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Rather, each is a sister, brother or friend who has 
a favourite dish, song or game; a daughter or son 
with dreams and the desire to fulfil them; a child 
with a disability who has the same rights as any 
other girl or boy.

Given opportunities to flourish as others might, 
children with disabilities have the potential to 
lead fulfilling lives and to contribute to the  
social, cultural and economic vitality of their 
communities – as the personal essays in this  
volume attest.

Yet surviving and thriving can be especially  
difficult for children with disabilities. They are 
at greater risk of being poor than peers without 
disabilities. Even where children share the same 
disadvantages – of poverty or membership in a 
minority group, say – children with disabilities 
confront additional challenges as a result of their 
impairments and the many barriers that society 
throws in their way. Children living in poverty are 
among the least likely to enjoy the benefits of edu-
cation and health care, for example, but children 
who live in poverty and have a disability are even 
less likely to attend their local school or clinic. 

In many countries, responses to the situation 
of children with disabilities are largely limited 
to institutionalization, abandonment or neglect. 
These responses are the problem, and they are 
rooted in negative or paternalistic assumptions 
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Reports such as this typically begin with a statistic  
designed to highlight a problem. The girls and boys to 
whom this edition of The State of the World’s Children  
is dedicated are not problems.

of incapacity, dependency and difference that are 
perpetuated by ignorance. Unless this changes, 
children with disabilities will continue to have their 
rights neglected; to experience discrimination, 
violence and abuse; to have their opportunities 
restricted; to be excluded from society.

What is needed is a commitment to these  
children’s rights and their futures, giving priority 
to the most disadvantaged – as a matter of equity 
and for the benefit of all.

From exclusion to inclusion
Children with disabilities encounter different 
forms of exclusion and are affected by them to 
varying degrees, depending on factors such as  
the type of disability they have, where they live 
and the culture or class to which they belong.

Gender is also a crucial factor: Girls are less  
likely than boys to receive care and food and are 
more likely to be left out of family interactions  
and activities. Girls and young women with  
disabilities are ‘doubly disabled’. They confront 
not only the prejudice and inequities encountered 
by many persons with disabilities, but are also 
constrained by traditional gender roles and  
barriers. 1 Girls with disabilities are also less likely 
to get an education, receive vocational training or 
find employment than are boys with disabilities  
or girls without disabilities. 2 
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child, or both. If the child is born with an impair-
ment, its birth might not even be registered. 
Children excluded in this way are unknown to, 
and therefore cut off from, the health, education 
and social services to which they are entitled.

Childhood deprivations can have lasting effects  
– by limiting access to gainful employment or  
participation in civic affairs later in life, for  
example. Conversely, access to and use of  
supportive services and technology can position  
a child with a disability to take her or his  
place in the community and contribute to it.

Indeed, the future is far from grim. Effective 
means are available to build inclusive societies 
in which children with and without disabilities 
can enjoy their rights equally. Physical, attitudi-
nal and political barriers are being dismantled, 
although the process is uneven and has far  
to go.

At the heart of these differing forms and degrees 
of exclusion, however, lies the shared experience 
of being defined and judged by what one lacks 
rather than by what one has. Children with disabili-
ties are often regarded as inferior, and this exposes 
them to increased vulnerability: Discrimination 
based on disability has manifested itself in margin-
alization from resources and decision-making, and 
even in infanticide.3

Exclusion is often the consequence of invisibility. 
Few countries have reliable information on how 
many of their citizens are children with disabili-
ties, what disabilities they have or how these  
disabilities affect their lives. In some countries, 
families raising children with disabilities face 
ostracism. Because of this, even loving parents 
and family members can be reluctant to report 
that a child of theirs has a disability – whether 
because they are trying to avoid being shunned, 
because they are being overprotective of the 

Rahmatuallah, 14, who lost his leg in a landmine explosion, takes part in a training workshop for electricians at a centre for 
war-affected children in Kandahar, Afghanistan.  © UNICEF/AFGA2007-00420/Noorani
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Under the Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (CRC) and the Convention on the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities (CRPD), governments 
around the world have taken upon themselves 
the responsibility of ensuring that all children, 
irrespective of ability or disability, enjoy their 
rights without discrimination of any kind. As of 
February 2013, 193 countries had ratified the CRC 
and 127 countries and the European Union had 
ratified the CRPD.

These two Conventions bear witness to a grow-
ing global movement dedicated to the inclusion 
of children with disabilities in community life. 
Concern for inclusion is rooted in the recognition 
that all children are full members of society: that 
each child is a unique individual who is entitled 
to be respected and consulted, who has skills 
and aspirations worth nurturing and needs that 
demand fulfilment and whose contributions are 
to be valued and encouraged. Inclusion requires 
society to make physical infrastructure, informa-
tion and the means of communication accessible 
so all can use them, to eliminate discrimination 
so none is forced to suffer it and to provide pro-
tection, support and services so every child with 
a disability is able to enjoy her or his rights as 
do others.

Inclusion goes beyond ‘integration’. The latter 
implies that children with disabilities are to be 
brought into a pre-existing framework of pre-
vailing norms and standards. In the context of 
education, for example, integration might be 
attempted simply by admitting children with 
disabilities to ‘regular’ schools. This would fall 
short of inclusion, which is possible only when 
schools are designed and administered so that 
all children can experience quality learning and 
recreation together. This would entail provid-
ing students with disabilities with such needed 
accommodations as access to Braille, sign  
language and adapted curricula that allow  
them equal opportunity to learn and interact.

Inclusion benefits everyone. To continue with the 
example of education, ramps and wide doorways 

On the numbers
By one widely used estimate, some 93 million children 

– or 1 in 20 of those aged 14 or younger – live with a 

moderate or severe disability of some kind.

Such global estimates are essentially speculative. They 

are dated – this one has been in circulation since 2004  

– and derived from data of quality too varied and meth-

ods too inconsistent to be reliable. In order to provide 

a context for and illustrate the issues under discussion, 

this report presents the results of national surveys and 

independent studies, but even these must be interpret-

ed with caution and should not be compared to one 

another. This is because definitions of disability  

differ by place and time, as do study design, methodol-

ogy and analysis. These issues, and promising initia-

tives aimed at improving the quality and availability  

of data, are discussed in Chapter 6 of this report.

can enhance access and safety for all children, 
teachers, parents and visitors in a school, not 
just those who use wheelchairs. And an inclusive 
curriculum – one that is child-centred and that 
includes representations of persons with disabili-
ties in order to reflect and cater to a true cross 
section of society – can broaden the horizons not 
only of children whose disabilities would other-
wise limit their ambitions or options, but also of 
those without disabilities who stand to gain an 
appreciation of diversity and of the skills and pre-
paredness necessary to build a society inclusive 
of all. Where educational attainment leads to a job 
or other means of earning a living, the child with 
a disability is able to advance and to take her or 
his place as a full and equal member of the adult 
world, one who produces as well as consumes.

A framework for action
Children with disabilities should not be treated or 
regarded simply as the recipients of charity. They 
have the same rights as others – among these, 
the right to life and to the opportunities that flow 
from good health care, nutrition and education, 

(continued on p. 9)



9INTRODUCTION

the right to express their views and participate 
in making decisions, and the right to enjoy equal 
protection under the law. They belong at the 
centre of efforts to build inclusive and equitable 
societies – not only as beneficiaries, but as  
agents of change. After all, who is in a better 
position to comprehend their needs and evaluate 
the response?

In any effort to promote inclusion and fairness, 
children with disabilities should be able to enlist 
the support of their families, disabled people’s 
organizations, parents’ associations and com-
munity groups. They should also be able to 
count on allies further afield. Governments have 
the power to help by aligning their policies and 
programmes with the spirit and stipulations of 
the CRPD, CRC and other international instru-
ments that address or affect child disability. 
International partners can provide assistance 
compatible with the Conventions. Corporations 
and other entities in the private sector can 
advance inclusion – and attract the best talent  
– by embracing diversity in hiring.

The research community is working to improve 
data collection and analysis. Their work will help 
to overcome ignorance and the discrimination 
that often stems from it. Furthermore, because 
data help to target interventions and gauge their 
effects, better collection and analysis helps in 
ensuring an optimal allocation of resources and 
services. But decision-makers need not wait for 
better data to begin building more inclusive infra-
structure and services: As some have already 
found, inclusion involves and benefits entire 
communities, and its elements can be applied to 
new projects across the board. All that is needed 
is for these efforts to remain flexible so they can 
be adapted as new data come to light.

The next chapter of this report discusses exclu-
sion and the factors that propagate it, along with 
some philosophical and practical fundamentals 
of inclusion. Subsequent chapters – each of 
which applies the same approach of explor-
ing barriers as well as solutions that show 

promise – are dedicated to specific aspects of 
the lives of children with disabilities. Chapter 3 
examines the health, nutritional and educational 
services that can provide a strong foundation 
on which children with disabilities can build 
full and fulfilling lives. Chapter 4 explores the 
opportunities and challenges of ensuring legal 
recognition and protection against exploitation 
or abuse. Chapter 5 discusses inclusion in the 
context of humanitarian crises.

Many of the deprivations endured by children 
with disabilities stem from and are perpetuated 
by their invisibility. Research on child disability 
is woefully inadequate, especially in low- and 
middle-income countries. The resulting lack of 
evidence hinders good policymaking and service 
delivery for children who are among the most 
vulnerable. Therefore, Chapter 6 of this report 
examines the challenges and opportunities 
confronting researchers – and ways in which 
children with disabilities can be rendered vis-
ible through sound data collection and analysis. 
Chapter 7, which concludes this edition of The 
State of the World’s Children, outlines necessary 
and feasible actions that will enable govern-
ments, their international partners, civil society 
and the private sector to advance equity through 
the inclusion of children with disabilities.

Wenjun, 9, walks with her foster mother in China. 
© UNICEF/China/2010/Liu 
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