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“I hold out great hope that through the measures that we put forward in this 

Policy we will also be able to convince the thousands of mothers and fathers of 

all disabled children who are not in schools or colleges, that the place of these 

children is not one of isolation in dark backrooms and sheds. It is with their peers, 

in schools, on the playgrounds, on the streets and in places of worship where 

they can become part of the local community and cultural life, and part of the 

reconstruction and development of our country.  For, it is only when these ones 

among us are a natural and ordinary part of us that we can truly lay claim to the 

status of cherishing all our children equally.” 

 
Preamble to Education White Paper 6, Minister of Education (2001) 

 
 

It is my privilege to speak in this session at this momentous conference where 

we all join hands in celebrating the newly ratified UN Convention on the Rights of 

people with disabilities and share with you all, the vision of the South African 
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Government with regard to the education of learners who are disabled and 

vulnerable.  

 

Inclusive education as part of the global human rig hts and education for all 

agenda 

 

Our policy of “Building an Inclusive Education and Training System” is centrally 

situated within the agenda of Education for All, the Millennium Goals,  the 

Convention on the Rights of the Child and the newly passed UN Convention 

on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities . Furthermore it is fundamentally 

subscribed by the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa  (1996). 

Inclusion is fundamentally about assuring access, permanence, quality learning 

and full participation and integration of all children and adolescents, particularly 

for members of disadvantaged and poor societies, those with disabilities, those 

who are homeless, those who are workers, those living with HIV and Aids and 

other vulnerable children. Protection against discrimination based on culture, 

language, social group, gender or individual differences is an inalienable human 

right that must be respected and fostered by education systems.  (The Dakar 

Framework for Action, 2000). 

 

Our policy on Inclusive Education as put forward in Education White Paper 6 

emphasises the important link between “Education for All” and “Inclusive 

Education” by stating that: 

·  Central to challenges for quality education for all are to recognise and 

address the diverse needs of the entire learner population in order to 

promote effective learning for all. Barriers to learning and development are 

resident within the curriculum, the centre of learning, the education system 

or broader social context 

·  The central role of support services is to minimise, remove and prevent 

these barriers by developing the mechanisms that make the curriculum 
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responsive to the needs of all learners and ensure that these learners 

actively participate equally in the education process 

 

The South African policy has been informed by the harsh realities of the post-

apartheid era. All areas of the education system are characterised by glaring 

inequality, but it is in the sector of ‘special needs education’ that the ravages of 

apartheid remain most evident. The lack of access, the segregation and 

degradation of certain learners from vulnerable communities are some of the 

most serious challenges to be addressed. Whereas some sectors of the 

population (mostly white and urban) have had access to well resourced special 

education facilities and support services, rural and poor communities have had 

little access to such facilities and often find themselves out of school. It is 

estimated that about 280,000 disabled children of compulsory school going age 

are at present out of school. Further, an estimated 26 000 learners with inherited 

disorders have to enter school each year. Currently there are only 400 special 

schools who accommodate 800 000 learners with disabilities – many not 

severely disabled. 

 

In many of the instances portrayed in the pictures below, it is often difficult to 

differentiate between barriers caused by poverty and neglect and those caused 

by disability. That is why our policy motivates for a strong move away from a 

narrow medical deficit view of learning difficulties towards a much broader 

definition of what Inclusive Education and Training encompasses, namely:  

 

�  Acknowledging that all children and youth can learn and that all children and 

youth need support.  

�  Enabling education structures, systems and learning methodologies to meet 

the needs of all learners.  

�  Acknowledging and respecting differences in learners, whether due to age, 

gender, ethnicity, language, class, disability, HIV or other infectious diseases. 
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�  Broader than formal schooling and acknowledging that learning also occurs in 

the home and community, and within formal and informal settings and 

structures. 

�  Changing attitudes, behaviour, teaching methods, curricula and environment 

to meet the needs of all learners; and 

 

Progress in Implementation of Policy 

Where the 90s world wide saw the emergence of progressive and ground 

breaking policies to introduce radical education transformation, it is also 

acknowledged that deep change in the attitudes and embedded practices of 

teachers, takes time. It is at the implementation level that policies often face 

many challenges and opposition. Where do we stand in South Africa in terms of 

progress with the implementation of the policy? 

Systemic Change 

As a Government we have made significant progress in setting up the systems 

for the implementation of inclusive education over the next decade.  

 

What is unique of the South African model of implementation is that we are 

developing an integrated, community-based model of support consisting of a 

network of institutions and services. These include existing special schools which 

are incrementally converted into resource centres that can serve all learners who 

attend ordinary schools in any given district or area. We are also establishing a 

number of so-called full-service schools which can serve as models of inclusive 

education by changing their policies, practices and cultures and by being 

equipped with environmental access features and assistive devices. The third leg 

of the community based support service is the District-based Support Team 

which is not to be seen as a ‘special needs’ unit or ‘psychological and therapeutic 

service’ but as a transversal unit which deals with inclusivity in the broadest 

sense from school management, to curriculum, to organisational development 

and financial planning support to schools.  
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The emphasis of the support service is to utilise a new service delivery model to 

maximise the services of specialised professionals who are scarce in all 

developing contexts and refocus their support on the removal of systemic and 

teaching barriers rather than on assessing and supporting individual learners.  

A last key element of the new support system is the Institution-level Support 

Teams that are being established at all schools. They are responsible for 

providing day to day support base at the school, to act as advocates for Inclusive 

Education and to link up with all existing community services of other government 

departments as well as NGOs and Disabled Peoples Organisations. 

 
Implementation on the ground 

 

We have developed key national strategies, respectively on Curriculum 

Differentiation and on Screening, Identification, Assessment and Support 

which have been field tested this year in 30 districts, 30 special schools as 

resource centres and 30 full-service schools. This year we have trained more 

than 4000 teachers, support staff and district officials with follow up on site 

sessions to mentor and support teachers.  

 

These two strategies will be key to building the capacity of both ordinary and 

special schools to help all learners, including those with intellectual disability to 

develop their full potential by living and learning with their peers whilst receiving 

quality education and appropriate support. Through this system we will be able to 

ensure that children with high intensity needs are actually not excluded from 

special schools, whilst those learners who should be learning in the mainstream, 

are not incorrectly placed in special schools. The Assessment process will also 

centrally involve parents in the decision-making process around the placement of 

their children. The emphasis is on bring support to the schools rather than 

referring the learner who needs the support to a segregated specialised setting. 
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The Department believes that children with intellectual disability can especially 

benefit from attending their local neighbourhood schools.  Education White Paper 

6 emphasises this approach by stating that their accommodation within an 

inclusive education and training framework would be more easily facilitated than 

the inclusion of those learners who require intensive support through medical 

interventions, structural adjustments to the built environment and/or assistive 

devices with minimal curriculum adaptation. 

 

An important prerequisite for children with intellectual disability to be able to 

flourish in ordinary schools, is the creation of welcoming attitudes which are 

reflected in the cultures, policies and practices of schools. True inclusivity can 

therefore only happen through a process of whole school change and community 

involvement. 

 

Our conversion of ordinary schools into full-service schools will show how this 

process of school change can be optimally achieved.  

 

Mindful of the fact that many parents are still preferring the option of special 

schooling for their children, the Department of Education is simultaneously 

running a programme of improving the quality of education in special schools. As 

part of this programme, we are planning to enhance the training of teachers in 

schools for children with intellectual disability so that they can more effectively 

implement the National Curriculum Statement and understand how to adapt it for 

all learners. This would ultimately enhance the chances of all learners to learn to 

read and to write and to be exposed to the content of all eight learning areas. 

Schools will be encouraged never to set ceilings on their expectations for 

learners. The focus will be on mobility of learners and increasing inclusion into 

mainstream schools and learning environments.  

 

Ongoing advocacy is informing parents of their rights to send their children to 

local neighbourhood schools. 
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Both ordinary and special schools will have the ultimate obligation of preparing all 

learners for the world of work. In view of international trends which promote work 

for people with intellectual disability in the open labour market, schools will also 

be empowered to introduce school to work transition programmes.  

 
Triumphs 
 
�  National commitment to see education of learners with disabilities as part of 

general education 

�  Large scale change in attitude towards inclusion 

�  Parent awareness raising – increased enrolment in schools 

�  New National Curriculum trained 500 000 teachers on principles of inclusion 

�  Incremental and systemic introduction of the system of inclusion 

�  Strengthening community support networks 

 
Challenges 
 
�  Establishing new service delivery models for health professionals, such as 

psychologists and therapists 

�  Involving general education officials in support programmes of inclusive 

education 

�  Deepening understanding of teachers for the flexibility features of the National 

Curriculum 

�  Achieving understanding at all levels of the system for the centrality of the 

principle of inclusive education in the education transformation programme 

�  Achieving more publicly visible results during the lengthy process of systemic 

reform 

�  Counteracting parental and public resistance to inclusive education 

 

Combatting exclusion to build a just society 
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Amartya Sen, the winner of the 1998 Nobel Prize in Economics, argues in his  

book, Development as Freedom, (1999) that: “development requires the removal 

of major sources of non-freedom: poverty as well as tyranny, poor economic 

opportunities as well as systematic social deprivation and neglect of public 

facilities”.   

 

He explains that even with the unprecedented increase in wealth and material 

goods, millions of people living in rich and poor countries, are still unfree. That is, 

they are unable to live as they would like. What people can positively achieve, he 

holds, is influenced by: economic opportunities, political liberties, social powers, 

the enabling conditions of good health, basic education and the encouragement 

and cultivation of initiatives, and the liberty to participate in social choices. 

“It is the very essence of lives as “cared for” people and the contingent 

dependency that are the most important non-freedoms faced by disabled people.  

To be a passive recipient of services, income, and care disempowers and 

depoliticizes an individual.  This includes the profoundly personal decisions of 

everyday life” (Sen, 1999)  

 

Exclusion from education is part of an intricate web of human rights 

violations . It reflects a complex, progressive and sustained social process of 

‘being excluded’. Millions of children are excluded from education, largely 

because they are excluded from development benefits in general. Children who 

do not go to school are also children living in conditions of poverty, socio-cultural 

marginalisation, geographical isolation, racial, and/or gender bias. They are 

children living with the corollary burdens of disease and disability, sexual 

exploitation, indentured and injurious labour, or forced involvement in civil and 

military conflict. (The Dakar Education for All 2000 Assessment. Thematic study 

on EFA and Children who are Excluded). 

The mission of the South African Government is to make inclusive education one 

of the central elements of our ongoing fight against poverty and neglect of our 

most marginalized communities and to overcome the gulf between rich and poor. 
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Quality education, well -
resourced – main challenges are 
attitudes towards difference  

Systemic needs and poverty in rural 
areas – no special schools make local 
school the only option 

Infra-structure backlog – all children 
experience barriers to learning 
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A newly established District-based Support Team visiting a poor rural Full-service 
School in the Eastern Cape. 
 

 

Children with disabilities successfully included in newly established rural full-
service schools 
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Existing special schools that have good facilities are converted into resource 
centres in time. One such school in the Eastern Cape. Ensure that all learners 
are correctly placed. 
 

 

A well –equipped special school for the deaf which is being converted into a 

resource center for technical training in the community. 
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