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Since the promulgation of the South African Schools Act of 1996 the national Department of Education assumed that democratic school governance would transform schools into sites of constructive community involvement. Crucial decision-making responsibilities have devolved from central government to self-governing school communities, incorporated into School Governing Bodies (SGBs). Unfortunately this has not been the case thus far. This article explores current practices of SGBs in selected schools in the Grassy Park area of the Western Cape. It seeks to demonstrate that most school governors from amongst parents lack critical, linguistic and managerial skills to successfully implement idealistic policies as espoused in the Act, thus enhancing the need for a special education programme which could augment the knowledge and skills levels of these governors.

The South African Schools Act (Act No. 84 of 1996) aims to advance the democratic transformation of society (Act 1996: 2). The Act makes provision for democratically elected community-based school governing bodies (SGBs). School governance was in most cases a new terrain for the overwhelming majority of South African communities. For the elected school governors to function effectively they should have a fair understanding of what the principles of democracy entail. Thus, for any structure to function democratically, its participants should have a fair understanding of what democracy is. Participants need to be educated and empowered regarding the principles of democracy. In this case study, we show that school governors are not adequately trained to deal with the imperatives of democratic school governance. Consequently we argue that school governors from amongst the parent sector require a special education programme whereby they could be trained to become practical agents of democratic school governance.  
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SGB Practices in Disadvantaged Schools in Grassy Park: A Case Study

We conducted our research in five historically disadvantaged schools in the Grassy Park area of the Western Cape province in South Africa. Our findings suggest that major challenges exist in relation to how democracy is practiced in disadvantaged schools. We shall now explore some of these challenges in relation to democratic discourse. Firstly, we discuss the issue of a lack of enabling conditions for freedom. This is a feature that prevails among all the schools in the case study. All school governors referred to a lack of training, which prohibits them to fulfil their duties. The deficiency in training seems to be at variance with the Act. Under the heading Enhancement of capacity of governing bodies, the Act states the following:

1. Out of funds appropriated for this purpose by the provincial legislature the Head of Department must establish a programme to:

         (a)   provide introductory training for newly elected governing bodies to enable them to perform their functions; and

(b)  provide continuing training to governing bodies to promote the effective performance of their functions or to enable them to assume additional functions (ELRS, 1999: 2A-18).

The above provisions are clear, meaning that the onus is on the Western Cape Education Department to facilitate the training of school governors, firstly to enable them to perform their functions and, secondly, to promote the effective performance of their functions. Firstly, our findings clearly revealed training to be a major deficiency. We contend that enabling conditions should be social conditions which included access to training and education, without which an individual cannot be free. This understanding of freedom incorporates a conception of self-development, which is critical for the functioning of SGBs. In order to keep the principle of democracy in tact, self development is essential to enhance the school governors’ freedom. A lack of training to empower school governors would, therefore, retard this form of self-development. This might lead to less democratic practices. Berlin (in Gould 1988: 39) claims that poverty or a lack of education may render liberty useless. This is the second issue that the research findings expose. 

Secondly, our findings also show that most school communities are extremely poor and lack the necessary education levels to enact their roles as school governors. It is our contention that the poor economic conditions of communities have a direct bearing on their capacity to participate in structures, which do not bring any significant economic gains. These school governors posses an abstract freedom which could be considered as meaningless. In other words, one cannot expect democratic practices to be enhanced when one does not have access to real freedom. In fact this form of pseudo freedom may retard democratic practices – an issue which the findings also accentuates. 

Thirdly, we turn to the criterion of representation and its relation to democracy. The thrust of our argument revolves around responsible representation, meaning that the representative (school governor) is answerable to the electorate. The study revealed that 
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there is a break in communication between elected members (of the SGB) and the constituency it represents. This inevitably leads to decisions being taken without a mandate. This initially should not cause major problems as long as the representative is answerable to his/her electorate. Because of the lack of communication between the representative and the electorate, not having a mandate on the part of the representative becomes problematic, leading to less democratic practices. The study showed this to be the case, precisely because the governors of SGBs do not seem to be answerable to their constituencies. The findings revealed other problems such as participation, transparency and a misuse of power and authority. These deficiencies translate into SGB practices becoming less free. Because freedom is a constitutive part of democracy, such practices might lead to less democratic practices.

The question arises: do SGB practices endorse or fail to adjust to democratic principles? From the findings the impression is created that there seems to be a link between poverty and participation. The schools in the case study serve sub-economic communities where unemployment, alcoholism, drug-abuse and general violence are endemic. In these schools the surrounding communities have major problems in terms of daily survival. Their main concern seems to be to make ends meet. Under these circumstances it is clear why school managers (principals) find it difficult to secure members of the community to serve on the SGBs. In fact, in most cases individuals alluded to wanting some form of remuneration for serving on the SGB. These inherent living difficulties spill over into the school environment, to such an extent, that these schools can only charge nominal amounts for school fees. The economic conditions of the community, therefore, have a direct influence on the school’s ability to raise funds. This in turn, has a bearing on the capacity of the school to function and compete with other schools in more affluent areas. We contend that the struggle for daily existence plays a role in discouraging members to serve on SGBs. This continuous struggle in effect curtails the freedom of the community, because it ignores the contemporary requirement that the means necessary for the realisation of a choice should be available. If the social and material means are not satisfied, it cannot lead school governors to the realisation of purposes. 

Following such an understanding it is clear that social, and in particular economic conditions are inextricably linked to realising one’s purpose, which in this regard is to achieve democratically functioning SGBs. This limitation in the schools that serve their surrounding sub-economic communities has a direct influence on their ability to function according to a democratic ethos. Social and economic conditions, impact on a poor community’s inability to participate in democratic structures. At this point, we have to point out that we are not arguing that poor communities do not have the potential to endorse democratic procedures. We are merely interpreting the data, which suggests that poor communities have less energy to become direct participants in democratic SGB structures. They tend to shy away from participation simply because their energies are geared towards making a daily existence. Notwithstanding the unmanageable economic circumstances of the schools serving a sub-economic community, the Western Cape Education Department (WCED) expects that the disadvantaged schools in the case study must manage and pay the salaries of teachers who substitute for those who apply for 
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furlough (accumulated leave). If the schools are not in a position to do so, the individual educator who applied for leave is refused such leave. From a democratic point of view this is unfair, firstly because the leave is not a privilege but a right in terms of educator conditions of service. Secondly, the educator at the disadvantaged school is actually being penalised for serving in a sub-economic community. More privileged or previously advantaged schools have the necessary financial resources, translating not only in them being able to afford such leave, but also appointing extra educators in governing body posts. It is our contention that this practice goes against the grain of the South African democratic ethos. It seems as if the government via the WCED is shifting the financial responsibility of educator remuneration (in particular instances) onto communities that cannot afford to assume such a responsibility. 

Lastly, we want to refer to the current practice regarding teacher promotions. Without exception, all five schools fail to comply with the criteria for promotion posts, as espoused in the Act. In this regard the Act states the following:

… (T)he post must be accessible to all who may qualify or are interested in applying for such post(s) … the filling of educator posts must be non discriminatory and in keeping with the provisions of the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa (ELRS, 1999: 3C-24). 

SGB representatives are at pains to explain why they advertise promotion posts, but would only in exceptional circumstances consider an outside application, that is, a person from another school. This means that prior to the advertisement there is agreement that only applicants from within the particular school would be considered. This practice in terms of the Act is in direct contravention of the non-discriminatory provision. The practice also seems to be shrouded in secrecy, thus transgressing the transparency provision of the Act. In terms of democratic principles we contend that this form of appointment is undemocratic. Unless every applicant has the same chance to participate and secure the promotion post, this practice in fact undermines the basic principles of democracy. Although the argument of a ratio system determining the amount of posts a school may have seems to impact on this practice, it does not excuse the practitioners from implementing their own system. We make this claim because the findings show that the post is filled before the advertisement has even been placed. This is, therefore, a move towards nepotism, which could be interpreted as an undemocratic practice. This practice, if exposed can lead to serious consequences such as disputes being declared. The SGB is also a legal person (body), meaning that this practice might potentially lead to costly law suites. It is our contention that an analysis of the data illustrates that SGB practices are at variance with the concept of democracy. It seems as if SGBs in the disadvantaged communities identified in the study, have not yet acquired the skills to adjust their practices towards the type of democratic ethos enunciated in the Act. This brings us to a discussion of a possible special education project which can lead to better trained and thus more democratic school governors.  
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A Special Education Programme: Training School Governors to be Democratic

The main purpose of a special education programme for school governors involves, firstly, equalising opportunities for all governors (in particular the parent component) to articulate their voices, and secondly, establishing minimum realisable conditions which need to be achieved before democratic governance in disadvantaged schools can occur. A special education programme needs to conform to the following features:

1. School governors need to be taught what it means to participate actively in deliberation according to the norms of equality and symmetry. In other words, all school governors should be made aware that they the same chances to initiate speech acts, to question, to interrogate, and to open debate;

2. School governors need to be exposed to various topics of conversation about democratic governance as well as be trained how to question the assigned topics of conversation; and

3. School governors should be made aware that they have the right to initiate reflexive arguments about the very rules of the democratic discourse procedure and the way in which they are applied or carried out (Benhabib 1996: 70).

In conforming to the assigned rules, every representative operates within the SGB on the same level as every other representative. In other words, they are equal in terms of their ability to influence decisions. In this way, the special education programme could lead the individual school governors to further critical reflection on his/her already held views and opinions. In other words, one individual cannot posses all the information deemed relevant to a certain decision, which would affect all. Through deliberation, information is sifted and perceived from different perspectives, culminating in a decision which previously might not have been conceived. Conversely, nobody can convince others of his/her point of view without being able to state why, what appears good, plausible, just and expedient to him/her can also be considered so from the standpoint of all involved. Consequently, one might also argue that no outcome or decision would forever remain fixed, permanent or rigid, on the contrary it should always be open to revision or re-examination. One, however, needs to take cognisance of the warning that deliberation, though a necessary condition is not a sufficient condition for practical rationality because it can be misinterpreted, misapplied or even abused. In essence, a special education programme needs to create space for school governors to be trained about the discourse of democratic deliberation. 

Finally, one cannot merely assume as the Act suggest that school governors would democratically engage in deliberation (even after having been trained to do so) without establishing minimum realisable social conditions in order for democratic school governance to occur. For purposes of this article we shall consider three conditions for the exercise of democratic governance: one about the need to improve organised public spaces or shared forums that provide school governors with opportunities for collective inquiry; a second about the need to establish social unity among school governors with different and competing ways of life; a third about the need to secure basic social rights.
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First, organised public spaces (or institutions) according to Crowley (1987: 282) refer to those spatial locations below the level of the state in which school governors share experiences and language where they … can discover and test their values through the essentially political (and non-politicised) activities of discussion, criticism, example, and emulation … (where they) test ideas against one another … (and) come to understand a part of who they are. Before invoking democratic governance, one first needs to encourage school governors operating in spatial locations to create opportunities for themselves and others to give voice to what they have discovered about themselves and the world and to persuade others of its worth (Crowley 1987: 295). 

By implication, one first needs to improve the SGBs under conditions in which freedom of speech and association can ensure that individuals make their autonomous choices, collectively share and evaluate their experiences which democratic governance value so highly. In short, school governors in organised public spaces first need to encourage collective activity and shared inquiry, referred to by Rawls (1971: 543) as free social union with others, before democratic governance can be exercised. Democratic governance cannot be taken for granted to naturally arise and sustain itself in SGBs. Instead, its occurrence in SGBs requires secured and organised public spaces in which school governors come to understand and pursue collective inquiry and autonomous individual choices.      

Second, if different school governors do not want to stay together in a single SGB, then no amount of agreement on democratic governance will keep a SGB together. This suggests that the nurturing of democratic governance requires a sense of social unity among different and competing individuals and groups that goes deeper than the sharing of the principles, which govern their SGBs. Such a notion of shared belonging can help sustain the relationship of trust and solidarity needed for school governors to accept the results of democratic decisions. The point we are am making is that if school governors within a SGB share a way of life, then they will want govern together, and also accept the legitimacy of deliberative democratic decision making. 

Third, it would be difficult to exercise a politics of democratic governance if the state does not secure basic social rights to school governors, which include the right to move freely, to earn a living, and to receive social benefits, health care and education. In other words, providing basic social rights to school governors would help secure loyalty to a politics of democratic governance. For example, state intervention (certainly in South Africa) through legislation has to be aimed at minimising high levels of unemployment in the country. In this way socio-economic injustices rooted in the economic structure of society can be reduced which in turn, could secure large numbers of jobless citizens a right to earn a living, thus enabling them to escape from poverty. The point we are making is that large disparities in people’s life-chances and standards of living brought about by the fact that some people have rewarding and fulfilling careers while others do not have jobs at all could poison relations between them (the poor and other members of society) which in turn, may harm people’s ability to pursue a politics of democratic governance. Similarly, the right to education on the part of all citizens in South Africa 
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should not just be confined to a right to education just to meet some need for rationality, literacy, or knowledge, but also to educate all citizens in a way that will help integrate them into the national culture.  The point is, that unless basic social rights are provided to a large part of the population, which can increase their economic, social and educational prosperity, a politics of democratic governance would be difficult to exercise. 

In essence, democratic governance can ensure that decision-making becomes more legitimate since most school governors would have a chance to have their views heard and considered through non-coercive reasoned discussions. But then, minimum and realisable social conditions have to be met if a politics of democratic governance is going to have any real influence in the formation of public opinion and the shaping of democratic decision making. In the words of Bohman (1996: 105), (t)he success of a deliberative form of democracy (incorporating a politics of democratic governance) depends on creating social conditions and institutional arrangements that foster the public use of reason. 

In conclusion, SGBs in disadvantaged South African schools have the best chance of functioning along the lines of democratic governance if school governors are trained with the aid of a special education programme which can facilitate the effective functioning of SGBs. Likewise, SGBs would also function democratically if minimum realisable social conditions are put in place which can facilitate any implementation of a special education programme which provides for the nurturing of trained school governors. 
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