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Policy and legislation pertaining to special needs education in South Africa has been undergoing transformation since the democratic government came into power in 1994. The various policy documents that have emerged have stressed the principles of human rights, social justice, quality education for all, the right to a basic education; equality of opportunity, and redress of past educational inequalities. The most important development has been the emerging paradigm shift from the notion of learners with special needs to the concept of  barriers to learning and participation, and the recommendation for a community based inclusive education agenda. This paper will firstly, examine this paradigm shift in special needs education in South Africa, and secondly, it will provide insight into a collaborative action research project in the province of KwaZulu-Natal that draws on emerging policy and aims at developing inclusive education practices within a cluster of schools in a rural district.

When the democratic government assumed power in 1994, its aim was to establish a society based on the values of fundamental human rights, social justice, freedom, and equality. These values are entrenched in the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa of 1996. One of the key provisions in the Constitution is the one dealing with equality of rights. Section 9(3) reads: The state may not unfairly discriminate directly or indirectly against anyone on one or more grounds including race, gender, sex, pregnancy, marital status, ethnic or social origin, colour, sexual orientation, age, disability, religion, conscience, belief, culture, language and birth.  Key education policy documents such as the White Paper on Education and Training (Department of Education, March 1995); White Paper 2: The Organisation, Governance and Funding of Schools (Department of Education, November 1996); White Paper on an Integrated National Disability Strategy (Ministry in the Office of the Deputy President, 1996); and the South African Schools Act of November 1996 stress the principle of education as a basic human right. The principle implies that all learners have the right to equal access to the widest possible educational opportunities.
 The principle of quality education for all learners is stressed in certain documents. The provision in the South African Schools Act of November 1996 regarding this principle is as follows: Subject to this Act, the governing body of a public school must promote the best interests of the school and strive to ensure its development through the provision of quality education for all learners at the school. (section 20:1 (a), p. 14). These clauses encapsulate a vision of an education system that gives recognition to the wide diversity of needs in the student population, and which ensures a more flexible range of responses. The emphasis on quality education for all learners suggests that schools have strive to meet the diverse needs of all learners.

 In all the above legislation and education policy documents that emerged between 1994 and November 1997, there is the implication that there are two distinct categories of learners: those who are the majority with ordinary needs and a smaller minority with special needs who require support and specialised programmes to engage in some form of learning. Furthermore, the idea of special needs education as a second system of education, and ordinary education as a first system is entrenched. In these documents, the term learners with special needs is used specifically to refer to learners with disabilities and those experiencing learning difficulties.
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The Report of the National Commission on Special Needs in Education and Training (NCSNET) and the National Committee on Education Support Services (NCESS) (Department of Education, 1997) is the first document to challenge the conceptualisation of special needs as it currently exists in South Africa, and to highlight the limitations of this conceptualisation for a developing context. The Report 

argues that historically in South Africa, the notion of special educational needs has been used to categorize all learners who for various reasons did not fit into the mainstream system, and to identify deficits within these learners. Little attempt is made to explore the causes of learning breakdown that may be embedded in the system. 

The Report of NCSNET and NCESS argues that the priority of an education system should be to address those factors that lead to the inability of the system to accommodate diversity, or which lead to learning breakdown, or which prevent learners from accessing educational provision.  The NCSNET and NCESS conceptualised these factors as barriers to learning and development.
 In their investigations, the NCSNET and NCESS identified key barriers to participation in the South African context that render a large number of children and adults vulnerable to learning breakdown and sustained exclusion: problems in the provision and organisation of education; socio-economic barriers; factors that place learners at risk, such as high levels of violence and crime; HIV/Aids epidemic and substance abuse; attitudes; an inflexible curriculum; problems with language and communication; inaccessible and unsafe built environment; inappropriate and inadequate provision of support services to schools, parents, care-givers,  families and communities; disability; lack of enabling and protective legislation; lack of human resource development; and lack of parental recognition and involvement (Department of Education, 1997:11-19). 
The Report explains that it is only by focusing on the nature of these barriers that problems of learning breakdown and exclusion can be addressed. 








In South Africa, it is clear that applying the concept special needs education to categorise a small group of learners according to their defects or disabilities is problemmatic. The reason is that various social, political and economic factors prevent access to basic education for large numbers of learners. There are many children whom the system is failing, and 



























to whose needs the system remains unresponsive. In adopting this conceptualisation of barriers to learning and development, the NCSNET and the NCESS engaged with the realities of life within local contexts and communities. The Report is now in the final stages of the policy process. It is currently being translated into a White paper. A draft White Paper: Special Education – Building an Inclusive Education and Training System was released in March 2000.

A Research and Development Project in the province of KwaZulu-Natal
One of the few initiatives to emerge that is based on the recommendations of the Report of the NCSNET and NCESS is a collaborative inclusive education project in the province of KwaZulu-Natal. As stated, the project aims at developing sustainable inclusive education policy and practice in one district in the province. KwaZulu-Natal is one of the poorest provinces in the country. Transformation in this province has been very slow since 1994 owing largely to political and economics factors, and the problem of a lack of capacity within the education sector. The province has a population of 8 412 021. The local language is Zulu. The unemployment rate in this province, according to the 1996 census, amongst those aged 15-65 was 39.1%. The number of economically active people (employed and unemployed) in the province in the age group 15- 65 years is 2 579 517 (out of 8 412 021) – 30.6% (Statistics South Africa, 1996). 

The province of KwaZulu-Natal has 8 regions. The target region, Ladysmith largely a rural context, was selected for the development project. The Ladysmith Region Department of Education has 5 districts. The target schools are within the Estcourt district. The project involves a cluster of centres of learning in a rural part of the district: 5 primary schools, one special school, one Early Child Development (ECD) centre; and one high school. The home language in the area is Zulu. English is a second or third language to the majority of learners in the target schools. Although the medium of instruction is 
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officially English, in practice both languages are used in the classroom. Poverty and unemployment are major social problems in the communities around the schools. Most families are single parent, female headed households. In many homes, children are cared for by grandmothers as parents are employed in Johannesburg and other towns around. A critical concern is the high incidence of HIV/Aids in the province. It is estimated that two million people in the province are HIV positive. By 2012, it is estimated that there will be 75 000 orphans – children under 15 - in the province (Munusamy, 2000).

Reflections on Development Work in the Project Area

Conceptualising Inclusive Education

The definition of inclusion that the project adopts is embedded in the Draft White Paper 5: Special Needs Education – Building an Inclusive Education and Training System, March 2000. Inclusion:

· Is a never ending process rather than a simple change of state. It is viewed as processes of increasing the participation of students in, and reducing their exclusion from cultures, curricula, and communities of local centres of learning
· Is about acknowledging that all children and youth can learn and that all children and youth need support

· Is about enabling education structures, systems and learning methodologies to meet the needs of all children

· Acknowledges and respects difference in children, whether due to age, gender, ethnicity, language, class, disability, HIV status, etc.

· Is broader than formal schooling, and acknowledges that learning occurs in the home, the community, and within formal and informal contexts.
In the project, the approach to inclusive education is to create an ordinary education system that is responsive to learner diversity and to ensure that all learners have the best possible opportunities to learn.  The understanding that has developed in the project is that inclusion is concerned with all children and young people who are vulnerable to exclusionary pressures in schools and communities. This, in turn, means the creation of cultures and an ethos in schools that value all learners irrespective of their diverse needs. It acknowledges and respects difference in children, whether due to age, gender, ethnicity, language, class, disability, HIV status. 

The belief is that although inclusion focuses on marginalised groups, it increases the effectiveness of the system in responding to all learners. Therefore, inclusion is dependent on continuous pedagogical and organisational developments within the mainstream. Inclusion would, therefore, involve an understanding of systemic change, and an ecological conceptualisation of learning and of the school as an organisation. This would mean a need to engage with social, economic, political, environmental, and other factors that impact on centres of learning. The project is developing what may be described as an emergent approach to inclusion involves risk taking. 

An important aspect of the project is capacity building. There is a recognition that everyone has the ability to contribute to change.  This would mean that leadership needs to emerge from within the whole system, and is the responsibility of all participants. 

Booth (2000) describes this approach as a transformative inclusive education agenda. The first step in the project was to engage participants in examining this transformative inclusive education approach, and the philosophy underlying it. This was done through workshops, meetings, and discussions with the regional and district education departments, NGOs, teachers, school management and other stakeholders. At a collaborative workshop held in the district, teachers and school principals from each of the target schools debated the notion of inclusive education, and engaged in an analysis of their local school contexts to determine barriers to learning and participation.
INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SPECIAL EDUCATION                                                Vol 17, No.1.

Situational Analysis
The next stage in development work was a situational analysis conducted by the various participants, for example, researchers from the university, and teachers, and learners, members of the school governing body were involved. Two critical questions were engaged with: 

What are the barriers to access and participation in school policies, school cultures, local communities, classroom practices, and curricula? 
What resources can be mobilised to support the inclusion and participation of all learners? 

The situational analysis resulted in information that was critical to the development work to be undertaken. Teenage pregnancy is a concern for the staff at the P. Primary School According to the principal, 
girls who fall pregnant whilst at school, go home and never return. Local women of about 18 years, often have more than one child. He attributed this practice to cultural influence by parents who encouraged their children to marry working men at an early age to help support their families. Many of the husbands were migrant workers. 
A principal at another primary school explained that there are many learners with disabilities at the school, and that teachers need assistance on how to respond to the needs of these learners. The learners do benefit socially from mixing with their peers, but there is a need for curriculum adjustments to be made.

Ms L.H. a community worker based at the Kwazamokhule Special School, one of the project schools, drew attention to the seriousness of the Aids epidemic in the District. She pointed out that currently 90% of the patients at the Estcourt Hospital were Aids patients. She stressed the urgent need for HIV/Aids awareness programmes and sexuality education programmes to begin in all schools in the district.

Setting Priorities for Development

On the basis of information obtained by means of the needs analysis, the schools decided on priorities for development. Some insight will be provided into this process.

All schools in the project felt the urgent need to undertake an audit of out-of-school learners, including learners with disabilities who have no access schooling.

The issue of over-age learners was identified as a priority at one of the project schools in KwaZulu-Natal. However, it became clear that this is an issue that needs to be addressed at all project schools. In June 1999, the researchers and teachers at the school undertook an assessment of these learners in order to ascertain curriculum needs. It emerged that there are two distinct groups of over-age learners: 
· A group of older learners, age range 15-17 who are in grade 3, grade 4, or grade 5. The average age in these grades is 8 -10 years old. This group requires a programme that focuses on life skills and functional literacy and numeracy. 

· A younger group, age ranges between 10-13 years who are in grade 2 or grade 3. The average age in these grades should be 7- 8years. It was felt that for this group, there is a need for a fast tracking programme.

The project is now exploring other initiatives that have developed programmes for over-age learners in other provinces in the country. It will also link with the sector in the Education Department responsible for materials development, and the Adult Basic Education and Training (ABET) sector in the Regional Department of Education.
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In one of the schools, the high incidence of child abuse is a major concern. The senior Head of Department explained that it was difficult to follow through cases where child abuse is suspected. Schools have limited access to support with respect to social problems impacting learning and teaching. A teacher explained:

Some (learners) are raped by their stepfathers, stepbrothers, uncles, etc.  I did report a few cases to the school nurse. She helped me with a child who came to school and couldn’t walk properly. The school nurse took her to her home and told her parents. She also took her to the clinic. The case was reported to the police. But many cases are not reported.
The staff at the school explained the critical need to build capacity within schools that the school would be able to respond to the various social factors that place learners at risk. Schools cannot depend on the limited number of available professionals for support..

Building an Inclusive Ethos 
An important goal of the project is to develop an ethos that all learners are valued, and that the school is responsive to diversity. At the B. Primary School, caregivers and parents, many of whom are unemployed, cannot meet the school fee of R40 per year. The principal does not exclude children for non-payment of fees. He stated:

 when I came to the school, I was told that the procedure was that all the children had to re-register at the beginning of the year. They could only do this if they paid the R40. I realized that this was wrong, and contrary to the South African Schools Act. I announced at assembly that all children must come to school irrespective of whether they had the money to cover the fees or not. We do not have a problem with payment of fees. Parents pay as and when they can. About 80% of children have paid this year.
Inclusion at the Core of Whole School Development
The project sees addressing barriers to learning and participation at the heart of school based change and school improvement. However, in defining an effective school and how to improve it, the project fully acknowledges cultural, historical, political, and moral contexts. Focusing solely on academic and social outcomes is problemmatic.

In developing inclusive policies, the project aims at identifying key aspects of whole school development that can be engaged with: school management that would have the responsibility of establishing a clear vision and an ethos for the school; ongoing analyses of barriers to learning and participation; capacity building within the schools to support learners, teachers, and parents, and community; the development of inclusive curricula, setting priorities and linking these to the overall vision for the school; engaging in ongoing staff development; fostering collaborative ways of working within schools, and between schools and the community; accessing community resources; collecting and using information to inform decision making; developing partnerships with the community. The project has made encouraging progress in many of these areas. However, there are challenges that are also being faced in the process of change.

A Pedagogy for Diversity
In the project, inclusion is centrally a curriculum issue since curricula create the most significant barrier to learning and exclusion for many learners, whether they are in special schools and settings, or ordinary schools and settings. These barriers to learning arise from various interlocking parts of the curriculum such as the content of learning programmes, the language and medium of teaching and learning, the management and organization of classrooms; learning style and pace; time frames for completion of curricula; the materials and equipment which have been available; and assessment methods and techniques.
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Viewing learner diversity as part of the reality of each classroom and being able to accommodate each learner as a fully participating member of the learning community are seen as prerequisites for quality education. It would involve a change in attitudes so that all educators, department personnel, parents and other professionals move away from the thinking that problems in classrooms and schools arise from difficulties in individual learners. 

In the Estcourt project, owing to a lack of capacity, inadequate attention has been given to curriculum issues. A priority in the next phase of the development work to give attention to actual teaching and learning in the classes – and develop the capacity of schools to engage in their own school based teacher development.  Areas of need identified by participants are: the teaching of early reading, writing, mathematics at primary level; the teaching and learning of English as a second language; responding to learners with diverse needs, for example, children with disabilities; and facilitating active learning in large classes. There is also a need for funding for specific interventions such as materials development for over-age learners, disability awareness, HIV/AIDS awareness, sexuality programmes. 

A Problem-Solving School Focused Approach to Inclusion

The project aims at developing within schools a problem solving, solution finding approach to responding to diversity in the learner population. There are already examples of such practices emerging in the project schools.  The high school principal explained:

Many of our children come from poor home backgrounds, unstable homes - where there is poverty, alcoholism and substance abuse. The home environment is not conducive to learning and not supportive to the learners.

In response to this the school has initiated study groups for learners in the matric class. Each morning between 7h00-8h00 and every afternoon between 15h00 and 17h00 students use the school premises to study either individually or in groups. Teachers supervise these groups on a rotation basis. Study groups are also scheduled for Saturday mornings.

Another example of a problem solving approach to responding to learner needs is the experience at the M. School in KwaZulu-Natal. According to the principal, an ongoing problem at the school was the fact that children had no birth certificates. This made the admission process very difficult because the Department of Education has ruled that no child without a birth certificate should be enrolled at the school. Parents would not register their children and obtain birth certificates for various reasons: financial, apathy, time constraints – many parents work away from home; grandmothers are illiterate and not empowered to go through the process. The school had discussions with the mayor of Estcourt about the matter. A meeting was arranged with the senior clerk at Home Affairs in the district. A decision was agreed on that staff at the school assist with the registration of children by conducting the process at the school. This initiative has proved very successful, and other project schools are encouraged to do the same.
Mobilising Community Support

The aim in the project is to mobilise resources in communities to support inclusive education initiatives. At the start of the project, a critical priority for the S. School was to re-build the physical structure of the school, which is in an extremely poor state. The principal had written numerous letters to various companies and donor organizations to obtain funding for a new school without success. However, in March 2000, the Peace and Reconciliation Foundation, an NGO, was approached through the project. The Foundation is targeting the area for development work in view of the fact that this was a violence-torn area a few years back as a result of political friction between the African National Congress(ANC) and the Inkatha Freedom Party. The community has succeeded in addressing its political differences, and there has been peace for the past four years. The Foundation is, therefore, keen to support 
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development in the area, and restore a stable community life. In November 2000, the Board of the Foundation approved a proposal to build 8 classrooms, an administrative block and toilets. In addition, through the Ladysmith Department of Education further donor funding was obtained to build two additional classrooms. 
Building School-Community Links

One of the nine priorities articulated by the Minister (Department of Education, July 2000) is that schools must become centres of community life. To develop the concept of the community school, the project aims to facilitate school-community links. Such a process could also contribute to community upliftment. Some development work has begun in this area.

The M. School is developing into a community school – attempting to serve community needs. The Disabled People’s Organization of South Africa (DPSA) uses one the classes on a regular basis for meetings. In addition, Adult Basic Education and Training (ABET) classes are held at the school. There are approximately 60 students as at March 2000. Reading and writing is taught by teachers from the school and teachers from a neighbouring school. This is an initiative of the Department of Education, and the school is a participating school in the project

The Development of Capacity for Support within Schools and Communities

An important aspect of the project is to build support structures within schools and communities rather than rely on the limited number of available professionals in the district. This has taken various forms. 

At each of the schools, school based support teams have been established. The role of the team is seen as including the following:
· facilitate the development of an ethos in the school that values all learners 

· facilitate the ongoing analysis and  identification of barriers to learning and participation

· facilitate processes to address and minimise barriers to participation

· develop links with and access community resources , for example, from other departments such as health, welfare, correctional services; non-governmental organisations (NGOs) working in the region; and other community organisations such as disabled people’s organisations,

· facilitate whole school development and school based teacher development programmes

· facilitate parental involvement 

· build school community partnerships, 

· twin with other schools in the project to form school clusters to share expertise, and material and human resources and plan joint programmes

The role of the school based support team is to monitor and facilitate development 
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work, and to link with other schools in the project to form a school cluster.  Cluster meetings, held once in three months are attended by representatives of the School Based Support Teams from each of the target schools. 

The effectiveness of the school based support teams varies amongst the target schools. This depends largely on the understandings of inclusive education amongst school management and the staff at each of the schools, and the degree of support for the team. There is a need for further orientation and training in the certain project schools. 

Early in the project, the schools saw the need for an additional structure to be set up, a Steering Committee of School Clusters. The role of this is to facilitate and monitor the project, and ensure networking and collaboration amongst the target schools. Currently, the Steering Committee is facilitating the development of a Resource File for the School Cluster. The File has information on Community Based resources and organisations that schools can access. 
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An important support structure, the intersectoral Project Support Team has been set up. The aim is to ensure collaboration in the project between Health, Welfare, Correctional Services, Labour, NGOs in the area; Disability Organisations, teacher unions, community leaders, and other community organisations. Representations from these stakeholders were nominated onto the team. The target schools will also develop awareness of what support structures there are available in the community. 

In the KwaZulu-Natal project, the co-ordinator of the Victim Support structure based in District Department of Correctional Services, who is a member of the Project Support Team, has supporting the project schools.. She has addressed teachers and learners at the M. School on children’s rights, dealing with child abuse, and on issues of prevention. She also made the school aware that counselling is available for children who are victims of child abuse, including pre-counselling before court cases.

One of the key recommendations in the Draft Education White Paper 5: Special Education: Building an inclusive education and training system (January 2000) is for the qualitative improvement of special schools and their conversion into resource centres that are integrated into district support teams. The special school has attempted to extend its services as a resource centre in the area, particularly with respect to the project schools. 

A disability awareness programme is underway. A play has been produced involving students from local high schools and from the special school. The play explores issues around attitudes, social justice, charity/welfare approach versus a rights approach to disability; and the issue of inclusion in the community. A hundred T-shirts have been printed with the caption disability not inability in three languages on the T-shirts. These have been sold in the community. The students have performed in churches in the community, and there have been numerous invitations from other churches. Feedback has been very positive.
The school has been engaged in undertaking an Audit of Out-of-School Learners with Disabilities in the community. Through the efforts of the community worker at the school and the therapists, 53 children with disabilities and severe learning problems have been identified within the community of the project schools. The children are between the ages 6-18 years. A meeting was held with the Regional and District Education Departments, Ladysmith regarding access to education for these children. Certain options are currently being explored by the District Department.

Outreach to Project Schools has become a role for the special school. Visits have been made to project schools by therapists from the special school. The focus has been on health promotion, disability awareness, and providing support for children with disabilities in the project schools.

Concluding Thoughts
The analysis of developments in the project indicates some encouraging progress towards inclusive schools and communities. However, the project does face various challenges. These are likely to impact the sustainability of the project. The barriers identified relate to both macro factors within the education system as a whole, and micro factors that relate to the individual project areas.
Firstly, since 1994 the national government has formulated enlightened policy frameworks that in many ways are deemed idealistic, which provincial governments have not been able to implement successfully. Implementation has been seriously constrained by fiscal restraints and demands for curbs on social spending. The result has been that these new policies have not been able to promote equity, redress and social development. The greatest deprivation continues to be in rural schools.  In the project schools and communities, circumstances in schools and their communities impact on the morale of teachers: poverty and unemployment, large classes, often more than 50; poor infrastructure in schools; social problems that place learners at risk; lack of basic services; problems with teacher commitment, lack of parent involvement, large numbers of over-age learners.  There also have been many innovations introduced in 
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education in the last few years, which has led to many concurrent processes running at schools – few of which are linked. It is said that teachers are suffering policy overload. From experience in the project, it has become clear that addressing inclusion and exclusion in education is in reality merely part of the process of reducing exclusion in society. In order to achieve sustainable inclusive education, programmes have to be linked with programmes for social and economic growth, and employment. There is a need for programmes that uplift and sustain communities.
Secondly, in South Africa, over the past few years there has developed a strong private and semi-private school sector. Parents augment state subsidies by the payment additional fees, and are able to ensure better resources, and small class sizes for their children. This is reflected in the last few years by the exodus of children from townships to better-resourced private and semi-private schools – leaving the public school sector impoverished. There continues to exist gross inequalities in education provision between the middle class and the poor and voiceless.  Education in township schools has come to be considered inferior, thereby entrenching exclusion. This is a major exclusionary factor that the Education Department is failing to address. Within the framework of an inclusive philosophy, there has to be an inclusive culture in the education system that values all learners, and the school community equally, and commits to encouraging the achievement of all learners. 

Thirdly, the new national curriculum, Curriculum 2005 was considered the most significant curriculum reform in South African education of the last century. It stressed problem-solving, experiential learning, skills development, authentic assessment. It was to mark a departure from the content driven, examinations orientated, and ideologically biased curriculum of the apartheid era. The outcomes based education (OBE) approach was seen as a core educational practice within inclusive education in terms of its responsiveness to learner diversity. However, there were serious problems in its implementation owing to a lack of capacity to train teachers, lack of funds at provincial level, the complex nature of the curriculum, inadequate textbooks and learning materials available to schools. In January 2000, the Minister set up a task team to engage in substantive review of the new curriculum and its implementation in Foundation Phase and Grade 7. Findings were that implementation has been confounded by various problems such as a skewed, complicated structure and design; lack of alignment between curriculum and assessment policy; inadequate orientation, training and development of teachers; learning support materials that are variable in quality, often unavailable and not sufficiently used in classrooms; policy overload and limited transfer of learning into classrooms; shortages of personnel and resources to implement and support C2005, and a lack of recognition of curriculum as the core business of education departments (Department of Education, May 2000). In response to this, the Minister has set a Task Team to develop a simplified Curriculum 21 within the next 12 months. Although the outcomes based approach will be retained, these developments have negatively impacted on teachers’ morale, commitment and trust in the Department of Education. The concern is that Education White Paper 5: Special Education: Building an inclusive education and training system is soon to be released, and it is feared that educators will be reluctant to engage with yet another innovation in education.
Finally, the researchers and staff in the target schools in the Estcourt district are concerned about the sustainability of the project. There has been minimal involvement on the part of the District Education Department as a result of a lack of capacity at district level. The project has to be seen as an integral part of the work of the Regional and District Education Department, and district personnel need to be more fully involved in the development work. It is also critical that all sectors such as those involved in school management development, curriculum planning, teacher education, early childhood development, adult basic education, link with development work in the project schools. 
Experience in the project seems to reinforce the fact that social and educational change cannot not occur as a result of enlightened policies and visions alone, but as Christie (1999) stresses it needs complex and concerted engagement with social, political, and economic forces that impact the education system.
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