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Abstract

Over the past 20 years, the education system in Guyana has significantly improved. Despite this improvement, students
with disabilities in Guyana still face higher rates of poverty, lack of access to schools, and a lack of teachers who are
trained in how to best meet their needs. Guyana has tried to address these problems with the drafting of legislation and
policies such as the Persons With Disabilities Act of 2010 and the SEN Inclusion Policy. While progress has been made,
there is still a need for additional efforts related to the education of individuals with disabilities in Guyana before their full
potential is realized. This column presents a brief historical background and summary of current practices related to the
identification, educational placements, and provision of educational services and supports for students with disabilities in

Guyana. Additional needs and future recommendations are also included.
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The Cooperative Republic of Guyana is a developing coun-
try in South America, bordering Suriname, Venezuela, and
Brazil. However, because of its strong cultural ties, Guyana
is more associated with Caribbean countries than Latin
America and is usually considered part of the Caribbean
area. As of 2015, Guyana’s population was 767,085
(UNESCO, 2015). About 48,419 people in Guyana, 6.4% of
the total population, live with some form of disability. Of
these individuals with disabilities, 30.1% were found to
have visual impairments, 16.4% had mobility impairments,
10.2% had body movement problems, 9.1% had hearing
impairments, and 8.3% had mental impairments (Beaie &
Phil, 2007). In addition, according to a survey of 1,500 indi-
viduals with disabilities conducted by the National
Commission on Disability (Mitchell, 2005), 15% of those
surveyed had never attended school. Among children with
disabilities under 16 years old, 42% had never attended
school (Mitchell, 2005). Research on families who have
members with disabilities in developing countries such as
Guyana has documented they are more likely to live in pov-
erty (Ajodhia-Andrews & Frankel, 2010; International
Monetary Fund, 2005). One of the factors leading to a high

rate of poverty among individuals with disabilities in
Guyana is that the unemployment rate for individuals with
disabilities is 67% (Mitchell, 2005). One way to help
improve the lives of individuals with disabilities is to
improve their educational opportunities (Buntinx &
Schalock, 2010; Winzer & Mazurek, 2012).

Guyanan law requires that school-aged children attend
school. However, the country has struggled to meet the edu-
cational needs of its school-aged children with disabilities.
In an effort to address the needs of these children, Guyana
has taken steps to increase school accessibility and quality
of education for diverse learners. In 2010, Guyana’s
Parliament passed the Persons With Disabilities Act
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(Parliament of the Co-operative Republic of Guyana, 2012).
This act increased access to high-quality education services
for individuals with disabilities living in the country. The
Guyanan Ministry of Education has also drafted a Special
Education Needs Inclusion Policy in an attempt to identify
and address gaps and resources required to educate children
with disabilities (Lockwood, 2010). Although Guyana is
attempting to address the needs of its young students with
disabilities, it still faces several challenges regarding ade-
quate teacher training, student access to appropriate facili-
ties and resources, and discriminatory practices by
administrators and educators.

The Persons With Disabilities Act
of 2010

This act aims to provide students with disabilities with
access to education and mandate that in-service and preser-
vice teachers receive instruction in special education and
are trained to educate children with disabilities. The lan-
guage specifically states,

(a) Individuals with disabilities are not excluded from free
access to the country’s compulsory general education because
of their disability, . . . (b) training programs are developed and
implemented for teachers working with students who have
disabilities, . . . and (c) special education is a required aspect of
teachers’ training. (p. 13)

In addition, the act encourages increased integration of stu-
dents with disabilities into mainstream schools, special
schools, and vocational training within special schools. The
act also calls for the development of stronger support ser-
vices for students with disabilities within schools. Under
this act, enhanced special education services are called for,
including special education classes that teach braille, alter-
native script, augmentative and alternative modes of com-
munication, and mobility and orientation skills.

The Guyanan Educational System and
Children with Disabilities

Guyana gained independence from Britain in 1966 and
became a cooperative republic in 1970. As a cooperative
republic, Guyana has three branches of government: execu-
tive, judicial, and parliamentary. The elected president of
the republic appoints the prime minister and other minis-
ters, including the minister of education. The Ministry of
Education was created in 1953 to better organize Guyana’s
education system, leading to the country’s recognition of
secondary schools and to the efforts to increase teacher
competence and training (Cameron, 1964).

Under Guyana’s executive structure, the National Centre
for Educational Resource Development (NCERD) serves as

the education hub of the Ministry of Education and is staffed
mainly with subject specialists to provide continuous pro-
fessional development training in particular subjects and/or
fields to both trained and untrained teachers from both spe-
cial and mainstream schools. The training seeks to provide
teachers that have graduated from the teachers’ college with
current, relevant information and best practices, while
exposing the untrained teachers to coping skills and tech-
niques necessary to effectively deliver the content. The sub-
ject specialists are spread across the different units: math,
language, science, social studies, information and commu-
nication technology (ICT), and special education needs
(SEN), to name a few. Each unit has an educational strate-
gic plan (ESP) that guides its work for the common good of
the ministry as a whole.

The SEN Unit Plan (Guyana Ministry of Education,
2014) outlines six broad principles that were highlighted at
the end of the previous plan to guide the work of the subject
specialists of the unit. These principles are (a) access to basic
vocational skills for life and work, (b) teaching/learning pro-
cesses and environment, (¢) national database for students
with special education needs, (d) management of special
education services, (¢) alliances with partners in education,
and (f) access to educational opportunities (pp. 52—56).

As a direct result of the ESP 2014-2018, the SEN unit
has established new priorities. For example, attention to
assessment procedures has increased, as the Ministry of
Education has recently received assessment materials and
related training. These materials are now being used on a
limited level to assess and place students who may have
special education needs. In addition, the SEN Unit works
closely with the Ministry of Education’s School Health Unit
in hearing and vision screening of Nursery Year 2 and Grade
1 students.

A primary goal of the Ministry of Education is to pro-
mote learning by providing students access to schools capa-
ble of meeting their learning needs. As part of this goal, the
ministry is trying to ensure that each educational district has
a special school, unit, or space for students of all ability
levels (Guyana Ministry of Education, 2014).

Guyana currently maintains 11 special schools; however,
of the 11 education districts, only 5 districts have a special
school available to students with disabilities. Six of the spe-
cial schools are located in the Georgetown area; the other 5
are spread across the rest of the country. Some of these spe-
cial schools serve specific populations. For example, the
Harold B. Davis special school predominantly serves stu-
dents with orthopedic impairments, the Resource Unit for
the Blind and Visually Impaired serves students with visual
disabilities, and Open Door specifically serves populations
in need of technical and vocational skills. Most special
schools do not have an area of focus because most of the
students attending these schools do not have an official
diagnosis. Often times, students are placed in the special
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schools based on teacher and administer recommendations
as opposed to meeting a specific set of criteria.

In addition to creating more special schools and educa-
tional opportunities for children and youth with disabilities,
the SEN Unit has also been charged with attempting to find
children with disabilities who do not presently receive edu-
cation services that meet their needs (Guyana Ministry of
Education, 2014). This type of child find is necessary
because Guyana does not yet have a contextual definition of
disability specific to education (Ajodhia-Andrews, 2007). It
is possible that some individuals who experience learning
impairments or disabilities that interfere with education
may go unreported and therefore unserved. The accurate
identification of student with disabilities in low-income
countries has been acknowledged as an important step in
improving the educational and employment options for
those with disabilities (Croft, 2013; Katsui, Lehtomaki,
Malle, & Chalklen, 2016; Le Fanu, 2014). Guyana also
lacks a recognized official list of categories of disabilities.
Because of this lack of categorization, individuals with dis-
abilities such as attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder,
specific learning disabilities, emotional behavioral disor-
ders, or autism may go unidentified and unrecognized in the
current system (Rehfuss & Quillin, 2005).

The Ministry of Education’s Special Education Needs
unit plans to address this identification barrier by conduct-
ing a child find survey to identify those children who may
have special educational needs, or disabilities, who are not
known to the ministry, so that appropriate education ser-
vices can be provided. The survey will also seek to locate
and assist students in Guyana with disabilities who may be
shut-ins, those not attending any school, and spend a major-
ity of their time at home due to their disability.

Burstein, Sears, Wilcoxen, Cabello, and Spagna (2004)
found that successful inclusion is heavily influenced by the
number of properly trained teachers who are ready and will-
ing to work with students with disabilities. Teachers in
Guyana are hired by the Ministry of Education rather than
individual school districts; however, many teachers do not
receive adequate training to work with populations with any
disability, and some teachers opt not to work at special
schools. In fact, paraprofessionals often do the majority of
the teaching in special schools (UNESCO, 2015). Currently
the Cyril Potter College of Education is the only institution
in Guyana that offers teacher preparation. At this time, there
is no program where teachers can major in special educa-
tion in Guyana (Fraser, 2014)

The Special Education Inclusion Policy, a document
drafted by the Ministry of Education aims to “Improve the
quality of teaching, by ensuring teachers have the necessary
skills and knowledge to teach all students” (Lockwood,
2010). It suggests establishing a 5-year program for training
teachers how to effectively teach students with disabilities.
However, this document is in draft stage and has yet to be

implemented. In fact, the report itself states, “There have
been a number of projects working with special schools and
mainstream schools to help teachers learn new strategies to
work with, and involve, children with special needs.
However, there is no evidence of coordination between the
courses provided. It would appear that much of the good
work is done in isolation.” (Lockwood, 2010, p. 12).

Recommendations for Improving
Access and Services

Guyana appears to be dedicated to improving educational
conditions and opportunities for its students with disabili-
ties. To assist Guyana in improving the lives of individuals
with disabilities the following recommendations are being
made based on existing research. First, the Ministry of
Education must decide whether to use the terms special
education and disability. If the ministry decides to utilize
these terms, they must then contextually define them to
accurately identify students needing services. Clear defini-
tions understood and accepted in Guyana will allow chil-
dren and youth with various disabilities to be recognized
and classified to receive appropriate resources and educa-
tional supports (Ajodhia-Andrews & Frankel, 2010). A sys-
tematic way to identify students with disabilities is essential,
including understanding of supports they need to improve
their quality of life (Croft, 2013).

Currently none of the 11 special schools in Guyana have
teachers trained in the area of special education. While at
the teachers college and university there are courses offered
in the area of special education, there is no concentration of
special education or disability studies (Fraser, 2014).
Graduates of the teachers college and untrained teachers
access continuous professional development (CPD) in the
area of special education in limited areas from the SEN
Unit. In 2015, 322 teachers, and in 2016, 591 teachers ben-
efitted from SEN CPD (e.g., trained and untrained, from
mainstream and special schools).

To improve educational resources for students with dis-
abilities, more teachers need to be trained in the field of
special education (Ajodhia-Andrews & Frankel, 2010;
Fraser, 2014). Certified special education programs should
be made available at the teachers college, other universities,
or NCERD. With increased training, teachers will better
understand the importance of modification and adaptation
in the classroom (Westbrook & Croft, 2015).

Teacher training should include how to perform some
assessments, screening procedures and developing individ-
ualized education programs (IEPs) so that teachers can
more effectively support the diverse and unique needs of
students. More widespread training on assessment and
screening will also aid in the process of inclusion and tran-
sitioning students with disabilities from special schools to
mainstream schools by allowing educators to assess whether
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a student with a disability has learned the skills necessary to
perform well at a mainstream school (Mitchell, 2005).
Before transitioning can take place, a clearly documented
system must be established to assess and prepare students
for this change (Westbrook & Croft, 2015).

More special education facilities are also needed in
Guyana (Ajuwon, 2008). Special schools with specialized
teachers are not available in every region of Guyana. At this
time, some students in Guyana who have disabilities do not
have access to adequate transportation for health care or
related services (e.g., physical therapy, occupational ther-
apy, and speech-language pathology). Many must go to
geographically distant facilities to access these services.
Including health care services in special schools would pro-
vide students with disabilities convenient access to the care
they need (Gayle & Palmer, 2005).

Students should be given more access to augmentative and
alternative communication (AAC) devices to supplement or
replace speech or writing for those with language or writing
impairments (Muttiah, McNaughton, & Drager, 2016).

Better interagency coordination is needed across transi-
tion services including schools, health care, and adult group
homes. Individuals with disabilities who live in particularly
remote locations do not have access to the same services
that they could receive in the main city of Georgetown.
Therefore, greater strides must be made to meet the needs of
individuals in remote communities (Morley & Croft, 2011).
Community-based rehabilitation (CBR) is one strategy that
could be reengaged. In CBR, the community itself is respon-
sible for providing rehabilitative resources for community
members with disabilities. CBR is implemented by trained
community members and seeks to use existing organiza-
tions and infrastructure to support and provide services to
members of the community (O’Toole & McConkey, 1995).

Furthermore, the Guyanan government needs to create
and implement more policies to guide and uphold the edu-
cation of persons with disabilities requiring special educa-
tion (Ajuwon, 2008). Students should receive equal access
to education. The responsible ministry should legally pro-
scribe discrimination against individuals with disabilities
in education or any other area. Building additional struc-
ture into the SEN Unit by creating an upper management
position for someone who is familiar with and can repre-
sent special education policies in Guyana and advocate on
their behalf to the Ministry would also be beneficial
(Ajodhia-Andrews & Frankel, 2010, Guyana Ministry of
Education, 2014).

Conclusion

It can be argued that over the past 20 years the education
system in Guyana has significantly improved in relation to
students with disabilities. Despite this improvement, stu-
dents with disabilities in Guyana still face higher rates of

poverty, lack of access to schools, and teachers who are not
trained in how to best meet their needs. Guyana has tried to
address these problems with the drafting of legislation and
policies such as the Persons With Disabilities Act of 2010
and the SEN Inclusion Policy. While progress has been
made there is still a need for additional efforts related to the
education of individuals with disabilities in Guyana before
their full potential is realized. This renewed focus would
assist Guyana to achieve the ultimate goal of improving
outcomes for individuals with disabilities.
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