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Concept and evolution of units for special needs

children in Ghana

1.1. The need for an alternative to special (boarding) schools

Ghana is making enormous efforts for the education and well-being of

handicapped children:

Every year 9000 teachers graduate from teacher training

colleges with some knowledge of special education.

At least 40 to 50 teachers of the mentally handicapped also

graduate each year.

Community health nurses follow up and advise parents on

health issues of their children from pregnancy through early

childhood.

Peripatetic officers are posted in all of the 112 district offices of

Ghana Education Service to support the education of

handicapped children.

There are 11 special schools for mentally handicapped children

in Ghana.

In some districts, specialized services such as ophthalmologic

nurses and psychiatric nurses are available for support with

specific health problems such as vision defects and epilepsy.

However, despite these efforts, the number of children with a mental

handicap actually receiving special needs education remains very

low:

!

!

!

!

!

!
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extremely costly. In fact, all the financial input of the Special

Education Division of Ghana Education Service goes not into

teaching and learning materials but into feeding these few

children.

The additional personnel in these boarding schools, matrons,

drivers, kitchen helpers, etc. usually outnumber the teaching

staff by a ratio of 3:1.

As parents have become accustomed to their children being

accommodated full time in the schools, they do not want them to

return home after the age of 18. Many schools are choked with

adult !pupils" and no younger children can be admitted.

Neither peripatetic officers nor community health nurses can

offer the families a setting where their mentally retarded children

receive an education and the parents are free at least for a number

of hours per day to go about their work.

Many families do not know how to address the authorities or do

not bother anymore as they receive little (if any) support. This is

why the number of !officially registered" mentally handicapped

children is so low.

The present system of educating mentally handicapped children in

Ghana is reaching only an extremely small minority and is neither

cost effective nor efficient.

1.2. Units for special needs children in regular schools as an

alternative concept
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According to the 2000 Population and Housing Census, there are

6 921 175 children in Ghana between the ages of 5 to 19 years.
International estimates assume that 0.5% of all children are

moderately or severely mentally handicapped which means they

have a mental age of a three-to-five-year-old child or less. We can

expect about 34 600 mentally retarded children of school age to

presently live in Ghana.

At the same time, only about 750 mentally retarded persons are

receiving an education in special schools in Ghana, with perhaps

20% being over the age of 18.

This means that less than two mentally handicapped children out

of 100 are receiving an education in a specialized setting

appropriate for their needs.

It takes years of waiting to be admitted to a special school and the

average school entry age in the special (boarding) school is around

10 to 12 years.

All the other mentally handicapped children, about 34 000

persons between the ages of 5 and 19, either drop out of basic

school in a very short time or have never in their lives had a chance

to go to school at all.

This is as if the whole population of a town like Kasoa had never

been granted the right to go to school.

The majority of special schools are boarding schools which are

What are the reasons why these young citizens of Ghana are not

receiving an education?
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They can go to the same school site as their siblings and the

neighbourhood children.

Some activities with non-handicapped children such as morning

assembly, recreation, and even teaching and learning can be

achieved in mixed groups.

Transition from school to work can be more easily achieved due

to constant contact with the family and community. At the end of

schooling, the young mentally handicapped person can go about

a useful occupation, usually helping a family member at his

work.

The community itself grows accustomed to mentally

handicapped persons and witnesses that they have a potential for

achievement.

The families, especially the mothers, have a time of day when

they can go about their work and earn a living without constantly

worrying and having to take care of their mentally retarded child.

Our goal is to permit a greater number of mentally

handicapped children to receive an education which fits their needs. In

addition, the school must reach out to the families and not expect the

families to overcome great obstacles in order to find education for

their children. We need to develop low cost alternatives to special

boarding schools and offer services at least in all towns over a

population of 35 000 inhabitants. This size is necessary to have a

number of about 20 children in two classes.

This is in line with the !Education Strategic Plan 2003 to

2015" of the Ministry of Education, Government of Ghana which

observes an !Uneven locational distribution of special needs services,

high attrition rate of teachers completing special needs training and

lack of necessary equipment and financing within the special

education sector" (Education Strategic Plan, 2003, 9). A support

system is to be in place for children with special educational needs by

2015 and the attendance of children with special educational needs is

to increase by 50% in 2008 according to this initiative.

Units for mentally handicapped children in regular schools are

such a low cost and effective initiative. At the end of 2007, all over

Ghana, 23 units for special needs children have been established by the

partnership project !Support to Special Education" of the Ghana

Education Service, Special Education Division (SPED) and the

German Technical Cooperation (gtz).

Children remain at home with their parents and are a part of the

community.

The advantages are obvious:

!
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1.3. Starting units for special needs children in all districts of

Ghana

What conditions are necessary for starting a unit for children with a

mental handicap in a regular school?

Up to now, the project !Support to Special Education" has

been received with open arms by every District Education Director

that has been approached. All the District Education Directors and

Special Education Coordinators are aware of their responsibility and

have done their best to help create a unit in their district.

Unfortunately, the number of graduates from the University of

Education willing to teach children with a mental handicap in the

classroom and to do the additional work that is involved in contacting

parents and reaching out to the community without extra incentives is

not very large. In addition, study leave is not coordinated with the

needs for specialist teachers in the district so that the number of

available teachers for creating units is quite small.

Even though there exists a draft of a guideline for budgeting

and personnel allocation, this has not been implemented up to the

present so that many of the units are working with insufficient

personnel and receive no financial help from the district assembly.

The district must support
inclusion of mentally
handicapped children

1

A budget for the unit and
personnel must be allocated

by the district assembly
3

A specialist teacher who knows
the community must be willing

to work in the school
2
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2. Planning and starting a new unit

The following procedures in starting a unit for special needs

children in a district have proved effective.

The District Director GES, the Special Education Coordinator

of the district, and in the case of mission schools, their Educational

Directors are the most important persons that must be involved. Since

the education of special needs children has been delegated to the

districts in some cases, these persons must be made aware of their

responsibility. As the number of mentally handicapped children in

need of separate instruction is not large we can assume about 0,5% of

the school age population - these persons must also be aware that they

will not need a large number of classrooms for the children in their

community. In most cases, one at maximum two classrooms will be

sufficient.

Units must be created in centrally located schools in a

neighbourhood where a large percentage of the population live so that

children can reach the units on foot and unaccompanied if possible.

Though it is tempting to construct classes on large plots of government

land on the outskirts of town and hope for a car and a driver,

experience shows that this leads to additional problems such as

financing transportation for the children, loss of contact to the

2.1. Assuring the support of the District Director GES

2.2. Criteria for the location of a unit in a regular school

community, etc.

As the foundation is the most costly part of a building,

whenever possible, existing buildings should be renovated instead of

constructing a new building. These buildings, which have been

abandoned, are usually located in older schools which are in central

locations of town. Very often with sums around 1 to 2 thousand Cedis

they can be renovated. In addition, this encourages the Ghana

Education Service as well as the District Assemblies to understand

that it is within the means of Ghana to establish a unit for mentally

handicapped children in every district capital. All the districts would

have the means to pay for this if they used the 5% of the District

Common Fund which is reserved for the handicapped. There is

basically no need for foreign donors as Ghana has the means to

achieve the goal of assuring the education of mentally handicapped

persons by its own power if the concept which has been established

and proven by the program "Support to Special Education" is applied.

Very often local resources can be made available if the district

supports the idea of creating a unit. In some cases, workers of the

district or GES can help with the preparation of the grounds. The

District Assembly can pledge a sum for the construction and the 5%

Fund for the handicapped of the district can be used for this purpose.

Many districts closely collaborate with agencies such as PLAN

Ghana for construction of schools and toilets and could also solicit

HIPC funds.

2.3. Criteria for renovating or constructing classrooms

2.4. Making use of local resources
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2.5. Introducing headmasters, PTA, and teachers of potential
host schools to the concept

2.6. Beginning education of the children comes before building
classrooms

These persons who will actually be dealing with teachers and
children of the special needs unit on a day-to-day basis must approve
inclusion in order to avoid future conflict. They can be invited to visit
a unit nearby to discuss their questions and doubts about hosting a unit
and talk to teachers and parents who have already made this
experience. The host school and its teachers and parents need time to
genuinely accept the handicapped children in their midst and to learn
to cope with the new situation. This means that even if a favourable
location has been found personal and professional relationships must
be built up. In our experience, between the first steps of getting
acquainted and the start of classes at least a half a year of building trust
is necessary.

Very often, as it was the case in Winneba, Swedru, Akwatia,
Bolgatanga and Nadowli, it is possible to start a class in a borrowed
room or even under a tree as we do not do much work with chalk, a
blackboard, and paper and pencil. This gives us the opportunity to see
if the location is favourable for the majority of mentally retarded
children in the community and to build trust and mutual
understanding. Since the number of mentally handicapped children
whose parents are willing to bear the cost and effort of sending them to
school is limited, starting with one classroom and then later
expanding seems more sensible than constructing a large school at the
beginning.
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