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 INTRODUCTION 1

 INTRODUCTION
Director's Welcome

The Coronavirus pandemic has led to the closure 
of educational facilities which has resulted in 
children being confined for over two months 
now to their homes. This closure of educational 
facilities has long-term consequences for all 
learners and the impact is worse among those 
who are facing learning barriers and are already 
being excluded from accessing quality education.

IESA has been updating their approaches to 
support our service beneficiaries to cater to the 
diverse needs of learners during this period, and 
beyond. There has been continued on-line support 
to educators, parents, and caregivers with 
respect to training and provision of resources to 
support them in their roles during the lockdown. 
The continuity of learning for children is critical 
and therefore requires a concerted effort from all 
stakeholders in the sector. 

IESA continues to actively explore new ways 
to support and maintain the ability of learners 
to access quality education. Thus, we focus on 
promoting, engaging, and facilitating connections 
with educators in the most vulnerable communities. 
This is a situation that no-one has experienced 
before and we have been proactive in doing what 
we do best, promoting the inclusion of learners. 
IESA had to change, adapt, adjust, or even take 
a few steps backwards in order to go forward in 
these times. Schools are starting to open and 

IESA is preparing for eventualities associated 
with returning to schools. This includes direct 
classroom support to teachers who are under 
immense pressure to focus only on curriculum. In 
all this continuous improvement and adaptation, 
we still want to maintain our quality standards. We 
cannot allow those who are already experiencing 
barriers to be left further behind in this time.

IESA had to change, adapt, adjust, or  
even take a few steps backwards in order 
to go forward in these times. Schools are 
starting to open and IESA is preparing for 
eventualities associated with returning  
to schools.

This journal is another opportunity for IESA to 
facilitate the sharing of knowledge in the sector 
through articles and research papers. It is a 
platform of inclusive engagement that aims 
to bring together academics, thought leaders, 
inclusive education specialists, educators, 
parents, and caregivers. IESA invites you to 
participate in this peer learning by contributing 
your expertise, articles, stories, perspectives, and 
any valuable insights on inclusive education you 
may have in unprecedented times like these.

Peter Ivan Barendse: Director – IESA
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 ARTICLES
1. Standing up for inclusion: the right of undocumented children  

to an equitable and inclusive education system
By Chandre Stuurman: Senior Attorney at the Equal Education Law Centre 
Astrid Coombes: Researcher at the Equal Education Law Centre 
Asiphe Funda: Candidate Attorney at the Equal Education Law Centre

Introduction

This article looks at how, prior to the landmark 
judgment in the case of Centre for Child Law, 
the School Governing Body of Phakamisa High 
School & 37 Children v the Minister of Basic 
Education & 4 Others (“Phakamisa”), the laws 
and policies that regulate the right to basic 
education of undocumented children perpetuated 
their exclusion from the basic education system 
and how it has since changed. The right to a 
basic education1 is universal and immediately 
realisable, meaning that it cannot be restricted on 
the basis of limited resources.2 Despite this clear 
constitutional right, and an international legal 
framework recognising the right of all to access 
basic education, undocumented learners in South 
Africa (which includes South African nationals, 
foreign nationals and stateless persons) continue 
to face significant challenges in accessing basic 
education and are still subjected to exclusionary 
admissions practices. 

In the article we examine the laws and policies 
that regulate the right of undocumented learners 
to access basic education and demonstrate by 
way of two case studies the exclusionary impact of 
the relevant provisions on these learners’ access 
to schooling. We then look at the Phakamisa 
case, which has set precedent for the inclusion of 
undocumented learners in the education system 
in South Africa and evaluate the impact thereof. 
We conclude that the recent legal development 
is a much needed victory for undocumented 
learners’ right to basic education and goes a long 
way in securing their right to access an equitable 
and inclusive education system. 

The Regulatory Framework

Section 29(1) (a) of the Constitution guarantees 
everyone the right to basic education.3 This right 
is immediately realisable and may only be limited 
by a law of general application that is “reasonable 
and justifiable in an open and democratic society 
based on human dignity, equality and freedom.”4 
Section 29(1)(a) must be read in conjunction with 
section 9(1) and (2) of the Constitution, which 
states that “[e]veryone is equal before the law and 
has the right to equal treatment and benefit of the 
law” and includes “the full and equal enjoyment 
of all rights and freedoms”. It is trite then that 
the Constitution provides for an equitable and 
inclusive education system that caters for all, 
including undocumented persons. 

The South African Schools Act, 84 of 1996 
(“the Schools Act”), gives effect to the right to 
basic education. The state organ responsible for 
the provision of basic education (currently the 
Department of Basic Education (“DBE”), must 
“respect, protect, promote and fulfil”5 this right. 
The DBE must provide education for all learners, 
Grade R to Grade 12, including Adult Basic 
Education. The Schools Act, in 3(1) stipulates 
that all learners who are of compulsory school-
going age (those between the ages of 7 and 15 
years or Grade 9, whichever occurs first) must 
attend school.6 

To allow for this, every Member of the Executive 
Council (MEC) must ensure that there are enough 
school places so that every child7 who lives in his 
or her province may attend school.8 This means 
that there must be a sufficient number of public 
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schools in the province to serve all the learners 
in the province. These schools must admit all 
learners and serve their educational requirements 
without unfairly discriminating in any way.9 

The Admission Policy for Ordinary Public 
Schools, 1998 (“Admission Policy”), in 
clause 9, restates this and provides that the 
admission policy of a public school and the 
administration of admissions by an Education 
Department must not unfairly discriminate 
in any way against an applicant.The Head of 
Department (“HOD”) must determine a process 
of registration for admission to public schools 
and is responsible for the co-ordination and 
administration of the admission of learners to a 
public school.10 The aforesaid provisions seem 
to echo the Constitution in creating an equitable 
and inclusive education system.

The Head of Department (“HOD”) must 
determine a process of registration 
for admission to public schools and is 
responsible for the co-ordination and 
administration of the admission of learners 
to a public school.

Not with standing the afore mentioned legislative 
provisions, some have argued that certain 
other provisions in the South African regulatory 
framework have created confusion as regards 
the provision of education to undocumented 
learners. By way of example, the Admission 
Policy in clause 15 requires that a parent 
present an official birth certificate to the school 
when applying for a child’s admission. If the 
parent is unable to present a birth certificate, it 
is permissible for the learner to be conditionally 
admitted, during which time (three months) the 
parent must obtain the necessary documentation 
for the admission to be finalised. In addition, the 
Admission Policy in clause 21 requires that when 
individuals who are not lawfully in the country 
apply for their children to be admitted to a public 
school, they must provide evidence of their 
application to the Department of Home Affairs to 
legalise their stay in South Africa. Furthermore, 
sections 39 and 42 of the Immigration Act, 13 

of 2002 (“Immigration Act”) prohibits learning 
institutions from providing training or instruction 
to “illegal foreigners” and further makes it an 
offence to “aid, abet or assist” an illegal foreigner. 

In practice we see that, not only do these 
provisions cause confusion and uncertainty, but 
they also perpetuate the exclusion and/or threats 
of exclusion of undocumented learners from 
school. In the section that follows we look at two 
case studies encountered by the Equal Education 
Law Centre (EELC) which demonstrate this. 

Case studies

In 2019, EELC was approached by two  
community-based organisations requesting 
assistance with the placement of children in 
public ordinary schools who had been excluded 
for not having the requisite school admission 
documents. The reason for exclusion seemed 
to be twofold: (i) some undocumented learners 
were conditionally admitted into schools and 
had subsequently been excluded when they 
could not produce the requisite identification 
documentation; and (ii) the remainder of the 
learners were refused admission when they were 
unable to produce the necessary documents. 

The first community is based in Matatiele, 
Eastern Cape. The EELC was approached by Ms 
Mavu* who runs a community outreach centre 
in Matatiele. Ms Mavu*11 was concerned by the 
large number of children of compulsory school-
going age who frequent the centre during school 
hours. Consultations with the parents of these 
children revealed that most of the parents were 
from Lesotho, many of whom were married to 
South African citizens. Parents and guardians 
provided several reasons for their children’s lack 
of documentation, including parents’ own lack of 
documentation and an inability to pay for costly 
DNA testing requested by the Department of 
Home Affairs before issuing a birth certificate. 
The parents stated that their children either 
attended school and were later excluded, when 
they were unable to produce the requisite 
identification documentation, or they were 
refused admission outright. 
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The second community is based in Khutsong, 
Gauteng. The EELC was approached by 
Mr Ndlovu* who runs a community-based 
organization in Khutsong with similar concerns 
about undocumented children being out of school. 
Consultation with the parents revealed that 
most of the parents were citizens of surrounding 
Southern African countries who work in the mines 
and did not have the requisite permits to work in 
the country. Similarly, they did not register the birth 
of their children because they could not afford the 
DNA tests required by the Department of Home 
Affairs to prove kinship and some expressed fears 
of deportation. Parents reported that schools in 
Khutsong threatened learners with exclusion and 
learners who were out of school were refused 
admission unless valid identification documents 
could be produced. 

Combined, these two cases affected 
approximately 300 children. The EELC faced 
significant challenges in asserting the learners’ 
right to basic education. When engaging the 
relevant education district in Matatiele to 
request assistance with the placement of the 
learners, the circuit manager acknowledged the 
learners’ right to basic education but stated that 
the Admission Policy only provides for conditional 
admission in these circumstances and that 
the district was obliged to comply with these 
legislative provisions. Furthermore, the Eastern 
Cape Education Department (“ECDoE”), was 
unsure about the implications of the Immigration 
Act, which prohibited persons defined as illegal 
aliens from accessing training and learning 
institutions. There was fear about whether 
schools would be subjected to criminal sanction 
when admitting “illegal foreigners”. At this stage, 
EELC was still awaiting the outcome of the much 
anticipated Phakamisa judgment, which was 
expected to provide the necessary legal clarity 
and relief for undocumented children. 

This meant that for the time being, undocumented 
learners could only be admitted conditionally. 
Parents/guardians were required to produce 
the necessary documentation to finalise the 
admission application process within a period 
of 3 months, failing which, the learners would 

be excluded. This constituted a severe limitation 
on the learners’ right to basic education and 
was contrary to an inclusive education system 
envisaged by the Constitution.

The Phakamisa case

In Phakamisa, the Makhanda High Court 
dealt with the right to basic education of 
undocumented learners and provided much 
needed legal clarity on the relevant laws and 
policy that impact this right. Part of the court’s 
consideration was determining the lawfulness 
of a directive issued by the ECDoE to withdraw 
funding for undocumented learners. In this 
regard, the Department had issued Circular 6 
of 2016 informing schools that they would be 
withholding funding for learners who did not have 
valid South African identity numbers or passport 
numbers.12 The result of the Circular was that 
schools were now either unwilling to continue 
providing education to those learners who were 
already admitted to schools, or schools were no 
longer willing to admit these learners. In addition, 
and central to this case, was an assessment of 
the constitutionality of clauses 15 and 21 of the 
Admission Policy.13 

The result of the Circular was that schools 
were now either unwilling to continue 
providing education to those learners  
who were already admitted to schools,  
or schools were no longer willing to admit 
these learners.

After hearing the arguments presented by both 
parties, the court held that everyone has the right 
to education regardless of their ability to provide 
proof of identity through the production of a birth 
certificate or other documentation.14 Clauses 15 
and 21 were declared unconstitutional in so far 
as they excluded undocumented learners from 
public schools. The court held that these clauses 
unjustifiably limit children’s right to education, 
dignity, equality and their right to have their best 
interests considered paramount.15 The court 
found that in respect of sections 39 and 42 of 
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the Immigration Act, when properly interpreted 
through the lens of the Bill of Rights, reference 
to “learning institution” and “training” should not 
be interpreted to include the provision of basic 
education by schools. Such an interpretation 
upheld the right to basic education in section 29 
of the Constitution and is in the best interests 
of children as contained in section 28(2) of the 
Constitution.16 For this reason, these clauses 
were not declared unconstitutional. 

In this landmark judgment, the court ordered 
that where children are unable to produce a 
birth certificate, schools must accept alternative 
proof of identity such as an affidavit or sworn 
statement deposed to by the child’s guardian, 
parent or caregiver.17 Following the judgment, the 
DBE issued Circular 1 of 2020, confirming the 
court’s ruling and directing all schools to follow 
the directive of the High Court. 

The impact of the judgment was immediately 
apparent when the EELC finally secured a 
meeting with the relevant education district 
in Khutsong. The EELC met with the district 
explaining the practical implications of the 
judgment and the Circular issued by DBE. After 
this engagement, the district agreed to assist 
parents/caregivers with the unconditional 
placement of undocumented learners in grade 
appropriate schools. The district held a meeting 
with principals and circuit managers in the area 
directing them to accept admission applications 
of undocumented learners. 

Not only does admission to school afford a 
learner access to education, it also provides 
an opportunity to access a range of school-
based support services, such as nutrition 
and psycho-social support.

Conclusion

The significance of the legal victory in Phakamisa 
cannot be overstated. The judgement provided 
clarity/certainty which allows undocumented 
learners to assert their right to access education. 
Not only does admission to school afford a 
learner access to education, it also provides an 
opportunity to access a range of school-based 
support services, such as nutrition and psycho-
social support. This victory goes a long way in 
securing access to school for these learners. The 
EELC continues to engage districts and schools on 
the significance of the Phakamisa judgment when 
cases of exclusion as a result of documentation 
are brought through our law clinic.
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2. Evaluating the impact of IESA’s “Strengthening Inclusion in the 
Early Childhood Development Centres” Programme, 2020

By Egines Mudzingwa: Master of Demography  
Researcher: Inclusive Education South Africa

Introduction

Inclusive Education South Africa (IESA)’s work 
entails developing inclusive practices in early 
childhood development (ECD) centres in both 
urban and rural communities so that no child is 
excluded from developing to their full learning 
potential. It seeks to equip ECD practitioners 
and parents or caregivers with the necessary 
skills required when handling children who 
experience barriers to learning. Children come 
from different cultural and linguistic backgrounds, 
they have different learning styles and are at 
different levels of development and growth and 
therefore do not all learn in the same way. Their 
learning abilities and needs vary and most ECD 
practitioners are usually not well-equipped to 
manage this diversity. If the barriers to learning 
that children experience are not identified at this 
early stage they could go through the education 
system with the gaps in their learning widening. 
Unfortunately this could end in early school  
drop-out which severely limits their future 
participation in the economy and society.

Over the years IESA’s interventions in 
communities across South Africa have focussed 
on training and capacity building of centre 
management and practitioners for improved 
ECD provision. Research shows that many 
ECD centre educators do not have the skills 
required for successful early identification and 
intervention with respect to young children 
who experience learning barriers. Even those 
practitioners who have attained qualifications 
as early childhood development educators 
experience a mismatch between the knowledge 
acquired and the practical implementation of 

teaching these children. ECD practitioners have 
continuously requested assistance with practical 
skills to manage the diverse learner needs in 
their centres. Consequently, IESA came up with 
a practical intervention for ECD centres which 
takes a holistic approach to children’s growth 
and development within the context of the  
pre-school and the family environment. 

IESA’s Strengthening Inclusion in 
Early Childhood Development Centres 
in South Africa (ECDCSA) Programme

Inclusive Education recognizes the right of all 
children to feel welcomed into a supportive 
educational environment in their own 
communities. Each child is unique with specific 
learning needs. Children come from diverse 
communities and show different interests, abilities 
and characteristics. Educational programmes in 
these centres should flexibly adapt to this broad 
diversity. Inclusive transformation of the centres 
will ensure that discriminatory attitudes are 
not tolerated and that inclusive practices that 
embrace all learners are cultivated, thus creating 
centres that facilitate learning for all children. 

Objectives of the ECDCSA programme are:

 • To build the capacity of the centre 
management to drive inclusive change

 • To raise staff awareness and understanding 
of inclusion theory and practice

 • To build the capacity of centres to establish 
partnerships with parents and caregivers

 • To build capacity of the centre to identify, 
establish and strengthen community 
networks of support
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A holistic approach to strengthen the centre’s 
ability to include all children requires a primary 
focus on building the centre management’s 
ability to drive inclusive change by raising staff 
awareness and understanding of inclusion and 
its practices. In addition, the centre needs 
to establish partnerships with its community 
stakeholders. IESA has a developed a  
two-year model which allows sufficient time to 
implement, intensively monitor and evaluate 
the programme to ensure sustainability beyond 
IESA’s engagement. The programme provides  
on-site support and skills development, 
specifically around the crucial topics of identifying 
barriers to learning, planning for intervention and 
providing differentiated learning activities.

Over the years 90 centres have been enrolled in 
the programme and made the journey to inclusion 
with IESA. In 2018, a cohort of 10 ECD centres, 
based in the Western Cape Province, was 
enrolled. However, due to funding restrictions, 
the programme for this cohort was adjusted to a  
12-month period. The centres joined the 
programme based on their need to strengthen 
their ability to include all children. Some of 
the centres approached IESA for capacity 
development while some were referred to IESA 
by their funders. In some cases some of the 
centre staff had attended IESA’s community and 
disability workshops and therefore recommended 
their centres to join the programme. This article 
discusses the results of the evaluations that were 
conducted on the 10 centres at the beginning 
and at the end of the 12-month training period. 

Findings from the evaluations

Initially, a baseline evaluation was conducted 
in each centre to establish the status quo 
on indicators of interest. This was followed 
by a summative evaluation at the end of the  
12–month programme. During the programme 
period the same indicators were tracked through 
the collection of monitoring data. At the base-line 
and end-line evaluations, centre management 
were asked a set of questions on each indicator 

and their responses were measured on a 5-point 
scale (from 1 to 5) one  being negative and five 
being positive with gradations in between.   

At the start, meetings were held with the principals, 
governing bodies and staff members. Outcomes 
of these meetings, coupled with results of the 
baseline evaluations, illuminated the areas in 
the centre that needed strengthening. It revealed 
to the centre management the gaps in the 
organisational culture. This guided the roll-out of 
the programme in terms of priority intervention 
areas. This article discusses four key themes, 
guided by the programme objectives. 

i. Building the capacity of centre 
management to drive inclusive change

It was clear that centre management required 
capacity building to drive inclusive change. 
The average rating for this indicator was 2.6 
mainly as a result of centre management 
lacking an in –depth understanding of inclusive 
education which meant that they had not seen 
it as a priority. Centre management claimed 
that they experienced resistance to inclusive 
transformation amongst staff. There appeared 
to be discrimination between different children 
and their families. Centre management had 
experienced challenges with accessing outside 
support for young children experiencing barriers 
to learning and development. Overall, the 
centre management felt that they were not very 
effective in promoting a culture of collaboration 
between teachers, management and parents in 
the centre. 

After programme intervention, the average 
rating increased to 3.4. Capacity of centre 
management to drive inclusive change increased. 
Most noticeable improvements were recorded in 
Centre #10 (rating improved by 1.6 units), Centre 
#9 (rating improved by 1.4 units) and Centre #8 
(rating improved by 1.1 units Figure 1 shows a 
comparison of perception ratings at baseline 
and end line evaluation for each centre.
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Figure 1: Centre management’s capacity to drive inclusive change 

 End line evaluation   Baseline evaluation
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Centre #5

Centre #4

Centre #3
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Centre #1

0     0,5     1      1,5      2      2,5      3      3,5      4

3,4
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3,8
2,7

3,5
2,8
2,8

2,1
3,4

2,8
3

2,4
3,5

3
3,3

2,8
3,3
3,3

Even though the centre management’s capacity 
to drive inclusive change improved in the majority 
of centres, a few required more time to address 
the gaps in capacity. These are Centres #4 and 
#6,  as shown by a lower average rating at the 
end of the programme.

The focus of the programme was on enhancing 
centre management’s understanding of inclusion 
and its key elements. The majority of centres 
did not have the skills and capacity to drive 
inclusive change. They received orientation on 
inclusive change, coaching and mentorship to 
drive inclusive change. This process resulted in 
their commitment and buy-in and they became 
the key change-makers in the centres and were 
equipped to drive inclusive transformation. With 
their guidance, goals were set for the centre 
based on the analysis of the centre needs. 

The majority of centres did not have 
the skills and capacity to drive inclusive 
change. They received orientation on 
inclusive change, coaching and mentorship 
to drive inclusive change.

ii. Raise staff awareness and understanding 
of inclusion and inclusive practice

At baseline evaluation an average rating of 2.4 
was recorded which improved to 3.5 at the end 
of the programme. It was apparent that the centre 
staff lacked understanding of inclusive education. 
This was evident in the following: activities were 
not age-appropriate; some children were not taking 
part in some of the activities; the activities were not 
adequately varied to develop the whole child; the 
activities were not differentiated for children coping 
at different levels. In general, the environment was 
not accessible to some of the children. 

Toys and toy equipment were not properly adapted 
to the learning needs of the different children.  
It was necessary to look into how toys can be 
used in a variety of ways. Children experiencing 
barriers to learning were not being identified and 
fully supported. The staff could not easily identify 
children they were concerned about and therefore 
there were no interventions in place to support 
these children. There was very little evidence of 
acknowledgement that all children are different or 
of acceptance and tolerance of such difference. 
Figure 2 illustrates the centre scoring.
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Figure 2: Staff’s awareness and understanding of inclusion and inclusive practice

 End line evaluation   Baseline evaluation

Overall

Centre #8

Centre #5

Centre #10

Centre #6

Centre #2

Centre #3

Centre #7

Centre #1

Centre #4

Centre #9

0     0,5     1     1,5     2     2,5     3     3,5      4      4,5

3,5
2,4

3,3
1,5

3,9
2,4

3,8
2,3

3,3
2,1

3,9
2,7

3,6
2,5

3,5
2,5

3,4
2,7

2,9
2,2

3,5
2,9

The end line evaluation showed a positive shift 
in inclusive practices. Practitioners developed an 
understanding and became sensitised to inclusive 
education, disability and barriers to learning. They 
developed skills to identify barriers to learning and 
development as well as to plan for interventions 
and to provide differentiated activities. Daily 
programmes of the centres were examined and 
showed an improved emphasis on the holistic 
development of the child. It was evident that 
practitioners now value play as a critical means 
of facilitating learning. Overall, staff awareness 
and understanding of inclusion and its practices 
increased across the 10 centres. However, Centre 
#4 required more support beyond the 12 months, 
to ensure that the inclusive practices are infused 
in all their activities.

On-site support visits promoted understanding 
of theoretical inclusive concepts and the 
implementation into good inclusive practice. 
Observations of classes showed that practitioners 
had tried to incorporate inclusive principles and 
practice into their teaching methods. During the 
visits practitioners were able to get practical 
assistance and demonstrations to extend their 
understanding of the concepts covered in training. 

Whilst much attention was given to ensuring 
children are “school ready” it was necessary to 
develop the skills of practitioners responsible 
for the 0–3 year olds. Thus toddlers were 
engaged and developed through these quality 
early learning interventions. Age appropriate play 
and holistic development was prioritised. There 
was a marked improvement in the level of staff 
awareness and understanding of inclusion and 
inclusive practice. 

iii. Centre establish partnerships with 
parents/caregivers

Successful parent/caregiver educator
collaborations facilitate the appropriate inclusion 
of all children in the classroom. Parents know 
and understand their young children in ways 
that are not possible for educators. Educators 
and parents can learn much from each other, 
each bringing their perspective of the child which 
brings together a holistic picture of the child’s 
individual development and needs. When the 
aims and outcomes of the educator programme 
are shared with parents there is a much greater 
possibility that the child will be supported to 
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realise her potential. The thorny issue of parental 
and educator expectations can be more easily 
approached and resolved when both educator and 
parent agree on realistic outcomes for the child.

Parents were provided with new skills to support 
their children in their early learning through  
parent-centre partnership programmes. A culture 
of parental involvement was established from ECD 
level, which then has a greater chance of being 
sustainable throughout the child’s educational 
years. Parents of children with barriers to 
learning received support in transitioning from 
the ECD to primary school.

Partnerships are also crucial in ensuring 
effectiveness of the centre. In centres like like 
Centres #5 and #10 partnerships were very 
weak at the time of the baseline, Figure 3. This 
was mainly because parents were not regularly 
consulted and involved in decisions regarding 

their children. The centres did not offer sufficient 
support to parents in the way of  strategies on 
how to support the development of their children. 
Parents should be encouraged to model good 
behaviour at home as this is one of the greatest 
indicators of behaviour patterns in children. 
There was a lack of communication channels 
such as interviews and parent meetings. 

At end-line, engagements between the centre and 
parents had improved (average rating increased 
from 2.4 to 3.5 units), Figure 3. Consultations 
with parents were more frequent and effective 
and parents were now more involved in decisions 
regarding their children. There were regular 
meetings and interviews with parents to gather 
information and support parents with ideas and 
strategies to support and develop their children. 
Centre #3 will receive more support to sustain 
the established relationships. 

Figure 3: Establishment of parent/caregiver and centre partnerships

 End line evaluation   Baseline evaluation

Overall

Centre #5

Centre #10

Centre #6

Centre #7

Centre #2

Centre #1

Centre #8

Centre #9

Centre #4

Centre #3

0     0,5     1     1,5     2     2,5     3     3,5      4      4,5

3,5
2,4

3,8
1,3

3,7
1,7

3,8
2,7

3,8
2,8

3,5
2,5

3,3
2,3

4
3,2
3,2

2,5
3

2,7
2,8

2,7
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iv. Identify and strengthen community 
networks of support

Support structures for the centre such as 
community organisations and services were 
identified by working together with the staff. 
Meetings with the broader community to improve 
understanding about barriers to learning, ECD 
and support for the centre were facilitated. 
Centres created partnerships in communities 
to ensure the holistic needs of young children 
can be met. A Directory of Services listing all the 
service providers, ECD Centres and schools in 
the community was developed for each centre.

An average rating of two units at baseline implied 
that there were very few community support 

networks that had been identified and these 
networks were weak especially in Centres #5 
and #10, Figure 4. Staff did not make use of 
outside help. There was no move to get to know of 
service providers, government offices, community 
organisations and other NGOs who could offer 
support to the centre or to individual children. 
There was very little collaboration between staff 
and parents to provide support and to encourage 
active referrals to professionals. 

However, by the end of the programme, community 
networks for referral support had been identified. 
Centres #2 and #4 will require more support to 
ensure that the identified community networks 
are used and collaborations are sustained, 
Figure 4.

Figure 4: Identification and strengthening of community networks of support

 End line evaluation   Baseline evaluation

Overall

Centre #5

Centre #1

Centre #10

Centre #3

Centre #7

Centre #8

Centre #6

Centre #4

Centre #9

Centre #2

0    0,5    1    1,5    2    2,5    3    3,5     4    4,5    5
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4,3
1

4,3
2

3,7
1,7

3,7
2

3,7
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3
2

3,3
2,7
2,7

2,3

By the end of the programme, community networks for support had been identified.
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Conclusions

ECD Centres do not seem to have adequate skills 
and capacity to drive inclusive transformation 
on their own. They need capacity development, 
training to raise awareness and understanding of 
inclusion and inclusive practices. Partnerships 
between parents/caregivers and the centre are 
not well established and therefore children are 
disadvantaged by this lack of collaboration. There 
are support opportunities in the catchment areas 
which are not being utilised due poor outreach 
projects. Centres require support and skills 
to unlock these relationships with community 
networks and make full use of them. 

In the 10 centres that participated in  
the programme, the centre management’s 
understanding of inclusion was enhanced and 
their capacity to drive inclusive change in the 
centre was strengthened. Management was able 
to champion the programme in their respective 
centres and therefore the centre’s inclusive 
journey was well on the way! 

Staff awareness and understanding of inclusion 
theory and practice improved in the centres. They 
were sensitised to inclusive education, disability 
and barriers to learning. Skills to identify barriers 
as well as to plan interventions were developed. 
Inclusive practices such as differentiating the 
curriculum through content, process, products 
and the learning environment were adopted.  
On-site support visits which included observations 
of classes showed a meaningful implementation 
of inclusive practices.  

Partnerships between the centre and the 
parents/caregivers were forged and involvement 
of parents/caregivers with their child’s learning 
was strengthened. Reasonable expectations of 
the child’s learning potential were set between 
parents/caregivers and educators. There were 
regular parent interviews and meetings to 
gather information and ideas to support and 
develop the children. Both parents and children 
with learning barriers received support in 
transitioning from the ECD to primary school.

The centres were able to identify support structures 
that are available in their catchment areas. They 
held meetings with the broader community to 
enhance understanding of barriers to learning. 
The centres developed a Directory of Services 
listing all the services of interest available and 
active referrals were already taking place. 

Overall, ECD Centres benefited from the 
programme, and meaningful progress was made 
in transforming the centres. Resources were 
developed and shared with the centres for future 
reference. Centre management was empowered 
to sensitise new staff members who would join 
the centre in the future. Long-term relationships 
to facilitate sustainable support were established 
with IESA and community networks. 

All the centres expressed a desire for the 
programme to be extended beyond one year 
so that there would be more time to implement 
all they had learnt from IESA. A two-year model 
would clearly give more time for all this work to 
be consolidated.

There were regular parent interviews and 
meetings to gather information and ideas 
to support and develop the children. Both 
parents and children with learning barriers 
received support in transitioning from the 
ECD to primary school.

Parents sharing feedback and ideas of Parent Center 
Partnerships at a disability workshop.
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3. Human rights violations of learners with disabilities  
overlooked – the time to act is now!

By Asiphe Funda, LLM, Candidate Attorney, Equal Education Law Centre 
Robyn Beere, BA (Hons) LLB, Deputy Director, Equal Education Law Centre

Introduction

The South African government is obliged to 
recognize the right to education of persons 
with disabilities, and to realize this right 
through providing equal opportunities for  
life-long learning for all in an inclusive education 
system without discrimination of any kind.1 This 
obligation is entrenched first and foremost in 
our Constitution, as well as in international and 
domestic laws. In addition, South Africa has 
adopted comprehensive policies that aim to 
align the South African education system with 
the obligations of an inclusive education system. 

Internationally, South Africa has shown its 
commitment to inclusive education through the 
ratification of the UN Convention on the Right of 
Persons with Disabilities and the UN Convention 
on the Rights of the Child, and through the 
adoption of the Sustainable Development 
Goals. Domestically, South Africa has committed 
itself to the provision of quality, equitable, 
and inclusive education in its Constitution, 
the Education White Paper 6, the Screening, 
Identification, Assessment and Support policy, 
the South African Schools Act, and the National 
Development Plan. 

However, despite this regulatory framework 
guaranteeing the right to education for children 
with disabilities there has been a persistent 
pattern of human rights violations at special 
schools and special school hostels, a lack of 
access to any schooling for thousands of learners 
with disabilities and a complete failure to provide 
reasonable accommodation and support for 
learners with disabilities in ordinary schools. 

Systematic violations of  
human rights

From as early as 2002, the Department of 
Basic Education (DBE) has had insight into the 
conditions in special schools and special school 
hostels which expose learners to the risk of 
neglect, danger, abuse and violence.2 In 2002, 
the DBE conducted a comprehensive audit on 
special schools to “determine where schools 
were dysfunctional, under-resourced... and 
needed other upgrading or other interventions, 
including addressing abuse of learners.”3  

The audit found 135 special schools were badly 
neglected and dysfunctional.4 The report noted 
a high incidence of learner abuse, buildings 
– especially hostels –falling apart, ineffective 
teaching and little learning, no appropriate and 
meaningful support to learners and, in many 
instances, a total breakdown in the culture 
of learning.5 The audit also revealed “major 
disparities in provision and quality between 
schools in urban and metropolitan areas and 
those in townships and especially rural areas.”6 

Patterns of unequal access to special schools 
across the country were highlighted again in 
a Report by the South African Human Rights 
Commission (SAHRC) on the public hearings on 
the right to basic education, in 2006. The report 
showed that learners with disabilities in wealthier 
urban provinces had more access to education 
while learners with disabilities in poorer provinces 
are being disadvantaged through inequitable 
access to special school facilities.7 This report 
also highlighted the shortcomings of White Paper 
6 both in its conception and implementation.8 
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In 2015 Human Rights Watch compiled a report 
titled “Complicit in Exclusion” which reported on 
South Africa’s failure to guarantee an Inclusive 
Basic Education for children with disabilities. 
The report concluded that progress “on paper”, 
for children with disabilities, has not translated 
into real equal opportunities.9 The report showed 
how learners with disabilities face discrimination 
in admission processes. In cases where children 
with disabilities were able to get access to school, 
they were still confronted with discrimination due 
to a lack of reasonable accommodation in the 
school.10 Human Rights Watch also found that 
learners with disabilities were more vulnerable to 
violence, abuse, and neglect in schools.11

SECTION27 produced a report documenting 
widespread violations of the rights of children with 
disabilities in the Umkhanyakude District, KZN. 
The report details shocking reports of abuse in 
hostels, theft, unlawful corporal punishment, and 
a widespread perception on the part of caregivers 
that their children will be abused and neglected if 
they are sent to board in special schools.12

There have also been multiple incidents that 
have resulted in the deaths of children with 
disabilities while in school facilities. In 2010, a 
building caught fire at the Christiana School for 
the Blind resulting in the death of three learners.  
Unfortunately, a similar incident occurred again in 
2016 when three female learners were burnt to 
death and 23 injured when they jumped from a 
burning hostel building at the North West School 
for the Deaf in Leeudoringstad.13 

It was after this incident that the North West 
provincial office of SAHRC undertook an 
investigation into the lack of safety measures 
in schools for children with disabilities.14 The 
investigative hearings revealed that residential 
hostels in Special Schools in the North West 
province are overwhelmingly unsafe structures 
that pose a danger to learners with disabilities.15 

In addition, it was revealed that other aspects of 
the Special School environment also pose a danger 
to the mental and physical well-being of learners 
with disabilities attending residential Special 
Schools in the North West province.16 The risk of 

physical abuse, particularly sexual abuse, was a 
consistent theme identified in the submissions 
of hearing participants. This  highlighted the 
state’s systemic and consistent failure to ensure 
that teachers and staff are checked against the 
registers named in the Children’s Act and the 
Sexual Offences Act, as required by law, prior to 
being hired to work directly with some of South 
Africa’s most vulnerable learners. Submissions 
from civil society organizations revealed that this 
is a reality throughout the entire country and not 
just the North West.17

These are only some of the reports and examples 
of incidents which clearly reveal a pattern of 
human rights violations of children with disabilities 
that has persisted for almost 20 years since 
South Africa’s inclusive education policy was 
implemented. These violations have been widely 
documented and the DBE has admitted to having 
knowledge of the many issues highlighted above.  
Why then have there been no urgent interventions 
or clear time-bound plans emerging from the DBE 
to immediately remedy this situation?

We propose three primary reasons for this:

1. The continued marginalization of learners 
with disabilities

The challenges highlighted in the above 
reports have demonstrated how learners with 
disabilities continue to remain on the fringes 
of the education system in South Africa. 
Children with disabilities are most often left 
behind despite the DBE’s rally cry of “no child 
left behind”. Policies are seldom drafted 
with learners with disabilities in mind and if 
they are considered it is often no more than  
mere tokenism. 

The current COVID-19 education crisis 
further illustrates this. Guidelines, standard 
operating procedures and directions have 
been developed and published by the DBE 
to guide provinces and schools as to the 
measures to be implemented to ensure the 
health and safety of learners and teachers 
in schools. Despite the fact that learners 
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with disabilities have very specific support 
needs, often have underlying comorbidities 
or complex disabilities, as of 8 June 2020 
no disability-specific protocols have been 
produced by the DBE! After intensive advocacy 
efforts by civil society organisations these are 
finally in process. 

The failure to mainstream disability issues is 
also evident in the structure of the Department 
of Basic Education itself. The positioning 
of the Inclusive Education directorate as a 
separate directorate, however well intentioned, 
entrenches the separation of education for 
learners with disabilities. Instead of ensuring 
that each pillar or directorate within the DBE 
is considering learners with disabilities in 
all of their policies, this is left to an under-
capacitated marginalised directorate. 

It is important to point out that the 
marginalization of learners with disabilities 
cannot be blamed solely on the government. 
Children with disabilities are also under-
represented and marginalized in education 
conversations and debates within civil society. 
Rarely do we see education civil society 
organizations other than organisations of and 
for persons with disabilities, mainstreaming or 
including in their campaigns and agendas, the 
challenges faced by learners with disabilities.

2. Continued stigmatization of learners  
with disabilities

The continued stigmatization of learners with 
disabilities by society at large and by government 
in particular, contributes significantly to the 
failure to ensure that learners with disabilities 
access inclusive education. The government 
has not viewed all learners as equally 
deserving of the right to basic education and 
has in the past not seen any value in educating 
learners with disabilities. This was the view 
taken by government in the Western Cape 
Forum for Intellectual Disabilities Case, where 
the government submitted that learners with 
severe to profound intellectual disability would 
find no value in learning.18

The case dealt with the exclusion of severely 
to profoundly intellectually disabled children 
from all public schools. The court rejected the 
argument that children with such disabilities 
would not benefit from education and held 
that a basic education is not limited to 
maximizing academic outcomes.19 The court 
concluded that ALL children could learn and 
were entitled to basic education under the 
Constitution without exception. 

The approach taken by government in this 
case was also at odds with international 
jurisprudence that has been created in 
response to the systematic exclusion and 
dehumanization of persons with disabilities.20 
The Convention on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities created a framework where 
inclusion is a necessary result of the right to 
human dignity that vests in all persons.21 

Policies aimed at inclusion that have been 
adopted by the government have also 
entrenched the dichotomy between education 
for learners with disabilities and learners 
without disabilities. Ngwenya remarks, “White 
Paper 6, upon full implementation, still creates 
an air of “separate but equal” education.” 
While some learners may be included in 
mainstream schools through reasonable 
accommodations, learners requiring higher 
levels of support will still be educated in 
separate facilities. 

Special schools are often located far away 
from the community in which a child ordinarily 
resides. A consequence of learners living 
at these schools, away from their family 
and community, is the difficulty learners 
with disabilities face in fully integrating into 
their communities. The limited interaction 
between families, communities and children 
with disabilities, combined with pre-existing 
prejudices and misconceptions about 
disability perpetuates the social exclusion 
and stigmatization of learners with disabilities 
in society.
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3. Lack of political will

Firstly, it is important to understand what we 
mean by the oft cited term “political will”. In 
an article in Politics & Policy in 2010, Post 
et al defined political will as “the extent of 
committed support among key decision makers 
for a particular policy solution to a particular 
problem22.” As shown above, government is 
clearly aware of the widespread violations of 
the rights of learners with disabilities and the 
DBE has admitted knowledge of the deplorable 
conditions that learners with disabilities 
are faced with in some special school and 
hostel environments. Despite this, there is 
a lack of commitment from key education 
stakeholders to prioritise the needs of learners 
with disabilities. This lack of commitment is 
evidenced by the poor budgeting, planning and 
accountability measures that are currently in 
place.23 The systemic failures identified in the 
reports outlined above demonstrate the lack 
of political will to dedicate financial and other 
resources to ensuring the implementation of 
sustainable solutions directed at ensuring the 
realization of quality and equal education for 
learners with disabilities.24 As put succinctly by 
the SAHRC “the South African Government has 
shown insufficient commitment to ensuring the 
rights to education, dignity, equality and even 
life of learners with disabilities are protected 
and realized.”25 

here is a lack of commitment from key 
education stakeholders to prioritise the 
needs of learners with disabilities. This lack 
of commitment is evidenced by the poor 
budgeting, planning and accountability 
measures that are currently in place.

Conclusion

The importance and benefits of education cannot 
be overstated. Education is both a right in itself 
as well as an indispensable means of realizing 
other human rights.26 The Constitutional Court 
has also described the right to basic education 
as an important socio-economic right directed, 
among other things, at promoting and developing 
a child’s personality, talents and mental and 
physical abilities to his or her fullest potential.27    
It is our duty as parents, civil society and 
government to ensure that ALL children are able 
to realise this right in particular those children 
who are the most vulnerable and traditionally 
excluded – learners with disabilities.

There is an urgent need to apply pressure 
to government to act on that awareness, 
to mobilise resources and to actively work 
to ensure the inclusion of learners with 
disabilities into all aspects of education 
budgeting and planning

This paper demonstrates that bringing an issue 
into the light might attract attention to it, but this 
does not necessarily translate into the political 
will required to change the situation. There is 
an urgent need to apply pressure to government 
to act on that awareness, to mobilise resources 
and to actively work to ensure the inclusion 
of learners with disabilities into all aspects of 
education budgeting and planning. There is a 
need for legal advocacy challenging the state 
of special schools to ensure that no more 
lives are lost in these schools. There is a 
need to hold government to account using all 
available advocacy strategies including litigation 
if necessary. The South African legislative 
framework provides an unequivocal entitlement 
of learners with disabilities to equal and inclusive 
education – those rights must be asserted.
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Participating in IESA’s program focussed on developing 
creative teaching skills that both learners and educators 
can enjoy.

Teacher providing support to learners who struggle with 
activities at an ECD Centre.

Teacher models the dough onto shape and learners copy 
at an ECD Centre.

Toddler group participating in a Ladders to Learning 
session at an ECD Centre.

Activities are being laddered to the level of learners  
understanding and this allows for more participation 
from children.

Children Learning to draw shapes.



JULY 202020

4. Breaking the News

By Jolene Ostendorf, MEd UKZN Remedial teacher 
Director: Inclusion Matters

It goes without saying that no parent dreams of 
their child having to struggle with disabilities. 
While in some cases, the parents are forewarned 
of the struggles their child will face, and have 
time to come to terms with this in the case of 
children with learning disabilities the child’s 
difficulties are often only apparent when they start 
formal schooling. This leaves many educators 
in the awkward position of having to explain to 
parents that their child may be experiencing a 
disability. The impression the educator gives of 
the child’s disability will often determine how 
quickly interventions are put into place, and 
how the parent comes to terms with their child’s 
forthcoming academic battles. Educators in the 
upper phases of education are often surprised 
at the poor response they receive from parents 
when addressing the child’s need for additional 
support and often this is as a direct result of a 
negative interaction with educators in the past. 
The way in which this news is given to the child’s 
parents is vital and will ultimately affect how the 
parents intervene to assist their child, yet it is an 
area in which few teachers receive training. 

The first thing to remember when dealing with 
parents of children who are presenting with a 
disability is that the information you are sharing 
with them is likely to invoke a sense of loss for 
them. As Healey (1996) states, “being told that 
your child has a disability can be as traumatizing 
as learning of a family member's sudden death”.  
It may also come as a complete shock to the 
parents. As much as the signs of the barrier to 
learning may be obvious to an educator, very often 
the parents have overlooked these signs as a 
defence mechanism. The trauma of realising or 
having to face the reality that their child has a 
barrier to learning or disability is at times traumatic 
for the parent and they will not immediately 
recognise the signs the educator has noticed, or 
they will deny what the educator has noted. It is 
important to identify some of the emotions that 

parents may experience at this initial meeting in 
which the educator is breaking the news to them 
of their child’s learning challenges.

For some parents, this news may put them into 
a state of depression. In many South African 
cultures, there is a tendency to place particular 
emphasis on the academic success of one’s 
children as a reflection on the family. As a 
result, if there is any indication that the child is 
struggling, they may feel shame or believe that 
they are being punished in some way. Mothers, 
in particular start to blame themselves quite 
heavily, and it not unusual for them to start 
looking at every aspect of their pregnancy or the 
child’s early development to find something that 
they did wrong. The parents may also feel guilt. 
A father who has learning disabilities may feel 
like it is his fault that these have been passed 
on to his child. A mother who went back to work 
may feel like it is her fault that the child is not 
developing in the typical manner. These feelings 
are not always rational, but they are a factor that 
educators need to bear in mind when dealing 
with parents. 

The most intense and complicated emotion 
that educators are going to be dealing with is 
the parents’ feelings of grief. For many parents, 
the news that their child has a disability or 
disorder of some sort means that they are going 
to have to readjust their hopes and dreams for 
that child. Parents have expectations for their 
children. While in today’s society, many people 
with learning disabilities will still complete 
their schooling and be able to secure good 
employment, at the time of being told that their 
child has a barrier to learning, parents may not 
believe this is possible. Often educators are 
dealing with a generation of parents who were in 
a schooling system that was not kind to children 
who had learning disabilities and as a result the 
parents’ frame of reference may be classmates 
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and peers from when they were at school for 
whom learning disabilities did have a negative 
impact on their future. 

In 1969, Kübler-Ross proposed a theory about 
the stages of grief that has become well known 
today (Gregory 2019). The theory discusses grief 
as being made up of 5 stages – denial, anger, 
bargaining, depression and acceptance. While 
we traditionally attribute these stages of grief to 
the death of a loved one, this theory has been 
used to describe the grief that accompanies any 
form of loss. The period of grief that parents 
go through when confronted with their child’s 
barriers to learning is so common that the stages 
of adjustment mimic the stages of grief detailed 
by Kübler-Ross. 

As a precursor to grief, parents may go through 
some sort shock. Some parents may look visibly 
dejected at the news they have been given and 
others will go into a state of disbelief. Once 
parents have been confronted with the reality 
that their child has not developed in the typical 
fashion, all those concerns that they have been 
overlooking suddenly come to the fore and they 
realise that they are not just quirks. They are 
issues that need to be dealt with (Healey 1996).

The first stage of the grief process is denial 
and this is where parents start asking for proof 
of the child’s difficulties. They may ask for a 
second opinion or to see the Principal at this 
stage because they simply cannot believe what 
they have been told. This is purely a defence 
mechanism against the negative emotions that 
we discussed earlier. It is quite common at this 
stage for parents to ignore the advice that they 
have been given so it is quite important that 
educators keep a record of the instructions they 
have given parents with regards to assessments 
and therapy. Other parents may start looking for 
a cure and this is where you start to see lifestyle 
changes coming into effect as the parents look 
for a reason why their child may look like they 
have a disorder, but don’t really have one (Healey 
1996; Gregory 2015). 

The second stage is one of anger and this is 
where a breakdown in communication can happen 
if the educator takes things too personally. It is 
normal for the parents to go through a state 
of not believing what they have been told. The 
most common indicator of this goes something 
like “but he doesn’t do that at home” or “he 
didn’t have this problem in Mrs So and So’s 
class last year”. At this stage the educators’ 
professionalism is key and it is vital that they act 
rationally and calmly. It is the role of the educator 
at this stage to keep giving the parents the facts 
and to keep a record of communication with the 
family. In this stage, the parents may not seem 
to be acting rationally and it is often at this point 
where a breakdown in the relationship between 
the parent and the educator occurs. It is not 
unheard of at this stage for the parents start 
looking at other schools or demanding a change 
in teacher. By this point in the grief process, the 
parents have gone through a prolonged period of 
blaming themselves, which in terms of our basic 
human need for survival is not sustainable so 
people automatically start looking for someone 
or something else to blame. Unfortunately, at 
this stage educators often bear the brunt of the 
parent’s anger as it is they who delivered the bad 
news. Should this be the case, it is prudent for 
educators at this stage to introduce a third party 
into their discussions with the parents, such as 
a Departmental Head or Principal. 

Unlike the traditional stage of bargaining in 
the grief process, when parents are coming 
to terms with a child’s barrier to learning, they 
may experience the stages of hopelessness 
and depression together (Healey 1996, Gregory 
2019). This can be a severe calm and it can 
be a more awkward or frustrating emotion for 
the teacher to deal with than the anger stage 
because no matter how much the parents are 
reassured that there is hope and things can be 
done for the child, they will not see it yet. The 
parents at this stage may become unusually 
reliant on the teacher for support and the danger 
here is if the educator gives too much support, 
they may depend on this and become stuck in 
this stage. By all means educators should be 
supporting the parents, but they should also 
be cognisant of maintaining some boundaries. 
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There may also be a battle of wills that develops 
at this point. While the parents may give up hope 
at this point, this becomes difficult for educators 
to deal with because as professionals they have 
a better understanding of what can be done and 
the time and sensitivity involved in ensuring 
the child receives the interventions they need. 
At this stage the best thing an educator can do 
is to keep sending the parents positive stories 
and to encourage them to at least start with 
the interventions in the hope that the child’s 
progress will motivate the parents. 

The final stage is the one that as educators we 
should be aiming for – acceptance (Healey 1996, 
Gregory 2019). Ideally this is the stage educators 
would like to start with as this is when parents 
can be guided on how best to assist their child 
going forward, but this is rarely the case. At this 
point it is very important for the educator to have 
a plan of action in place, with clear instructions 
as to what needs to be done. Remember that the 
process parents go through to get to acceptance 
can take months. They might also suddenly 
accept the reality of their child’s needs halfway 
through a meeting and when that happens, they 
will want answers as a matter of urgency. The 
educator should be prepared in case of the latter 
circumstance.

In order to help parents on their journey towards 
accepting their child’s learning differences, there 
are some things that educators can do to develop 
a relationship between the parents and the 
educator so that the child gets the support they 
need. From the outset, the educator should begin 
by looking at the child’s strengths. By focusing on 
what a child can do, as opposed to focusing only 
on what they can’t do, the educator will help to 
alleviate some of those feelings of hopelessness 
that parents might feel. This is not to say the 
child’s difficulties should be downplayed or 
denied. This is simply a starting point from which 
to discuss the child’s learning needs.  

As educators it is sometimes difficult to not get 
frustrated when the parents don’t want to listen 
or see what seems obvious to the educator. It 
is imperative that educators keep good records 
and give parents the facts, including examples, 

of what is being experienced in the classroom. 
Educators cannot let their frustration with the 
parents become apparent. In all communication 
with the parents they need to maintain some 
compassion for the difficult journey the parents 
are on. 

The educator should make every effort to 
avoid using the word “normal”. Every parent 
desperately wants their child to be normal so 
by comparing them to ‘normal’ children in the 
class, the educator is making the situation 
worse for the parents and emphasising their 
feelings of hopelessness. If it is necessary 
to compare a child’s development to others, 
avoid using a specific case from the class and 
rather refer to ‘typical child development’ as it 
has fewer negative connotations than the word 
‘normal’. Something else to bear in mind is that 
sometimes when educators are trying to look at 
the positive in a child, they refer to the child as 
being a very special boy or girl. When you have 
told a parent that their child may have a disorder, 
the term special can be seen as condescending. 

Educators should avoid using medical or 
psychological terms when in discussion with 
parents. There are two reasons for this. Firstly, 
educators are not medical professionals and 
are not allowed to diagnose a child. Only once 
the child has a clear diagnosis and the educator 
has been given permission to see a report to 
this effect, the term/diagnosis may be used. The 
other reason is that you are dealing with parents 
who already feel as if they have done something 
wrong, so by using terms that they may not be 
familiar with you can inadvertently enhance 
these feelings of blame that they are already 
working through. It is imperative that educators 
make sure that the language they are using is 
appropriate for the parents with whom they 
are communicating. Educators may think they 
are more convincing if they are using technical 
terms, but this can be problematic if the parent 
completely misunderstands the information 
being relayed to them. Imagery is a great way of 
explaining the problem to them without focusing 
too much on what the child can’t do. It gives 
parents a relatable understanding of how the 
disorder will affect their child. 
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There can be many instructions that need to be 
followed and it is best to keep these simple. Very 
often unhappiness creeps in when parents claim 
“I didn’t know”. It’s not that they didn’t know, it 
is that they couldn’t process it at the time. It is 
usually a good idea to follow up a meeting of this 
nature with a written document outlining what 
was recommended so that they can refer back to 
it at a later stage. 

Parents are going to look to educators for 
guidance as to what happens next. As discussed, 
it is important to have all this information ready 
for them. Getting a diagnosis can be a long and 
complicated process so as educators we do 
need to guide the parents through this. Some of 
the ways in which the educator can do this is by 
having a list of books and resources that parents 
can refer to for more information. If practical, 
send them some links to sites that discuss the 
symptoms of the disorder being described as 
very often this information distinguishes between 
what the educator will see and what the parent 
will see. This helps the parent to understand why 
they may not have noticed the issue at home.  

In the case of more complicated diagnoses, it 
might help to connect the parents with other 
parent groups who are in a similar situation. This 
has to be handled discretely as not every parent 
is open about their child’s difficulties, but where 
you do have parents who are willing to share their 
experiences, they can be an invaluable resource 
to those parents who have just joined the world 
of learning disabilities. 

Finally, educators should not put pressure on 
themselves to have an answer about every 
cure and therapy that is on the market and the 
effectiveness thereof. It is reasonable to expect 
educators to have a working knowledge of the 
mainstream treatments for common learning 
disabilities, so if a parent presents a new option, 
the responsible thing for the educator to do 
is to ask for time to explore it. Some of these 
therapies are unfortunately very expensive and 
have limited effectiveness but are well-marketed, 
so sometimes parents need someone with an 
unbiased opinion to tell them to go ahead or to 
save their money. Similarly, parents may want an 

indication as to the child’s opportunities going 
forward.  It would irresponsible of the educator 
to tell them what they want to hear, unless the 
educator is very sure of the facts. The educational 
landscape for learners with barriers to learning 
is rapidly evolving and it can be difficult to know 
what the child should expect in the years to 
come. By all means and educator should provide 
hope for parents, but there is a fine line between 
doing so and inadvertently provide false hope.

As educators we also know that early 
intervention is key to ensuring that learners 
are able to adapt and overcome some 
of the challenges their learning difficulty 
may pose, making these conversations 
especially important.

It is never an easy task for an educator to give 
a parent unpleasant news about their child’s 
learning, especially in cases where the difficulty 
that has been identified will have a significant 
impact on the child’s future learning. However, as 
educators we also know that early intervention 
is key to ensuring that learners are able to 
adapt and overcome some of the challenges 
their learning difficulty may pose, making these 
conversations especially important. When such 
discussions are handled in a sensitive and 
knowledgeable manner, the educator is giving 
the child and their family the best opportunity to 
deal with the grief associated with identifying the 
child’s barrier to learning.
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Abstract 

Toy libraries are part of early childhood 
development (ECD) programmes in South 
Africa. Many ECD programmes do not ensure 
environments are conducive to learning by 
young children with diverse needs. This 
study investigated the role of toy librarians in 
promoting inclusive education. It is set within 
a constructivist theoretical framework which 
focuses on Piaget and Vygotsky’s theories. In 
order to explore the role of toy librarians who 
promoted inclusive education, this qualitative 
research focused on finding out how toy 
librarians included young children with diverse 
needs in their early learning programme. Nine 
toy librarians were purposefully selected from 
toy libraries in Johannesburg that conducted 
play sessions with young children. The data 
obtained was analysed using inductive methods, 
and the following themes emerged: knowledge 
of inclusive education; the use of the medical 
model to identify children with diverse needs; 
how to implement a curriculum; training parents 
and how to adapt the environment. Additional 
sub-themes emerged: teaching; assessment; 
support; adapting toys and a lack of knowledge. 
The overall findings of this study indicated that 
toy librarians lacked knowledge and skills around 
inclusive education and how to implement 
it. Instead, they used a medical model of 
disability. However, more research is needed to 
investigate how toy librarians could implement 
differentiated activities in toy libraries.

Introduction 

‘’[A]ll children who have been historically 
excluded from opportunities for early 
learning should have an opportunity to 
participate in a quality age and needs 
specific early learning programme” 
(National Integrated Early Childhood 
Development Policy [NIECDP], 2015, p. 59).

The above quotation is one of the 2030 
objectives of the NIECDP in South Africa. This 
quotation stresses the importance of giving 
access to education to all children to enable 
their full participation, which is an essential 
principle of inclusive education. In 2015, the 
Department of Social Development (DSD) 
introduced the NIECDP. Toy library services 
were first highlighted in this policy, although 
these libraries “have been in existence since 
1977 in South Africa” (Poller, 1988, p. 91). 
Toy libraries render ECD services as defined 
by the NIECDP, (2015). These services aim to, 
“promote young children’s early emotional, 
cognitive, sensory, spiritual, moral, physical, 
social and communication development” 
(NIECDP, 2015, p.12). This is the reason why 
toy libraries were recognised as part of ECD 
programmes (NIECDP, 2015, p.13), while 
toy librarians were acknowledged as early 
childhood workers (NIECDP, 2015, p. 14).In 
South Africa, toy libraries are mostly run by 
non-governmental organisations (NGOs).The 
Department of Education [DoE] is an important 
stakeholder working with NGOs. According to 
the DHET survey (2018, p.18), “the NGOs in 
the education sector contribute to the economy 
indirectly by providing a strong foundational 
phase for children’s growth and education’’. 
This suggests that toy libraries contribute to the 



 ARTICLES 25

children’s learning through their early learning 
programme. The NIECDP highlights the need to 
increase access to participation for all young 
children in ECD programmes. Furthermore, 
it stresses the importance of providing 
opportunities for young children “to participate 
in a quality early learning programme”(NIECDP, 
2015, p. 59).

Summary of research findings 

The first key finding of this study indicated that 
toy librarians lacked knowledge of inclusive 
education. 

Although the data obtained from both the 
questionnaires and the interviews indicated that 
78% of the participants had some knowledge of 
inclusive education, their knowledge was limited. 
The toy librarians’ knowledge was only partly 
aligned with the concept of inclusive education 
in South Africa. When the researcher asked 
participants whether they fully understood inclusive 
education or partly understood it, only 44% of the 
participants indicated that they fully understood 
what inclusive education was, while 56% indicated 
that they partly understood the concept. The 
participants’ understanding of inclusive education 
was limited to integrating children who were living 
with disabilities and those without disabilities in 
the same classroom. By integrating children into 
the mainstream of education, it did not mean 
that inclusive education was being implemented. 
This was just a step towards inclusive education. 
Inclusive education needed to go beyond social 
integration to ensure that toy librarians identified 
young children’s diverse needs and that they were 
able to meet these children’s needs.

The participants’ understanding of inclusive 
education was limited to integrating 
children who were living with disabilities 
and those without disabilities in the same 
classroom. By integrating children into 
the mainstream of education, it did not 
mean that inclusive education was being 
implemented. 

Twenty-two per cent of the participants indicated 
that they had never heard of inclusive education. 
The White Paper 6, which dealt with inclusive 
education, was published in 2001. It was 
surprising to find that there were people who 
worked in the early childhood space who had not 
heard of inclusive education, despite working 
with young children in early learning programmes. 
This meant that I agree with Donahue and 
Bornman (2014, p. 11) that “the DoE must 
continue with the information and advocacy 
programme on inclusive education as indicated 
in White Paper 6 (2001)”. This implied that the 
DoE has a mandate to inform everyone working 
with young children about inclusive education. 
Engelbrecht, Nel, Smit and van Deventer 
(2016, p. 532) expressed the same sentiment 
that, “the DoE must spread information about 
inclusive education”. There is still a need to 
broadcast information about inclusive education 
to everyone who works in the education sector, 
including the ECD space. Toy librarians work in 
the ECD space. However, they (in a similar way to 
other ECD workers) were not actively involved in 
workshops and training on inclusive education, 
which were conducted by the DoE. Okwany and 
Ebrahim (2019, p. 1) acknowledged this problem 
of exclusion, because they stated that “ECD 
programmes have been marginalised”. 

The second key finding from the study was how toy 
librarians defined inclusive education. 

The toy librarians who participated in this study 
defined inclusive education using the medical 
model. Seventy-eight per cent of the participants 
defined inclusive education as education that 
included children with a disability and children 
who had special needs. Their responses 
illustrated that the medical model was prominent 
in their definitions of inclusive education. This 
is consistent with research findings on inclusive 
education by Geldenhuys and Wevers (2013) and 
Ntombela (2011) who discovered that teachers’ 
definition of inclusion was strongly grounded in 
the medical model of thinking. The only difference 
was that these two studies focused on teachers 
while this study focused on toy librarians. White 
Paper 6 (2001, p. 53) proposed the use of the 
term “barriers to learning” instead of “disabled 



JULY 202026

learners and learners with special needs” as 
the latter terms were outdated and rooted 
in the medical model. According to Nel, Nel 
and Hugo (2016, p. 15), “the medical model 
is no longer the accepted model”, because 
the medical model separated children into 
categories. Although the medical model is no 
longer accepted, Nel, Nel and Hugo (2016) 
further stressed that medical information was 
required when assessing and supporting young 
children who experienced barriers to learning 
and development. The medical model was 
important in helping to understand whether 
there were biological or other barriers located 
within a child. 

The third key finding indicated that toy librarians 
had a role in creating an inclusive environment 
through the implementation of the ECD curriculum. 

The curriculum is the vehicle for inclusion, 
although it could also be the vehicle for 
exclusion. In the White Paper 6, (2001, p.19) 
the curriculum has been highlighted as a “major 
barrier to learning”. This is because the content 
that is taught, how it is taught, how children are 
assessed and how they are supported may be 
too inflexible to meet young children’s needs. 

Three sub-themes emerged under the role 
of implementing the curriculum. These were 
teaching methods, assessment and support. 

When toy librarians teach through using 
play, they are creating an inclusive 
environment for learning, because they are 
utilising an appropriate teaching method 
for young children. Play is viewed as the 
best way for children to learn as opposed 
to rote learning.

Toy librarians had a role in creating an inclusive 
environment for learning through their teaching 
methods, assessment and support. The data 
generated from the interviews indicated that 
77% of the toy librarians teach through play. 
Kostelnik, Soderman and Whiren (2007, p. 37) 
stated that “there is a strong consensus among 

researchers that play is central to childhood 
learning”. When toy librarians teach through 
using play, they are creating an inclusive 
environment for learning, because they are 
utilising an appropriate teaching method for 
young children. Play is viewed as the best way 
for children to learn as opposed to rote learning.

The second subtheme under creating an inclusive 
environment was assessment. Toy librarians also 
indicated that they implemented the curriculum by 
conducting assessments. Nel, Nel and Lebeloane 
(2016, p. 60) argued, ‘’It is crucial to conduct 
assessment in order to determine young children’s 
support needs”. Seventy-eight per cent of toy 
librarians who participated in this study indicated 
that they assessed the learning and development 
of young children through observations. Twenty 
two percent used checklists to assess young 
children’s learning and development. Alford, 
Rollins, Padron & Waxman (2015, p. 625) argued 
that “classroom observation is a way of linking 
teachers’ behaviour to children’s outcomes, 
therefore creating a system more capable 
of producing developmental gains for young 
children”. This implied that when the toy librarians 
observed young children during play sessions, 
they not only measured the young children’s 
behaviours and progress, but also how their own 
practices influenced the children’s learning and 
development. Although the use of observation 
as assessment was insufficient on its own to 
determine children’s support needs, it provided 
some clues as to what they might require.

The third subtheme that emerged under creating 
an inclusive environment for learning is how 
toy librarians were supporting young children. 
According to Landsberg (2011, p. 21) “support 
is the cornerstone of successful inclusive 
education”. Toy librarians indicated that they 
supported young children with diverse needs. The 
data obtained in this study indicated that 88% of 
participants referred some of the young children to 
specialists for support. In South Africa, inclusive 
education aimed at teaching and supporting 
learners who had diverse needs in the same 
classroom. However, learners were separated in 
order to get support from specialists, as shown 
by research on inclusive education in South Africa 
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(Hay, 2012; Geldenhuys & Wevers, 2013; Dreyer, 
Engelbrecht & Swart, 2012; Donohue & Bornman, 
2014). According to this research, some of the 
teachers expressed a concern that they were 
unskilled in dealing with learners who required 
additional support. As a result, these teachers 
referred learners to specialists to get assistance. 
The same practice of separating learners to get 
support had been noted in this study. The only 
difference between these studies and this study 
was that the participants involved toy librarians 
instead of teachers.

The fourth key finding of the study was that toy 
librarians trained parents and ECD practitioners. 
The data gathered from the questionnaires 
and interviews indicated that 78% of the 
toy librarians trained either parents or ECD 
practitioners. Nel, Nel and Hugo (2016, p. 194) 
argued that “parents play an essential role in 
the development of their children during the 
pre-school years.” This suggested that involving 
parents in the education of their children was 
crucial, because they needed to be part of their 
children’s learning and development. By working 
together with the toy librarian, the parents 
could assist their children. Parents were also 
helpful in providing information pertaining to 
barriers to learning that their children faced. It 
was important for toy librarians to collaborate 
with parents and caregivers of children who 
attended their programmes in order to gather 
this information. De Jager (2013) postulated 
that “parents and caregivers are a valuable 
source to provide information regarding 
children’s abilities and they must be involved 
in any interventions”. There was a need for 
parents to be equipped on how to assist their 
children at home. 

The fifth key finding of the study was that 
toy librarians adapted the play environment 
and play materials to meet young children’s 
needs. The data obtained from questionnaires 
indicated that the participants adapted the 
physical environment to suit young children’s 
needs. Barriers to learning might arise if the 
physical environment failed “to meet the diverse 
needs of all children “(White Paper 6, 2001). In 
addition to adapting the physical environment 

88% of the toy librarians adapted toys and 
play materials to suit young children’s needs. 
Guidelines for Inclusive Learning Programmes 
[DoE] (2005) highlighted the need to adapt 
learning materials, although it did not mention 
toys and play materials. Nonetheless, there 
was a need for toy librarians to adapt the toys 
and play materials, because they were used as 
young children’s learning tools.

Young children learn through play, therefore 
the physical environment where they play 
must be safe.

Furthermore, toy librarians added that they created 
a safe physical environment. Young children could 
be at risk of accidents and injuries because of 
an unsafe environment, so toy librarians aimed to 
create a safe physical environment. In addition, 
Kostelnik, Soderman and Whiren, (2007, p. 108) 
argued that “safety is the first thing to think 
about related to the physical environment”. Young 
children learn through play, therefore the physical 
environment where they play must be safe. White 
Paper 6 (2001, p. 6) stated that “barriers to 
learning may arise because of inaccessible and 
unsafe built environments”. The data obtained in 
this study indicated that toy librarians were aware 
of the importance of a safe physical environment. 
Furthermore, the participants indicated that 
they always supervised the children to ensure 
that they were safe. The American Academy of 
Paediatrics (2010, p.10) highlighted that “in ECD 
programmes, teachers should directly supervise 
children under the age of six by sight and sound at 
all times”. This suggested that the toy librarians 
should be vigilant when working with young 
children. The participants in this study claimed 
that they watched children all the time. 

The sixth key finding was that toy librarians faced 
challenges in implementing inclusive education. 
Studies on inclusive education, which were 
conducted internationally and locally, showed 
that there were challenges in the implementation 
of inclusive education and in this respect this 
study was not an exception. The data gathered 
from both the questionnaires and the interviews 
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revealed that 67% of the participants experienced 
challenges in implementing inclusive education. 
The three main challenges noted were: their own 
lack of knowledge and skills, poor resources and 
the inaccessibility of the building housing the toy 
libraries, and a lack of cooperation by the parents.

Recommendations

The successful implementation of inclusive 
education in South Africa depended upon the 
collaboration of all who work in the education 
sector to provide education to all children. 
This includes children who attended ECD 
programmes. Du Toit and Forlin (2009, p. 647) 
argued that “one of the key strategies or levers 
for establishing an inclusive system, is the 
orientation of professional staff to the inclusion 
model”, and “the targeting of early identification 
of the range of the diverse learning needs and 
intervention in the foundation phase” (DoE, 
2001, p. 8). Those who worked in ECD, such 
as toy librarians, needed to be orientated 
around the meaning of inclusive education. 
From the findings of this research, I recommend 
the following: The DBE to include everyone 
who works in the ECD space, for example toy 
librarians, in workshops and training. This will 
ensure that they understand the theory and 
practice of inclusive education. Professionals 
in resource centres could present skills 
development workshops to upskill toy librarians 
in the field of inclusive strategies. These 
professionals could conduct training on how the 
toy librarians could adapt the environment and 
toys so that they promoted inclusive education. 
White Paper 6 (2001, p. 33) highlighted that 
“the education department recognises that it 
is essential that links be established between 
community-based and other service providers 
and the education and training system”. The 
department must ensure that the links with 
other stakeholders involved in education are 
strengthened. Knowledge-sharing platforms 
about inclusive education should be increased.

Conclusion

The main research objective of the study was to 
investigate the role of toy librarians in promoting 
inclusive education. This study’s major findings 
in relation to its key aim were that toy librarians 
lacked an in-depth knowledge of inclusive 
education. Yet, they have the potential to play a 
major role in inclusive education, which means 
that they should have in-depth knowledge and 
understanding of inclusive education theory and 
practice. It was also discovered that toy librarians 
who participated in this study defined inclusive 
education according to the medical model of 
disability. In addition, toy librarians had a role to 
play in creating an inclusive environment in the 
implementation of the current ECD curricula. Toy 
librarians in this study partly fulfilled their roles as 
envisaged by the NIECDP (2015). This was evident 
in activities such as conducting play sessions, 
lending toys to parents and children and training 
other ECD workers. However, there was evidence 
of exclusionary practices which were manifested 
in the way they implemented the curriculum, that 
is, how they taught, conducted assessments and 
supported children with diverse needs. Overall, the 
toy librarians who participated in this study lacked 
skills in implementing an inclusive curriculum. An 
additional role they played was collaborating with 
parents and other ECD centres. In this way, the 
toy librarians showed that they were promoting 
inclusive education through the training that they 
provided to parents and other ECD centres.

there was evidence of exclusionary 
practices which were manifested in the way 
they implemented the curriculum, that is, 
how they taught, conducted assessments 
and supported children with diverse needs.

Lack of knowledge of inclusive education and 
how toy librarians defined it was an indicator that 
there was much to be done in the ECD space to 
equip toy librarians for inclusive education. They 
needed to be empowered so that they were skilled 
to teach children with diverse needs and could 
overcome the anxieties they associated with 
teaching these children. This could be achieved 
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by developing their knowledge and skills, so that 
they are able to engage with all the young children 
who attend their play sessions. There is need for 
the following: for toy librarians to be trained in 
inclusive education based on current evidence-
based inclusive teaching practices; for toy 
librarians to be trained on how to identify barriers 
to learning in young children. These needs are 
confirmed by the conclusion reached by de Clercq 
(2014, p. 306), where she stated, “that educators 
require expert support to be well equipped to 
teach children with diverse needs”. By soliciting 
support from colleagues who have expertise in 
dealing with children with diverse needs, Florian 
and Linklater (2010, p. 371) asserted that ‘’the 
expertise of colleagues who specialise in learning 
difficulties, and those from related disciplines 
can be used to support teaching and learning in 
the mainstream classroom.” Although they refer 
to schools, this support is also needed for toy 
librarians in toy libraries.
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6. Success factors contributing to the functionality of school-based 
support teams in rural schools in the North-West province

By Daleen Botha, MEd – North West University (Potchefstroom Campus) 
Senior Education Specialist: Inclusion and Special Schools Gauteng Province

The destination of inclusive education is rooted in an unwavering belief that all children, given 
the right opportunities, will achieve their God-given potential … At this time in South Africa’s 
history it is our God-given responsibility to run with the education policies and legislation that 
are in place. If we don’t make it happen, who will? – Archbishop Desmond Tutu

Introduction

Within the ideal of a democratic South Africa, 
several changes have manifested in the 
education system over the past two and a half 
decades. Education White Paper 6 as national 
policy document promotes a single education 
system for all learners. Although Education 
White Paper 6 (EWP6) envisions the development 
of the potential of all learners, access to the 
curriculum by learners experiencing barriers 
to learning and development is emphasised. 
The school-based support team as a proposed 
structure and component of inclusive education 
at school level plays a key role in providing 
holistic support to learners who experience 
barriers to learning and development. 

EWP6 mandates the SBST (previously also 
called the ILST – Institutional-level Support 
Team) as support structure at school level 
as compulsory in all types of public ordinary 
schools (mainstream, full service and special 
schools). The role of the SBST is to render and 
coordinate support to learners, educators and 
the institution itself. This unfolds and finds 
shape in the establishment of collaborative 
and supportive networks, teacher development 
programmes, facilitation of resources, the 
encouragement of parent involvement and 
the monitoring of support offered to learners 
experiencing barriers to learning. 

The SIAS (Screening, Identification, Assessment 
and Support) policy clearly views the 
establishment and functionality of the SBST as 

the responsibility of the school principal. For the 
sake of effectiveness the SBST should comprise 
of three to seven core members (depending on 
the learner enrolment at school). The SBST serves 
as a relevant forum to involve and focus the skill 
and energy of educators, parents and community 
members to the benefit of learners and the 
school itself. Bearing in mind functionality and 
success the SIAS policy clearly guides schools 
regarding the preferred members to serve on 
the SBST e.g. SMT (School Management Team) 
members; educators with relevant experience and 
expertise e.g. learning support/life orientation/
guidance; the referring educator; the parent/
guardian; professionally qualified personnel e.g. 
therapists, psychologists and the learner him/
herself, depending on the grade of the child. 

The successful implementation of inclusive 
education at a school greatly relies on the 
extent to which SBST members, parents and 
educators are committed to support learners 
experiencing barriers to learning. The functional 
SBST will therefore depend on and benefit 
from well qualified and experienced educator 
members rendering effective support to 
learners and educators. This involves frequent 
communication with parents, collaboration with 
stakeholders, strong administrative leadership 
and the upholding of good teamwork. Further 
characteristics of  an effective SBST include the 
early identification of learners at risk and the 
implementation of inclusive practices, in and out 
of the classroom. Hay (2013:260) emphasises 
the fact that a functional SBST can serve as a 
valuable and rich source of support, help and 
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assistance to learners, educators and the school 
itself. A good description of the SBST is worded 
by McCulloch (2012:1) as follows: “This team 
is formed to enhance a child’s learning process 
and development, or, in other words, to be the 
child’s ‘helping hands’, while also encouraging 
and assisting in his/her independence goals.”

Hay (2013) and Motitswe(2014) respectively 
report that there has not been good progress by 
schools regarding the establishment of SBST’s 
since the publication of EWP6 (2001). Research 
by Dreyer (2011:8) and Motitswe (2014:263) 
found that schools do establish SBST’s but 
that implementation is lacking. Researchers 
such as Du Toit et al. (2014:342) and Nel et al. 
(2016:11) however break a lance for SBST’s and 
report that these teams are up and running at 
selected schools. 

Although there is limited documentation 
of success stories on the implementation 
of inclusive education in the South African 
landscape, inclusion and support for learners 
experiencing barriers to learning does happen in 
South African schools, as reported below. The 
introductory quote by Archbishop Desmond Tutu 
which calls educators and communities to take 
responsibility and account for the manner in which 

education is implemented, to make inclusion a 
reality in the education system is certainly taken 
to heart by some, which is promising.

Objective and approach of the study

Research Design

A multiple case study as research design within 
a qualitative research approach enabled the 
researcher to explore which success factors 
contributed to the functionality of awarded 
school-based support teams. This took place 
despite the deep rural location and milieu of 
these primary schools in the Dr RS Mompati 
district in the North West province. In the 
study a functional SBST was defined as a team 
operating at school level which guides educators 
and parents in the assistance and support of 
learners experiencing barriers to learning and 
development. Through the lens of an appreciative 
enquiry the researcher was able to investigate, 
analyse and evaluate a positive phenomenon 
and best practices instead of dissecting and 
analysing problems and challenges. Figure 
1 illustrates what the 4-D-process/cycle of 
appreciative enquiry entails.

Figure 1: The 4-D-process of Appreciative Enquiry

1. DISCOVERY

Discover strengths/ 
successes/best practices

2. DREAMING

Think creative about  
the future

3. DESIGN

Identify challenges  
and redesign

4. DELIVERY

Implement new/ 
improved strategies
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Sampling

To best answer the primary research question 
formulated for the study: Why do some school-
based support teams in rural schools in the 
North-West Province function effectively and 
successfully? five rural primary schools in 
the Dr RS Mompati district in the North-West 
province were purposefully selected as part 

of the population. Three rural schools where 
SBST’s were recognised for their functionality (as  
annually determined and awarded by the district 
office in the form of certificate and a floating trophy)  
and two additional rural schools where educators 
and SGB members were trained on SBST’s in 
2013 were included. Table 1 provides a compact 
overview of the primary schools selected for  
the study.

Table 1: Profile of selected schools

SCHOOL YEAR AWARDED FOR  BEST 
FUNCTIONING SBST IN THE 
DR RS MOMPATI DISTRICT 

GR LEARNER 
ENROLEMENT

NUMBER OF 
EDUCATORS

RATIO
(E:L)

NUMBER
OF SBST 
MEMBER/S

LSE
LEARNING
SUPPORT
EDUCATOR/S

QUINTILE

A 2012 1–7 482 18 1:27 09 04 1

B 2013
R–7 780 21 1:37 09 01 1

2014

C 2015 R–6 490 14 1:35 07 00 1

D not applicable R–7 633 17 1:37 05 00 1

E not applicable R–7 912 24 1:38 04 00 1

From the above Table 1 it is interesting to note 
that the school which was twice awarded for 
having the best functioning SBST (in the Dr RS 
Mompati district) presented with the second 
highest number of learner enrolment as well as 
educator-learner-ratio. The table furthermore 
confirms the rurality of the schools since Quintile 
1 schools are classified as such because of the 
high level of poverty, illiteracy and unemployment 
in the communities.  

Data collection

Data was collected through three instruments: 
focus group interviews with a representative 
sample of SBST members, individual interviews 
with stratified randomly selected non-SBST 
members and also questionnaires with 
predominantly open-ended qualitative questions 
to educators recently promoted or transferred 
to the current school. Table 2 illustrates the 
profile of the participants as per data collecting 
instrument.

The table furthermore confirms the rurality of the schools since Quintile 1 schools are 
classified as such because of the high level of poverty, illiteracy and unemployment in the 
communities.  
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Table 2: Profile of the participants as per data collecting instrument.

SCHOOL GROUP PARTICIPANTS PHASE GENDER AVERAGE 
AGE

AVERAGE 
TEACHING 
EXPERIENCE

FO
U

ND
AT

IO
N

IN
TE

RM
ED

IA
TE

SE
NI

OR

M F

A Focus group interview 03 1 1 1 1 2 49 16

Individual interviews 02 2 2 43 18

Open ended questionnaire 01 1 ✓ 1 42 12

B Focus group interview 02 2 2 53 27

Individual interviews 02 1 1 2 34 02

Open ended questionnaire 01 1 ✓ 1 49 27

C Focus group interview 03 1 2 1 2 51 18

Individual interviews 02 1 1 2 46 20

Open ended questionnaire 02 2 2 52 15

D Focus group interview 02 1 1 2 48 11

Individual interviews 02 1 1 1 1 48 10

Open ended questionnaire 02 1 1 ✓ 1 1 38 03

E Focus group interview 03 1 2 ✓ 1 2 34 04

Individual interviews 02 1 1 ✓ 1 1 32 03

Open ended questionnaire 02 1 1 ✓ 2 29 03

With averages of 43 years of age and 13 years 
teaching experience it can be assumed that the 
participants were valuable sources because of 
their maturity, exposure and practice in the field 
of education. 

Findings of the study

For the purpose of this article the findings of the 
study are presented according to the specific 
goals formulated in line with the secondary 
research questions. Success factors regarding 
SBST functionality are identified per goal. 

Goal 1: To get an understanding of 
participants’ knowledge regarding the SBST 
within the context of inclusive education.

SBST members at all five selected primary 
schools displayed sufficient knowledge 
of the role, function and responsibility of 
the SBST as a support structure at school 
level. Five major specific functions strongly 

emerged: identification of learners at risk; 
support to learners experiencing barriers to 
learning; support to and training of educators; 
collaboration with stakeholders in the supporting 
network and the referral of learners for support 
and intervention. With extended knowledge of 
relevant policies SBST members had added 
responsibilities such as the monitoring of 
learning and learners’ support (also to gifted 
learners), sourcing assistive devices to relevant 
learners and regular SBST meetings. 

Success factors identified:

 • SBST members displayed knowledge and 
insight regarding their role, function and 
responsibilities.

 • Functions and responsibilities allocated to 
the SBST were in line with relevant inclusive 
policies.

 • SBST operations were coordinated according 
to the five key functions.

 • SBST members went the extra mile for 
learning and learner support and took on 
additional responsibilities.
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Goal 2: To gain information about the 
modus operandi followed to establish  
the SBST.

Although all five primary schools reported 
that the establishment of the SBST was not a 
transparent process, it was found that SBST’s 
were established at all the schools and not only 
at the three awarded schools. The research 
findings illustrated that the core SBST members 
were educators with experience and expertise 
and included members of the SMT, educators 
with specialised skill and interest in the field 
of learning support and guidance as well as 
educators teaching Life Orientation. 

Success factors identified:

 • SBST’s were established in practice.

 • The composition of the SBST’s was 
predominantly guided by inclusive  
education policies.

 • Skilled and experienced educators (with 
regard to learning and learner support) 
served as SBST members.

An assumption interpreted by the researcher 
is that SBST members treat learning and 
learner support as an ongoing process and 
do not only respond if and when a crisis 
arises.

Goal 3: To understand the insight educators 
have into the difference between a 
functional and non-functional SBST.

The grading of SBST functionality by non-SBST 
members resulted in an above average rating 
of 70%. Ten well-motivated reasons in support 
of SBST functionality are argued by non-SBST 
members with seven of those reasons directly 
related to the functions and responsibilities 
as identified by SBST members in goal 1. 
They were: support to learners; collaboration 
with stakeholders; support to educators; use 
of assistive devices; SBST meetings; DBST 
involvement and documentation. An assumption 
interpreted by the researcher is that SBST 

members treat learning and learner support as 
an ongoing process and do not only respond if 
and when a crisis arises. The 70% functionality 
rating illustrated that the five SBST’s executed 
their roles and responsibilities above the 
expected standard. 

Success factors identified:

 • SBST members demonstrated a practical, 
functional approach and it was evident in 
the ongoing execution of their basic and 
key functions.

 • Identified roles and responsibilities were 
implemented with an above average 
effectiveness and efficiency. 

Goal 4: The biggest challenges SBST’s face 
in practice.

Since inclusive education is associated with 
the prevention and elimination of barriers 
which prevent and hamper learners’ progress 
and success it is important to identify and 
investigate possible challenges first, before 
strategies can be implemented and support can 
be rendered. 

Response on the secondary research 
question, related to goal 4, illustrated that 
there are a large number of variables which 
challenged the functionality of SBST’s at 
school level.  Reported challenges were 
grouped as systemic (e.g. insufficient funds, 
resources and assistive devices, lack of 
support by SMT, DBST and stakeholders etc.), 
pedagogical (lack of knowledge, experience 
and involvement by educators and tight time- 
and work schedules of educators) and social 
(e.g. lack of parent support, illiteracy, socio-
economic circumstances). A positive factor was  
that no participant reported that any single 
SBST member was obliged to carry the whole 
responsibility of the SBST. Evidenced from the 
results, assumptions and conclusions drawn in 
goal 3 are that SBST’s were managing these 
challenges for the sake of learning and learner 
support. 
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Success factors identified:

 • Teamwork with shared responsibilities. 

 • SBST’s have the ability to identify and 
manage challenges.

Goal 5: To give participants the opportunity 
to identify aspects and processes which 
could improve the functionality of the SBST.

With the aim of increasing and enhancing 
SBST functionality at the five selected primary 
schools participants were given the opportunity 
to table suggestions to address the identified 
challenges (goal 4). In order to evaluate the 
practicability and achievability of the proposed 
suggestions, the researcher handled the 
strategies as initiatives either at school level or 
initiatives at district– or provincial level. 

Initiatives at school level

 • Teacher development programmes on 
Inclusive Education should be initiated and 
organised by schools themselves for  
example by engaging expertise from Special 
School Resource Centres (SSRC) and 
professionally qualified personnel from  
sister departments. Evaluation: Realistic  
and achievable.

 • Good committed team work is to be 
encouraged, ongoing feedback to educators 
and SBST meetings to be held more 
frequently. Evaluation: Realistic  
and achievable.

 • To empower and enlighten parents/
guardians (as primary care givers) by 
organizing meetings and gatherings 
where guest speakers update parents on 
relevant issues. Evaluation: Realistic and 
achievable.

 • Other suggestions tabled to enhance SBST 
functionality included the positive support 
by the principal; enlightening of learners on 
what inclusive education means; reduction 
of the workload of SBST members and 
improvement of DBST intervention 
and support. Evaluation: Realistic and 
achievable.

Initiatives on district– and provincial level

 • The physical school environment and 
overcrowded classrooms were identified 
as problems by all five primary schools. 
An environment conducive to teaching 
and learning is a prerequisite for quality 
education and participants suggested the 
following: reduce the teacher-learner-ratio; 
make additional classroom available and 
appoint additional educators. The tabled 
suggestions have financial implications 
which means they will not be easily 
accepted and implemented. Evaluation: 
Less realistic and less achievable.

Success factors identified:

 • Realistic and achievable strategies were 
suggested to improve and enhance the 
functionality of the SBST’s. 

Supplementary to the above identified success 
factors the researcher identified and interpreted 
additional skills which enhanced and benefited 
the roles of the SBST members:  a positive 
attitude; professional commitment; being a 
team player; creative problem solving skills; 
sharing responsibilities; communication skills; 
leadership skills; productivity and effective 
decision making. 

From the success factors identified above it is 
evident that inclusive education happens, to a 
large extent, in the five rural primary schools 
because SBST members understand and accept 
the role they need to play and because inclusive 
education policies are being implemented. 

An environment conducive to teaching 
and learning is a prerequisite for quality 
education and participants suggested the 
following: reduce the teacher-learner-ratio; 
make additional classroom available and 
appoint additional educators.
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Conclusion

Within the paradigm of inclusive education 
SBST functionality currently implies additional 
responsibility and challenges in support of 
learners experiencing barriers to learning 
and development. The study undertaken has 
shown that the decision to implement policy, 
which guides SBST functionality, is essential 
and benefits improved learning and learner 
support. The five selected primary schools have 
shown that having the necessary structures 
and strategies in place enabled them to 
make inclusive education work in the school. 
The identified success factors contributing to 
functionality allow functional SBST’s to be true 
agents of education – making quality education 
a reality for some school going learners in rural 
communities. 

The study undertaken has shown that the 
decision to implement policy, which guides 
SBST functionality, is essential and benefits 
improved learning and learner support.

In the spirit of inclusive education, where it is 
emphasised that all learners can learn provided 
they are given the necessary support, the 
researcher is of the belief that all SBST’s have 
the potential to be functional … provided they 
are given the necessary support!
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Children participating in a balancing exercise.
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