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ABSTRACT

This qualitative study investigates the effectiveness of inclusive education in two government secondary schools in Northern Malawi. It explores the extent of
policy implementation, key barriers, teachers' preparedness, resource availability, and the role of leadership in supporting inclusive practices. The findings reveal
significant gaps in infrastructure, training, and resources that hinder the implementation of inclusive education. School leadership plays a crucial role in mitigating
some of these challenges, though there are notable shortcomings. The study emphasizes the need for improved resource allocation, ongoing teacher training, and
leadership support to fully realize the goals of inclusive education.
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INTRODUCTION

The introduction sets the stage for the research by highlighting the importance of inclusive education in ensuring equal access to quality education for all
students, regardless of their conditions. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and the Salamanca Statement emphasize
the significance of inclusive education in global human rights and educational policies. In Malawi, inclusive education is recognized as a priority in the
National Inclusive Education Strategy (2017-2021). However, the practical implementation of inclusive education faces challenges due to limited
resources, inadequate teacher training, and societal attitudes towards disability. This research aims to assess the various factors that influence the
effectiveness of inclusive education in government secondary schools in Northern Malawi. By gaining a comprehensive understanding of these factors,
the research seeks to provide valuable insights for policymakers, educators, and other stakeholders interested in improving inclusive education practices.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Inclusive Education Policies in Malawi

Malawi has shown its commitment to inclusive education through international frameworks, such as the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities and national policies like the National Inclusive Education Strategy (2017-2021). Despite this, studies by Chitsulo (2019) and Singal (2016)
indicate a gap between policy and practice, particularly in rural areas. These gaps are exacerbated by resource limitations and infrastructural challenges
in schools.

Barriers to Effective Inclusive Education

A major barrier to inclusive education in Malawi is insufficient infrastructure. Many schools, particularly in rural areas, lack ramps, accessible toilets,
and assistive devices (Booth & Ainscow, 2011). Moreover, cultural attitudes towards disability often result in social exclusion, as reported by Mtika
(2018). The combination of physical and societal barriers limits the ability of schools to provide fully inclusive education.

Teacher Preparedness and Attitudes

Teacher preparedness is central to inclusive education. Engelbrecht et al. (2015) emphasize that teachers who receive training in special education are
more likely to adopt inclusive practices. However, in Malawi, only a small percentage of teachers have received training in inclusive education (Mtika,
2018). This lack of preparation leads to uncertainty among teachers about how to best support students with disabilities. Florian and Spratt (2013) argue
that teacher attitudes toward inclusion are directly influenced by their confidence and competence in working with diverse learners.
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Resource Allocation and Utilization

Effective inclusive education depends heavily on the availability and utilization of resources. A World Bank study (2019) found that schools in low-
income countries, like Malawi, often lack essential assistive devices such as braille machines or hearing aids. Moreover, Booth and Ainscow (2011) point
out that even when resources are available, they are underutilized due to insufficient teacher training. In many cases, teachers feel ill-equipped to integrate
these tools into their everyday teaching.

The Role of Leadership in Inclusive Education

School leadership is a critical factor in the success of inclusive education. Effective school leaders not only advocate for necessary resources but also
create an environment that supports inclusion (Mitchell, 2014). In Malawi, strong leadership is key to overcoming systemic challenges in inclusive
education. Chitsulo (2019) found that schools with proactive leadership showed greater progress in implementing inclusive education practices compared
to those with less engaged leadership.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Research Design

This study employed a qualitative research design, focusing on two government secondary schools in Northern Malawi. The qualitative approach allowed
for a deeper understanding of the factors influencing inclusive education from the perspectives of teachers, students, and school leaders.

Study Area and Sample

The research took place in two government secondary schools, one in an urban area and one in a rural setting. A total of 30 participants were involved:
15 teachers, 2 school leaders, 5 parents, and 8 students (four with disabilities and four without). Purposive sampling was used to select participants with
direct experience in inclusive education.

Data Collection and Analysis

Data was collected through semi-structured interviews, observations, and document analysis. Thematic analysis was used to identify key themes related
to policy implementation, teacher preparedness, resource allocation, and leadership practices.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Extent of Policy Implementation

The study revealed limited implementation of inclusive education policies. School leaders expressed awareness of the policies, but both schools lacked
formal programs specifically for students with disabilities. Chitsulo (2019) similarly found that rural schools often struggle to translate policy into practice
due to resource constraints.

Key Barriers to Inclusive Education

Both schools lacked accessible infrastructure, such as ramps and assistive devices, and faced overcrowded classrooms. Teachers also identified cultural
attitudes towards disability as a major obstacle. These findings align with Mtika (2018), who noted that societal stigma continues to hinder inclusive
education in Malawi.

Teachers' Preparedness and Attitudes

Most teachers interviewed had positive attitudes towards inclusive education but felt unprepared to implement it due to a lack of training. Forlin et al.
(2010) highlight the importance of ongoing professional development in supporting inclusive practices.

Availability and Utilization of Resources

Neither school had adequate resources to support inclusive education. One school had a single braille machine for several visually impaired students, and
teachers lacked training on how to use assistive technologies. These findings echo Booth and Ainscow (2011), who stress the importance of both resource
availability and proper utilization.

Role of School Leadership

Leadership played a crucial role in the success of inclusive education. In one school, the headteacher actively advocated for resources and supported
teachers, while the other school exhibited less proactive leadership. Mitchell (2014) argues that effective leadership is key to driving inclusive education
initiatives.
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MAJOR FINDINGS

The national education policy in Malawi supports inclusive education; however, there remains a considerable gap between policy and its practical
implementation. Schools are often hindered by a lack of resources, insufficient teacher training, and inadequate government support, which creates
inconsistencies in the application of inclusive education policies. As a result, many schools struggle to provide the necessary accommodations for students
with diverse needs, undermining the effectiveness of inclusive education.

The study highlights a critical scarcity of resources, particularly in schools across Northern Malawi. Many schools lack accessible classrooms, assistive
devices, and teaching materials that are essential for inclusive education. Additionally, the shortage of trained teachers and support staff further hampers
schools' capacity to create an inclusive learning environment. Teacher preparedness is also a major concern, as many teachers are undertrained in
managing diverse classroom needs. Even when training is available, it often does not sufficiently equip teachers with the necessary skills to handle
inclusive classrooms effectively.

Another significant challenge is community attitudes towards inclusive education, which can influence its success. The study found that many community
members resist integrating students with disabilities into mainstream schools, largely due to a lack of awareness and understanding of inclusive education.
These attitudes, often rooted in cultural beliefs, create barriers to its successful implementation. Strong school leadership is critical to overcoming these
challenges; however, many school leaders lack the necessary training and resources to promote inclusivity. The study underscores the need for increased
investment in resources, enhanced teacher training, community awareness programs, and strengthened school leadership to ensure the successful
implementation of inclusive education in Malawi.

SUGGESTIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Providing regular, specialized training for teachers in inclusive education methodologies is essential to ensure that educators are equipped to handle the
diverse needs of students. Schools must prioritize the continuous professional development of teachers, focusing on inclusive education strategies,
classroom management for diverse learners, and the use of assistive technologies. This will help create an inclusive environment where students with
different abilities can thrive and succeed academically.

Upgrading school facilities to be accessible for students with physical disabilities is equally important. Schools should be equipped with ramps, accessible
toilets, and appropriate assistive devices like braille machines, hearing aids, and visual aids. Regular assessments of students with disabilities should be
conducted to identify their specific needs and ensure that resources are allocated effectively to meet these requirements.

Community engagement is also vital for the success of inclusive education. Developing outreach programs that raise awareness of the benefits of inclusive
education can help combat stigma toward students with disabilities. Involving parents, local leaders, and community members fosters a more supportive
environment. Additionally, governments must strengthen monitoring and evaluation mechanisms to ensure that inclusive education policies are
implemented effectively, with adjustments made based on the unique challenges of rural and resource-constrained areas. Regular feedback from schools
will help inform and refine these policies.

CONCLUSION

This study provides critical insights into the implementation of inclusive education in two government secondary schools in Northern Malawi. The
findings reveal significant gaps between policy and practice, particularly in the areas of teacher preparedness, resource availability, and school
infrastructure. While the schools are aware of inclusive education policies, limited resources and insufficient teacher training hinder the effective inclusion
of students with disabilities. The role of leadership also emerged as a crucial factor in the success of inclusive education, with proactive leaders able to
advocate for resources and support teachers in overcoming barriers. The challenges identified in this study, such as inadequate training, resource shortages,
and cultural stigmas, are consistent with global trends in inclusive education, but they are further exacerbated by the unique conditions present in Northern
Malawi. This research underscores the need for continued efforts to improve resource allocation, enhance teacher training, and promote strong leadership
to support inclusive practices. The findings will contribute to the broader understanding of how inclusive education policies are being implemented in
resource-limited settings and provide valuable recommendations for improving the effectiveness of inclusive education in Malawi’s mainstream schools.
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