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Report Summary1

Countries that have ratified 
the Convention on the 
Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities

1  This summary is based on the original report by UNICEF In Pursuit of Education For All in West and Central Africa: What do the data tell us about children 
with disabilities? May 2022

2  An unaccommodating environment is one that does not provide adequate support/modifications to account for differences in experiences. For example, 
buildings that only have stairs may be considered an ‘unaccommodating environment’ for those who have difficulty climbing stairs. 

Of the 24 countries in the region, 17 have ratified both the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
and its optional protocol, seven have ratified only the Convention and two have ratified only the optional protocol. 
Two countries have signed neither the Convention nor the optional protocol. Despite these commitments, many 
children with disabilities are not able to exercise their right to quality education. This summary presents a set of 
newly available qualitative and quantitative data to help fill the information gap around children with disabilities 
and their access to education and learning in the West and Central Africa Region (WCAR): The Central African 
Republic, Chad, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, the Gambia, Ghana, Guinea-Bissau, Sao Tome and 
Principe, Sierra Leone and Togo.
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Source: UN (2021), https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities.html
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Link between functional 
difficulties and disability

Which functional difficulties were included 
in the report?

The report is based on secondary analysis of the 
data from the child functioning module (CFM) of 
the sixth round of the Multiple Indicator Cluster 
Surveys Round 6 (2017–2021), covering children 
(between 2 and 17 years). The CFM assesses 
functional difficulties in different domains. The 
approach measures ‘functional difficulties’, which 
in an unaccommodating environment,2 becomes 
‘disabilities’. This also means that disabilities are 
manifested due to a lack of action by duty bearers. 

Functional domains used to define “at least one functional 
difficulty” for children aged 2–4 include: seeing, hearing, 
walking, fine motor skills, communicating (both understanding 
and being understood), learning, playing, and behavioural 
self-control. For children aged 5–17 they are: seeing, hearing, 
walking, self-care, communicating (i.e., being understood both 
inside and outside the household), learning, remembering, 
concentrating, accepting change, controlling behaviour, making 
friends, and emotional affect (measured in terms of both signs 
of anxiety and signs of depression).

Most countries in the region use medical definitions of disability
Most countries that collect information on disability in their Education Management Information Systems 
(EMIS) use a medical definition. A broader concept of disability is needed in order to identify educational 
challenges that helps us providing support going beyond the provision of ramps and other equipment and 
catering for the more ‘individual’ difficulties that children face.
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Functional difficulties are experienced differently across age, sex, 
location and socio-economic status

Snapshot of the nine countries

Key findings from the nine countries analysed

Share of children aged 2–17 with at least one functional difficulty of the nine countries analysed

 2 to 4 years old  5 to 17 years old

Average Central 
African 

Republic

Chad Sierra 
Leone

Ghana Togo Democratic 
Republic of 
the Congo

Sao 
Tome and 
Principe

Guinea-
Bissau
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Gambia
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In RURAL AREAS 

In URBAN AREAS 

Most notable difference in 5 to 17-year-olds: 

23% 

19% 

HAVE FUNCTIONAL 
DIFFICULTIES 
compared to

25 per cent of children with functional difficulties belong to 
the poorest wealth quintile compared to 19 per cent among 

the richest wealth quintiles.

9% of BOYS 

Most notable difference 
in 2 to 4-year-olds: 

Among 2 to 4-year-olds, learning 
difficulties were more common 

than other functional difficulties. 

Among 5 to 17-year-olds, a higher proportion of 
children have signs of anxiety or depression

HAVE FUNCTIONAL 
DIFFICULTIES  

compared to 

7% of GIRLS 

Source: MICS6
8% of 2 to 4-year olds and 21% of 5 to 17-year olds 

ON 
AVERAGE 

The child has 
developed myopia and 
cannot see well

Glasses are not 
available to the child 
who has difficulty 
seeing distant objects

The child is less likely to 
participate and his or her 
right to education may be 
compromised as a result 
of an accommodating 
environment

Functional difficulties Unaccommodating environment Disability
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Key findings

Children with difficulty in hearing  
and walking are the least likely to 

attend ECE.

20% 

38% 

62% 

39% 

10% 

33% 

67% 

44% 

27% 

73% 

50% 

Children with multiple 
functional difficulties

Children with and without 
functional difficulties

Multiple  
difficulties

Multiple  
difficulties

Multiple  
difficulties

No functional 
difficulties

No functional 
difficulties

No functional 
difficulties

Any functional 
difficulties

Any functional 
difficulties

Any functional 
difficulties

For children with functional difficulties, there is wide variation  
in attendance based on functional difficulty domains.  

For example, children with seeing difficulties have attendance rates similar to those with no 
functional difficulties (about 73 per cent). However, compared to children without functional 

difficulties, the attendance rates for children with difficulty communicating (45 per cent) and children 
with difficulties associated with self-care (53 per cent) are significantly lower. 

5 to 17-year-olds  
OUT OF SCHOOL

ATTENDING  
THE RIGHT LEVEL

5 to 17-years-olds  
ATTENDING ANY LEVEL OF EDUCATION

School attendance aged 5–17 

ATTENDANCE for 3 to 4-year-olds 

Early childhood education (ECE)

Attendance for 3 to 4-year-olds is less than  
20 per cent both for children with and without 
functional difficulties but attendance for 
children with multiple functional difficulties is 
even lower at 10 per cent. 

While children with functional difficulties may initially be entering school, they are less likely to progress 
at the same pace as their peers and are more likely to drop out of school. 
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7% 7% 

17% 16% 

7% 3% 

19% 18% 

12% 4% 

Multiple  
difficulties

Multiple  
difficulties

No functional 
difficulties

No functional 
difficulties

No functional 
difficulties

No functional 
difficulties

Any functional 
difficulties

Any functional 
difficulties

Any or multiple 
functional difficulties

Any functional 
difficulty

Primary school completion 

Primary school completion has the widest 
variation observed so far by functional 
domains. Only 26 per cent of children 
with self-care functional difficulty across 
the nine countries analysed complete 
primary level, compared with 68 per 
cent of children who have difficulty 
concentrating, and up to 90 per cent of 
children with difficulty accepting change 
complete the level. 

Learning outcomes

7–14 year olds

3–4 year olds

Lower secondary attendance  
and completion 

The attendance and completion rates 
decrease drastically from primary to 
lower secondary for children with or 
without functional difficulties. At the 
lower secondary level, attendance is 
estimated at 33 per cent for children with 
no functional difficulties and 25 per cent 
for children with any functional difficulties 
and multiple functional difficulties. 

Have foundational reading skills Have foundational numeracy skills

Can read at least 10 letters in the alphabet Can recognise and name numbers 1–10

Overall, foundational reading and numeracy skills are very low across the nine countries analysed, but 
children with functional difficulties are less likely to have foundational skills than their peers with no 
functional difficulties. 
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Tshibanda Junior (16) arrives for class 
at the EP Mwangeji school in Kolwezi, 
Thursday 8 Nov, 2018 in the Democratic 
Republic of Congo. He lost his leg last 
year in a train accident but says that he 
is determined that it will not affect his 
ability to go to school.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

 Capacity for inclusive education sector analysis and strategic planning

•  Build capacity in collecting, analysing and using data, based on adaptations of the child 
functioning module for effective integration in policies and interventions. 

•  Strengthen national capacity in inclusive education sector analysis, strategies and plans 
building on the global partnerships in implementing the Salamanca Statement and Framework 
for Action on Special Needs Education.

•  Ensure teachers and other relevant education personnel are trained and motivated to teach 
and manage an inclusive support system for all learners.

Targeted public funding for children with functional difficulties 

•  Integrate measures (e.g., equity-based budgeting) that prioritize public funding of strategies 
that reach children with disabilities.

•  Advocacy and support for Inclusive planning and budgeting as well as monitoring and 
reporting of expenditures on disability inclusive education in national programmes.

•  Include a disability dimension in social protection programmes (those of UNICEF and 
government), such as cash transfer or child grants.

Partnerships with civil society organizations, and health, child and social protection and 
other sectors

•  Given the diverse needs that children with disabilities have, and the varying capacities 
currently available, governments and their partners (donors, civil society organizations, 
communities, disability organizations) should collaborate in multi-sectoral ways to co-
create solutions that promote inclusion in education, health, protection, and other sectors.

•  Strengthen community engagement/family support systems and services that include 
children with disabilities.

Inclusive data systems

•  More qualitative research is needed to analyze the reasons, barriers and enablers of 
inclusion.

•  Invest in harmonized data collection systems by improving existing Education Management 
Information System (EMIS) to collect regular data on children with functional difficulties 
and to link EMIS with other relevant systems (health, child well-being and protection, social 
protection, child poverty) to better track disparities.

•  Bring in the diversity dimension in the formative learning assessment systems. 

This report presents key evidence on differences children with functional difficulties face in accessing 
education in WCAR. However, more data and evidence will be needed to understand the reasons why 
these differences occur and to assess progress toward greater educational inclusivity. Moving forward, 
and even beyond data collection, the report recommends the following:
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