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SUMMARY

Learning Difficulties Programme was first initiated in Malawi in 1996, three decades after its independence in 1964.  This responded to the government’s quest of meeting the world Education for All (EFA) initiative by the year 2015. By 2007, the Montfort College of Special Needs Education had graduated 159 specialist teachers in learning difficulties. However, teachers for learners with difficulties continue to face a lot of challenges in their work. It should be pointed out at the outset that one of the challenges dogging the implementation of the learning difficulties programme is lack of tangible statistics on the country’s total population of the number of children with learning difficulties. As if that were not enough, specialist teachers for learners with learning difficulties face a fair share of challenges in their work. Long travel distances from one resource classroom to another, is one of the major challenges. Their lessons are also hampered by lack of well stocked resource classrooms in the schools. Furthermore the teachers generally lack of various forms of incentives from government, to boost their morale. The teachers also suffer lack of support from their fellow regular teachers, and District Education Managers, etc.  The teachers of learners with learning difficulties do generally get little support from the communities and parents of the disabled children. However as a nation with a literacy rate pegged at 60%, Malawi is poised to benefit more  if more financial support is invested into the Special Needs programme in general  and Leaning Difficulties Programme in particular. There are a number of solutions that have been suggested, which could help in solving challenges cited above. Provision of transport allowances could be one of the solutions to the challenges.  Orienting regular teachers in primary schools and colleges on aspects of learning difficulties could change their attitudes.  Construction of more resource classrooms across the country could help cut long distances for the specialist teachers, parents and pupils with disabilities. Awareness campaigns on the right of education for children with difficulties could help change people’s attitudes towards disabled children. Various kinds of support could also be solicited from collaboration between Government and Non-Governmental organisations (NGOs) working in the Special Needs Education sector.  
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KEY MESSAGE: 

To highlight challenges faced by teachers of learners with disabilities so that policy makers can provide necessary support for their efficiency. 

INTRODUCTION

Malawi Government through the Ministry of Education and Vocational Training first introduced a Learning Difficulties Programme in 1996   in Malawi.  This was in fulfilment of the government’s quest to meeting the world’s initiative of Education for All by the year 2015. In spite of the Governments’ efforts in addressing the challenges faced by the specialist trained teachers in Malawi, little has been done to address the specific challenges facing teachers for children with learning disabilities. This article will outline challenges this group of teachers is facing and at the same time will offer possible solutions to improving their efficiency and effectiveness in reaching out to children with learning difficulties.

BACKGROUND 

There has been a long history of Special Needs Education in Malawi.  The British missionaries first introduced special schools targeting visually and hearing impaired learners in Malawi, in as early as the 1950s.The Ministry of Education introduced Learning Difficulties Programme upon realising that for many years learners with hearing and visual impairments had been catered for in the Malawi’s education sector. Learning Difficulties Programme focuses on all learners with intellectual disabilities. The programme aims to equip specialist teachers with skills on how best to handle children with specific learning difficulties. The targeted children include those with behavioural/ emotional difficulties, language and communication difficulties, as well as other health related impairments. It must be acknowledged that Malawi for over 35 years stayed without a programme targeting children with learning difficulties.

In Malawi, just like any other country in the Southern Africa, disability problem continues to grow. According to the results of a disability survey conducted in 2004, it revealed that 4.18% of the total population of twelve million Malawians constituted persons with disabilities. However in 1983, the Malawi’s total population of disabled persons stood at 2.9% out of the 5,000,000 Malawians. This meant that disability had grown by 1.3% within two decades.

With regard to Learning Difficulties Programmes, in general, the programme has registered some success since its launch 14 years ago. It should be acknowledged Malawi has had no programme on learning difficulties for over 35 years.  By 2007, the Montfort College of Special Needs Education had graduated a record number of 159 specialist teachers in learning difficulties. Presently only 101 are serving in government primary schools across the country. However, 31 specialist teachers have moved into private institutions.  However, in spite of this record success, specialist teachers in learning difficulties continue to face a lot of challenges in their work as regards long distances ,inadequate resource centres, lack of incentives, lack of support from regular teachers as well as parents.
CHALLENGES
Several factors beset provision of Special Needs Education in Malawi. Up until now, Malawi does not have exact figures of the total number of children with learning difficulties in the schools. This means that planning cannot be effectively directed to the needs of disable children. This reflects failure of the implementation of disability screening exercises which is meant to be undertaken frequently in all the primary schools across the country.  

Lack of statistics on the numbers of children with learning difficulties remains a challenge to the provision of their education in Malawi. According to a survey conducted in 2004 in was revealed that 4.18% of the Malawian population was made up of persons with disabilities. The survey further indicated 35% of children with disabilities in Malawi never attended school. Presently there are over 150,000 learners with disabilities in the primary schools. However, no effort has been made to establish the exact figures of learners with difficulties.   In spite of lack of exact numbers of children with learning difficulties in Malawi, it can still be argued that there are many unidentified children with learning difficulties currently in schools or sitting at home. Therefore, government should establish the exact number of learners with difficulties so that in turn more teachers could be trained to meet the internationally recommended pupil teacher ratio of 1:15 per class.

Construction of more resource classrooms would greatly facilitate the provision of the programme. Records indicate that there are 96 resource centres in primary schools and five in secondary schools across the country serving 2,005 learners with learning difficulties. For instance, Blantyre the biggest commercial city in Malawi has got over 40 regular primary schools with only 5 resource centres for learners with learning difficulties. 

Long travel distances also pose a major challenge for organising specialist provision. Due the long distances from one school to the other specialist teachers have to use public transport at times over 5 kilometres to meet their students put in different schools. Travelling becomes even more challenging to those teaching learners with difficulties in schools situated in villages where roads become bad during rainy season. Transport has therefore remained a big problem for the teachers, since there are not provided with bicycles or motorbikes neither with transport allowances to act as a motivation and facilitate their mobility.

The development of a fully-staffed specialist service is also restricted by a lack of incentives for teachers. After training, specialist teachers for pupils with learning difficulties actually find their promotion prospects become worse. The one-year certificate in learning difficulties training programme is open only to teachers with four years of teaching experience in primary schools. However, as one of specialist trained teachers has reported, officials at the Ministry of Education headquarters in Lilongwe hardly recognises the certificate. Completion of training in the learning difficulties programme does not in any way improve one’s remuneration package. This is because, in a system where promotion usually follows length of time spent in the same post, time in training is not counted as contributing to years in the same post.  For instance, Margaret Chimutu (not her real name) one of the specialist teachers based at a Resource Centre at Zingwangwa Primary School reported that it took her 6 years rather than the usual four years before she was promoted to a T1 post, after attaining her specialist qualifications. The slower implementation of promotions for these teachers has therefore not only made the programme become unpopular among teachers but is also forcing some to move out to join non-government organisations to gain higher salaries.   

Lack of support from fellow teachers has made life hard for specialist teachers for learners with difficulties. The regular teachers refuse to assist children with learning disabilities on the pretext that they do not have expertise on how to handle children with disabilities. Some times the reason given is simple and straight forward “I am not paid to do that.” During an interview with Margaret Chimutu she revealed that learners with learning difficulties are left unattended to whenever their teachers is sick or is away attending a funeral.
Parents play a vital role in the education of their children. Parents provide a variety of support in the education of their children like supervising children doing home work, providing food, clothing. However this kind of support is denied to most of the children with disabilities in Malawi for several reasons. Many parents of children with disabilities neglect their children with disabilities due to negative attitudes. Some negative attitudes and discrimination has made many disabled children in Malawi not to exercise their right to education. Many parents think that it is generally a waste of time to send children with disabilities to school because nobody would employ them after school. Therefore parents who manage to send their children have very little enthusiasm to see them excel in class. The role of parents in the education therefore cannot be overemphasised. As if lack of support from fellow teachers for regular pupils is not enough, the teacher of learners with special needs therefore generally lack support from parents of the disabled children.

POTENTIAL BENEFITS OF A LEARNING DIFFICULTIES PROGRAMME
Malawi as a nation would significantly gain from the comprehensive implementation of Leaning Difficulties Programme if more attention is put into it. All the main educational needs of learners with special needs in a school would be met. All the pupils would find classroom work more enjoyable to join in together. Stimulating classroom settings would in turn reduce absenteeism and dropping out. The rate of pupils retained in an academic year would be more likely to remain high. Therefore Education for All initiative would no longer be a far fetched dream for Malawi but an achievable reality.    

SOLUTIONS

There are number of solution that have been suggested, which could go a long way in solving some of the challenges special teachers are meeting in the delivery of their work. 

Provision of incentives to the specialist teachers could be a morale booster.  Incentives could be in form of a transport allowance to help in their mobility, as they make their routine trip from one resource classroom to the other. If allowances are politically unacceptable, then, providing motor bikes would go a long way in relieving the teachers the burden of walking long distances to different resource classrooms at different schools to meet with their pupils. 

Promotions could also act as another incentive to the teachers. Government should reconsider its position, specifically with regards to promotion period for  specialist teachers. Considering the specialist teachers for promotion soon after   their return from College could be a motivating factor. Refresher courses or indeed exchange programmes for the specialist teachers could help attract them remain in the teaching profession. Therefore, directors of education responsible for Special Needs should advocate for funding for training outside Malawi.

Orienting regular teachers in primary schools and colleges on the subject of learning difficulties could also help in the education of children with learning disabilities. Such orientation would change the mind of the regular teachers towards special needs education. If oriented, the regular teachers could also help in advocating for the improved learning conditions of children with learning difficulties.
Training all regular teachers and parents of children with disabilities on how to identify and assess children with learning difficulties using simple assessment techniques could also go along way in relieving the burden off the teachers. In that way the country would eventually have some statistics of children with learning difficulties in all the schools. If parents are equipped with assessing skills they could play a key role in providing inclusive but home based models. Parents of children with learning disabilities could give talks on disability during the disability awareness days in the villages. 

Increasing the intake of specialist teachers could ensure that we have more specialist teachers in the schools. This would tremendously cut the long distances teachers walk. Indirectly that would also cut the distances children with disabilities walk to access a specialist teacher at the nearest resource centre classroom.   

Increased numbers of specialist teachers in leaning difficulties can only bring positive results in the community if they are given a conducive environment to work in. This therefore calls for construction of more resource classroom in all primary schools across the country .At least one resource centre at each primary school will improve a lot in the education of children with leaning difficulties in Malawi.    
A country-wide disability awareness campaign by the Department of Special Needs in the Ministry of Education on the right of education for children with difficulties could help change people’s attitudes towards disabled children. The campaign would certainly among other things make parents realise the importance of sending their disabled children to school. The initiative would eventually provoke demand for more resource classrooms across the country by the parents. Furthermore government would also establish the magnitude of learning difficulties problem in the country. However, for such a big awareness campaign to take place, it  certainly call for more financial resources, which one would expect government to readily provide, if education for all  in Malawi  is to become reality by 2015.
Increased collaboration and networking between Government and Non-Governmental organisations (NGOs) working in the Special Needs Education should be encouraged.  Such collaboration would compel the NGO to providing solutions to some of the problems facing the specialist teachers. The NGO’s would for instance build a resource classroom or buy teaching and learning material for a particular school.    
CONCLUSION 

In closing, the Ministry of Education and Vocational training should be commended for at last initiating a Learning Difficulties .However government should not treat Learning Difficulties Programmes as an end in itself. The government’s commitment to the programme cannot be overemphasised at this time. More financial support would lead to the expansion of the programme thereby ensuring more comprehensive inclusion, retention and support to all learners with learning difficulties in the education system in Malawi. Furthermore, more financial support would go a long in meeting the government’s quest to meeting the EFA goals by 2015. Otherwise by only paying lip service to the Learning Difficulties Programme Malawi as a nation will not meet EFA goals. This to say the least will be detrimental to our wish of having an educative nation which is crucial to our national development .Therefore our wish of an educative nation, where every body is able to read and write shall remain a pipe dream. 
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