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Many rivers to cross – assessment as a bridge to effective learning

for children with more severe learning problems; the Botswana experience.

Abstract
This paper will examine the assessment process as it relates to children with more severe learning problems (be they due to sensory, physical, intellectual, medical or social barriers) in Botswana. The Government Paper no 2 of 1994 stipulates that "there must be a comprehensive assessment based on a child's learning needs, not on group norms, and which is followed by individualised instructions".

A good assessment of both a child’s level of functioning, and the context of the particular child, is extremely important if educational provision is to be made as effective as possible. This paper critically examines the assessment process in Botswana, both in terms of policy and day-to-day practice. It seeks to assess how relevant that policy and practise is to Botswana taking into account the nature and dispersal of the school population, the level of expertise and quality of resources available in the country. It will also seek to suggest ways forward for more focused professional development and improved interagency collaboration between teachers, educational professionals and other service providers. 
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1.
Introduction

1.1 
Botswana - Brief background of the country and education system. 

1.1.1
The country;

Botswana is a landlocked country with a total area of approximately 581,730km2.
It is mainly semi arid climatically tending to desert in the south and west. It shares its borders with South Africa, Namibia, Zambia and Zimbabwe. 

The estimated population size according to the 2001 Census is 1.7 million people. The majority of the people are those from the Setswana-speaking ethnic groups though there are significant minority groups such as the Hambakushu and Basarwa as well as a growing community of expatriates from throughout the globe. 

Languages:

Setswana is the national language, but English is the official business language - and the language of instruction and assessment in schools beyond standard two- and is widely spoken throughout the country. For some minorities Setswana and English are second languages.

Political / Economic:

Botswana is a multi-party democracy. A 15-member House of Chiefs advises on tribal matters. The Botswana Democratic Party has governed Botswana since independence in 1966. The economy is based on diamond mining, tourism, cattle ranching, a growing financial services sector, as well as some industries and manufacturing. 
1.2
The overall system of general education

There is free (but not compulsory) 10 year basic education from standard one to Junior Secondary School form three. The system is structured as follows:

Primary - notional ages 6 to 12 in Standards 1 to 7

Junior Secondary - notional ages 13 - 16 in Forms 1 to 3

Senior Secondary - notional ages 16-18 in Forms 4 and 5

For the administration of education the country is divided into 6 Regions for Primary Education and 5 Regions for Secondary Education.   

1.2.1 Pre-primary 

In relation to access, pre-school education is largely provided by community organisations, private organisations and NGOs, although the RNPE 1994 gave the MoE responsibility to register, supervise, develop the curriculum, train teachers and set standards for the pre-primary age group 4-6 years. The overall enrolment is estimated to be 9% of the age cohort. More girls than boys attend pre-primary, and pre-primary enrolment is twice as high in urban areas than in rural areas. It is particularly low in remote areas. The fact that pre primary education is fee dependant is a major barrier to its uptake (Hilsum 2003;14).
1.2.2 Primary Education

Enrolment:

The administrative responsibility for Primary Education is shared between two ministries. The Ministry of Education is responsible for the curriculum, and the management and deployment of teachers. The Ministry of Local Government is responsible for the provision of physical infrastructure and the procurement of teaching / learning resources. 

In 2001 there were 750 primary schools 58 of which were privately owned.

The total enrolment into primary schools is increasing gradually year on year. 

1.2.3 Secondary Education:

Secondary education comprises two levels:

Junior Secondary - Forms 1 to 3

Senior Secondary - Forms 4 & 5

There is automatic progression from Primary to Junior Secondary level, although all pupils take a Primary School Leaving Examination.

Progression to Senior Secondary Level is via the Junior Certificate Examination. The Senior Secondary Curriculum is based on the Botswana GCSE syllabus.

In 2003 there were 23 government senior secondary schools, 210 government junior secondary schools and 32 private secondary schools.

1.2.4  Gender balance in educational participation:

The proportion of girls is consistently higher than boys. While the percentage of girls enrolled in primary education is slightly below that of boys the data suggests that more girls are participating in secondary education, and the gap between male and female numbers is widening.

51% of boys and 54% of girls made the transition from Form 3 to Form 4 in 2001.

(Hilsum Op. Cit;17)

2. Special Education

Special education programmes in Botswana were started in the late 1960’s initiated by NGO’S and religious groups. The Ministry of Education established a unit of special education under the Department of Primary Education in 1981 as a way forward for promoting access to education for learners with special needs. 

In 1993 the unit of Special Education was upgraded to a Division in the Ministry of Education so as to enable its operation to be independent from that of the Department of Primary Education. It has a role as an advisory body to various departments in the Ministry of Education as well as other stakeholders involved in the provision and implementation of the recommendations of Special Education as outlined in the RNPE. (Khumalo 2004)

According to the RNPE the goals of special education as follows:

· To ensure that all citizens of Botswana including those with special needs have equality of educational opportunities;

· To prepare children with special educational needs for social integration by integrating them as far as possible with their peers;
· To ensure a comprehensive assessment that is based on the child’s learning needs and not on group norms, and which is followed by individualized instruction;

· To promote early identification and intervention which will ensure the maximum success of the rehabilitation process;

· To enable all children with special educational needs to become productive members of the community by equipping them with survival skills and relevant pre vocational skills, to enhance their employment opportunities and promote self reliance;

· To ensure the support and active participation of the children’s parents and community through an education and information campaign.

3. 
The Role of Assessment

Most countries, if not all, have a theoretical interest in terms of formulating policies in Special Needs Education which are meant to support the needs of children experiencing learning difficulties. These policies include, among others, the need for meaningful assessment of children with special needs. Assessment therefore forms an integral part of the education system without which the students’ academic progress may not be evaluated. However, a number of factors may hamper the smooth implementation of policy, such as human resources, finance and other related issues such as the curriculum in place. Students with special needs may require extra help in gaining access to the curriculum.  An essential prerequisite in all cases is adequate assessment.

“Pupils’ programmes of work must be drawn up on the basis of comprehensive detailed information of an individual’s strengths and weaknesses, the nature and likely effect of any handicapping conditions, …Medical and psychological perspectives should be taken into account, but the central concern has to be educational....

Care must be taken to ensure that … whatever information is collected is used to promote pupil learning.”  Hegarty, S. (1990; 1064)

3.1
Rationale/significance of assessment in the Botswana context

Over the years, Botswana has had a great challenge in providing basic education for its citizens, including children with special needs. Despite  - and maybe even partly as a result of - a government education policy that has tried to cover the needs of all students, a number  experience difficulties with their  learning. In 2002 and 2003 there just over 20% of pupils sitting  the Primary School Leaving Examination obtained a D grade or below. In the same period, Junior School results reflected about 21% at D grade or below. Very often the blame for such failures are attributed of lack of commitment on the part of the teachers. Botswana practices automatic promotion between primary and secondary, that is to say, every child proceeds to the next level of education regardless of whether his PSLE result. This therefore calls for the improvement and knowledge on the cause of learning problems and intervention strategies by teachers and all concerned. Assessment then becomes important at every level of learning. 

It must be noted however that assessment as a process is done everyday especially by teachers as a way of finding out how well a lesson has been understood. However assessment for children with special needs as defined by McLaughlin & Lewis, (1991: 104) “is the systematic process of gathering educationally relevant information to make legal & instructional decisions about provision of Special services”. This is a different emphasis than the merely summative assessment that most teachers are implementing. The one million dollar question is to what extent does this happen for children experiencing learning difficulties in the regular schools in Botswana?  How early is the identification process? What intervention strategies are put in place for such kind of students? Do we have sufficient staff to carry out such assessment and interventions and how knowledgeable are teachers in this respect? Until we provide answers to these questions many children may continue to struggle with their education and  even drop out of school.

The importance of early identification, assessment and provision for any learner who may be experiencing learning difficulties is paramount and cannot be over-emphasised.  The earlier an action is taken, the more responsive the learner is likely to be, and the more school failure can to a large extent be prevented or reduced. There is evidence to suggest that children in Botswana with learning problems are formally identified only late at standard four where they have to sit for an attainment test. As a policy no child may repeat a class except at standard four where the results of the test would determine whether the child has to repeat or not. Besides, only a certain percentage can repeat that class (12.5%) The report of the National commission on Education (1993) has revealed that……..

“In order to assist in the early identification of learners with special educational needs, the school may want to make use of any appropriate screening or assessment tools and personnel which, enables them to consider the achievements and progress of the learner.”

In the same vein schools should make full use of information passed to them as well as be open and responsive to expressions of concern and information provided by parents and health professionals. It should be noted though that the identification and assessment of the special educational needs of learners requires very careful consideration.  Care should be taken to consider the learner within the context of the home, language, culture and community in order to ensure that the learner as well as the parents fully understand the measures the school is taking to use assessment tools, if any, which are culturally fair/neutral and useful for a wide range of groups.  

4. 
Description of children who are in need of specialist assessment in Botswana


Children may face ‘many rivers’ during their educational career - barriers that hinder or stop altogether their access to meaningful education.  A relevant assessment of the child’s needs is an important step in building bridges to cross such barriers. Not all ‘rivers’ are metaphorical; a former student of one of the authors noted how some of her pupils had to walk many kilometers to even get to school and if it rained hard they were not able to cross the river between their villages and the school.

4.1
Numbers and placement of students with special needs
The recording of numbers of children with special needs (here taken to mean a physical, sensory, intellectual difficulty, that causes a barrier to the child achieving to their fullest in the current ordinary school system – gifted children are also included) is very patchy. It is not known how many children there are in each category on a national level.

However at the moment any new services provided are immediately taken up which would imply that demand greatly exceeds supply. In one village known to the authors a community based volunteer has identified nearly 50 children and young people in the village with disabilities and who have not received any formal education or training. This is 1% of the village population and there is no reason to believe that this village will be any different from others. 

Table One; 

Numbers of students with more severe disabilities (mainly physical / cognitive) in existing special education provision;

Pre school   / stimulation centres (all NGO’s)

	
	Number of Children
	Notes

	Total
	172
	


There may well be other children with significant SEN in other pre schools but there are no statistics that one can refer to for this data.

Table two;
Units at government schools for pupils with Mental Handicap.

	
	Number of Pupils
	Notes

	Total
	504         (310)
	All Primary


Table three;
Units at government schools for pupils with Hearing Impairment.

	
	Number of Pupils
	Notes

	Total
	291
	Both primary and Senior School


Table four;
Units at government schools for pupils with Visual Impairment.

	
	Number of Pupils
	Notes

	Total
	116
	Both primary and Senior School


It is likely that the number of students with VI and HI, particularly in the older age range will increase over the next few years as both can result from infections resulting from HIV / AIDS. Indeed the director of a rehabilitation unit for the VI stated that already they were seeing an increase of young people with this problem and that two of the students enrolled who had had an onset of blindness later in life had died during the previous year.

A study by Kisanji (2003) estimated that there were approximately 1000 school aged pupils in Botswana with a serious hearing impairment who were not having their needs met appropriately.

Taking the total number of students at primary school in units designed for children with special needs in 2003 we find that there are 823. The total projected number of students in primary school for 2003 is 334932 (MoE 2001). This means that children being actively supported in units for their special needs at this level make up 0.25% of the primary school population.

Table five;
Students with special needs at Community Junior Secondary level
The total from the tables above comes to;

	Tashata CJSS                (HI)
	16

	Ramotswa CJSS           (HI)
	44

	Linchwe CJSS              (VI)
	22

	Total
	82  


The total number of students in CJSS provision in Botswana in 2001 was 110 523. Therefore the proportion of pupils actively being supported in special educational units at the CJSS level is approximately 0.075%.

Table six;
Numbers of students in Special Units at Primary and Secondary School by disability.

	Disability
	PS
	SS
	Total

	VI
	88
	28
	116

	HI
	231
	60
	291

	MH
	504
	-*
	504

	
	
	
	911


* NB although there are no students in specialized units at SS level for this group, research (such as that in 2.6.2 above) shows that many students in primary school special units are well beyond primary school age.

Crudely speaking a figure of 2% of the school population is often used as a guide for the number of children with significant special needs. This figure comes from ‘Western’ contexts and taking into consideration issues such as basic health problems and language barriers is likely to be higher in a country such as Botswana. The information above would seem to indicate therefore that there are many children with severe disabilities who are not in school or perhaps are in school but have not had their needs assessed accurately or at all.

This observation is backed up by feedback from students on teaching practice in CJJS’s who are asked to identify pupils with special needs in their classrooms as part of their Special Education assignment (Dart 2004a). Some of their comments are reproduced below (note, these pupils have already spent at least 7 years in primary schools);

“Most of the students were fine except the three who had VI. .. I realized that these three even squeezed their eyes when looking at the board… All the children were never assessed. The teachers were not aware hence the students sat at the back or anywhere in class.”

“There is one pupil with a hearing impairment…during discussions she does not hear because of too much noise from other groups in this way she does not gain anything from group discussions even though it is a major teaching method. The child has not been assessed officially…all teachers are aware of this problem.”

“I learned that there a many pupils with a multitude of special needs ranging from mild to severe such that a pupil cannot read and write and even copy what is written on the board.”

“There are two girls in my class who seem to have hearing problems…I identified them because every time I read a passage or ask questions they ask for repetition. They have not been assessed officially and it is unfortunate to say that they teachers were aware of the problems but ignored them because there had not been anything done to help those students.”

“…because he struggles when he writes…(he) wishes that he could be like other people without disabilities so that he would be able to do (things ) on his own / have and make friends. Basically the child has lost hope as no one has tried to assist. Also concerning his school work he says it is not that he is incapable, what he thinks and feels is that there is no need to do well, after all, nobody will hire a disabled person like him.”

5.
Policy on assessment of children with disabilities

5.1
Identification & assessment

In the RNPE the goals of special education such as they relate to assessment are expressed thus;

c)
To ensure a comprehensive assessment that is based on the child’s learning needs, and not on group norms, and which is followed by individualized instruction.

d)
To promote the early identification and intervention which will ensure the maximum success of the rehabilitation process.

5.2
Methodology

The RNPE also states how assessment is take place. It is to be multi level with the first stage at school level. It is to be achieved by the action of School Intervention Teams (SITs) which should be present in every school. RNPE rec 92b states that;

“At least one senior teacher in each school should be appointed to be responsible for the handicapped children in each school. This teacher must be a member of the School Intervention Team and should organise special remedial tuition for the children with specific learning problems. In time these posts should be filled by trained, special education teachers.”

The RNPE rec. 93 also recommends - with regards to SIT’s - that the Central Resource Centre (CRC) should offer the following service: -

"…the setting up of School Intervention Teams, other links with schools, social worker and health clinics throughout the country, so that local staff with initial training from CRC can take responsibility for most assessments of educational needs and follow up work." 

And 93b states (in recognition of the increasing pressure that will mount on the Central resource Centre) that ;-

“Other resource centres should be established…one at each of the existing education centres.” 

5.3
Assessment of children experiencing difficulties in learning in Botswana: 

Practice.

The evidence would seem to suggest that many children with a variety of special needs are not being identified in a timely manner or indeed at all. Early identification and assessment does not necessarily mean at an early age (though this is crucial if necessary) but can also refer to those children whose special educational need has a later onset in their school career.

5.3.1
Pre School

Local clinics and Family Welfare Educators do not seem to have the skill to identify children with some disabilities. Or sometimes the identification is made but then the information not passed on to the education authorities. There is no simple developmental checklist used by staff at the clinics to monitor the early progress of babies and toddlers. Only the record of weight is kept. (Dart 2004a;16).

Thus a very potentially important stage is missed in terms of assessment. This is made worse by the fact that babies and toddlers are tracked at the clinic until they are 5. Any disabilities / problems that might occur or become apparent between that age and the onset of primary school (usually at 7 though more and more at 6 years old) might well be missed.

There are a few NGO’s across the country that play a crucial role in this identification and assessment process. They appear to be carrying out an important role in a relatively effective manner considering the resource constraints that they work under. However there are few of them and they are understaffed with often under qualified staff. They struggle financially to meet their goals.

5.3.2
The Central Resource Centre

Assessment of children experiencing learning difficulties in Botswana still faces many challenges despite the Government commitment and political will. One of the key goals and strategies for education of children experiencing learning difficulties points to the fact that such children should be detected, identified, and assessed comprehensively, and as early as possible, in order to benefit from early stimulation (Kisanji, 2003). It has however been observed that the realization of this noble goal remains a distant due to inadequate staffing of the department that is tasked with the identification and assessment of such students. The Central Resource Centre (CRC) for Special Education, which operates under the arm of the Ministry of Education (MOE) is the only facility in the country where children and youth are assessed to establish the level of functioning and determine placement for educational purposes. The staff is made up of three educational psychologists, a speech and language therapist, an occupational therapist, two assessment officers, the braillist and other support staff members who work as a team in identifying and diagnosing learning difficulties. 

Children are referred to the center from all over the country by the schools, parents, clinics and any other service providers who happen to know about the services. Children are first of all assessed and recommendations are made which are then communicated to teachers, parents and other authorities that may have referred the child. The children are then placed either in mainstream settings or special schools. The center is not only involved in the assessment of children at the center, it also carries out outreach programs nationwide as well as stimulation workshops for parents of infants with more severe problems such as cerebral palsy, Down’s Syndrome etc.

According to the assessment team the following have been identified as challenges to the provision of their services:

· Many children are referred by the schools without adequate information from school records.

· Some children being are brought in too late when it is difficult to provide appropriate interventions.

· Inability to make follow - ups by the CRC staff due to inadequate staffing (as one officer put it, “We identify only to abandon”). 

· Lack of interest on the part of other stakeholders in the provision of special needs education.

· Lack of culturally relevant assessment tools.

· Language problems between stakeholders (many speaking limited or no English and some speaking limited or no Setswana).

5.3.3
Classroom Assessment:

Teachers in schools carry out normal day to day type of assessments, especially the norm – referenced. However these tests are often not adequate for children experiencing learning problems. Very few teachers have had special education training and this makes it difficult for them to understand the difficulties experienced by such pupils and therefore fail to prepare adequately for the child.  It is estimated that, 25% to 30% of children in every classroom need special education provision and it is therefore vital that every teacher be given the opportunity to learn to identify children with learning difficulties, assess, make referrals and also give remediation involving individualized instructions (Abosi, 1997). Ogbue et al (1991) also noted that a child with a learning problem needs special methods to enable him/her to perform maximally. Special methods includes the teacher having the skill to detecting the many learning difficulty characteristics through keen observation of the child’s behaviour and also through formal and informal tests.

Teachers require the skills and time to observe learners and note those differences that exist among them. This, according to special education teachers interviewed, has proved very difficult to do as they claim to be teaching too many children and never find time to attend to those children needing their attention most.  Kauraisa (2002) also pointed out that special education teachers are unable to closely monitor student’s progress in classrooms due to heavy teaching loads. This confirms reports from the CRC that too many children are sent to the center, even those cases that could be dealt with by the teachers in the school. It must be noted that specialist teachers as well as promoted teachers having the responsibilities of seeing to it that special needs children are provided with relevant services also have classes to teach and carry the same load as non – specialist teachers.

5.3.4
Teacher Skills and School Intervention Teams (SIT)

Teachers in ordinary schools lack skills in basic identification, assessment and support. This is likely to improve over the next few years for the following reasons; all pre-service teacher training now contains an element of Special Needs Education which covers, if only briefly, these issues, and; the functioning of the School Intervention Team as an active body should start to make an impact due to planned in service training over the next couple of years. This is a crucial development and needs vigorous and careful planning and support. Currently all primary schools have HoDs Special Education who are meant to coordinate the role of the SIT. However, very few are currently active. About half a dozen CJSS’s have started SIT’s which are active to a greater or lesser extent. There are no known SITs in SS Schools.

5.3.5
The role of parents in assessment

Parents of children with learning difficulties have an important role to play in their assessment. A number of reasons compel us to involve parents in assessment procedures of children experiencing difficulties in learning. First, parents know more about the capabilities of their children in non school settings than teachers or any other professional. Secondly, they already have information concerning successes and failures in helping their children achieve developmental milestones. Third, the success of educational programs requires to some extent the cooperation of the parents. Therefore parents of children are partners with governments and communities involved with their children. 

Information from teachers and staff at the center indicate that parents are not always willing to provide information about their children for fear of stigmatization. The National Commission on Education (1993) equally acknowledges the importance of parental involvement in the education of children with disabilities. One of the goals reads: “to ensure the support and active participation of the children’s parents and community through an education and information campaign”( p31). The need to strengthen the involvement of parents is best captured by the comments of a student teacher who had visited a parent to get more information about the chosen child:

“…..because they are not dealing with the psychological development of the child, it was difficult for them to understand when one talks of the low performance of the child. They will just say the child is quiet and they regard that as good behaviour. This really causes a concern because it makes a teacher and parent to have parallel views about the child which is not good….”

It is important to always to communicate with the parents or guardians whatever information we have regarding the special needs of their children. Kisanji (2003) points out two ways in which schools can make collaboration and partnership work. These are:

· The need for schools to have an open door policy for parents and community leaders as well as be able to listen to all voices within the school.

· Information sharing between parents and teachers, school and community leaders and between teachers and children and parents and children.
6.
Bridging the gap in the context of Botswana; Conclusions and Recommendations

Research that has been done and anecdotal information from various sources seems to indicate that many children in Botswana are not having their educational needs adequately assessed. So much so that significant numbers of children with more severe problems of one sort or another are failing to have their needs met in school or perhaps are not able to access educational services at all.

Early identification and assessment is poorly organised. There is a lack of training among professionals at local clinics that would enable them to identify the needs of some children.

The special educational assessment process is underdeveloped and overstretched. Many parents and schools are not aware of services available to their children. 

Many of the recommendations below have been made before and indeed a number are simply repetitions of existing policy that has yet to be put into practice.

1. Health care workers involved in the monitoring of early childhood development (nurses and family welfare educators for example) should receive basic training on developmental milestones and symptoms of possible sensory, physical and cognitive disabilities. 

2. There should be a clear referral and communication process between the clinics, the local primary school and the Central Resource Centre if necessary.

3. Recommendation 93b of the RNPE  - that resource centres be developed at all existing education centres - should be implemented. Botswana is a large country with a highly dispersed population. It is simply not feasible for one centre to offer assessment and support services to the whole country. This will require both physical and human resource development.

4. The possibility of assisting some of  the NGO’s around the country that are involved in early childhood intervention and education for children with special needs to play a role in this process should be explored.

5. Culturally and linguistically appropriate assessment tools need to be developed (this would make the ideal Master’s thesis for staff undergoing further training).

6. The setting up of active and adequately supported SIT’s at each school needs to be priority.

7. Training offered to students in special education (whether as specialists or as a general introduction course) needs to be reviewed to see whether it offers the appropriate skills for assessing and supporting pupils with special needs in Botswana schools.

There are many rivers to cross for children with special needs in Botswana. Challenges posed by physical access, curricula and exam access, attitudes and skills of staff, concerns of parents and society, affects of poverty and disease are just some of them. Adequate assessment focused on the educational needs of the child is the first step in building a bridge over such troubled waters.
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