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

rural areas of Colombia, the Escuela Nueva (EN) approach has been used to 

successfully educate children since its inception in the 1970s. Its design also has 

elements which have the potential to deliver inclusive education for children with 

disabilities: children learn in multigrade classes at their own pace, working in groups 

through the provision of self-instructional learner guides. The role of the teacher is that 

of facilitator, freeing up time for those who need more support and using formative 

assessment methods to assess children’s progress. However, there has been no research 

on children’s views on how it addresses their needs. Using visual participatory methods, 

this study explored the views of 26 rural Colombian children with disabilities on their 

understanding of disability and difference, and the ways in which EN addressed their 

needs. The findings suggested that there were many elements of the EN approach that 

children liked and supported their learning, but that the design of the model could not 

overcome all barriers that children with disabilities faced. Children’s understanding of 

difference focused upon skin tone rather than disability, gender or socio-economic 

status. This demonstrated that when researching the topic of disability, it is imperative 

that one gains a deep, rich understanding of not only the ways in which disability and 

difference are understood, but also the ways in which intersecting aspects of the context 

impact upon children. 
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Introduction 

 

Colombia is one of the many countries in the global South committed to provide inclusive and 

equitable quality education for all children by 2030 (Sustainable Development Goal 4), 

including those with disabilities, who are acknowledged as the most excluded or marginalized 

children (UNESCO, 2015). However, while there are global agreements on the principle of 

inclusive education as something to be pursued (e.g. UN, 2006), its meaning and nature are 

contested (Norwich, 2014).  Furthermore, a growing body of literature has questioned the 

relevance and application of current models which have been generated in the global North and 
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subsequently exported to southern contexts (Armstrong, et al., 2011; Kamenopoulou, 2020). It 

is argued that these models do not account for difference in lived realities, cultures and contexts 

of countries and communities in the global South (Grech, 2011; Singal & Muthukrishna, 2014). 

To better understand the realities that children with disabilities face, privileging their voices re-

introduces minority perspectives into research production in order to change the ‘colonizing, 

medicalising and pathologizing tendencies’ of research which is usually expert-led (Tuhiwai-

Smith, 1999:234). Nind (2014:2,12) uses the umbrella term ‘inclusive research’ to describe 

research that is conducted ‘with, by or sometimes for those [being researched] … and in 

contrast to research on them’. Drawing on childhood studies literature and shaped by the UN 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations,1989), this includes children, who are 

considered competent social actors with the capacity to shape their own lives and those of their 

community (Percy-Smith, 2011).  However, the views of children with disabilities are rarely 

sought by researchers or policy makers, due to the perceived complexity of conducting research 

with them (Wickenden & Elphick, 2016; Ibrahim, 2022).  

 

Challenging this trend, the past decade has seen an increasing body of participatory research, 

which has foregrounded the views of children with disabilities in the global South. In this, 

children have described some of the practical and emotional issues that need to be addressed 

to enable them to be included. Physical access to school buildings is of particular concern to 

children with physical and sensory disabilities. They describe a lack of transport, inaccessible 

surfaces and a lack of ramps or toilet facilities (in India, Mahbub, 2008; in Ghana, Singal et al., 

2015), as well as resources and technology for children with hearing and visual difficulties (in 

Zimbabwe, Musengi & Chireshe, 2012; in Ghana, Gregorius, 2016).  Having school friends is 

of central importance to children (in Uganda, Bannink et al., 2016; in Chile, Eguiguren et al., 

2020), while many children experience bullying (in Chile, Villalobos et al., 2014; in Nigeria, 

Brydges & Mkandawire, 2016; in Vanuatu, Jenkin et al., 2017). However, there are also 

contrasting examples, in which teachers and peers have consistently supported those with 

disabilities to access learning materials (in India, Mahbub, 2008; in Chile, Albornoz et al., 

2015; in Ghana, Gregorius, 2016) and to move around the school (in Vietnam, Ngo et al., 2013).  

However, support from peers and teachers is not systematic, and some children felt 

embarrassed to ask, fearing that this made them stand out (in India, Singh & Ghai, 2009; in 

Nigeria, Brydges & Mkandawire, 2016). Thus, the evidence suggests that children are 

advocating for not only practical and physical access to learning, but also for models of 

education that support their social and emotional needs. 

 

While there are some common themes, it is also important to recognise the heterogeneity of 

children’s experiences. For example, the views of children with physical and sensory 

disabilities are well represented, while there is less work focusing on children with intellectual, 

communication and behavioural difficulties (Wickenden & Elphick, 2016; Ibrahim et al., 

2022). Moreover, children’s understanding of their disability differs, and is influenced by 

cultural understandings and attitudes. For example, in Colombia, Figueroa (2011) noted that 
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children characterised disability as an illness that resulted in not performing at the same level 

as others. Furthermore, intersections such as gender, poverty and location have an influence. 

For example, research with girls with disabilities in Vietnam suggests that they faced additional 

barriers to schooling (Nguyen et al., 2014), while in Iran, a study reports that girls living in 

rural areas may have less access to education (Don et al., 2015). The impact of poverty meant 

that children in Vietnam reported having to leave school to work or support the family (Ngo et 

al., 2013; Nguyen et al., 2015).  Thus, research with children with disabilities needs to capture 

nuanced accounts of children’s understandings and lived experiences to better understand the 

factors that impact upon them. 

 

 

The Colombian context  

 

Colombian children with disabilities have had the right to an education since 1991, when the 

country committed to providing education for all (Law 12, Colombian Congress, 1991). There 

was a concerted focus upon increasing access for children with disabilities in regular schools 

after the ratification of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with 

Disabilities (UNCRPD) in 2009, and this resulted in legislation that gives all children aged 5 

to15 the right to a free inclusive education and individual support planning (Ministry of 

Education (MEN) 2013, 2017). However, it is estimated that only 43.2% of children with 

disabilities attend school (Correa and Castro, 2015), and of those who do attend, less than two 

thirds complete their education (63%) compared with 91% of their non-disabled peers (OECD, 

2016). While little is known about the learning outcomes of children with disabilities, it is 

apparent that the outcomes of all children are greatly affected by the intersections of their 

wealth, gender and location. Colombia is ranked as one of the 10 most unequal countries in the 

world (OECD, 2016), and despite a decline in rural poverty in the past decade, 

multidimensional poverty was still more than twice as high for rural Colombians in 2017, when 

compared to those in urban areas (Radinger et al., 2018). Rural poor boys and girls have much 

lower outcomes than their urban equivalents, and there is a general trend of underachievement 

of boys in Latin America, in which they are less likely to complete primary school than girls 

(Murphy-Graham et al., 2021).   

 

Researchers who have explored why rural children in Colombia have poorer academic 

outcomes than their urban counterparts have identified several factors. These include a 

combination of rural poverty, rural school infrastructure, the effects of 50 years of conflict and 

the intersection of race (Gómez et al., 2021). Afro-Colombians and indigenous people represent 

11% and 3% of the population respectively, and are more likely to live in remote, rural areas 

(DANE, 2018).  Despite this, structural racism has received little attention and the experiences 

of many communities in Latin America have been historically erased through the nation-

building concept of ‘mestizaje’ (mixture) (Wade, 2005; Moreno-Figueroa and Saldívar, 2016).  

Within this concept, there exists a ‘graduated scale of colour and prestige’ (Nascimento, 
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2007:17), where people with lighter skin are more likely to be wealthy and receive more 

education.  Despite these large disparities, research on inclusive education in Colombia remains 

limited (Kamenopoulou, 2018), and this is particularly the case with regards to the 

intersectional dimensions (Moreno et al., 2022). 

 

 

Escuela Nueva 

 

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

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

developed by Colombian educators in the 1970s. Subsequently adopted in many rural areas, it 

currently accounts for 8% of all children enrolled in primary education in Colombia (OECD, 

2016:136). Considered a good example of ‘what works’ in rural southern contexts by 

international organisations such as UNESCO and the World Bank (Foundation Escuela Nueva 

(FEN), 2017), research on the learning outcomes and measures of self-esteem of children in 

EN schools has consistently demonstrated that EN children outperform children who attend 

non-EN schools (Psacharopoulos et al., 1993; Hincapié, 2015; Hammler, 2017). Furthermore, 

the EN methods appear to have a positive impact on the peaceful social interaction of children 

(Forero et al., 2006). However, there appears to be no research that has examined how a model 

which aims to address the local Colombian context addresses the needs of children with 

disabilities.  

 

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

support the education of children with disabilities. Learner diversity is welcomed by design, in 

which learning at one’s own pace is encouraged to accommodate children who need to miss 

schooling or enter late due to the demands of the agricultural calendar (Colbert & Arboleda, 

2016). In addition, the EN model embraces the use of multigrade classes with children of all 

ages (FEN, 2017). Promoting heterogenous learning, encourages the understanding that 

‘difference’ is not something that only applies to learners with disabilities, but rather is part of 

any community at different ages and stages of development (Howgego et al., 2014). Peer 

learning is a central feature of the model, and children work together through structured 

learning guides, which provide active learning activities. This ensures that all children have 

access to help from their peers and there is a strong focus upon learning to live together 

peacefully (convivencia), which includes a friendship mail board where children can send each 

other positive messages. With children working in groups, the role of the teacher is that of 

facilitator, freeing up time for those who need more support, who guides and assesses their 

progress using formative assessment methods. 

 

Despite its success, there are notable gaps in the EN literature. There are few accounts of 

children and teacher experiences of learning in EN classrooms and where the views of both 

have been sought (Benveniste & McEwan 2000; Forero et al., 2006) this is through large-scale 
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survey methods, which limit the nuance one can capture of the classroom experience. 

Qualitative research by Hammler (2017) who used semi-structured interviews with a smaller 

sample of teachers, and Suárez et al. (2015) who interviewed three teachers, focused on 

adherence to the implementation of the model, thus leaving a gap in terms of capturing the 

perspectives of teachers or children on how children’s needs are being addressed. Most 

pertinent to this study, is that there has been no prior research that explores both EN and 

disability, the way in which the needs of children with disabilities are addressed in the 

classroom or children’s views on this. Consequently, the objective of the research was to 

explore the perspectives of children of disabilities on how the EN model addressed their needs. 

 

 

Fieldwork, data and participatory visual methods   

 

The research was conducted as part of a doctoral study focusing on how the needs of children 

with disabilities were understood and addressed in Colombian EN schools. Using a multi-site 

case study design, I spent nine months conducting fieldwork with five rural primary schools 

(schools A-E). The schools had adopted the EN model in 2016, with support from Foundation 

Escuela Nueva. The Foundation was established in 1987 by Vicky Colbert, who is the ex-

Director of a former Government programme to implement the Escuela Nueva model across 

Colombia (Colbert & Arboleda, 2016). Now a social enterprise, FEN trains and supports 

regions and schools in their adoption of the model.  

 

To contextualise the experiences of children with disabilities with the views of their classmates, 

I conducted individual and groupwork with all children over the age of seven, i.e. 53 children 

in total. With limited access to diagnostic services in rural areas of Colombia (Moreno-

Angarita, 2010) and issues of underreporting of disability in countries of the global South 

(Mont, 2007; Cappa et al., 2015), I used the Washington group child functioning module 

questions (for children aged 5-17 years) with teachers (see Sprunt et al., 2017) to identify 29 

with disabilities out of a school population of 101.  Of the 29 children with disabilities, 26 were 

over 7 years old. Their moderate difficulties were mainly related to aspects of their learning 

(15), concentration (15) and remembering (11). Other difficulties included behaviour (9), self-

care (6), coping with change, making friends (5), anxiety (3) and seeing (3). One child had a 

difficulty with walking and another with hearing.  

 

Utilising a multi-method approach, children were given the option to participate in four 

different activities: photovoice, drawing, diversity photo discussions and a ‘visual voice 

interview’ on who helps when they are stuck. Table 1 outlines the activity choices children 

made. 
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Table 1: Activity choices of children aged 7-11 years  

Activity 

 

No. of children 

who chose 

activity 

Photovoice Drawing Diversity photo 

discussions 

Visual voice 

interview 

Total no. of 

children 

n = 53 

45 35 42 40 

No. of children 

with disabilities 

n = 26 

22 8 23 19 

 

In the case of photovoice (Wang and Burris, 1997) children took photographs of ‘what helps 

me learn, what does not help me learn’. Following an individual interview in which they 

discussed what was in the photo and how it helped them learn (or not), children worked together 

to generate group themes for their photos and, in the case of two schools, created an action plan 

to address the issues they raised. In the drawing activity, children were asked to draw three 

things: something about their family, what they most liked or did not like about school, what 

they wanted to be when they grew up, and finally, anything else they thought was very 

important to them. In the diversity photo sorting task, six groups of 6-8 children were given 

photos of Colombian children that represented different aspects of diversity (race, gender, 

disability, socio-economic status), and asked to put the photos together in groups that they 

considered were the same. However, while analysis of the photovoice, drawing and diversity 

discussions provided an overview of the themes that shaped children’s learning, I lacked insight 

into the moments when they found school-work difficult. Consequently, to explore children’s 

experiences of being stuck, and who they thought helped them in those moments, I created a 

‘visual voice interview’ template that explored three aspects:  

 

• In which subject were they most likely to have experienced being stuck? 

• Who would they talk to (if at all) if they were stuck? 

• How did their peers, teacher and parents typically react when they were stuck? 

 

To support children to express their emotions, the template included an emotions face chart for 

them to point to. The template acted as an interview guide and children chose whether to draw, 

or whether they wanted an adult to draw, as the discussion progressed. 

 

Data Analysis 

 

All activities and interviews were audio recorded, and children’s own verbal descriptions of 

their photos, drawings and group discussions formed the basis of the analysis (see Angell et al., 
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2015). I transcribed the audio recordings of all child sessions in Spanish and translated these 

into English. Thematic coding was used to analyse the audio data, based upon an inductive 

approach. Using Atlas.ti, the analysis process involved the iterative development of themes 

through two cycles of coding (Miles et al., 2014). 

 

Ethical considerations   

 

Seeking informed consent from children brought distinctive ethical challenges, ensuring that 

all, including those with disabilities, understood their participation was voluntary and they were 

free to withdraw at any time. Furthermore, without addressing the relations of 

power/knowledge between not only myself as adult and the children, but also that of a white 

researcher from the global North conducting research in a country of the global South, my 

research risked reproducing the same imbalances that I sought to challenge (Spivak, 1985). To 

address this, my first action was to identify a methodological framework, participatory design 

and methods (i.e., photovoice, drawing, group discussions, child-led theme generation and 

action planning) which aimed to minimise the negative effects of power on the participants and 

to privilege their views. To ensure children understood their participation was voluntary, I 

introduced myself to the children using a pre-prepared visual poster to explain my reason for 

being in the schools, with an outline of the activities I was offering and the importance of 

consent and confidentiality. Children then had all day to talk to me and add their names to a 

large method menu poster, opting to do any combination of photovoice, drawing, individual 

interview or group photo sorting, with an additional column for their suggestions. During the 

activities I was vigilant as to whether a child was giving assent, on an ongoing basis, based 

upon their body language and non-verbal responses (Cocks, 2007), and some children opted in 

for activities once they saw them in progress. Following the British Educational Research 

Association guidelines, data was kept confidential and ethical approval was given by the 

University of Cambridge, Foundation Escuela Nueva and the Director of the schools. Children 

chose their own pseudonyms and their individual permission to audio record data was requested 

in each activity, before being destroyed post-transcription.  

 

Findings  

 

Escuela Nueva and inclusive education 

 

The responses of children with disabilities suggested that learning in an EN classroom was a 

broadly positive experience. However, nuanced accounts also suggested that one cannot 

assume that the different facets of the model include all children at all times. 

 

Peer groups can support learning but are not a panacea 

 

The importance of friendships and peer support was a consistent theme in all schools, and the 
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majority of children (36/40) who took part in the ‘when I’m stuck’ interview said they received 

some level of help from their peers. The EN model promotes working together in groups, and 

a culture of supporting one another was clear in all schools. Kira described preferring to ask 

her friends: 

 

Kira (9-year-old girl, School A): … I don’t really ask the teacher. I would start with 

asking my friends, and maybe the teacher later. 

Julia: Why is this?  

Kira: Because I have more confidence in my friends, and I am with them all the time, 

whereas the teacher is with the rest of the class…in my 4th grade group I am really good 

at multiplications, but the others are better at divisions, so we work it out between 

ourselves. 

 

Similarly, learning in a multigrade class meant that some children with disabilities had the 

opportunity to help their younger classmates: 

 

Malefica (7-year-old girl with learning and behaviour difficulties, School B): … the 

teacher helps us, and the other children help me, and we can help teach the younger 

children so they can do things, and this makes me happy. 

 

Nairo (10-year-old boy with diagnosed learning difficulty, School E): I like this year 

best – I’m the oldest and I have the responsibility to help others. 

 

However, children’s accounts suggested that those with disabilities had more mixed 

experiences of receiving help than those of their non-disabled peers. Summarised in Table 2 

below, a comparison of the accounts of children with and without disabilities suggested that 

the latter were more likely to report only positive experiences of receiving help from their 

peers, whereas the former had more mixed experiences. Reasons given included teasing on 

occasions, but also, that other children did not necessarily have the time required to attend to a 

child who was struggling, when they had to complete their own work.   

 

Table 2: Children’s views on whether their peers helped them learn 

Child’s 

response 

Children 

help me 

 Children sometimes help  Children don’t help 

   Some help, 

some tease 

Some help, 

some don’t 

have time 

 I am 

ashamed 

Children 

tease 

Children 

don’t 

help 

Non-disabled 

children 

n = 21/40 

 

18 

  

2 

 

1 

    

Children with         
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disabilities 

n = 19/40 

8  5 2 2 1 1 

Totals 

 

26  7 3 

 

 2 1 1 

 

 

Thus, there were various examples of positive support from peers, such as the following quote: 

 

Katerine (7-year-old girl with a self-care difficulty and low attendance, describing a 

photo she took of her friend): He is my best friend and always helps me when something 

is difficult for me. 

 

However, there were also children who had mixed experiences, and those who were too 

embarrassed to ask for help from anyone: 

  

Batman (9-year-old boy with learning and social difficulties, School B): Some help and 

some make fun of you, if you can’t do things. 

 

Julia: What do the other children say when you are stuck? 

Falcao (7-yr-old boy with concentration difficulties, School E):  They don’t know…I 

don’t tell them, I tell no-one. 

 

Problematising the notion of peer support being a positive thing at all times, children’s 

responses challenge the assumption that by placing peers together on a table and asking them 

to work together necessarily results in positive peer support and learning. 

 

 

Learning materials and social relationships 

 

All children were very positive about the role of learning materials in helping them learn. These 

included the EN learning guides, with positive comments about the content, pictures and 

activities. However, while most children with disabilities were positive about the guides, they 

were considered less useful by four of the children who struggled with reading. For example: 

 

Alex (10-year-old boy with learning difficulty, School C):  The guides don’t help me 

because I find it hard to read.  I don’t like reading … writing doesn’t help me because 

I get really tired very quickly.  

 

A further issue mentioned by the child with a diagnosis of cognitive deficit was that he disliked 

having to share his guide with another boy in his grade. Rather than promoting positive peer 

relationships, he found it stressful to share and frequently argued with the other boy. Similar to 

the issues regarding the role of peers in the EN model, this emphasises that for the learning 
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materials to be inclusive of all children, there needs to be emphasis on not only ensuring 

children can access the learning content, but also on negotiating the social relationships that 

active, group-based learning entails.   

 

 

Going at your own pace vs losing the year 

 

Flexible promotion and a child going at their own pace, underpin the EN approach and have 

the potential to support children with disabilities. However, a consequence is that if children 

do not make enough progress, the state school system requires them to repeat the year – known 

colloquially as ‘losing the year’ [perdiendo el año]. Children in EN classrooms sit with grade-

based peers, and therefore their immediate group may change from one year to the next.  

Children (including those who had and had not repeated the year) saw repeating as a negative 

experience; something to be avoided and used as a threat by parents and teachers to try and 

motivate children to work harder: 

 

Dulce (7-year-old girl with learning, behaviour and anxiety difficulties, School A): The 

teacher helps me a lot, because she knows that I have to pass and that I cannot lose the 

year, and that I have to go to the next classroom (junior class). 

Julia: And what happens if you lose the year?  

Dulce: My Mum would hit me.  

Julia: Actually hit you or say she was going to hit you? 

Dulce: Yes, it’s because she doesn’t want me to lose the year.  

 

Mauricio (11-year-old boy, School C): Losing the year would be a bad thing to say to 

your parents.  When my achievement is good, they are happy, and if it is bad, well then, 

they are sad, but it’s not like they get angry and say something like ‘you will lose the 

year!’. 

 

The tensions that this causes for children were illustrated in the case of two sisters in School D 

who lived two hours away from their school and whose attendance was poor. Interviews with 

the sisters revealed they were anxious about having to repeat a year and claimed that the rain 

often made the river impossible for the horse to pass. One of the sisters described her anxiety: 

 

Julia: Do teachers help? 

Florecita (11-year-old girl with self-care, learning & behaviour difficulties and low 

attendance School D): When I can’t do it, they say how can I not do it? But also how 

to do it. 

Julia: So does the teacher tell you off?  
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Florecita: Sometimes, for example, that I can’t do it and gain a better score. And today 

the teacher said you don’t come every day and they say we are losing the year - and I 

feel bad about that.  

 

Thus, while allowing a child to learn at their own pace supports the inclusion of children, 

implementing this within a wider state system that requires a child to pass the year is a constant 

pressure for them.  

 

 

Understandings of disability and the role of intersections 

 

Children’s participation in the research highlighted the importance of understanding not only 

their view on EN but also the wider contextual factors which influence their experiences.  For 

example, while my research focused on disability, it quickly became apparent that children’s 

knowledge of disability was very limited and not the most salient aspect of difference to them. 

Very few reported being familiar with the word ‘disability’ [discapacidad], but instead used 

words like ‘the poor little ill children’ [enfermitos] and ‘special children’ [niños especiales].  

When asked to expand on what they meant by the term special this included forms of othering 

based on a medical model of disability, in which the ‘problem’ is located within the individual 

rather than the wider environment: 

 

Child 1 (10 years old): It is when the genes or the mother and father come together and 

they end up like that – they are not normal like us, rather they are special. 

 

Child 2 (9 years old): Like they are born and they only have one arm. 

Child 3 (8 years old): Or their mother smokes and then they affect the shape of their 

body, and they get born like… 

Child 2 (9 years old): With illnesses. 

Child 3 (8 years old): Without noses; they have big hands. 

 

No child referred to themselves as having a disability – including the one child who knew he 

had a diagnosis. There were, however, 10 children who referred to having difficulties with their 

learning which they described in terms of not being able to do what other children could do.  

For example: 

 

Malefica (7-year-old girl with learning and behaviour difficulties, School B):  There are 

children like me, like Cielo, we don’t know how to read, and we find it hard. 

Julia: So why is it some children can read, and others can’t? 

Malefica: It’s because we don’t understand the words because of the letters, so it’s hard 

to read. 
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Furthermore, of the ten children who had mentioned they had these difficulties, seven 

considered themselves as responsible for not achieving at the level of their peers. This reflected 

a pattern that I noticed, where children who were identified as having disabilities frequently 

blamed themselves for their difficulties, giving examples of their own lack of skill or effort, 

again, reflecting the medical model of disability: 

 

Ironman (9-year-old boy with self-care difficulties, School B): I wasn’t very much a 

companiable person, I was solitary, and neither on the other hand did I do my homework. 

 

Nairo (10-year-old boy with diagnosed learning difficulties, School E): It is that I don't 

pay attention to the things.  I’ve always been like this; I don't know why.   

Julia: So, do you mean you think that it is your own fault that this happens? 

Nairo: Yes.  

 

However, in contrast, the most positive example of a child’s self-esteem regarding their 

learning difficulties was that of Gato, an 11-year-old boy with difficulties in reading and 

writing. As a result of slow progress, Gato had repeated two years of schooling. Consequently, 

he was in the same grade as his younger brother, Juancho. However, rather than considering 

himself less able than his brother, he was both aware that he learned differently to others and 

positive about this:  

 

Gato: (my brother and I) learn differently, like, erm, we do things differently, but we 

learn at the same level. 

 

However, the most salient aspect of difference for the children appeared to be a child’s skin 

tone, rather than differences in learning. Despite the diversity photo sorting task representing 

male and female children with various disabilities, different socio-economic backgrounds and 

race, the most consistent intersection of difference that children used to group the photos was 

skin tone. In contrast, only two groups used disability or poverty as a category of difference 

and no children grouped the pictures by gender. During the discussions that pertained to skin 

tone, children’s comments reflected the view that having darker skin was perceived as less 

positive than lighter skin. In one group, some of the children were laughing at the pictures of 

the Afro-Colombian children, and when I asked someone to explain to me what made them 

laugh, a 10-year-old boy explained that his peers were showing a ‘lack of respect’ and shared 

the joke that the others were referring to.  He explained how children were ‘morenitos’, which 

is a polite term for dark-skinned: 

 

10-year-old boy, School B:  They are ‘morenitos’ and I don’t want to be annoying, but 

people say they wash themselves with mud. So here my friend is morenito (points to 

friend of same ethnicity but darker skin), but I am not saying that he washes with mud. 

He’s my friend and it doesn’t matter to me if he was born, he was born…  
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9-year-old boy: White. 

10-year-old boy:  … or black, equally he is my friend – he is a child. 

 

Furthermore, when comparing photos of the Afro-Colombian children and those with the 

lightest skin colour, two children in another group who had separated the pictures into groups 

according to skin colour described how those with lighter skin were more beautiful and had 

better prospects due to wealth: 

 

Julia: And the lives of children who have lighter skin (points to pictures of lighter 

skinned Colombian children), are you saying their lives will be different to these (points 

to pictures of Afro-Colombian) children? 

Girl: Yes, they (points to pictures of children with lighter skin) are beautiful, because 

they are whiter. 

Boy: They will have nice houses with a hot shower. 

 

Interestingly, when they discussed the grouped photos of children with a darker skin tone, they 

did not appear to differentiate between Afro-Colombian children and indigenous children who 

had darker skin, reflecting the focus upon mestizaje in Colombia.   

 

A further intersection that impacted upon children’s capacity to learn, was their home situation 

and the role that poverty played within this. Most children (36/40) responded with an 

unequivocal, ‘yes’, when asked if parents helped a child when they were stuck, with positive 

examples such as Ariana’s: 

 

Ariana (8-year-old girl with learning difficulties, School B): My mum, she helps me, she 

takes my hand to help me write better. 

 

However, children also provided powerful accounts of the barriers that prevented parents from 

supporting them in their homework tasks.  For example, two children with disabilities said that 

their parents could not help them with their homework, because they themselves could not read.  

 

Julia: So, who helps you in the house when you have homework? 

Cielo (7-year-old girl with learning and social difficulties, School B): My family. 

Sometimes my mum doesn’t know how, so then my dad helps. He knows everything 

and my mum doesn’t know so much. 

 

Batman (11-year-old boy with learning and social difficulties, School B): I have to ask 

for help – like my mum and dad, but they didn’t study, so I have to ask a friend.  

Julia: So your Mum and Dad can’t read? 

Batman: No. 
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Children also gave accounts of the impact of poverty in some families. Two girls with a 

disability described not having pencils at home to complete their homework. When I explored 

this further with Girl 1, she disclosed that this resulted from a lack of money and her father 

spending that money on alcohol: 

 

Girl (7-year-old girl with learning and behaviour difficulties):  My Father goes down to 

town to buy me a pencil, but sometimes he doesn’t buy it. 

Julia: Why is that? 

Girl: Sometimes because he doesn’t have the money, and I don’t do (my homework). 

Julia: So you said sometimes he can’t buy them for a reason – is it because the shop is 

closed? Or another reason? 

Girl: Because he sometimes drinks a lot, and goes up to (local town) and he drinks, and 

carries on drinking and carries on until we have no money. 

 

These nuanced accounts of children’s understanding of the ways in which intersections of 

disability, race and poverty are experienced, emphasise that it is essential that all intersecting 

aspects of difference within particular local contexts are addressed in both education and 

research. 

 

 

The importance of the natural environment 

 

All children cared about looking after the natural environment, and their themes of ‘natural 

environment’ [naturaleza] included many pictures of the local flora and fauna. Conversations 

about children’s lives revealed that they were very knowledgeable about sowing potatoes, 

milking cows and riding horses. Katerine, who struggled to attend consistently, emphasised the 

central importance of the countryside for her: 

 

Katerine (7-year-old girl with self-care difficulties and low attendance, School D): My 

dad is a farm worker, and my mum looks after trout and sowing for all of the farm. 

Julia: And do you have to work with them? 

Katerine: I help them. I can sow potatoes, clean clothes. I can do everything. 

Julia: And in the future, what would you like to do? Would you want to stay where you 

live or…? 

Katerine: Well, I don’t know yet, but what I love… where I live, I walk outside and I 

feel, I feel (puts arms out wide, inhales and exhales deeply, smiles) oh, my land! [ai, mi 

tierra!] There it is so peaceful, and this is my favourite.  

 

Thus, planning for this child’s inclusion should incorporate her love for the rural environment, 

providing opportunities to build upon her existing knowledge, while at the same time 

addressing the access challenges that living in a remote area brings. In conclusion, to truly 
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include a child in their school community, practitioners and researchers alike need to consider 

the intersections of disability with other factors that are salient in a child’s context. 

 

Discussion 

 

The findings suggested that there were many elements of the EN approach that children liked 

and supported their learning – for example, the emphasis on rural learning, building social 

support into the design, and being given the opportunity to help other younger children as a 

result of the multigrade setting. However, the EN model could not overcome all the barriers 

that children with disabilities faced. As argued in the introduction, EN’s focus upon capitalising 

on the benefits of working collaboratively with others, provides peer support for children with 

identified difficulties in the classroom setting. Similar to the wider literature on children’s 

views (Musengi and Chireshe, 2012; Eguiguren-Istuany & Wood, 2020), my findings 

suggested friendships were of central importance to the children, and identified as one of the 

main elements of school life that they thought helped them learn. However, Srivistava et al. 

(2015) noted that the mere physical presence of students with disabilities in schools or 

classrooms does not automatically lead to positive academic or social outcomes. Similarly, data 

from the children with disabilities suggested that the support of peers and working as a team is 

not always as straightforward or positive as is advocated by EN. Reflecting the experiences of 

children in the wider literature (e.g. Nguyen et al., 2015), children with disabilities had mixed 

experiences of support from their peers. Moreover, support from peers was also dependent on 

children’s own desire or capacity to seek help from others. Thus, while I observed that peer 

support was a strength of the model, my research suggested that to maximise its effectiveness, 

teachers need to be alert to peer conflict, group dynamics and to implement strategies which 

build a cohesive, supportive team culture in the class. In conclusion, while working in a team 

has the potential to be inclusive and foster positive relationships, it should not be considered a 

panacea for addressing the needs of children with disabilities. 

 

Two further aspects of the EN model that appeared inclusive were its focus on a child learning 

at their own pace and the use of formative assessment. However, the findings described the 

tension between this aspect of the EN approach and being located in a wider state system that 

uses summative assessment, as it requires children to be deemed ‘ready’ to pass the year and 

move onto the next grade. Both children and their parents perceived repeating the year as a 

negative life event, and that while EN may advocate learning at one’s own pace, this does not 

concur with the wider messages they received from their parents and teachers or the pressure 

to pass the year. Thus, despite EN advocating children learning at their own pace in EN schools, 

children have, instead, absorbed the normative-based message that it is more important that 

they keep up with others and be ‘good enough’ to pass with them into the next grade. 

Furthermore, the labels and framing of disability and special educational needs, as described 

by teachers, were not key to the way in which children with disabilities perceived their 

difficulties. Instead, the aspect of the system which most highlighted a child’s individual 
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difficulties with learning, was the requirement to pass the year.  Failing to do so was a visible 

marker for their peers, families and the child themselves, that the child’s learning progress 

differed from others, for which they often blamed themselves. The tensions that arise from 

children being required to achieve national standards of achievement, while ensuring equity 

for those who are disadvantaged within a system is a topic of debate at the global level (see for 

example Peters and Oliver, 2009; Kozleski, 2020). Within this specific research context, the 

very real anxieties that children shared about repeating the year, highlight the importance of 

ensuring they have a way of understanding their capacities that emphasise not only the areas in 

which they struggle, but also their areas of strength. Furthermore, faced with a summative 

system that means some might fail the year, teachers should aim to reassure children that, 

regardless of external requirements to pass the year, their best efforts are all that the teachers 

require. 

 

In addition to insights into the EN model, findings highlighted the importance of exploring 

children’s understanding of disability and difference, with regards to intersections. Rather than 

disability, the most salient difference to the children was that of skin tone. Children’s attention 

to detail regarding differences in skin tone between the photographed children reflected this 

‘pigmentocracy’: a term coined by a Chilean anthropologist Alejandro Lipschutz in 1944 to 

refer to inequalities or hierarchies based on both ethno-racial categories, such as indigenous 

and black, and a skin colour continuum. With skin colour as their main focus, common 

signifiers of disability, such as a child using a wheelchair, or a child with a visual impairment 

who was receiving support from an adult, were ignored and all group discussions, at some 

point, involved a discussion on the gradation of colour of skin tone. Consistent with research 

on inequality and wealth in Colombia, the children in my research correctly identified that the 

lightest skin-coloured children in the photographs were more likely to be wealthy in Colombia, 

and the Afro-Colombian children were more likely to be living in poverty and considered less 

beautiful (Wade, 2019). Thus, in considering how to ensure children with disabilities are 

included by their peers in this context, it would be essential to recognise not only their learning 

needs, but also the issue of race. This reaffirms how an intersectional approach to disability is 

essential to ensure children’s individual needs are met in a given context. 

 

Finally, the use of visual participatory tools, supported children with learning and 

communication difficulties to express their views. This emphasizes that children with a range 

of impairments can participate in research, and it is our role as researchers to find ways that 

make that possible for them. However, one limitation of the research was the extent to which I 

could adopt an emancipatory approach. A delay in finding a suitable translator and transport 

issues towards the end of the fieldwork reduced my capacity to involve children in the research 

design at the beginning and to subsequently co-create action plans and dissemination with more 

than two schools. Thus, not only should methods be accessible, but researchers need to be 

allowed extra time to address the practicalities of accessing rural schools with limited transport 

links. A further limitation for the findings was that the needs of the children with disabilities 
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who took part were classed as moderate, based upon the Washington group categories.  Had 

the needs of children been much more complex, I consider it likely that the findings might have 

been different.   

 

Conclusion 

 

This article explored children’s experiences of learning in rural Colombian EN schools, with a 

focus upon the ways in which the EN model addresses the needs of children with disabilities.  

The findings showed that there were many elements of the EN approach that children liked and 

supported their learning, but that the design of the model could not overcome all barriers that 

children with disabilities faced. Children’s understanding of difference focused upon skin tone 

rather than disability, gender or socio-economic status. This demonstrated that when 

researching the topic of disability, it is imperative that researchers begin their research by 

gaining a deep, rich understanding of the ways in which disability and difference are 

understood by children, Furthermore, acknowledging that a child’s disability is just one lens 

through which to explore their experiences, disability research is made richer by exploring the 

ways in which intersecting aspects of the context impact upon children with disabilities.  
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