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The following article attempts to correlate existing literature on the role of schools in a child's decision to abandon schooling and home for a life on the streets, with experiences from an existing project in sub-economic communities of Cape Town. The article establishes the environment from which these children come and uses this as a setting for the environment that these children then encounter at school. By balancing these two settings against each other, the authors show how high-risk environments combined with schooling lacking in empathy, pushes children onto the streets. The article then concludes with a suggested role that schools could play in the lives of children from high-risk communities and a case example in the form of the project from which the article originates.

Introduction

Children often leave home because of difficulties they experience within their families and communities. These difficulties are also referred to as push-factors. Schools are often not aware of and sensitive to the difficulties of these learners. By not accommodating them in supportive ways, it creates additional difficulties for these children. As such, the school then becomes a further push-factor for these learners to dropout of their society.

Exploring various push-factors within the South African context is particularly important for teachers operating within high-risk communities, as the prevalence of out-of-school youth eligible for school attendance, is relatively high (Education for All, 2000 Assessment, 2000: xiv). Furthermore, government strategies aimed at improving access for all would prove ineffective if only considered from a financial and geographic perspective. It is essential that underlying barriers also be explored.

In light of this, this article aims to serve as a preliminary exploration into the crucial role that schools play in the lives of children - especially those in high risk communities, the factors within schools that encourage children to leave, and concludes with suggestions for altering this cycle. Such insights may prove essential to teachers who interact with children either on the verge of abandoning school or who are in a position to return to school. Experiences of youth serve to illustrate the realities of the relationship between schools and children in high-risk communities as highlighted in existing literature. Examples used are therefore substantiated by both local and international literature.

The article is based on the experiences (Smit and Van Schalkwyk, 1998; Smit, 1999; Smit and Cleophas, 2000; Smit and Liebenberg, 2000; Smit, Liebenberg and Norval, 2000) of the New Ways project located in out-lying sub-economic communities North of Cape Town, as well as the inner city itself. It comprises community-based home support units for out-of-school youth in communities of origin. These facilities are staffed by members of the community and are supported by street workers and social work services. All 
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staff members receive programme training before commencing work in their respective fields, and a research team ensures that the programme addresses needs as they develop and vary. During 1999/2000, the programme staff of 29 members (24 of whom reside in these communities) reached 347 children. The programme has 12 home schools, and during 1999 they accommodated 138 children, 52 of whom returned to mainstream schooling in 2000 (Community-Based Home Schools Programme, 2000).

All transcriptions used for illustrative purposes are taken from interviews conducted with out-of-school youth as well as social workers, home-school teachers and community-based street workers.

Children who dropout of school

To understand the phenomenon of dropouts holistically, it is necessary to consider the backgrounds from which many street children and out-of-school youth come. Experiences within the project support available literature that states that these children usually come from homes that experience extreme socio-economic stress (Brendtro, Brokenleg, and van Brockern, 1998; Dallape, 1996; Gobodo, 1988). Additionally, these factors often underlie the high incidence of physical and emotional abuse, stress and exploitation prevalent amongst children living in high-risk communities (Dallape, 1996; Vigil, 1999):

Then when I got to my mother, my mother was a little bit drunk. But, the man that sleeps 

with my mother every other night, he was very drunk. And an evening I wanted to go lie 

next to my mother, then he came there, 'You don't lie here!'. Then he hit my mother - Dwa! 

Dwa! (mimicking with fists). My mother- falls so…

(Direct translation from Afrikaans: Interview with street child - Smit, 1999)

But permanently people that are drinking around you, small children cannot live there properly because there are germs. And there are committees that if you maybe don't want to stay there at home, then they hit you.

(Direct translation from Afrikaans: Interview with street child - Smit, 1999)

The sub-economic conditions in which families in high-risk communities find themselves, means that children are often forced onto the streets in order to contribute to family income (Dallape, 1996; Schurink, 1993; Van Beers, 1996):

Another thing that keeps many of the children out of school is child labour. They gather 

scrap metal together and then go sell it, or they are fruit sellers or that kind of thing. That 

is how they can maintain their family, because maybe dad is gone, it’s only mom and 

mom's still drunk some of the time. So to keep themselves together the child must go 

work. The child labour is the big reason why they, why: why will I go to school and all 

that hardship and all if I can earn money that can maintain my family?
(Direct translation from Afrikaans: Interview with social worker - Smit, Liebenberg 

and Norval, 2000)

These factors therefore mean that home circumstances do not provide children with the support and sense of security considered necessary in the developmental process. This places a large amount of stress on children due to the necessities of having to fend for themselves. Emotionally, behaviourally and practically many of these children are not equipped to cope.

Research in the Educational Psychology Unit at the University of Stellenbosch has lead Normand (personal communication, March 56, 2000) to believe that the system and society in which these children find themselves fail them by not identifying their realities and assisting them accordingly. The full effect of this may be illustrated by the fact that up to 90% of the children seen at the University of Stellenbosch's Educational Psychology Unit have critical problems - some as young as four years old. They are violent, angry and depressed. This also means that many children are then not ready for school when it is their time to start schooling. Consequently, these children are unable to cope. Normand further believes that the schooling system compounds these problems as schools seldom offer relevant and effective support in this regard. He feels that many teachers lack motivation, and that most are faced with over-sized classes 

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SPECIAL EDUCATION                                                Vol 17, No.2.

(personal communication, March 45, 2000). This is substantiated by the fact that 60% of South African grade ones have to repeat the year (Vergnani, 1999).

Mainstream schools and children in high-risk communities

Teachers are more often than not, unaware of the needs of these learners, often responding to difficult behaviour in a disciplinary manner, rather than using such crisis as a learning opportunity, based on a comprehensive understanding of the learner’s real needs. Negative and authoritative responses often create mistrust and aggression, compounding already highly stressed circumstances of the child. These negative cycles are most likely ascribed to schools functioning as bureaucracies, in which intimate relationships are not possible, and roles become highly circumscribed:

It is like this at my home, in, in the afternoons when I come from school and they have given me homework, then I can't do any homework - they send me in circles all day - till late. Then I can't do my homework. Then I go sleep. But then the next morning, the teacher asks me, "where's your homework?". Then I can't say anything. And then I must get a hiding unnecessarily. Then it is hardly your fault that your homework was not done. It is those people that send you up and down all the time like that fault, you don't get a break.

        (Direct translation from Afrikaans: Interview with street child - Smit, 1999)

At that school you are only ever hit - afterwards your hands are so red, and the sir isn't even worried about how he hit you - they just tell you to keep quiet.

(Direct translation from Afrikaans: Interview with home school child - Smit and Cleophas, 2000)

Substantial research has highlighted the role of curriculum and means of instruction in a child's decision to abandon school (Good and Weinstein, 1986, in McWhirter, McWhirter, McWhirter and McWhirter, 1993: 77; Manning and Baruth, 1995). From this, it is evident that the relevance and aptness of both curriculum content and structure are of significance in this process. As such, it is advocated that curricula not only be significant to the lives and plans of learners, but that the acquisition of relevant and useful skills is prevalent:

        Another big thing is teenage pregnancies in Uitsig. The children are thirteen and 

fourteen and then they sit with a baby at home. And the children literally go home during 

breaks to go breast-feed the child and then they come back. And in the first place they 

can't handle it - the emotional feelings that they have concerning this child, and they 

don't have an interest in schoolwork. Even if they tell you that they would very much like 

to learn further, they want to achieve something, but um, the school situation: it is in a 

primary school, the other children tease them, they don't have the same interests, they 

can't laugh and giggle about boys together with other girls or such things. So that makes 

it very difficult for them. There isn't someone that can help them with those adaption 

problems. And very often the teachers have an attitude of, 'that's your baby, you were 

the one that had the child, this is not my problem, this is your responsibility'. 

        (Direct translation from Afrikaans: Interview with social worker - Smit, Liebenberg and 

          Norval, 2000)

Literature highlights the role of deficiencies in the system such as informal authority practices (for example dress codes) which tend to induce labelling, having a Pygmalion effect on children (Broussard and Joseph, 1998; Hiebert, 1983, in McWhirter et al., 1993: 79; Jacobs, personal communication, July, 2000; Manning and Baruth, 1995; Vigil, 1999). Experience within this project supports such literature. Furthermore, experiences highlight existing teacher practices to include negative responses to learner behaviour that is in reality the result of malnutrition, children who have unpaid school fees, or incomplete uniforms - both as a result of poverty, and children who are perhaps too old for their grade:

…shouting and ridicule - embarrassing things like, 'doesn't your mother have food?' or 

'what is wrong with you?' or 'do you always look like this?' - its embarrassing for a child, 

never mind how you say it … especially when the reference is made to their parents! 

(Interview with home school teacher - Smit, Liebenberg and Norval, 2000)
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They don't have money to pay fees, they don't have money for bread everyday, let alone 

school fees - which is such a priority these days with principles - it’s the only thing that 

really matters, and for a child - it doesn't understand why it’s a priority - its mother 

doesn't understand why it is a priority.

(Interview with home school teacher - Smit, Liebenberg and Norval, 2000)

And the child will know its is guilty: "Those of you that have not paid school fees will this and this and this!" what kind of threat is that - that's a threat to me, "…Those of you" Um I resent it, because I can imagine what I would have felt like as a child - in that kind of situation. So, I just feel, there's a lot of things that connect for a child, that makes a child want to leave school and survive.

(Interview with home school teacher - Smit, Liebenberg and Norval, 2000)

Approaches to such problems also create emotional and physical barriers for the children's capacity to attend school:

That child feels it is being band and so it is not going to go home, it is going to go to the streets… There's a lot of things that connect for a child and make it want to leave school and survive

(Interview with home school teacher - Smit, Liebenberg and Norval, 2000)

And the following day he didn't go back to school … he told me he was beaten there at school

(Interview with community-based street worker - Smit, Liebenberg and Norval, 2000)

Most of the aforementioned problems stem inherently from the fact that most teachers lack a comprehensive understanding of the bulk of children in their classes. Teachers cannot understand behaviour presented in class if they have little or no understanding of the communities from which these children come. Consequently, most of these children are labelled adversely and their behaviour is managed in ways that compound their sense of alienation and worthlessness. Thus it is essential for educators to recognise that prevailing school conditions may actually be contributing to learners being at-risk, as opposed to providing for their overall well being, as is currently believed (Manning and Baruth, 1995):

When we ask the children, "why is it that you are not in school?". And I find that's a very threatening question, and they'll be very hesitant, they won't want to tell you. Then you've got to clarify why you are asking: and I'd say, "I am only asking because I want to know why you are unhappy, because you are not happy in school". … And then it would come out - it would only come out once you had stated that it was not a threat, they're 

not going to go back to school forcibly.

(Interview with home school teacher - Smit, Liebenberg and Norval, 2000)

He didn't have a school jacket and so he was sent back and then Merdie lost a year 

If children also don't have the entire uniform on then they are pulled back, chased back home
(Interview with home school teacher - Smit, Liebenberg and Norval, 2000)

They are also told uh, "you come off the street'. You see they are labelled … children don't want to be labelled … they live in our area why should they be labelled? Some of the teachers label the children in front of the class! And this also hurts the children. 

(Direct translation form Afrikaans: Interview with home school teacher - Smit, Liebenberg and Norval, 2000)

"They chased him away because of uniform"

(Interview with community-based street worker - Smit, Liebenberg and Norval, 2000)

Understanding school abandonment collectively

Should the demands placed on any person not be proportional to his / her capacity to deal with those demands, the individual will automatically seek alternative ways of dealing with the situation at hand. So 
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too, when the personal stress resulting from the aforementioned factors becomes too extreme, a child within a high-risk environment will abandon - at the very least - school, to spend their days on the streets. Should this decision incorporate their family home, they will create entirely new lives on the street. The following case illustrates this situation:

They chased him away because of uniform … in (this school) they want the perfect uniform, so in (other areas) they don't worry about uniform. But he had to pay taxi to go to school and his father is not working, his mother is not working, so he has nothing to eat, he has no money to go to school for the fare, the taxi fare, and then now he is out of school

(Interview with home school teacher - Smit, Liebenberg and Norval, 2000) 

There is a sense of disconnection in this narrative: the child is being chased out of, or from this perfect world that the school aspires to be. The reality is however, that this school is situated and operates in a community that is far from perfect. The two worlds collide and it is the child that suffers as a result. The balance of stress and support within this process, is illustrated in the following formulae:
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(Albee:13, in Lewis and Lewis, 1989: 80)

The aforementioned equation allows one to realise that instead of labelling the child as at-risk, thereby focusing on the child as problem, one should rather acknowledge the influence of high-risk environments and their effects on children within them. Such views disallow for blaming the child, pointing our attention towards environmental hazards that need to be addressed (Pianta and Walsh, 1996). This in turn encourages alternative views of, and approaches towards, both children and services within such environments:

· No practice can be the best or most appropriate in a world that is as complicated as the one in which high-risk children and schooling come together.

· Best practices defy contemporary reality

· No practice, no matter how effective it might be in one context, will be as effective in another

· Nor should those second-generation users of such practices spend time trying to do a better job of applying such practices with greater fidelity

· Rigid insertion of methods or programs from one context into another cannot free systems to be more flexible and responsive to variety

(Pianta and Walsh, 1996: 34)

In effect then, programs for and approaches to children in high-risk environments need to be highly contextual, flexible and adaptive to the relevant environment. Furthermore, approaches and programs need to continuously evolve with time and contextual changes. Seen in this light, children's failures at school are perhaps more a reflection of teacher's shortcomings, in that they fail to identify the child's needs and to alter a negative experience into one of learning and growth (Bryant, 1998):

They come from a background where they are beaten for anything and they go to school looking at teachers, thinking teachers are different - teachers are nice people … and when they get there, teachers are no different. Teachers shout, teachers beat … it is a rude awakening for a child.

(Interview with home school teacher - Smit, Liebenberg and Norval, 2000)
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I found with Viani it was more an emotional problem in the sense of teachers not understanding even though they knew what had happened (i.e. the boy was sodomised) … if he had been nurtured, or protected a little from ridicule by other children I think the passage would have been easier.

(Interview with home school teacher - Smit, Liebenberg and Norval, 2000)

Their (i.e. teacher's) stories are all hearsay. Uh, I like to pick up with Collin's story of the smoking. It's a story they get from a credible child, they don't give Collin the opportunity to state his case … children are quick to exploit a weaker child, and Collin was not an accepted child … and I think principles are no different.

(Interview with home school teacher - Smit, Liebenberg and Norval, 2000)

What can be established from the aforementioned, is that the children in question come predominantly from homes in which they experience a high degree of poverty, abuse, exploitation and consequently stress. In such environments, these children lack a sense of support and security. This, in turn, manifests at school in the form of so-called difficult behaviour, incomplete uniforms due to lack of money and unpaid school fees. This manifestation is however, met with harsh and highly authoritarian teacher attitudes and responses, mostly due to a lack of teacher awareness pertaining to the learners they work with. School then becomes irrelevant to these learners, as well as another place of conflict and a further source of stress – encouraging deviant behaviour.

Suggestions regarding educational approaches in high-risk communities

Much has been written about the pivotal and fundamental role that schools are able to play in the lives of children from high-risk communities (Bryant, 1998; Lewis and Lewis, 1989; McWhirter et al., 1993; Tiba, in Schurink, 1993). The National Coalition for the Homeless (1994:4) believes that, school is one of the few stable, secure places in the lives of homeless children and youth – a place where they can acquire the skills needed to help them escape poverty. It is especially teachers, who have the best opportunity to identify and clarify the needs of both the child and his/her family. Teachers are also able to provide and/or monitor any assistance that is provided, highlighting that the school is the ideal setting for primary prevention amongst children from high-risk communities. 

Fundamental to such a helping environment however, is the creation of an atmosphere of warmth and acceptance. Bronfenbrenner (1986, in Bredtro, et al., 1998: 29) advocates this in the attempt to get children to both ask for, and respond to, help and assistance:

For me, like the first year already, our issues were, "why was it that they were coming to us, and they were committed to us, when they were not committed to the main-stream schools?" And that was quite interesting you understand? I I was curious about why come to us, because it is so easy to drop out from us as well. And then we discovered it was simply because they were mothered here. You know they were cared for here (i.e. home schools).

(Interview with home school teacher - Smit, Liebenberg and Norval, 2000)
 In addition to the atmosphere created within schools, holistic approaches are recommended when attempting to foster discipline (Brendtro, et al., 1998). These approaches should include both the parents and all available sources of support within the community. In order to achieve this, an adequate understanding of the community within which the school is situated is necessary on the part of teachers. In addition to this, it is essential for teachers to know what their learners are doing after five in the afternoon (Minister Asmal, Health and Safety in Schools Conference, September, 2000). By doing so, school authorities will be able to better foster arrangements for the remediation of the emotional and educational needs of children and even their parents (Velis, 1999). 

Furthermore, financial-aid for children of low-income and sub-economic parents should also be investigated, in order to overcome the problem of begging during school hours, or dropping out of school in order to facilitate the family income (Smit and Liebenberg, 2000). In this regard, it is essential that school administrative and teaching staff be made aware of legislation regarding school fees:
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A school can only charge fees if a resolution to do so has been adopted by a majority of parents attending the annual budget meeting…The resolution to accept the school budget must provide for criteria and procedures for total, partial or conditional exemption of parents who are unable to pay school fees.

(Maithufi, 1998: 91-2)

More importantly, it is law, that, even if parents cannot afford to pay school fees, no child may be refused admission to a school (Maithufi, 1998: 93 - author's own italics; Government Gazette, 19347, no 1293 of 1998).

Finally, both research and our immediate experiences have highlighted the need for an alternative option for children experiencing difficulties at school (Smit and Van Schalkwyk, 1999; Velis, 1995):

There is also a need for alternatives to be presented to children, or changes have to be made within the system so that diverse children can function together withina school.

I think another reason why children don't want to go to school is because they have a very big backlog. Now they go back to school with the result that they are much bigger than the rest of the children in the class and there is not much motivation to keep them at school.

(Direct translation from Afrikaans: Interview with social worker - Smit, Liebenberg 

and Norval, 2000)

This may require the exploration of options that lie outside of the formal schooling system, as well as models in which there exists an alternative focus of basic education. Such models should involve active participatory approaches that would allow learners to achieve their full potential, within their own capacity. In this manner, supplementary alternative programmes can help meet the basic learning needs of children with limited or no access to formal schooling (Smit and van Schalkwyk, 1999).

A strategy could lie in home-based support units in the community, such as home schools and parent-support centres, where the primary goal is to render support to out-of-school youth and street children who have difficulty learning in mainstream schooling. This approach refers to an integrated community structure that involves children holistically within a 24-hour program. Although there is no continuous contact with children during the 24-hour day, the program is staffed by a core team whose work is differentiated according to the needs of the children and who are on stand-by after hours. The service involves the police, overnight facilities, social services and support procedures for the children and their families in the community context. In this manner, the entire community is also educated to use available resources, with individual skills continuously being developed.

Furthermore, services are linked to the individual needs of every child, creating a support base that makes sense to the child because of the focus on hope, competency, and purpose at all times. The constant presence and availability of a significant other, creates a sense of trust and stability, empowering the child to take responsibility for his/her life.

In this program, the child finds a safe haven where they can learn informally and get motivated to prepare to go back to mainstream schooling via community-based home schools. Here, the home-school teacher is an important support system for the children and their families, whilst the social worker renders additional necessary services. Home-schools primarily provide for needs of support, recognition and care, whilst simultaneously offering non-conventional schooling such as skills development in efforts to equip the child for later employment opportunities. In this way, home schools become sources of community-based support, which can serve children as well as parents continuously. Units are monitored regularly and adjusted as needs arise in respective communities. When children are returned to mainstream schooling, work is continued with the relevant mainstream teachers via both street workers and social workers.

This program has not only proven to be cost effective, but more importantly has shown repeatedly that children receive services within their own context - that space in which the problem has manifested itself. 
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Children are thus understood and supported in their current and experienced circumstances, whist the community involved is empowered.

One could use the South African Department of Education's Consultative Paper on Special Education (1999), which advocates the following for transformation of child, and youth care systems as criteria for measurement of this project's validity:

· Full participation in all stages of intervention processes

· Continuity of care

· A child-centred approach

· Respect for the rights of young people

· A framework for services that include prevention, early identification, statutory processes and a continuum of care 

· Transformation of institutions so that they can move towards a systemic and developmental approach

· Professional development in order to address the challenges posed by the social, emotional and behavioural problems.

In light of this, the proposed community-based strategy accommodates the immediate problem (the child in a high-risk context), working towards prevention (through the utilisation of community-based street workers and home schools), as well as development (via home schools, parent-involvement and co-operation with mainstream schooling), in communities of origin. The project is holistic and continuous in that it is essential for police, security-services, hospitals and local magistrate courts to be effectively involved.

Conclusion 
In light of the current socio-economic conditions that prevail in South Africa, as well as the abundance of literature emphasising the role of schools in the lives of children within high-risk communities, it is essential that all role-players within the lives of these children accept responsibility for the support and up-liftment of children. Assuming this responsibility not only requires of teaching staff to be empathetic and supportive of the situation in which their learners find themselves, but also that they employ creative and alternative techniques with which these children can be assisted in obtaining an education. Here too, it is necessary for educators to understand education within its broadest sense and to not be limited in terms of curricula.

This paper has attempted to highlight both the current conditions under which children from high-risk communities attend school, as well as the possibilities that exist for schools to help these children. 
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