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Abstract

Inclusive education (IE) for learners with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) has become a
major policy priority. However, its meaning in everyday school and community contexts
remains unevenly understood among different stakeholders. This participatory qualita-
tive study examined how teachers, parents/caregivers, and neighbors conceptualized IE
for learners with ASD in three urban public primary schools in Dar es Salaam, Tanza-
nia. Data were collected from 30 participants using participant-generated photographs,
photo-elicitation discussions, and follow-up unstructured interviews. Photographs and
participants’ narratives were analyzed together as a single photovoice dataset using re-
flexive thematic analysis. Findings indicated that participants generally supported IE in
principle but negotiated its implementation through conditions related to learner ability,
school capacity, safety, educational expectations, and responsibility for support. Partic-
ipants prioritized practical outcomes over academic success; they valued togetherness,
physical presence, and teacher-led responsibility while giving comparatively less attention
to broader rights-based dimensions of IE. Parents and neighbors emphasized belonging
and acceptance, whereas teachers emphasized feasibility, specialist support, and practical
implementation constraints. The study introduces the concept of conditional inclusion
to describe a form of support that extends beyond placement decisions by showing how
inclusion is negotiated through local assumptions about learner ability, school capacity,
safety, educational expectations, and responsibility for support. These findings suggest that
locally grounded community engagement is essential for adapting IE policies and practices
for learners with ASD in comparable low-resource urban contexts.

Keywords: inclusive education; autism spectrum disorder; photovoice; community
perspectives; Tanzania; conditional inclusion

1. Introduction

Inclusive education (IE) has become a global priority, reflecting the commitment
to ensuring that all learners, including those with disabilities, have equitable access to
meaningful education. This commitment is reflected in Sustainable Development Goal 4,
which calls for inclusive, equitable, quality education and lifelong learning opportunities
for all by 2030. Contemporary understandings of IE extend beyond the physical placement
of learners in mainstream classrooms. Instead, inclusion is increasingly understood as
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the removal of barriers to learners’ presence, participation, achievement, and belonging
within education systems (Ainscow, 2020; Slee, 2018). From this perspective, schools are
expected to recognize learner diversity, adapt teaching and support, and create conditions
that enable all learners to participate meaningfully in learning.

Although these principles apply to all learners with disabilities, they present particular
challenges for learners with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). For learners with ASD, many
barriers arise not only from the school environment itself but also from how autism is
understood and interpreted by teachers, families, peers, and communities. Consequently,
successful inclusion depends not only on access to mainstream classrooms but also on the
social and educational responses that shape learners’ everyday participation. Autism is
associated with differences in social communication, sensory processing, and behavioral
flexibility, which may influence how learners experience classroom routines, peer relation-
ships, sensory environments, and instructional demands (Soto-Icaza et al., 2025). Many
of these differences are not immediately visible, making learners with ASD particularly
vulnerable to misunderstandings, sensory overload, stigma, and expectations that may not
reflect their individual support needs. Consequently, learners with ASD may be physically
present in school while remaining socially, academically, or institutionally excluded from
meaningful participation. Conversely, when teachers, families, peers, and communities
understand autism and respond appropriately, they can create supportive environments
that strengthen participation, acceptance, and belonging, even in settings with limited
educational resources (McMaughan et al., 2024; Pellicano et al., 2018; Petersson-Bloom &
Holmgvist, 2022).

These issues are particularly salient in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs),
where commitments to IE frequently coexist with overcrowded classrooms, limited teacher
preparation, inadequate learning resources, and scarce specialist support (Ahmed et al.,
2022; Genovesi et al., 2022). Consequently, the implementation of IE is shaped not only
by policy commitments but also by school capacity, cultural understandings of disability,
family expectations, and broader community contexts. In Tanzania, these constraints have
contributed to an educational system in which learners with disabilities are increasingly
enrolled in mainstream schools, and specialized support is frequently organized through
special education units. Although this organizational arrangement expands access to school-
ing, it may also create uncertainty regarding how responsibility for inclusion should be
shared between mainstream teachers and special-unit teachers. Understanding this school
structure is therefore essential for interpreting how different stakeholders conceptualize IE
for learners with ASD.

1.1. Inclusive Education in Tanzania

Tanzania provides an important context for examining IE for learners with ASD
because it has made substantial policy commitments to educational inclusion through both
international and national frameworks. These include the United Nations Convention
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD), the Persons with Disabilities Act
No. 9 of 2010, the Education and Training Policy, and the National Strategy for Inclusive
Education 2021 /22-2025/26 (Ministry of Education and Vocational Training, 2014; Ministry
of Education, Science and Technology, 2021; United Republic of Tanzania, 2010; United
Nations, 2006). Collectively, these frameworks promote equitable access to education,
participation, non-discrimination, and appropriate support for learners with disabilities,
including those with ASD.

Despite these formal policy commitments, the implementation of IE at the school
level remains uneven. In many Tanzanian primary schools, learners with disabilities are
enrolled in mainstream schools while specialized support is provided through special
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education units or separate classes. This arrangement is intended to facilitate access to
education while providing specialist expertise to learners who require additional support.
However, it may also reinforce the perception that responsibility for learners with ASD rests
primarily with special-unit teachers rather than being shared among mainstream teachers,
school leaders, families, and other members of the school community. Furthermore, many
mainstream teachers report limited preparation for addressing the social communication,
sensory, and behavioral needs associated with ASD.

School experiences are also shaped by the wider community’s understanding of
disability. Within Tanzanian communities, autistic behaviors may be interpreted through
moral, spiritual, cultural, or biomedical perspectives, and these interpretations influence
whether learners with ASD are accepted, expected to learn, and included in everyday
school activities. Consequently, IE for learners with ASD cannot be understood solely
as the implementation of educational policy or classroom practice. Rather, it is a social
process negotiated among teachers, parents, families, neighbors, school leaders, and other
members of the wider community. Understanding how these actors conceptualize inclusion
is therefore essential for explaining how IE is enacted in everyday practice.

1.2. Contextual Understanding of Inclusive Education for Learners with ASD

Inclusive education for learners with ASD is not a fixed state but a negotiated process.
Previous research has shown that IE is a contested and context-dependent concept. Across
different settings, inclusion may be understood as placement in mainstream classrooms,
disability-specific support, responsiveness to learner diversity, or broader school and
community transformations (Krischler et al., 2019). Although rights-based approaches
emphasize removing barriers to participation and achievement, in practice, IE is often
reduced to the physical integration of learners with disabilities into mainstream schools
(Haug, 2017; Spandagou, 2025).

Research on learners with ASD further shows that IE should be assessed through broader
outcomes than academic achievement. For learners with ASD, meaningful inclusion may
involve social participation, communication, emotional well-being, independence, peer ac-
ceptance, and future opportunities (Pellicano et al., 2018). Studies from both high-income
and Global South contexts suggest that IE can support these outcomes when schools provide
teacher training, individualized support, peer acceptance, community awareness, and inclu-
sive school cultures (Barrios et al., 2024; El-Salahi et al., 2023; Genovesi et al., 2022; Horgan
et al., 2023; Minuk et al., 2024; Ntalindwa et al., 2021; Olsson & Nilholm, 2023; Simén et al.,
2023; Walton & Engelbrecht, 2024). Families also value IE for its support of confidence, social
development, and long-term independence (Simon et al., 2023; Yang et al., 2024).

Responsibility for including learners with ASD also remains unclear. Teachers are
often viewed as central actors in translating policy into classroom practice (Ahmed et al.,
2022; Petersson-Bloom & Holmqvist, 2022; Webster & Roberts, 2022), while families and
communities contribute to advocacy, stigma reduction, and support beyond the classroom
(Genovesi et al., 2022; Singh, 2022). However, little is known about how different actors
understand their responsibilities in everyday practice. Existing studies often examine
teachers or parents separately and give limited attention to the wider community, including
neighbors, despite their roles in shaping stigma, acceptance, and participation in the lives
of people with ASD.

1.3. Theoretical Framework

This study was guided by two theoretical perspectives: the medical model of disability
and the capability approach. The medical model of disability views disability primarily
in relation to individual impairments, functional limitations, and the need for specialized
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intervention or support. In this study, the medical model helped interpret participant expla-
nations that emphasized impairment, severity, specialist support, and separate educational
provision. In contrast, the capability approach, developed by Sen (1999) and further elabo-
rated by Nussbaum (2011), focuses on what individuals are able to do and become within
their social contexts. This approach therefore helped interpret the opportunities, forms
of participation, and valued outcomes that participants associated with IE for learners
with ASD.

Although these perspectives originate from different intellectual traditions and em-
phasize different aspects of disability and inclusion, they were selected because they served
distinct but complementary purposes in this study. Used together, these perspectives en-
abled a more comprehensive understanding of how participants simultaneously expressed
support for learners with ASD while also placing conditions on who could be included,
under what circumstances, and for what purposes.

In this study, these theoretical perspectives were not used to generate codes or themes.
Rather, they were applied after inductive theme development to interpret and contextualize
participants’ understandings of IE for learners with ASD.

1.4. Current Study

Previous research on IE has primarily examined the perspectives of teachers, parents,
or school leaders, demonstrating that knowledge, attitudes, available resources, and insti-
tutional support influence the implementation of IE. However, considerably less attention
has been given to the perspectives of wider community members, particularly neighbors,
despite their important role in learners” everyday lives outside school. Neighbors are part
of the social environments through which learners travel to school, interact with peers, par-
ticipate in community activities, and experience either acceptance or exclusion. Their beliefs
and daily interactions, therefore, influence not only community attitudes toward autism
but also the practical opportunities learners have to participate safely and meaningfully
beyond the classroom.

Furthermore, relatively little is known about how different stakeholder groups collec-
tively understand IE for learners with ASD within contexts where mainstream classrooms
and special units coexist. Existing research has often focused on whether stakeholders
support inclusion, with less attention to how they define inclusion, where they believe
learners with ASD should be educated, who they perceive as responsible for inclusion,
and how these understandings influence educational practice. To address these gaps, this
study uses photovoice within a multiple-case study design to explore how teachers, par-
ents/caregivers, and neighbors understand IE for learners with ASD in Tanzanian public
primary schools. It investigates how IE is defined, who is considered eligible for inclusion,
how responsibility is distributed, which aspects of inclusion are prioritized, and what
outcomes are associated with it. Addressing these questions is particularly important in
contexts such as Tanzania, where policy aspirations, school structures, and community
experiences interact to shape everyday implementation. The following research questions
guided this analysis:

RQ1: How do community members conceptualize inclusive education for learners
with ASD?

RQ2: How do teachers, parents/caregivers, and neighbors converge or diverge in their
understanding of IE for learners with ASD?
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2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Research Approach and Design

This study used a qualitative, participatory approach with a multiple-case study design
to investigate how IE for learners with ASD is conceptualized within urban Tanzanian
primary school communities. The qualitative approach was appropriate because the study
sought to explore socially negotiated and contextually situated meanings of inclusion
rather than to measure prevalence or test causal relationships (Creswell, 2013). In this
study, teachers, parents/caregivers, and neighbors constituted three distinct cases, while
individual participants within each group served as embedded units of analysis. Consistent
with Yin’s (2018) conceptualization of case study research, cases were defined by the
phenomenon of interest and the analytical boundaries established by the research questions
rather than by geographical location alone. Because the second research question explicitly
sought to examine convergences and divergences across stakeholder groups, these groups
constituted the primary analytical cases. Defining stakeholder groups as cases shaped
the analysis in two ways. First, it enabled an in-depth examination of how each group
understood and interpreted IE for learners with ASD, drawing on their own social positions
and experiences. Second, it facilitated a systematic cross-case comparison to identify areas
of convergence and divergence across teachers, parents/caregivers, and neighbors.

The three participating schools provided the shared contextual setting within which
the cases were situated. The schools were not treated as cases because the study did not
seek to compare school characteristics or implementation differences across schools. Rather,
the analytical focus was on comparing how different stakeholder groups conceptualized IE
while operating within similar urban school-community environments. A multiple-case
study design was therefore appropriate because it allowed both within-case understanding
and cross-case analysis of stakeholder perspectives.

2.2. Participants and Sampling

Participants were recruited from three purposively selected urban public primary
schools in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania. Ten schools were initially approached; six did not
enroll learners with ASD in their schools, one declined to participate due to a conflicting
data collection schedule, and three met the specific study criteria: they were urban public
primary schools in Dar es Salaam, had learners with ASD enrolled, had mainstream
and special-unit provisions, granted permission to participate, and allowed for sustained
fieldwork. Because the participating schools already enrolled learners with ASD and
maintained both mainstream and special-unit provisions, they may represent contexts in
which IE practices were relatively more developed than in schools without such provisions.

The final sample comprised 30 participants. At the three participating schools, eight
teachers were invited, and six agreed to participate (two declined due to time constraints).
Nine parents/caregivers of learners with ASD were approached; six agreed to participate,
and three declined. For each participating family, between two and four neighbors were
invited, aiming to include individuals with varying levels of interaction with the learner;
eighteen neighbors ultimately participated. A neighbor was defined as an adult residing in
the same neighborhood as the participating family or school, with frequent, occasional, or
indirect interaction with the learner, family, or school. Neighbors were identified through
participating families, who were asked to suggest adult community members with varying
degrees of contact. To reduce the likelihood of recruiting only highly supportive community
members, families were encouraged to identify neighbors with different levels of familiarity,
interaction, and engagement with the learner and family.

The unequal group sizes reflected the study’s aim of capturing diversity within the
broader community category rather than achieving numerical equivalence across groups.
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Neighbors differed in their levels of contact with learners with ASD and their familiarity
with ASD and IE; therefore, a larger neighbor group helped capture a wider range of
community perspectives. Although the larger neighbor group may have broadened the
range of community perspectives represented in the dataset, the analysis focused on the
meaning, interpretation, and emphasis of themes rather than their prevalence or frequency.
Following inductive theme development, each participant group was examined separately
to understand how the final themes were expressed before comparisons were made across
groups. This analytical approach helped ensure that cross-group comparisons reflected
similarities and differences in interpretation rather than the volume of data contributed by
each group. This imbalance was therefore treated as part of the interpretive design rather
than as a basis for numerical comparison. The sampling characteristics, inclusion criteria,
and recruitment pathways for each participant group are summarized in Table 1.

Table 1. Sampling characteristics and recruitment pathways of study participants.

Participant Group Number Inclusion Criteria Recruitment Strategy
Teachers 6 Special-unit or mainstream teachers with experience Recruited through
teaching or interacting with learners with ASD selected schools
Parents 6 Parents/ caregivers of learners with ASD enrolled in or Contacted through schools
connected to selected schools.
. Adults. r.esn:l.mg in the same nelgh‘t.)orhood as the Recruited through
Neighbors 18 participating family or school with frequent,

. .. . . consenting families
occasional, or indirect interaction.

2.3. Data Collection

Photovoice was the primary data collection method. Participants generated pho-
tographs and discussed the meanings they attached to these images (Wang & Burris, 1997).
Photovoice was particularly suitable for capturing community perspectives on IE for learn-
ers with ASD because it enabled participants to document and reflect on aspects of inclusion
that may remain unspoken during conventional interviews, such as sensory-friendly class-
room arrangements, shared play spaces, domestic routines, and neighbor—child interactions.
The photographs, therefore, provided participant-generated visual representations of their
experiences and understandings of inclusion.

Following the photo discussions, unstructured interviews were conducted to explore
issues that were not fully captured through the photographs or required further clarification.
The two data sources were complementary: photographs encouraged participant-led reflec-
tion and visual storytelling, whereas the interviews provided opportunities to elaborate,
clarify, and contextualize the meanings participants attached to their images.

2.4. Photovoice Process

The photovoice process was implemented in four stages. First, participants attended
orientation sessions in which the research team explained the study aims, ethical expecta-
tions, camera use, and basic photography guidance.

Second, each participant received a disposable camera and was invited to take pho-
tographs over a period of up to two weeks. Participants were encouraged to photograph
places, objects, activities, or situations that reflected their understanding of IE for learners
with ASD. All participants took their own photographs. To support participation, partici-
pants were provided with the researcher’s contact details and encouraged to seek assistance
if they experienced technical difficulties using the camera. Furthermore, during the photo-
taking period, the researcher conducted follow-up visits to monitor participants’ progress,
address any technical issues with camera use, and provide additional guidance as needed.

https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci16071129
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Third, after the photo-taking period, the cameras were collected and the photographs
developed. The researcher then met individually with each participant, either at the school
or at the participant’s home, to conduct photo-elicitation discussions in Swahili. During
these discussions, participants received printed copies of their photographs, selected the
images they considered most meaningful, and explained what each photograph represented.
Discussions followed the SHOWeD technique developed by Wang and Burris (1997): What
do you see? What is happening? How does this relate to our lives or the community?
Why do these issues exist? What can be done about them? (Farquhar & Dobson, 2004).
Unstructured interviews were conducted immediately after the photo discussions to further
explore issues that were not fully represented in the photographs or required additional
explanation. All 30 participants completed both the photo-elicitation discussion and
the follow-up interview. Digital backups of all photographs were securely stored on a
password-protected computer.

Fourth, follow-up sessions were conducted to discuss emerging interpretations, clar-
ify meanings, and confirm whether participants felt that the preliminary interpretations
accurately reflected the intended meanings of their photographs and discussions. These
sessions, therefore, served primarily as member-checking opportunities rather than as an
additional source of analyzed data. The final feedback meeting also provided an oppor-
tunity for the community to disseminate the findings. Policymakers who attended this
meeting were not considered study participants and were therefore excluded from the
thematic analysis. All discussions were audio-recorded with participants’ consent and
lasted approximately 50-80 min. The overall photovoice process is illustrated in Figure 1.

Photovoice Data Collection Process

— R AT TYAYES > R;Cé'::aznt

Identify participants

r s
Document

/ Enroll participants

3 Participant Orientation & t5taka photos
e Photovoice Trainin
through photos l 9 lea::: V:)sthe study

Photovoice
Research Process

Photo Taking

Participants capture

Document ¢ photos related to the
experiences study objectives
through photos Photo-Elicitation

Discussion

Interpret Analyze &
& reflect summarize
i ; Member-Checklng
_’ —
‘[ Participant Reflection ] Drscussnon

Discuss findings

Figure 1. Stages of the photovoice process used in the study.

2.5. Data Analysis

Data analysis followed Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase thematic analysis approach.
Audio recordings from both the photo-elicitation discussions and follow-up interviews
were transcribed verbatim, verified against the recordings, and translated from Swahili
into English. The translations were subsequently checked for accuracy and meaning by the
research team.
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The analysis was primarily inductive. Codes and themes were generated directly
from participants’ discussions and accompanying photovoice materials without imposing
pre-existing theoretical categories. Photographs and participants’ narratives were analyzed
together as a single photovoice dataset. The photographs were not treated as indepen-
dent visual objects for researcher-led image analysis. Rather, analytical attention focused
on the meanings participants attached to their photographs during the photo-elicitation
discussions and interviews. Consequently, coding drew on both the visual content of the
photographs and participants” explanations of what the images represented, why they were
important, and how they related to IE for learners with ASD.

To enhance trustworthiness, an audit trail of coding decisions was maintained, regular
peer debriefings were conducted, and member checking during the follow-up photovoice
sessions was used to confirm the credibility of emerging interpretations and themes. Two
researchers independently familiarized themselves with the transcripts and accompanying
photovoice materials, recorded preliminary ideas through reflexive memos, and developed
initial codes using NVivo 15. Coding was treated as an iterative and interpretive process.
Rather than calculating formal inter-coder reliability or seeking identical coding, the re-
searchers regularly discussed coding decisions, reflected on alternative interpretations, and
revisited the transcripts and photovoice materials to refine the developing codebook and
strengthen the credibility and coherence of the analysis.

Related codes were grouped into initial themes, reviewed against the complete dataset
for coherence, refined, and named in relation to the research questions. Following inductive
theme development, the medical model of disability and the capability approach were
applied as interpretive lenses to contextualize and deepen understanding of the themes
rather than to generate codes or themes. Direct quotations and participant-generated
photographs were subsequently selected because they best illustrated the final themes,
visual content, and participants’ interpretations of those images.

For the second research question, a framework matrix was developed after thematic
analysis to compare teachers, parents/caregivers, and neighbors across the final themes.
The matrix facilitated systematic cross-group comparison by identifying areas of con-
vergence and divergence in how participants conceptualized IE for learners with ASD.
Comparisons focused on similarities and differences in the meanings participants attached
to the themes, the examples they provided, and the emphasis they placed on particular
aspects of inclusive education. These cross-group comparisons informed the interpretation
of stakeholder perspectives presented in the Results.

2.6. Ethical Considerations

Ethical clearance for this study was granted by the Research Ethics Committee of the
Institute of Human Settlement Studies at Ardhi University, Tanzania (reference number
AK.154/327/01). All participants received information about the study’s purpose, the
voluntary nature of participation, their right to withdraw, and how the data and pho-
tographs would be used. Written informed consent was obtained prior to participation,
and the participants received a copy of the consent form for their records. Because the
study used photovoice, particular attention was paid to privacy and ethical issues related
to images. Participants were instructed not to take or submit photographs that showed
identifiable children or other individuals unless appropriate permission had been obtained.
For learners with ASD who appeared in photographs, written parental consent and child
assent, where developmentally appropriate, were obtained in accessible formats with
caregiver support prior to image capture and again before publication. The submitted
manuscript includes only images for which publication permissions have been obtained.
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Where photographs contained potentially identifying details, images were anonymized

through cropping, blurring, or exclusion from publication.

3. Results

3.1. Participant Characteristi

CcS

The demographic characteristics of the 30 participants are summarized in Table 2.

Neighbors constituted the largest participant group (60%, n = 18). Participants had varied

educational backgrounds, including primary (36.7%), secondary (33.3%), and degree-level

qualifications (30.0%). Women comprised the majority of participants (73.3%). These

characteristics provided descriptive context for the range of participants represented in

the study.

Table 2. Participant characteristics (N = 30).

Variable Category Frequency (n) Percentage (%)
Gender Male 8 26.7
Female 22 73.3
Age 25-34 years 6 20.0
35-44 years 14 46.7
45-54 years 6 20.0
55-64 years 3 10.0
65 years and above 1 3.3
Education level Primary 11 36.7
Secondary 10 33.3
Degree 9 30.0
Marital status Married 17 56.7
Not married 8 26.7
Divorced 2 6.7
Widow /Widower 3 10.0
i(;lgtionship to learners with Neighbor 18 60.0
Teacher 6 20.0
Parent/caregivers 6 20.0

Three key themes emerged in relation to RQ1 (Table 3): (1) IE as togetherness, but with

conditional boundaries; (2) IE as functional preparation, with independence as the desired

aim and outcome; and (3) IE as a shared ideal but teacher-led responsibility.

Table 3. Summary of themes, subthemes, descriptions, and illustrative quotations.

Theme

Subthemes

Description

Illustrative Quote

IE as togetherness, but with
conditional boundaries

Inclusion as togetherness

Selective inclusion of learners
with ASD (general suitability)

Conditional or separate
placement (situational decision)

Participants commonly
understood IE as learners with “Children with autism are not
and without disabilities sharing a  separated ...” (P06, Kinondoni)

common space.

Participants generally viewed

learners with ASD as less suited “Autism is difficult . . . inclusion is

to mainstream inclusion than
learners with other forms of

disabilities.

just not a good choice for them.”
(P12, Temeke)

Placement preferences depended  “They should study in their own

on perceived severity, safety
needs, and teacher capacity.

classes because the teachers there are
used to them.” (P02, Ilala)

https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci16071129
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Table 3. Cont.

Theme

Subthemes

Description

Illustrative Quote

IE as functional preparation, with
independence as the desired aim
and outcome

Living, communication, and
self-care skills are perceived as the
aims of IE

Independence as the main
outcome

Behavioral and social adjustment

Participants emphasized practical
life skills, communication, and
self-care over conventional
academic achievement.
Participants viewed
independence in everyday
activities as the principal outcome
of IE.

Participants associated IE with
improved behavior, peer
interaction, social acceptance, and
reduced stigma.

“Their education focuses on living
and communicating ...” (P02,
Kinondoni)

“Now he washes dishes at home.”
(P01, Temeke)

“At first . .. classmates ran away
from him. But now they are used to
him.” (P07, Kinondoni)

IE as a shared ideal, but a
teacher-led responsibility

Special-unit teachers as primary
actors

Parents, government, and
community roles

Limited mainstream-teacher
ownership

Participants viewed special-unit
teachers as the primary
practitioners responsible for
supporting learners with ASD.
Participants also recognized the
roles of families, government, and
the wider community, although
these responsibilities were
described less explicitly.
Participants perceived
mainstream teachers as having a
more limited role because of
insufficient specialist training and

“The people responsible for helping
these children are their unit teachers.”
(P02, Kinondoni)

“Everyone has a responsibility,
including the community,
institutions, and the government.”
(P02, Temeke)

“We are teachers too, but we haven't
gone through training to work with
them.” (P02, Kinondoni)

experience.

3.2. Theme 1: Inclusive Education as Togetherness, but with Conditional Boundaries
3.2.1. Inclusion as Togetherness

Participants commonly understood IE as learners with and without disabilities sharing
the same educational and social environments. Across the discussions, IE was consistently
described as learning, interacting, and participating together rather than educating learners
with ASD separately. Shared spaces such as classrooms, assembly grounds, playgrounds,
homes, and community settings were viewed as important because they enabled learners
with ASD to be present, interact with others, and take part in everyday activities.

Participants repeatedly emphasized that IE meant bringing learners together regard-
less of disability.

One participant described IE as

“children with autism and other children being together in one place and doing things
together, regardless of their condition” (P05, Kinondoni).

Similarly, another participant explained that inclusive education was

“mixed education where students who are not disabled and those with special needs. . . are
taught together,” adding that “children with autism are not separated as if they have
their own school; they are mixed with [non-disabled] children” (P06, Kinondoni).

Another participant reinforced this understanding by stating, “For me it is not about
leaving them alone and not isolating them” (P04, Kinondoni).

Although participants consistently described inclusion as “being together,” their
explanation reflected different dimensions of togetherness. Some emphasized physical co-
presence, referring to learners with and without disabilities occupying the same educational
and community spaces. Others highlighted social acceptance, stressing that learners
with ASD should not be isolated from their peers, families, or communities. Still others
associated togetherness with educational participation, emphasizing opportunities for
learners with and without disabilities to learn, interact, and engage in everyday school
activities together.

https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci16071129
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During the photo-elicitation discussions, participants” explanations were closely con-
nected to the photographs they had taken. As they described the meaning of their images,
many selected photographs showed learners with and without ASD sharing school and
home environments as visual representations of IE. Figure 2a—c present examples of these
participant-generated photographs, which accompanied participants” descriptions of to-
getherness, shared participation, and belonging.

(a) School assembly space (b) Shared home environment (c) Learners together in one setting

Figure 2. Shared school and home environments for learning and participation.

Participants described these photographs during the photo-elicitation as representing
“education for everyone” or “learners being together,” emphasizing visibility, belonging,
and shared everyday experiences rather than separation from their peers and everyday
educational experiences.

3.2.2. Selective Inclusion of Learners with ASD

Although participants consistently described IE as learners learning together, their
explanations became more selective when discussions focused specifically on learners with
ASD. Across participant groups, discussions frequently shifted from what IE meant to which
learners they believed could realistically benefit from it. Many distinguished autism from
other disability categories and suggested that IE was not equally appropriate for all learners
with ASD. Instead, participants frequently linked the suitability of inclusion to learners’
perceived severity of impairment, communication abilities, behavioral characteristics, and
support needs. Learners perceived to have milder or more moderate support needs were
generally viewed as more capable of participating in IE, whereas those considered to have
greater support needs were often viewed as less suitable.

One teacher explained:

“Autism is difficult, very difficult to include in inclusive classrooms. .. in terms of
academic ability, it is very rare, honestly, maybe for those with more moderate support
needs.” (P12, Temeke)

Similar views were expressed by parents, who also distinguished learners according
to their perceived support needs. One participant stated:

“I do not think it is good because they are not at the same level. It is like giving someone a
load heavier than their ability.” (P01, Temeke)

Another participant similarly emphasized that learners with ASD had educational
needs that differed from those of other learners:

“That means they should stay in their own classroom by themselves, because they have
special needs that are different from those of children without disabilities.” (P04, Kinondoni)

Another participant expressed a similar view, explaining:
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“A class just for them has benefits, because when they are on their own, there are things
you can teach them faster than in a mixed class, because there are fewer disturbances.”
(P08, Kinondoni)

Across participants” explanations, support for IE was therefore frequently qualified by
learners’ perceived abilities and support needs. These recurring conditions were described
as conditional boundaries, whereby IE was broadly supported but considered appropriate
for learners with ASD only under particular circumstances.

3.2.3. Conditional or Separate Placement

Participants also understood IE in terms of where learners with ASD should be
placed, often emphasizing that special classrooms or separate units are more appropriate
for some learners. Placement decisions were described as conditional, depending on
learners’ perceived needs and how well they were thought to “fit” regular classes. Several
participants explicitly stated that learners with ASD should be taught in special classrooms.

One participant explained,

“I took this photo to show where children with autism should be taught, in special
classrooms like these . ..” (P08, Kinondoni).

Another emphasized the benefits of such settings for individualized support:

“I think they should study in their own classes because the teachers there are used to them
and understand them. Teachers know what each child likes and dislikes and how to handle
them” (P02, Ilala).

Another participant highlighted differences in learning pace as a reason for separate
placement:

“They should have a special place to be taught, because students without challenges may
surpass those with lower understanding” (P02, Temeke).

This understanding was further illustrated through the participant-generated pho-
tographs discussed during the photo-elicitation interviews. Figure 3a—c present examples
of these photographs. Across the three photographs, participants explained that special
classrooms and specialized units represented educational environments they considered
more appropriate for some learners with ASD. They frequently described these spaces
as quieter, less crowded, and better suited to supporting learners’ behavioral, social, and
learning needs than mainstream classrooms. For example, participants explained that the
special classroom exterior shown in Figure 3a represented a learning environment they
perceived as reducing overcrowding and distractions. Similarly, the interior learning wall
shown in Figure 3b was interpreted by participants as representing the specialized learn-
ing environment that supports learners with ASD in the school setting. Participants also
described the specialized unit presented in Figure 3¢ as an appropriate place for learners
with ASD who, in their view, required support that mainstream classrooms could not
adequately provide. Overall, many participants interpreted separate classrooms not as
exclusionary spaces but as supportive environments that could provide individualized
attention, adapted pacing, and emotional safety.

Participants repeatedly explained that these photographs depicted learning environments
they considered more appropriate for some learners with ASD, as they believed such settings
offered greater individual support and fewer distractions than mainstream classrooms.
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(a) Special classroom exterior (b) Interior learning wall (c) Specialized unit space

Figure 3. Special classrooms and specialized learning spaces as preferred educational settings for
some learners with ASD.

3.3. Theme 2: IE as Functional Preparation, with Independence as the Desired Aim and Outcome
3.3.1. Living, Communication, and Self-Care Skills as Perceived Aims of IE

Participants frequently described a primary aim of IE for learners with ASD as help-
ing them develop practical, communication, and self-care skills needed for everyday life.
In participants’ views, functional learning was often prioritized over conventional aca-
demic achievement.

One participant explained:

“This child with autism was washing clothes. It also shows the practical hand skills they
learn in the process. When this child leaves here, they will know health and self-care skills
and will no longer need someone to wash their clothes.” (P12, Temeke)

This emphasis on functional learning was echoed by another participant, who con-
trasted these goals with conventional academic expectations:

“Their education focuses on living and communicating. It is not like what we are used to
for other children studying, passing, and going to college. No, this is not possible. These
children study mainly to manage their daily lives, meaning they should not depend on
others, the community, or their parents for basic needs” (P02, Kinondoni)

This emphasis on functional learning was further illustrated through the participant-
generated photographs discussed during the photo-elicitation interviews. Figure 4a—c
present examples of these photographs. Participants explained that the photograph of
a child washing clothes (Figure 4a) represented opportunities for learners with ASD to
develop independence and contribute to household activities. The photograph depicting
toileting support (Figure 4b) was described as reflecting the importance participants placed
on developing self-care routines that could reduce dependence on others. Similarly, partici-
pants interpreted the photograph illustrating communication and interaction (Figure 4c) as
representing opportunities for learners with ASD to practice simple conversations, respond
to others, and participate more actively in everyday social life.

(a) Washing clothes (b) Toileting support (c) Communication and interaction

Figure 4. Practical, self-care and communication-related activities.
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During the photo-elicitation discussions, participants explained that the activities
presented in the photographs represented the practical, communication, and self-care skills
they considered central to the education of learners with ASD.

3.3.2. Independence as a Perceived Functional Outcome of IE

Participants also described independence in everyday tasks as a key outcome of
successful inclusion for learners with ASD. Becoming less dependent on parents/caregivers
and teachers in managing daily routines was frequently mentioned as an important sign
that education was “working.” One caregiver reflected on her child’s progress:

“I thank God very much; school has lifted my child up to where he is now. The school has
helped her a lot. My child has gained a lot of weight. She recognizes herself and goes to
the toilet independently. Before school, she could not even go to the toilet ... But when
she started school here, teachers supported her, guided her, and taught her to do things on
her own until she reached the point of going to the toilet by herself.” (P06, Ilala)

Similarly, another participant described how school had changed what the child could
do at home:

“At school, they teach them everything, bathing, washing clothes, brushing teeth, dressing
themselves, and washing dishes. He now washes dishes at home. If he had stayed at home,
he would not be doing all these things.” (P01, Temeke)

Participants’ explanations during the photo-elicitation discussions were closely con-
nected to the photographs they selected. As they discussed the meaning of their images,
many described everyday activities such as washing dishes, gardening, and cooking as
examples of learners with ASD applying practical skills acquired through IE. Figure 5a—c
present participant-generated photographs that accompanied participants” descriptions of
increasing independence in everyday life.

PR

(a) Washing dishes (b) Gardening (c) Cooking

Figure 5. Independence as a valued functional outcome of IE.

During the photo-elicitation discussions, participants explained that these activities
reflected more than routine household or school tasks. Instead, they described them as
evidence that learners with ASD were becoming increasingly able to care for themselves,
contribute to daily responsibilities, and apply skills learned at school within their homes
and communities. Collectively, participants interpreted these photographs as representing
increasing independence, highlighting their view that functional skills and self-reliance
were among the most important outcomes of inclusive education for learners with ASD.

3.3.3. Behavioral and Social Adjustment as Perceived Outcomes of Inclusive Education

Participants also linked IE to behavioral changes, greater social participation, and
increasing peer acceptance among learners with ASD. Across participant groups, regular
interaction with peers in inclusive settings was described as contributing to these positive
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changes. Participants explained that, over time, learners with ASD became more confident
in interacting with others, while classmates became increasingly familiar with and accepting
of them. These changes were reflected in reduced fear of peers, increased participation in
shared activities, improved communication, greater willingness to seek assistance when
needed, and reductions in aggressive behavior.

One teacher described how these changes transformed relationships between learners
with ASD and their classmates:

“When my student started, he was aggressive, and his classmates ran away from him. But
now they are used to him.” (P07, Kinondoni)

Another teacher similarly explained how regular participation in school activities
supported both social interaction and a stronger sense of belonging:

“You see the student I am showing you? He can now hold a fellow student’s hand. At
first, when he arrived, he could not do so at all. Now he greets you. At first, he used to sit
alone under that tree, just singing until someone came to pick him up.” (P12, Temeke)

In participants’ explanations, these behavioral changes were closely associated with
greater participation in everyday school life. Improvements in communication, interaction,
and peer relationships were described as reducing social isolation and enabling learners
with ASD to participate more confidently alongside their classmates. Participants viewed
these changes as important indicators that IE extended beyond physical presence to include
meaningful social participation, peer acceptance, and a stronger sense of belonging.

3.4. Theme 3: IE as a Shared Ideal, but a Teacher-Led Responsibility

Participants commonly described IE as a shared responsibility involving teachers,
parents, families, communities, and government. However, when discussing how IE
was implemented in everyday practice, responsibility became concentrated primarily on
special-unit teachers. Across participant groups, special-unit teachers were consistently
viewed as the individuals best equipped to support learners with ASD because of their
specialized training, patience, and day-to-day experience. In contrast, although parents,
mainstream teachers, and community members acknowledged having important roles, they
often described these roles as supportive or constrained by limited knowledge, training,
and opportunities to provide direct educational support.

One parent explained:

“I took a picture of his teacher. . . a teacher has a direct responsibility for the success of
education for a child with autism. If we parents fail, these teachers help us.” (P02, Ilala)

A mainstream teacher similarly highlighted the specialized expertise required to
support learners with ASD:

“I think the people responsible for helping these children are their unit teachers. We are
teachers too, but we have not gone through training to work with them.” (P02, Kinondoni)

Responsibility, therefore, appeared to be shared as an ideal but delegated in practice.
While participants acknowledged that IE required the involvement of parents, teachers,
communities, and government, they consistently positioned special-unit teachers as the
primary implementers, with the roles of mainstream teachers and other stakeholders
described as supportive rather than central.

Participants’ explanations during the photo-elicitation discussions were closely con-
nected to the photographs they selected. As they discussed the meaning of their images,
one participant photographed a teacher standing beside a learner with ASD to illustrate
who they believed carried primary responsibility for supporting IE in everyday practice.
Figure 6 presents this participant-generated photograph.
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Figure 6. A teacher supporting a learner with ASD.

During the photo-elicitation discussion, the participant described the teacher as “The
one who is always with the child and knows what to do,” using the photograph to em-
phasize the teacher’s continuous presence and close day-to-day involvement with learners
with ASD. The image reinforced participants’ perception that, although responsibility for
IE was widely shared in principle, its practical implementation depended largely on the
expertise and everyday commitment of special-unit teachers.

3.5. Patterns of Similarity and Difference Among Teachers, Parents, and Neighbors

This section addresses RQ2 by comparing teachers, parents/caregivers, and neighbors
across the three themes identified under RQ1. Table 4 summarizes areas of convergence,
divergence, and relative thematic overlap.

Table 4. Summary of convergence, divergence, and relative group overlap across the three IE themes.

Theme

Similarities

Differences

Relative Thematic Overlap

IE as togetherness, but with
conditional boundaries

IE as functional preparation, with
independence as the desired
outcome

IE as a shared ideal, but a
teacher-led responsibility

All three groups linked IE to
togetherness, participation, and
acceptance, and viewed it as
preferable to isolation.

All three groups prioritized
practical learning, communication,
self-care, independence, and
everyday functioning over
conventional academic success.

All three groups described
responsibility for IE as shared in
principle and involving multiple
actors.

Teachers framed inclusion more
conditionally, emphasizing
feasibility, specialist support, and
severity of need. Parents gave the
most universal view, while
neighbors emphasized
togetherness but were more
conditional in practice.

Teachers stressed realistic
functional goals and limited
academic progression; parents
highlighted talents, practical
growth, and visible daily
improvement; neighbors were
similar to parents but more
cautious about academic progress.
Teachers and neighbors more
often foregrounded teachers,
especially special-unit teachers, as
the main practical implementers.
Parents distributed responsibility
more broadly across teachers,
families, government, and
institutions.

Parents/caregivers and neighbors
showed the greatest thematic
overlap, where teachers appeared
relatively more distinct.

The pattern of thematic overlap
varied by domain.
Parents/caregivers and neighbors
showed greater overlap regarding
the aims of IE, whereas
parents/caregivers and teachers
showed greater overlap regarding
perceived outcomes.

Teachers and neighbors showed
the greatest thematic overlap,
whereas parents/caregivers
appeared relatively more distinct.
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3.5.1. Patterns of Similarity Across the Three Groups

As illustrated in Table 4, teachers, parents/caregivers, and neighbors expressed similar
perspectives on IE for learners with ASD. They regarded inclusion positively, highlighting
the importance of shared spaces and activities over segregation.

For instance, one parent described IE as

“Education for everyone” (P04, Ilala),
While teachers defined it as
“learners with and without disabilities learning together in one classroom” (P01, Ilala).

Their emphasis was on developing practical life skills, such as communication, self-
care, and independence, rather than solely on academic achievement. This shared emphasis
is illustrated by one participant’s statement that education for learners with ASD centers on
“living and communicating, not just the traditional academic path” (P02, Kinondoni). Further-
more, all groups agreed that responsibility for implementing IE should be collaborative,
although special-unit teachers were identified as crucial contributors to the process.

These similarities suggest that participants primarily understood IE in social and
practical terms. Their explanations consistently emphasized togetherness, participation
in everyday activities, communication, self-care, increasing independence, and shared
responsibility. By contrast, participants placed comparatively little emphasis on rights-based
dimensions of IE, such as equal access to the curriculum, educational entitlements, reasonable
accommodation, or the removal of structural barriers to participation. Likewise, discussions
of academic progression were generally secondary to everyday functioning and practical
independence. The shared understanding across groups reflected a community-oriented view
of inclusion that foregrounded social belonging and functional participation while giving
comparatively less attention to rights-based and educational equity perspectives.

3.5.2. Patterns of Difference Across the Three Groups

Differences emerged in how the three groups described the feasibility and implemen-
tation of IE (Table 4). Teachers provided the most implementation-oriented perspectives,
emphasizing learners’ support needs, the importance of specialist expertise, and the practi-
cal challenges associated with full mainstream inclusion. One teacher explained:

“A child with autism should ideally be supervised or taught by a designated individual,
preferably on a one-on-one basis, while others can be clustered together based on their
levels of intellectual disability.” (P01, Ilala)

Parents generally placed greater emphasis on equality, participation, and non-
discrimination, whereas neighbors shared similar views on togetherness but became more
cautious when discussing safety and supervision. One neighbor remarked:

“In my opinion, for children like these, the environment just needs to be safe. The individuals
supervising, teaching, and caring for them must have confidence.” (P03, Ilala)

Differences were also evident in participants” descriptions of the aims of IE. Teachers
emphasized practical, achievable objectives and limited academic advancement, whereas
parents more frequently highlighted learners” abilities, practical development, and observ-
able progress. One parent observed:

“Learners cultivate talents and practical skills for future employment, and they also build
self-confidence.” (P10, Ilala)

Neighbors likewise recognized the importance of practical growth while expressing
greater uncertainty about academic achievement. One neighbor commented:
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“Academically, I really do not believe he can excel, but in vocational or manual skills,
those are his passions. I believe that with appropriate supervision, he can succeed. But
honestly, in regard to the school itself, I am uncertain.” (P05, Ilala)

Participants also differed in how they described responsibility for implementing
IE. Teachers and neighbors consistently positioned special-unit teachers as the primary
practical implementers, whereas parents distributed responsibility more broadly across
teachers, families, government, and educational institutions. One parent stated:

“The government is responsible for ensuring these children receive a good education.”
(P06, 1ala)

These differences matter because they reveal an important gap between the formal
ideals of IE and how inclusion is understood and interpreted by different groups. These
differences suggest that IE is not understood through a single, consistent rights-based
framework but is instead interpreted through diverse experiences, expectations, and levels
of exposure to IE policies and practices. Consequently, community members may rely more
on personal beliefs, lived experiences, and local expectations when conceptualizing what
inclusion should look like in practice. In this context, IE appears to function not only as a
policy concept but also as a socially negotiated practice.

4. Discussion
4.1. Interpretation of the Findings

This study examined how teachers, parents/caregivers, and neighbors conceptualized
IE for learners with ASD in urban primary schools in Tanzania. The results indicated
that the participants did not reject IE for learners with ASD but accepted it conditionally.
Conditional inclusion emerged across three dimensions: placement, outcome expectations,
and responsibility.

The first dimension of conditional inclusion emerged in the participants’ understand-
ing of IE as togetherness and placement. Participants recognized the importance of in-
cluding learners with ASD in the same schools and community spaces as their peers;
however, this appreciation did not always translate into shared classroom learning or full
participation in the learning process. The emphasis on co-presence suggests that inclusion
was conceptualized as integration into existing spaces rather than a transformation of
pedagogical practices. For example, participants described shared assemblies and class-
room proximity as inclusion, while also representing special classrooms as appropriate
when learners’ needs were perceived as severe or difficult to manage. Consequently, the
findings raised the possibility that, when togetherness is primarily understood as physi-
cal co-presence rather than shared participation in learning, special classrooms may risk
functioning as long-term spaces of separation for some learners with ASD. Although partic-
ipants viewed these settings as supportive and appropriate for certain learners, reliance on
separate provision may, over time, limit opportunities for full participation in mainstream
educational experiences. This interpretation builds on previous school-based evidence that
describes IE as enabling learners with ASD to learn alongside their peers by removing barri-
ers to their presence, participation, and achievement (Ainscow, 2020; Krischler et al., 2019).
However, while previous studies framed IE as an active, rights-based process of transform-
ing educational environments for all learners, this study indicated that participants often
framed inclusion more narrowly as physical and social togetherness, particularly when this
togetherness was considered to be manageable, safe, and appropriate.

The second dimension of conditional inclusion appeared in the outcomes that partici-
pants associated with IE. Participants” emphasis on functional preparation over academic
success shows that inclusion was often defined by what learners with ASD were expected
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to manage in their daily lives, rather than by what they could achieve through education.
These outcomes are important, but their dominance reveals a narrower understanding
of what schools can offer. If academic learning is viewed as secondary or unrealistic, IE
risks being transformed from an educational project into a care-oriented arrangement. This
contrasts with studies showing that learners with ASD can make academic, social, and
functional progress when appropriate support and accommodation are available (Minuk
et al., 2024; Ntalindwa et al., 2021; Simoén et al., 2023). While these studies highlight what
learners with ASD can achieve under supportive conditions, the present study shows
how local expectations may limit what is imagined as possible for them in the first place.
The findings extend this literature by showing that the issue is not whether functional
skills matter but whether they become a ceiling for what learners with ASD are expected
to achieve.

The third dimension concerns inclusion responsibilities. Participants” emphasis on
special-unit teachers as the primary actors responsible for inclusion suggests that IE was
often understood as a specialist responsibility rather than a whole-community commitment.
Within the Tanzanian education system, many schools implementing IE are organized
around mainstream classrooms supported by special education units. While special-unit
teachers provide specialized expertise and support for learners with disabilities, main-
stream teachers remain responsible for teaching these learners within regular classrooms.
However, participants’ views indicated that responsibility for inclusion was frequently per-
ceived as residing primarily with special-unit teachers rather than being shared across the
school or entire community. In this organizational context, concentrating practical respon-
sibility within special education units may unintentionally encourage other stakeholders
to disengage from inclusive practices. Mainstream teachers may become less involved in
adapting teaching and learning, school leaders may reduce their role in coordinating inclu-
sive support, parents and caregivers may be less engaged in collaborative decision-making,
and communities may view inclusion as the responsibility of specialists rather than as a
shared educational commitment. Consequently, inclusion may risk becoming concentrated
within specialized units rather than being embedded throughout the wider school com-
munity. This limits the collective responsibility for learners’ participation, learning, and
belonging. This interpretation builds on the literature that identifies teachers as central
gatekeepers in the implementation of inclusion (Ahmed et al., 2022; Webster & Roberts,
2022). However, the findings extend this work by showing that gatekeeping is not only
about individual teachers’ practices but also about how responsibilities are distributed
across schools, families, and communities. The organization of responsibilities between
mainstream teachers and special-unit teachers influences whether inclusion is enacted
as a shared responsibility or delegated to specialists, with important implications for the
realization of IE.

Importantly, these three dimensions did not operate independently but reinforced
one another in ways that sustained conditional inclusion. Participants” assumptions about
where learners with ASD should be educated influenced who was expected to support
them, while beliefs about learners” educational potential shaped decisions about both place-
ment and responsibility. For example, when learners with ASD were perceived as requiring
specialist expertise, responsibility became concentrated within special education units.
This concentration of responsibility, in turn, reinforced the view that specialist or separate
provision represented the most appropriate placement, while simultaneously reducing
expectations that mainstream teachers would adapt instruction or share responsibility
for inclusion. Likewise, when participants prioritized functional independence over aca-
demic achievement, lower educational expectations further legitimized specialist provision
by narrowing perceptions of what learners with ASD could achieve within mainstream
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classrooms. Rather than representing three separate aspects of IE, placement, outcome
expectations, and responsibility formed a mutually reinforcing system that sustained con-
ditional inclusion. In this sense, conditional inclusion emerged not through a single barrier
but through the interaction of organizational arrangements, educational expectations, and
shared beliefs about disability.

The cross-group comparison further shows that inclusion was not understood from
a single, shared position. Although parents/caregivers and neighbors showed relatively
greater overlap in their understandings of IE, this overlap varied across the themes. Par-
ents/caregivers more frequently emphasized learners’ abilities, participation, and shared
responsibility based on their direct caregiving experiences, whereas neighbors were gen-
erally more cautious when discussing safety, supervision, and academic expectations.
Teachers appeared relatively more distinct because they experienced inclusion through
their daily responsibilities of managing classrooms, ensuring safety, responding to learners’
support needs, and working with limited resources. These differences show how stake-
holders may support the same policy while expecting different actions, responsibilities,
and forms of support. They also create a gap between agreement and implementation:
families and neighbors may feel that schools are not inclusive enough, while teachers may
feel expected to deliver inclusion without the necessary support. This pattern extends the
literature that emphasizes system-level change and collaborative stakeholder engagement
in IE (Ainscow, 2020; Vlcek & Somerton, 2024). It suggests that collaboration cannot be
assumed simply because stakeholders support inclusion; rather, collaboration requires
negotiating the different meanings, expectations, and responsibilities attached to inclusion
by different groups.

Overall, the medical model and capability approach provided lenses for interpreting
how participants conceptualized conditional inclusion. Participants” explanations sug-
gested that impairment-based assumptions informed judgments about placement, severity,
and academic potential, whereas capability-oriented concerns were reflected in their empha-
sis on communication, self-care, independence, and belonging. Taken together, the findings
suggest that participants understood conditional inclusion through three interconnected di-
mensions: where learners with ASD should be placed, what they were expected to achieve,
and who was considered responsible for supporting their inclusion. Participants frequently
described inclusion as making learners physically present within school communities,
while simultaneously expressing lower academic expectations and concentrating responsi-
bility on special-unit teachers. These accounts suggest that stakeholders viewed inclusion
as possible, but often within boundaries shaped by perceptions of severity, school capacity,
and responsibility. Consequently, the findings indicate that participants conceptualized
inclusive education as conditional rather than fully transformative, with opportunities for
participation and support often perceived as dependent on these contextual conditions.

4.2. Practical Implications of the Findings

The findings of this study suggest several practical implications for strengthening
IE for learners with ASD in Tanzania. First, Participants consistently described barriers
that extended beyond access to school, including limited opportunities for meaningful
participation, safety concerns, communication challenges, and difficulties accessing the
curriculum. These findings suggest that implementing IE requires more than ensuring
learners with ASD are physically present in school. Rather, the findings highlight the
importance of creating educational environments that enable meaningful participation,
learning, and a sense of belonging. In practice, this may involve strengthening classroom
support, communication support, emotionally and physically safe learning environments,
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opportunities for peer interaction, curriculum adaptations, and individualized learning
goals that reflect learners’ diverse strengths and support needs.

Second, participants frequently perceived special-unit teachers as carrying the primary
responsibility for supporting learners with ASD, while mainstream teachers were often
viewed as playing a secondary role. These findings suggest that strengthening collaborative
approaches may help promote a more widely shared responsibility for inclusion across the
school community. Based on the challenges described by participants, potential strategies
may include structured collaboration between mainstream and special-unit teachers, school-
based support teams, regular parent-teacher planning meetings, clearer referral pathways
for specialist support, and leadership practices that foster inclusion as a whole-school
commitment rather than the responsibility of individual specialists.

Third, participants consistently identified limited training and uncertainty about how
to support learners with ASD as important barriers to inclusive practice. These findings
suggest that teacher education programs and continuing professional development may
benefit from placing greater emphasis on both autism-specific knowledge and practical
inclusive teaching strategies. In addition to understanding the characteristics of ASD,
teachers may benefit from opportunities to strengthen their skills in adapting instruction,
managing diverse classrooms, supporting communication, collaborating with families, and
facilitating peer participation. Such professional learning may be particularly valuable in
Tanzanian schools, where large class sizes, limited resources, and diverse learner needs
present additional challenges to implementing inclusive education.

Finally, the findings highlight the importance of engaging communities as active
partners in IE. Participants’ views indicated that community attitudes, beliefs, and un-
derstandings influence the extent to which learners with ASD experience acceptance,
participation, and a sense of belonging. These findings therefore suggest that policy ini-
tiatives and community development programs could create opportunities for parents,
community members, teachers, school leaders, and other local stakeholders to engage
in dialogue about inclusion, challenge misconceptions about autism, and identify locally
appropriate strategies to support learners with ASD. Strengthening collaboration between
schools and communities may help translate national policy commitments into inclusive
practices that are responsive to local needs and contexts.

4.3. Contribution of the Study

This study advances IE research by (1) expanding the unit of analysis beyond school-
based actors to include the wider community; (2) introducing the concept of conditional
inclusion to explain how inclusion may be supported in principle while remaining con-
strained in practice by placement decisions, low academic expectations, safety concerns,
and concentrated responsibility; and (3) demonstrating how visual, participatory methods
can enrich understanding of how inclusion is imagined and enacted in everyday life. Unlike
integration, which primarily concerns learners’ placement within mainstream educational
settings, or partial inclusion, which typically refers to learners participating in mainstream
education for only part of the school day or curriculum, conditional inclusion highlights
the conditions stakeholders attach to inclusion itself. The findings suggest that stake-
holders may endorse IE while simultaneously limiting who can be included, under what
circumstances inclusion is considered appropriate, what outcomes are expected for learners
with ASD, and who is responsible for supporting them. In this way, conditional inclusion
shifts attention from where learners are educated to the assumptions, expectations, and
distribution of responsibilities that determine whether inclusion is fully realized in practice.
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4.4. Study Limitations and Future Research

The study took place in urban public schools in Dar es Salaam, where special units
and mainstream school spaces were already established, providing a rich context for
examining how IE is interpreted and negotiated in everyday practice. Because the sample
was purposive and limited to this urban environment, the findings are not meant to be
statistically generalizable but rather to offer analytic and contextual transferability to
comparable urban LMIC contexts with similar infrastructure designs. Future research
should extend this work by comparing community understanding in private schools,
rural settings, and schools with fewer or no special units, thereby revealing how resource
levels and institutional arrangements shape the conditional inclusion of learners with
disabilities. Additionally, because all neighbors had some prior contact with the learner,
family, or school, the study may over-represent more informed or sympathetic community
views. Future studies should deliberately sample neighbors with little or no prior contact to
explore how exposure influences stigma, perceived responsibility, and support for inclusion.
Future research should also, where ethically and developmentally possible, include the
perspectives of learners with ASD using accessible visual, participatory, or supported
communication methods. Finally, because photovoice captures only what participants were
able or willing to photograph, the visual data must be read together with the interview
narratives to avoid treating images as exhaustive representations of inclusion.

5. Conclusions

This study concludes that the community’s understanding of IE for learners with
ASD in urban Tanzanian primary schools is conditional. Rather than rejecting inclusion,
participants generally supported it within boundaries shaped by perceptions of learner
capability, school capacity, and responsibility. Four interrelated patterns characterized these
understandings: conditional placement, lower academic expectations, the concentration
of responsibility on special-unit teachers, and uncertainty regarding how responsibility
for inclusion should be shared across schools, families, and communities. These findings
contribute to the literature by showing that support for IE can coexist with boundaries that
influence who is considered includable, what learners with ASD are expected to achieve,
and who is expected to support them. The concept of conditional inclusion, therefore,
provides a useful lens for understanding how IE is negotiated within low-resource urban
contexts. Strengthening IE will require not only improving access to mainstream schools
but also fostering shared responsibility and broader expectations for learners’ participation
and learning.
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