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INTRODUCTION 

Inclusive education is central to achieving equity in learning, yet many learners with complex 

communication needs (CCNs) in South African special schools continue to face barriers to participation 

and self-expression.1 In rural areas such as Sekhukhune District in Limpopo Province, these barriers are 

 
1  Dana Donohue and Juan Bornman, “The Challenges of Realising Inclusive Education in South Africa,” South African Journal of 

Education 34, no. 2 (2014); Elizabeth M Dalton, Judith Anne Mckenzie, and Callista Kahonde, “The Implementation of Inclusive 

Education in South Africa: Reflections Arising from a Workshop for Teachers and Therapists to Introduce Universal Design for 

Learning,” African Journal of Disability 1, no. 1 (2012): 1–7; Erna Alant and L. Lloyd, Augmentative and Alternative Communication in 

South Africa: The Need for Culturally and Linguistically Appropriate Approaches, South African Journal of Communication Disorders 

(Pretoria: University of Pretoria Press, 2005), https://doi.org/10.4102/sajcd.v39i1.274. 
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  ABSTRACT  

Learners with communication challenges in special schools require a tailored 

educational strategy to support their independence and self-advocacy. This study 

explores the integration of curriculum adaptation and augmentative and alternative 

communication (AAC) tools in special schools within Sekhukhune District, Limpopo 

Province, South Africa. The main objective was to enhance long-term independence 

and self-advocacy among these learners. Following a qualitative research approach, the 

study used interviews to gain insight into the  experiences, perceptions, and challenges 

of teachers in implementing AAC tools and adapted curricula. A thematic content 

analysis of qualitative data reveals how specific adaptations, such as individualized 

learning plans, accessible teaching materials, and AAC tools, supported interactions 

and contributed to learners' ability to express themselves, make decisions, and 

participate actively in their education and social environments. The findings of the 

study aim to identify best practices, challenges, and recommendations for teachers, 

policymakers, and support staff to improve inclusive education strategies. Highlighting 

the lived experiences of teachers and support staff underscores the need for a holistic, 

context-sensitive approach to curriculum adaptation and AAC implementation in 

special schools. This study contributes to the existing literature by advocating for policy 

improvements, teacher training, and greater accessibility of AAC tools in special 

education settings, ultimately promoting empowered communication and lifelong 

independence among learners with communication challenges.  
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intensified by limited teacher training, resource shortages, and context-inappropriate curricula. Learners 

who rely on Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) systems often lack opportunities to 

advocate for themselves, resulting in diminished autonomy and restricted educational outcomes.2  

Curriculum adaptation and AAC integration provide promising strategies for addressing these challenges. 

Differentiated instruction, flexible assessment, and modified learning materials allow educators to align 

teaching with diverse learner needs.3  AAC systems,ranging from low-tech picture boards to high-tech 

speech-generating devices,enable learners to engage more meaningfully with teachers, peers, and 

content.4 When coupled with adapted curricula, these tools transform learners from passive recipients into 

active participants, strengthening both educational achievement and self-advocacy.5  

Although South Africa has a strong policy foundation for inclusive education, including White 

Paper 6,6 the Constitution,7 the Schools Act,8 and the SIAS Policy,9 implementation in under-resourced 

provinces like Limpopo remains uneven. Despite initiatives such as the Inclusive Education program 

launched in April 2024, systemic challenges such as inadequate infrastructure and shortages of skilled 

teachers and AAC resources persist. These gaps undermine the full realization of inclusive education and 

limit learners’ ability to participate independently. 

This study addresses this gap by examining how special schools in the Sekhukhune district use 

curriculum adaptation and AAC tools to improve learner independence and self-advocacy. A qualitative 

design was adopted, employing semi-structured interviews and thematic analysis to capture the lived 

experiences of teachers, nurses, and social workers.10 

The article proceeds as follows: the literature review situates curriculum adaptation and AAC 

integration within inclusive education discourse; the methodology section outlines the qualitative design, 

sampling, and data analysis approach; the findings highlight emerging themes on implementation 

practices and challenges; the discussion interprets these findings against existing research and theory; and 

the conclusion offers recommendations for strengthening inclusive education in rural, under-resourced 

contexts. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Importance of Curriculum Adaptation 

Adapting the curriculum for learners with disabilities is essential to ensure equitable access to education 

and to uphold the principles of inclusive learning. Many learners with disabilities face barriers that prevent 

them from fully engaging a standard curriculum, including difficulties with communication, mobility, 

sensory processing, or cognitive processing. 11  Curriculum adaptation involves modifying teaching 

strategies, learning materials, assessment methods, and content delivery to align with the diverse needs, 

strengths, and learning styles of these students. Without these adaptations, learners may be excluded, 

 
2  Erna Alant and Lyle Lloyd, Augmentative and Alternative Communication and Severe Disabilities: Beyond Poverty (Wiley-Blackwell, 

2005). 
3  Lani Florian and Kristine Black-Hawkins, “Exploring Inclusive Pedagogy,” British Educational Research Journal 37, no. 5 (2011): 

813–28. 
4  D. R. Beukelman and Pat Mirenda,  Augmentative and Alternative Communication: Supporting Children and Adults with Complex 

Communication Needs, 4th ed. (Baltimore: Paul H. Brookes Publishing Co., 2013); Robin Jackson et al., “Instruction in AAC and 

Inclusive Practices: Preparing Pre-Service Teachers,” Teacher Education and Special Education  33, no. 2 (2010): 115–32. 
5  Janice Light and David McNaughton, “The Changing Face of Augmentative and Alternative Communication: Past, Present, and Future 

Challenges,” Augmentative and Alternative Communication 28, no. 4 (December 21, 2012): 197–204, 

https://doi.org/10.3109/07434618.2012.737024; Shelley K Lund and Janice Light, “Long-Term Outcomes for Individuals Who Use 

Augmentative and Alternative Communication: Part III–Contributing Factors,” Augmentative and Alternative Communication 23, no. 4 

(2007): 323–35. 
6  Department of Basic Education, White Paper 6: Special Needs Education: Building an Inclusive Education and Training System 

(Pretoria: Government Printers, 2001). 
7  Republic of South Africa,  South African Schools Act, No. 84 of 1996 (Pretoria: Government Printer, 1996). 
8  Republic of South Africa, The South African Schools Act 84 of 1996 ( Pretoria: Government Printers, 1996). 
9  Department of Basic Education,  Policy on Screening, Identification, Assessment and Support (SIAS) ( Pretoria: Government Printer, 

2014). 
10 J. W. Creswell and C. N. Poth,  Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design: Choosing among Five Approaches  (SAGE Publications, 

2018); Donna M Mertens, Research and Evaluation in Education and Psychology: Integrating Diversity with Quantitative, Qualitative, 

and Mixed Methods (Sage publications, 2019). 
11 Florian and Black-Hawkins, “Exploring Inclusive Pedagogy.” 
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intentionally or unintentionally, from meaningful participation and academic progress.12 In the South 

African context, Education White Paper 6 emphasizes the need for a flexible curriculum that 

accommodates all learners, including those with disabilities, as part of the country’s broader move toward 

inclusive education.13 By tailoring instruction, schools can empower students with disabilities to become 

active participants in their own learning, fostering not only academic achievement but also independence 

and self-advocacy. 

Effective adaptation of the curriculum for students with disabilities requires a variety of inclusive 

strategies that respond to the diverse needs, preferences, and strengths of learners. One widely used 

approach is differentiated instruction, which involves tailoring teaching methods, content, and assessment 

to accommodate individual learning profiles.14 This strategy may include offering multiple means of 

representation (e.g., visual, auditory, and tactile materials), varying the complexity of tasks, and providing 

choices in how learners demonstrate their understanding. Another critical strategy is the integration of 

assistive technologies, such as screen readers, speech-generating devices, and communication boards, 

which enable students with physical, sensory, or communication barriers to engage with the curriculum 

meaningfully.15  These tools help reduce learning obstacles and foster independence, particularly for 

learners using (AAC) systems. Additionally, learner-centered approaches, rooted in constructivist theory, 

shift the focus from teacher-led instruction to active student participation and empowerment. These 

approaches encourage flexible grouping, individualized learning goals, and culturally responsive 

pedagogy, all of which contribute to inclusive and supportive learning environments.16 Collectively, these 

strategies ensure that curriculum delivery is accessible, relevant, and equitable for all learners, particularly 

those in special education settings. 

Successful curriculum adaptations have been widely documented in diverse educational settings, 

demonstrating how thoughtful modifications can improve learning outcomes for students with disabilities. 

For instance, Alzrayer, Banda, and Koul describe how incorporating visual supports and simplified 

language in lesson plans significantly improved engagement and comprehension among learners with 

autism spectrum disorder.17 In another example, the use of speech-generating devices as part of (AAC) 

programs enabled non-verbal students to actively participate in classroom discussions and self-advocate, 

as reported by Light and Drager. 18  Furthermore, in inclusive classrooms, differentiated instruction 

techniques, such as tiered assignments and flexible grouping, have been shown to accommodate a wide 

range of abilities while promoting student autonomy and motivation.19 These adaptations highlight the 

importance of responsive teaching practices that prioritize accessibility and learner-centered approaches, 

which are crucial in special education contexts such as those in South Africa’s Sekhukhune District. 

 

 Role of AAC Tools in Supporting Independence and Advocacy 

 AAC tools refer to a broad range of strategies and devices that support or replace natural speech for 

individuals with complex communication needs. 20  AAC encompasses both low-tech and high-tech 

solutions, designed to facilitate effective communication and participation in social and educational 

contexts. Low-tech AAC tools are non-electronic and often include picture boards, communication books, 

 
12 Umesh Sharma and Laura Sokal, “Can Teachers’ Self-Reported Efficacy, Concerns, and Attitudes Toward Inclusion Scores Predict Their 

Actual Inclusive Classroom Practices?,” Australasian Journal of Special Education 40, no. 1 (July 2, 2016): 21–38, 

https://doi.org/10.1017/jse.2015.14. 
13 Department of Basic Education, White Paper 6: Special Needs Education: Building an Inclusive Education and Training System. 
14 Carol Ann Tomlinson, The Differentiated Classroom: Responding to the Needs of All Learners, 2nd ed. (Alexandria: VA: ASCD, 2014). 
15 Ahmed Al-Azawei, Fabio Serenelli, and Karsten Lundqvist, “Universal Design for Learning (UDL): A Content Analysis of Peer 

Reviewed Journals from 2012 to 2015,” Journal of the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning 16, no. 3 (June 17, 2016): 39–56, 

https://doi.org/10.14434/josotl.v16i3.19295. 
16 Florian and Black-Hawkins, “Exploring Inclusive Pedagogy.” 
17 Nouf M. Alzrayer, Devender R. Banda, and Rajinder Koul, “Teaching Children with Autism Spectrum Disorder and Other 

Developmental Disabilities to Perform Multistep Requesting Using an IPad,” Augmentative and Alternative Communication 33, no. 2 

(April 3, 2017): 65–76, https://doi.org/10.1080/07434618.2017.1306881. 
18 Janice Light and Kathryn Drager, “AAC Technologies for Young Children with Complex Communication Needs: State of the Science 

and Future Research Directions,” Augmentative and Alternative Communication 23, no. 3 (January 12, 2007): 204–16, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/07434610701553635. 
19 Tomlinson, The Differentiated Classroom: Responding to the Needs of All Learners. 
20 Beukelman and Mirenda,  Augmentative and Alternative Communication: Supporting Children and Adults with Complex Communication 

Needs. 
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symbol cards, and manual signing systems, which require no batteries or electronic components but offer 

essential means for expressing needs and ideas. 21  In contrast, high-tech AAC devices incorporate 

electronic technology such as speech-generating devices (SGDs), tablets equipped with communication 

apps, and dynamic display devices that produce synthesized or digitized speech, providing users with 

more flexible and powerful communication options.22 The choice between low-tech and high-tech AAC 

depends on the individual's abilities, preferences, and contextual factors, making it imperative to tailor 

AAC interventions to the unique needs of each learner. (AAC) tools significantly improve students’ ability 

to communicate their needs, preferences, and ideas, thereby fostering greater self-advocacy and 

independence. For learners with complex communication needs, AAC provides an alternative means of 

expressing themselves when verbal speech is limited or absent, reducing frustration and promoting social 

interaction.23 By allowing students to actively participate in conversations, make choices, and request 

assistance, AAC supports the development of essential communication skills that are fundamental to self-

advocacy.24 Research shows that students who use AAC devices experience increased confidence and 

empowerment as they gain greater control over their interactions within educational and social settings.25  

Therefore, AAC not only facilitates functional communication but also plays a crucial role in enabling 

learners to assert their rights, express preferences and engage meaningfully in decision-making processes. 

Although specific case studies from Sekhukhune District are limited in the available literature, 

several initiatives within Limpopo Province provide valuable insights into the implementation of  AAC 

tools and curriculum adaptations in special education settings. 

 

Implementation of Blended Learning  

A study on the implementation of blended learning in Sekhukhune District schools highlighted the 

integration of digital tools and multimedia resources to improve teaching and learning. Although not 

specific to AAC, this initiative reflects the district's commitment to incorporating technology into 

education, which can support learners with disabilities by providing diverse learning materials and 

methods. In the Sekhukhune District of Limpopo, blended learning has been introduced in special schools 

like Bosele, Ipelegeng and Jane Furse special schools has been introduced through a strategic rollout of 

ICT infrastructure and multimedia centres designed for learners with disabilities. Thanks to national grants 

and partnerships, for example  (MTN Foundation), special and TVET schools now feature solar-powered 

computer labs, offline content servers, interactive whiteboards, and adaptive workstations aimed at 

visually impaired learner.26 These facilities serve not only school principals in delivering enriched lessons 

via multimedia resources, but also the wider community through after-hours access, promoting communal 

ownership and local small-business support for lab sustainability. 

Complementing infrastructure, considerable investment has been made into teacher development 

in digital pedagogies and inclusive education. Training through initiatives such as the Malegale Circuit, 

University of Limpopo, in collaboration with SASL and SIAS workshops funded by the ETDP-SETA, 

equipped teachers with essential skills in blended instruction and support for learners with sensory 

impairments. Despite enthusiasm from teachers, persistent barriers such as intermittent internet, 

inadequate hardware supply, and lack of formal e-learning policy continue to limit the full realization of 

blended learning’s potential. However, the direction of thr district reflects a clear commitment to inclusive, 

technology-enhanced learning for special needs education. 

 

 

 
21 Light and McNaughton, “The Changing Face of Augmentative and Alternative Communication: Past, Present, and Future Challenges.” 
22 D. Beukelman and P. Mirenda, Augmentative and Alternative Communication: Supporting Children and Adults with Complex 

Communication Needs , 4th ed. (Baltimore, MD: Paul H. Brookes Publishing Co, 2013). 
23 Beukelman and Mirenda,  Augmentative and Alternative Communication: Supporting Children and Adults with Complex Communication 

Needs. 
24 Light and McNaughton, “The Changing Face of Augmentative and Alternative Communication: Past, Present, and Future Challenges.” 
25 Miriam C. Boesch et al., “Comparative Efficacy of the Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS) versus a Speech-Generating 

Device: Effects on Social-Communicative Skills and Speech Development,” Augmentative and Alternative Communication 29, no. 3 

(September 19, 2013): 197–209, https://doi.org/10.3109/07434618.2013.818059. 
26 https://sekhukhunetimes.co.za/2024/04/29/lerule-ramakhanya-announces-inclusive-education-for-limpopo-special- 

schools/?utm_source=chatgpt.com 
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Psychosocial Challenges and Integrated Disability Strategy 

 Research focusing on the psychosocial challenges faced by learners with communication in Sekhukhune 

District emphasized the need for a responsive, integrated disability strategy. This approach advocates for 

the inclusion of AAC tools as part of a comprehensive support system to address communication barriers 

and promote self-advocacy among students.27 Initial research illuminated deep-seated barriers to stigma, 

exclusion, and poor policy implementation that hampered learner well-being. In response, the district 

prioritized engaging key stakeholders Directors, the Premier’s Office, and education authorities, through 

workshops, forums, and presentations to raise awareness of these issues and secure their commitment to 

reforms. A pivotal step involved integrating  AAC tools within the broader Integrated National Disability 

Strategy (INDS), underscoring the necessity of speech‐supportive technology as a core component of 

disability policy and practice. 

Building on this, Sekhukhune began improving services and support networks by training teachers 

and support staff in disability-inclusive methods, especially the Screening, Identification, Assessment and 

Support (SIAS) framework, and embedding AAC tools in classrooms to foster self-advocacy and 

communication confidence. The implementation of the policy was driven by allocating additional 

resources, including grants, and the establishment of monitoring and evaluation systems to ensure 

progress. While infrastructure gaps remain, the district’s strategy, anchored in inclusive workshops, policy 

alignment, practitioner training, resource deployment and ongoing oversight marks tangible progress 

towards removing psychosocial barriers and enabling more equitable communication access for learners 

with disabilities. 

 

Teacher Training in AAC Implementation 

 A pilot investigation of teachers' perceptions of implementing aided AAC in South African special 

schools, including those in Limpopo, found that while AAC tools were present in many schools, their 

effective use was limited. The study underscored the importance of professional development and training 

for teachers to enhance the successful integration of AAC tools into the classroom. These examples 

illustrate ongoing efforts in the Sekhukhune District and the whole of Limpopo Province to adapt curricula 

and integrate AAC tools to support students with disabilities. However, there is a need for more localized 

case studies to provide detailed insight into the specific practices and outcomes within the district. 

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Constructivist Learning Theory, originally developed by Jean Piaget, emphasizes that learners actively 

construct their own knowledge through experiences and interactions with their environment rather than 

passively receiving information.28 Central to this theory is the idea that learning is an individualized 

process shaped by prior knowledge, developmental readiness, and active engagement. Key elements of 

constructivism include active learning, scaffolding (supporting learners just beyond their current ability), 

and social interaction as a catalyst for cognitive development. Learners make meaning by exploring, 

questioning, and reflecting, which leads to deeper understanding and skill acquisition. 

Applying constructivism to curriculum adaptation in special schools means designing learning 

experiences that acknowledge the diverse abilities, communication styles, and prior knowledge of each 

learner. Instead of a one-size-fits-all curriculum, teachers tailor content, methods, and assessment to the 

learner’s developmental level and interests, allowing flexible pacing and multiple modes of engagement. 

For learners with complex communication needs (CCNs), this adaptation is crucial: It allows instruction 

to be accessible, relevant, and motivating. For example, incorporating hands-on activities, visual supports, 

and real-life contexts respects the constructivist principle that learners build understanding through 

concrete experiences. 

The AAC tools complement this approach by serving as extensions of the learner’s communicative 

and cognitive abilities, enabling active participation in the learning process. Constructivism recognizes 

the learner as a meaning-maker, and AAC systems, ranging from picture exchange systems to speech-

 
27 Johanna T., Mokgadi and Mosa G. Phasha, “Psychosocial Challenges and the Need for an Integrated Disability Strategy for Children 

with Disabilities in Sekhukhune District, Limpopo Province, South Africa,” African Journal of Disability  10, no. 799 (2021). 
28 John Piaget, “The Origins of Intelligence in Children,” International Universities, 1952. 
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generating devices, empower students to express their ideas, ask questions, and collaborate with peers and 

teachers. 29   Through this interactive process, learners are not just recipients of knowledge but co-

constructors, engaging dynamically with content and social partners in the classroom. 

In the context of Sekhukhune District special schools, where resource limitations and diverse 

learner needs prevail, the adaptation of constructivist-informed curriculum paired with AAC tools can 

significantly improve independence and self-advocacy. Teachers become facilitators who scaffold 

learning by providing supports tailored to individual strengths and challenges. Students gain opportunities 

to explore concepts at their own pace, communicate meaningfully despite speech barriers, and develop 

confidence as active agents in their education. Ultimately, the constructivist framework fosters an 

inclusive environment where every learner’s voice is valued and nurtured. 

Constructivist Learning Theory fundamentally supports the development of independence and 

self-advocacy in learners with disabilities by positioning learners as active participants in their own 

educational journey. By encouraging learners to construct knowledge through exploration, reflection, and 

interaction, constructivism fosters critical thinking and problem-solving skills, which are essential for 

independent functioning.30 Piagert 1952 When students are engaged in learning activities tailored to their 

developmental level and strengths, they gain confidence in their abilities to navigate academic tasks and 

communicate their needs effectively. This autonomy in learning builds a foundation for self-advocacy, 

where learners recognize their rights, preferences, and capacities, enabling them to speak up and make 

informed decisions about their education. 

Curriculum adaptations inspired by constructivist principles empower students to work within 

their zone of proximal development with appropriate scaffolding, gradually shifting responsibility to the 

learner as skills and understanding increase.31 This gradual release of support nurtures independence by 

helping learners develop mastery at their own pace. When paired with AAC tools, students with complex 

communication needs are given the means to express their thoughts, ask questions, and participate 

meaningfully in classroom discourse.32 Thus, AAC serves as a critical enabler for self-advocacy, allowing 

learners who might otherwise be marginalized to assert their choices and preferences in social and 

educational settings. 

Furthermore, constructivist approaches encourage social interaction and collaboration, which are 

vital contexts for practicing self-advocacy skills. By engaging with peers and educators in problem-

solving and decision-making, learners with disabilities develop interpersonal skills and a sense of agency. 

These interactions reinforce their ability to negotiate accommodations, seek assistance when needed, and 

communicate personal goals and challenges effectively.33 In this way, the theory promotes a learner-

centered environment that values and cultivates each student’s voice and self-determination. 

Overall, the emphasis of constructivist theory on active, meaningful, and socially mediated 

learning aligns closely with the promotion of independence and self-advocacy among learners with 

disabilities. It provides both a philosophical foundation and practical guidance for educators to create 

adaptive and supportive learning environments where learners are equipped not only with knowledge but 

also with the skills and confidence to advocate for themselves throughout their educational and life 

experiences.34  

 

METHODOLOGY 

This study adopted a qualitative research methodology to explore the perceptions, experiences, and 

practices of teachers, nurses, and social workers regarding curriculum adaptation and the use of  AAC 

tools in special schools within the Sekhukhune District, Limpopo. A qualitative approach was the most 

appropriate, as it provided in-depth, contextual, and interpretive insights into how these tools support 

 
29 Light and McNaughton, “The Changing Face of Augmentative and Alternative Communication: Past, Present, and Future Challenges.” 
30 Piaget, “The Origins of Intelligence in Children.” 
31 Lev S Vygotsky, Mind in Society: The Development of Higher Psychological Processes, vol. 86 (Harvard university press, 1978). 
32 Light and McNaughton, “The Changing Face of Augmentative and Alternative Communication: Past, Present, and Future Challenges.” 
33 Florian and Black-Hawkins, “Exploring Inclusive Pedagogy.” 
34 Piaget, “The Origins of Intelligence in Children”; Vygotsky, Mind in Society: The Development of Higher Psychological Processes; 

Light and McNaughton, “The Changing Face of Augmentative and Alternative Communication: Past, Present, and Future Challenges.” 



Maebana, M.E., / E-Journal of Humanities, Arts and Social Sciences Vol.6  No.14(2025) pp 3643 - 3657 

 

 

 

E-Journal of Humanities, Arts and Social Sciences                                                                                                                                 3649 

learners with communication barriers. 35  Grounded in constructivist learning theory, the approach 

emphasized the active role of learners in constructing meaning through interaction and communication.36  

The research design was anchored in semi-structured interviews, which facilitated direct 

engagement with practitioners and generated rich descriptive data. This design allowed the study to 

uncover nuanced experiences and pedagogical practices that may not be evident through quantitative 

approaches, aligning with calls for methodologies that capture the lived realities of vulnerable 

populations.37 By engaging professionals directly involved in supporting learners with disabilities, the 

study documented authentic voices and practices that shape inclusive and special education contexts.38  

A purposive sampling strategy was used to select 17 participants with specific expertise in AAC, 

including teachers, nurses, and social workers who had attended a professional development workshop on 

AAC.39 Data were analyzed using thematic content analysis, following Creswell’s six-step model of 

organizing, coding, and generating themes. 40  This flexible and systematic approach enabled the 

identification of key patterns and interpretations, supported by the existing literature and theory. Thematic 

analysis was particularly suited to uncover how curriculum adaptation and AAC practices improve learner 

independence and self-advocacy,41   thus contributing valuable insights to inclusive education in the 

Sekhukhune District. 

 

Ethical Considerations 

Ethical considerations are central to the integrity of this study and will be strictly adhered to throughout 

the research process.  

 

Confidentiality 

Confidentiality was ensured by assigning pseudonyms to all participants and removing any identifiable 

information from transcripts and reports. All data will be securely stored on password-protected devices 

accessible only to the research team. Confidentiality was ensured by assigning pseudonyms to every 

participant and removing all identifying details from transcripts and reports, followed by the secure storage 

of the data on password-protected devices accessible only to the research team, for example, by 

anonymising identifiers and limiting data access to authorised personnel. 

 

Informed consent  

Informed consent was obtained from each participant before data collection; They received a clear, written 

information that explained the purpose of the study, the procedures involved, the possible risks and their 

right to withdraw at any time without penalty. Verbal explanations will also be provided to ensure 

understanding, especially  where literacy or language barriers may exist. Informed consent was ensured 

by providing each participant with a clear written information sheet detailing the purpose of the study, the 

procedures involved, potential risks and their right to withdraw at any time without penalty. To support 

understanding, especially in cases of literacy or language barriers, verbal explanations were also provided, 

ensuring that all participants fully understood what their participation entailed before consenting. 

 

Ethical Considerations 

Regarding participant protection, special attention was paid to the ethical treatment of individuals working 

with vulnerable populations. Interviews and discussions were conducted in a respectful, non-intrusive 

manner, and participants were offered support resources if any emotional discomfort arose. The study 

 
35 Creswell and Poth,  Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design: Choosing among Five Approaches . 
36 Vygotsky, Mind in Society: The Development of Higher Psychological Processes; Jean Piaget, To Understand Is to Invent: The Future of 

Education (Grossman Publishers, 1973). 
37 D. M. Mertens,  Approaches to Adult Education ( London: SAGE, 2015). 
38 Creswell and Poth,  Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design: Choosing among Five Approaches . 
39 Michael Quinn Patton,  Qualitative Research and Evaluation Methods, 4th ed. (SAGE, 2015). 
40 John W. Creswell, Research Design: Quantitative, Qualitative and Mixed Methods Approaches, 4th Editio (Thousand Oaks, California: 

Sage Publications, 2014). 
41 Lorelli S Nowell et al., “Thematic Analysis: Striving to Meet the Trustworthiness Criteria,” International Journal of Qualitative Methods 

16, no. 1 (2017): 1609406917733847. 
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complied with the ethical guidelines established by the relevant institutional review board (IRB) and 

adhered to international standards for conducting ethical research in education. 

 

PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS 

The data was collected from 17 participants in special schools in the Sekhukhune District, Limpopo, and 

reflect strong support for the use of curriculum adaptation and AAC tools to foster independence, self-

advocacy, and communication skills among learners with communication barriers. This analysis identifies 

key themes, supported by quotes from participants and situated within relevant scholarly literature. 

 

Theme 1: Development of Communication and Language Skills 

Many participants acknowledged the critical role of AAC tools in developing learners’ language and 

communication abilities. Participant 1 emphasized the role of support in “language development for 

learners who have communication barriers.” Participant 5 noted that AAC can help learners “improve 

their vocabulary and speech,” and Participant 11 added that literacy skills could also be enhanced, 

contributing to smoother teaching and learning processes. 

 

This finding aligns with Beukelman and Mirenda, who highlight AAC's ability to facilitate 

expressive and receptive communication for learners with speech and language impairments. 42  The 

development of communication skills through AAC has also been associated with increased social 

participation and academic progress.43 However, the responses could have been strengthened by deeper 

reflection on individualized approaches to language development, recognizing that AAC tools need to be 

tailored to cognitive, motor, and sensory capabilities. 

 

Theme 2: Promotion of Independence and Autonomy 

A dominant theme is the view that AAC tools and curriculum adaptation promote learner independence. 

Participant 2 said AAC enables learners to “take part in their learning” and become more independent. 

Participant 10 observed that learners “gain confidence and independence,” and Participant 12 

highlighted how AAC allows learners to express themselves “without someone speaking on their behalf.” 

Participant 17 noted that this empowerment helps learners “stand for themselves in future.”   

The statements above reflect an understanding that communication is essential to self-

determination, a foundational element of inclusive education. According to Wehmeyer et al., promoting 

self-advocacy and decision-making through communication tools allows individuals with disabilities to 

lead more autonomous lives.44 This is especially important in transitioning from school to adult life, 

including employment and community integration. 45  However, while the theme of independence is 

prominent, there is limited reflection on systemic support structures, such as teacher training or family 

participation, that are necessary to maintain this independence across contexts. 

 

Theme 3: Encouragement of Participation and Social Inclusion 

Participant 7 stated that learners can take “full participation in activities” using AAC, while Participant 

13 described learners as becoming “engaged and able to collaborate with others.” Participant 6 

emphasized that AAC usage can extend “from school to home and community,” suggesting its potential 

to bridge the gap between institutional and social life. Participant 14 optimistically stated that 

“communication breakdown will be history” between learners, teachers, and parents. 

 

 

 
42 Beukelman and Mirenda,  Augmentative and Alternative Communication: Supporting Children and Adults with Complex Communication 

Needs. 
43 Teresa Iacono, David Trembath, and Shane Erickson, “The Role of Augmentative and Alternative Communication for Children with 

Autism: Current Status and Future Trends,” Neuropsychiatric Disease and Treatment Volume 12 (September 2016): 2349–61, 

https://doi.org/10.2147/NDT.S95967. 
44 M. L. Wehmeyer and T. E. C. Smith, “Promoting Self‑determination and Social Inclusion: A Review of Research‑based Practices,” in  

Educating Students with Autism Spectrum Disorders: Research‑based Principles and Practices , ed. D. Zager, M. L. Wehmeyer, and R. 

Simpson ( New York, NY: Routledge, 2012), 227–46. 
45 Light and McNaughton, “The Changing Face of Augmentative and Alternative Communication: Past, Present, and Future Challenges.” 
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These insights reflect the social model of disability, which emphasizes reducing barriers to enable 

full participation.46 AAC tools serve as enablers that support inclusion in different settings of educational 

nature, families, and community based. As Romski and Sevcik argued that, AAC use fosters not just 

individual expression but also reciprocal communication, which is critical for social belonging.47 Still, 

these responses could benefit from acknowledging the cultural and linguistic challenges of implementing 

AAC tools, especially in rural and multilingual communities like those in Limpopo. 

 

Theme 4: Confidence Building and Identity Formation 

Several participants (e.g., P3, P9, P10, P13, P16) spoke about how AAC and curriculum adaptation foster 

self-confidence, improve learners’ personality, and allow them to make personal informed decisions. 

Participant 9 specifically stated that AAC promotes “freedom of expression” and “informed decisions,” 

while Participant 14 linked AAC use to self-decision making and consent. 

These responses suggest that the AAC tools go beyond academic support and play a vital role in 

identity formation, self-worth, and psychosocial development. Confidence in communication empowers 

learners to express preferences, needs, and opinions and serves as a cornerstone of personal agency.48 The 

idea of promoting informed consent is particularly powerful, aligning with principles of dignity and human 

rights for persons with disabilities.49  However, there is minimal discussion on how these identity-building 

processes can be scaffolded, especially for non-verbal learners or have complex needs. 

 

Theme 5: Long-Term Impact on Employment and Life Quality 

Participant 8 stated that AAC and adaptation would improve “employment opportunities and the quality 

of life.” Participant 16 echoed this by asserting that learners can develop an “ability to contribute to 

community development.” This theme reflects aspirational thinking consistent with global frameworks for 

inclusive development. The UN Sustainable Development Goal 4 advocates for inclusive, equitable, and 

quality education to support lifelong learning and employability. Studies show that when learners with 

communication disabilities receive adequate support, they are more likely to access post-school 

opportunities. 50  However, participants provided limited insight into transition planning, vocational 

training, or how the school curriculum prepares learners for employment, an area that needs further 

development in special education contexts in Limpopo and beyond. 

The data reveals that educators in Sekhukhune District Special Schools recognize the 

transformative potential of AAC tools and curriculum adaptation in promoting independence, self-

advocacy, communication, and inclusion. Their insights align with inclusive education theory and global 

best practices, suggesting a strong philosophical foundation. 

However, for these ideals to be fully realized: 

➢ Teacher training must be intensified to support AAC integration across learning areas. 

➢ Stakeholder collaboration (families, communities, therapists) must be strengthened. 

➢ Schools must receive infrastructure and policy support to ensure consistency in practice. 

➢ Research and monitoring should be established to measure long-term learner outcomes. 

 

With strategic investment and holistic planning, curriculum adaptation through AAC can become not 

just a tool for inclusion but a platform for empowerment, dignity, and future success for learners with 

communication barriers. 

 

 

 

 
46 T. Shakespeare, Disability Rights and Wrongs Revisited , 2nd ed. (Routledge, 2014). 
47 MaryAnn Romski and Rose Sevcik, “Augmentative Communication and Early Intervention: Myths and Realities,” Infants & Young 

Children 18 (July 1, 2005): 174–85. 
48 Richard M Ryan and Edward L Deci, “Self-Determination Theory and the Facilitation of Intrinsic Motivation, Social Development, and 

Well-Being.,” American Psychologist 55, no. 1 (2000): 68. 
49 United Nations, “Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD).  Adopted 13 December 2006, Entered into Force 3 May 

2008,” 2006, https://www.un.org/disabilities/documents/convention/convoptprot-e.pdf. 
50 Sarah W. Blackstone, Michael B. Williams, and David P. Wilkins, “Key Principles Underlying Research and Practice in AAC,” 

Augmentative and Alternative Communication 23, no. 3 (January 12, 2007): 191–203, https://doi.org/10.1080/07434610701553684. 
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DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 

The findings of the Sekhukhune District Special Schools strongly support the idea that curriculum 

adaptation and AAC tools empower learners with communication barriers to actively participate in their 

learning process, fostering independence, confidence, and meaningful interaction. These outcomes 

resonate with the constructivist theory of learning, which posits that learners construct knowledge through 

active engagement and social interaction.51 By enabling learners to express themselves through AAC tools 

such as speech-generating devices or communication boards, they are not passive recipients of knowledge, 

but active contributors to their learning experiences. Participant feedback showing improved language 

development, participation, and self-expression demonstrates how learners co-construct meaning through 

interaction with peers, teachers, and their environments, a central tenet of constructivism. 

Moreover, constructivism emphasizes the role of the teacher as a facilitator who adapts content 

and context to match learners' needs and abilities.52 This is evident in the emphasis of the participants on 

curriculum adaptation to accommodate diverse communication needs, which aligns with inclusive 

pedagogy that supports learning through differentiated and responsive teaching strategies.53 The use of 

AAC tools also supports Vygotsky’s concept of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), where learners 

achieve more with the help of supportive tools and scaffolding. AAC devices function as cognitive tools 

that mediate learning and allow learners to participate in activities that would otherwise be inaccessible. 

This transformative support empowers learners to make decisions, engage in problem-solving, and 

develop autonomy—key outcomes emphasized by both constructivist theory and inclusive education 

literature.54 This study reveals that curriculum adaptation combined with AAC tools plays an important 

role in enhancing learner independence, language development, social inclusion, and self-advocacy. These 

findings align closely with previous research globally and regionally, although there are nuances in 

emphasis and context. 

 

Language and Communication Development 

In this study, participants observed that AAC tools helped learners improve speech confidence, 

vocabulary, and overall communication skills, allowing them to express thoughts and participate actively 

in the classroom. This aligns with the findings of Romski & Sevcik and Beukelman & Light, which 

highlight the effectiveness of AAC systems in facilitating both expressive and receptive language 

development.55 A more recent study by Iacono et al. confirms that early and consistent use of AAC in 

educational settings leads to long-term communication competence, especially for children with 

developmental disabilities.56 Similarly, King et al. found that AAC users in inclusive schools showed 

significantly improved literacy acquisition and symbolic understanding when paired with individualized 

curriculum support.57 Both studies and the literature confirm that AAC tools are not merely compensatory 

but developmentally supportive, especially when integrated with curriculum adaptations. 

 

Enhancing Independence and Self-Advocacy 

To this study participants repeatedly emphasized that AAC tools promote independence, allow learners to 

make personal decisions, and enable them to communicate without reliance on others. Some linked this 

empowerment to future employment and community contribution.These findings are consistent with those 

of Wehmeyer et al., who found that self-determination is nurtured through structured opportunities for 

 
51 Vygotsky, Mind in Society: The Development of Higher Psychological Processes; Piaget, To Understand Is to Invent: The Future of 

Education. 
52 Jacqueline Grennon Brooks and Martin G Brooks, In Search of Understanding: The Case for Constructivist Classrooms (Ascd, 1999). 
53 Florian and Black-Hawkins, “Exploring Inclusive Pedagogy.” 
54 UNESCO Institute for Statistics, “ UNESCO Framework for Cultural Statistics 2009,” UNESCO, 2009, 

https://uis.unesco.org/en/files/unesco-framework-cultural-statistics-2009-en-pdf; Light and McNaughton, “The Changing Face of 

Augmentative and Alternative Communication: Past, Present, and Future Challenges.” 
55 Romski and Sevcik, “Augmentative Communication and Early Intervention: Myths and Realities”; Beukelman and Mirenda,  

Augmentative and Alternative Communication: Supporting Children and Adults with Complex Communication Needs. 
56 Iacono, Trembath, and Erickson, “The Role of Augmentative and Alternative Communication for Children with Autism: Current Status 

and Future Trends.” 
57 Shalinie King et al., “Oral Health Literacy, Knowledge and Perceptions in a Socially and Culturally Diverse Population: A Mixed 

Methods Study,” BMC Public Health 23, no. 1 (July 28, 2023): 1446, https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-023-16381-5. 
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choice-making and communication.58 A study by Drager et al. also emphasizes how AAC devices support 

learners in asserting themselves, making requests, and participating in goal setting, which are essential for 

developing self-advocacy.59 A South African study by Mngomezulu et. al. demonstrated that learners in 

special schools who used AAC technology had greater self-confidence and were better prepared for 

independent adult living.60 This study strongly supports the growing body of literature suggesting that 

AAC tools transform learners from passive recipients to active agents in their learning journeys. 

 

Social Inclusion and Community Participation 

This study found that participants noted that the use AAC extended beyond classrooms, to homes, 

communities, and even employment settings, thus reducing social isolation. Some mentioned that 

communication breakdowns between teachers, learners, and parents would be eliminated with AAC 

integration. Research by Light and McNaughton supports this claim, emphasizing that AAC enhances 

social networks and peer interactions by providing learners with tools to initiate and sustain conversation61 

Similarly, Odom et al. (2014) argue that curriculum adaptation, when paired with assistive technology, 

contributes to peer acceptance and increased interaction, particularly in mainstream settings.62 A more 

recent systematic review by Alzrayer and Lee found that AAC contributes significantly to family 

involvement and inclusion in community activities, especially when AAC use is supported across 

environments.63  This finding mirrors this existing literature, reinforcing the value of AAC tools and 

curriculum flexibility in promoting holistic learner inclusion. 

 

Curriculum Flexibility and Teacher Support 

The participants emphasized that the curriculum should be modified or simplified using appropriate 

teaching aids, technology, and communication systems to suit the needs of learners with communication 

barriers.This finding is consistent with Florian & Black-Hawkins, who argued that inclusive pedagogy 

requires the flexible use of classroom strategies to address individual learning needs.64 Tomlinson also 

advocates differentiated instruction, whereby content, process, and product are adapted to the strengths 

and barriers of learners.65  In a South African context, Engelbrecht and Green (2018) observed that 

curriculum adaptations and teacher awareness are essential to accommodate learners with complex 

communication needs,66 but these efforts often lack sufficient teacher training and resources, a gap that 

this study hints at but does not explore in detail. Although the pedagogical principles are consistent, the 

literature provides a deeper analysis on the structural and policy barriers to curriculum adaptation that are 

underexplored in the findings. 

 

Implications for teachers, learners, and policymakers 

The findings have important implications for educators, who play a central role in the implementation of 

curriculum adaptations and AAC tools. Teachers must be adequately trained to identify and respond to 

the diverse communication needs of learners with disabilities using inclusive teaching strategies and 

assistive technologies.67 This requires not only technical training on the use of AAC devices, but also 

 
58 Wehmeyer and Smith, “Promoting Self‑determination and Social Inclusion: A Review of Research‑based Practices.” 
59 Kathryn Drager, Janice Light, and David McNaughton, “Effects of AAC Interventions on Communication and Language for Young 

Children with Complex Communication Needs,” Journal of Pediatric Rehabilitation Medicine 3, no. 4 (November 2010): 303–10, 

https://doi.org/10.3233/PRM-2010-0141. 
60 Jocelyn Mngomezulu et al., “Determining a Zulu Core Vocabulary for Children Who Use Augmentative and Alternative 

Communication,” Augmentative and Alternative Communication 35, no. 4 (October 2, 2019): 274–84, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/07434618.2019.1692902. 
61 Light and McNaughton, “The Changing Face of Augmentative and Alternative Communication: Past, Present, and Future Challenges.” 
62 Samuel L. Odom et al., “Evidence-Based Practices in Interventions for Children and Youth with Autism Spectrum Disorders,” 

Preventing School Failure: Alternative Education for Children and Youth 54, no. 4 (May 19, 2010): 275–82, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10459881003785506. 
63 Nouf M Alzrayer, “Transitioning from a Low-to High-Tech Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) System: Effects on 

Augmented and Vocal Requesting,” Augmentative and Alternative Communication 36, no. 3 (2020): 155–65. 
64 Florian and Black-Hawkins, “Exploring Inclusive Pedagogy.” 
65 Tomlinson, The Differentiated Classroom: Responding to the Needs of All Learners. 
66 P. Engelbrecht and L. Green, Responding to the Challenges of Inclusive Education in Southern Africa , 2nd ed. (Van Schaik Publishers, 

2017). 
67 Florian and Black-Hawkins, “Exploring Inclusive Pedagogy.” 
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pedagogical development in differentiated instruction and learner-centered approaches. 68 Moreover, 

teachers must cultivate collaborative partnerships with speech therapists, families, and learners themselves 

to ensure that AAC interventions are contextually appropriate and culturally responsive.69 Without such 

support, the full potential of AAC tools to promote learner autonomy and academic success may not be 

realized. 

For learners in special schools, the use of AAC and curriculum adaptation enhances access to 

education, allowing them to participate meaningfully in classroom activities, express their needs, and 

develop communication competence and self-advocacy.70 This contributes not only to improved academic 

outcomes but also to long-term social integration, employment opportunities, and emotional well-being.71 

For policymakers, the findings underscore the need to embed AAC and inclusive education strategies into 

national and provincial education policies. This includes allocating budgets for AAC resources, 

integrating AAC into the curriculum, and establishing professional development pathways for teachers. 

Without systemic support and clear implementation guidelines, inclusive education risks remaining an 

aspirational goal rather than a practiced reality.72  

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Based on the findings of this study, it is recommended that the integration of curriculum adaptation and 

Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) tools in special schools is strengthened through a 

holistic and collaborative approach. Teachers should receive continuous professional development 

focused on inclusive pedagogy and the effective use of AAC tools, as training equips them with the 

confidence and skills necessary to meet the needs of different learners. Policymakers and educational 

authorities must prioritize inclusive education in both funding and legislation, ensuring that resources for 

AAC tools, curriculum support, and infrastructure are equitably distributed across rural districts like 

Sekhukhune. Schools must establish collaborative support networks that include teachers, therapists, 

nurses, and social workers, allowing a multidisciplinary approach to address the communication needs of 

learners. Additionally, partnerships with parents and local communities are essential to reinforce AAC 

use beyond the classroom and to foster consistent support from the learner. Finally, monitoring and 

evaluation systems must be implemented to track the effectiveness of curriculum adaptations and AAC 

interventions, ensuring accountability and continuous improvement. Collectively, these recommendations 

highlight that inclusive education requires more than goodwill—it demands sustained action, adequate 

resourcing, and systemic commitment at all levels. 

 

CONCLUSION 

This study aimed to explore how curriculum adaptation and AAC tools are being implemented in special 

schools in the Sekhukhune district of Limpopo Province to improve learner independence and self-

advocacy. The findings reveal that when learners with communication barriers are provided with 

appropriate tools and adapted curricula, they not only gain the ability to express themselves but also thrive 

academically, socially, and emotionally. However, the study also highlights persistent challenges, 

particularly inadequate training, resource shortages, and inconsistent implementation of inclusive 

education policies in rural areas. These findings reaffirm that the integration of curriculum adaptation and 

AAC is not simply a pedagogical strategy but a moral imperative rooted in the rights and dignity of 

learners with disabilities. The conclusion of this study is clear: inclusive education must go beyond mere 

access to classrooms. It must ensure meaningful participation, empowerment, and equity for all learners. 

By embracing curriculum adaptation and AAC as integral components of inclusive practice, education 

systems can uphold their responsibility to create environments where every learner, regardless of ability, 

is valued, supported, and able to reach their full potential. 
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71 UNESCO Institute for Statistics, “ UNESCO Framework for Cultural Statistics 2009.” 
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