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The purpose of this investigation was to gain an understanding of the challenges of
teaching non-speaking leamers with mtellectual disabilities and the scope of
augmentative and alternative commumcation { AACT) used n primary school settings in
Gaborone, Botswana, A qualitative interview methodology was used to imvestigate the
experiences of 11 special educators working with nonspeaking learners  with
mtellectual disabilities. Participants of the study revealed that teaching non-speaking
students with intellectual disabilities 1= challenging. The study further showed that AAC
svstemns were not widely used in Botswana, and that teachers lacked knowledge and
skills. Nevertheless, the participants recognized the importance of AAC in enhancing
the functional communication skills of the non-speaking leamers with intellectual
dizabilities. Based on the findings recommendations are made to pave the way forsrard,
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Introduction

Access to education 1s a fundamental rght of children, including learners with intellectual
disabilities. A large proportion of learners with intellectual disabilities have difficulties
using natural speech in order to meet their communicative needs (Romski & Seveik, 1997,
Rosenberg & Abbeduto, 1993; Wilkinson & Hennig, 2007). Although children with limited
vocal communication abilities pose a great challenge for educators and parents alike,
augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) approaches have the potential to facil-
itate the acquisition of language skills, literacy, communicative competence, as well as
ensure quality of life of non-speaking children with intellectual disabilities {Calculator,
1997; Hamm & Mirenda, 2006; Light, Binger, Agate, & Ramsay, 1999; Romski & Seveik,
1997).

Augmentative and alternative communication { AAC) means any method of communi-
cation that helps an individual with severe communication disorders to compensate for
activity limitation and enhances participation in various communicative interactions. It
makes use of multimedal approaches of communication such as gestures, vocalisations,
sign, oro-facial expressions as well as picture symbols, voice output devices or other
computer-based technologies (Beukelman & Mirenda, 2005, Hustad & Shapley, 2003;
Mirenda, 2003, Wilkinson & Hennig, 2007). The use of AAC, therefore, helps in academic
and social activities at school or workplace, home and in community. AAC enhances
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communication and is not intended to replace verbal communication. It could be used along
with spoken and written comrmunication. As stated in a technical report prepared bw the
American Speech—Language—Hearing Association, “AAC involves attempts to study and,
when necessary, temporarily or permanently compensate for the impairments, activity limi-
tations and participation restrictions of individuals with severe disorders of speech
language production and/or comprehension™ { ASHA, 2005, p. 1).

The recognition of AAC as means of facilitating non-speaking students during
academic and social activities grew significantly in the last 10 years due to better compre-
hension of multimodal approaches to communication and rapid progress of technological
advancement of micro-computers and speech generating devices {Wilkinson & Hennig
2007 ). Furthermore, inereased numbers of courses on AAC in speech pathology and special
education programmes in schools { Rateliff, Koul, & Lloyd, 2007}, evidence-based practice
(Schlosser & Raghavendra, 2004) and parental acceptance and increased use of AAC
devices at schools and home (Bailev, Parette, Stoner, Angell. & Carroll. 2006 helped to
promote the use of AAC, Despite the wide recognition of AAC as a potential tool in bridg-
ing the comrmunication gap between non-speaking children and their speaking peers and
family members, no studies have been conducted to investigate the scope of using AAC in
educating non-speaking learners with intellectual disabilities in Botswana.

The Republic of Botswana

The Republic of Botswana is a landlocked country in Southern A frica and it is located north
of the Republic of South Africa. It is about 585,730 sq km in size with 1.7 million people.
This small population has placed its citizens in an advantageous position in terms of educa-
tion, health and science (Lekoko & Maruatona, 2006). The country is divided into districts
and town councils. Almost half of the population lives in urban areas (Presidential Task
Force, 1997, p. 23). The per-capita income of Botswana is approximately P 1B 340,00
(AUDET 255y (UN Botswana, 2005), which is much higher than most other African coun-
tries. English and Setswana are the official languages. However, other languages are also
spoken by various groups of people. The medium of instruction is predominantly English,
but the government is trying to include other languages. Recently, the National Broadeast-
ing Agency, Botswana Television, recognised the importance of Sign Language., and now
interprets the daily English news, weekly information on agriculture {Temo le Lerue) and
HIV/AIDS educational programme (Talk Back) in Sign Language. It is therefore hoped that
other forms of AAC will also be welcomed in Botswana.

Dizability in Botswana

The Central Statistics” Office of Botswana indicated that an estimated 58,716 (2.99%)
people live with various disabling conditions { Census, 2001 ). Little information is available
on the number of Batswana who have communication disorders. Mo demographic or
service provision information for non-speaking children with imtellectual disabilities has
been published. Table | displays the actual number of individuals with speech problems
and individuals with intellectual disabilities, which was gathered during the census.
Howewver, this information should be interpreted cautiously. as it was extrapolated from a
census report. Secondly, the criteria for classifying people with a disability were not
szlected scientifically and people who collected the information were not trained in the
health sciences. At the time of the current research. no information on the level or types of
assistance required to facilitate communication for non-speaking children.
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Table 1.  Distribution of individuals with an intellectual disability and speech defects.

Age in broad age groups (vears) in %o
Twvpe of dizability 0 514 1529 J0—44 4559 G+
Defects of speach TA45 11.34 T.26 4.07 272 L.41
Inability to speak 11.74 5.80 574 2.36 204 087
Moderate intellectual disabilities 5.34 211 8.70 .11 T.25 2,03
Severe intellectual disabilities 495 .74 2.17 .74 1.20 041

Special Education in Botswarma

Upon gaining independence in 1966, a major thrust of the government of Botswana was
given to the education of its citizens. and mary efforts were made to enhance access to
education. Historically, educating children with disabilities in Botswana started around
1970 due to the efforts of some non-governmental organisations (NGOs). In those early
vears, the Govermment of Botswana showed wvery little interest in educating children with
disabilities because this was not considered a “sound investment of resources”™ {Abosi &
Makunga, 1995, p. 263 However, as education reforms were implemented and the need
for open access and equity were emphasised, the government declared an interest in educat-
ing all Botswana, including individuals with a disability (Dart, 2006). In 1994, the docu-
mert that brought hope to all, “The Mational Policy on Education”™, was published. Its
approval by the National Assembly on 7 April 1994 was a sign that Botswana was indeed
comumnitted to embracing the sentiments of the ‘right to education” {(Education for All),
including children with disability. Since then. the situation has been steadily changing
although the pace of interest as reflected in policy formulation and implementation is very
slow and worrying.

Purpose of the Cuarrent Research

The purpose of this research was to explore and examine the perceptions of special
educators regarding the management of non-speaking students with intellectual disabili-
ties and the scope of use of AAC devices with those learners in the context of the
Botswana school system. Specifically, information was gathered from teachers on the
following dimensions: {a) challenges in working with non-speaking learmners; (b) teach-
ers” perceptions related to using AAC in their classes; and (¢) teachers” knowledge, skills

and attitude towards the use of AAC for non-speaking learners with intellectual disabili-
ties in Botswana.

Methodology
Research Design

Calitative methodology was selected for this investigation because of its unique appropri-
ateness in meeting the purpose of the study. Miles and Huberman (1994 identified the
strength of qualitative research as, it: (a) occurs in natural settings, which allow the
researchers to gather information about non-cbvious issues: (b)) allows for helistic, rich and
complex findings: and (c) focuses on the lived experiences of participants. At the same
timne, this research gave a platform to teachers to express their feelings and opinions about
learners with intellectual disabilities as such kinds of opportunities have been limited for
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special educators in Botswana. The method used in his investigation was the focus group
discussion as described by Krueger (19938). This process allowed the “key informants™ to
share their experiences, listen and respond to the views of other members of the group
during discussions led by a facilitator (Krueger).

Research Setting

The investigation was carried out in three government primary schools located in the
capital city. Gaborone. The reasons for selecting the schools were the close proximity of
the schools to the place of work of the researchers and these schools were regular primary
schools that have special education units attached to them. The number of learners with
intellectual disabilities in each unit varied from 42 to 62, There were two to three class-
rooms and each classroom consisted of 20 to 22 students arranged in two groups. Each
group consisted of 10 to 12 learners who were taught by one teacher. Each class also had
a teacher-aide. The groups were mostly based on the ability of the students. The age
range in each group varied from seven vears to 23 vears. Each class had a student teacher
ratio of 12:1. The percentage of limited verbalnonverbal students ranged between 30—

2%, Table 2 indicates the number of non-speaking students identified by the teachers in
each school.

Participants

The participarts of this study were selected through a purposive sampling technique
iPatton. | 990}, This is a strategy which allowed the researcher to select only those teachers
who had had the relevant experience. The participants from the three schools selected in
Gaborone, Botswana for the study totalled 11 special educators who formed the three focus
groups { Groups A, B and C). Participants who met the following criteria were included: (a)
individuals who were trained as special educators: (b have at least two vears teaching expe-
rience with nonverbal students: and () were willing to take part in the study. Group A had
five teachers, one male and four female teachers: four teachers held Bachelor of Education
gualifications whereas one teacher held a diploma in education. Group B consisted of three
teachers, all of them were females; and possessed a BEd inspecial education. Group C, also
consisted of three teachers. Two teachers held a diploma in special education and one
teacher had a B.Ed degree in special education.

Instrament

An interview schedule, consisting of 12 open-ended questions and themes, was developed
in English. The schedule was designed to obtain information about the scope of using AAC
in Botswana by teachers who worked in these schools and taught non-speaking learners

Table 2. Students with intzllectual disabilities in the special units in Gaborone City,

Werbal Monwerbal/Limited
Schools Frequency (%) verbal Frequency (%) Total
School A 3G (58) 26 (42) 62
School B 32 {Ta) L0 {245 42
School C 32 (T 14 {30y 46

Total 100 (67) S0 (33) 150
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with intellectual disabilities. This interview schedule was developed through a review of
the literature relating to A AC and non-speaking students with an intellectual disability. The
intent of the interview guide was to provide an overall direction for the session and stimu-
late discussion. A pilot test was carried out using a focus group discussion with four fourth
vear undergraduate students of special education who after their diploma in special
education had experienced teaching students with an intellectual disability. The interview
questions were then refined by the authors based on the feedback given by the participants
of the pilot focus group.

Dara Collection Procedure

Each group was interviewed once by the investigators in English. The interviews ranged in
duration from one hour to one and halfhours. The interviews were conducted at the teach-
ers” school. The researchers informed the participants about the purpose of the research and
reminded the teachers that the researchers were interested in finding out arvthing and
everything about their experiences relating to teaching nonverbal students and the use of
AAC devices in their classes. The investigators made sure that the participants were
comfortable and free from any distraction (Krueger, 1998 ). One of the investigators facili-
tated the interview process and the other investigator tape-recorded the information. The
facilitator began the nterview using the interview guide and made sure that every partici-
pant responded to the same question and encouraged discussion among participants. Both
investigators remained as neutral as possible.

Dara Analysis

A step-by-step method was used to analyse data {Bovatzis, 1998; Kavale, 1996 Strauss &
Corbin, 1990 In Step 1, each transcribed interview was prepared into more manageable
thought units for analysis. In Step 2, each transcript was examined separately. and when-
ever a new theme emerged. it was highlighted. The identified themes within the transeript
were then compared across transcripts in Step 3. Summary themes were then developed in
Step 4. This meant that for each analysed transcript a sumimary was compiled in which sub-
themes were compared. The analysis was carried-out by the researchers individually and
then together.

Conformability

Adfter preliminary findings, a member check exercise was carried out by giving the partici-
pants the preliminary analysis of data to comment on in terms of whether they found the
theme to represent their own opinions (iLe., to comment on the accuracy of the informa-
tion). Participants were also asked to add any additional information to their summaries.
Al participants agreed with the summaries and informed the investigators that the
information reflected accurately their contributions to the nvestigation. The final coding
themes were: (a) challenges in teaching nonverbal students: (b) scope of using AAC: (2)
teachers’ knowledge about AAC: and {d) perceived barriers to the use AAC in the
classroom.

Resulis

Through data analysis, five themes emerged and related to each theme; various categories
and subcategories were also identified.
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Challenges of Teaching Nonverbal Students with an Intellectual Disabifity

Participants of this studv, who were teachers of leamers with an intellectual disability,
expressed their frustration at the limited spoken ability of their students. Participants
expressed that:

It 1= difficult to understand what the non-speaking students want and what they don’t want.
Thew don't participate in the class.

Mostly we do the same activities again and again.

Thev don’t socialise.

Crther students avoid them.

These staternents clearly indicate that the non-speaking students have not got the means
of expression and, therefore, raise an important issue of classroom participation. The partic-
ipating teachers stated that special demands were made on them by the “specific nature of
the students’ educational needs”. They specifically referred to the aspects of child-related
and teacher-related issues.

Child-related Issues

The participants highlighted that non-speaking students with an intellectual disability are
highly heterogeneous and mixing them with the other students offers significant challenges
(e.g.. learners are at different levels of intellectual ability, behaviour problems and commu-
nication problems). Different levels of intellectual ability of the learners of the same age
groups in a single classroom create many problems for teachers. One of the participants
reported:

We want to divide our clazsses based on the level of functioning. This, in itself, 1= a big chal-
lenge. We don't know how to do that. It looks simple, but in real practice it"s complex. If vou

match their age, the levels of ability differ, and if vou match the levels of abilities, age
differs.

Teachers who participated in this study were of the opinicn that behavioural problams
might occur due to the lack of ability to communicate. They stated that it is difficult to disci-
pline their non-speaking children. One of the participants said:

Mon-speaking students exhibit more behavioural problem compared to verbal students.
Another thing that | find very challenging 1= disciplining them. How do we discipline these
children? Do they really understand what discipline is, for what purpose, and why?

As the quotations reflect, some teachers felt that there was a different way of disciplin-
ing non-speaking students from disciplining other students. The teachers found it difficult
to discipline the students who do not speak. One of the participants said:

I feel comfortable to discipline those who speak, as [ feel they understand. [ feel uncomfortable
disciplining non-speaking students, as I don’t know if at all they understand. I am trving to
dizcipline them. I start but stop in between, the bad behaviour continues.

The heterogenic nature of the communication needs of the non-speaking children also
increased the workload of the teachers. One of the participants menticned that:

All the non-speaking children in my class are not the same. They all are different. Some spealk,
bt 1 fail to understand them. and some do not speak at all. I don’t understand what they intend
to sav. | feel bad. I trv. .. I wish | could understand them. It"s really frustrating.
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Teacher-relafed Issues

From the comments made by the teachers interviewed, it was clear that teaching nonverbal
students with an intellectual disability required additional work and responsibilities. The
teachers made numerous references to the fact that they serve not only as teachers, but also
had to assume the roles of teacher-aides, nurses, counsellors, mothers and therapists:

I had to prepare lessons, incorporate varieties of activities for each learner. It means a lot of
work.

I must simplify each little word and first explain it.

At times |ty to eomrect their speech and model for proper pronunciation. [ need to transfer
them, help them in eating and toileting. [ am tired.

We have a shortage of teacher-aides: therefore, the teachers themselves need to help these
students.

These statements clearly indicate the extent of more demands that non-speaking
students put on teachers. During the interviews. some of the teachers stated that there was
a stigma attached to special education. These teachers reported that the stigma was obvious
from attitudes of other persons, especially students and colleagnes in mainstream education
and the society in general. One of the participants said:

Other students call me Miss Special. The other teachers actually ook down upon us who are
teaching in the special classes. Mo one cares for us, not even the Ministry of Education. We
don’t get an extra allowanees or promotion, not even a pat on our back for the hard work that
we do everyday.

This according to another participant is an unfortunate situation. The problems and frus-
trations expressed by the teachers were obviously experienced as very tiring and stressful,
as stated by one participant: “Teaching students who don’t speak is very tiresome. Majority
of them have physical disabilities, such as cerebral palsy. Some have visual problems.
Some don’t hear™.

Scope of Using AAC

A majority of the teachers were not aware of the concept of AAC and how to use it. A major-
ity of the participants indicated that they used natural gestures, which were mostly func-
tional in nature, to communicate with the nonverbal children. One of the participants
explained: “I have heard about AAC. T don't know much about it, and moreover, how to
use it with my students. Is it sign language? s it difficult to learn?”

Another participant noted that: *Communication is an important aspect of socialisation.
These children cannot socialise with others; therefore, they disturb others. If they have
some means of conmunication they will not disturb others and will behave well™.

However, a majority of the teachers felt that AAC could be used only for functional
commmunication. Cne of the participants succinctly asked, “How can vou use it for develop-
ment of reading? I don’t think it is possible.”

Teachers' Knowledge, Skills and Amitude Towards AAC

Participants identified three major concerns related to use of AAC, These were: the lack
of knowledge. lack of academic gains and social exclusion. Participants reported that
they were not competent in using AAC and were apprehensive about its use. They were
not sure about the efficacy of AAC for students with an intellectual disability. One
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participant was sceptical and asked. “Do wou think it can work for students with intellec-
tual disabilities? She felt that the nonverbal students” academic needs would never be
met, and that these children would never receive the adequate attention they deserve. She
also expressed concern about the interactions of the verbal and nonverbal students in the
same setting. Other participants also reported that the non-speaking students were
usually avoided by speaking groups. The teachers were not sure whether AAC could
help in bridging the gap. One commented, “How can it increase student’s participation™’
She reported that students usually avoided non-speaking students. and they were
excluded by their peers in social situations outside the classroom. Some participants said
that it would be time-consuming to leamn to use the AAC systems. One of the partici-
pants expressed the view: [ heard AAC is complicated and highly technical”. Another
participant commented that AAC is “good only for basic communication. not for enhanc-
ing literacy in the classroom”™. Another participant was clear about her position in using
AANC "It is good for one-on-one basis™. One of them expressed a desire to take a course
in AAC after working with a nonverbal student, and stated: *T want to learn more. You
should teach us”.

Training on AAC

Although participants recognised the importance of AAC, thev lacked knowledge about
its use. Participants thought it was good for children to realise their communication
neads, but they were not convinced of its use for the purpose of education. At the same
time one of them was highly enthusiastic about it. and interested in leaming more about
it. She said:

Maybe it 1= useful, but [ am not trained. Evervbody in the class, [ think, should commmunicate.
I fezl pity for them. I can’™t help much. [ can help if vou train me on how to use it. You should
orgamze workshop for teachers.

At the same time she recommended that the workload should be reduced. She further
stated: “] am not ready to use it unless we are given less number [sic] of students™.

Perceived Barriers of Using AAC

The other predominant therme was the perceived barriers of using AAC. All participarts
anticipated barriers to teaching nonverbal students. Specifically, the participants discussad
three main barriers. They are related to schools, resources and teachers.

School-related Barriers

Participants anticipated two major barriers: structural and resource barriers. The structural
barriers put emphasis on the physical set-up such as proper infrastructure and the resource
barriers highlighted the lack of trained staff and support service professionals, and the lack
of material resources. One of the participants stated that:

We don’t have enough classrooms, special furmiture for the necessary adjustments for our
students, and students sit on the floor. Students can™t move freely. The classrooms are small
and often overcrowded. How can they interact [sic]? It is sad. Some students use wheslchairs,
we don't have special furniture.

The teachers also spoke of the high student teacher ratio. One of the teachers reported
that “each of us teach [sic] almost 10 students, this is too much™.
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Resource-related Barriers

Support services which are essential for the successful training of students with an intellec-
tual disability. such as speech language services and occupational therapy, are not available
in schools in Botswana. One of the participants said. “Speech therapists do not visit the
school, who would train us on how to use communication devices in classroom settings™.
The teachers also expressed a need for assistants or para-professionals. A general concern
expressed by most of the teachers was that they had no assistance from professional experts.
They complained that:

We have no cccupational therapists, pesychologists, educational therapists, or spesch therapists
to wordk with us. We need medical personnel. Social workers should come to school and
support us. We camnot work alone. Schools do have mtervention team [sic], but it cannot
functon without the support of other professionals.

The teachers expressed their concerns about the fact that they cannot manage nonverbal
students alone. They need ateam of professionals. One of the teachers commented that she
never received any detailed assessment information about the abilities, needs. educational
background or current educational goals of a student who came into her class from another
institution: “We ve never seen any detailed report about any child before admission. We
wolldn't know how to communicate with a nonverbal student. We get students anytime
during the term”.

Ome of the participants raised her concern regarding assessment and lack of teamwork:

Ome davw, a parent brought a letter stating that her child had besn admitted 1inmv class, The next
day, someone came and dropped off the child. The child cried the whole day. I think she had
multiple disabling conditions. I didn’™t know what to do. [ think we should be consulted before
placing a nonverbal child. We also need a detailed assessment on the predominant modes of
communication used by the child.

The participants were concerned about developing individualised educational plans for
nonverbal students in their classes. They also highlighted the lack of parental support in the
teaching—learning process. Some teachers also indicated that parents did not cooperate;
students did not do their homework because parents did not help their children at home. The
teachers further voiced their disappointiment and dissatisfaction about the general lack of
parental invelvernent and interest at their school, and said the following about parental
involvernent:

The parental involvement. .. it"s almost non-existent.. . as if the parents are happy to see their
children off ta the school. They just dump their children, even on the Teachers" Day. One
mother brought her child knowing that we don’t work on that dav. She exhibited her displeasure
for not operating on Teachers® Day.

The teachers who took part in the research were of the opinion that the community and
society in general were apathetic and ignorant, which could possibly be ascribed to a lack
of communication.

Teacher-relaied Barriers

Participants also identified the following barriers related to themselves as teachers: (a)
limited knowledge and skills: {b) time constraints resulting in inadequate planning and
preparation: (¢) negative attitudes towards nonverbal children: and, {d) teacher “burnout™.
Teachers described their lack of training related to how they dealt with nomverbal students
and their lack of knowledge on how to use AAC as limited to mesting the needs of nonver-
kal students. One of the participants explained that “she had no idea about AAC equipment
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or on how to use it”. Similarly, others stated their concern about the time required to learn
how to use an AAC system and about classroom accommodation strategies. They
comimented that additional time was required to complete necessary training on AAC, One
of them added that teachers will “bumout™ if something is not done about the teacher-
student ratior “Some of us will be forced to leave the job™. She added, *“It’s a lot of hard
work™.

Discussion

The purpose of this research was threefold: first, to find out the challenges of teaching non-
speaking students with an intellectual disability in special education units in Botswana.
Secondly, to find out teachers’ perceptions with the scope of using AAC for non-speaking
students, and finally, teachers” knowledge. skills and attitudes towards the use of AAC for
non-speaking students with intellectual disabilities.

Education of Non-speaking Students

According to the results of the present study, a number of critical issues concerning the
education of non-speaking learners with an intellectual disability in Botswana were
raised. These were broadly classified into teacher-related barriers and child-related barri-
ers. It is clear that teaching students with intellectual disabilities is a multifaceted activity.
Learners with an intellectual disability are heterogeneous in nature, hence individual
differences were evident. Some of the learners with an intellectual disability may have
multiple disabling conditions making teaching more difficult. It is therefore essential for
the teacher to differentiate instruction and to decide on the appropriate teaching style for
individual learners. This process is not only complex, but also takes effort. Similar kinds
of sentiments were also raised by Bos and YVaughn (2002 ). It is important that teachers
understand and honour the learners” communication needs (Fletcher & Bos, 1999, Some
of the learners with an intellectual disability do exhibit emotional and behavioural prob-
lems that demand a lot of effort and energy from teachers to maintain discipline in the
class (Krik, Gallagher, Anastasiow, & Coleman, 2006). Smith (2001 stated that all learn-
ers with an intellectual disability are not the same and therefore, instruction must suit the
individual child’s ability and level of functioning. This means that the teacher needs to
prepare lessons including the adaptation of activities, and design teaching material to
ensure each learmner’s participation. Teachers of students with an intellectual disability
need patience and empathy. They often feel drained, and experience emotions such as
guilt, anger and irritation {Morwich, 19907,

Special educators often lack the support. acknowledgement, and appreciation they
deserve. Such support might come through peer-collaboration and multi-disciplinary team-
work. Parental involvement is another important issue (Krik et al., 2006). Often it is not
available, which creates special challenges to educators. Hegarty (1993 ) also expressad
concern about the fact that parents were more than happy for schools to take over full
responsibility for their children’s education and care. The findings of this studv are
consistent with these concerns.

Scope of Using AAC

This study sought to determing the teachers” perceptions towards the use of AAC devices
for non-speaking students. At present, there is onlv limited mformation available on the
scope of using AAC for non-speaking learners with intellectual disabilities in Botswana.
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There is, however, good reason to belisve that many non-speaking learners with an
intellectual disability would benefit from using AAC and the participants recognised the
potential of using AAC. The teachers acknowledged that challenging behaviours such as
aggression, self-injury or urwanted social behaviours were pronounced among non-
speaking children with an intellectual disability and therefore, could be supported by AAC.
Mevertheless, teachers were apprehensive about its use in the development of literacy.
Similar findings were also observed in the studies of Soto, Miiller, Hunt, and Goetz {2001,
in an inclusive enviromment. In that study teachers recommended AAC for social purposes
rather than for academic use of language.

Teachers’ Knowledge, Skills and Amitade

In the context of “additional work and responsibility and stigma™ of working with students
with intellectual disabilities who were non-verbal, some participants in the study referred
to “burnout™. However. such comments need to be interpreted cautiously. In the context of
Botswana where there is a lack of human resources and related support services and there-
fore statements of additional work and being overworked are common. Special education
is fairly new in Botswana. [twas started by the missionaries in 1969 and was more formally
introduced in the 1980s. Special education training programmes started in the 1990s.
Therefore, stigma and negative attitudes towards individuals with a disability are commaon.
Even though the majority of the participants demonstrated negative attitudes towards the
use of AAC, it is important to note that one of the participants was highly enthusiastic in
learning about AAC. Perhaps this is the starting point.

Currently, all the teachers” training programmes have an introductory course in special
education. As there is a move towards implementing inclusive education, it is hoped that
regular education teachers™ attitudes towards people with disabilities in Botswana will
change.

The participants highlighted the importance of in-service training and expressed a need
for professionals and administrators to support the use of AAC in enhancing communica-
tion apportunities in schools. These findings are consistent with the literature that empha-
sises the role of in-service training for teachers and teacher-aides (Mukhopadhyay, 2005).
Lebel, Olshtain and Weiss (2005) used a web-based approach to inservice [sraeli teachers.
According to these authors the online course gave participants unique opportunities to learn
both theory and practice. It was flexible and promoted lifelong learning. Researchers of this
study alsa believe that web-based courses could work in Botswana.

Conclusion and Recommendations

The findings of this study confirm the view that teaching non-speaking students is a chal-
lenging activity. Despite using AAC as a way to enhance communication it is seldom used
in Botswana primary schools. This finding is attributed to teachers” lack of knowledge.
skills and their negative attitudes. The researchers see a need to become involved intraining
teachers to use AAC. Therefore, the following suggestions are made. Although the results
of this study focused on Botswana. the suggestions may be useful for other developing
countries.

Specialised Training Facilities
Special educators should be competent in using AAC. Therefore, the special education
programme of the University of Botswana should offer formal courses on AAC. Since
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Botswana is a large country, a web-based in-service training programme for teachers
could play an important role. However, not all teachers are comfortable with online train-
ing and therefore face-to-face training would need to be provided alongside web-basad
learning.

Resources

The provision of human and material resources are also important. The Ministry of
Education in Botswana should provide additional support staff to help special educators.
There is also a lack of culturallyv-appropriate resource materials in classroom interventions.
It is recommended that culturally and linguistically appropriate materials be developed.

Teammwork

It appears from this study that there is a lack of teamwork among support service
professionals, parents and teachers. A series of workshops focusing on the topic of
effective teamwork might be one way of enhancing teachers” knowledge and skills.
Leadership also plays an important role in implementing new ideas. Therefore, it is
important for the Ministry of Education to support teachers and provide leadership in
providing training in effective teamwork. It is also suggested that schools could collabo-
rate with the special education department of the University of Botswana to develop in-
service training and to create culturallv-appropriate materials. Action research studies
could be enacted in classrooms where ACC is used. This model of classroom research
would allow adaptations to be made and their outcomes examined. A university with
school partnership in action research may have mutual benefits for researchers and
teachers.
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