing so (Anatolievna, 2020; 

San Martin et al, 2020),  qualitative research suggests teachers feel ill-equipped, given the conditions 

in which they are working. They report having few resources, limited time and knowledge on how to 

adapt the materials that they do have (Velasquez, Quiceno & Tamayo, 2016; Mellado et al., 2017; 

Poblete, López & Muñoz, 2019).  Supporting the notion that adapting the curriculum is challenging, 

the research of San Martin et al. (2017) noted that, when Chilean special school teachers were 

required to shift from a parallel special school curriculum to one that reflected the national curriculum 

in 2015, even they struggled to adapt their existing practice, despite having the skills to explain things 

simply and deliver materials based upon the interests of the child. 

 A further concern raised in some of the literature is that of assessment.  Research that has 

focused upon the assessment of children with disabilities in Latin America advocates formative 

assessment that recognises the range of strengths and achievements of a child (Arcidi§cono & 

Barrera, 2018).  However, Jara and Jara (2018) reported that teachers are less likely to use formative 

assessment in national systems that require summative forms.  Colombia is an example of a country 

that uses summative assessment to assess a childôs annual progress. Children who do not achieve the 

required learning by the end of the year do not pass and have to repeat.  However, while the 

consequences of repeating a year have some short-term benefits, research has consistently elicited that 

these dissipate and have substantial negative outcomes for children in the longer-term future.  

Children who repeat risk becoming overage and have higher rates of future school dropout as well as 

lower levels of employment (Ikeda & Garcia, 2014; P®rez, Hidalgo & Zurita, 2014).   
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 A further concern raised by some teachers is that, while they want to provide work adapted to 

a childôs level of learning, they also fear that giving them work that is different to that of others may 

make them feel stressed and isolated (Martins, Abreu & Rozek, 2020).  Raising similar concerns, in 

an attempt to meet the curriculum needs of children with disabilities in mainstream schools of Brazil, 

there has been an increase in specialised resource classrooms (García, 2013; Vieira et al., 2020). 

Accommodations such as these risk segregating and stigmatising children and have led to concerns 

about putting children with disabilities at an increased risk of being bullied by peers (Villalobos et al., 

2017; Martins, Abreu & Rozek, 2020). Providing a useful framework for understanding these 

tensions, an American economist Martha Minow (1985) described the ódilemmas of differenceô 

(p.158) that are inherent when choosing either to treat children with learning needs that may differ 

from their peers, as if they were the no different from others, or acknowledging that a child differs 

from others, in order to address their needs.  Applying this to the field of education, UK-based 

Norwich (2013) noted that there are three main dilemmas: the identification dilemma (whether to 

identify a child as having a disability), the location dilemma (where children learn and with whom) 

and the curriculum dilemma (whether to offer children with disabilities the same or a different 

curriculum to others).  When addressing the needs of children with a disability, the recognition of 

difference has the potential to be either óenabling or stigmatisingô (Norwich, 2014, p. 502): 

recognising a childôs difficulties may lead to them receiving a curriculum that caters for their 

individual needs.  For example, the provision of the right assistive devices (eyeglasses, hearing aids, 

mobility aids) and adapted materials (Braille textbooks, large print materials) enable children to 

access what is ordinarily available to all.  However, teaching in ways that highlight the differences at 

the same time risks their being stigmatised by others or limiting the expectations of what they can 

achieve (Mostert, 2016).  Adopting Norwichôs dilemmas as a theoretical framework in a Chilean 

context, Mu¶oz, Cruz & Assa®l (2015) described how teachersô choices were further constrained by 

the system in which they found themselves: in Chile there is a requirement for a diagnosis that can 

result in a teacher to providing individual support, but engaging the child in this, either in or out of the 

classroom, risks causing stigma.  Furthermore, acknowledging that this presents teachers with 

difficult decisions to make, Norwich (2013) notes that there óare not final solutions to dilemmasô (p. 

159), as each choice has the potential for negative as well as positive consequences.  Hence, their 

resolution will depend upon the importance they ascribe to different values, while the trade-offs they 

make will affect the experiences of children. 

4.5. Teaching children with disabilities in rural, multigrade schools 

Rural schools represent at least 30% of all educational institutions in Latin America (UNESCO, 

2020b).  Despite figures such as these, as aforementioned, rural education research in Latin America 

is lacking and, most pertinent to this study, the research literature on educating children with 

disabilities in Latin America is dominated by studies that focus upon urban contexts (Domingo & 

Boix, 2015; Tamayo, Rebolledo & Saldaña, 2017; Grech, 2017).  The need for research exploring 
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rural education practice has been highlighted by Bolaños & Rodriguez (2016), who criticise the 

application of national policy that fails to recognise the specific challenges and strengths of rural 

contexts.  Small, rural schools differ from those in urban settings, both in the way in which they are 

required to organise their classes and the teaching conditions that affect what teachers can offer their 

students (Little, 2006; Domingo & Boix, 2015; Bolaños, 2017).  Firstly, a common approach to 

classroom organisation used in many countries with large rural populations, such as Australia, Canada 

and many other countries, is the use of multigrade classes (Little, 2006; Berry, 2006; Domingo & 

Boix, 2015), which involves teaching students of different ages, grades, and abilities in the same 

group (Cornish, 2010). This contrasts with ómono-gradeô teaching, in which students within the same 

grade are assumed to be more similar in terms of age and ability (Little, 2008).  UNESCO (2015b) 

advocates multigrade teaching as an important and appropriate way to help countries to reach their 

internationally mandated Education For All targets.  However, research suggests that teachers often 

find it challenging to manage a multigrade class, describing how not only do they lack resources, but 

also, that the textbooks and learning materials that they do have are typically designed for monograde 

teaching (Bolaños, 2017; Domingo
 
& Boix, 2015).  A lack of materials creates extra time demands on 

lesson preparation, and makes classroom management more complex (Benveniste & McEwan, 2000; 

Bolaños, 2017).  Secondly, the relative social and geographical isolation of many rural schools 

impacts upon teachers working conditions, with costly transport or, in some cases, long travel 

distances, which thus require teachers to live at the school (Balarin, 2016; Carranza-Franco et al., 

2019).   

Teaching conditions are frequently poor, and in a review of school provision across the Latin 

American region, Duarte, Gargiulo & Moreno (2012) discovered that 21% of schools do not have 

access to drinking water; 40% suffer from a lack of drainage; 53% do not have a telephone line; in 

32% the number of bathrooms is insufficient; and 11% have no access to electricity. This is 

exacerbated in rural areas, where teachers have described the challenges of delivering inclusive 

education in non-accessible buildings, with fewer materials when compared with their experiences in 

urban settings (Dainez & Naranjo, 2015).  Their social isolation is made worse by a lack of 

communication, such as a phone or internet connectivity, which also reduces their access to online 

teaching materials, training or support from services located in urban areas (Balarin & Benavides, 

2010; Molina & Mesa, 2016). Consequently, recruitment and retention are an issue common to many 

countries in Latin America (Bertoni et al., 2020), with gaps often being filled through assigning new 

teachers to the posts (Vaillant, 2011; OECD, 2016).   

Research that examines how the factors outlined above might impact upon a teacherôs 

capacity to deliver inclusive education in a rural setting is limited to a just a handful of studies. The 

research that exists was conducted by Chilean academics, who studied the response of schools to the 

national óPrograma de Integraci·n Escolarô (School Integration Programme, or SIP) that was 

introduced in 2009.  Established as a way to ensure funding for a childôs inclusion in school, each 
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school applies through an improvement project, where infrastructure can be financed, as well as 

specialists being assigned to work with children with special educational needs.  Research conducted 

by Tamayo, Rebolledo & Saldaña (2017) examined the responses of rural school learning 

coordinators to a quantitative survey, which implemented the SIP process. When describing a childôs 

learning in class, 93.4% of learning coordinators said that students with disabilities were always or 

almost always able to participate in schoolwork without restrictions with the rest of their peers. The 

figure for the urban sector was lower, at 71.0%. However, despite the funding that comes with the SIP 

programme, the research also noted that both urban and rural schools reported low availability of 

materials to support the diversity of students with disabilities and nearly 45% lacked accommodation 

for students with mobility impairments, despite the legal obligation to provide such modifications.  

More nuanced, qualitative accounts of teacher practice in rural contexts support a growing body of 

literature in which it is argued that rural, multigrade schools have the potential to address diversity, 

based upon their design (e.g. see Boix, 2011).  Domingo & Boix (2015) described how Spanish rural 

teachersô daily experience of a heterogeneous group means they are experienced in adapting the 

curriculum.  They also have the opportunity to build close relationships with children over time, while 

the heterogeneity of the classroom fosters tolerance and systems of peer support.  Furthermore, 

Colombian researchers Martinez, Orrego & Palancia (2018) hold that small rural community schools 

are the only option for all local children, meaning those with disabilities are automatically included as 

part of the community.  While the rural research is extremely limited, it includes positive examples of 

inclusive rural multigrade practice.  For example, Nuñez et al. (2020) conducted an ethnography of 

six Chilean rural schools that contained children with disabilities, who were funded by the SIP. They 

described a positive example in which a child who had previously struggled to behave in a large class 

in an urban school, subsequently thrived with the smaller class size in which he received more 

individual attention.  His teacher rejected the pathologising of the child as the óSIP childô, whose 

needs should be met elsewhere, as had been suggested in the childôs previous urban school.  Instead, 

her priority was to keep the child in the class, noting that, as the only teacher in the single-class 

school, there was no-one else to address the needs of the child, unless it was a day when SIP learning 

support staff were to visit.  Similarly, teachers in Vegaôs (2020) case study of 14 Chilean rural 

multigrade schools found positive examples, where the teacher made time to attend to the individual 

needs of children with disabilities, once they had set tasks for the rest of the class.  While these three 

studies provide positive examples of practice, they are few and reflect the very particular policy 

context of Chile.  This highlights that there is not yet a body of research examining rural inclusive 

education across Latin America, to which I hope to contribute. Having explained that teachersô 

ambivalence about the extent to which inclusive education is possible is affected by the conditions in 

which they are teaching, the next section examines the support that they need to do so.  

 

Section 3: Teacher support and training  
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Research that has sought teachersô views and observed their practice consistently reports that they feel 

ill equipped to meet the needs of children with disabilities, and request more training to do so 

(Vaillant, 2011; Mendonça & Silva, 2015; Martinez, Orrego & Palancia, 2018).  Moreover, teachers 

from a range of countries in Latin America report having little or no training on how to address the 

needs of diverse needs of children (García-Villegas et al., 2013; Alfaro & Fernández, 2020).  

Furthermore, the training teachers do receive has been criticised for focusing on theory rather than 

practice (Jimenez & Montecino, 2015; Kamenopoulou, 2018; San Martin et al., 2020), meaning there 

is little impact upon practice in the classroom (Serrato & Garcia, 2014). Concerns such as these have 

led to a body of research that has raised the debates regarding the content of existing initial teacher 

training (ITT) and reported the outcomes for universities that have attempted to develop inclusive 

education training within their courses.  A key debate is the approach to course content, which 

Herrera et al. (2018) grouped into three broad categories. The first is that focusing on disability 

categories, diagnosis and assessment, while the second has a broader view of inclusion to encompass 

a broad definition of diversity, and teaches teachers skills to respond to diverse needs within their 

class. The third category reflects that of óinclusive pedagogyô, referencing Florian and Linklater 

(2010, p. 370), which involves óextending what is ordinarily available as part of the routine of 

classroom life as a way of responding to differences between learners rather than specifically 

individualizing for someô.  In practice, this involves the teacher providing a range of task options that 

are available to everybody in the class to choose, rather than a set of differentiated ones only for some 

(Florian & Spratt, 2013).  Using these categories to group the approaches described in the research 

literature, the most common adopted in Latin American universities is the first category: teacher 

training content which focuses upon disability, diagnosis and assessment (Andrade et al., 2015; San 

Martin et al., 2020). The majority of the research critiques this approach, with Brazilian researchers 

adopting a critical stance in which they argue that this perpetuates a hegemonic othering of people 

with disabilities, leading to their ongoing exclusion from education and wider society (Mendonça & 

Silva, 2015).  Consequently, researchers who have explored and evaluated alternative, inclusive ITT 

examples advocate strongly for the adoption of the second category: teacher training which delivers a 

broad understanding of diversity, includes practical training and has a significant focus upon self-

reflection, in order to challenge attitudes and increase confidence (Jimenez & Montecino, 2015; 

Velasquez et al., 2016; Herrera et al., 2018; Marchesi & Hernandez, 2019).  Returning to Herrera et 

al.ôs (2018) course in Ecuador, they, like the other courses, chose to focus upon diversity in its 

broadest sense and giving teachers practical skills in adapting work, formative assessment as well as 

self-reflection. Furthermore, acknowledging knowledge production grounded in local culture, they 

have educated teachers upon interculturality and óBuen Vivirô (good living) ï an Andean approach 

focusing on providing the conditions for people to live in harmony with each other and nature (e.g. 

see Gudynas, 2011; Chaves et al., 2018).  However, while this is one of small number of universities 
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that have engaged deeply with ways in which to support teachers (e.g. see examples in Velázquez et 

al., 2016; Gesser & Martins, 2019), researchers note that this is not common.  

 A further area of teacher support  is raised in both the teacher training and teacher practice 

literature is that of working together with others. Questionnaires and interviews reveal that teachers 

commonly advocate systems that provide multidisciplinary support and in-school learning support, 

which they perceive to have expertise they lack (Oliveira & Leite, 2011).  However, research from 

countries that have adopted policies requiring professionals to work together suggests that, while this 

is a potential source of support, it also has the potential to highlight tensions that bringing a perceived 

expert on disability into a school creates. Regarding which, in Brazil and Chile, children with 

identified individual plans are frequently educated in ways that remove them from their regular class 

(Valadão & Mendes, 2018; San Martin et al., 2020).  In Colombia, the guidance from MEN (2017a) 

suggests this is not an expectation. However, an anthology written by support teachers in Colombia 

shared their common experience that mainstream teachers often saw the role of the support teacher as 

relieving them of responsibility for a child, rather than enabling them to learn ways of including the 

pupil in learning (Forero & Rojas, 2018).  Consequently, researchers have argued that employing 

learning support teachers in this way risks, not only reducing teachersô feeling of responsibility for 

educating the child, but also, reaffirming their lack of confidence in their own capacity to meet the 

childôs needs (San Martin et al., 2020; Manghi & Vald®s, 2020). Where teachers had learning support 

in-class, a lack of clarity on the role of the learning support teacher or joint planning led to disputes 

between staff (Muñoz, Cruz & Assaél, 2015; Céspedes et al., 2020; Sagredo, Bizarría & Carenza, 

2020).  Consequently, researchers advocate that initial teacher training should include training on co-

teaching and working with external agencies (Flores, García & Romero, 2014; Dávila & Zambrano, 

2016; Valadao & Mendes, 2018).  

Thus far in the literature review, it has been argued that ideas of inclusive education are 

dominated by models emanating from Northern contexts, and that there is a need for research and 

support mechanisms that address the contextual realities that teachers, children with disabilities and 

their families face.  The next section examines the silences within the Latin American research, while 

also noting that Latin American research is, itself, silenced in the broader field of inclusive education 

in Southern contexts.  

Section 4: Latin American research: silences and being silenced 

Before discussing the silences in the Latin American literature regarding disability and inclusive 

education, it is important to contextualise these within the broader literature field of the Global South.  

Howgego, Miles, and Myerôs (2014) review of evidence on teacher education, classroom practice and 

teaching children with disabilities in low- and middle-income countries, confirmed that research 

neglects low and middle-income country contexts (Srivastava, de Boer & Pijl, 2015; Bakhshi, Babulal 
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& Trani, 2018), leading to Howgego, Miles & Myers (2014, p. 3) describing the evidence base as 

ñboth scattered and scarceò.  Similarly, reviewing the contribution of Spanish- and Portuguese-

language research to the field of inclusive education between 1994 and 2019, Iglesias & Martín 

(2020) reported that it is a small field in which 64.1% of the literature comes from Spain, while the 

Latin American literature that does exist is dominated by that regarding Chile, Brazil, Mexico and 

Colombia.  Within this limited field of literature there are a number of silences. Described next, these 

include research in rural education contexts and the contribution of Latin American literature to the 

global debates about inclusive education. 

 

4.6. Lack of research on voices and experiences of children, parents and teachers 

It is recognised at a global level that there is a paucity of research examining rural education contexts 

and that where they are studied this tends to reflect a deficit-lens (Akyeampong, Pryor & Ampiah, 

2006; Corbett, 2016; Reagan et al., 2019).  This includes a lack of research investigating the 

experiences and practice of rural Latin American teachers and families with regard to disability and 

inclusive education (Grech, 2019).  Furthermore, there remains a gap in knowledge pertaining to the 

views of Latin American children with disabilities on their experiences of education and learning 

(Azaola, 2014; Kamenopoulou, 2018) - and none on the experiences of rural children.  As a limited 

field in the Global South, there are only around 25 articles that represent the voices of children with 

disabilities from different countries and continents. Of these, four are Latin American. The first 

explored Colombian childrenôs conceptions of care in mainstream classrooms, in which Figueroa 

(2011) led focus groups with five children with disabilities and 13 of their non-disabled peers. She 

discovered that non-disabled children characterised disability as an illness and that both those with 

disabilities and without saw disability as resulting in not being able to perform at the same level as 

others.  The second, conducted by Eguiguren-Istuany & Wood (2020), focused upon the views of five 

Chilean children with autism, and, commensurate with the global research (in Zimbabwe, Musengi & 

Chireshe, 2012; in Uganda, Bannink, Idro & Hove, 2016) referred to the importance children ascribed 

to having friends.  The third article explored bullying of Chilean children accessing a SIP programme.  

Similar to the wider childrenôs voice literature on bullying (e.g. see Jenkin et al., 2017; Brydges & 

Mkandawire, 2016), Villalobos et al.ôs (2017) analysis of questionnaire responses revealed that 

children accessing the SIP were more likely to have been bullied when compared with their non-

disabled peers.  The fourth, conducted by Albornoz, Silva & López (2020), used visual narrative 

techniques, including photovoice and puppets, to explore urban Chilean childrenôs experiences of 

participation and learning.  Combining the views of children with and without disabilities, they 

described the importance of supportive teachers who offered engaging classes with clear explanations.   

However, regarding those with disabilities, there is no Latin American literature that has explored 

childrenôs experiences of teacher and peer support ï a key element of the Escuela Nueva model, and 

one that dominates the childrenôs voice literature in other Southern contexts (e.g. see Mahbub, 2008; 
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Gregorius, 2016; Singal et al., 2015).  With such little research, of which the majority has focused 

upon the views of urban children, my study is focused on rural contexts and the experiences of 

teachers, children with disabilities and their families.  

 

4.7. Latin American literature is silenced in the Southern debates 

A further silence for Latin American literature overall is its lack of visibility in the English-language 

global field that addresses education in low- and middle-income countries (Grech, 2017).  

Furthermore, this literature review has revealed a strong reliance on theories and conceptualisations 

that emanate from Northern contexts ï a trend that is common in the field of education in Latin 

American research (Gibert, 2017).  With the aim of challenging the dominance of Northern research, 

and bring together Latin American research, the SCIELO22 database was developed in 1997 by the 

Brazilian research foundation FAPESP (Fundação de Amparo à Pesquisa de São Paulo) in 

collaboration with the Latin American and Caribbean Information Center in health sciences.  It sought 

provide a platform that collated and evaluated, initially Brazilian, research (Gibert, 2017). This open-

access platform has now extended to scientific publications across Latin America and, in 2013, was 

included in the WoS database (Guzm§n & Gómez, 2019).  However, while databases such as these 

promote Latin American research for those with an interest in the region, a central factor that 

continues to affect the visibility of Latin American research is its language of publication. Given that 

English is the dominant language of international research, research published in Spanish and 

Portuguese is immediately less visible, and its potential contribution to the wider debates is often 

missed (Marginson & Ordorika, 2011; Meneghini, 2012).  Furthermore, the dominance of the 

Northern-led databases, quality criteria and increasing pressure to establish an international presence 

has forced Latin American academics negotiate their visibility in the North and South (Meneghini, 

2012).  This includes publishing in non-mainstream regional journals in Spanish or Portuguese, while 

also striving to publish in English in the mainstream Northern journals (Ordorika, 2015).  However, in 

order to be accepted for publication in Northern journals, Guzm§n & Gómez (2019) argue that Latin 

American scholars need to reference and incorporate Northern debates.  This poses a dilemma, as 

conducting research that is commensurate with agendas of the North may órequire a stance in which 

less value is accorded to knowledge produced in Latin Americaô (Ibid., p.130), and therefore, 

potentially less beneficial for areas of concern in Latin America.  Consequently, it is not only the 

language of publication that renders the research invisible, but also that the criteria and interests of the 

Northern publishing platforms potentially stifle knowledge production that challenges hegemonic 

ways of thinking. 

 With implications for research on inclusive education, the paucity of literature which 

addresses rural education in Latin American contexts highlight the need for studies that give a 

 
22 Scientific Electronic Library Online http://socialsciences.scielo.org 
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platform to neglected voices, such as those of rural children, their teachers and their parents.  

Furthermore, the ways in which disability is understood, and inclusive education is addressed within a 

rural context needs deep exploration.  However, while Kalyanpur (2020) argues for decolonising 

research, she also acknowledges that with such longstanding Western intellectual traditions, to reject 

completely Northern inclusive education models as a frame of reference would be unrealistic.  

Regarding which, Latin American decolonial theorists have argued not for a dismissal of all Northern 

knowledge production, but rather, óan ecology of knowledgesô (Santos, 2012, p. 18) in which the flow 

of knowledge production is bi-directional.  To create knowledge that is culturally and contextually 

responsive requires indigenous knowledge to be recognised and valued as something that could more 

appropriately inform the evolving global agenda in addition to national policy and practice.  Drawing 

upon these debates, I aim to produce research that provides a nuanced account of the teacher practice 

and childrenôs views in ways that not only recognise the challenges to be found in rural contexts, but 

also, build upon the strengths that already exist. In sum, I seek to create research that óis appreciative 

of the realities in the South rather than anchored in deficit accountô (Singal & Muthukrishna, 2016, p. 

213).  

 

4.8. Research Questions 

 This literature review has identified the key debates within the Latin American literature that have 

revealed the differing ways in which disability and inclusive education are understood, whilst also 

foregrounding the contextual realities of living and teaching in rural contexts.  The deficit lens that is 

often applied to Latin American practice has been identified, while in Chapter 2 it was argued that the 

Escuela Nueva approach is a positive example of teacher practice grounded in the reality of rural 

contexts of Colombia.  With no prior research that has explored how the EN model addresses the 

needs of children with disabilities, nor gained the perspectives of the children themselves, my 

research endeavour is aimed at addressing this gap. As a model that places emphasis on adapting the 

curriculum depending upon local priorities, there is a need for rigorous research that can draw out a 

nuanced account that uncovers the realities of delivering education for children with disabilities in 

local contexts.  Consequently, this study seeks to address the following questions. 

How do stakeholders in Colombian Escuela Nueva schools, understand and 

address the educational needs of children with disabilities? 

For the purposes of this study, stakeholders include:  

¶ Foundation Escuela Nueva (FEN) staff; 

¶ School staff (headteacher, class teachers, support teachers); 

¶ Children with disabilities and their parents/carers. 
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The sub-questions that this research addresses include: 

¶ How do FEN staff understand disability and the potential of the Escuela Nueva model to 

address the needs of children with disabilities? 

¶ How do the headteacher, teachers and parents understand the learning needs and potential of 

children with disabilities? 

¶ What practices do teachers adopt to respond to the educational needs of children with 

disabilities? 

¶ How do children with disabilities experience education in Escuela Nueva schools? 
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Chapter 5: Research methodology  

There is no neutral or apolitical research (Mohanty, 1988; Tuck & Yang, 2014) and Clegg and Slife 

(2009, p.24) argue that óevery research activity is an exercise in research ethics; every research 

question is a moral dilemma é every research decision is an instantiation of valuesô.  As such, I had 

an ethical responsibility to ensure that each of these choices was based upon a deep reflection upon 

how participants were affected, involved and represented.  In this chapter, I describe how a 

constructivist epistemology and the theoretical perspectives of decoloniality and critical disability 

theory informed my case study approach.  I then describe the multiple data collection methods used, 

and the ethical choices that informed them. The chapter finishes with a summary of my data analysis 

and dissemination methods. 

 

5.1. My guiding philosophical stance  

As the focus of my research, the ontology of what disability is, the nature of its existence and how we 

come to know this, informs every subsequent methodological decision.  Positivist research that draws 

on a realist approach would favour discourse that focuses on the biological, and considers disability as 

an objective, medicalised phenomena. In contrast, my interpretivist research was guided by a relativist 

ontological assumption that there are multiple realities, which are constructed through peopleôs lived 

experiences and their interactions with others (Creswell, 2018). Accordingly, my research draws upon 

the social constructivist epistemological approach in which ómeaning is not discovered, but 

constructedô in the course of our (subjective) interactions with the world and with others (Crotty, 

2003, p. 9). Therefore, the views of adults and children regarding how Escuela Nueva schools 

understand disability, and address the educational needs of children with disabilities, are not 

considered objectively fixed and discoverable, but rather, as constructions that are generated through 

interactions with others and their social context.  Thus, while I aimed to explore these through the 

choice of appropriate data gathering methods, my focus was less on the extent to which meanings and 

interpretations describe an objective reality (as in objectivism) or with subjective feelings and a 

largely inaccessible inner reality (in subjectivism), but rather, on how such meanings and 

interpretations come to be socially constructed. 

In the following sections, I consider how this overarching choice of constructivist epistemology 

relates to theoretical perspectives, methodologies, and research methods.  

5.2. Theoretical approaches 

Providing a philosophical context for the process, my research is grounded within two theoretical 

approaches: critical disability theory and decoloniality.  Summarised below, I outline the ways in 

which these have informed my research.   

5.2.1. Critical disability theory   

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1609406915618094
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Drawing on postcolonial, queer and feminist theories, critical disability theory (CDT) rejects static, 

essentialist ways of considering disability, questioning the social construction of binary categories 

that sort people into either óimpairedô or óunimpairedô (Meekosha & Shuttleworth, 2009; Feely 2016).  

Arguing that biological labels create an unnecessary divide between people with and without 

disabilities (Goodley & Runswick-Cole, 2010), it recognises the importance of intersectional aspects 

of identity (Crenshaw 1991; Erevelles, 2011), acknowledging the exclusion associated with the 

intersection of the multiple identities by which people might define others, such as class, gender and 

race, among others (Watson, 2012; Goodley, 2013).  As a critical theory, it questions the assumption 

that a world based upon non-disabled norms is inevitable (Goodley, 2013) and advocates for 

emancipatory research, which both exposes and transforms the barriers that impact on the lived 

experiences of people with disabilities.  However, critical disability studies are largely dominated by 

researchers writing in, and from, countries in the Global North (Goodley et al., 2019).  Consequently, 

Meekosha (2011, p.669) argues that for critical disability studies to be inclusive of people with 

disabilities in Southern contexts, it needs to address the centrality of colonialism, which brings me to 

my second theoretical influence: decoloniality.  

 

5.2.2. Decoloniality  

Developed by Latin American scholars, the intellectual movement of decoloniality holds that 

formerly colonised nations are affected by an ongoing ócoloniality of powerô (Quijano, 2000, p.171), 

which continues to define relations between former colonising powers and the rest of the world 

(Mendoza, 2016). This includes the dominance of Eurocentric thinking as the accepted canon from 

which to build knowledge and constructions of difference (Mignolo, 2009).  Drawing upon critical 

theories of modernity and South Asian subaltern studies (Escobar, 2007), decoloniality also has many 

synergies with the ideas of postcolonialism, which was an influential theory for me during my MPhil 

research.  Saidôs seminal postcolonialist text óOrientalismô (1978) criticises the process of what 

Spivak (1985) defined as óotheringô (p. 244): the process whereby colonial powers create óothersô 

based on homogenising narratives and discourse that reflect the perspectives and assumptions of the 

colonising power, and subsequently, use this to legitimise the colonising actions of the ócivilisedô and 

óhumanô North to develop the ôsavageô and óinhumanô rest of the world (Tikly, 2004; Said, 1978).  

However, as I became immersed in the Latin American literature, I realised that while there were 

synergies, there were also problems applying postcolonialism in a Latin American context.  Coronil 

(2015) notes that Latin American texts and its Iberian history of colonisation are silenced within the 

postcolonialist literature.  Moreover, founding scholars of what has become known as the 

modernity/coloniality/decoloniality (MCD) project have argued that the European invention and 

conquest of the Americas in the sixteenth century acted as a precursor to the later invention and 

colonisation of the Orient as well as the period of enlightenment upon which postcolonialism is 

premised (Mignolo, 2011).   
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A central assertion of the MCD project is to argue that the coloniality constitutes, rather than 

derives from, modernity (Mignolo & Walsh, 2018).  Criticising a Eurocentric lack of engagement 

with epistemologies that derive from Southern contexts, Santos (2016) argues that where 

universalisms are posited, they are typically driven by knowledge production and realities found in 

Northern contexts.  He proposes a concept of óabyssal thinkingô (Ibid., p. 118) through which value is 

ascribed to knowledge produced in (mainly) Northern contexts, while that produced in Southern 

contexts represents the other side of the abyssal line and is rendered invisible. As a form of 

intellectual colonialism this óepistemicide, the murder of knowledgeô (Ibid, p. 92), determines what 

type of knowledge is considered valuable while, at the same time, marginalising knowledge produced 

in Southern contexts.  Arguing that coloniality/modernity has obscured the specificities of race and 

place, Mignolo & Walsh (2018, p.10) describe decoloniality as the intention to de-link from the 

ócolonial matrix of powerô, and instead, óadvance other ways of being, thinking, knowing, theorizing, 

analysing, feeling, acting, and living for us allô.  The MCD group has been criticised by the Bolivian 

activist researcher Silvia Rivera Cusicanqui (2012) for espousing decoloniality, while being located in 

elite Northern universities, separating it from its indigenous, activist roots.  Acknowledging this 

critique and honouring the work of activists, my research does not claim to be decolonial.  However, 

the next section describes how both decoloniality and CDT informed my thinking and research 

process. 

   
5.2.3. Theoretical implications 

While I do not claim to have conducted decolonial research, the learning and insight I gained from 

both decoloniality and CDT has been fundamental in choosing three key aims of my research: 

challenging the deficit discourse that results in the application of Northern models of inclusive 

education, emphasis upon an intersectional understanding of disability and decentring knowledge 

production through the use of participatory methods, which platform the voices of participants. 

 

Challenging deficit discourse 

Applying the ideas of decoloniality to the ways in which inclusive education is conceptualised and 

implemented in the Global South articulates what I was seeing in the world of consultancy: a deficit 

lens view of countries in the Global South and the assumption that Northern models of inclusive 

education could (and should) be applied in Southern contexts, with little consideration of local 

strengths and challenges.  Scholars who have challenged the deficit-lens that permeates much of the 

discourse about the South argue that when reference is made to disability, the lives of people with 

disabilities are constructed as óbackward, victims of society, neglected or hidden awayô (Singal and 

Muthukrishna, 2014, p. 2).  Having worked with families that challenge those assumptions, I 

questioned the focus on only what is not happening (Rao, 2015).   Furthermore, presenting 

Eurocentric ideas as universal allows for the legitimisation of discourses that argue for the 
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emancipation of people with disabilities in the South, delivered by the óenlightenedô work of Northern 

agencies (Singal & Muthukrishna, 2014, p. 294).  However, this exportation assumes that models can 

seamlessly be transported to countries in the South, while ignoring the local context, culture, 

economy, history, community and relationships of power in Southern contexts (Penn, 2011; Singal & 

Muthukrishna, 2016).  Challenging the deficit discourse lay at the heart of my choice to focus upon a 

successful, home-grown Latin American example of good practice, delivered at scale: Escuela Nueva. 

 

Emphasis upon an intersectional understanding of disability 

Combining CDT with a biopsychosocial understanding of disability led me to develop a research 

approach which aimed to recognise the intersection between disability and other factors (e.g. poverty, 

race, gender) which impact upon children with disabilities and their families (Crenshaw 1991; 

Erevelles, 2011).   

 

Emancipatory methods that privilege the voice of participants 

A decolonial approach aims to explore non-Eurocentric forms of knowing and being in the world.  As 

an emancipatory approach, it seeks to hear the different wisdom and experiences of those who have 

been on the borders of colonial modernity: those who are least heard.  Drawing upon both 

decoloniality and critical disability theory, my research challenges traditional forms of knowledge 

production through utilising equitable, participatory approaches that seek to understand local 

understandings of disability and privileges the voices of children with disabilities. Having clarified the 

broader philosophical and theoretical approach that frames my research, the next section presents the 

research design and selection of participants.  

Drawing upon critical disability theory and decoloniality, it was important to me to employ a 

research plan of action that would enable me to gain a rich, nuanced account of the ways in which the 

Escuela Nueva model addresses the needs of children with disabilities.  Having considered various 

alternatives, I decided that the most appropriate approach for my purposes was a case study design.  

Cresswell (2018) defines case study research as a qualitative approach in which the investigator 

explores a bounded system (a case) or multiple bounded systems (cases) over time.  This involves 

detailed, in depth, data collection involving multiple sources of information, resulting in a case 

description and case-based themes. As the ópreferred strategy when óhowô or ówhyô questions are 

being posed (Yin, 2012, p. 142), case studies aim to capture the complexity of real-life situations 

(Stake, 1995), providing holistic rich, thick descriptive data.  Researchers commonly use what Stake 

(1995) refers to as óa palette of methodsô (p. xxii), which themselves are shaped by the by context and 

emergent data.  The flexibility this offered particularly appealed to me, allowing me to adapt my 

methods to suit the needs of individual children with disabilities within my study. However, as a 

methodology that is deliberately flexible, Tight (2010) questions whether case study research is 

merely a óconvenient label for our researchô when we ócanôt think of anything betterô in an attempt to 
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give it some added respectabilityô (p. 337). In response, in this chapter, I explain how the study aims, 

epistemological framework, methods, and reported findings are consistent with a rigorous qualitative 

case study approach (Hyett, Kenney & Dickson-Swift, 2015).   

Case studies come in several different forms, including instrumental studies, where the focus 

is illuminating a particular issue, rather than the cases as such.  In my study, the management of 

children with disabilities in EN schools was the issue. Using a multiple case study design (Stake, 

1995), I explored the bounded system of five primary schools, which worked together as a cluster, 

under one Director. With each school considered a separate case, I was able to draw a single set of 

cross-case conclusions (Yin, 2012) which focused upon the broader phenomenon of educating 

children with diverse learning needs.  This next section describes the case and sampling, before 

explaining the methods used with adults and children.  

 

5.4. Sampling 

This section outlines the reasoning that underpinned my selection of adults, parents and children for 

the research.  

 

5.4.1. Selection of Schools 

Gaining permission for my research in the field began with email contact with the FEN research co-

ordinator, who asked for a short summary of my research proposal in July 2018.  Having discussed 

the proposal via Skype, we decided that the schools of Las Colinas were the best sample based on my 

research questions, being chosen for the following reasons.  

 

¶ Best example of EN model practice in a secure area 

The majority of rural EN schools are located in areas which have been categorised as óall but essential 

travelô (amber) areas, based upon UK Foreign Office advice.  Choosing schools in areas considered 

minimal risk resulted in three different options across the country.  Of these, the FEN research co-

ordinator identified two potential groups of schools, which she considered had the best examples of 

good practice in implementation of the model.  This was important, because it would enable me to 

understand whether good practice extended to children with disabilities, while also challenging the 

deficit lens that is often used to characterise teaching in Colombian schools. 

 

 

 

¶ Highest rates of identified disability 
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Of the two options, Las Colinas had higher numbers of identified children with disabilities and a 

learning support teacher with whom I could liaise.  As such, it was chosen as the best site for the 

research. 

¶ High levels of child achievement in primary grades 

The five primary schools had historically had high levels of achievement on Grade 5 national tests.  

This suggested that the schools were, indeed, examples of good practice of the model.  

 

5.4.2. Selection of adults 

School staff: A total of 11 staff participated in the research. Recruitment of participants began 

with the Director, who agreed that I could conduct research in the schools of Las Colinas. Following a 

cross-school whole staff meeting, all eight class teachers and the two support teachers (learning 

support and family support worker) also agreed to participate. The number from each school is 

reflected in Table 5.1. 

 

Parents: Class teachers recruited a total of 14 parents to participate in the research, having 

shared my letter with all parents in their schools (see Table 5.1).  The parents represented 16 children, 

nine of whom had a disability.  Six parents were able to meet me in a 1:1 setting, and five of these had 

a child, or children with a disability.  Towards the end of my fieldwork Schools C and D convened 

parent group meetings for a new project set up by the local health provider. Through attending these, I 

was able to hear the stories of, and interview, a further eight parents, of whom three had a child with a 

disability. 

 

FEN staff:  Following my fieldwork in schools, the FEN research co-ordinator arranged for 

me to interview five senior staff.  Having outlined the key areas I wanted to explore, the co-ordinator 

chose the staff that could best address the questions I wanted to raise. This included the director, the 

head of curriculum development, head of training, operations manager and the teacher trainer who 

trained my case schools.  

 

Table 5.1 

Number of school staff, parents and FEN staff that participated in the research 

 

Role 

School 

Total 

A 

 

B C D E  

Non-school based 

School staff 11 

8 teachers 

2 3 1 1 1 Director 

Learning support 

teacher 

Family support worker 

Parents 14 2 4 3 3 2  

FEN staff 5       
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Experts in the field: While not part of my main data collection, I consulted with a six experts 

in the field of inclusive education in Colombia, to understand the historical and political context. This 

included the Director of the Downs Syndrome association of Colombia (Asdown), who is a member 

of Latin American and national steering inclusive education groups. She helped me gain access to the 

regional and national leaders of inclusive education in the Ministry for Education, a leading university 

course convenor and a specialist lawyer in inclusive education, at the end of my fieldwork. They were 

keen for me to share my initial findings, which resulted in conversations about the political context 

and the challenges for implementing inclusive education in Colombia. 

 

5.4.3. Selection of children 

In order to contextualise the experiences of children with disabilities with the views of their 

classmates, I conducted individual and groupwork with all children over the age of seven.  Children of 

that age were more able to understand and accommodate my Spanish and errors, and, most 

importantly, I was more able to understand them.  Table 5.2 outlines that of the 101 children in 

schools, 53 participated in the research.  Of these, teacher responses to the Washington group 

questions suggested 26 had disabilities (see subsection 5.6.4 for more details).  

 

Table 5.2 

Number of children with and without disabilities who participated in the research 

School A B C D E Total 

Total No. of 

Children 

 

26  
 

46 
 

9 
 

16  
 

4  
 

101  

Total No. of 

children with 

disabilities 

 

6 

 

 

10 

 

4 

 

5 

 

4 

 

29 

No. of children 

with disabilities 

who participated   

 

3 

 

9 

 

5 

 

5 

 

4 

 

26 

No. of children 

with no disability 

who participated   

 

8 

 

10 

 

4 

 

5 

  

27 

 

Having provided an overview of who participated in the research, the next section explains the 

process I used to determine which methods would be most suitable with both adults and children. 

 

5.5. Rationale for selecting qualitative data-gathering methods  

With the aim of gaining rich, nuanced, accounts of the ways in which the needs of children with 

disabilities are addressed in Escuela Nueva schools, I chose to employ qualitative data-gathering 

methods for my study.  Research employing quantitative methods, such as large-scale surveys (De 

Boer, Pijl & Minnaert, 2011) has been important for gaining a better understanding of the prevalence 
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rates of disability in Southern contexts (e.g. Trani & Bakhshi, 2008) and exploring the attitudes of 

teachers towards teaching children with disabilities (e.g. in Colombia, Muñoz, López & Assaél, 

2016).  Similarly, it is theoretically possible to use a case study approach using quantitative methods, 

such as surveys and censuses. However, while using a survey approach results in high levels of 

confidence regarding the generalisability of findings to a given population, there is a trade-off with 

the opportunity to gain detail and a nuanced understanding of peopleôs views (Hammersley, 2003). 

Furthermore, my constructivist approach views individualsô worldviews as both socially-constructed 

and changeable over time.  On this theoretical basis, the range of qualitative data-gathering methods I 

utilised are summarised in Table 5.3, along with their purpose in the research. 

 

Table 5.3 

Overview of the methods and their purpose in the research 

Research method objective 

Method 

Participantsô 

understanding 

of diversity and 

disability  

In-depth 

understanding of 

support systems 

In-depth 

understanding of 

school and class 

contexts 

Insight 

into 

teacher 

practice 

 

Observation 

Classroom 

observations 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Field notes     

Semi-structured 

interviews 

Semi-structured 

interviews 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Participatory 

activities 

Diversity photo sorting 

activity 

Photovoice 

Drawing  

óWhen Iôm stuckô 

visual interview 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What follows is a summary of the pilot that helped me trial and choose these methods; providing me 

with the opportunity to ensure the instruments were fit for purpose. 

    

5.5.1.  Pilot of instruments 

To ensure my methods, instruments and data analysis techniques were suitable for my research aims, I 

conducted a pilot in Colombia in August 2018.  I visited one Escuela Nueva school, in order to 

observe the classroom and pilot adult interviews, and one non-Escuela Nueva school to pilot the 

methodôs to be applied to children.  Spending two days in an EN school enabled me to observe 
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classroom practice, and conduct four interviews with adults, including the headteacher, class teacher, 

FEN teacher trainer and a parent (see Table 5.4, below).  Concerned about the ethics of researching 

with EN children who were unfamiliar with me, I sought the views of six children in a non-EN 

school, who already knew and trusted me, having participated in my MPhil research on their 

experiences of mainstream schooling in 2017. Access to the EN school was gained via the local 

teacher trainer, and of the three possible sites, the chosen school best reflected the sampling choices 

made for my main fieldwork research site: highest number of children with diagnosed disabilities, a 

rural, multigrade classroom and the teacher was considered an excellent practitioner of the model by 

FEN regional staff. 

 

Table 5.4 

Summary of pilot activities and participants in site schools 

 Classroom 

Observation 

Interviews Photovoice 

age, disability 

Video 

age, disability 

Drawing 

age, disability 

 

Escuela Nueva 

school 

 

1 session 

Headteacher 

Teacher 

FEN Teacher 

trainer 

Parent 

  

 

 

Non 

Escuela Nueva 

school 

  2 children 

11, learning 

12, no disability 

3 children 

10, speech 

11, learning 
12, no disability 

1 child 

12, no 

disability 

 

 

The pilot led to my amending the adult interviews (order of questions, reduced number of questions, 

splitting class teacher interviews into three shorter sections) and adapting the observation schedule to 

reflect an EN classroom better.  Finding that childrenôs data from photovoice and drawing yielded the 

richest conversations, I removed video as a method choice. Furthermore, I learnt that children needed 

at least one session in camera training and changed the way in which I sought their consent (discussed 

in childrenôs methods below).  

 

5.6 Methods used with Adults 

My choice of methods used with adults included interviews and observation, with reflections captured 

in fieldnotes. The reasoning is explained below.  

 

5.6.1. Cultural immersion and building rapport 

With the aim of conducting research that privileged the voices and experiences of Colombians, I was 

keen to immerse myself in the language and culture. I spent my fieldwork living with a Colombian 

family who I had known for 10 years, through my previous work in the country.  Living with them 

gave me a deep understanding of the importance of family and building relationships in a collectivist 

culture, and this fundamentally shaped the way in which I approached the research.  Thus, while it 
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took 2.5 hours and three buses to reach the schools, the third bus, that travelled into the hills, afforded 

me time to build relationships with my translator, members of the local community and other 

occasional visitors to the schools, such as local Secretary for Education staff. This added to my 

knowledge of the culture and concerns in the local area.  Similarly, before scheduling interviews with 

staff, I prioritised time for talking in class and breaktimes with adults and children, getting to know 

them and attempting to gain acceptance (Tickle, 2017), thereby allowing the novelty of having a 

white, western, stranger in the school to lessen over time. What follows is a description of the 

research methods used with adults, and the reasoning for their choice.  Their integrity derives from 

not only the body of literature that informed how I might develop the techniques in a technical sense, 

but also, the informal relationship building that happened in the moments and spaces before and after 

these methods were utilised.  

 

5.6.2. Participant and non-participant classroom observations 

With no prior in-depth observations of how EN teachers address the learning needs of children with 

disabilities, my research was aimed at observing, in detail, the ways in which teachers addressed this 

in their daily practice. Structured observation methods, such as the Stallings instrument (Stallings, 

Knight & Markham, 2014), have been useful for identifying differences in average time on task 

across schools in Colombia (Bruns & Luque, 2015).  However, its focus on gaining comparable data 

at scale means the nuance of the context is not captured.  I chose to use two types of observation: 

participant and non-participant, at different stages in the research.   

During my first three calendar weeks with each school I utilised participant observation, 

during which time I used fieldnotes to record what I observed and the information I learned (see 

section 5.6.5).  Using participant observation had multiple benefits.  The first is that it enabled me to 

build a rapport with teachers and children as I immersed myself in the context and learnt the routines 

of each school.  Without a translator at this stage23, children and teachers, at first, patiently explained 

what they were doing and why, which allowed me to explore causal explanations and norms that 

underpinned the observable behaviours of children and their teachers (White & Drew, 2011).  It also 

helped position myself as different to a teacher with the children, and in some cases, a potential work 

and playmate.  Table 5.5 illustrates that in the larger schools A and B, which had more regular 

transport links, I was able to visit them twice a week and spent six days using participant observation 

across all classes.  In schools C-E, to whom transport was limited, I used participant observation for 

three days with their single class. 

 

 

 

Table 5.5 

Number of days spent in each school using participant observation 

 
23 Section 5.9 describes the difficulties I had finding an appropriate translator at the start of fieldwork 
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School A B C D E 

No. of days using 

participant observation  6 6 3 3 3 

 

I subsequently conducted 15 non-participant observations, using a pre-defined observation schedule 

(see Appendix F) with the aim of comparing teacher practice and childrenôs experiences across 

different sites. Building upon research conducted by the TEACh project that explored teacher 

behaviour in classrooms in Pakistan (Rose et al., 2018), which included children with disabilities, I 

used an adapted version of the researchersô child and teacher observation schedule.  While most 

observations happened as planned with the teacher, in School D the teacher spent some of her time 

out of the classroom preparing work for the children and hence, I was only able to observe her teach 

once.  

 

5.6.3. Interviews 

Interviews are a óuniquely powerful and sensitive methodô (Brinkman & Kvale, 2015, p. 126), which I 

utilised to explore the views of 11 school staff (eight class teachers, two support workers, one 

director), 14 parents and five FEN staff. My preferred option for the structure of the formal interviews 

was semi-structured. Offering more flexibility than a structured interview, it enabled me to tailor the 

agenda to the person and provided the participants with the opportunity to introduce new topics and 

perspectives (Creswell, 2018).  Drawing upon the literature, interview schedules for each category of 

adults contained broad themes common to all (see Table 5.6 below) as well as those that were specific 

to their particular role (see Appendix C).  Teacher interviews were split into three short schedules 

aimed at reducing the time load on a teacher on the three separate days in which I conducted each 

interview. The questions were funnelled, beginning with those that were broad and less contentious 

and then, moving on to more sensitive topics, such as disability and views on Government plans 

(Rubin & Rubin, 2005).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 5.6 

Interview question themes common to school staff and FEN interviews 

School staff interviews FEN interviews 
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Understanding and effectiveness of Escuela Nueva 

model and processes 

 

Perceptions of childrenôs ability to learn 

 

Perceptions of disability and education for children 

with disabilities 

 

Existing strengths and challenges in their role 

 

Views on support available (for adults and 

children) 

Escuela Nueva history and processes in their area 

of expertise 

 

Successes and challenges of implementation of 

their EN area of expertise 

 

Perceptions of disability and how EN addresses 

this 

 

Views on support needed for effective inclusion of 

children with disabilities 

 

 

While my aim was to reduce the power differences between myself and the participants, 

Brinkmann & Kvale (2015) note that it is impossible for an interview to be an open and free space in 

which our relationships are equal.  I waited a few weeks before conducting the interviews, instead, 

focusing upon building rapport with the teachers and letting them choose a suitable date.  I addressed 

potential concerns by beginning the interview with an explanation of the purpose of my research, their 

voluntary participation and entitlement to withdraw.  All adults gave me permission to audio record 

the interview to enable me to check my understanding. Two participants asked me to stop recording 

when they expressed negative views and we subsequently agreed how I might summarise this for my 

research.  Additionally, I had prepared post-observation questions to reduce the teachersô potential 

anxiety or implied negative judgement, if I had a query about what I had seen. Guided by Brown and 

McIntyre (1993) these were focused on specific observed events, aimed to be positive and sought 

understanding from the teacherôs point of view.  These were used to check my understanding after six 

of the observations, including three where the quality had been rated as ólowô (see Chapter 8, Table 

8.7) and three where I wanted to explore the use of a strategy for a child with a disability.  

 

5.6.4. Using the Washington group questions to identify children with disabilities 

While the Las Colinas schools had the highest number of children with identified disabilities out of 

two possible regional options (see Subsection 5.4.1), this number was still relatively low. My initial 

visit with the headteacher revealed that teachers had concerns about seven of the 101 children, of 

whom just one had a formal diagnosis of disability.  I had already anticipated low reported numbers, 

given the large body of research that suggests disability is underreported in Southern contexts, and 

even more so in rural areas, where there is less access to diagnostic services (Moreno-Angarita, 2010; 

Harrison et al., 2020).  To ensure I included all children with disabilities in the focus of my study, I 

wanted to use a tool that identified childrenôs difficulties in ways that were not stigmatising and 

acknowledged the interrelationship between their condition and environment.  Research from multiple 

countries suggests that, had I asked adults whether individual children had a disability, this would 

have resulted in underreporting due to differences in how disability is understood, issues of stigma 



 64 

and other cultural factors (Mont, 2007; Cappa, Petrowski & Nejelsani, 2015).  In response to this 

common global issue, the Washington group on Disability Studies (WG), was commissioned by the 

UN to improve the quality and comparability of disability measures (Mont, 2007).  Drawing on the 

ICF model, a set of questions have been developed that avoid an exclusive focus on impairments, or 

medical diagnosis, and instead, focuses upon the difficulties children have in carrying out basic 

activities (see UNICEF, 2015).  Listed in Figure 5.1, the focus areas provide a comprehensive 

understanding of childrenôs functioning, based upon the responses of adults, including either their 

parents or teachers (Sprunt et al., 2017).  

  

Figure 5.1 

Child functioning module (CFM) question areas 

Seeing 

Hearing 

Walking 

Speaking 

Self-care 

Learning 

Remembering 

Controlling behaviour 

Concentration 

Routine 

Friendships 

Worry 

Sad/depressed 

Attendance 

 

With graded responses of óno difficulty, some difficulty, a lot of difficulty or cannot do at allô, for the 

majority of questions, using this questionnaire allowed me to understand not only what difficulties 

children faced, but also, to what extent these impacted on them.  Moreover, the questions begin with 

the phrase ócompared with children of the same ageéô, ensuring that it reflected the childôs cohort.  

Thus, this tool offered a non-stigmatising way of identifying the children who most struggled in 

school. 

 Increasingly used in global disability research, the questions are considered the most reliable, 

internationally comparable tool that exists for identifying children with disabilities in Southern 

contexts (Sprunt et al., 2017; Malik et al., 2020). The graded responses allow a researcher to identify 

the proportion of children who have mild difficulties (at least ósome difficultyô on one or more 

domain of functioning), moderate levels of difficulty (at least one domain with óa lot of difficultyô) or 

those with severe difficulties (at least one domain with ócannot do at allô) (Loeb et al., 2017).  Using 

these responses, researchers are recommended to report disability data using the cut-off of at least one 

response of óa lot of difficultyô (Mont, 2007).  Using the questions with teachers for each child in their 

class (101 children in total) enabled me to identify a group of learners with moderate difficulties, to 

whom I refer as óchildren with disabilitiesô for the purposes of my research.  It is important to note 

that the questions do not provide a diagnostic label, nor do they address the underlying causes for a 

childôs difficulties (Singal & Sabates, 2019).  However, Florian & Spratt (2010) note that classifying 

children is not a neutral process, and risks unintended negative effects. For example, using the tool 

with teachers risked highlighting the difficulties of individual children, and co-creating a deficit 

account of the child.  Furthermore, in a critical analysis of the WG questions, Dovig (2021) argued 
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that the questions reduce the complexity of the disability experience to a limited number of 

dimensions, with little regard for intersections such as poverty, race, location etc. Addressing this 

concern, Quigley et al. (2018) argue that the questions are not designed to be used in isolation, and 

instead should be used as just one tool that contributes to a broader picture of a population.  For the 

purposes of my research, I agree that discussion about individual children who had more complex 

difficulties (both during the WG questions and subsequent interviews) had the potential for myself 

and the teacher to co-create a view of a child which identified them as different to their peers. I would 

also argue that while responding to the WG questions may be the first time a teacher has verbalised 

their views upon the functional difficulties of a child, it also reflects their pre-existing opinion.  

However, I mitigated the concerns discussed above using a number of strategies. I avoided 

highlighting individual children by not volunteering a collated list of the childrenôs WG questions 

results with class teachers, and was not asked for one.  Additionally, involving all children over the 

age of 7 during activities meant those with disabilities did not stand out. Thus, using the questions 

provided me a way to identify those who were experiencing the most difficulties in the schools, when 

compared with their peers. More importantly, this was complemented with a rich picture of the local 

environment, school context and the intersections that impacted upon the experiences of the children 

and their families.  Cognitive testing of UNICEFôs Spanish translation of the WG questions 

(UNICEF, 2016) in Mexico suggested that the questions did not perform equally well when compared 

with the results in Spain (see Schoua-Glusberg & Villar, 2014).  Knowing that Mexican and 

Colombian Spanish are also not identical, I decided to follow a series of steps identified by WG 

(2017) to create a Colombian translation.  Prior to leaving for Colombia, I asked two fluent UK-based 

Colombians, with knowledge of education and development, to translate the questions separately, and 

subsequently, to comment on each otherôs translations.  With many similarities in their translation, 

differences were mainly due to a literal vs colloquial choice of words.  The final adjudication was 

completed by a Professor of Inclusive Education in Colombia (see Appendix E).     

 

5.6.5. Fieldnotes 

In addition to formal non-participant observations, I recorded ideas, thoughts and participant 

observations in daily field notes, typically scribbled on the two hour journey home, or when children 

and teachers were occupied. The fieldnote entries provide detailed descriptions of what was ñsaid, 

done and observed during a research eventò (Pillow, 2010, p. 276), with a focus upon capturing the 

context in which interactions occurred.  Delamont (2016) described the need to write these up into a 

legible, expanded version, which captured not only rich descriptions of the context, but also provide a 

space for critical reflection.   As such, my fieldnotes also provided a space for my thoughts, emotions, 

early analysis, and questions (Berger, 2015), which were written in a legible form at the end of each 

day. Inspired by illustrated fieldnotes from Taussig (2011), I combined the writing up with drawings 

(see Figure 5.2 below), which helped me to process the events of the week and the feelings they had 
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provoked.  

 

 

 

Figure 5.2 

An example of illustrated field notes following disclosure of physical punishment by a child 

  

 

Having outlined the methods used with adults, the methods utilised for children are now described. 

 

5.7.  Methods used with children  

The increasing role of children in research has resulted in a proliferation of techniques considered 

more child-friendly than those used in traditional research (Coad & Evans, 2008).  Thus, while 

interviews continue to be a popular method for data gathering, researchers have also begun to 

incorporate visual participatory methods into their work with children, arguing that these increase 

childrenôs scope for action and demonstrate their competences (Fernqvuist, 2010), giving children 

more time to think and build their ideas (Angell, Alexander and Hunt, 2015). This section explores 

my reasoning for using a participatory design, before explaining how the sessions were conducted 

with children, and the rationale for the choices they were given. 

 

5.7.1. Employing a participatory design 

A central aim of my research was to involve children by privileging the voices of those with 

disabilities, as a form of what Tuhiwai-Smith (1999, p.234) refers to as ówriting backô: re-introducing 

minority perspectives into research production in order to change the ócolonizing, medicalising and 

pathologising tendenciesô of research which is expert led.  Nind (2014) uses the umbrella term 

óinclusive researchô (p.2) to describe approaches aimed at challenging the production of knowledge 

that sees participants as passive within the research process, to one where research is conducted ówith, 

by or sometimes for those [being researched] é and in contrast to research on themô (Ibid., p. 12).  
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Drawing on childhood studies literature, this includes children, who are considered competent social 

actors with the capacity to shape their own lives, the lives of those around them, and the societies in 

which they live (Percy-Smith, 2011). However, within the broader field of disability, Oliver (1992) 

argued that the main beneficiaries of disability research are typically the researchers themselves. 

Regarding to what extent participants participate in the research, critical disability theorists contend 

that it should be emancipatory, giving voice to, and changing, the experience of disabling barriers 

(Feely, 2016).   

 However, the notion of child participation has been critiqued for being a concept that derives 

from white, middle-class Northern norms and one dominated by the UNCRC framework (Stoecklin, 

2013).  Furthermore, Singal (2010, p.422) argues that there are óinherent limitationsô in approaches 

that focus on emancipation or transformation, when applying them to Southern contexts.  Seeking 

childrenôs views privileges individual rights over a collectivist conceptualisation, which potentially 

has less relevance in societies that are more collective and family-based (Kalyanpur, 2011). 

Questioning whether an emancipatory approach was culturally relevant or appropriate in my research, 

the literature review revealed that there has been an increasing amount of participatory research that 

reflects the diversity of life experiences of children, including those with disabilities, in the Global 

South (e.g. see Brydges & Mkandwaire, 2016; Gregorious, 2016). Moreover, I was reassured by the 

existing EN child participation structures, including decision-making, evaluation in the classroom and 

termly committee meetings that include childrenôs action-planning. However, I was aware that the 

notion that participatory research empowers children has been problematised (Gallacher & Gallagher, 

2008), with the suggestion that an unreflexive use of methods underestimates the role of power 

dimensions (Horgan, 2017). Gatekeeping protections, such as ethics committees and adult permission 

to engage is well meaning and protects vulnerable children (Wickenden and Kembhavi-Tam, 2014).  

They can also be used as a means to control the process and outcomes, based upon adult agendas and 

design (Stoecklin, 2013). Similarly, researchers have questioned whether adults are truly prepared to 

listen to children who do not conform, or deliver messages that adults find hard to hear (e.g. see 

Thomson, 2007; Cremin, Mason & Busher, 2011).  Consequently, it was important to frame 

childrenôs feedback within the existing culturally appropriate structures, while at the same time 

enabling them to have the space to be negative, through preparing adults for the fact that they might 

say things that were difficult to hear. 

 

5.7.2. Utilising a multi-method approach 

Researchers using visual participatory methods have utilised a range of media with children, such as 

video (Nind, Boorman & Clarke, 2012), photography (Kembhavi & Wirz, 2009) and drawings (Singh 

& Ghai, 2009; Eldén, 2013).  Furthermore, a number of researchers have used a multi-method 

approach in their research with children with disabilities (Wickenden & Elphick, 2016; Jenkin et al., 

2017), which facilitates their communicating important messages about their lives in ways that do not 
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rely solely on talk.  Multi -method participatory approaches allow the researcher to engage children, 

responding to their interests and strengths (Clark, 2011) and can deliver a better balance of power 

between the researcher and child (Langevang, 2007). I used a multimethod approach that offered 

activities that reduced the demands on verbal fluency (photovoice, drawing), in addition to the offer 

of a basic interview ï which I called óchat with Juliaô.  However, it is important to note that when 

working with children or adults with disabilities, adapting the tasks or environment does not mean I 

consider them less competent (e.g. see Thomson, 2007); rather that I believe individuals have 

different strengths and interests and it is incumbent upon all researchers to consider these to ensure 

that activities are accessible for all.   

 

5.7.3. Childrenôs session outline 

Having described childrenôs role in the research process, what follows is an outline of the session 

plans and the application of the methods used.  Table 5.7 provides an overview of the sessions 

delivered, and a summary of their purpose in the research. 

 

Table 5.7 

Overview of childrenôs methods and their purpose in the research 

 

 

School 

Week 

                                      Research Objective 

 

 

Childrenôs 

understanding 

of diversity 

and disability  

In-depth 

understanding 

of school and 

class contexts 

Insight into 

learning and 

friendships 

                                        Method 

 

1 

 

Introduction  

 

Warm up 

Consent 

Ground rules 

Child chooses methods 

Diversity photos 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

2-3 Drawing option     

 

 

2-5 

 

 

Photovoice option 

Camera training 

Individual photos 

Individual interviews 

Group theme session 

Action planning 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

5 Additional 
instrument:  

óWho helps when 

Iôm stuckô option 

Individual visual 

interview  

   

6-7 Dissemination     

 

5.7.4. Informed consent and choice of methods 

On my initial visit, I introduced myself to the children using a pre-prepared visual poster (see Fig. 5.3 

below) to explain my reason for being in the schools, with an outline of the activities I was offering 

and the importance of consent and confidentiality.  Children then had all day to add their names to a 

large method menu poster, opting to do any combination of photovoice, drawing or individual 
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interview, with an additional column for their suggestions for other methods.  I subsequently spent 

that day building a rapport with them, playing with them at breaktimes and answering any questions 

about the activities I had described.  While it is likely that the childrenôs choices were influenced by 

their peers, as the process continued, I was reassured that children felt free to opt in or out, noting that 

choices often changed once they saw concrete examples of the method in practice.  Consequently, I 

feel that using a menu choice was more powerful in terms of what it signified, beyond its practical 

application: it demonstrated that children had control over which, if any, activity they chose to 

participate in. 

 

Figure 5.3 

Introduction poster used in each school 

Translation: Do you want to participate? 

                       Your opinions        You are the experts! 

 

                   What are we going to do?                                      3 important things 

Take photos, draw, something else                                    1. Confidential   2. Voluntary 

Chat with Julia YOU DECIDE!                                          3. Recording is for Julia only 

                                                Into a big document   Presentation by children? 

 

Children had the option to participate in three visual participatory methods, which are explored in 

detail next: photovoice, drawing, and a later addition to the methods, a visual interview on who 

helped when they children became stuck.   
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5.7.5. Photovoice  

Created by Wang and Burris (1997) and drawing on feminist theory, photovoice has become an 

established technique within visual methodology research (Boxall and Ralph 2009; Ottmann and 

Crosbie, 2013). Consistent with decoloniality, it assumes that participants are experts about the issues 

in their local context and should be involved in the production of knowledge about their setting (Wang 

& Burris, 1997; Bisung et al., 2015).   The process begins with an identification of the topic or 

question of focus, before participants use cameras to take photographs on that theme.   The meanings 

of their photographs are then discussed and noted in an open-ended interview with the researcher.  

This exploration of meaning and critical dialogue continues at a group level, when participants work 

together as a group to discuss the images (Wang and Burris 1997; Lal, Jaras & Suto, 2012) and 

identify how they might effect change as a group.  The past decade has seen an increase in its use with 

adults and children with disabilities (e.g. Lal, Jaras & Suto, 2012; Ford et al., 2017), which includes 

research in the Global South (Joanou, 2017; Nguyen et al., 2016).  The method created a slower, more 

critical space in which myself, the translator and the child could reflect not only on why the child took 

the photo in that moment, but also, the meaning s/he attached to the images (Pink, 2013; Liebenberg, 

2018). Moreover, it supported children whose verbal communication is more complicated because of 

their age, disability (Cowie and Khoo, 2017).  However, while some advocates of creative visual 

approaches argue that they generate greater authenticity in the accounts produced when working with 

children and young people (Flutter & Rudduck, 2004), Cremin, Mason and Busher (2011) contend 

that visual images need to be understood not simply as authentic representations of self, but rather, as 

a product of the task set and how it was framed. Thus, it was important that childrenôs photographs 

were not viewed as entry points into pictures of some fixed, local reality and instead, served as sites 

for a co-constructed conversation (McLaughlin & Coleman-Fountain, 2019). 

Photovoice stages 

The photovoice process involved a number of stages (see Appendix D for full description), which 

included: 

Å Camera training  

Å Children taking photos of what did and did not help them learn 

Å Individual interviews about their photos  

Å Children working together as a team to group photos into themes 

Å Group deciding whether they wanted to show people and/or make plans to make things better. 

 

The way in which each stage was delivered is described below: 

a) Camera training 
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As an essential part of the process (Kellet, 2011), a session of camera training taught the children the 

basics of taking and reviewing photos, before they left in pairs to take pictures of the things they liked 

and did not like in their school.  A follow-up review of their photos provided an opportunity to give 

further coaching on how to manage the camera and gain some initial insight into their views.  

 

b) Main activity: What helps/does not help you learn 

The main photovoice task was framed using the questions óWhat helps you learn? What does not help 

you learn?ô.  Children found it easy to capture images of things that helped them learn, but struggled 

to photograph things that did not help their learning.  Ascertaining that the children were struggling to 

capture abstract themes (e.g. noisy classroom), I added the idea that the things that donôt help us learn 

might be not only objects, but also, places, situations or other people to the task introduction.  

However, while some embraced this idea (e.g. staging mock fights) others ï including children who I 

perceived were unhappy at school - still struggled.   

c) Individual interview on photos  

Having printed two copies of childrenôs photos (one for the child and one for the research), each child 

met with myself and the translator to explore the meaning behind their photos.  For each photo, we 

began with an open statement: ótell me about this photoô (Aldridge, 2012), before using prompts, such 

as, óDoes it help/not help? How does it help/not help?ô.  

d) Identifying themes 

During theming sessions I returned childrenôs annotated photos to each of them and asked them to 

spread out all individual photos onto a group table, before grouping them into things that had helped 

and things that had not helped.  Having emphasised that it was normal to have different views, the 

children were then left to put the photos into ógroups that are similar - things that this group have said 

help them to learn and things that do notô. 

e) Dissemination 

The most disappointing aspect of using photovoice in my research was the dissemination plans, which 

did not come to fruition in the way I had hoped.  Liebenberg (2018) notes that photovoice will not 

create social change by itself, and there is criticism of researchers who use it as a óquick and easy 

replacementô for long-term, ethnographic engagement in fieldwork (Gubrium and Harper, 2013, p. 

73). Drawing upon critical disability theory, my aim was, therefore, that not only would the initial 

steps platform childrenôs voices, but would also lead to child-designed meaningful dissemination of 

the findings, from which I could explore the ways in which they informed change (Latz, 2017).  

However, the dissemination plans were severely curtailed by a change in transport arrangements in 

the second school term. While local buses had a limited timetable for going into the hills, there were 

almost no return buses in the afternoon. Following the summer holidays in June, my permission to 
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return using the teacher bus was removed due to a political decision only to allow contracted teaching 

staff on board. Not only did this impact on the visits to the two new schools (Schools C and D), but 

also, all my plans for co-creating dissemination strategies with Schools A, B and E.  Having been 

unable to find sustainable, safe alternatives for travel, I reflected on how I could still ensure that 

children had the chance to have their say, but using fewer sessions.  Collating childrenôs existing 

themes and photos I created a poster for each school (see example in Figure 5.4 below), which served 

as a basis to discuss with children who they might to share it with and whether they wanted to create 

action plans on the issues they had identified.  However, this was not ideal, given that my own lens 

will have influenced images that were intentionally or unintentionally promoted within the posters 

(Brushwood, Rose & Granger, 2013).  

 

Figure 5.4 

Example of theme summary poster  

 

 

5.7.6. Drawing 

As a medium that exists in the majority of cultures, using drawing in research with children is a 

common method (Fargas-Malet et al., 2010; Eldén, 2013) and has been used to explore a number of 

themes with children with disabilities in the Global South (in India, Singh & Ghai, 2009; in Vietnam, 

Nguyen et al., 2016).  As illustrated in Figure 5.5, I asked children to draw three things: something 

about their family, what they most liked or did not like about school, what they wanted to be when 

School B 
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they grew up and finally, anything else they thought was very important to them.  Connors and 

Stalker (2007) argue that drawing is particularly effective for children with learning difficulties, as it 

focuses on the context of specific, concrete, drawn events, rather than a more generalised 

conversation, delivered at their own pace.  I chose the method knowing that drawing is a common tool 

used in Colombian schools.  However, Punch (2002) contends that not all children enjoy drawing, and 

it might not suit children with physical or visual impairments.  I offered drawing as one option of 

three to all of the children.  Reflecting recent shifts in the analysis of drawings, rather than analysing 

the drawing content for meaning (e.g. see Leitch, 2008), I coded what the child said about their 

drawing (Angell, Alexander and Hunt, 2015).  Similar to the analysis of photographs, the pictures 

provided a means to enable a conversation.  

 

Figure 5.5 

Example of a childôs drawing 

 

 

5.7.7. óWho helps when I am stuckô visual interview 

Through analysis during fieldwork, it became apparent that while I had an overview of childrenôs 

likes, dislikes, future hopes, insight into their social relationships and what they felt helped them 

learn, I had very little understanding about how they experienced addressing the moments when they 

found work difficult.  Consequently, to explore childrenôs experiences of being stuck, and who they 

thought helped them in those moments, I created a visual framework that explored three aspects:  
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¶ In which topic they were most likely to have experienced being stuck24? 

¶ Who would they talk to (if at all) if they were stuck? 

¶ How did their peers, teacher and parents typically react when they were stuck? 

 

Conscious that not all children find it easy to express their emotions, Figure 5.6 illustrates how I drew 

an emotions picture face chart for them to point to.  Having gained their consent to take part, some 

children chose to draw in faces, some drew people and some preferred to point to an emotion and 

have me or the translator draw. As the most adult-structured of all the activities, I was concerned that 

I was moving away from a participatory, child-led approach, but on reflection it enabled some 

children to express their views in a way that they had not previously.  For example, one child who had 

found it extremely hard to explore what did not help his learning through photovoice, subsequently 

revealed that he frequently struggled in class, but would never tell anyone (including his parents) 

about this, because he felt ashamed, and that he felt worried about this much of the time.   This was 

much more consistent with what I observed in class and enabled us to have a conversation about how 

he might seek help in ways that were not shameful for him. 

 

 
24 The translator translated this as óte dificulta algoô. A literal translation is ósomething difficults youô 
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Figure 5.6 

Example of ówho helps when I am stuckô interview 

 

 

5.7.8. Views on diversity and difference 

The ways in which children understood and spoke about diversity were explored through a group 

activity in which the group was given photos of children that represented different aspects of diversity 

(race, gender, disability, socio-economic status), and asked to put the photos together in groups that 

were the same. The way in which the children discussed the photos and the iterations of the 

categorisations led to a rich discussion on how they understood different aspects of diversity (see 

Appendix F) 

 

5.8. Overview of fieldwork timeline 

Figure 5.7 below outlines the planned timeline for their implementation in each school.  My main 

fieldwork was preceded by a visit to Colombia in August 2018, during which time I met with the 

research co-ordinator of FEN and the Director of the Las Colinas schools, who confirmed my 

permission to conduct research with them.  I also piloted my methods. I returned to Colombia to begin 

the main fieldwork in February 2019.  The fieldwork lasted a total of eight months and was conducted 

in three phases.  The first phase involved meetings to plan my timetable with FEN, the school director 

and teachers. During my first meeting with the teachers, I gained their informed consent to participate 

in the research and began the process of planning my timetable with schools. Combining teachersô 

preferences for my days in school and the limited local bus timetable, I began with schools A-C 

CHILD 

1. How do you feel? who helps? 

Friends  

Teacher  

Family 
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before the school holidays, and finished with Schools D-E after them.  Finally, I was able to present 

my initial findings to both the teachers, FEN and the local Secretary for Education inclusive education 

team, before returning to the UK.  

 

Figure 5.7  

Timeline of fieldwork and methods used 

 

Month August 

2018 

Feb  

2019 

March-May 

2019 

 

June 

2019 

July-August 

2019 

September 

2019 

 

 

 

 

Schools 

 

Pilot of 

methods 
 

First  
meeting 

with 

Director 

of case 

study 

schools  

 

 

 

 

 

Gain 

informed 
consent of 

teachers 
 

Fieldwork 

timetable 

planning 

with school 

director and 

teachers 

 

Introductory 

school visits 

Schools A-C 

 

Observations 
Field notes 

Semi-structured 
interviews 

Participatory 

activities with 

children 

 

 

 
School 

holidays 

Schools D-E 

 

Observations 
Field notes 

Semi-structured 
interviews 

Participatory 
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Having explained the methods used with both adults and children, the next section outlines my use of 

translation before describing how I aimed to ensure the research findings could be considered 

trustworthy. 

 
5.9. Translation  

Collecting data in one language and presenting the findings in another involves researchers taking 

translation-related decisions that also have an impact on the validity of the research and its reporting 

(Birbili, 2000).  Conscious that the translatorôs identity and experience shape their translation services 

(Squires, 2008), I wanted someone who could órepresent the values and belief systems of the 

researchedô (Robinson-Pant, 2017, p. 64).  Bringing my first candidate to the initial teacher meeting it 

quickly became clear to me that while he may have been suitable at a technical level, conversations 

about his attitude to children and authoritative manner with teachers meant I did not feel that he 

would be a good ófitô. With few translators prepared to travel the 2-3 hour commute, it was a further 
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six weeks before I found someone suitable: a 19 year old female student with a good command of 

English, who was excellent at engaging children and became a role-model to some children by the 

end of our time in the schools. Discussion with her helped me to understand her positionality better 

and while she was an óinsiderô in that she came from Colombia, she was educated in an urban school 

and not in the local community.  This risked her knowledge of the culture of the participants reflecting 

local perceptions of rural workers, and thus influencing the translations given, as well as reflecting 

local power relations between their respective groups (Shimpuku and Norr, 2012).  However, her 

mother and uncle were not only rural schoolteachers, but had taught, and taken her to, schools that 

were much more isolated areas than the case schools.  Hence, she had positive views about rural 

education, an insight into the challenges of multigrade and was not disconcerted by the location.  As 

an untrained translator with no experience of working with children with disabilities, it was important 

to offer training before we began working together in the schools (Baird, 2011; Wolf, 2017).  

Drawing on the example of Singal (2007), we explored her attitudes towards disability and discussed 

how these, her reactions and facial expressions may influence what was shared. We discussed current 

and outdated words for disability in both English and Spanish (Baird, 2011) and I asked her to 

translate accordingly.  Finally, we discussed issues of confidentiality and she signed a confidentiality 

statement.  Paid for her time and travel, she enjoyed the work so much that she subsequently decided 

to return to FE college and complete her studies, which would enable her to consider a career in 

teaching or translation.  

The delay in finding an appropriate translator had an impact on my research in two ways: 

first, it meant I could not have as in-depth discussion with children to challenge and redesign what I 

was offering, and second, I made a key decision not to use her routinely in teacher interviews. 

Negotiating meaning between people of differing positionality and understanding of culture, is 

complex (Wolf, 2017) and after six weeks alone with the teachers I decided that I did not want to alter 

the dynamic or balance that I had achieved. To support myself, I had already translated, and pre-tested 

key questions and probes for the interview, to gain extended descriptions and narratives (Rubin & 

Rubin, 2005).  However, I have less flexibility in my Spanish to bring a person subtly back to the 

question, if it appears they have diverged into another topic. Moreover, I am not always sure if they 

have diverged, or perhaps I have misunderstood.  I mitigated this risk through audio recording each 

interview and seeking advice where I was unsure.   

The final aspect of translation is how my experiences and interviews were converted into text. 

While my observations were mainly written in English, phrases and interactions between a teacher or 

child with a child with disabilities were recorded in Spanish.  Similarly, transcriptions were completed 

in Spanish mainly by myself, due to cost. While the most practical solution I could find, I am aware 

that this potentially had an impact upon the extent to which one can claim that what I heard is what 

they intended, as it is not only what someone says that communicates meaning, but how they say it 
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(Robinson-Pant & Wolf, 2017).  To mitigate this I sought the help of professional translators when I 

could not understand specific sections, or people had appeared to misunderstand me.   

 With the aim of avoiding the óethical minefieldô (Wolf, 2017, p. 91) of misrepresenting the 

meaning of my participants, I present their quotes using literal translation where possible. Making the 

speech more palatable for the English audience goes against the decolonial approach that I espouse: I 

wanted Colombians to be at the centre of the knowledge production. I translated the quotes as literally 

as possible and for words where there was not a direct translation, I adopted a translation style of 

óconceptual equivalenceô (Birbili, 2000), and added footnotes.  

 
5.10. Ensuring trustworthiness of the research 

One of the challenges of working with qualitative data, in particular, that derived from visual 

approaches, is establishing whether it is rigorous, valid and reliable (Creswell, 2018).  However, the 

positivist research measures of validity, reliability and neutrality do not reflect the epistemological 

position of constructivist research, which considers knowledge to be socially constructed, rather than 

something objectively measurable.  Creating measures that better reflect qualitative research, Lincoln 

& Guba (1985) replaced the term rigour with the parallel concept of trustworthiness. Within this they 

argue that validity is better served by the notion of how credible the findings are, and that, rather than 

reliability one should focus upon the dependability of the research instruments and tools. A further 

question regarding qualitative case studies, is the extent to which one can generalise from the findings 

(Tight, 2010).  Addressing these in turn, Table 5.8 outlines the measures I took to address the 

trustworthiness of my research. 

 The credibility of my research was addressed through spending a prolonged time in 

Colombia, using multiple methods aimed at generating rich descriptions that ómap out, or explain 

more fully, the richness and complexity of human behaviour by studying it from more than one 

standpointô (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2011, p.112).  Piloting instruments that were audited by 

experts in the field addressed their dependability.  Finally, with regards to transferability, Stake 

(1995) argues that óthe real business of case study is particularization, not generalizationô (p. 8).   

With no other available research on the inclusion of children in EN schools that use the approach 

consistently, it is likely that my study will provide the basis for future research on this topic.  Bassey 

(2003) argues that it is possible for a researcher or practitioner to read an in-depth study and make a 

óbest estimate of trustworthinessô (p. 44) based upon its 'relatability' (p. 45) to the study context.  

Accordingly, Chapter 6 has provided a comprehensive overview of the case context, enabling future 

readers to make a judgment as to whether my findings are transferable to another context.  
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Table 5.8  

Overview of the ways in which I addressed the trustworthiness of my research 

Measure of quality Key question Methodological implementation 

 

 

 

Credibility 

 

 

How believable or 

convincing are the 

findings of the 

research? 

Use of multiple methods  

Prolonged time in the field 

Searched for negative instances that 

contradicted emerging themes (Seale 

2005,) e.g. views on EN and tools and 

childrenôs experiences of school support 

Member checking during interviews, 

group feedback and post-transcription 

Local legal expert reviewed Colombian 

chapter content 

 

 

 

 

Dependability 

 

 

How far can the 

instruments and 

procedures used be 

trusted to produce 

credible findings? 

Instruments were audited by my 

supervisor pre-pilot 

Pilot testing and subsequent amending of 

instruments in Colombia  

Translation of Washington Group and 

interview questions completed in 

conjunction with English speaking 

Colombians 

Instruments were adapted to suit context 

and needs of children in the field 

 

 

 

Transferability 

 

 

To what extent can 

the findings be 

transferred to other 

settings or groups? 

 

Findings are site-specific, and purpose 

was not to generalise 

Aim instead to generate rich, thick 

descriptions 

Reader may use ófuzzy generalisationsô 

(Bassey, 2000) based upon similarly of 

my cases to future research contexts   

 

 

Having considered the ethical implications of each stage of the research methodology thus far, a final 

section is dedicated to the broader ethical implications that frame the research process and practice.  

 

5.11. Ethical considerations   

As a white, middle class, professional woman from a privileged institution in a Northern country, my 

positionality and identity make ethical considerations a fundamental of the research process.  Without 

addressing the relations of power/knowledge my research risks reproducing the same ones that I 

sought to challenge (Spivak, 1985). To address this, my first action was to identify a methodological 

framework, design and methods that were aimed at minimising the negative effects of power on the 

participants and privileging their views.  The second action, outlined in the sections below, was to 

address issues such as ethical codes and my positionality in order to produce a critical understanding 

of myself in relation to the research process (Cannella & Lincoln 2011) as well as to inform the 

reading of my findings and conclusion. 
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5.11.1. Negotiating access and informed consent 

Given that I am based in a British institution, I have to conform with the British Ethical Research 

Association (BERA) guidelines (BERA, 2018), which outline a wide range of ethical considerations, 

including a number of responsibilities towards participants (e.g. working with vulnerable young 

people, openness and disclosure, ensuring they understand their right to withdraw).  However, 

researchers working in Southern contexts argue that applying an ethical review process 

institutionalised in Western universities to research conducted in Southern contexts is inadequate 

(McMahon & Milligan, 2021). Countering the idea that ethics can claim to be óuniversalô, Tikly & 

Bond (2013) contends that Western ethical codes not only risk silencing indigenous approaches to 

ethics, but also, exclude the ways in which power is enacted in a number of ways, including defining 

research questions, ownership of data and who does and does not benefit from the publishing and 

dissemination of the research findings. Furthermore, when working in the field the underlying values 

and required processes within guidelines may conflict with local norms (Qureshi, 2010), leading 

Simons & Usher (2000, p. 235) to advocate for ósituated ethicsô.  These encompass the local and 

involve continuous negotiation with the research participants and community leaders in each 

individual research project. By so doing the community has the final say on what is and is not 

acceptable (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011).  Consequently, the way in which I negotiated access to the 

schools and participants as well as ensuring that all were giving informed consent needed careful 

consideration of the culture in which I was conducting research.   

Gaining permission for my research in the field began with email contact with the FEN 

research co-ordinator, who asked for a short summary of my research proposal in July 2018.  Having 

discussed the proposal via Skype, she agreed for me to conduct my research, helped me to choose the 

case study schools, and facilitated my contact with both the pilot EN school and the Director of the 

case study schools. During my pilot I began the process of gaining access to the schools through 

meeting with FEN, who approached the director of the schools on my behalf.  As the gatekeeper, he 

was keen to meet me in person during the pilot visit and asked me to come to his office, based in 

School A. During our meeting he informed me that his verbal permission was all that was required to 

be allowed to conduct the research in the schools, and that he was happy for me to do so, starting in 

the new school year (February 2019). However, on arrival in the country in the February, I was aware 

that teachers may have differing views and felt it was important for me to take a dialogic approach to 

ethics, which starts ówith a conversation, rather than an ethics applicationô (White and Fitzgerald, 

2010, p. 284).  To seek the voluntary, informed consent of the teachers, I attended a staff group 

meeting, outlined my research ideas and gave them a letter that requested their participation.  As a 

group, the teachers told me they preferred to use WhatsApp to indicate their acceptance, and all 

subsequently messaged their agreement to participate, whilst also giving me their signed permission 

when I visited the school. On my introductory visit to the school, I spent time building a rapport with 
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the teachers and children and at breaktime discussed how each school wanted to seek parental 

permission. All schools said that signed parent permission was common, and so, I used a parent letter 

(see Appendix G).  Interviews with FEN staff were agreed via the FEN research co-ordinator, and to 

ensure their consent was one that was informed, we revisited the voluntary nature of their 

participation at the start of their interview.  Permission to use the content of my conversations with the 

University course convenor and Ministry for Education officials was sought following my 

presentation of findings. 

  Seeking informed consent from children brings distinctive ethical challenges, in that I needed 

to ensure that children, including those with disabilities, understood their participation was voluntary 

and they were free to withdraw at any time.  During my pilot, I created a large visual, picture based, 

poster explanation of consent for children (similar to the poster in Figure 5.3, Subsection 5.7.4) and 

mirrored this with a smaller A4 version to sign. However, signing meant very little to the children, 

and I reflected that I was merely trying to replicate the adult processes. So, during my fieldwork, I not 

only began with the consent poster, but also, regularly checked whether they wanted to carry on, 

reminding them that withdrawing would have no consequence.  Similarly, I was vigilant as to whether 

a child was giving assent, on an ongoing basis, based upon their body language and non-verbal 

responses (Cocks, 2007).  Following the BERA guidelines, data has been kept confidential, and 

observations do not refer to the names of individuals.  Children chose their own pseudonyms and 

permission to audio record data was requested in each activity, before being destroyed post-

transcription.  Only one child said he did not want to be recorded, which I honoured.  Finally, my 

translator signed a confidentiality agreement prior to working with me. 

 

5.11.2. Reflexivity and positionality 

A commonly advocated process for researchers to gain a critical understanding is the use of 

reflexivity, which involves asking themselves questions such as óhow does who I am, who I have 

been, who I think I am, and how I feel affect data collection and analysis?ô (Pillow, 2003, p.176).  As 

a new person entering a community of schools, I was a visible óoutsiderô as a tall, white Western 

woman with imperfect Spanish, and, for the majority of children, the first time they had ever met a 

European. Moreover, less visible factors, such as my age, academic status, lack of disability and 

personal and professional experience all shaped and influenced insider/outsider perspectives of the 

research process and my relationships with the participants (McNess, Arthur & Crossley, 2016, p. 34).  

However, researchers have questioned the binary notion of being either an insider or an outsider, and 

the assertion that sharing characteristics with a given group is necessary or sufficient to be able to 

know the experience of that group (Merton, 1972).  For example, Srivastava (2006) notes that the 

multiplicity of identities that both researcher and participants possess open up a different space, 

creating shared positionalities with participants through the use of ócurrenciesô (Ibid. p.210), which 

can mediate the exchanges with participants.  However, when undertaking my MPhil research I 
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questioned whether the questions regarding reflexivity are sufficient to create genuine ethical 

research, and to what extent it changes the power dynamics either during individual interactions with 

others, or at a broader, structural level. Pillow (2003) criticises the use of reflexivity as a standalone, 

methodological tool, arguing that it is not óneutralô and can be used to obscure power relations in 

research.  Consequently, Sriprakash & Mukhopadhyay (2015) advocate a ósecond-order engagement 

with reflexivityô in which researchers should consider óéhow particular ñtruthsò about educational 

development are produced through empirical studiesô (p. 232) and to be aware of the disciplinary 

norms and discursive practices of their fields, which are themselves politically mediated.  Regarding 

which, I am aware that I am informed by Northern models of inclusive education and influenced by 

international models of disability, including the ICF.  Furthermore, I come with pre-conceived ideas 

about what practical strategies óworkô to include children with disabilities in a British classroom 

setting.  Similarly, the use of the TEACH observation tool brings a particular lens on how to record 

observations and make judgements about the quality of a lesson.  I aimed to mitigate this by using 

multi-methods which aimed to gain rich description of context, asked for multiple views and checked 

out my assumptions during interviews and post-observation feedback. However, as a field which is so 

immersed within discourse and practice promoted in Northern contexts, I am aware that I cannot 

escape bringing a lens which will reflect some of that Northern bias.   

Furthermore, I did not want my research to perpetuate the idea that solutions to creating a 

quality, inclusive education for all in the Colombian context can best be provided by an outside expert 

from a colonising country. Hence, it was important that I found ways to position myself such that I 

did not convey that narrative.  Consequently, while FEN knew my professional background, I decided 

not to position myself as psychologist or international consultant when conducting research in Las 

Colinas schools, following concerns that this might lead to the perception of my being a Northern 

white expert who knows best ï the very notion my research was aimed at countering. Moreover, in 

Colombia the label ópsychologistô denotes a medical expert who works in a clinic with individual 

children, conducting psychometric tests as part of a diagnosis process, and providing broad 

recommendations (similar to a clinical psychologist in the UK).  In contrast, as a schools-based 

educational psychologist, I was not involved in testing or diagnosis of children and rather, focused 

upon practical problem-solving at the classroom and school-systems level.  As such, I explored the 

nearest cultural equivalent which might explain my background, while not positioning me as an 

expert.  I was aware that following initial teacher training, Colombian  teachers have the opportunity 

to complete an extra year of óspecialisationô in a given topic (e.g. maths, spanish). So, when speaking 

with teachers and parents, I described myself as a teacher with an interest in EN, who had specialised 

in psychology.  Being alert to how I was positioned in conversations it quickly became apparent that I 

was seen as a UK-based teacher of a similar age and experience to the teachers themselves.  Indeed, 

this experience was the first time in 20 years where there was no defined expectation that I would 

provide ideas for supporting children, or even give an indication that I had an opinion. Consequently, 
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on the teacher bus home I would often sit between different teachers who would discuss the children 

with disabilities with the SEN support teacher.  Listening in, it felt both strange and liberating to be 

rendered invisible in a conversation that I would normally be part of.  Furthermore, not being included 

was reassuring to me, as it indicated that the staff never saw me as an expert from whom they might 

seek an opinion, rather I was an interested bystander.  

 

5.12. Data Analysis  

My research involved different types of data derived from various methods of data collection and 

multiple respondents. As such, the data analysis involves integrating different types of data into a 

cohesive account (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2016).  The process began with transcribing the audio 

recordings of all child and adult interviews and sessions in Spanish and copies of the latter 

transcriptions were sent to each adult to check they were happy for me to include the data25. Thematic 

coding was used to analyse the data, based upon an inductive approach (Miles, Huberman & Saldaña, 

2014).  The commitment in photovoice research to try empower voices caused me to analyse the 

photos solely based on the childrenôs own verbal descriptions from their interviews (Wang et al., 

2004), and this same principle was applied to descriptions of their drawings, ówhen Iôm stuckô visual 

images and photo-sorting discussions.  Using the coding program Atlas.ti ensured I was able to link 

these descriptions with specific sections of the images and drawings.  Observation data (including 

both non-participant observation schedules and participant observation fieldnotes) was thematically 

coded alongside the interview transcripts.  Fieldnote data which focused upon my reflections and 

questions were largely my opinion, meaning that they were used as a reference to assist in the analysis 

process, but not included in the coding.  

Using the method described by Miles, Huberman & Saldaña (2014) the analysis process 

involved the iterative development of themes through two cycles of coding.  During the first cycle, I 

employed inductive, open coding, where I looked for recurring patterns (Merriam & Tisdell, 2013) 

and used words aimed at capturing the essence of a what a participant had said (Saldaña, 2014).  

Initially, I identified codes specific to teachers and FEN staff (22 codes), children (16 codes) and 

parents (15 codes). The codes were broad and descriptive (e.g. teacher strategies, parents describe 

disability), which supported me in segmenting the data into mutually exclusive categories (see 

Appendix I for list).  The second cycle of coding was focused on finding patterns across and within 

the existing codes, in order to identify óan emergent theme, configuration or explanationô (Miles, 

Huberman & Saldaña, 2014, p. 86).  As someone who best makes sense of information by presenting 

it visually, I did not want a lack of skills in Atlas.ti to limit my capacity to reflect upon the data 

(Woods, Macklin & Lewis, 2016).  During the second cycle, I made sense of the coded data through 

 
25 Only one teacher replied with some changes, correcting my spelling and adding explanatory notes 

to ensure I had understood her meaning correctly.   
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drawing a series of evolving images to explore the relationships between the main themes, and the 

patterns within them.  I subsequently translated the new insights back into Atlas.ti by recoding the 

relevant quotes and relationships between them. This iterative process resulted in all quotes being 

located within 9 main themes and 41 mutually exclusive codes (see Appendix I). 

For example, the illustration in Figure 5.8 below captures my mapping of the different ways 

in which teachers, children and parents assigned causes for a childôs difficulty in learning.  In this 

picture, I was trying to map out the reasons that were assigned to why a child with a disability was 

finding it hard to learn.  This included drawing and summarising the responses of both the teachers, 

parents and the children themselves. While the arrows betray the blame assigned by individuals, the 

illustration captures the moment I noticed that óno-one is saying it is disabilityôs faultô.  This 

important moment led to two significant lines of enquiry: focusing on the disconnect between parents 

and teachers, and access to the diagnosis system.   

 

Figure 5.8 

Example of my illustrated pattern coding regarding the interaction between a child with a 

disability (CWD), parents and teachers 

 

A criticism of coding is the possibility that its subjective nature means I could have foregrounded 

aspects of data that were of particular interest to myself, thus potentially distorting the information to 

support my theoretical perspective. However, this critique relies on a positivist attitude to data, based 

upon the assumption that it expresses an objective truth which risks being distorted by subjective 

researchers. My constructivist perspective suggests that meanings arise in an emergent manner 

through the interaction between researchers and data (Creswell, 2018).  From this perspective, it is to 

be expected that a particular researcherôs analysis of data will foreground certain aspects rather than 

1. Children 

say it is 

their fault  

2. Teachers 

say it is 

parentsô fault  

3. Parents say 

they love their 

child as they 

are  

Learning difficulties (LD) hereé 
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others. However, in a final check I compared the codes with the original interviews to ensure I had not 

fragmented the data, and that it continued to reflect what had been said (Punch & Oancea, 2014).   

 

5.13 Using visual media to disseminate research 

Central to my research process has been the use of visual media.  Providing an accessible summary of 

key messages, researchers have disseminated their research using graphic novels (Sousanis, 2015), 

cartoons (Mendonca, 2016, 2018), animations (Rose & Flynn, 2017) and illustrations (Hunt, 2020).  

However, with damaging examples of imagery being used to classify and óotherô on the topics of race 

and disability (Ortega, 2013; Walton & Dixon, 2020), it was important to consider the ongoing ethical 

implications of its use (Robinson-Pant & Singal, 2019).  Similarly, the BERA ethical guidelines 

(2018) emphasise the importance of anonymity when conducting fieldwork within a small, close-knit 

community (paragraph 41) and in the context of some visual methodologies and participatory 

methods (paragraph 42).   Pink (2006) advocates for researchers to make informed decisions in 

collaboration with participants and in consideration of the contexts in which images will subsequently 

be viewed and interpreted.  I addressed this by asking parents for permission to take pictures of the 

children in the consent letter (see Appendix G). I also included asking permission within the 

photovoice training with children: children gave their own consent to take part in the research and 

were given specific instructions regarding making pictures of faces, stressing the fact that they need to 

ask permission from another peer before making a picture of their face (see Appendix D, section 2).  

Following the research, I gained additional permission from parents and children to use specific 

photos in my thesis and presentations, explaining that these were likely to be seen by people who 

wanted to learn about Escuela Nueva, including University students and academics, FEN staff, 

teahcers and perhaps officials who want to improve rural education in their country.  This involved 

sending the photos to teachers on WhatsApp, who subsequently asked the parents and children.  

Through this process, one childôs photo of themselves and a friend pulling a funny face was removed.  

Following BERA (2018) guidelines, data has been stored in secure premises, on a password protected 

laptop and encrypted databank, using childrenôs chosen pseudonyms, with schools and staff referred 

to using letters and numbers rather than names. Data will be removed from the laptop and stored on 

an encrypted databank for 5 years after final thesis completion, and used by me only, for the purposes 

of article publication.  

for 5 years after final thesis completion, and used by me for the purposes of article publication.  

Finally, I wanted to ensure that the research was disseminated in both English and Spanish. 

Following the fieldwork, I won a competition to work with an animator to create a 1-minute video 

that summarised the views of teachers in both languages26.  While I was unable to collaborate face to 

 
26 For an overview of the process and links to both the English and Spanish versions see the Lucy Cavendish 

College announcement here https://www.lucy.cam.ac.uk/news/lucy-phd-julia-hayes-wins-cambridge-creative-

partnership-competition. 
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face with teachers within the process, we discussed ideas and shared draft images via WhatsApp as 

the project developed.  Welcomed by teachers and FEN, they subsequently shared the final animation 

with the Las Colinas community and their networks.  

 

5.14. Summary 

This chapter concludes Part 2 of my thesis, after having described how my qualitative research 

involved adopting a case study design.  The methods and processes I undertook in order to pursue 

research that I could be confident was ethical and trustworthy have been explained. What follows in 

Part 3 comprises four empirical chapters presenting my findings.  In turn, they focus upon 

understanding of disability, teacher practice, the impact of context and finally, childrenôs views.  
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Chapter 6: A narrative sketch of the schools of Las Colinas  
To conclude part 1 of this thesis, this chapter describes the municipality of La Ruana before providing 

an insight into the lives of the people and EN schools in the catchment area of Las Colinas27.  

 

6.1. La Ruana municipality 

My research focused upon the five primary schools, which together, provide education for children 

living in the rural catchment area of Las Colinas, La Ruana.  As the second largest rural municipality 

in the district, its location provides a corridor between a major city and a large protected national 

park.  Passing though the urban hub and its suburbs, one sees the legacy of rapid expansion and 

population growth, and the area is grappling with many social problems associated with poverty.  

However, within 40 minutes of leaving the main urban transport hub one is transported to the town 

that gives the province its name. Illustrated in the photos of Figure 6.1 below, the area holds a long 

history of agricultural trade and is famed for providing drinking water and potatoes for the locality 

and major city, as well as milk, trout and fresh cheese. Founded in 1650, the small town has a 

Spanish-style church and one main street with a series of small, one-unit shops which range from 

restaurants to a hardware stall. Passing through the small town, the journey to the schools begins with 

an ascent into the surrounding mountains, winding past protected forests, freshwater reservoirs and 

fields full of livestock or crops. As an area that is split into 17 neighbourhoods (veredas), my research 

was based in the four most isolated, which border the national park.     

 

Figure 6.1  

Photographs of the mountains surrounding the schools of Las Colinas 

 

 
27 Both names are pseudonyms to protect the confidentiality of participants. Las Colinas (Pron. Las Col-EE-nas) 

means óthe hillsô.  La Ruana (La Ru-A-na) is the name for the thick, sheepôs-wool poncho that is worn by family 

members throughout the region. 
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Fig. 5.1 cont. 

  

Child wearing a ruana ï a sheepôs wool 

poncho worn throughout the area 

Fields of potato crops are one of the main 

forms of agricultural production 

 

Harvested potatoes ready for collection 
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6.2. The people of Las Colinas  

To understand the nature of the five case schools of Las Colinas, this section provides an overview of 

the people who were within the boundaries of my case study. Table 6.1 provides an overview of the 

school population and class composition, after which, I describe the people and the schools in more 

detail.  

 

Table 6.1 

Overview of school population and class composition  

School A B C D E Total 

No of class 

teachers 

 

2 

 

 

3 
 

1 
 

1 
 

1 
 

8 

 

Class 

composition 

n per class 

 

 

Infant 16 

Junior 10 

 

 

pre-school 18 

infant 12 

 junior 16 
 

 
 

 

Multigrade 

9 

 

 
 

 

Multigrade 

16 

 
 

 

Multigrade 

4 

 

Total No. of 

Children  

 

 

26  

 

 

46 

  

 

9 

  

 

16  

 

 

4  

 

 

101  

 

No. of Children 

with disabilities28 

6 10 4 5 4 29 

Additional staff Director 

Learning Support teacher 

Family Support worker 

Peripatetic PE and music teachers 

1 X school cook and security guard per school 

 

 

6.2.1 School staff 

School staff included the director, eight class teachers and support staff. What follows is an overview 

of their roles and experience. 

 

School Director 

The five schools of Las Colinas are led by a male director, who has an administrative role, which 

involves him overseeing the schools and acting as a liaison person with the local education 

department. Prior to this role, he was a licensed teacher who taught information technology to 

children and adults.  

 

Class teachers 

All eight class teachers were female and their ages ranged from those in their 30s to those in their 60s. 

The three oldest teachers (School A infant class, School D and E) left school at 16 to do a two year 

ónormalistaô course on pedagogy, whereas the younger ones more recent to teaching had attended 

 
28 See Chapter 5, Subsection 5.6.4 for a description of how these children were identified. 
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universities to do their initial training.  The early years class teacher in School B was a former  

psychologist at a special school who had transferred into teaching through gaining a postgraduate 

qualification in pedagogy29.  Full details of their age and previous experiences can be found in 

Appendix B.  All but one class teacher had received Escuela Nueva training three years ago, while 

School Dôs teacher had arrived after the training and received it separately.  All the teachers lived in 

urban homes located closer to the major city, between 1.5-3 hours from the school. Teachers 7 and 8 

lived onsite during the week and returned home at the weekends. 

 

Support staff 

While Decree 1421 (2017) was in the early stages of being implemented, the schools had a learning 

support teacher and family support worker to be shared across the five schools.  The former had 

recently been appointed, having previously worked as a special school class teacher working with 

children with moderate-severe disabilities.  Discussion with her suggested that she saw her role as 

supporting inclusion of children with learning difficulties, and her tasks included the following: 

 

¶ Supporting the admission of the child 

¶ Evaluating their current learning strengths and difficulties 

¶ Working with teachers to plan support 

¶ Providing activities for teachers 

¶ Working with children individually, in groups and whole class 

¶ Organising and running óIndividual Plan of Reasonable Adjustmentô (PIAR30) target setting 

process 

 

Working alongside the learning support teacher was an óorientadorô. Translated literally this means 

adviser, but for the purposes of clarity I use the term family support worker.  Her role was to focus on 

the emotional health and wellbeing of children and to address concerns with particular families. The 

previous experience of both support staff was based in urban settings. 

 

6.2.2. Family composition and employment 

Of the children that reported their family composition (35 households), the majority of households 

(21) contained just parents and siblings.  Three children were an only child, and the rest had between 

one and five siblings, with a median of two children (representing 15 households).  As illustrated in 

Table 6.2 below, nine children lived in multi-generation households, which contained, in addition to 

parents and siblings, grandparents (six households), uncles and aunts and cousins (five households), 

and a mix of all of these (three households).   

 
29 Chapter 2 (Section 2.7) described how the Government created a óside entryô into teaching through provision 

of postgraduate qualifications for professionals in other careers 
30 Plan Individual de Adjustes Razonables (PIAR) 
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Table 6.2 

The living arrangement in family homes of children who took part in the research 

 Parents & 

Siblings 

Parents, 

grandparents 

and siblings 

Parents, 

uncles/aunts, 

cousins and 

siblings 

Parents, 

grandparents, 

uncles/aunts, 

siblings 

Child with a disability (CWD) 

or non-disabled (ND) 

CWD ND CWD ND CWD ND CWD ND 

No. of families 10 11 0 6 3 2 2 1 

 

All but one child said their fathers were agricultural workers, with the majority farming potatoes.  The 

majority of children described their mothers as housewives, with many adding that this included 

helping their fathers with the task of milking and fetching water for families that had livestock to care 

for. Three children said their mothers cooked food for local workers and the mother of one child was 

a school cook. The one father who did not work in agriculture was the school security guard/janitor. 

A school trip to childrenôs homes demonstrated a range of house sizes and facilities. Some 

parents had lived in the family house for many years, and the whole family lived in houses of up to 

four bedrooms, whereas others were óarrendatoriosô ï working tenants who were provided with 

accommodation (sometimes rent free, sometimes at a cost) ï with houses that were often smaller and 

more functional. As illustrated in Figure 6.2, houses were made of red breeze blocks with tin rooves, 

and the majority had either a log fire or gas-bottle fed stove, or sometimes both.  Living in this rural 

area, interviews with parents portrayed a life of hard work for both mothers and fathers.  All parents 

woke up between 3-4am and completed milking before returning to wake their children at 5am, 

prepare breakfast and bring them down to school for 7am.   

 

Figure 6.2  

Examples of childrenôs homes 

 
 

 

 

6.2.3. Children with disabilities 
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My research methodology (Chapter 5, Subsection 5.6.4)  described how I used the Washington group 

questions with teachers to identify the functional difficulties of the 29 children to whom I refer as 

óchildren with disabilitiesô.  Figure 6.3 illustrates that this was mainly related to aspects of their 

learning (15), concentration (15) and remembering (11).  Behaviour was identified as an issue for nine 

of the 29, followed by the difficulties of self-care (six), coping with change and making friends (five).  

Seeing was a difficulty for three children, which included one whose glasses needed updating.  

Physical disabilities included one child with difficulties walking and another with hearing, while 

anxiety and depression was an issue for three children. 

  

Figure 6.3 

Teacher reports of the range of difficulties experienced by children with disabilities in case schools 

 

Note: Figures based on teacher responses to Child Functioning Module of the Washington 

group questions  

 

 

6.3. Schools 
Having described the area and people in my case study, this section provides an overview of the 

schoolsô history and location. It finishes with a narrative sketch of each school 

 

6.3.1. Background to adoption of the EN model  

The case schools adopted Escuela Nueva as a model in 2016, at the suggestion of the director, who 

had been impressed with the model many years before, when working in a rural area.  As it was not 

the main flexible model promoted by the local district, he approached Escuela Nueva directly to 

consider ways in which their schools might adopt it.  Foundation Escuela Nueva wanted a group of 

schools near to a major city, which could be used to show visitors the model, and at that time the 

schools won some funding for top exam results in the district. Thus, both parties capitalised on this 
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moment: the director purchased the guides using the funds, whilst the Foundation agreed to deliver 

training and offer one yearôs support for training and practice. School B chose to become the 

demonstration school for the group.  While FEN and the director remain in touch, the schools are no 

longer formally supported by the former in terms of staff support or provision of materials etc. 

 

6.3.2 School location 

The schools were located in a 10km square mountainous section. As shown in Figure 6.4, ascending 

from La Ruana, access to the schools came from a long, paved road into the mountains, from which 

unpaved roads ran.  The first two multi-class schools, A and B, were located lower down in the hills, 

next to the paved road and within an hour and a quarter of La Ruana.  In contrast, Schools C-E were 

single-class, full multigrade schools, with one teacher and much more isolated, situated between 1hr 

45 and 2 hours from La Ruana. 

 

Figure 6.4 

Location of Las Colinas schools 

 

 

 

6.3.3. School facilities 
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All schools were single story and made of brick.  Each school had at least two classrooms, a basic 

kitchen and a concreted playground area.  While supply was sporadic, each had electricity, running 

water and open Wi-Fi.  In common with all schools in the wider district, each had outdoor play 

equipment, a cook and a security guard.  Being Escuela Nueva schools, they also had a library area, 

toys for breaktimes, and resources for maths, Spanish and art.  Schools A-C started at 7am and 

finished at 12.30pm, while Schools D and E taught from 7am-3pm and as aforementioned, the 

teachers stayed over during the week. 

 

6.4. A narrative sketch of the schools 

As a multi-site case study, it is important to understand not only the things that the schools had in 

common ï such as the pedagogical model adopted ï but also, the details that help distinguish between 

them.  Examining each in turn, the narrative accounts provide descriptions of the location, size and 

culture of the schools. 

 
6.4.1 School A 

School A was the second-largest school, with two classes: infant and junior.  Located closest to the 

town of La Ruana, it had an office for the director, a computer room, an extra classroom for 

community activities and a bedroom for teachers who chose to stay.  With strong relationships with 

the local community, the two experienced teachers had taught at the school for many years and 

swapped key stage every four years.  Conversation with a member of the local secretariat for 

education revealed that the infant teacher, Teacher 1, was considered an excellent practitioner, and 

she was chosen to trial new early years materials during my time there.  The school was located up a 

short, paved hill, away from the main road and situated next to a small shop. Used as a community 

centre at the weekends, it was also a site for community awareness raising events run by the 

municipality.  Photos of the environment are displayed in Figure 6.5. 
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Figure 6.5  

School A and its surrounds 

  

 
 

 

6.4.2. School B 

School B had the largest population, split into three classes: nursery/transition, infant and junior.  

Located alongside the main road and opposite a shop, the infant and junior teachers asked to be the 

demonstration school for Las Colinas, which meant it was committed to using the participatory tools, 

materials and structure and prepared to host training sessions and external visitors who wanted to see 

the model in practice. With relatively small classrooms, despite its class sizes, it had a large 

library/group work room and computer room that were used as break-out rooms.  It also had a room 

next to the playground in which children had their daily snack on a rolling rota. Of all the schools, the 

three teachers had the highest levels of qualification.  Each had a masters, and the infant teacher had 

been a former headteacher of a small private school.  The infant and junior teachers were best friends 

and had joined the school together nine years before, having decided they would share the costs of 

driving to the school.  The early years teacher had recently entered teaching as a former psychologist 

who had worked in a special school. Illustrated in Figure 6.6, it was lively, creative school which was 

notable for being a busy space in which children were used to learning across key stages and school 

spaces in their vertically grouped student committee teams.   
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Figure 6.6  

School B and its surrounds 

 
Cross key-stage activities 

  
Active school committee School trip to a local reservoir 

 

6.4.3 School C 

School C was located the furthest away from La Ruana ï 25kms ï but set directly next to the main 

paved road, meaning it was accessible for local transport.  At an altitude of 3,375 metres it was 

frequently cloud-covered, cold and suffered regular disruption to its water supply.  The single-teacher 

multigrade school had just nine children, whose ages ranged from 5-11.  However, like the other 

schools it had two main classrooms, a computer and library/playroom, a kitchen and dining area.  It 

was notable that of the nine children only three were female and there were just 1-2 children per 

grade. However, the class had the feel of a small family, in part, because the class contained siblings 

and cousins.   
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Figure 6.7 

School C and its surrounds 

  
Two large classrooms Playground views 

 
 

Library and playroom Our Values: Respect 

 

 

6.4.4. School D 

While School D was a single, multigrade class, it had a relatively large size of 16 children ï of whom 

8 were Grades 1-2.  Like the other schools, it had two large classrooms, a large library/playroom, a 

teacher bedroom and a small kitchen. It was built next a community centre used for a monthly church 

service.  Located 17 kilometres from La Ruana, to reach the school one needed to walk 3km along a 

sandy road, which passed through a valley and up a mountain.  The class teacher was very religious 

and the children spent their first hour each morning praying together. Despite its relative isolation, the 

teacher was very keen to access services and information and she arranged meetings for children with 

disabilities while I was there.  Due to its distant location, the teacher chose to teach from 7am-3pm 

and lived onsite during the week.  
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Figure 6.8. 

School D and its surrounds 

 
Large mural on the side of the community centre hall 

 
 

Learning corners and resources Religion played a large part at school 

 

 

6.4.5 School E 

School E was an extremely isolated school, located at an altitude of 3,400 metres in the mountains, 

with just one local bus a week.  The previous two years had seen a sharp decrease in class size, from 

16 children to five in two years.  This represented just two families, after the local landowner chose to 

hire single men from a poorer region of Colombia, to cut costs.  It had two large classrooms, a 

separate library/computer room and a kitchen. As the oldest and most experienced teacher, Teacher 8 

had been there for 23 of her 34 years as a teacher. She had lived there during the week for most of this 

time, wore a ruana and had taught generations of parents.  The school had religious icons throughout, 

including a community-created shrine to the Virgin of Guadelupe. Frequently cloud-covered, raining 

or windy, the school was cold and very quiet due to the lack of children.  
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Figure 6.9  

School E and its surrounds 

 

A rare cloud-free day illustrates the high altitude and social isolation 

 
 

Large classroom for a small class of five Religious icons in the classroom 

 

6.5. Summary 

This chapter has provided an overview of the schools of Las Colinas, illustrating its rural location and 

some of the differences and similarities between the schools.  It concludes Part 1, which has provided 

an overview of the Colombian education of children with disabilities and introduction to Escuela 

Nueva, before contextualising the research through a review of the Latin American literature.  

In the next chapter ï Part 2 ï my research methodology for the study is discussed in detail. 
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Table 6.3 

Glossary of children 

 

 

Childôs name 

 

Gender 

 

Age 

 

Grade 

 

Functional difficulties 

 

School 

 

Alex M 10 4 Learning, remembering, concentrating C 

Ariana F 8 2 Learning, remembering, concentrating A 

Adan M 6 1 Learning, remembering, concentrating, 

behaviour, making friends 

A 

Baile F 6 1 Physical, learning, remembering 

concentrating 

B 

Batman M 9 4 Concentrating, behaviour, making friends B 

Berto M 11 5 Concentrating C 

Burbuja F 7 3 Behaviour, depression B 

Carlos M 5 T Learning, concentrating A 

Cielo F 8 2 Learning, remembering, self-care, 

making friends, anxiety 

B 

Dulce F 7  Learning, remembering, concentrating, 

behaviour, anxiety 

A 

Falcao M 7 3 Concentrating E 

Florecita F 11 5 Self-care, learning, behaviour, attendance D 

Gato M 11 4 Learning, remembering B 

Gringa F 7 1 Learning, remembering, concentrating, 

making friends, self-care, physical 

D 

Heidy F 5  Hearing, communication, learning B 

Ironman M 11 4 Self-care B 

Juancho M 9 4 Concentrating, accepting change, 

controlling behaviour, making friends 

B 

Juanito M 6 1 Accepting change, controlling behaviour C 

Katerine F 7 1 Self-care, attendance D 

Lina F 9  Learning, remembering, concentrating A 

Linda F 7 2 Learning, remembering B 

Lobo M 7 3 Concentrating  

Luna F 9 2 Accepting change, making friends, 

anxiety, depression 

C 

Malefica F 7 2 Learning, controlling behaviour, 

depression,  

B 

Nairo M 10 4 Learning, remembering, concentrating E 

Princesa F 8 3 Concentrating E 

Sonrisa F 10 5 Seeing with glasses D 

Ternurita F 5 T Learning, speaking, making friends  D 

Yolanda F 6  Hearing, speaking, learning A 
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Figure 7 

Illustration of Chapter 7: Disability, diagnosis and disconnect 
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Chapter 7: Disability, diagnosis and disconnect 
Drawing on critical disability theory, a key aim of my research was to understand not only local 

understandings of disability, but also, to explore how participants applied this informally within their 

local context, and more formally, when children gained a diagnosis.  The chapter is presented in three 

sections. Section 1 outlines participantsô understanding of disability as a concept, before Section 2 

explores how they perceive the disability and difficulties of case school children.  Section 3 

problematises the role of diagnosis and the PIAR process in understanding and addressing a childôs 

disability 

 

Section 1: Understanding of disability 

This section explores the ways in which the school staff, parents and children understood disability, 

and the terms they used to describe it.  Providing insights into how disability and special educational 

needs are framed, these suggest that, while participant groups used different terminology, the medical 

model underpinned their understanding of disability as a concept. 

 

7.1 Participantsô understanding of disability reflects the medical model 

Consistent with the medical model of disability, teachers, parents and children described disability 

with reference to three intersecting concepts, which are further explored below. 

¶ Children with disabilities are different to the norm 

¶ Disability as a physical condition (e.g. sensory, motor) 

¶ Related to a lack of, or different, abilities 

 

7.1.1. Disability as different to the norm 

Both teachers and children made reference to children with disabilities as being different to the norm.  

This included six of the eight teachers, who responded to my question on how they defined disability 

with examples such as the following: 

 

Julia:  How would you define disability? 

Teacher 1: Whether a child can do what other children of the same age can do.  

 

Teacher 6: Itôs like a special circumstance that maybe makes their way of acting, or process of 

learning, or their way of relating to others different. 
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The use of norm-referenced intelligence tests to define disability was made explicit during an 

interview with the learning support teacher, who drew a statistical bell curve to illustrate her 

explanation, and split them into four quartiles: 

 

We sent Nairo (School E) for a referral and he is on the borderline... those who are intelligent 

are here on the curve (points to top 3 quartiles of bell curve), and those who are at this stage 

(points to first quartile) are on the borderline.  At this point (points to line between first and 

second quartile) you are 80, but if you are at 79 you have a disability. 

 

Similarly, children described children with disabilities as different to them, using words and phrases 

such as óspecialô and ónot normal like usô: 

 

Julia:  And when you say children are special, what is that? 

Child 1, School B31: It is when the genes or the mother and father come together and they 

end up like that ï they are not normal like us, rather that they are special. 

 

7.1.2. Disability as a physical condition 

Seven out of the eight teachers described disability as a physical condition that could affect either the 

intellectual or physical ability of a child.  In contrast, children referred only to physical or sensory 

disabilities, and did not appear to associate the word with intellectual disability.  

 

Julia:  What does children being special mean? 

Child 2: Like they are born and they only have one arm. 

Child 1:  Or their Mother smokes and then they affect the shape of their body and they get 

born likeé 

Child 2:  With illnesses 

Child 1:  Without noses; they have big hands. 

 

7.1.3 Disability was related to a lack of, or different, abilities 

Disability was framed by teachers and parents with reference to óabilityô, especially by teachers, six 

out of eight of whom referred to children having a lack of, or different abilities. Five defined 

disability as a lack of ability, which included the following examples: 

 

 
31 I have chosen not to name children here as this is a response on a sensitive subject that does not need to refer 

to a specific child 
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Teacher 8: Health is the opposite of illness and so, disability is like the opposite of abilities, 

in all ways é, so you could say the opposite of, erm, the lack of ability. 

 

Teacher 4: Itôs the impossibility of doing something physical or mental in order to perform 

an activity. 

 

However, teachers also recognised that children with disabilities have strengths and abilities that 

should be acknowledged:  

 

Teacher 8: Sometimes, people think that disability takes some things away from them, but 

then it gives them other positive things. 

 

Teacher 2: Ariana and Lina have abilities in art, in speech, for example, if you read them a 

story, they are good, but in writing, analysis mathematical ï they have difficulties, but not 

disability. 

 

I chose not ask parents to explain how they understood the word disability, given that a direct 

question on a sensitive topic might feel intimidating.  However, when listening to the way in which 

they described their childôs difficulty, it was framed in terms of the things their children could not do 

(four out of six parents).  Examples included: 

 

Mother of Yolanda (girl with a hearing difficulty, School A): óShe doesnôt hear wellô 

 

Father of Nairo (boy diagnosed with cognitive difficulty, School E): óHe has a little bit of a 

problem of learning é writing difficults him éô 

 

7.2. Participants used terminology reflecting the medical model of disability 

The terminology used differed between the participant groups, but, again, reflected a deficit-based 

medical model understanding of disability, which located the disability within the body.  Children 

across all schools referred to people with disabilities having an óillnessô [enfermedad] and people with 

disabilities as óthe illô [enfermitos] in addition to óspecialô.  Terms used by school and health staff 

reflected their sector of work: visiting health workers referred to disability using current medical 

terms, such as óretardo mentalô32, whereas teachers reflected the terminology used in government 

 
32 Discussion with the Director of the Downs Syndrome Association of Colombia (ASDOWN) suggested this is 

a medical diagnostic term, which, despite the similarity of words used, is not equivalent to the term ómental 

retardationô in English. She argued that it does not hold the negative connotations of the English translation and 

that a more equivalent translation is ólearning difficultiesô. 
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education decrees.  Consequently, teachers made a distinction between two groups: children with a 

disability and children with Special Educational Needs (SEN)33. Their understanding of the 

differences between these two are summarised in Table 7.1, before being examined in more detail. 

 

Table 7.1 

 Teachersô views on differences between disability and special educational needs 
Disability Special Educational 

Needs (SEN) 

Physical  

Permanent and unchangeable 

 

Temporary, can be overcome with extra support 

Different to the norm in terms of cognitive, sensory, 

social, mental (health) 

óNormalô with differences in specific 

learning processes 

 

Examples given 

physical, motor, hearing, vision, 

cognitive, Downs syndrome, 

social, autism 

academic, reading, writing, comprehension, dyslexia, 

dysgraphia 

 

 

7.2.1. Disability is permanent; SEN is temporary 

Interviews with four teachers (two class teachers and two support teachers) revealed that while 

disability was understood as something permanent, SEN was considered a temporary condition, which 

could be overcome. 

 

Julia:  And is SEN different or the same as disability? 

Teacher 7: I always associate disability more to do with something corporal, while for children 

with SEN it means you simply have to work with children using exercises, and you help them 

to make this condition better é but disability? One has to learn to live with it, they have to 

learn to adapt to it, because itôs not going to disappear. 

 

Furthermore, SEN were seen as limited to specific processes. Regarding which, having described 

disability as a physical condition, I asked Teacher 4 if she considered children with SEN to be the 

same or different to children with disabilities and she replied: 

 

Different because they have no physical problems, and mentally they are all fine, but they have 

difficulties in certain processes. With SEN, it means you simply have to work with children 

using exercises, and you help them improve their condition.  

 
33 Necesidades Educativas Especiales, NEE 
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7.2.2. Children with SEN are ónormalô 

As mentioned above, teachers suggested that children with disabilities were different to the ónormô.  

In contrast, two teachers argued that children with while SEN were different in some aspects of their 

development, but they were still ónormalô. 

 

Teacher 4: For me (children with SEN) are normal, they have something in their learning 

that makes them learn slower than others. 

 

Teacher 7: His vocabulary was so slow, but he was so fluent in his speech and he understood 

ï so I say (children with SEN) are very normal despite having this condition, which delays 

their development a little. 

 

7.2.3. Not all teachers agree. 

While the above represent themes in the data, as one might expect, there were teachers with different 

views.  For example, one teacher thought that, while SEN were temporary, they were also physical:  

  

Teacher 8: SEN is practically associated with the academic, the pedagogical, including the 

cognitive, and sometimes neurological. They are all included there, in SEN. 

 

Additionally, one class teacher, a former psychologist, suggested that disability and SEN were 

interchangeable words and merely reflected a trend of changing terms for the same condition. 

 

The findings thus far suggested that while participants used different terminology, all constructed 

disability as deficit-based and located within the body.  Whether this same thinking was applied to 

children with disabilities in each school is explored in the next section. 

 

 

 

 

 

Section 2: Understanding the difficulties of children in the schools of Las 

Colinas  

Having identified the ways in which the participants understood disability at a conceptual level, I 

wanted to explore if, and how, they applied the same understanding to the children with disabilities in 
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the case schools.  To place their views in context, in this section, I first explore how teachers, children 

and families conceptualised differences between children in school, and the evidence suggests that 

disability was not, in fact, at the forefront of the ways in which participants differentiated between 

children. Secondly, it is revealed that teachers believed the main reason for children not learning was 

a lack of support from home, but did not always take into account the issues families were facing.  I 

finish the section by questioning the positive benefits of diagnosis for children and families in this 

context. 

 

7.3. Disability was not at the forefront of way in which children in the case schools were framed 

by the participants 

While the focus of my research was disability, it was important for me, first, to establish how 

participants perceived differences between children in the local context.  When asked to talk about 

differences between children, none of the participant groups focused on disability. Instead, teachers 

and parents focused upon personality or behaviour, while children focused mainly on physical traits, 

with a particular emphasis on skin tone.  Examples from teachers, parents and children are given 

below. 

 

7.3.1. Teachers differentiated between children using personality and behaviour more 

than disability 

When seeking to explore what intersectional aspects of difference were most salient to teachers, I 

asked them to describe how children were different in their class.  Six out of the eight teachers 

focused on childrenôs behaviour, personalities or preferences, rather than referring to learning or 

disability: 

 

Julia:  How are the children different? 

Teacher 8: Well they are quite similar. All are very respectful, likable, loving, emotional, and 

receptive to the feedback you give them, or whatever I teach them or give them ï they are 

receptive. 

 

Teacher 7: Their personalities are different. There are some that are more open, sociable, 

given to be with people, and very spiritual ï I like this a lot because you must at least have 

respect for supreme being over yourself. They learn easily. 

 

Teacher 4: Many of them do not have families that support them. Sky, she lost a year and got 

better, Bonbom ï sometimes her behaviour. Juancho is a fighter é he fights with everyone, 

authority he finds hard, but heôs not like that anymore 

 



 108 

Just two of the eight teachers referred to differences in learning ability, including their pace of 

learning and another to disability: 

 

Julia:  How are the children different in your class? 

Teacher 8: In the learning process, we have Nairo, who has a cognitive problem and I have 

two siblings who are very clever ï Falcao and Princesa ï they are very intelligent but they get 

easily distracted, because of that they donôt do their exercises on time. They need to 

concentrate. 

 

Interestingly, other intersectional aspects, such as gender differences, were also not mentioned, and 

only one teacher referred to age, even though the wide range of ages in a single class, from 5-11 in 

Schools C-E, was a distinctive feature of the multigrade schools.   

 

7.3.2. Parents focused on a childôs personality and behaviour  

Similar to the teachers, when parents were asked to describe their children, they focused on the 

childrenôs personality and behaviour, despite knowing that the reason I was there was because I was 

interested in children with difficulties in learning.  For example, Juancho and Gato, two brothers in 

the junior class of School B, were in the same school grade, as a consequence of Gato ï the older 

brother ï repeating the previous year. Despite this, when comparing them the mother did not refer to 

differences in their learning ability, even though learning was the topic I raised:  

 

Julia:  How do the boys compare in the process of learning ï are they different in how they 

learn?  

Mother:  Juancho is livelier, Gato is more focused, whereas if Juancho decides he is not doing 

something you canôt make him do anything. So, no, they are the same, both arrive and they 

both care, and if they donôt understand one helps the other; they are the same.  

Julia:  So, the reason for the difference in their achievements is because of (previous house 

move, mid-year) or is it more about personality? 

Mother:  Gato doesnôt like to do what he has been told, so if he is of bad humour  he wonôt do 

it. But he is more reserved, quieter. whereas Juancho? well, if he doesnôt like someone he is 

very angryï he is of bad humour ï he shouts and complains 

 

Additionally, the mother of Yolanda, a 6-year-old child with hearing difficulty in School A, first 

described her daughters in terms of their behaviour before mentioning the childôs hearing difficulty:  

 

Julia:  And how are your daughters different? 
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Mother:  (older sister) Is very noble, too much, and Yolanda is very naughty. She doesnôt take 

notice and she is very hyperactive, but she also says, óOh Mummy, you are so unfriendlyô 

(mother and I laugh) and with her I have a problem, because she doesnôt hear well. 

 

7.3.3. Children focused on differences in skin tone 

A surprising finding was that the most consistent intersection of difference that children identified 

was skin tone.  Having been presented with pictures of male and female children with various 

disabilities, different socio-economic backgrounds and race, they were asked to sort the photos into 

groups that were similar.  Each of the six groups typically had a long discussion on how to categorise 

the photos, trying different permutations before coming to a consensus.  In all sessions, children 

focused on grouping photos by the skin tone of the children in the photo at some point during their 

discussions.  The consensus in three groups was based solely on skin colour, while all other groups 

discussed using skin colour as the principle way to categorise the pictures in the initial stages.  

Despite my choice of photos representing a variety of differences, only two groups used disability or 

poverty as a category of difference (School D and the junior children in School B), and no children 

grouped the pictures by gender.  Furthermore, children identified similarities I had not anticipated, 

such as photos in which children were and were not smiling (younger children in School B).  Thus, 

disability was not a key aspect of the way in which they described difference within this task.  

During the group photo sorting task and my conversations with children, it quickly became 

apparent that their knowledge and experience of disability was very limited. Very few had heard the 

word, and despite reporting that they had seen people with disabilities in the nearest big city, most did 

not know anyone with a disability.   In contrast to disability, skin colour was a topic on which 

children had clearly articulated opinions ï positive or negative.  In all groups there were examples of 

children laughing about race, be it laughing at the picture of the Afro-Colombian girl and boy or 

comparing the skin colour of the photos to children they knew. 

 

Child 134: Some blacks live in Chocó (coastal region of Colombia) and they donôt have food 

or water. 

Julia: But around here there arenôt any people like that? 

Child 2: Hardly any  

Child 1: Sometimes there are 

Julia: Yes?  

Child 3: Yes, him! (points to boy in room with same ethnic group but darker skin than 

others. All children laugh, including boy) 

 
34 I have chosen not to name children here as this is a response on a sensitive subject, which does not need to 

refer to a specific child 
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Furthermore, when comparing photos of the Afro-Colombian children and those with the lightest skin 

colour, two children described how those with lighter skin were more beautiful and had better future 

prospects due to wealth: 

 

Julia:  And the lives of children who have lighter skin, are you saying their lives will be 

different to these (points to Afro-Colombian) children? 

Girl:  Yes, they (points to children with lighter skin) are beautiful, because they are whiter. 

Boy: They will have nice houses with a hot shower. 

 

It was notable that in Schools A, B and D, children were more aware of not making racist comments 

than those in Schools C and E, referring to children who were laughing as having a ólack of respectô.  

Equally, they explained that while people with a darker skin colour may be teased, it was important 

that they were seen as the same.  

 

7-year-old girl, School B: While the skin is different, what they have in common is a good 

heart and the person because of their family. 

 

10-year-old boy, School B:  They are ómorenitosô35 and I donôt want to annoy, but people say 

they wash themselves with mud. So here my friend is morenito (points to friend of same 

ethnicity but darker skin), but I am not saying that he washes with mud. Heôs my friend and it 

doesnôt matter to me if he was born, he was borné  

9-year-old boy: White 

10-year-old boy:  é or black, equally he is my friend ï he is a child. 

 

Thus, it appeared that a childôs skin tone was a more salient way of differentiating between children in 

these schools, whereas disability, or differences in learning ability, was not something that was part of 

their experience. 

 

The discussion of differences with each participant group suggested that, while disability was 

mentioned as one aspect of difference by some parents and teachers, the topic did not reflect a 

 

35 
2 

Morenito/a comes from moreno/a, which refers to a dark-skinned male (o) or female (a) and the ending ï

ito/ita is its diminutive.  This is a way of indicating that the word is being said in an approachable, friendly way, 

which indicates softness and/or tenderness (Moreno-Figueroa, 2012). 
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primary concern of theirs.  However, this is not to say that teachers and parents were not concerned 

about a child not learning.  The next section reveals how teachers were indeed concerned, but did not 

necessarily frame a childôs needs in terms of disability. Rather, they focused on the lack of support 

from parents. 

 

7.4. Teachersô perceptions of the reasons why children had difficulties in learning  

Having asked teachers why they thought some children could learn more than others, I coded their 

responses and the causes they ascribed to individual children who they identified as finding it hard to 

learn.  Their responses highlighted 32 children who found it hard to learn, of whom 29 were those I 

have described as children with disabilities, based upon the WG questions. The coding revealed 

teachers identified three broad categories of causes for children finding it hard to learn:  lack of 

support from home, learning disability and the childôs personality.  Table 7.2 below illustrates how 

teachers considered home as the sole reason for children not learning in the majority of cases, whereas 

they assigned the cause as being a disability much less. The implications of this are explored further 

below.    

 

Table 7.2 

Teachersô views on the reasons children with and without disabilities struggle to learn 

Reasons given for 

not learning: 

 

Lack of 

home 

support  

Disability 

 

Childôs 

personality 

 

Lack of 

home 

support + 

disability 

Lack of 

home 

support 

+ childôs 

personality 

Children 

identified by WG 

survey 

(n 29) 

 

17 

 

2 

 

 

3 

 

 

5 

 

 

2 

 
 

 
Children not 

identified by the 

WG 

(n 3) 

 

1 

 

  

2 

 

  

 

Where teachers described disability alone, they referred to specific, visible impairments, such as 

seeing or hearing, as the issue that accounted for a childôs difficulties.  For example, the teacher of 

Yolanda, a 6 year old girl in the infant class of School A, recounted the issues the child had in 

understanding instructions: 

 

Yolanda is in nursery and her hearing problem has made it difficult for me. I donôt know how 

to communicate with her é I worry, because I donôt want her to be behind in things, because it 
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seems to me that she is bright, and it is only that for her problem I canôt communicate with her 

and her understand. 

 

Where teachers blamed the childôs personality alone, it was typically poor behaviour that was being 

described, and the child was seen as reason for this. One could argue that this was just another 

description of disability, but in the coded quotes teachers made it clear that they did not perceive the 

behaviour difficulties as a disability or SEN.  For example, Teacher 7 described a boy in in School C 

as follows: 

 

Juanito is six, in first grade, but does he learn? Huh! It depends on his attitude. He doesnôt 

want to do things, he says óI donôt want toô. So, yesterday he was too lazy to dance, to write; 

pure laziness, pure laziness.  I donôt think he has a problem with his learning or has SEN or 

something like that. Itôs more his behaviour. 

 

However, the next subsection reveals that the most frequent reason given by teachers for a child 

having learning difficulties was the influence of home. 

 

7.4.1. Teachers identified a lack of support from home as the main reason for children 

not learning 

Teachers identified the home situation as the main reason for children not learning.  This included 

identifying a lack of support from home as the sole reason for 17/29 of those with disabilities.  With 

there being a culture that places family at the centre, teachers emphasised the importance of family, 

and the impact of a ófalta de acompanamie¶toô (lack of support), citing examples of neglect of the 

child, family discord, not supporting with their homework and parental illiteracy. For example: 

 

Teacher 2: The only thing I would know is that a person with a disability, the most 

important? the family is the central point of supporté they might have problems with 

communication, maths and things, or something here that is a notorious problem, is the lack 

of support of the family, or due to the same level of learning that the parents have, which is 

low. 

 

Julia:  Why do you think some can learn more than others? 

Teacher 4: Because of their family situation, problems in their home. They arrive tired or 

canôt concentrate, lose time, look around. It makes them a little lazy. 

 

A striking finding was that, where individual parents were named, the blame for this was mainly 

directed towards the mothers rather than the fathers, with reference to (but not challenging) traditional 
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gender roles in a machista society.  For example, one teacher was very critical of a mother who had 

daughters who she suggested were neglected, based upon their personal appearance and dirty 

textbooks: 

 

Teacher 2: The girls are smiling, beautiful. The biggest difficulty they have is lack of support 

ï well, their mother more than the father. Itôs our culture that the father, for example, in the 

rural areas, that the father supports them economically, he is very hardworking, but the 

mother no, beginning with personal hygiene. 

 

However, the same teacher was more sympathetic towards families more generally: 

 

Teacher 2: They, sometimes, err, at least, here it passes that a failing is the lack of support 

from families, for their homework, but neither is it the fault of the family, who have their 

work and their problems, who arrive late home and they canôt dedicate time to a child who 

has homework and things like that. 

 

Teachers described incidences in which their attempts to discuss their concerns with parents resulted 

in conflict. Teacher 7 told me: 

 

Yes, what happensé the weak link in the chain are the parents, the parents. Itôs a lack of 

support. We say that children reflect the failings in their home, but this the parents donôt 

accept. This is part of our culture that parents donôt see themselves in this. Maybe there are 

some (that do), but the parents tend to blame the school. 

 

For example, one school found a mother difficult to work with. They felt she was highly critical of the 

child, making him insecure, and had challenged her on this. In response the mother had said the cause 

was the school, and that her son was unhappy, because he did not like the teacher.  To address this 

possibility they brought in the psychologist to work with the child, and the family support worker to 

speak with the mother.  The family support teacher had a very forthright way of addressing parents 

and aimed to tackle the issue. When reporting a conversation, she explained that she had suggested to 

the mother that she was to blame:  

 

I said to her, that he loves the teacher, how she teaches, this is what he is looking for.  But if 

you see that your child is not OK and itôs not the college that you wanted, then try to be aware 

of what your role is é this is a symptom of what is happening in your home, and with your 

husband. You have to manage you ï your decision. You decided to have your children with 

him.  
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The family support worker recounted how the mother responded angrily to this, but that eventually 

she revealed that she was having difficulty with her partner and felt unsupported.   

 

At first, she was angry and I had to calm her down é because she has tried to organise her 

house, because she doesnôt have support. Well when she talked, like, then she became the 

other and told me (her partner) is deteriorating and I said now I understand. 

 

This example illustrated to me that, despite showing some understanding, teachers did not always 

seem aware, or sympathetic to the issues that parents themselves described facing, to which this 

section now turns. 

 

7.4.2.  Teachers did not always appear to take into account issues that impact upon 

families 

While teachers criticised parents for a lack of support, interviews with parents and children suggested 

that families and parents were grappling with issues that were not acknowledged, or sometimes 

dismissed by teachers 

 

Families have money concerns 

In a country with high levels of inequality, perceptions of what constitutes being poor is 

contextualised by large numbers of people living in extreme poverty. Consequently, interviews with 

teachers revealed that they did not consider the families to be ópoor poorô.   

 

Teacher 3: They are not poor poor, because the majority have possibilities or work, but 

poverty poverty? here we donôt seem to have it. 

 

Teacher 8: Poor poor? No.  However, the Government are giving families a basket of food 

[canasta familiar]. The family of Nairo are the only ones who receive it.  Each month they 

receive vegetables, eggs, tuna, grains - not money. What is this for? This is so the children 

receive good food é the parents donôt have a job beyond milking, so (the Government) look at 

what they have. The family have work, but no property, not cows, not even their own house é 

they are workers, they are milkers, employees.  

 

Teacher 4: Some are poorer than others. The family of Juancho and Gato, the mother is young, 

they are poorer, they are in a little difficulty sometimes, but not deep poverty. 

Julia:  Do they receive the canasta familiar? 

Teacher 4: Yes, various families do, but Iôm not sure who they are. 
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While families did not live in extreme poverty, interviews with parents suggested six of the 12 that I 

interviewed were frequently worried about money.  The majority of parents worked as tenant farm 

workers [arrendatorios],who are given the responsibility of sowing, growing and harvesting potatoes 

crops, while being paid the minimum wage of approximately £50 per month, if they work full time 

(which not all did).  Families live in the house that comes with the land, and should the farm owner 

sell to another, or find cheaper workers, the tenants do not have any land rights.  As one teacher 

explained, this made life uncertain for some families near to her school: 

 

What happens here in this area is we have population floating because of what? because they 

are not farm owners, but farm workers ï they are farm tenants ... for example there are three 

children here and they have been renting three years, and because the farm ownership has 

seen changes round here, they were scared that they would be moved out ï and they are 

moving them out. 

 

Accordingly, conversations with parents suggested they did have money worries.  These included 

concern about finding enough money for food and husbands controlling the money. 

  

Mother (School D): There are times when our resources donôt spread to much, but what we 

have (the child) will eat. He watches TV, he plays with cars and dolls that I had from my 

childhood ï we have kept everything é we donôt have internet ï no signal. We are a little 

humble, soé you hardly work to be able to eat ï the little that I have feeds my children 

 

Furthermore, buying food from small shops in the hills meant that food was often more expensive, 

and parents were having to balance this with the extra cost of travelling to the nearest town and 

buying in bulk. 

 

Mother (School C): In my case, we have money to get the big packet of rice, because here itôs 

hard to get things to make your money last. If you buy a small amount up here, itôs double the 

price.  I go down every two weeks, although my father in law goes twice a week so sometimes 

he buys things for me there, like vegetables. Here itôs complicated to get hold of food. 

 

Another mother identified her main stressor as money. During a meeting with health providers she 

explained how her husband was paid every two weeks, but that she could not guarantee how much she 

would receive from this, for the family.  This had put considerable strain on their relationship: 
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Mother (School D): What really stresses me is looking after my girls. It kills me. My work 

doesnôt stress me. I ask my husband, that he milks, that he pays me something at least - I try to 

arrange it with him, to say can you help me? Because I feel like a slave, so letôs do something, 

make an arrangement to share this work. 

Health visitor:  And does he help? Because many fathers donôt! There are many around hereé 

Mother:  Yes, he is very comprehensive.  But when the fortnight is finished, and he is paid, and 

I say I need to know how much I can have to work in this, we need to work together ï even 

10% of what you have.  Itôs working together - we have to work together.  His father, these 

days we donôt agree, so itôs me that looks after the family ï and the father, no. I am like a bitter 

widow (laughs),so is the saying. But this is how it is. 

 

This same issue was also raised by one child with identified difficulties with reading and controlling 

her behaviour, whose father spent the money for her school materials on alcohol: 

 

Girl  (7-year-old girl with learning and behaviour difficulties36):  My Father goes down to town 

to buy me a pencil, but sometimes he doesnôt buy it. 

Julia:  Why is that? 

Girl : Sometimes because he doesnôt have the money, and I donôt do (my homework). 

Julia:  So you said sometimes he canôt buy them for a reason ï is it because the shop is closed? 

Or another reason? 

Girl : Because he sometimes drinks a lot, and goes up to La Ruana and he drinks, and carries on 

drinking and carries on until we have no money 

 

Parents find combining rural life and caring responsibilities challenging 

Interviews with parents illustrated the tough demands of rural work alongside managing caring 

responsibilities for children, parents and, for two families, people with a disability.  Women and men 

share a long day of work (up at 4.30am to milk cows, which needs to be done twice a day; long hours 

of housework, animal care or potato crop management, bed at 11pm).  The majority of mothers I 

interviewed worked in addition to housework and caring for older parents. All but two that I 

interviewed either worked on the farms doing milking, or made and sold meals for local workers. 

They described this as common and for one mother, a life she had had since she was young: 

 

The truth for me, Iôm working on the farm all day and then the night until 10-11 every night 

to finish my housework and I accept that. I also have my mother to look after, but when I was 

a child, what I did? I am used to hard work.  I have always been used to washing, doing it 

 
36 I have chosen not to name children here as this is a response on a sensitive subject 
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myself, being independent. I had to do it myself, because we lived in very hard 

circumstances, and that was hard, right? But I got used to it and I was washing and mending 

imported clothes, but I did it and so I want to teach my children that ï to be independent. 

 

A further demand on families was the need to care for children, or young adults, with a disability.  

The father of Gringa, an 8-year-old girl with complex learning difficulties in School D, described his 

difficulty in ensuring that not only was she cared for, but also her three siblings,  all of whom had 

learning difficulties: 

 

Father: We canôt leave the girls there alone. Yes, they are big, but they are children. They 

donôt work. The oldest girl she can pour milk.  

Health worker : They all have a disability?  

Father: All three and the others canôt do anything.  The middle one, she helps her mother and 

gets Gringa ready. 

 

Machismo and domestic violence 

A final aspect of life of which teachers were aware, but felt helpless to change, was challenging the 

machismo that is prevalent in the culture, and cases of domestic violence. I asked a support teacher, 

who had been in the schools just one month what had struck her about the area: 

 

What stands out, most stands out, is the machismo of the fathers. And the issue that the 

children say their fathers hit their mothers, and that they wonôt let her study, and that the 

father made the mother cook.  

 

Another family that struggled to meet the needs of all their children with disabilities was one in which 

a girl had disclosed sexual abuse by an extended family member. An interview with the family 

support teacher revealed that her expectation was that the mother ï rather than the father - should 

address the situation. However, in addition to caring for the girl and an older sibling, the mother was 

caring for her severely disabled younger sibling and was required to leave the home for three nights 

every week to attend appointments in the nearest city.  Despite this, the expectation was still on the 

mother:  

 

So, I said this to the mother ï we have a sixth sense and if something is happening to my 

daughter, we have to look. And itôs with the mother whether it is good or the bad. Itôs the 

mother who knows what is happening in her house, knows where the socks are kept and 

where the shoes are, in the closet, because I have to be responsible for this, which is my 
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home, and even if I am working or not working, I carry on being the mother, and have to be 

aware of what is happening é but many mothers arenôt like this. 

 

In contrast, a teacher in a different school recounted an example of domestic violence, and how she 

had supported a mother to address it: 

 

A woman arrived and had two black eyes and I saw her and said oh your eyes are so sad, why? 

And she said to me (my husband) hit me, where is it that we should go?  Then I was like my 

god! but I told her ï go to the authorities and she went.  

 

She noted that working in small communities potentially puts a teacher at risk, when they are trying to 

address domestic issues: 

 

Itôs hard and the teacher is potentially at risk. I was at another school; the man was hitting the 

kids and they were quiet and distracted. I told her you must go to the specialist and he said, 

óIôm going to kill that old woman (teacher)ô and the girl arrived crying, but he preferred to 

leave, and he went, but she went with him and the two girls é one suffers with them. 

 

Adding to my understanding of this apparent gap in understanding between some teachers and 

parents, a relevant theme came from interviews with two of the FEN staff members, who volunteered 

what they thought makes a órealô EN teacher.  They made a distinction between being óreal EN 

teacher, with the soul of a campesino37ô, who lived in the community, as opposed to teachers who 

drove to the countryside to teach, but lived in the city and had the óheart of a city personô. At the time, 

I challenged this, arguing that while all teachers had a city home, Teachers 7 and 8 showed great 

commitment and lived onsite during the week in very basic, cold, conditions. Furthermore, Teacher 8 

had taught at the school for 25 years, wore a local ruana poncho, and had taught the parents of the 

children currently in school.  However, this section does raise a question about the disconnect 

between some teachers and parents. 

 

It has been revealed that disability was not at the forefront of how participants perceived childrenôs 

differences.  Furthermore, there was a disconnect between teachers and parents regarding the 

intersections that impacted upon parentsô capacity to support their children.  The next section 

examines the way in which processes aimed at addressing disability directly were understood and 

experienced in the local context.  

 
37 The term campesino is often translated as ópeasantô. It is used to describe indigenous families who work on 

farms and have done so for many generations.  
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Section 3: The role of diagnosis and the PIAR in understanding a childôs 

disability   

A key aspect of ensuring the needs of children with disabilities are being met is to know what those 

needs are.  This section begins by exploring the low levels of disability diagnosis in the schools. I 

draw upon the stories of parents and schools attempts to gain a diagnosis to reveal that low rates of 

diagnosis result from the complexity of navigating a bureaucratic system, which does not meet the 

needs of rural families.  Furthermore, the benefits of diagnosis were not clear. Examining the PIAR 

process, I argue that, while it aims to take into account family and school circumstances, the process 

was being framed using the medical model with a focus upon diagnosis.  

 

7.5. The diagnosis system does not meet the needs of rural families  

The diagnosis rate within the school population was very low: just one of the 101 children had 

received a formal diagnosis of a cognitive disability (Nairo, a 10-year-old in School E), and a further 

three were part way through the process: Yolanda in School A and Ternurita and Gringa in School D.   

However, school staff noted that this did not reflect the actual level of disability in schools.  The 

learning support teacher told me ówe have children who arenôt diagnosed, even though there is 

something, somethingô, whilst discussions between the headteacher and the head of the secondary 

school indicated a similar problem.  My research findings suggest that, while the schools had targeted 

personnel for children with disabilities, there were a number of systemic barriers, which impacted 

upon the ability of rural families and schools to gain a diagnosis. 

 

7.5.1. The system of diagnosis in Colombia is bureaucratic 

Following the privatisation of the Colombian healthcare system in 1993, the poorest strata of the 

population have received subsidised healthcare (Rodriguez, 2014), which is paid for using a pre-paid 

Government health card.  However, my research revealed that the system is highly bureaucratic and 

does not meet the needs of rural families.  The nearest accessible clinic for families was a monthly 

surgery led by a general practitioner at the local secondary school (20 mins -1 hour away from 

schools).  To seek a diagnosis, the subsidised system requires parents to jump through a number of 

bureaucratic hoops.  It begins with the requirement for a GP to issue a referral in order to make an 

appointment with a specialist, which must be authorised in the local town. Gaining authorisation 

involves two visits: one to pay, a day in advance, using an electronic payment card as proof of their 

eligibility and the second, to pick up the authorised permission. Once completed, parents then wait for 

a telephone call to give them a date to see the specialist. The inefficacy of this process was a source of 

frustration to both the learning support teachers and parents alike.  
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Learning support teacher:  The GP needs to refer to a specialist, but this has to be in (the 

city) and the referral has to be authorized, but the authorisation doesnôt come automatically. 

You have to go and ask, then they leave you to return another day, and then you have wait for 

them to ask you to come back for the authorisation; they call you. 

Julia:  And the authorisation is for what, to go to a specialist? 

Learning support teacher:  Yes. Honestly? I feel this process is inefficient. Itôs a waste of 

time, because they are accessing health, which is a right, they need to authorise something 

which is a right.  I think that they should take out the order right there, let it be done already ï 

go to a psychologist, go! But well, itôs all bureaucracy; itôs the protocol. 

 

This was made more frustrating by each step presenting further barriers to diagnosis, which are 

described next.  

 

7.5.2. GPs fail to spot disability 

One of the initial barriers within the diagnosis process is that the GPs do not necessarily have the 

experience to recognise childrenôs difficulties.  For example, the teacher from School D had 

encountered this with two students: Ternurita and Gringa.  In the case of Gringa, an 8-year-old with 

significant learning difficulties, doctors had not recognised her difficulties over repeated 

appointments: 

 

Teacher 7: When (Gringa) arrived she couldnôt speak, and so I had her close and trusting, 

with me é And so she began to speak clearly, and so the mother told me that she took her to 

a doctor and the doctor said that she was totally normal, that she had good teachers and there 

was nothing wrong. And so we told the mother to go to a specialist, like, neuro paediatrics, to 

determine this - because the GP said she was fine é and of course the specialists here who 

know ï the learning support teacher - they determined that Gringa had a special condition, 

and started the process. 

 

In the same class, 5-year-old Ternurita did not speak at all at school, but was gregarious and spoke 

freely at home. The teacher recounted limited, second-hand information she had from the doctor, 

which addressed the possible earlier impact of having a tongue injury on her ability to speak, rather 

than addressing the difference in communication behaviour between home and school: 

 

Ternurita doesnôt have a diagnosis, none at all, the only thing we know only from the family 

support worker, she fell and cut her tongue completely .The doctor said it would affect her 

language, but I think this is another issue altogether, that she doesnôt speak well. 
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7.5.3. There is a lack of appointments 

All three parents with whom I spoke who had tried to navigate the diagnosis system noted that there 

was a lack of appointments, thus delaying the process.   For example, the mother of Yolanda had 

received a referral for her daughterôs hearing difficulties and had had it authorised in February. 

Having achieved this, she had been waiting for months for the hearing test appointments to become 

available:  

 

Mother of Yolanda: The next time they are doing the test to work out what to do (about her 

hearing), and they gave me a number that I should call and I was calling and calling and they 

said there is no agenda, and then in May, I called and called and they said no appointments in 

May, and then in June they said you have to wait. So I waited and when I called about June 

they said there is no agenda until the 22nd - imagine! 

Julia:  No, how terrible! 

Mother:  And the girl is growing up with this! Even tomorrow my (older) daughter is going to 

go there directly and see if it works better in person, because calling isnôt getting us anywhere 

é  é this is the problem with (state system) and lack of appointments, I called to say we 

need this urgently, but (state system provider) said there are people who are more serious 

 

Furthermore, not only were there few appointments at any level of the system, but also, as is common 

in Colombia, there were no appointment times ï rather appointment windows, and as such whoever 

arrives first is served first.  The system of ófirst in, first servedô is a particular barrier for those who 

must travel down from the hills, with queues starting at 5.30am in the urban section of La Ruana. 

With no set times, attending the appointment window does not guarantee one will be served that day. 

During a PIAR school meeting to review Gringaôs progress, I witnessed the following exchange 

between her father, the learning support teacher and the visiting health professional: 

 

Father of Gringa: I think it was a month ago. Yes, they said I had to do all the papers I say 

letôs do it, but sometimes I arrive and they say come back tomorrow. Or they say, óyes hereôs an 

appointmentô and you get there and they say, óno ï come tomorrowô.  

Health psychologist: If you go and tell them they will listen to you? 

Father: Have you ever been there and tried that? Iôve done it. I arrive in the room óplease do 

me a favour, please help meô I say! I havenôt got money for this and I arrive and then they say 

the IT system isnôt working today and my health ID card doesnôt work. How many times have I 

done this? 

 

7.5.4. There are hidden costs of transport and unpaid time off work  
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Additional costs for parents of a child with disability were considerable, when it came to the diagnosis 

process. Living in a rural area meant most parents lived between 1.5 and three hours from the urban 

centres where the specialist clinics are located. With most parents reliant on limited local bus travel, 

the costs of multiple buses and unpaid time off work while they travelled, made accessing 

appointments challenging and costly.   

 

Father of Gringa: They make you go from one place to another down there.  I asked, ócan 

you help me out here?ô They said óno. You have to be there from 5am-8amô and itôs one hour 

to get down and one and a quarter back. Here you canôt go for more than one day. My boss 

wonôt pay out for that, they will pay me nothing. I earn 5,000 pesos (Ã1.25) for the milk, and 

the cost to get down is 8,000 (£2.00). 

 

Julia:  Where is the clinic? 

Mother of Yolanda: It is in (the city, 2.5 hours away). We have to get the ruta bus, which is 

9,000 pesos until La Ruana (town) and then 2,000 for the urban buses to (urban hub), and we 

have to go together.  It can be that you arrive and then they turn you away at the door. We 

went and Yolanda was crying, and waiting, and we were asking and asking shouting, because 

we canôt afford to keep going and coming back. 

 

7.6. Bypassing the state system risks future costs 

In seeking to overcome the lack of appointments and convoluted process, Nairoôs family had turned 

turn to a private provider and gained a diagnosis, following a wait of over a year.  Arranged by the ex-

learning support teacher this had seemed like a success at the time: there were fewer appointments, 

which meant it was technically cheaper, and the family had circumvented the delays.  However, going 

private meant that the follow up appointments and therapies would also have a charge, leading to the 

parents not attending: 

 

Mother : We got the diagnosis in second grade, they told us that we should take him to 

therapies, but we didnôt manage it ï we didnôt have money. 

Julia:  But why did it cost money? 

Mother:  (The learning support teacher) got us the appointment privately for the diagnosis, and 

this cost 50,000 pesos (£12). 

Julia:  And the therapies? 

Mother:  Well, they said we would have to pay, and with these and the transport? this is not 

possible. 
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Thus, parents faced a highly bureaucratic system and complicated set of processes which did not 

acknowledge or address their rural context.  Furthermore, this caused stress for both parents and 

teachers.  Building upon this, the next subsection outlines how these findings led me to question the 

purpose of diagnosis in the setting.  

 

7.7. Diagnosis: for whom does it make a difference? 

Having identified the time and energy both parents and the school had invested in trying to gain a 

diagnosis for each child, by the end of my time in schools I began to question the relevance of a 

diagnosis for the families, and whose needs were served by having one. Examining the experiences of 

four parents revealed that the benefits that a diagnosis might bring were very different, according to 

the need that the child had. For example, Yolandaôs Mother was keen to gain a diagnosis for her 

hearing difficulties, in the hope it might lead to hearing aids, if the parents could find a charitable 

body that would pay.  In contrast, pressure was being put onto Gringaôs father to gain a diagnosis, 

while he could see no benefit in this: 

 

Julia:  If it comes out well, all the appointments and we have a diagnosis ï does that change 

what happens? 

Father of Gringa: No, it changes nothing! 

Learning support teacher: For education, yes, because she is in the system, and belongs 

where there is inclusion, but in terms of what we do here? No, she will have the same support; 

the dynamic is the same. Itôs more for the protocols of the Secretary for Education 

Julia:  But the parents donôt get any more support? 

Father: No, we are not given anything. So I do all this for what?  

 

My questions regarding the benefit of diagnosis also extended to the one child who had one: Nairo 

(School E).  He was first identified as being behind the learning level of his peers when he was 7-

years-old.  At this stage, his teacher asked the learning support teacher to become involved and work 

with the parents.  Reflecting the frustrations of other parents, there were numerous difficulties in 

accessing an appointment with the local doctor before they gained permission to see a specialist.  

However, after eight months of no specialist appointments being available the parents were 

encouraged by the previous learning support teacher to bypass the state system, and agreed to pay for 

a private assessment, which resulted in a multi-agency assessment.  Based upon the results of the 

WISC (Weschler Intelligence Scale for Children) psychological test, Nairo was described as having 

an IQ of 75.  The report suggested that he was on the ócognitive development and functioning 

borderline with regards to what is expected for his age and schoolingô, and confirming that he had a 

ócognitive difficultyô [déficit cognitivo].   However, the impact of the diagnosis appeared to be quite 

limited in practice for the following reasons. 
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7.7.1. The health-based diagnosis process does not link with schools 

In all of the conversations around diagnosis, and accessing the process, it was notable that this was 

positioned as a medical process external to schools, into which school staff had no input. 

Recommendations from Nairoôs diagnosis report included weekly appointments for rehabilitation 

therapies (occupational therapy, speech therapy), while for the parents, it suggested they were positive 

with him, that they provide a place in the home that was free of distractions and gave him snacks as 

rewards for finishing his homework.  For the school, it recommended they give him simple texts to 

read and games to promote his reading skills. Moreover, he should be exposed to visual and physical 

means of learning and be given extra time to complete tasks. A final recommendation suggested he 

return for an updated assessment in a yearôs time.  With regard to communication between the school 

staff and city psychologist, there was no expectation that they would be in contact, according to the 

school staff.  Thus, it was an isolated one-off process, rather than something that had brought people 

together or guided practice in school or the home. 

 

7.7.2. The diagnosis does not help the parents, teacher or child better understand a 

childôs difficulties 

Interviews with the teacher, parents and Nairo suggested that the diagnosis itself was largely 

irrelevant in terms of how they understood him.  The day I requested to see the 2-year-old assessment 

document, the teacher said it was the first time she had seen it. She described Nairo as having a 

ómental lazinessô and suggested that it was a result of the parents lack of education and attention 

towards him: 

 

 

 

Julia:  And how are his parents? Do they help him? 

Teacher 8: No, itôs because of the studies that they have had. For example, the father was with 

me until only to the end of Second Grade. The mother studied until Sixth Grade, I think, but 

despite this until then they hadnôt put much attention on him, either of them. 

 

Nairoôs parents told me that they had considered the diagnosis appointment as a positive event, in that 

it led to him talking to his parents more about his struggles at school at that time, but the diagnosis 

itself was no longer considered relevant to them or himself. 

 

Julia:  When he received his diagnosis, how did you feel? 

Mother of Nairo:  Well, they said to give them more care, more attention, and help them. 

Father of Nairo: Before that we didnôt know. 
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Mother:  Nairo was quieter, he said nothing.  The teacher would tell him off, but he wouldnôt 

tell us. But after the appointment, if there were any difficulties, he would tell us. 

Julia:  Does he know he has a diagnosis? 

Mother:  For him it doesnôt mean anything.  He knows that to go to the psychologist was a 

support, a help, because with us he changed, he would tell us what was happening after that. 

Julia:  And what did the psychologist do that made it better? 

Mother:  There was one, but I canôt remember what it was. 

 

Neither did Nairoôs younger brother, Lobo, consider his brother as one who struggled with learning ï 

rather, he saw his older brother as smarter than him, based on his age: 

 

Julia:  And who finds homework easier? 

Lobo: My brotherébecause he learns quicker than meéhe is 10. 

 

What most struck me was that Nairo himself did not consider the diagnosis a reason for why he found 

learning difficult. He did not know why he found it hard to learn and blamed himself for not paying 

attention. 

  

Nairo:  When a thing difficults me I feel desperate, like I will never understand and I wonôt be 

able to go out for break. 

Julia:  and what difficults you? (I meant which subject) 

Nairo:  It is that I don't pay attention to the things.  Iôve always been like this, I don't know why.   

Julia:  So do you think that it is your own fault that this happens? 

Nairo:  Yes 

 

Thus, while the diagnosis had been helpful in improving the relationships between Nairo and his 

parents around the time of its happening, it had no discernible effect on how they, or he, understood 

his difficulties.  This finding, along with the experiences of other parents, raised questions regarding 

the suitability of the systems for rural parents and the benefit of diagnosis in this setting.  This issue 

provides an interesting context for the implementation of Decree 1421 and the PIAR - a process that 

does not require a diagnosis. Explored next, it had the potential to take a more holistic approach to 

childrenôs needs.  

 

7.8. The PIAR process was framed using the medical model of disability 

A relatively recent innovation that resulted from Decree 1421 is for children with SEN and disabilities 

to have an óIndividual Plan of Reasonable Adjustmentsô (PIAR).  In an attempt to move away from 

the medical model, the PIAR does not require a diagnosis to establish a support plan for children. It 
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aims to bring together the family and agencies to create targets for the child, along with strategies to 

support her/him in class and at home.  The learning support teacher explained its aim was to record 

the learning strategies used, ensuring that when they transition to another school the information is 

ready for the next teacher: 

 

The idea of the PIAR if there is a child in the locality, this goes with the child. It will arrive at 

the next school and carry on being delivered, because what happened to us previously was 

that I, as educator, was very independent in how I taught, but then they went to the next 

school and they did something different, done in a different way, and so each time they 

moved it was as if before, starting again ï so through this we have had the opportunity to 

systematise it a little, for everyone at district level to speak the same language and focus 

upon, project the child, adapt their work at the cognitive level. This is basically the role. 

 

Seven children were in receipt of a PIAR, as depicted in Table 7.3 below: 

Table 7.3 

The number and names of children with an Individual Plan of Reasonable Adjustments (PIAR) 

School A B C D E 

No. of children with a 

PIAR 

 

3 

 

1 

 

 

 

2 

 

1 

Name of child with PIAR 

(area of concern) 

Dulce 

learning 

 

Ariana 

Lina 

learning 

Heidy 

querying 

autism 

 Gringa 

learning 

 

Ternurita  

communication 

Nairo 

learning 

 

 

When I asked her how she chose the children, she described speaking with each teacher to identify 

those who they had concerns about, and then, undertaking an evaluation to identify areas of need 

before giving suggestions for their practice.  She gave me the example of Gringa: 

 

From the start, we came up with a plan in which we gave ideas to the teacher to work with the 

girl. It's where we meet, come up with ideas and have a plan: the teacher will do XYZ. Or 

recommendations, we make a commitment and sign things, like advice on how to work, do it 

like this.  So, I use these to ask how she is doing with this, this and this. 

 

I had the opportunity to observe PIAR meetings for the three children with the most complex needs: 

Gringa and Ternurita in School D, and Nairo in School E.  The meetings brought together the learning 

support teacher, parents and, sometimes, outside agencies, to plan how they might support the child.  

However, despite the fact that the PIAR process aims to move away from a medical model, it was 
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notable that both the paperwork and discourse focused upon deficit accounts of the child.  Moreover, 

it was being used as a vehicle to access medical diagnosis services.  As described above, Gringaôs 

father was weary of navigating a system after three previous attempts with his older children and 

could not see any benefit in gaining a diagnosis.  Despite this, there was repeated pressure on him 

during the PIAR meeting to overcome the systemic barriers that he faced.  For example, during the 

meeting he had to defend the efforts he had been making:  

 

Learning support teacher: Youôve got to manage this. 

Father: I do manage it ï how many times have they told me there is no appointment? I have to 

sacrifice [use] a horse to get there, have no lunch, got to milk and I finish at 8am then I get 

there and they say ónoô. What can I say? You must attend to me?  

Learning support teacher: Yes, (sighs) it is complicated. 

 

Similarly, during the meeting I observed, Nairoôs parents were told that they should re-initiate their 

diagnosis process to ensure he accessed recommended therapies, even though they had explained that 

they could neither afford this nor travel to the major city to receive this on a weekly basis.   

In contrast, one benefit that I observed during the months of fieldwork was that the PIAR 

process and prospect of a possible diagnosis did result in better communication and relationships 

between a teacher and a parent, over time.  Ternurita, a 5-year-old girl in School D, had a complex 

communication difficulty, in that at school she would not speak, and was extremely passive.  The 

class teacher reported her concerns, noting that she moved incredibly slowly, óas if in a tranceô. My 

observations of her confirmed this, with the child sitting quietly at her table, not engaging with others, 

sitting passively until the teacher encouraged her to pick up her pencil.  Once the teacher left, she 

placed it down again, slowly, and stared into space.   The possibility of autism had been raised by 

staff, but the teacher felt that one could not know this until there had been a cognitive test. She 

initially focused upon the cause as being a lack of discipline in the home: 

 

In my opinion, itôs poor child development38. I havenôt been to the home, but Iôm told they let 

her do whatever she likes. They are not strict, and so in the house she can do what she wants. 

She might have a cognitive problem, but this can only be known by a test é it could also be 

the lack of a father ï this has a big influence.  What happens in the house she is very spoiled, 

over protected. 

 

 
38 Pautas de crianza 



 128 

However, during my time at the school the class teacher recounted a meeting with the parent that had 

completely transformed her view.  She had met with the parent to explain that the child was not 

engaging with any task, and sought the parentôs view on what Ternurita liked to do at home.  

 

And I thought well what can we do, how, because the child does nothing for me ï she does 

nothing ï I put exercises, easy, but she does absolutely nothing, and so the mum said to me, 

well teacher, of the things you give her she really enjoys sticking, she likes sticking stickers, 

but here (Ternurita) still did nothing. But I left her homework for the house, and she did it there 

 

The disparity between what the child completed at home and school led the teacher to meet with the 

parent again.  To the teacherôs surprise Ternuritaôs mother described the child as a chatty, active girl 

at home.  The teacher told me: 

 

And I said Iôm so sorry, this makes me so embarrassed, but I am in the dark about what your 

child is doing - could you do videos of what she does in the house? And when she showed me, 

well, it was completely - I was there with my mouth open - itôs hard to believe itôs the same 

child. 

 

Showing me the video, I observed that Ternurita was speaking, laughing, playing with her dolls and 

running in and out of the room. This led both to decide to seek further support and a possible 

diagnosis for her. While there was no diagnosis during my time in fieldwork, I noticed that the 

process of parents and the teacher sharing their reflections had led to a different understanding of the 

situation and possible causes, and that their focus on gaining a diagnosis for the child provided a way 

for óblameô to be removed from each party, with the hope of finding an answer that made sense of a 

confusing situation. Having explored the PIAR process, the final component was that of paperwork. 

Explored next, it also raises questions regarding who benefits from the process. 

 

7.9. For whom is the PIAR paperwork? 

A further finding was that the PIAR paperwork appeared to be used as a monitoring record and 

process used for accountability, rather than a working record of support for a child.  Firstly, the PIAR 

paperwork was recorded and held by the learning support teacher.  While this is one of her tasks, it 

was notable that teachers neither knew where the files were nor had easy access.  Furthermore, the 

PIAR paperwork regarding two children was critical of their teachers, in which their negative 

attitudes were added to the óbarriers to learningô section.  This led me to wonder if the teachers had 

seen this and also suggested that the paperwork fulfilled an accountability function.  However, for 

whom this was not clear.  
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7.10. Summary 

In this chapter, it has been explained that participants understood disability framed by a medical 

model and that there was limited recognition of the intersections that impact on the ability of parents 

to care for their child. Where the systems of PIAR and diagnosis were being utilised, the experiences 

of parents suggested that the state services are based upon an urban model, which does not meet the 

needs of rural parents.  Furthermore, it was not clear whose needs were served by gaining a diagnosis.  

Finally, I have contended that, despite the aim of the PIAR process to take a holistic view of 

childrenôs needs, the processes and paperwork reflected deficit accounts and meetings were focused 

upon ensuring children had access to medical experts.
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Figure 8.1 

Illustration of findings Chapter 8:  Addressing the needs of children with disabilities in an Escuela Nueva Classroom 
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Chapter 8: Addressing the needs of children with disabilities in an 

Escuela Nueva classroom 

Having concluded in the literature review that there is a need for nuanced accounts of teacher practice 

when educating children with disabilities, this chapter describes how teachers implemented the 

Escuela Nueva model for the children.  The chapter is split into four sections, with  Section 1 

outlining what elements of the Escuela Nueva model teachers implemented, noting that this varied 

across and within schools. Section 2 describes how teachers delivered the curriculum and it is argued 

that it is not just what teachers deliver, but the way in which they do so that is key for the inclusion of 

children with disabilities. Section 3 explores the use of formative assessment and the implications of 

going at the childôs pace.  Finally, Section 4 identifies disability -specific strategies that the teachers 

used, including the utilisation of the learning support teacher.  

 

Section 1: Addressing the needs of children with disabilities: teacher use of 

EN curriculum materials and participatory tools 

A cornerstone of the EN approach has been to provide teachers with pre-prepared, child-centred, 

participatory curriculum materials.  These include learning guides and additional participatory 

learning tools that promote positive relationships amongst the school community. This section 

investigates which materials and tools teachers were using, and their reasoning for doing so.  

 

8.1 Teachers were broadly positive about the EN guides, but they were not the only curriculum 

materials teachers chose 

A central feature of curriculum delivery within an EN classroom involves children working through 

activities provided in learning guides, in their grade teams.  Accordingly, three quarters (6/8) of the 

teachers were positive about the learning guides and used them regularly as part of their curriculum 

delivery.  Teachers described how the guide activities were interesting (two teachers), the pictures 

engaging (two teachers), and that they had helped develop childrenôs reading skills, including their 

ability to comprehend instructions and learn autonomously (three teachers).  All but one pre-school 

teacher (School B) had the core subject guides in their classroom (maths, language, natural sciences, 

social studies) and the majority of classes made regular use of them.   

 

Julia:  What do the children use in the class? 

Teacher 2: Above all, permanently, EN guides I use.  Sometimes the Government maths one, 

I use to reinforce things in the home, but normally, regularly, we use EN guides. 

Julia:  And you use all of the subjects?  

Teacher 2: Yes, I use them, all the areas seem really great [chévere] to me.  
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Julia:  And the children use this as a group?  

Teacher 2: Yes, because they are working in a team.  

Julia:  And which guides do you use? 

Teacher 2: Maths and Spanish, and also natural science, and social studies more or less ï we 

have also started technology ï itôs fun, good experiments, they are very useful. 

 

However, despite the EN approach advocating for guides as the main vehicle for curriculum delivery, 

Table 8.1 illustrates that, in practice, the level of implementation varied.  Only three teachers 

described working through the guides methodically, as advocated by EN (Teachers 2, 7 and 8), while 

one early years teacher did not use them at all (Teacher 3 in School B).  The remaining four teachers 

reported that, while they used the guides at least weekly, they did not use them óal pie de la letraô [to 

the (foot of the) letter].  Rather, that the guides added to, or complemented, other teaching materials 

and methods they used. 

 

Table 8.1  

Frequency of guide use in each school 

School A  B  C D E 

Class type Infant Junior  Pre-

school 

infant Junior  Multigrade 

Teacher 1 2  3 4 5  6 7 8 
Frequency 

of guide 

use 

daily 

Grade 2 

only 

daily  no weekly weekly   weekly daily daily 

 

Teachers described their reasoning:  

 

Teacher 4: I donôt like to follow the guide to the foot of the letter. I take what I think is 

important for the child, because also I think there are lots of activities and not all are relevant. 

I choose the relevant, the little, the necessary. I take lots of activities and take what I consider 

is right for the children. 

 

Teacher 6: The guides complement them, so I am not saying no to the guide, but I donôt 

follow it to the foot of the letter. So, for example at the moment we are doing fractions, but 

mainly and before all, I do an explanation at the board and I put my own explanations and 

materials, so my way is to see if they have understood it. When they I feel like they 

understand it and they are making their own way, then I say, óOK, take out the guide and do 

everything EN sayô. 
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With differing use of guides, emphasis on their completion within a year also varied.  For example, 

School B - the demonstration school - did not hold to children needing to finish the guide activities 

within a given year, whereas Teacher 2, in School A and Teacher 7 in School D, did work through the 

guides and used childrenôs progress as an evaluation measure.  Teacher 5 in School B told me:  

 

I donôt want them to pass the guide and not have understood it. I find that I never finish a 

guide, because we do lots of other activities, not just the guide. So itôs happened that we have 

never done it, but thatôs because we do lots of other activities and they donôt finish. 

 

8.2 Teachers choose alternatives to guides because they did not always meet the needs of all 

learners 

When exploring why some teachers did not use guides as the principal form of curriculum delivery, 

interviews with teachers revealed that their use of guides varied according to the needs of the children 

and the extent to which they felt the guides and its activities were relevant to the needs of the class. 

Use of guides was reduced, if children were non-readers or, if the grade group or class size was small.  

 

8.2.1 Guides did not meet the needs of non-readers 

Important for the education of children of disabilities, teachers felt that the guides did not meet the 

needs of non-readers.  For example, three teachers, whose class contained nursery, transition and non-

readers in their class, raised the issue that guides only worked, if the children could read 

independently. Teacher 1, an infant class teacher in School A, addressed this by not using guides with 

the children until she had taught them to read using her own creative methods (flash cards, songs, 

writing and repeating), and presented the guides as a praise-worthy achievement for her children in 

first grade. However, this still left children with disabilities in that grade visibly different to the rest: 

 

This week we started with the EN guides for first grade, for which they need to be able to read 

and of the six or seven children that are reading well, they understand what it tells them to do, 

but these two? (points to names of the children with disabilities) no. These two are at the stage 

of decoding and I teach them every day. 

 

For children who were struggling to learn to read, she had chosen a different workbook provided by 

the Secretary of Education, which focused on the initial reading skills of phonological awareness. 

This offering went at a slower pace and supported the learning of phonics:  

 

Julia:  And these are better than EN guides?Ο 
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Teacher 1: Yes, for the little ones and the ones who have difficulties with reading, (the 

Secretary of Education guides) go more slowly in the process, on the vowels.  It starts the 

process, gives stories, pretty, and brings every letter individually, so they can read words. 

Julia:  And EN doesnôt do this? 

Teacher 1: No, FEN assumes that the children can read or that they have already learned in 

Transition.  

 

8.2.2. Guides were less useful for small grade or class groups 

In the schools with smaller class sizes, such as School C and E, seating children in grade groups 

meant there was only 1-2 children in each grade.  As a consequence, children were unable to access 

the basic or practice activities that ask them to work in pairs or a larger group.  Teacher 6 from School 

C explained the difficulties this presented: 

 

The books are not designed for our school, with these characteristics. If you see the guides it 

says ówork with your partnerô, and I have just one in that grade, what can we do? And 

sometimes the model says é make groups of 10 people ï I have 9 children in total, so I donôt 

see the importance or the guides 

 

She had tried to address the group number issue by taking all children out together, but found this a 

struggle within the multigrade context: 

 

Say (the activity) is for second grade, but you have a child in transition (5-year-old) and grade 

1 (6-year-old) do it in this way, but there arenôt so many things that make that possible. So, 

for me itôs hard to separate out one group from another is very complicated ï because I take 

some out and then the others see me playing with the others and they want to come out and 

join in, but they canôt, well, it makes the activity a total disaster. So, I have to try and find a 

way to marry these activities, and there are only some in which you are able to do that ï so I 

prefer not to. 

 

The suggestion that the main vehicle for curriculum delivery ï the learning guides ï were not suitable 

for non-readers or those who struggle with reading presents an important challenge to the notion that 

the model is inclusive for all children with disabilities.  I raised this during an interview with the FEN 

curriculum coordinator and he acknowledged that the EN materials for pre-schoolers were limited, in 

part, because few rural schools admit pre-school children, and educating pre-schoolers reflects a 

relatively recent Government effort to expand education into the early years.  With regard to older 

non-readers or small grade groups, FEN staff suggested the team approach, in which members of the 

grade group read for their peers as this supports non-readers.  However, as I will argue in Section 2, 
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teacherôs implementation of guide use did not always reflect the team approach that EN advocates.  

Hence, the way in which EN tools are delivered is key. 

 

8.3 Implementation of participatory tools varied between schools and classrooms 

In addition to the curriculum guides, Escuela Nueva also promotes the use of a number of 

participatory tools that are aimed at fostering child leadership skills and positive social relationships.  

Knowing from the literature that implementation of the various aspects of the Escuela Nueva tends to 

vary in practice, I explored how frequently they were used and how they were deployed for each 

school.  While the majority of schools had most of the participatory tools in place, the frequency of 

use varied within and between them.  Comparing the differing frequency and way in which tools were 

implemented it became clear that the larger schools, A and B, used them more regularly than the 

smaller schools, C-E and that making the tools an integral part of the classroom culture was 

fundamental to their use. 

 

8.3.1. Student Committees 

Student committees aim to teach children the skills of democracy and leadership, acting as a process 

that engages children in their local community.  While all schools had an elected committee and could 

name the President and other functions, Table 8.2 illustrates that it was the larger schools A and B that 

had the most active committees.  

 

Table 8.2 

Frequency of student committee activity in each school 

School A B C D E 

 

Frequency  

twice a 

term 

 

weekly 

 

termly 

 

termly 

 

annually 

 

School B was the demonstration school and also the one that most integrated the committees into the 

running of the school and delivery of educational projects. The school president and deputy ï  two 

Grade 5 children ï regularly presided over school community events, such as interviewing children 

who had requested songs for the weekly Friday breaktime óschool radioô or leading the rendition of 

the national anthem during events.  The junior children chose the focus of the committee groups and 

every child in the school chose which committee group they wanted to join.  The focus of committee 

groups was decided upon by children and reflected a range of interests (e.g. óthe explorer committeeô 

and the óarts and plasticine committeeô). Led by an older child, the mixed-class groups sometimes 

worked on their specific area of interest or, on other occasions, were used as a way of organising 

multi-age groups for school-wide projects.  School A was organised differently: only the junior 

children worked in committee groups, and they were more focused on taking part in community 
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events, rather than leading in-school activities on a regular basis. School B used committees to build 

the school community through regular activities, whereas School A was focused on using it as a tool 

to create outside links with the wider community. In comparison, the committees in smaller multi-

grade schools (Schools C-E) were less active than those of the larger ones. They took part in elections 

and some activities; however, the teachers reported that organising activities was typically adult, 

rather than child led, meaning it became another activity to add to their busy list.  Consequently, 

rather than being a vehicle for class democracy and decision-making, childrenôs roles were more of a 

title of responsibility. 

 

8.3.2. Friendships letters 

Friendship letters were regarded as a positive tool by all teachers, but Table 8.3 illustrates that, again, 

the frequency of their use depended on the extent to which teachers made them part of their planning.   

 

Table 8.3 

Frequency of friendship mail use in each school 

School A  B  C D E 

Teacher 1 2  3 4 5  6 7 8 

Frequency  no termly  no  weekly weekly  annually annually annually 

 

School B made letters a weekly event, where the children had a week to write one, and then, they 

were shared out on Fridays. Teacher 5 explained that this helped promote a positive atmosphere and 

supported childrenôs writing skills: 

 

The children like it and when they receive a letter we are excited. They say when they want to 

do it, although sometimes I say we are going to write letters, or a poem or a song, and try to 

write it for a little note. 

 

She showed me an example of a letter that she had received from a child, as illustrated in Figure 8.2 

below: 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8.2 

Example of a friendship letter sent to a School B teacher 
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The remaining schools let children choose when they wrote a letter and the instruction was clear that 

it should always be something positive.  

 

Teacher 2: Another important thing is the friendship letterbox, when they share their 

messages. 

Julia:  And how does that work, do they do it very week? Every month? 

Teacher 2: Whenever they wantéwhat is always the case is that they share something of 

respect, messages that help the children. Not messages that make others feel bad, only that 

make them feel good. 

 

An additional factor in the use of the friendship letters was that they were less used in the classes with 

the youngest children who could not yet write. For example, the early years class in School B and the 

infant class in School A had not made a friendship letter section.   

 

8.3.3. Self-registration 

An aspect of EN that teachers said they valued was that of child autonomy (6/8 teachers). 

Accordingly, the self-registration tool was the most frequently used tool and part of the routine of 

most classrooms.   

Table 8.4 

 Frequency of self-registration use in each school 

 

School A  B  C D E 

Teacher 1 2  3 4 5  5 6 7 

Frequency of use  no daily  daily daily daily  daily no daily 

 

HELLO 

Hello (teacher) how are you 

I hope you are well. I want 

to tell you that you are the 

best teacher, because you 

have taught me a lot not to 

use rude words, not to fight 

and to work in a group. 

Thank you for everything. 
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Table 8.4 shows how Teachers 1 and 7 were the only ones not to have a registration board. When I 

explored reasons for not having one, Teacher 1 thought her children were too young and had 

prioritised making a travelling journal during the EN training.  While childrenôs autonomy was a 

priority of Teacher 7 in School D, she had attended training at a different time to the rest of the 

teachers, and when I mentioned it to her, she was not able to recall learning about it. 

 

8.3.4. Suggestions and child commitment boxes 

The least used of all tools were the suggestions and commitment boxes. The schools had not used 

either in the past year, and I found a commitment from a child who had left over a year ago in one 

box.  

 

8.3.5. Community links 

A fundamental pillar of the Escuela Nueva system is to the involve the community, engaging the 

parents in the life of the school and coordinating events with the student committee.  I observed a 

variety of events in Schools A- C, including some that were run by parents (e.g. making food for 

children) as well as those run for them (e.g. outside provider ran a sports day while the parents made 

food).   

 

Table 8.5 

Frequency and examples of community links made with the schools during 2017-18 

 

School A B C D E 

Frequency of 

community 

events 

monthly monthly termly termly annually 

 

 

Examples of 

Community 

events held 

(2018-19) 

 

Family sports 

day 

 

Parent 

dessert-

making 

session 

 

National 

childrenôs day 

snack making 

Parent-requested 

workshops and 

events 

e.g. pampering 

session, future 

planning, film-

morning 

 

School mural 

painting 

 

Pyjama day 

Community 

vegetable swap 

and shop 

 

Health provider 

advice sessions 

 

Family litter 

picking and 

classification 

 

Community 

planting and 

harvesting day 

 

 

 

Family litter 

picking 

 

Table 8.5 illustrates that School B was the most involved with the local community, which 

implemented the most creative, participatory lessons and homework tasks.  Consequently, I was 

surprised when one of the parents commented that the current teachers, who had been there nine 

years, were not as close to the parents as the previous ones.  When I explored this further with the 
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parents, they said that the previous teachers had lived on site or close by, and so they saw them more 

regularly and could chat informally.  Adding to this was the impact of access to the school. For 

example, of the smaller full multigrade schools (Schools C- E), School C had the most events. Being 

closer to the road, it was easier for parents to reach it and leave again, whereas arriving at School D or 

E for an event meant parents would have to commit to the whole morning ï something that was a 

challenge for those who needed to undertake daily rural tasks, such as attending to animals or crops.  

Furthermore, with so few children, School E represented just two families.  EN recognised this 

concern when designing the model and for this reason created the travelling notebook, as described 

next.  

 

8.3.6. Travelling journal 

The travelling journal is a book that travels between home and school, with the aim of fostering 

understanding of a childôs community and home setting.  

 

Table 8.6 

 Frequency of travelling journal use in each school 

School A  B  C D E 

Teacher 1 2  3 4 5  6 7 8 

Frequency weekly weekly  no weekly weekly  no no no 

 

Table 8.6 shows that it was only used in Schools A and B. In School B, Teachers 4 and 5 had children 

create a decorated booklet, that asked them questions about their family and life, which they 

completed as part of their weekly homework.  In contrast, School A teachers had a class book that 

went home to a different family each week, within which the family wrote about themselves and 

documented their family recipes. Teacher 1 described their work: 

 

Yes, when I had the older children, we didnôt call it the travelling notebook, but rather, the 

travelling backpack. Why? So that the parents could look at and choose recipes. We sent them a 

book to see if they were interested in making any of the dishes é the parents wrote their own 

recipes. We put the recipes into a book, which was beautiful, and sold them for 1,000 pesos 

[£0.25].  

 

This section has revealed that teachersô implementation of the EN curriculum and participatory tools 

varied owing to each adapting the curriculum according to the needs of the class. Furthermore, the 

participatory tools were used more consistently in the larger Schools A and B, and less so in Schools 
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C-E. To gain a nuanced account of their use, the next section focuses on how teachers delivered their 

lessons.  

 

Section 2: Addressing the needs of children with disabilities: curriculum 

delivery 

Having explored what materials and tools teachers were using, this section focuses upon how they 

were delivering the curriculum. I draw upon observations and interviews with teachers and children, 

revealing that, while the materials were important, meeting the needs of children with disabilities was 

not only about whether EN materials were used, but also, how they were deployed.   

 

8.4 High quality inclusive teaching relies upon teacher delivery as much as the materials used 

As explained in the methodology chapter, I had the opportunity to observe the majority of class 

teachers twice and rated the teaching quality in three areas: teacher sensitivity, positive relations as 

well as affect and student engagement. Table 8.7 illustrates that he majority of lessons observed had 

high levels of positive affect towards students (11/15 lessons) and teacher sensitivity (9/15 lessons), 

whereas student engagement was at a medium level in the majority of classes (9/15).   Regarding 

individual teachers, the majority (6/9) were rated as óhighô in their sensitivity, consistently noticed 

studentôs difficulties or lack of understanding and provided either individualised support or made 

attempts to accommodate that child.  The sensitivity of two of the teachers (Teachers 2 and 6) varied 

in terms of how they treated children on different days. However, each was committed to the progress 

of every child, and clearly cared about them all.  Positive, warm relationships were a strength of the 

schools with examples observed for eight out of the nine teachers.  While levels of engagement were 

more variable, three of the four classes that were graded as having medium engagement owing to the 

disengagement of pre-school children. 
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Table 8.7  

Ratings of teaching quality given to individual teachers, using the adapted TEACH observation tool 

School A  B  C D E 

Teacher 1 
 

2  3 4 5  6 7 

 

8 

No of 

observations 

2 2  2 2 2  2 1 2 

Teacher 

sensitivity and 

responsiveness 

to learning 

needs 

high 1 medium 

1 low 

 high high high  1 medium 

1 high 

medium low 

Positive 

relations and 

affect 

high 1 high 

1 medium 

 High high high  high medium low 

Student 

engagement 

medium 

 

high  Medium 

 

high high  1 medium 

1 high 

medium medium 

 

To illustrate the variation in choices and their impact on children with disabilities, in the next 

subsections four different observations are analysed: two of which were assessed as being high quality 

and two low.  Reflecting the literature that questions the binary of child-centred vs traditional 

teaching, it is important to note that all teachers, at some point in the day, led a whole class input of 

some form, and EN materials were used in some, but not others.  So, within the high and low graded 

pairs of observations I have included one example in which EN guides were used, and one in which 

they were not.  

 

8.4.1. High quality example of guide use 

The first example is one in which the class teacher was implementing the model as advocated by the 

EN training, using EN guides as the main form of curriculum delivery. During a maths lesson in the 

junior class of School A, I observed children from Grade 3, which included a girl identified as having 

difficulties in reading, Lina, working together as a team when learning about perimeter and diameter.  

The children read through the instructions together, before accessing the required materials from the 

órinc·n de matem§ticasô [maths corner] themselves.   

 

Girl 1:  It says, óbring resources from the corner, coins, lids, jarséô. 

Girl 2:  Round things ï letôs find round things. (stands up and goes to maths corner, collects jar 

and coins) 

Lina:  The tin cans, get the tin cans. (follows girl 2, collects two cans) 

Girl 2:  And the measuring tape ï I can find it. 
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Using objects, measuring tapes and a compass, the children read the guide information to each other 

and shared the materials.  During the 50 minute lesson the teacher came over to check they 

understood four times ï twice as she was circulating around the class and twice at the request of the 

children. For example: 

 

Girl 1:  Teacher, look at what we are doing? 

Girl 2:  I measured the can. 

Teacher: Well done, and what is this called? (runs finger around edge of can) 

Girl 2:  Circumference, teacher, 

Teacher: Yes! Good. Lina, do you like this topic? Do you understand it? (teacher strokes 

Linaôs hair) 

Lina:  Yes, teacher 

 

Towards the end of the session they recorded their findings in their notebooks, before copying the key 

information into their notebooks (see Fig 8.3 photos below). 

 

Figure 8.3 

Example of maths guide and childôs notes 
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A further example is from the demonstration School B.  In this lesson, teachers were not using the EN 

guides.  However, the lesson was a high quality example of child-led participatory learning, which 

reflected the principles of EN.   

 

8.4.2. High quality example of child-centred learning (without guides) 

The second example is one in which the underpinning values and principles of EN ï child-centred 

participatory learning in which a child has autonomy and works as a team ï were applied throughout.  

Context 

School B had identified that some children had poor reading and writing skills, yet were highly skilled 

story tellers with interesting family stories. Children were keen to access IT, but lived in households 

where only 10% of families had smart phones.  Consequently, they set up a joint infant-junior class 

project with the aim of boosting the childrenôs confidence in leadership, speaking and teamwork, 

using their interest in IT to do so.   Having sourced tablets from a Government project, they had 

worked in their cross-grade committee groups to create stop motion story videos before I arrived in 

Colombia.  During the year, I saw them develop the project further, focusing upon óthe sweet taste of 

homeô [el dulce sabor de mi hogar].  This included class visits to each otherôs homes, sharing of 

community recipes and creating a community newsreel.  The following excerpt is from an observation 

in which the teacher was introducing the creation of a newsreel. 

Class observation, School B, juniors 

The class teacher began with a whole class input which outlined the newsreel activity.  The teacher 

had already listed different slots on the board (e.g. headlines, summary of main stories, interviews) 

and asked the children to get into pairs and decide which slot they preferred. My observation focuses 

on two brothers, each of whom had been identified by the WG as having difficulties: Juancho and 

Gato.   

Teacher: So, who is interested in this section? (points to section on interviewing) 

Juancho and Gato: Us, teacher, us! Please... 

Teacher: Juancho and Gato, yes. 

Juancho & Gato: Yes!  boys smile at each other, finding it hard to sit still 

All children assigned to groups and children told to finish their booklet covers before they can start 

Teacher: Juancho and Gato, such hard workers ï finish your (booklet) covers and you can go. 

Five minutes later Juancho and Gato have finished their covers and run up to the teacherôs desk 
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Boys: Teacher, teacher, can we go? 

Teacher: What did you do here my love? (points to 

mis-formed letter on cover)...OK, so have a go and 

come back, Iôll accept your best efforts. 

Boys finish, then run past me with a tablet, into an 

empty class, excitedly discussing an interview they 

will do.  

Boys discuss what they will say. 

Gato: I will interview you. 

Juancho: And my turn? 

Gato: You interview me later. 

Juancho: OK, push record, push record! 

Gato: Lights, camera, ACTION! 

Figure 8.4 

Photograph of a childôs work booklet 

 

 

With both of these high quality examples, I am demonstrating that there are different ways in which 

the EN has been implemented. In the first (section 8.4.1), the teacher used the model óto the letterô ï 

using EN materials in a way that enabled children to work autonomously, whereas in the second 

(section 8.4.2), I am suggesting that while the EN materials were not being used, the same principles 

of EN practice: child-centred learning enabling children to work autonomously in teams ï were 

thoroughly applied. In contrast, the following two examples reflected practice that appear to be 

contrary to the principles of the EN approach.  The first example saw the teacher use the EN guide 

materials as a tool for dictation, whilst the second, which began with a whole class introduction, was 

insensitive to the needs of a child with disabilities. 

 

8.4.3. Low quality example with guides used as a dictation tool 

Two observations of the same teacher revealed that, while she was using the EN guides, the way in 

which she used them was the very method of teaching that the model aims to counter and replace: as a 

dictation tool.  The observations took place in the smallest school (School E), which contained only 

five children. They were placed at desks according to their grades, in keeping with EN practice.  

However, with so few children this resulted in one table of two children, and a further three sitting at 

their own table in a large room that could accommodate 20.  During both observations, the class 

teacher brought two individual children to her table.  During both formal observations they were 

working on separate topics.  Neither child could see their EN guide, as she put one of them on a chair 

to her left and another in front of her.   The class was silent apart from the teacher dictating, and 

correcting mistakes the children made. 
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Class teacher: (dictating to boy at desk)  OK, write óTheme 6: Capital letters [Mayúscalas] 

and full stopsô. 

To girl at desk: (Name)!  I have already told you, this word should not be here (teacher rubs 

word out) that you shouldnôt do this (teacher looks at boyôs work). 

To boy at desk: (Name)! You already know how to write faster than this ï mayuscala, 

mayuscala is with a yï I didnôt say Mahuscala ï it is with a y. (teacher rubs out h in his book) 

 

She subsequently spent each 45 minute lesson dictating in the same way: dictate to the boy, dictate to 

the girl, correct one, dictate to the other etc.  Each child in the class had been identified as having 

difficulties with learning via the WG questions, and while one could argue they were receiving 

personalised tuition, the way in which it was delivered did not demonstrate positive affect or 

sensitivity to their needs.  

 

To contextualise the teacherôs practice, the following chapter describes the environmental factors that 

explain why the teacher had reverted to this style of teaching (Chapter 9, Section 9.4), despite having 

embraced the model with enthusiasm during the initial year of its implementation. This example 

illustrates the fact that providing child-centred curriculum materials does not guarantee these will be 

delivered in a child-centred way. Rather, they highlight the importance of the teacher and their 

capacity to enact lessons in a way that reflects the principles.  

  

8.4.4. Low quality example of teaching that was not sensitive to the childôs needs 

My last example is one where Teacher 2 ï the teacher who had successfully used guides to teach the 

children diameter and perimeter above ï was teaching another maths lesson, but this time leading 

from the board, prior to using EN guides.  My previous observation of her demonstrated that when 

using the guides she was sensitive to their needs and showed positive affect. However, the 

observation of her whole class input suggested that teachers may not always apply the child-centred 

principles that they have learned. 

My observation focused upon two sisters - Ariana and Lina - both of whom had difficulties 

with learning and remembering.  The younger sister, Ariana, was eager to please, but extremely shy 

with adults and, sometimes, other children.  During a maths class, Teacher 2 was teaching the whole 

class how to read and write numbers in the thousands.  She had written numerals on the board and 

was choosing individuals to read the numbers out loud.  She asked the Ariana, who was sat at the 

back of the class, to read what was on the board.  The interaction went as follows: 

 

Class teacher: Ariana, read this out for the class. (number is 7,600) 

Ariana:  6é 
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Class teacher: Itôs not 6, what is this number? (points to 7) 

Ariana:  7, 7é (face flushes) 

Five second silence in class, childôs sister called out the answer.  

Lina:  Seven thousand six hundred 

Class teacher: Thatôs right, thankyou Lina. OK, Ariana come here and write the number on 

the board, in words. 

 

I observed Ariana walk slowly up to the board and stare at the number, with a face that looked 

apprehensive.  As she began to write the teacher left the room for a few minutes to check her phone.  

The other children waited mostly in silence, with just two boys having a conversation. Ariana should 

have written ósieteô [seven], but instead wrote óseteô.  The class teacher returned, saw what she had 

written and asked the class: 

 

Class teacher: Is that right? (to the class) 

Whole class: No teacher!  

Class teacher: Lina, come up and write it for your sister. 

(Lina writes it, Ariana returns to desk, sits with her head down, sucks index and middle 

fingers) 

 

Drawing on these low quality examples, I am not arguing that a teacher should never deviate from the 

use of EN guides ï there were numerous successful, child-centred examples, such as the ódulce sabor 

de mi hogarô project described above.  However, providing a conclusion for this section: these low 

quality examples suggest that while the model may support children where it is used as per the 

training, it is not only the use of the tools, but the way in which the fundamental principles of the 

model are applied to all learning activities that is important. 

 

Section 3:  Formative assessment, going at your own pace and flexible 

promotion 

In the literature review, it was evidenced that allowing children with disabilities to go at their own 

pace, formative assessment and flexible promotion have the potential to support their inclusion (see 

p.45).  This section describes how teachers were keen to take a holistic view of childrenôs progress 

and allow them to go at their own pace.  However, it also problematises flexible promotion, noting 

that not only does it create tensions for teachers regarding childrenôs transitions, but also, for parents 

and children, who consider this a negative occurrence.  

 

8.5. Teachers had a holistic approach to assessment 
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Reflecting the values and training of EN, the majority of teachers (6/8) emphasised the need to adopt 

a holistic assessment of children that valued the child themselves, one that prioritised their values and 

personality over an assessment of their knowledge.  Regarding which, the class teachers in School A 

shared similar views: 

 

Teacher 1: A teacher, of course, wants to see what a child has in their notebook ï very 

beautiful ï but they have to know what the child has here (points to head) and what they have 

here (points to heart), so yes, you have to strengthen everything. 

 

Teacher 2: I speak to them, write, we use different forms of evaluation é But while itôs 

important to know these things, overall, itôs more important how they are like as a person. They 

might have lots of knowledge, but you need to know how they are like as a child, if they are 

happy, if they feel bad, without this all the learning is worth nothing é what has more value? 

The child or the knowledge they have? 

 

Furthermore, a benefit of having a multigrade model was that it enabled teachers to gain a full picture 

of a childôs strengths and difficulties.  Teacher 4 noted that this helped them monitor progress over 

time: 

 

We have them various years, so we are taking them through a process, and because we know 

them so well, we know how much they have advanced. 

 

Focusing on formative methods of assessment, teachers described using a range of tools, such as 

asking children questions (Teachers 4 and 5), monitoring their progress in guides (Teacher 2) as well 

as written and speaking tasks (Teacher 2 and 7).  Teacher 2 explained how she used guides: 

 

Some go faster than others, and so first off, in the guide, there are different levels - and so, 

first, I look in which guide to go, and then I know what guide they are on? In which 

evaluating which subject they are in and who is advancing and who is more behind. 

 

All teachers reported that they evaluated children with disabilities in the same way as all children:  

allowing them to go at their own pace, taking a holistic approach, and in one case, revising the childôs 

targets in their PIAR plan. 

 

Teacher 4: It is very important that they go at their own pace, so we are evaluating constantly, 

but it isnôt a rigid evaluation. Like these days, like some schools that use it as a punishment ï 

here we are evaluating constantly ï for example, in the round, is the child participating? Are 
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they motivated? How is their motor control? Constantly watching their progress, seeing how 

they are doing with others, and making improvement plan, because EN lets us do that 

 

While their evaluation practice strongly reflected the EN values, only one used the EN óprogress 

controlô form.  Teachers, instead, had their own individual method of recording their evaluations (e.g. 

notes in their workbooks, content-based test results, questioning during teaching or holding the 

information in their heads).  They were also required by the state to submit an annual report that gives 

children a grade between 1 and 5 for each subject, where 5 is ósuperiorô and 1 is óinsufficientô.  This 

grade reflected the mean of their quarterly scores given at the end of each of the semester.  Teachers 

told me that they were reluctant to give children a number and preferred rather to write an end of year 

report or feed this back to parents verbally. For example, Teacher 8 described herself as an óenemiga 

de notasô (enemy of grades), and outlined the tensions that having to provide a school report based 

upon scores presented her with: 

 

I use grades because it is a requirement of the Ministry of Education, but I donôt use grades 

myself; Iôm an enemy of grades.  A child canôt be located by 3 or 4 é I never tell them - 

youôve got to explain this with reasons. Why? Instead, I evaluate them in a written form, things 

that they find hard and things they could do to improve, so that they can improve é So, 

managing grades, no, but only so I can do a report for others é (the director) demands in the 

report that you give a number, but I never speak to parents or children about this. How would 

one speak to a child about this? 

  

The end-of-year grades were subsequently entered directly onto the Secretary for Education website, 

and unfortunately for my research, were not retained by teachers or the headteacher.  I realised this 

too late, the result being that the majority of teachers had submitted their figures and no longer had a 

copy. The only hard copy was given to parents, meaning this information was lost to schools, or an 

individual file, once it was handed out.  Disappointing as this was, it confirmed the views that annual 

report scores, such as these, were viewed by teachers and the headteacher as an external bureaucratic 

requirement, rather than something useful to inform the teacherôs practice for the following year. 

 

Intimately linked with the notion of children going at their own pace within the assessment process, is 

whether the teacher considers that the childôs progress is sufficient for her/him to move on to the next 

grade.  The implications of flexible promotion from one grade to the next is explored in more detail 

next. 

 

8.6.  Problematising flexible promotion and going at your own pace 
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An important consequence of a childôs results on their annual performance and attendance during a 

school year, is whether the learning progress of each child is deemed sufficient to manage the level of 

work in the next grade. EN promotes the notion of óflexible promotionô, in which a child is supported 

to go at their own pace and not moving on to a new guide, or new grade, until they have fully 

understood the concepts or materials being taught.  My assumption was that flexible promotion would 

favour children with disabilities, supporting them to go at their own pace and learning with mixed age 

peers.  However, as explained next, the findings suggest that children with disabilities more likely to 

have to repeat a year, which created tensions for all involved. Whilst teachers thought it was a 

positive way of addressing childrenôs needs, they were concerned children would become overage.  

Furthermore, the vast majority of children and parents viewed repeating the year as a negative 

occurrence. 

 

 8.6.1 Children with disabilities were more likely to have repeated at least one grade 

year when compared with their peers 

Translated literally as ólosing the yearô [perder el al año], interviews with the class teachers and 

children indicate that children with disabilities were more likely to have repeated at least one grade 

when compared with their peers.  In total, 15 of the 101 children had repeated at least one year at 

some point during their education.  As illustrated in Table 8.8, 10 of these had identified difficulties 

and five did not. Exploring the reasons with teachers and children, the majority repeated due to 

reasons linked with their learning (7/10 children with disabilities). In contrast, three out of the five 

non-disabled children had repeated for reasons such as moving schools mid-year, meaning they could 

not graduate the grade, and two had what teachers described as ótemporary problemsô around their 

learning.   
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Table 8.8  

Number of children with and without identified difficulties who have repeated a school year 

 

 Children with 

disabilities 

Children with  

no identified disability 

No. of children who had repeated one year 8 5 

No. of children who had repeated two 

years 

2  

Totals 10 5 

 

8.6.2 Repeating the year supported inclusion but had implications for transition 

Interviews with teachers and my observations suggested that repeating the year was meeting the needs 

of some of the children with disabilities.  Teachers pointed out that, not only did it ensure that 

children were receiving work that reflected their current level of learning, but also, that those who 

were in a full multigrade class meant children could work alongside their younger peers, who were up 

to two years younger than them.   An example of this was Gringa, the 7-year-old, who had three older 

siblings with significant learning difficulties, for whom the school was seeking a diagnosis.  She 

repeated her nursery year twice, before moving into transition and then Grade 1. At seven years old 

she was still learning her letter sounds and how to form letters.  She sat with a group of children aged 

6-7 years, who were in Grade 1, and, in addition to working with them as team, had individual 

exercises that helped her to practise her writing and number skills.  Her teacher described the schoolôs 

efforts to address her needs: 

 

It was my decision, because to pass a child to the following grade damages the child, if there 

is no way they are going to achieve what their peers can é because if she isnôt able to keep 

up with the others, then she wonôt achieve being a pair with them é She never learned to 

read, only her name, while the rest of them in nursery learnt to write theirs, her no. So, I put 

her name on the table and repeated it. I said óWhat does it say here? Gringaô, write it three 

times, and now write your G.  And so, she stays with Grade 1 - they work together and now, 

at least, she will copy.  

 

My observations of Gringa suggest that she benefited from having other children who could read the 

instructions and help her. As the oldest child, I observed her tell others what she wanted them to do, 

smile and laugh at their jokes, and play with mixed ages at breaktime.   

For children in the larger schools in which there were fewer grades per class, repeating the 

year could have had the consequence of delaying their transition into a new classroom and learning 

alongside older children.  This had happened to Sky, a 10-year-old in School B.  She had had a 

moderate speech difficulty but no current difficulty with her learning.  She repeated her Grade 2 year, 
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during which the teacher felt she lacked confidence and would benefit from revisiting the concepts 

being taught.  Both the teacher and the child thought this had helped, and she was now a confident 

learner who would speak up for herself.  Talking with them both they explained: 

 

Teacher 5: Sky? é she didnôt believe in herself or have self-confidence, but once she 

became confident, felt good and believed in herself she caught on fine, is that not right Sky? 

Sky: Yes, teacher 

 

Exploring the disadvantages of repeating the year with teachers, they described the tension of 

balancing the needs of the child, while being aware that decisions to repeat a year early in a childôs 

education could affect later transitions.  Not allowing a child to pass to the next grade until the child 

has achieved the grade targets potentially results in overage children, who are at increased risk of 

dropping out, whereas promoting a child into a class risks them being given work at a level they 

cannot achieve.  Facing a similar dilemma, Teacher 5 discussed her decision to place Gato in Grade 3 

when he arrived back from a year in a different area: 

 

In reality, Gato should have been in Grade 1, but because of his age he was too old to go back 

so much, and so I put him in Grade 3, and (his younger brother) Juancho in Grade 2.  The 

next year it was better to have him repeat 3rd, and repeating has really helped him é there is 

lots that he doesnôt understand, but because of his age we canôt leave him behind, and it 

would give him much shame if I put him in a grade below Juancho. 

 

Furthermore, being based within a national system increasingly focused on the performance of 

children in comparison with international standards, a child will, ultimately, have to face Government 

tests at some point, including Grade 5 SABER national tests that mark the end of primary school. This 

presents a dilemma for teachers, as they have to balance ensuring a child is óreadyô for Grade 5 

SABER tests, yet not leave it so late that they become much older than their classmates.  In discussion 

with the learning support teacher, she explained how this affects children with disabilities: 

 

Learning support teacher: Here the system and policies demand that, yes, the child must pass, 

and achieve their targets é in fifth grade they leave and itôs traditional, (secondary school 

teachers) will say he was badly prepared and probably wonôt stay in school é This happens 

with the regular kids, so imagine what itôs like for children with disabilities. 

 

Despite this external pressure of national performance, it was clear that teachers did not, in fact, feel 

this impacted on their practice. One teacher noted: 
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We donôt have that level of (external) control here ï if it was all about getting the standards 

that the Government demands, it would be hideous.  

 

Thus, consistent with the EN model their focus was on the needs of the child before the national 

requirements of the state.  However, it was clear that, while teachers were keen to value the child in a 

holistic way and allow them to go at their own pace, this was coupled with the tension of ensuring that 

the child did not become so overage that they stood out or felt that they had failed. 

 

8.6.3 Parents and children viewed flexible promotion as a negative occurrence 

Despite the idea of flexible promotion being presented by EN as something that is positive and 

inclusive for all, children (including those who had and had not repeated) and parents saw it as a 

mainly negative occurrence; something to be avoided and used as a threat by parents and teachers to 

try and motivate children. While the impact on children will be explored further in the chapter on 

children views, examples of their reaction to the idea of repeating a year illustrate the negativity 

towards the idea in a powerful way: 

 

Dulce (7-year-old girl with learning, behaviour and anxiety difficulties, School A): The 

teacher helps me a lot, because she knows that I have to pass and that I cannot lose the year, 

and that I have to go to the next classroom (junior class). 

Julia:  And what happens if you lose the year?  

Dulce: My Mum would hit me.  

Julia:  Actually hit you or say she was going to hit you? 

Dulce: Yes, itôs because she doesnôt want me to lose the year.  

 

Mauricio (11-year-old boy, School C): Losing the year would be a bad thing to say to your 

parents.  When my achievement is good, they are happy, and if it is bad, well then they are 

sad, but itôs not like they get angry and say something like óyou will lose the year!ô. 

 

Teachers perceived repeating the year as a useful strategy, but it was seen as a last resort and received 

as bad news by parents.  For example, Teacher 7 described the situation of Katerine and Florecita ï 

two sisters who had a low attendance level.   

 

Julia:  And if (Florecita) gets to the end of the year and sheôs really behind because of the time 

lost ï not because of her learning ability ï what happens? Does she pass? 

Teacher 7: Well in this case, she is not going to because she has not achieved any of the goals - 

not those goals that the guide gives - rather the curriculum standards, of the wider curriculum. 
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In this period alone she has 38 fails; 38 no shows. When children have 20% of fails, they donôt 

pass.   

 

This was a source of dispute and frustration with the father, who did not think attendance should 

affect their education: 

 

But obviously the parents hope that they pass, because, in their parentsô way of thinking, they 

say that their children are super intelligent. So they donôt need to come every day, that they 

already know everything in this, but the girls are very behind, very behind, in all the guides and 

subjects, while the others have come on much more. 

 

Subsequently, Katerine and Florecita did not pass the year, along with three others, including their 

classmate Gringa and two children from the infant class of School B: Cielo and Linda.   

 

Section 4: Teacher strategies focused upon children with 

disabilit ies 

In addition to the pedagogical approach and tools that make up an Escuela Nueva approach, this 

section describes the strategies teachers used that were specific to children with disabilities.  

Beginning with practices that support the learning of children with disabilities, this is followed by 

examination of the differing ways in which schools utilised the learning support teacher and PIAR 

process. 

 

8.7. Practices used to support the learning of children with disabilities 

Teachers were asked to describe what practices they employed to address the needs of diverse 

learners, and individual children who had already been identified by them as having difficulties.   

They described those focused on addressing childrenôs learning and their emotional wellbeing. 

 

8.7.1 Learning 

Teachers outlined a range of ways in which they supported childrenôs learning, including peer support 

and differentiated materials.   

 

 Encourage peer support 

All teachers gave examples of using a childôs peers to support their learning, where possible. Five of 

the eight class teachers were emphatic about not separating a child from others, before explaining that 

they would, however, give them different activities to do, while sat in a group setting.   
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Teacher 2: In Escuela Nueva each child has their guide and the teacher is aware that they 

have various grades and that each child is going at their own pace. However, for me, I prefer 

that children work in groups ï not that they should be working alone and rather they should 

be  working with their friends and supporting each other. 

 

Teacher 7: I try to do the majority of didactic activities with the group, and not make them 

feel isolated from the group. However, I do some activities specially for them, so that they 

feel like they can achieve and improve in the subjects that they find hard ï so yes, I do 

separate activities for them. 

 

Actively using peers to support the learning of others was mentioned by four of the teachers, 

including Teacher 1, who taught Yolanda, a 6-year-old girl with significant hearing loss: 

 

Teacher 1: I explain to the class, I tell them that she has these problems. I say to her partner, 

ótell her what I explainedô and her partner explains it to her, because she understands what her 

partner says to her.  

 

Tailor input to the childôs level 

All but one teacher gave examples of activities that they had sought out to tailor to the learning level 

of the child (e.g. using a guide from the grade below, using Government booklets which had more 

practice examples than EN, giving extra homework).  Of those who engaged in this practice, two 

mentioned the need to ensure that children were achieving, with one saying: 

 

I know which is best to give for what course, and the capacity in which they can achieve or 

feel less able than the others, so I wonôt give them anything that they canôt do. 

 

Teachers whose classes included children aged 5-7 years old also referred to using play-based 

learning (e.g. using an abacus to teach colours and numbers, using plasticine to create letters, 

ówalkingô a letter shape in the classroom).  However, the extent to which this can be achieved in a 

multi-grade class was a concern of all of the full multigrade teachers, and discussed in depth in the 

next chapter, Chapter 9, which focuses upon capturing the context.   

8.7.2 Emotional wellbeing and behaviour 

When referring to managing poor behaviour of children, an interesting finding was that, rather than 

using punishment and rewards, the majority of teachers (6/8) reported focusing on rebuilding 

relationships with the individuals concerned. Citing the need for ópatienceô, Teacher 5 explained how 

she had managed to build a relationship with Juancho over two years: 
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Teacher 5: Juancho is a fighter, he was unbearable, fought with everyone, he finds authority so 

hard, heôs not like that anymore and even less with me, but this was difficult. 

Julia:  How did you manage to address this? 

Teacher 5: I was strict and loving, itôs a combination of love and discipline. 

 

Teacher 3, who taught an early years class, helped children to understand their own behaviour better 

and noted that she deliberately used diminutive language (put -ito/ita at the end of a word) - 

something that Spanish speakers use to lessen the force of what they are saying.  While it does not 

translate directly, an example she gave was:  

  

You had a little fight/squabble [peleadito] and you must be very gentle [suavecito] with your 

hands when you are playing your little friends [compañeritos]. 

 

Thus, consistent with the positive affect that I observed in classrooms, there was much more focus on 

positive support rather than discipline that sought to remove privileges.  

 

Confidence building and advice 

Teachers described taking a child to the side and speaking with them one-to-one, in order to remind 

them of the rules, and give them advice on future conduct.  For example, Teacher 8 told me that she 

aimed to improve a childôs self-esteem:  

 

I wanted to show (Nairo) he could do things and get him involved. I told him, óyou are 

intelligent, what do you think you are missing that means you think you are not intelligent?ô. 

 

The extent to which a teacher was able to support the emotional needs of a child depended on their 

style.  Reflecting a óno nonsenseô forthright style, which I found to be common, Teacher 6 had found 

supporting a boy who frequently cried a challenge: 

 

I said to him, Papi, you have to be strong! You canôt keep crying for such insignificant things. 

One must cry when unfortunately someone goes to heaven or someone who doesnôt care, but 

you donôt have to cry for these things.  See others? They get angry, they laugh, all these 

things, and you cry because they look at you? 

 

Thus, teachers were employing a number of different measures to address the needs of individuals. 

 

8.7.3. Not knowing what to do 
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Another feature of this category was that of not knowing what to do, with teachers feeling helpless 

and overwhelmed.  The instances given related to three children, each of whom were identified by the 

WG questions.  For example, Teacher 6 spent the academic year struggling to address the needs and 

behaviour of Luna ï a new child who had disclosed abuse, and often refused to engage in work at 

school by not speaking: 

 

At this moment, I feel very lost with Luna. Iôve had timid children but not like her, so, 

sometimes I donôt know how to treat her. If I am very relaxed or lax, she takes advantage and 

does nothing and if I am hard with her,  she still doesnôt do it. 

 

Similarly, Teacher 7 described her initial thoughts when Ternurita, the child who was passive at 

school but active home, first arrived in school:  

 

When she arrived, I was thinking óhow can I work with this child?ô. I thought maybe she was 

autistic, what do I do? What do I say? What do I say?  

 

Both children were very challenging to get to engage and required a high level of sensitivity and time 

to motivate them to take part in any task. Finding ways to support these particular girls required 

answers that a single teacher could not discover alone. Rather, they needed the support of the childôs 

parents and external help, which brings me to the final category of practice ï the use of the in-house 

learning support processes and parents. 

 

8.8. Implementation of learning support varied across schools 

Interviews with teachers, the learning support teacher and observations suggested that learning 

support systems were quite fluid and varied between schools.  Furthermore, they elicited that 

negotiating the role in schools sometimes created subtle tensions between the teachers and learning 

support teacher. 

 

 

 

8.8.1. The majority of teachers were positive about the learning support processes 

Interviews with teachers and the learning support teacher revealed that the PIAR process of sitting 

down with the SEN teacher and discussing potential activities was helpful for some teachers: 

 

Teacher 8: Thanks be to God we have support in our learning support teacher and family 

support worker. and with Nairo they helped a lot. (Previous family support worker) talked to 

the parents and said óyou have to take him to the doctorô and they went é this is a great help. 
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(Learning support teacher) is a great professional, she has lot of capacity and ideas to help 

with the children. 

 

Teacher 2: She gives me activities which they can do ï good activities, reading 

comprehensions ï she helps children with difficulties. 

 

Teacher 6: Since the family support worker came, speaking with Luna, the learning support 

teacher at least, she is very warm with the childrenéitôs not that Iôm not warm, but it costs 

me work and I try to give everyone the same. 

 

8.8.2. The role of the learning support teacher role differed across schools, revealing 

some tensions 

It was a challenge to gain a clear picture of the day-to-day role of the learning support teacher, as her 

role varied between schools. Her work in Schools A, C and D included teacher advice and work with 

individual children.  Delivering reinforcement of their basic reading, writing and maths skills, her 

files for the children contained worksheets completed by children (see Figure 8.5 below) and she told 

me she also used games.   

 

Figure 8.5 

Sentence ordering exercise completed by Lina (School A) with the learning support teacher  

 

 

However, the individuals she worked with were not necessarily those with the poorest skills overall, 

but rather, those who the teacher thought might need extra support at that moment in time.  In 

contrast, her role in Schools B and E included teacher advice and running whole-class sessions, which 

were focused on the skills of group problem solving and concentration. Asking her about her role she 

explained that while her role meant she oversaw the PIAR process, what she did varied depending on 

the school in which she worked: 
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Learning support teacher: You have to remember I might only see them one time a week, 

four times a month, and that wonôt fix all ï because if I have a meeting of (learning support 

teachers), meeting with a parent, or training, that is one day less, so you have to remember 

that the hands-on work of inclusion, because the role of the SEN teacher is one of guidance, 

and support for the teacher in the class ï based upon inclusion and having the child in the 

class. 

Julia:  And so you donôt work individually? 

Learning support teacher: I might have to take them out to do individual work, that is my 

work, but in the rural setting it doesnôt work like this, so sometimes I do groups. 

 

With regards to the PIAR process, six children had established individual PIAR plans39 with specific 

targets. However, analysis of the paperwork revealed that the presence of targets did not guarantee 

that all teachers were adapting their practice as planned.  In four out of the six cases (Dulce, Ariana, 

Lina, Nairo), analysis of the PIAR paperwork submitted by the learning support teacher revealed that 

the teacher was following the guidance, and plans had been amended in light of the childôs progress.  

The recommendations focused on targets related to numeracy and literacy, and naming body parts. 

However, for two of the six children (Heidy and Gringa) their teachers were not implementing the 

suggested individual activities for the first two semesters of the year.  In the case of Gringa, this was 

because the teacher thought that the child did not need this, as she was already accessing appropriate 

work at a younger level through the multigrade setting. In the case of Heidy, follow up meetings 

indicated that the teacher was not applying the strategies.  For both children, this problem was 

eventually resolved, when the learning support teacher offered extra 1:1 for each child.  

 A further issue that I became aware of over my time in schools was that there were subtle 

tensions in negotiating the role of the learning support teacher in some schools. Combining data from 

my conversations with the Learning Support teachers and five class teachers, along with analysis of 

paperwork, revealed differences in power at different stages in the process of addressing childrenôs 

needs. On the one hand, teachers had the power to decide how the learning support teacher worked 

with their children.  For example, one school told the learning support teacher that she should not do 

any individual work with children, and instead, was asked to take a whole class and work on broader 

skills of problem solving for all children.  I explored why this was the case with the class teachers, 

and was told it was due to not feeling there was enough time on offer: 

 

 
39 PIAR plans were established for seven children: Dulce, Ariana and Lina in School A; Heidy in School B; 

Gringa in School D; and Nairo in School E.  Also, in School D, Ternuritaôs was started in my last three months 

of fieldwork, meaning I did not see the completed paperwork. 
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(Learning Support Teacher) doesnôt come constantly, so the support is not significant. So I 

donôt trust, or I donôt hope that they will help me or find me solutions and instead, I do it 

myself, I do extra sessions. Of course, when they come and give extra then great, then I 

welcome that and I do what we can, but as it isnôt constant, I canôt rely much on that. 

 

On the other hand, as explained in Chapter 6, the learning support teacher was also monitoring teacher 

practice with individual children, with the role of highlighting what was helping, and hindering a 

childôs progress.  As stated previously, she used the paperwork to describe the attitudes of teachers as 

a barrier to access. Hence, while the PIAR system of monitoring and regular meetings had helped to 

highlight what was and was not happening, it also revealed that there were tensions in the negotiations 

between the learning support teacher and classroom teachers regarding how best to support a child. 

 

8.9. Summary 

This chapter has illustrated the fact that, while the Escuela Nueva model supported teachers in 

delivering teaching that was child-centred and participatory, the question of whether it was inclusive 

of children with disabilities depended very much on how the teacher implemented the model.  This 

includes the choices they made about which materials to use, and their practice and approach when 

not using the materials.  Furthermore, while their use of assessment was holistic, the chapter 

problematises the strategy of repeating the year.  It has been concluded by describing the different 

ways in which the learning support teacher was employed, it being revealed that the negotiation of the 

role sometimes involved subtle tensions.  Having explored what teachers delivered and how they did 

so, the next chapter  provides evidence of how the capacity of the individual teachers to deliver 

inclusive learning was further affected by the context in which they taught.  
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Figure 9  

An illustration of Chapter 9: Factors that influence a teacherôs capacity to deliver inclusive teaching for children with disabilities 

disabilities 


