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ABSTRACT

This paper examined the relationship between the school environment and the retention of learners with disabilities
in Universal Primary Schools in Africa. Despite education being a fundamental human right, learners with
disabilities encounter barriers to accessing and staying in school. Through a systematic review of the literature, this
study identifies factors within the school environment that affect retention. This paper investigated the Teacher
Support and Retention of Learners with Disability, School Infrastructure and Retention of Learners with Disability,
School Relationships and Retention of Learners with Disability, explored the possible research gaps, and finally
wrapped it up with the important findings of the research. The findings underscore the need for targeted
interventions to improve the school environment for learners with disabilities. Recommendations focus on inclusive
policies, teacher training, infrastructure development, and community engagement. This review contributes to the
discourse on inclusive education and provides a basis for future research and policy development in Africa and
beyond.

Keywords: Inclusive Education, School Environment, Learners with Disabilities, Teacher Support, Retention
Factors

INTRODUCTION
Education is widely recognized as a fundamental Human Rights of 1946, the Convention on the Rights
human right for achieving sustainable development of the Child of 1989, and the UN Convention on the
and societal progress. In Uganda, the implementation Rights of Persons with Disabilities of 2006,
of Universal Primary Education (UPE) in 1997 was a unequivocally prohibit any form of educational
significant milestone in ensuring accessible education exclusion based on ability [87. Nevertheless, millions
for all children, including those with disabilities [17]. of children worldwide continue to grapple with
However, despite the progress made, learners with exclusion from educational opportunities [4].
disabilities still encounter significant obstacles in Impairments  impeding  communication  and
accessing and completing primary education. interaction, commonplace in mainstream educational
Education, an indispensable right for every child, settings, pose significant practical and social hurdles
whether disabled or nondisabled, is vital in preparing for children with disabilities seeking educational
children to confront life's challenges [27. participation [57]. Researcher in [67, underscores
International human rights instruments, including that approximately 15% of the global population
the UNESCO Convention against Discrimination in comprises individuals with disabilities, yet a
Education of 1960, the Universal Declaration of disconcerting one-third of the 77 million children
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globally not enrolled in educational programs are
children with disabilities. Kasese District, situated in
the Western Region of Uganda, is renowned for its
diverse population and varying socio-economic
conditions [7]. Like many other education sectors in
Uganda, the district has been working towards
enhancing inclusion and educational outcomes for all
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children. Nevertheless, learners with disabilities often
face unique barriers that hinder their academic
experience [87]. These challenges can range from
physical inaccessibility and a lack of specialized

Literature Review

Theoretically, several theories have been developed
to address the retention of special case learners, with
one of the most prominent being the student
involvement theory, formulated in 1984 [9].
Alexander Astin's theory elucidates how institutional
structures can effectively integrate these learners into
their academic and mental planning processes [97].
According to the theory, institutions should consider
students'  demographic  characteristics,  past
experiences, and physical, cognitive, and biological
capabilities [107]. The theory posits that investment
in psychosocial and physical energy and qualitative
and quantitative involvement is essential. It also
emphasizes the importance of creating supportive

instructional materials to social stigma and
inadequate teacher training.
school environments, such as well-designed

classrooms and robust social support systems, to
foster students' mental and psychological well-being
to succeed and remain in school [117]. Additionally,
the study will explore V. Tinto's Model of Student
Departure (1993) [127], which identifies three
primary causes of student departure: academic
difficulties, the inability to resolve educational and
occupational goals, and the failure to integrate into
the intellectual and social fabric of the institution.
Tinto's theory supports the study by highlighting the
importance of integrating academic pursuits with
students' social abilities, which 1is crucial for
enhancing retention rates.

Teacher Support and Retention of Learners with Disability

Support is the extent to which individuals perceive
themselves as being cared for by others in various
daily life settings [1387. Teacher support includes four
key practices: valuing learners' ideas, treating them
with respect and fairness, encouraging their
expectations of success, and making efforts to aid
comprehension  and  interest  [147].  School
interventions aimed at creating a safe, caring,
participatory, and responsive environment represent
a systemic approach that fosters optimal learning and
development [137. The scholar in [157], noted that
inadequate support in one's environment (external
factor) can hinder the realization of personal goals by
lowering expectations (internal factors). The
availability of support enhances self-efficacy and
outcome expectations, with learners perceiving
supportive adults in their lives as being more likely to
aspire and expect to succeed. The researcher in [167],
reviewed strategies for improving student retention
in higher education through enhanced teaching and
learning. Their review indicated that teacher support
via student-centered active learning, integration of
study skills, signposting to support services, and
timely, constructive formative feedback promotes
student engagement and retention. The scholar in
[17], identified barriers to the retention of African
American and Hispanic males at predominantly white
institutions, noting that a lack of relatable instructors,
counsellors, and flexible office hours contributed to
higher dropout rates among students of colour.The
Authors in [1387 examined the relationship between
perceived teacher support and overall life satisfaction
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using a sample of urban middle school students in the
southeastern United States. Their linear regression
analyses showed that teacher informational support
significantly contributed to student satisfaction,
which in turn affected retention. The researcher in
[187] explored support strategies for first-year
students at a regional Central Queensland University
campus, finding that teacher support through
practices like reflection on learning, shared
experiences, and positive feedback promoted student
retention. The scholars in [197] conducted a
systematic literature review on factors underlying
student completion rates. They found that instructor
support through facilitating engagement, promoting
a sense of belonging, and effective course design
drove student retention rates. Early intervention,
effective communication, high-quality instructional
teedback, and guidance fostered self-regulation, self-
determination, and self-efficacy, thus increasing
retention rates. The academic and professional
services affect student experience, revealing that
collaboration between professional and academic staff
is crucial for student retention and success [207]. The
researcher in [217, examined key concepts in adult
education and training, establishing that interactive
teaching methods promote the inclusion of learners
who might feel like outsiders. Teaching methods such
as experiential, problem-based, and project-based
learning enhance student engagement and retention.
Furthermore, teachers can enhance retention through
high expectations, addressing academic support
needs, and providing feedback, especially for students
with disabilities [227].
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School Infrastructure and Retention of Learners with Disability

Infrastructure encompasses the site, buildings,
furniture, and equipment that contribute to a positive
learning environment and high-quality education for
all students [237. School infrastructure can be
categorized into classroom-level infrastructure,
school-level infrastructure, and school utilities [247].
According to [257, robust infrastructure facilities
significantly support educational enterprises. Factors
such as clean air quality, good lighting, a small,
comfortable, and safe environment, building age and
condition, quality of maintenance, temperature, and
color influence student health, safety, self-esteem, and
psychological state. Several scholars have explored
the relationship between school infrastructure and
the retention of learners with disabilities. For
instance, [267] compared the accessibility provisions
of learning infrastructures and facilities for people
with disabilities (PWD) in public higher institutions
in Nigeria and Malaysia. Their study emphasized the
adoption of the Universal Design (UD) concept to
create a built environment that is friendly to all,
promoting the retention of learners with disabilities.
They advocate those facilities beneficial for the
disabled benefit everyone. Researchers in [27]
assessed roadside infrastructure features around
schools in Delhi. The results indicated that children
with disabilities faced significant challenges walking
on footpaths due to numerous physical barriers.
Mobility for these children was almost impossible
without assistance, which negatively impacted their
inclusion in school. This inadequate infrastructure
made schools inaccessible to learners with special
needs, leading to their discontinuation of school. The
functional relationship between physical
modifications to the classroom environment and

student academic engagement was investigated by
[287 [29]. Their study, conducted with students
from a school for the deaf in the southwestern United
States, found a positive relationship between changes
in the classroom environment and student
engagement, thereby enhancing retention [307][817.
The researcher in [827] examined the relationship
between classroom physical environments and
student satisfaction in higher education in South
Korea. Their findings indicated that the ambient
conditions of the classroom, along with its spatial
layout and functionality, significantly enhanced
cognitive and affective evaluations of the course,
positively impacting student satisfaction. The
Authors in [387] explored factors influencing the
enrollment of learners with disabilities in primary
schools with inclusive education in Nandi South
District, Kenya. The study revealed that inadequate
physical facilities were a major barrier to enrollment,
as most facilities were not structured to accommodate
learners with disabilities, failing to match the
increased enrollment demands. The scholar in [84]
examined challenges in the education system
regarding the quality of education and dropout rates
of primary students with disabilities in India. The
study found that poor infrastructure and lack of
facilities led to high dropout rates among children
with disabilities. Many regular and special schools
lacked suitable infrastructure and facilities to support
these learners. The literature demonstrates
significant efforts by scholars to link infrastructure
with the retention of learners with disabilities.
However, there is a notable contextual gap, as no
studies have been conducted in the context of
Uganda. This gap highlights the need for the
proposed study in Uganda to address this deficiency.

School Relationships and Retention of Learners with Disability

School relationships are characterized by high
quality, low conflict, and significant closeness among
individuals within the school environment. These
relationships, which involve affection, warmth, and
open communication, play a crucial role in student
success. These positive interactions foster a nurturing
environment conducive to learning and personal
growth [357]. Promoting positive peer relationships
is particularly important for successfully including
children with developmental disorders, which
subsequently enhances their ability to stay in school
[867]. Numerous scholars have explored the link
between school relationships and student retention.
The researchers in [37] found that relationships
rooted in affection are directly linked to student
success, fostering a sense of well-being that leads to
positive outcomes. Students generally hold neutral
attitudes towards peers with disabilities, but these
attitudes  significantly  influence  the  social
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participation and retention of these students [387.
Scholars in [397 assessed the contribution of teacher-
student relationships to student adaptation in Israeli
schools, finding that secure teacher-student
attachment-like groups demonstrated higher levels of
adaptation compared to insecure groups. In a different
context, [407] examined inclusive settings in Saudi
Arabia, highlighting that social interaction between
students with and without disabilities enhances the
self-efficacy and capabilities of students with
disabilities, thereby improving retention rates. A
researcher in Zimbabwe found that understanding
individual ~ children, fostering positive social
relationships, and supporting collaborative structures
are essential for the successful inclusion and retention
of children with disabilities [417. Similarly,
researchers in Spanish universities demonstrated that
motivation and emotion-based strategies significantly
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Conceptual Framework

This study identifies the school environment as the
independent variable and the retention of learners
with disabilities as the dependent variable. The school
environment encompasses norms, values, and
expectations. It is defined as the set of settings that
promote safety and well-being, including physical
infrastructure, the academic environment, and
support systems [437][44]. For this study, the school
environment will be operationally defined based on
teacher support, school infrastructure, and school

relationships. Teacher support refers to the extent of
assistance and concern shown by teachers towards
students [427]. School infrastructure encompasses the
design and availability of learning facilities.
Relationships cover interactions between teachers
and pupils, as well as among pupils. Retention, in this
context, refers to the duration students remain in
school and their persistence in completing their
education.

Research Gap

Conducting studies within a local context can offer
valuable insights that may not be captured by
research conducted in developed countries. By
focusing on the specific challenges and resources
present in the local context, researchers can provide
more relevant and applicable findings. It allows for a
deeper understanding of the unique factors
influencing learning structures and support systems,
which can inform more effective educational policies
and practices. Additionally, addressing this gap is
crucial for ensuring that research and interventions
are inclusive and equitable. By acknowledging and

understanding the diversity of educational contexts
worldwide, researchers can work towards creating
more inclusive frameworks that cater to the needs of
all learners, regardless of their geographical location
or socio-economic status. In undertaking your study,
youre not only contributing to the academic
discourse but also potentially making a meaningful
impact on local educational practices and policies.
This approach aligns with the principles of culturally
responsive  research, which  emphasizes the
importance of considering the cultural, social, and
economic context in which education occurs.

Research Findings

Research findings indicate a significant correlation
between teacher support and learner retention,
although certain contextual and knowledge gaps
persist. Notably, existing studies primarily focus on
high school and university students, neglecting
primary school contexts and failing to address the
needs of children with disabilities. Moreover,
empirical investigations on this subject are limited,
with several notable works reviewed for their
insights. This highlights the necessity for further
research, particularly within primary school settings

catering to children with disabilities, who often face
low retention rates. There is a dearth of direct
analysis concerning school relationships and student
retention with previous studies indirectly exploring
this relationship through concepts such as
psychological adjustment, social participation, and
adaptation. From this research funding, it is so
paramount for disability research to be conducted in
primary schools within African countries, especially
Uganda.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, this paper has examined the crucial
connection between the school environment and the
retention of learners with disabilities in Universal
Primary Schools across Africa. Despite the
fundamental concept of education as a human right,
learners with disabilities often face significant
obstacles in accessing and staying in educational
institutions. Through an extensive review of existing
literature, this study has identified key factors within
the school environment that have a significant impact
on retention rates. By analyzing the relationship
between Teacher Support and Retention, School
Infrastructure  and  Retention, and  School
Relationships and Retention, this research has shed
light on various aspects that influence the educational
Journey of learners with disabilities. Furthermore, it
has highlighted notable gaps in current research,
which pave the way for future investigations to
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deepen our understanding of this complex issue. The
findings of this study emphasize the need for targeted
interventions aimed at enhancing the inclusivity and
accessibility of the school environment for learners
with disabilities. Specifically, the importance of
inclusive policies, comprehensive teacher training
programs, infrastructure improvements tailored to
accommodate  diverse needs, and proactive
community engagement initiatives are emphasized.
By contributing to the ongoing discussion on
inclusive education, this review not only expands our
knowledge base but also catalyzes informed policy
development and practical interventions in Africa and
beyond. Going forward, stakeholders at all levels
must prioritize the implementation of evidence-based
strategies to foster a more equitable and supportive
educational  environment for learners  with
disabilities.
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