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     Abstract  

Around the world, schoolchildren suffer from vision disturbances that may challenge their 

ability to learn to read and write. Often teachers lack the competences to identify and help 

children who struggle with vision problems. This study is a part of a Norwegian-Tanzanian 

research project with intentions to strengthen teachers’ competences on identifying and 

improving pupils’ vision problems.  With a qualitative research design, we analyse how 

contextual factors of task, time, scale and direction provided possibilities and barriers for 

implementing the new competence in Tanzanian special needs teacher education, and for 

scaling up the competence to mainstream teacher education. The task, timing, and direction of 

the capacity building meant that the efforts were well received in special needs teacher 

education. The core ideas of the competence building corresponded with the national education 

strategies for inclusive education and may spread awareness on learning difficulties amongst 

teachers. Teachers’ knowledge and awareness of vision disturbances and other learning 

problems may contribute to enhancing inclusive educational goals. However, further scaling 

up of the competence to ordinary teachers and into mainstream classrooms is hindered by 

factors related to task and scale, in particular a dual-track educational system and lack of 

teacher competencies.    

Keywords: Tanzania, teacher education, special needs education, inclusive education, 

competence building, vision problems  

1. Introduction  

Around the world, schoolchildren suffer from vision disturbances that may challenge their 

ability to learn to read and write. A qualified teacher is the key for a child’s thriving in school, 

but often teachers lack the competences to identify and help children who struggle with vision 
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problems. This study is a part of a Norwegian-Tanzanian research project with intentions to 

strengthen teachers’ competences concerning vision problems among primary school pupils.  

Tanzania’s education policies are changing. A new teacher education, and a 

competence-based primary school curriculum has been implemented.  The country has 

endorsed international agreements on the right to education and inclusive education (IE).  

National education policies aim to strengthen inclusion and learner-centred activities. 

Teachers’ professional development is always essential in implementing new policies 

(Reimers, 2020) and teachers hold a pivotal role in educational change (Hooijer, Van der 

Merwe & Fourie, 2021; Pantic & Florian, 2015).  

International research indicates that between 25 and 30% of children in primary school 

age suffer from often undetected vision disturbances that may complicate learning and reading, 

and our research project found high prevalence of vision disturbances also in Tanzania 

(Wilhelmsen & Felder, 2021). Researchers argue for increased attention to teachers’ and 

teacher educators’ preparedness to support inclusive education (Florian, 2019; Florian & 

Camedda, 2020; Possi & Milinga, 2017). In Tanzania this takes us to special needs education 

(SNE).  

This article analyses the potential for capacity building in special needs teacher 

education as a facilitator for improved education for vision disturbed children. We study how 

competence building regarding vision disturbances may support the ambitions embedded in 

Tanzanian education policies.1 More specifically, we ask how contextual factors provide 

possibilities and barriers for implementing new competence on vision disturbances in special 

needs teacher education, and for upscaling this capacity building into mainstream classrooms. 

We draw upon research underlining the role of contextual factors related to educational reforms 

and capacity building for inclusive education in a Sub- Saharan setting as well as studies 

stressing local context translations and adjustments (Ball, Maguire & Braun, 2012). In 

particular, the analysis relies on a transformative approach to reforms (Christensen & Lægreid, 

2013) that regard meso- level factors of tasks, timing, scale and direction influencing 

implementation and translation of new ideas.   

 
1 Inclusive education is an approach which transforms the education system, including its structure, policies, 

practices, and human resources, to accommodate all learners in mainstream education by addressing and 

responding to learners’ diverse needs (MoEST 2017; 12)  
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The article is based on findings from the Norwegian - Tanzanian partnership research- 

and capacity-building project Securing Education for Children in Tanzania (SecEd) (2017-

2021), with the overall aim to contribute to improved schooling for children with learning 

problems2. A core element was a Continuous Professional Development (CPD) course on 

vision and learning, also including training eyes for better vision. The CPD aimed at college 

tutors and primary school teachers. Embedded in this knowledge is the focus on the individual 

learner, implicating a learner-centred perspective. The project was carried out in collaboration 

with the partner institution Patandi Teachers College for Special Needs.  This article is based 

on the social research component of the project that aimed to understand the contextual factors 

that could support and hinder implementation of the innovative elements and their upscaling.  

 The following text starts with a presentation of the Tanzanian teacher education system 

and the organization of special needs education (SNE). After that we will address the 

conceptual tools used for the analysis, emphasising how contextual factors influence the local 

processes related to translation and adaptation of the capacity building ideas. Thereafter, we 

present the methodology, before going into the analysis and discussion of the material.  

2. Tanzanian education context 

Since the days of president Nyerere, education has been promoted as a key to the development 

of Tanzania. This study concerns the structural and cultural framework of education for 

children with learning problems. Most of these children are found in mainstream classrooms, 

often with high risk of drop-out. Since 2008, inclusive education (IE) has been defined as the 

norm for learners with disabilities (Lehtomäki, Tuomi & Matonya, 2014). The 2018-21 

National Strategy for Inclusive Education emphasise participation in basic education for all, 

addressing both impairments and problems of drop-out, and equity in learning outcomes 

(MoEST, 2017), and relies on three tiers: Special needs schools, special needs units in 

mainstream schools, and inclusive classrooms in mainstream schools. These can also be termed 

special schools, integrated schools, and inclusive schools (Mkumbo 2008, Braun 2022).  

Tanzania’s education system is highly hierarchical and centralised (Braun 2022). The 

Ministry of Education, Science and Technology (MoEST) oversees policies, monitoring and 

evaluation, and teacher education. The Presidents’ Office – Regional Administration and Local 

Government (Po-RALG) is responsible for management of pre-primary, primary and 

 
2 Tanzania is location for this project primarily for two reasons. The funding from Norwegian Research Council, 

specified certain countries, Tanzania being one. Also, long lasting collaboration relations with local education 

institutions were already established.   
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secondary education. Curricula are developed by Tanzania Institute of Education (TIE), 

organized directly under MoEST.  

Po-RALG administers the country`s more than 17 000 primary schools, with a special 

needs department being responsible for the 38 special needs (SN) schools and the 790 SN units. 

The numbers of SN students are increasing (JMT, 2021).  However, the country still lags far 

behind in terms of including persons with disabilities, and most impaired children remain 

outside of education (MoEST, 2020; Tungaraza 2018; Miles, Westbrook & Croft, 2018).  

Primary education is compulsory in Tanzania, and the enrolment rate is high (MoEST, 

2017). However, there are challenges regarding drop-out and fluctuating pass rates. In 2017, 

only 91% of the pupils reached the last year of primary school (UNESCO 2020). The pass rates 

on school-leaving exams have fluctuated during the last 15 years (Po-RALG 2019, 2020), and 

reading tests indicate low learning outcomes for many students (Uwezo, 2019).  

Mushi (2009) points at insufficient public spending and poverty as key reasons for low 

outcome of education. Further, we know that children’s learning can be complicated by other 

factors. Research (McClelland, Acock, Piccinin, Rhea & Stallings 2013; Posner & Rothbart, 

2005; Wilhelmsen & Felder, 2020) indicates a high probability that vision problems can 

explain dropout and failing academic performance. Problems related to vision acuity, ocular 

motor control and other disturbances may complicate the ability to see, either on distance or 

close, or to concentrate over time. Such problems may be hard to detect.  

Like other countries, there are obstacles for detecting vision problems in Tanzanian 

schools. Classrooms are typically crowded, with few teaching- and learning resources 

available. In 2020 the grand total qualified teacher to student ratio, in governmental schools, 

was 1:62(Po-RALG, 2020). Rote learning and copying text from the chalkboard are dominant 

teaching methods. It is commonly seen that children struggle to follow. Tanzania does not 

perform universal health screening of school starters. Together with generally meagre eye-

health infrastructure, this means that children may struggle with vision disturbances without 

being identified, assessed or helped (Mwakyusa, Katunzi & Shilio, 2017).  

Most Tanzanian primary and secondary school teachers are educated at teacher 

colleges. The curricula proclaim that teachers should be able to handle learners with different 

learning needs. Research indicates that teachers in general lack such competence and that 

teachers’ general working conditions inhibit following up each child (Miles, Westbrook & 

Croft, 2018; Tungaraza, 2014; Westbrook & Croft 2015). Out of Tanzania’s almost 200.000 
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primary school teachers (Po-RALG, 2020), only 2179 teachers are qualified as SN teachers 

(MoEST, 2017). In general, teachers and other stakeholders show low awareness pertaining to 

impairments or sensory problems that complicate learning (Mnyanyi, 2009; Possi & Milinga 

2017; Tungaraza, 2014; 2018). Rugambwa and Thomas (2013) also found that teachers tend to 

conceptualise disability as only physical impairments, and in effect categorize learners who lag 

behind as “slow” learners. They also argue that teachers need additional training to ensure 

realisation of IE.  

As the only governmental teacher college that offers SNE at Higher Diploma level in 

Tanzania, Patandi Teachers’ College of Special Needs Education has offered education for in-

service teachers since 1996 (Possi & Milinga, 2017). The college adheres to the national 

curriculum for special education that is decreed by MoEST, and answers to MoEST in 

everything they do, from budgets to teaching activities. The tutors are mostly former teachers 

with a BA degree and specialised competencies in the three tiers of SNE, and accordingly the 

college divides the teaching into three departments: Intellectual Impairment and Autism, 

Hearing Impairment, and Vision Impairment and Deaf-Blind. In 2018, MoEST initiated a new 

programme for pre-service student teachers at Patandi, due to the need for more SNE teachers. 

The college has the capacity of accommodating above 500 students, and with the new teacher 

training programme, the college is close to that target. Teachers who have been trained at 

Patandi mostly work in SN schools or -units across the country (Tungaraza, 2014), and the 

authorities are responsible for relevant job assignment.  

3. Literature review and theoretical framework  

Our analytical perspective draws on several recourses, the first of which are studies of 

contextual factors related to capacity building and reforms aiming at enhancing inclusive 

education in Sub-Saharan setting. Capacity development means transformation that empower 

individuals, leaders, organizations and societies (UNDP, 2009). With this being a cornerstone 

in international development, still many development projects involving capacity building and 

technology transfer fail, according to the literary review by Lavagnon and Donelly (2017). 

Certain contextual conditions appear as important for capacity-building development projects; 

structural conditions (legislation, capacity in contextual institutions), institutional conditions, 

and project management. This also relates to the educational sector (Nkosana, 2013; Tabulawa, 

2009).  
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Ideas of learner-centred pedagogy, the underlying constructivist theories, and IE are 

examples of global ideas that spread across countries, often through global donors. Tanzanian 

education policies and reforms are also informed by such ideas (Damiani, Elder & Oswago, 

2021). Researchers point out how local contexts may complicate education reforms. Local 

culture and practices, economy and political-structural framework can challenge 

implementation of educational reforms (Vavrus & Bartlett, 2013). According to Schweisfurth 

(2011), challenges for implementing a learner-centred pedagogy in Sub-Saharan Africa include 

timing challenges, lack of material and human resources, in particular competencies in teacher 

training. Further, she points at cultural assumptions of authority, obedience and power relations 

between external donors, national stakeholders, and local actors as a barrier to reform. 

Curriculum theory highlights possible gaps between the ideological level of society down to 

the actual practice in classrooms (Goodlad, 1979). Such gaps may complicate implementation 

processes.  

 Damiani et.al (2021) find few studies of the practical sides of implementing IE in 

African contexts. Existing studies, however, report barriers to IE to include inadequate 

infrastructure, lack of resources, and learning materials, attitudinal barriers, lack of teachers’ 

training and capacities due to the topic missing in teacher education (Braun 2022, Mkumbo 

2008, Possi & Milinga 2017, Tungaraza 2014, Westbrook & Croft 2015). Analyses of learner-

centred reforms in Sub-Saharan countries also point to an incompatibility between western–

infused ideas of learners and learning, and the local cultural approaches (Nkosana 2013; 

Vavrus, Bartlett & Salema, 2013). Braun (2022) studies national stakeholders, and points to 

negative attitudes, limited knowledge, together with scarce resources and lack of materials in 

local markets, among factors preventing IE.  

Florian (2019) regards teacher education as crucial for securing IE, but points to 

challenges regarding differing perspectives on inclusive practises and the content of teacher 

training. The blurred relationship between inclusive and special needs education has 

implications for teacher training. Teacher education programs aimed at separate groups of 

learners may in fact prove to be a barrier to inclusion, as they reinforce teachers’ identities 

regarding who they are qualified to teach (Miles, Westbrook & Croft, 2018; Westbrook & 

Croft, 2015).  This analysis pertains to the Tanzanian system, where a dual track system of 

mainstream and special education has been developed. This makes it relevant to regard the 

possible barriers related to this structural arrangement when analysing the possibilities for 

enhancing capacity building for inclusion and learner centred teaching.  
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From education policy research, we know that spread of innovations, such as new 

policies and curricula, may take the shape of translations and adjustments in the local contexts, 

where local stakeholders include new elements in their ongoing practices (Ball et.al., 2012). 

The context in which innovations are implemented need attention from policy makers and 

researchers. Schools have differing capacities, potentials, and limitations to incorporate new 

ideas or policies, and thus we need to pay attention to the context to appreciate the 

implementation process. Stakeholders on school level may be regarded as “street level 

bureaucrats” who must exercise discretion in dealing with complex situations (Lipsky, 2010).  

To develop a tool for studying the potentials and barriers of upscaling the capacity 

building process and potentials for upscaling, we will build upon a framework for studies of 

reforms as transformative processes coined by Christensen and Lægreid (2002; 2013). This 

provides a contextual understanding of the limitations and possibilities for reforming education 

through capacity building in teacher education. Christensen and Lægreid (2002; 2013) argue 

that public reforms are not characterized by simple adjustment but must be regarded as 

transformative processes where ideas and concepts are redefined through contextual factors. 

This meso-level approach combines an organizational and contextual perspective. Reform 

programmes, like the one introduced through SecEd, are filtered, interpreted and modified by 

a combination of the national political - administrative history, culture, traditions and 

governance style on the one hand, and on the other hand the national polity features and 

structures that provide constraints and opportunities for actions. The compatibility of reform 

ideas with national contextual factors effects the actual changes that may take place, and the 

implications of the reforms implemented can be varied and ambiguous (Christensen & 

Lægreid, 2002).  The compatibility of reform ideas with national contextual factors effects the 

actual changes that may take place, and the implications of the reforms can be varied and 

ambiguous.  

By contexts is meant the circumstances, environment, background, or settings which 

affects, constrains, specifies, or clarifies the meaning of an event (Christensen & Lægreid, 

2013). Based on Pollitt (2008), four context variables are singled out: Type of task, time, scale, 

and direction. Tasks regards the history of the jurisdiction, the nature of tasks and the principles 

for division of tasks. The time variable embrace different cultural attitudes as well as long- and 

short-term perspectives and disruptions. Scale has to do with the scope of reform – if it is 

narrow or wide, and whether it is international, national, local, or sectorial. Direction regards 

factors that may further or hinder the suggested changes, and the compatibility of ideas with 
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the contextual values. There is a dynamic relationship between the different contextual factors, 

and they may reinforce each other (Christensen & Lægreid, 2002).  

The SecEd project represents capacity building based on international research about 

vision and learning problems. The chosen perspective questions a supposition that international 

norms may be spread through isomorphic diffusion with convergence as a result.  According 

to Christensen and Lægreid (2013), the degree of compatibility between reform ideas and the 

embedded values of the national culture, decides the outcome. The polity, government form 

and formal decision-making structure affect the capacity to realize reforms. Hierarchical 

structures may give clear goals and commands form top-down, as in our case. However, actors 

also work on the reform ideas and put their mark on them throughout the implementation 

process. (Christensen & Lægreid, 2013). Thus, contextual variables also enable actors to 

transform new ideas to fit the needs and frames of their tasks. Innovations are adjusted to local 

contexts according to capacities, preferences, and understandings of people in their contexts. 

In this study, we regard Tanzanian educational values and the hierarchical structure of the 

education system as contextual factors influencing on possibilities for reforming teacher 

education and spreading new knowledge to the school.  

4. Methodology  

This study emerges from a four-year project involving multi- disciplinary staff in Norway and 

Tanzania. The authors of this article are social scientists who were responsible for documenting 

the process and analysing the contextual factors for implementation and upscaling of the project 

results.  As such we have been both involved participants and observers.  

With a social-constructivist perspective (Burr, 2015), we search for local stakeholders’ 

perspectives with a critical stance towards taken-for granted knowledge, aiming to document 

local reception and responses to the project initiatives, local perspectives on potential scaling 

up and further application value of the new knowledge. The study can be characterised as 

abductive (Rinehart, 2020) as it seeks to develop categories and analytical arguments arising 

from the local perspectives and practices. Abduction involves immersion over time, together 

with a backwards mapping. Arguments come from data analysis over four years and discussing 

them against other research, theory, and participants.  

Data were collected during 2017-20 and embrace observations, field conversations and 

individual and focus group interviews with core stakeholders. In addition, we have collected 

survey data from local communities and course participants, and analyzed policy documents, 
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reports and statistics. This methodological triangulation ensures validity in the research. 

Further, interviews were repeated, and information updated regularly with key informants. 

Long-term research engagement is important in establishing the trustworthiness of the data, 

focusing on criteria such as credibility and transferability (Lorelli et.al., 2017). Further, 

systematic analysis contributes to avoid subjective discretion or unexpected events in the 

research process. 

The document material includes publicly available documents concerning strategies, 

programmes and statistics for primary education, teacher education, IE and SNE, and were 

collected through a snowballing process, and with the aid of partner representatives. 

Documents were examined for content, with the intention to understand the educational 

strategies and organisational context relevant to the project. Qualitative, semi-

structured interviews were, with one exception, carried out in English to minimize problems of 

translation. The respondents are a strategic selection of managers and involved tutors from the 

college, primary school teachers and leaders who took part in the project activities. Informants 

also include leaders of the special education units in the two involved ministries, and 

stakeholders on local administrative levels. College tutors and students participated in group 

discussions. Data also arises from reflection notes from CPD participants regarding experience 

with course contents, as well as suggestions for implementation and scaling up of the new 

knowledge. The same participants were surveyed again after two years to probe their 

experiences with practising the knowledge in their daily work.  

Data were coded in several steps individually and collectively by team members to 

secure intersubjective understanding. Open individual coding was followed by team-based 

discussions and re-coding according to core themes. A specialized coding based on the 

theoretical framework was then carried out. Preliminary results have been reported and 

discussed with peers throughout the project period, with the intention to increase credibility 

(Lorelli, Norris, White & Moules, 2017).  

The study has been prepared according to approval by Norwegian Social Science Data 

Services (NSD) and the National Committee for Research Ethics in the Social Sciences and the 

Humanities’ (NESH) ethical guidelines. The duty of confidentiality is guaranteed by the safe 

storage of notes and audio recordings. Most interviews have been recorded, according to 

informed consent and ethical clearance. Recordings were stored off-line and deleted once the 

research was completed. The names of informants have been anonymized to prevent 

recognition. 
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5. Analysis  

Tasks 

The specific history and the nature of the jurisdiction`s tasks make a difference when it comes 

to understanding the outcome of a reform process (Christensen & Lægreid, 2013; Pollitt et al., 

2004). The level of autonomy and control, the division and coordination of tasks and 

responsibilities as well as the historical-institutional context are considered crucial factors, 

along with cultural elements related to the political institutional system and the cultural 

compatibility of tasks.  

The new competence brought forth by SecEd were implemented into an existing 

hierarchical structure. The partner college is the only government teacher training college for 

special needs teachers with specialised skills to teach children diagnosed according to the three 

official categories of impairment. This reflects the categories used in the special education 

system, with special classes, units or schools dedicated to the same categories. The position of 

the college in the field of SNE is unique, and the tutors can be considered national experts who 

are called to contribute when the national education authorities are initiating changes in SN 

curricula or syllabi. The college is, however, not autonomous, but directly governed from the 

national educational authorities. The tutors are civil servants, employed by the state. Tasks are 

directed by national authorities, and tutors have a duty to carry out relevant tasks on behalf of 

the government, involving reporting back to authorities. For the project participants at the 

college, their primary role is to carry out their obligations in line with MoEST instructions. This 

top-down organisation may complicate the efficiency of project implementation. A previous 

Patandi leader said about starting a project:  

 In our country is from top to down... it is hard if not people are very committed…  it 

takes many months to get permit. Sometimes mentality… sometimes bureaucracy.  

The restricted possibilities to initiate new practises from below, to meet the full 

ambitions of the SecEd project were met by efforts to formally anchor the project amongst 

relevant government stakeholders, through an MOU and dialogue with national and regional 

education authorities in collaboration with the local partner. This governmental support 

facilitated a commitment and enthusiasm for the project at college level. Delivery of a better 

and modernized teacher education was a clear target for the college. In a post-project 

perspective, the college principal summarised the process like this:  
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First, the SecEd collaboration has capacitated our staff. Several masters and two PhDs 

have been supported. Secondly, Patandi got support for teaching and learning material 

(...) Thirdly, it has given a new methodology for identifying children with vision 

disturbances. We had some methods from before, to work with the totally blind. But 

now we also have methods regarding vision disturbances, which make us understand 

more about vision. Fourthly, the project partnership has widened the scope of awareness 

of vision disturbances. There is a broader understanding of the issue of children`s vision 

disturbances. (…) It has changed the Patandi college. Not all is visible, that you can see 

with your eyes, but the change is there. The college reputation is growing. The working 

team is strong. Instead of depending on other experts, we have our own now.  

Strengthened interdisciplinary collaboration, across the categories of impairments 

reflected in the curricula, policies, and the education sector, appears as an important result. 

Several tutors and leaders stressed it as an important outcome that the project activities brought 

them together in cross-departmental alliances. Under the current leadership, this growing 

tendency towards collaboration continues, with cross-departmental committees and daily staff 

meetings, providing arenas for exchange of ideas across the specialities.  On an individual 

level, tutors also reported increased confidence in their classroom activities, as well as 

increased openness to see impairments as interrelated. According to college staff and leaders, 

the project strengthened the expert status of the staff, and provided participation in curricular 

changes in line with the national strategy of IE (MoEST, 2017). It is possible to argue that the 

project - initiated processes changed the college as an organisation and increased the 

competence amongst staff.  

An aim of the SecEd project was to try out models for spreading knowledge on vision 

disturbances from teacher education to teaching staff in mainstream classrooms. The local 

project groups engaged discussions and planning for upscaling efforts, to reach out with new 

understandings of vision problems to improve the situation for learners with vision 

disturbances in mainstream classrooms. Participation from schoolteachers and school-leaders 

in the CPD was to ensure this. However, we find that that there are important challenges to 

succeeding with such efforts related to task, and particularly linked to the dual-track 

organization of the educational system. The special needs education can be described as a 

separate silo in the education sector, with specialized units and schools, teacher training as well 

as governmental structures (Helgesen, Heldal, Ludvigsen, Vågenes, 2020). The college 
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principal underlined the primary task of the college being: …providing special needs education 

to teachers, so that they can go and support children with special needs in school. 

This structure may shape teachers’ professional identification as qualified only to 

teach a specific group of children, and not others (Florian, 2019). Thus, it is necessary to regard 

the challenges related to capacity building amongst SN teacher education and SN education 

specialists as a measure to increase the understanding of vision problems in ordinary 

classrooms.  The overall focus of the college's Department of Vision Impairment is still on 

methods for teaching blind and low vision students, as this is stated in the national 

curriculum and instructions from the Ministry. The professional training primarily leads to 

positions within the SN educational system.  

To reach out with more learner centred knowledge and methods regarding learning 

problems may be enhanced by anchoring it amongst leaders in the educational sector. To 

succeed, however, demands changing mindsets, as illustrated in this staff members’ group 

interview quote: 

Respondent 1: The challenge is there, you know, because it is something new, you 

know, to let someone understand something new, it is somehow difficult. That is why 

we are thinking on using some leaders to get informed, so that they can influence others 

down the stream there. (…) Mindset. The attitude. Yeah. Attitude. Because as […] is 

saying even the leaders…their mindset towards individuals with different learning 

needs, is very negative (…) They just think that vision is all about deaf…ah…blindness, 

or low vision. Only that.  

Respondent 2: The leaders, we thought the leaders should get informed first so that they 

will give us permission to work with their teachers. And even time. Because we are 

using their time. 

The potential to change the mindset towards an awareness for learning difficulties in ordinary 

classrooms may seem limited, considering both the top-down governing and the silo- 

organization of the education system. Training teachers for special units and -schools, answers 

to the need for teachers with this capacity, but the silo-organisation can be a barrier for 

increasing teachers’ capacity for dealing with learners with a range of learning problems and 

impairments in mainstream classrooms. 

The continuity of capacity building both at college level and in the educational system 

may be hindered by another barrier that has to do with the national practice of assigning public 
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employees like college tutors and schoolteachers to workstations according to the authorities’ 

priorities. Amongst the 21 college tutors who completed the CPD-course, several have been 

assigned to other institutions. This dispersal of specialist capacity can be regarded as a loss to 

the institution where the capacity building took place, but, on the other hand, it may be regarded 

as a gain for the broader educational system if the capacity can be utilized and spread in the 

new institutional setting. Our data indicate that so far, most of the reassigned staff are not 

positioned to directly use their newly acquired competencies in their new jobs.  

Time 

The time variable embrace different cultural attitudes as well as long- and short- term 

perspectives and disruptions. We will here primarily regard the structural elements of timing 

and stress the timing of the introduction and development of the external project in relation to 

ongoing educational reforms in general, and in special needs teacher education and special 

needs education specifically. We also regard the regulation of time embedded in the regulation 

of work tasks that may limit the possibilities for initiatives of actors in the educational system 

studied here.  

According to all the interviewees at the college, the SecEd project came at the right 

time. The college staff had capacity to engage in project activities, as student number in the 

current In-service program was below capacity, and another donor-induced project was 

concluded. The ministry as well as the college leadership embraced the project and underlined 

the good timing. A local coordinator and later a local project committee was established, taking 

care of the day- to day-activities as well as plans for upscaling. The project gave two tutors the 

chance to start a PhD and six CDP participants completed masters’ degrees within the field of 

vision in education. The principal argued that this capacity building was of high value to 

support their activities. Training of tutors to inform and perform interventions in local schools 

could strengthen the college’s role in community support.  

The college participated in two other Norwegian partner capacity building projects 

during the SecEd project period. Parallel projects could potentially have challenged the staff 

regarding time and attention. Our tutor informants, however, pointed out that the projects to a 

large extent reinforced each other. The projects matched by adding resources in the form of 

technology and competencies to all three specialities. Thus, the projects jointly pushed for a 

synergetic development of the institution in a direction desired both by staff and authorities.  
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The establishment of a new pre-service teacher training program took place during the 

project period, initiated by the MoEST. This added to the teaching activities and provided a 

platform for trying out the newly acquired knowledge on vision through the curriculum. The 

college tutors` role as national experts in the SNE field opened up for introducing the new 

vision-knowledge for pre- service students specializing in vision impairment. The principal of 

the college was specific that this was a chance for the college to bolster their expert role and 

relate directly to the MoEST / Tanzania Institute of Education.  

Time as a variable is relevant also regarding the attempts for upscaling of the capacity 

building program. Time as a resource was regarded a challenge to spreading competencies on 

vision problems among schoolteachers, and CPD students saw the time factor as a crucial 

barrier to further implementation, together with lack of material resources and societal 

awareness (Vågenes, Ludvigsen & Mniyani, 2023). Tanzanian teachers’ work is strictly 

structured by demands inherent in the syllabi and curricula. One of the participating teachers 

formulated it this way:  

According to our syllabus we do not have enough time …of even teaching, even 

describing to others to understand about this. (…) You know we teacher`s time to 

collaborate is an issue, everyone is busy with the routine work. 

Teachers’ schedules challenge the intentions of scaling up the awareness of vision and vision 

disturbances. Their limited time and massive workload, together with lack of resources in 

general may severely curtail the efforts to spread the awareness, and this calls for the attention 

of the national authorities.  

Scale 

Scale has to do with the scope of the reform program. We analyse here the implementation and 

possible upscaling of an externally initiated, time limited project, with the ambition to 

strengthening competence concerning specific sensory disturbances. The means were 

pedagogical and technological innovations, whilst the scale was limited to the single national 

teacher training college for special needs and two partnering local schools.  

Regarding scale, the partner college must be regarded a strategically important partner, 

as a main actor in Tanzanian special needs’ education. This is illustrated by one of our 

informants, a director in Ministry of Educations, Science and Technology: 
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You know there are three key areas of impairment at Patandi which are actually… they 

produce resource persons in those three areas. That is visual, intellectual and hearing 

impairment. 

The ministry regards this teachers’ college as a key to developing seminars for teachers to 

strengthen the capabilities for Inclusive Education. More than half of the college tutors from 

all departments completed the CPD course in Vision for reading and learning. A few local 

school headmasters and teachers took part in the two CPDs. The college established structures 

to accommodate the project. A project-funded local coordinator position had day to day 

responsibility for the project at the college. A local project group of 10 tutors was established, 

with the intention to secure sustainability in the project and coordinate activities and outreach 

programmes.  

The wider scope of the SecEd Project was to contribute to improving education by 

enhancing teacher competencies on learning problems related to sensory difficulties, in 

particular vision. During the project period, efforts were made to try out outreach and upscaling 

insights on vision problems to the mainstream classrooms and teachers. A model for diffusion 

of knowledge on vision disturbances to local schools was tried out, wherein CPD students 

taught teaching staff about vision and vision disturbances in a half-day course. In both schools 

the short course was well received. The participants were asked to reflect upon the potential of 

the new insights and for their perception of children in their classrooms. In both schools the 

short course was well received, and teachers reported increased awareness on learning 

problems gained from the course. According to the responsible college tutors, the short courses 

showed potential to stimulate critical reflection, develop informed professional practices and 

possible identification of children who need referral to specialist assessment. Focus group 

participants expressed a clear ambition to continue short courses, as a way “to continue 

spreading the knowledge”. Initiatives towards national and local education authorities were 

made to extend this practice, but with little success. Other options for scaling up were discussed 

in focus groups. One CPD participant tutor reflected this way: 

We can use different methods, for example, one of the ways in which we started 

by…putting… some thematic of vision disturbances in the curriculum. But still, this 

curriculum will be only for special schools. Where… a few numbers of learners are 

already identified and have been placed there. So, we can also incorporate the thematic 

in the general curriculum also. So that, at least every teacher who graduates from 

teacher education are having clues on how they can identify, and how they can make 
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reference, and how they can help these learners. But, for those who are at work already, 

we can also see on how we can give the knowledge to them. 

To reach out to teachers across the country, familiar low-cost measures like distance learning 

and cascading models were regarded by tutors as means to spread knowledge and awareness 

on vision disturbances to teachers. Other efforts were also made to continue and enhance the 

capacity building into the school system. Together with project researchers, the local 

coordinator and key staff members met with national and local education authorities to inform 

about the project and discuss models for upscaling the capacity building. Central government 

officials pointed to the challenges of scale to reach out to schools and communities with 

competence and awareness on the needs of learners: 

And here in the country we have about 16.000 primary schools for example. So, you 

have to have teachers trained in special needs, in all these schools. About 250.000 

teachers at primary school level. 

The new pre-service training programme must be seen in light of this, and the college principal 

answered in the following way to a question concerning the motifs behind the programme:  

The reason behind this is to prepare more teachers. The authorities have realized that 

there is a shortage. There is a demand in communities and schools, and children need 

to be taken care of. The government has decided to extend the colleges on this 

background, there is a need for many more teachers. This is due to the awareness of the 

needs.  

The tutors who completed the CPD engaged in implementing elements in the curricula of SN 

teacher training. Some elements were incorporated in 2019 as an add-on for the approximately 

40-50 students who are specialising to become teacher for vision impaired. Further, a minor 

portion of the knowledge is added to the compulsory course called Inclusive Education, that 

introduces all the categories of impairments. Following these additions, students who finished 

diploma in 2020, with a specialisation in vision impairment, should be capable of detecting a 

range of vison dysfunctions and carrying out vision training. According to one of the tutors, 

“the students are now able to screen for vision disturbances, and even to train or stimulate 

vision of children”.  Still, the challenge of scale will restrict the potential for profound changes, 

as the number of candidates is limited, and most schools will not have access to such 

competence. 
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Direction  

Direction is a variable that regards factors that may further or hinder the suggested changes, 

and the compatibility of ideas with the contextual values (Christensen & Lægreid, 2013). The 

project introduced knowledge on vision problems amongst children that may influence learning 

for college tutors and some primary school staff and leaders. To what extent do the project’s 

core ideas correspond with the direction of relevant political ambitions and measures?  

The competence building was seen a welcomed chance for individual career promotion, 

but also an important factor in the overall strengthening of the college and its position, and for 

the quality of teacher education and education in general. Key stakeholders at government, 

district, and college level, stressed that the project goals and measures were well in line with 

national education policy ambitions and the aims and purposes of the college activities. 

Through the MOU and partnership, both national authorities and local actors at college level 

have approved of the key elements of the pedagogical and technological innovations involved 

in SecEd.  

The national policies aim at strengthening teacher education through new curriculum 

and prolonged training. Tanzania has endorsed international agreements and IE has been 

defined to be the norm for learners with disabilities. Several measures have recently been taken 

to enforce educational inclusion, but obstacles relate to enhancing awareness and 

competencies. The director of MoEST SN unit said about the national policies for IE and 

teacher qualifications:  

So, we don’t just want to go to the inclusive in the sense of Salamanca, that is every 

child has to be in a school, in his neighbourhood… Very difficult, because the 

challenges are quite different…parents, even the backgrounds of the parents, 

families…you know, they are not similar. Diversity in this kind of things sometimes it 

requires some kind of… actually… having everything that is required.  

It is clearly a long way to go for a country like Tanzania to accomplish its plan for IE. 

When asked about the commitment from the government to press for this goal another of the 

staff in the SN unit in the Ministry filled in concerning national strategies, illustrating 

Tanzanian authorities’ commitment and search for contextual solutions:   

…the professor asked about the commitment of the government to achieve inclusive 

education. And, I have to say that the commitment is there, because we complying to 
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the universal right for learning. So, we are also trying to see what…what… fits in the 

context of Tanzania from the universal right for learning. 

The objectives of the SecEd project have been considered by various stakeholders as 

potentially supporting the core policy ideas related to inclusive education. Upscaling the 

learner- centred knowledge and methods on vision problems may, however, be hindered by the 

divided tasks between the SN educational silo and the mainstream educational system, as well 

as the traditional learning methods, lack of time and teacher career patterns. Stakeholders did, 

however, point to the potential of increased awareness on learning problems in general and 

vision disturbances specifically, as an important contribution in line with central educational 

policies.  

6. Discussion 

Our material shows that task, timing, scale and direction of the SecEd project gave room and 

opportunity for strengthening competence among the staff at the college. The national 

authorities’ scenario is for more SN teachers to reach all the schools of the country. It is 

essential that the new competencies come in timely when Tanzania is moving towards IE. The 

timing was good as the college had capacity to engage in the project and it was important with 

reference to the national strategy and policies for inclusive education, which in the case of 

Tanzania, in fact implies an emphasis on special needs educated teachers. The MoEST 

representatives confirms the authorities’ commitment to universal education, to have every 

child in school. With reference to the direction involved in the project, we contend that the 

new competencies cohere with this.  

It is crucial that the implementation of the new competencies coincided with the 

implementation of a new SN teacher-education programme. This renewed investment in SN 

teacher training by the national education authorities can be interpreted as connected to the 

simultaneous activities and capacity building taking place through three externally funded 

projects in the college. Development of curriculum for the new programme opened for 

implementing elements from the CPD through the role of college tutors acting as expert 

advisers in the process. The new competencies are additions to the more conventional curricula 

thematic, and clearly more directed towards teaching IE.  Knowledge on vision disturbances 

may contribute to teacher-awareness of learning problems. In other words, the nature of the 

task provides significant opportunity for scaling up the relevant capacity. This naturally 



 Vibeke Vågenes, Kari Ludvigsen, & Arne Jacob Melting

 

 
AJOTE Vol.12 No.1 (2023), 70-94   88 

 

depends on continued support from the national authorities and general awareness of the 

importance of teachers.  

The major leap, however, remains, the implementation of this competence in 

mainstream teacher education. Implementing knowledge of learning problems and sensory 

disturbances in mainstream teacher education curricula produces the potential to unleash an 

increased awareness among teachers who will be placed in ordinary schools around the 

country. IE builds on a learner-centred perspective. Our findings, in line with other researchers, 

show that teachers are under pressure in a top-down governed system. This system does not 

necessarily provide room for individual reflections and awareness of learners’ needs. Teachers 

are first line support for children who for some reason struggle to learn, but the teacher-student 

ratio and crowded classrooms (Mnyianyi, 2009; Possi & Mlinga, 2017; Schweisfurth, 2011; 

Tungaraza, 2014; Vavrus & Bartlett, 2013) represent obstacles for seeing each child. 

Sustainable scaling up the new competences on vision and learning is, according to our study, 

connected to anchoring elements of the competences in the mainstream teacher training. The 

current national policies have aimed to educate more SN teachers to support the policy for IE 

(MoEST, 2017b). This strategy may, however, be based on training into separate categories of 

disability, and not necessarily support the overarching strategies of inclusion (Tungaraza 2018; 

13). Concerning structural barriers and challenges to the enactment of the new knowledge and 

further scaling up, the most obvious is the dual-track organization of the field of education. 

Special needs education and mainstream education are managed by separate units at all 

authority levels and can be described as two silos, where SN schools or units are separate from 

ordinary classes and SN teacher education is separate from ordinary teacher education. In 

teacher education challenges relating to the dual track system is enhanced by the policy to 

strengthen the realisation of IE, especially because mainstream teachers in general lack 

capacity to handle learners with special needs and learning difficulties (Mgeni, 2020; 

Mnyianyi, 2009; Rugambwa & Thomas, 2013; Tugaraza, 2014; 2018; Westbrook & Croft, 

2015).  This teaching structure may thus function as a barrier to increasing the teaching staff 

with capacity for dealing with learning problems and impairments and affect the scope of the 

upscaling efforts. Curricula and specialization of SN teachers are structured by the categories 

of impairments. Tasks, direction, and scope of the capacity building efforts are factors that are 

mainly connected to what we see as the special needs silo. Further, it is important that local 

culture of top-down management and control systems, lack of teachers’ autonomy and time to 

follow up children who struggle to learn, are acknowledged as barriers that must be dealt with 
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if the new competences on vision and learning, and even inclusive education, is to be enacted 

in the schools of Tanzania.  

7. Conclusion 

This analysis point to the role of contextual variables of task, timing, scale, and direction in 

implementing and upscaling new competence on learning problems in teacher education and 

schools in Tanzania. Findings show potential embedded in capacity building on vision 

problems for increasing awareness on learning problems amongst teachers, teacher educators, 

educational leaders, and authorities. The CPD and other capacity building measures enhanced 

empowerment and professionalization of SN teacher educators. Tanzanian teacher college staff 

showed strong commitment and thorough knowledge of the system of SNE and put dedicated 

efforts into securing the implementation of the project, but this was within a task-structure and 

political-administrative system that may limit local stakeholder initiatives. One striking 

paradox is that teacher education for inclusive education so far has been defined as teacher 

training for special needs. We argue that the national authorities must be further acquainted 

with the new competences and see its relevance and potentials for mainstream school and 

teacher education. In other words, it remains a challenge to move from scaling-up the 

competences to mainstreaming the competences in schools around the country, by means of a 

strengthened teacher education, and teachers’ awareness of what causes learning difficulties. 

This will take time and resources and must be initiated by the cross-sectoral, national 

authoritative organs.  

The final comment concerns the relevance of this study. This study regards specific 

contextual factors in Tanzania but has a wider relevance. Competence on vision disturbances 

as a barrier for learning is limited in many contexts and may hinder realisation of SDG4.  
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