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Sharing a vision





The conference was held as part of the consultation process, following the regional hearings into the draft report of the Commission. It emerged from speaker after speaker, that while there were gaps in the report, a need for clarification in some areas and disagreements about some policy details, the delegates to this conference both from the floor and the platform, agreed with the vision of the Commission of a more inclusive education system that would contribute to building a more inclusive society in South Africa.





Delegates heard about how the report had started with terms of reference to examine the areas of 'education of learners with special educational needs' and 'education support services' and to make recommendations about how these areas might be changed. The enquiries into these overlapping areas had been amalgamated at an early stage in order to create a single set of recommendations on creating and supporting an education system that would be responsive to all its learners. .'Special needs' were to be interpreted broadly:  the commission was concerned with identifying and minimising all barriers to learning. There would be an emphasis on minimising and removing barriers to learning within the system rather than identifying 'defects' and  remedying them in learners. Support for the system would be through teacher education, curriculum development and local support networks utilising all available local resources in the district, centres of learning and communities. The means for reducing the difficulties of learners was seen to be the  transformation of centres of education through the development of inclusive education. The idea was to develop national policies that could minimise learning difficulties and find ways to overcome the barriers to learning within the education system, that are distinctively South African, rooted in the full range of realities of present day South Africa. 





Sandy Lazarus, Chair of the Commission, argued that the policy changes that the Commission was recommending required clear leadership from Central and Provincial governments, and implementation of these policies would need to be closely monitored and enforced. However they would not work without the involvement and commitment of local communities, teachers and other professionals. It was important to bring everyone on board.





Learners who experience barriers to learning were seen to include; learners with disabilities, both those within education and the thousands currently excluded from education because they are regarded as ineducable or because of a lack of goodwill or provision; those who do not receive a curriculum matched to their abilities, knowledge and interests, (this group also encompasses many learners whose first language is not the same as the language of instruction in their centre of learning); learners excluded from the system because of a lack of resources; students in hospital or with chronic health problems including those learners with HIV who develop AIDS; learners orphaned by parental illness or violence; victims of child abuse; street children; and school-age mothers. As one participant said:  


"Two years ago,  I visited a secondary school in an urban area.  It was July of that year.  The principal informed us that there were 52 cases of teenage  pregnancy since January. There was no support in place for these children.  Most drop out of school."





This broad view of the learner population that the Commission was trying to address was necessitated by circumstances of South Africa as well as being in tune with the global trends on inclusion identified by Anver Saloojee from Canada. However it implied a radical restructuring of professional training and a restructuring of funding policies presently geared to responding to a narrower view of learners with special educational needs. Despite the fact that many of the conference participants focused on issues around disability, the broader concern with all barriers to learning was generally welcomed. 





Speakers acknowledged that the idea of inclusion was not new. Centres of learning had always contained a wide diversity of learners. What was new was the attempt to develop a nation-wide policy to revitalise education by supporting centres of learning to work more effectively with learner diversity and to enable excluded and marginalised learners to participate as fully as possible in the mainstream.





The main disagreement with the detail of the Commission's vision was voiced by representatives of the Deaf, but also to an extent by representatives of the blind, who felt that separate specialised provision should be retained for some students. 





Shuaib Chalklen, Director of the Disability Programme, Office of the Deputy President, stressed that a policy of inclusion in education was required by the Constitution. The principles of upholding human dignity, and equalising opportunity could not be compromised. He argued that "inclusion is part of building a human rights culture in our country.....education is the key to granting equalisation of opportunity.....we  need to provide an education that enhances the dignity of everyone".  The conference participants were committed to an education system that would uphold human rights and  restore human dignity to those learners who were excluded from the education system.  Many delegates underlined the need for the Commission to be bold and decisive in its recommendations. As one delegate put it "let us not mince words, there are to be no outcasts from education in South Africa".





Trevor Coombe, Deputy Director General, Department of Education stressed that the stringent national fiscal policy would make the implementation of education transformation, considerably more difficult, but he argued too that the vision should not be diminished. The absence of resources could not be used as a reason to perpetuate the exclusion of South Africans from opportunities in education. The view was expressed that the economic realities of the country should be faced and there should be a recognition that the development of effective policies required the careful matching of strategies to local circumstances. The development of inclusive policies was as much about a change in mindset as to do with the redeployment of resources.





Plans needed to be precise and practical. Policies needed to work for all South Africans and would inevitably involve redress from areas of high resource to places where there is little. It was suggested that the discipline of developing policy for all South Africans might lead some to reflect on whether their particular concerns could be translated into a truly national policy. Such a policy could be seen to be as much about nation building as about education. Communities and centres of learning could be seen to create and sustain each other. While there was a cost in the development of quality community-based education for all, there was also a substantial cost in not building up community-based education in terms of the destruction of a social fabric that is already all too fragile in some areas.





There was a great need for people to put themselves in the position of others from different communities. Learning from the experience of others was a central theme of the conference. There were people present from the economically richer countries of Denmark, Norway, Sweden, England and Canada, as well as poorer countries of Antigua, Zambia, Uganda, Mozambique, Zimbabwe, Mauritius, and Lesotho. South Africa had features of richer nations in the level of general and specialised provisions which has been disproportionately available to the white population and areas where provision had to be started from scratch. Conference participants were ready to learn from everybody's experience whether from countries in the North or the South, though experience in countries with economic conditions more similar to the poorer areas of South Africa could be of particular value. 





Participants suggested that the experience of others could help to define the direction in which they wanted to go and they could then draw on both positive and negative examples to help shape practice locally. However it was important that models taken from other countries should not be used to diminish the resources in local communities by failing to build on local knowledge and cultures. For example, people welcomed the idea of developing problem solving communities within centres of learning taken from Canada, where one teacher's concerns about a learner or curriculum issue, would be examined collaboratively with colleagues, but they also recognised that this collective way of supporting others and resolving problems was a part of African cultures, and there was considerable expertise that could be mobilised locally. 





There was a clear wish to keep all stakeholders involved in the process of policy development. Everyone had a contribution to make, but everyone would have to change their way of working and no-one was above training. It was pointed out that no adult had been through a 'normal' educational experience given the way education had been disrupted by the years of apartheid. It was also apparent that many people were trying to keep pace with their knowledge of the current changes. While some people felt that there was too much change, it was suggested that change in South Africa was inevitable, but that the vision and strategies emerging from the commission could help to ease the process of change by giving stakeholders a sense of shared commitment and a degree of control over the changes in their lives.





Developing and supporting centres of learning that respond to diversity





Centres of learning should be developed to be able to respond to the diversity of learners that they contain and to draw in those learners within their communities who are currently excluded. Developing training and support for the inclusion of disabled learners, while important in itself, can also play a significant role in drawing attention to other aspects of the diversity of the learner population. 





Many examples were offered for assisting centres of learning to better respond to the diversity they contained, using peer tutoring, collaborative group work, collaborative teaching and problem solving, experience based learning which applied at any phase of education. Above all there was a concern to maximise the use of local resources within communities, including parents and adults with disabilities, learners, and the scarce and valuable resources of specialist professionals both inside and outside special schools. Therapists and psychologists had an important contribution to make to the development of inclusive practice, fostering 'partnerships', supporting teachers, contributing to curriculum development and finding ways to pass their skills to others, rather than operating in an enclosed 'expert-client' relationship. They needed to become creative partners in the policy process.





But in creating support structures for all centres of learning it was recognised that in the main these would have to draw on their own resources and those in the surrounding community supported by district support teams. Abigail Tukulu spoke of the realities of her province in the Eastern Cape, which had 2.1 million learners, 80% of which spoke neither English or Afrikaans. Not a single psychologist in the province spoke the language of this vast majority of learners. Yet they had their own structures of support which could be recognised and fostered. Other delegates expressed a need for research on the informal learning arrangements within communities as a basis for uncovering community expertise.





In addition to the maximising of local resources, teacher education and curriculum development could be seen as the primary support structures to enable centres of learning to better respond to diversity. District support teams, drawing on the experience of other countries such as Uganda and Lesotho, would be necessary to identify and provide training for the development of more local supporting teams and cultures and practices within individual centres of learning. In this process all resources had to be utilised. This was not an option of last resort but good practice in any setting. 





There would be a wide variety of practices within district support teams which would reflect the very different histories, cultures and economic and social conditions of different districts as well as the commitment and creativity of communities. There would never be a 'model' of practice that could be generalised to all contexts. As Lilian Mariga of Lesotho argued: "I find it strange that you are sitting here trying to debate what to include in the [teacher education] programmes.  We need to ask them what they need". 





The experience of educators in Lesotho, Uganda and Kenya was of critical significance for the conference for it showed how education could be transformed within limited budgets. Delegates learned how moves were made towards an education system for all, and that this did not depend on highly specialised, high cost support. From the Ugandan experience, it emerged that keeping everyone informed is critical to the success of policy change. There is a need for massive education of the public and for information dissemination at all levels from the Ministry of Education, to district centres, parents, NGOs, Disabled Peoples Organisations, and the community. 





In Lesotho, an important part of the process of change was setting up a "Parent Mobilisation Resource Group".  Parents were encouraged to develop skills and knowledge about legislation, policies and rights. Awareness training is carried out by organisations of people with disabilities. They provide training for all teachers. 





Both in Uganda and Lesotho variations on a cascade model were used. At present in Lesotho the 10 pilot schools are each running courses for 10 neighbouring schools with the assistance of personnel in the district education department. Delegates pointed out that such a model in which the trained become the trainers, could not work if teachers or other professionals were trained in isolation so that they did not have the power to effect change in their own institutions. Training should focus on all staff or at least a substantial number of staff within any centre of learning, or district office or provincial department.





Parents of learners with disabilities at the conference were seen as an immense resource for supporting the development of education and delegates supported their right to have their voice heard. A parent argued: 


" We want our children to be in our community. We want education for them in our community. We want to play a part in their education.  We want to change attitudes in our community through our children.  Our children belong in this community like everybody else.  We do not want our children to be taken away from home to live in a school far away from the community."  





A message about what empowered parents might achieve was forcibly expressed by Washeida Sait of the Disabled Children Action Group:


"Empowered parents are effective tools for development transformation. Our collective expertise.....is worth more thanyears of professional tutoring at an academy.....development transformation is about giving the power to the powerless and giving voice to the voiceless. However it is the fear of losing power, that cripples the minds of otherwise intelligent human beings."





Curriculum 2005 and outcomes based assessment


Curriculum 2005 and the use of outcome based learning were seen as an integral part of the process of educational transformation at general education and further education phases. But it was essential to move quickly to integrate the Commission's vision into pre-service and in-service teacher education in order to contribute to the development of education cultures which value diversity. One delegate expressed concern that  individuals involved in training teachers for implementation of Curriculum 2005 do not understand that Curriculum 2005 and OBE are inclusive in nature. The idea that Curriculum 2005 is ONE curriculum for all learners and that all learners must have access to this common curriculum has to be understood by those involved in training. For example, once teachers understood why learners with limited academic attainments should be part of the group they could adapt curriculum outcomes to what is important for them to learn. For a particular student social and communication skills might be or greater importance than traditional academic outcomes. It was important, however, to keep expectations high for all students.





One person suggested that the Commission was anticipating that all learners should achieve the same outcomes. Others pointed out that this was a misunderstanding: inclusion required respect for diversity, including diversity of outcomes. It was suggested that an expectation of uniformity, for example that the vast majority of learners would pass a single grade examination, kept standards artificially low. Curriculum 2005 and the move to outcomes based education should free teachers to allow different students within the same group to achieve at their personally highest level, whether currently they are regarded as 'slow' or 'gifted'. 





Models of assessment


Several delegates argued that curriculum based assessment, would largely replace psychometric assessment which at present leads to individual special programmes or is a precursor to decisions about placement. It was argued that using tests as a precursor to either placement or grade promotion was an infringement of an individual's constitutional rights. Certainly there seemed to be some confusion amongst delegates about the rejection of grade retention as a feature of schooling in South Africa. 





The delegate from Kenya argued that the had to be simplified because of limited resources: 'In depth assessment .........is unrealistic in my country.   If that had to happen learners in rural areas would have to wait a life-time before being assessed'.





Changes in the approach to assessment did not mean that the skills of psychologists, for example, were redundant but they might have to look to psychological models outside of the psychometric tradition for generating their more of their work in the future. The idea of diagnostic testing might be transformed to include the assessment of the curriculum, the organisation and delivery of teaching as well as the analysis of the possibilities for supporting the next stages of learning of the learner.





Screening for hearing and visual difficulties would be essential and linked to primary health care teams, though if the Ugandan model were adapted it might involve procedures using readily available inexpensive equipment that were easy to administer. One delegate reported on a group of students who failed their grade test, many of whom were found to have easily rectifiable hearing difficulties.





The discussions of the phases of education tended to emphasise disability rather than other barriers to learning though there were a range of concerns and a wish to build learning centres responsive to all. In this inclusive spirit most delegates rejected the idea of a separate National Institute which might be seen as being about a special system, wishing rather to see the concerns of the Commission integrated into the Institute for Lifelong Learning.





Early Child Development (ECD).


Delegates agreed that ECD centres could be involved with children and their families from the birth of a child and that a focus had to be placed on the prevention of disability and disease as well as on early identification and intervention. In the Educational Assessment and Resource Services Programme in Uganda, these three emphases are linked to a fourth of 'integration', involving the development of inclusive community-based services. In a survey undertaken in Cape Town additional areas identified for teacher development at ECD level were attitude change, parental involvement, classroom management, specific information about disability and an understanding of Curriculum 2005 and Outcomes Based Education.





There was concern about the lack of co-ordination of pre-school provision, which might be run by welfare departments, health, education, NGOs or through a number of informal community projects. In Uganda the district committee is responsible for such co-ordination, though Ugandan districts are much larger than districts in South Africa. There was general agreement that a data base of services should be held at district and provincial levels. Co-ordinating structures would facilitate the development of parent groups and networks of providers and the sharing of expertise. There was a suggestion that the Education Department might take greater responsibility for provision for 3-5 year old learners, with earlier provision being linked to health centres who would have responsibilities towards expectant mothers and new-born babies, though some felt that all provision should at least be registered with the education service. However all centres, however controlled and financed, should connect with health clinics. It was suggested that an 'at risk' register should be established and help and support for parents of children on such a register should be available at local centres. 





In moving to a more co-ordinated system of ECD centres, particular care had to be taken to value the contribution, including the expertise, of caregivers in informal centres. Where education departments were taking over services there was sometimes a tendency to initiate changes which disempowered staff at these centres. 





General education


As in other phases of education the stark contrasts between 1st and 3rd world conditions existing in the same country, even in the same districts needed to be addressed. 





Thousands of learners who should have a place in a school are not attending school. But delegates emphasised that many learners who experience barriers to learning were already in the system, although their needs might not be being met. It was essential to convey to schools through legislation that every school has learners with special educational needs or learners who experience barriers to learning to which schools had to respond appropriately. At present guidance was ambiguous in the South Africa School Act, implying that schools need to respond to learners with 'special needs' if they had them. 





There was a massive amount of work to be done in implementing National and Provincial language policies, developing effective approaches to supporting learners being taught through an additional language within schools and using the diversity of languages as a major national resource. Sign Language should become an optional subject for all students and a familiarity with Braille should be part of the general curriculum in  understanding communication. In the case of learners with disabilities, the teachers and other professionals in 'special schools' had a considerable role in supporting mainstream centres as did adults with disabilities and parents. 





A large-scale public awareness and teacher in-service programme was required alongside changes to initial training of teachers, though it was emphasised that the precise elements of a development programme would depend on the particular conditions in a district. 





The programme for introducing Curriculum 2005 as well as the training offered to governors, were seen to be golden opportunities for creating a new awareness of learners excluded by the curriculum or excluded from centres of learning. There had to be a common terminology for people working on the implementation of different aspects of educational policy so that people could easily make links between aspects of their practice. 





Further education


The Report of the Commission on Further Education and Training had  been released just before the conference and there was an urgent need for the Commission to articulate its recommendations in the light of those in the Report. One delegate had just completed a survey of 60 technical colleges. There was no support system for responding to learner diversity, including learners with disabilities, in any of the colleges.





While technical colleges were likely to transform into community colleges there would still be a need for support to enable learners to access the curriculum. The Deaf community felt that the need for Deaf interpreters to support Deaf learners in Further Education and Training, is critical.





It was stressed that further education overlapped with high school level, that is, grades 10,11,12. and that there were opportunities for the twinning of mainstream schools, special schools and technical colleges, whereby courses in schools might be created as satellite college courses. Equally, further education had to link up with Adult Basic Education and Training (ABET).





The vision for further education must make redress the priority.  There was a need to explore how further education could redress lost opportunities in earlier years and use this optimally in the short term. Vocational Training centres needed to be part of the way to develop the resources of community.





Further Education and Training was an area where links with commerce and industry were particularly important so that their needs could inform the development of courses. They should also be represented on centre and district support teams. 





Training after the compulsory phase (Grade 9) has to be given attention. There are a number of training institutions that do not provide access to learners with disabilities or who experience difficulties in learning. These would include the department of labour vocational training centres, and other  private institutions. It was suggested that these institutions need to link with the NQF. 





It was pointed out that the Skills Development Strategy of the Department of Labour supports learnerships which combine practical work and training.  Access for learners with disabilities and others with special needs has to be explored.  





There is a need for an Institute  to monitor developments, disseminate information, recommend training courses and keep a data base of facilities.





Adult education


There was a concern that centres of learning for adult education were marginalised in the Draft Report and there are no norms for funding these centres. The Commission needed to study the Funding recommendations in the Report of the Commission on Further Education and Training. There was an urgent need for an audit of adults, including adults with disabilities, who have had no access to education. Current informal initiatives have to be supported and brought into the education system.  In the transitional phase, these must ensure that the issue of adult learners with diverse needs be given priority by the National Adult Education Council and by similar provincial structures.  There was considerable stress on the necessity for research which yields basic knowledge about needs and provision, monitors programmes and materials, and evaluates the outcomes of support programmes.





A parent who runs a day care centre pointed out that there are many older learners who attend  day care centres who have had no access to schools and there are no facilities for them in further education and training.  Most of these learners are illiterate, and need access to Adult Basic Education (ABET) programmes. 





Higher education


There was a feeling that Institutions of Higher Education could make rapid progress in facilitating the inclusion of learners with disabilities, if they had to conform to clear non-discriminatory standards and were required to carry out an audit of the problems of access for learners with disabilities created by the courses offered, the teaching arrangements, and the extent of the need for human support and 'assistive devices'. Training needed to be provided across these institutions. However it was recognised that such learners would continue to be severely under-represented in higher education until discriminatory practices throughout the education system were rectified. DEAFSA stressed the need for a close relationship between themselves and Higher Education Institutions so that appropriate support was in place. Such involvement might be echoed by other disability groups.





For all learners who had had restricted educational opportunities the development of access and foundation courses, effectively allowing open access to higher education, were necessary to provide adequate redress for past inequalities of opportunity. Institutions of Higher Education need to accept a role in supporting and becoming a more accessible resource to communities.





Disability and the place of education





Concern was expressed that the South African Schools Act needed to be tightened if inclusion of students with disabilities was to be implemented in all communities. The view was still widespread, including within central and provincial government, that some students could not be part of education: a government administrator was said to have used the term 'cabbages' to describe such learners. The Schools Act still allows provincial governments to exclude some students with disabilities from the education system altogether and this was in breach of their constitutional rights. The presumption in favour of mainstream attendance for students with disabilities was felt, by some, to be weak and required strengthening. People should not be able to argue that it was impractical in one area if it was already happening in another comparable area, either nationally or internationally. Others argued for choice for parents and learners, though it was recognised that choices were restricted where resources were tied up in segregated provision and were not made available for the support of students in centres of learning near their homes. Learners should not be subject to such economic compulsion. Choice would only be present where parents could select from a range of options. Also one individual's right to  choice should not negatively affect the access to education for other individuals. Economic constraints meant that a range of expensive options could not be available in all areas and this had to be a consideration in developing a national strategy. The available choices had to be about opportunities for all South Africans.





The imbalance in the present use of resources to support learners with disabilities was highlighted by a tale of two centres from Nithi Muthukrishna:


"I visited a day care centre in Durban about 20 km from the city centre. The centre was started by a group of mothers. Eighteen children with severe physical disabilities were lying on the floor on foam mats. The centre was a room in a small council house belonging to one of the mothers who volunteered the use of her home. I was told that there are usually 25 children between the ages of 3 and 9 years in the room and that there are 52 children on the waiting list for a place. There was no evidence of any materials or toys to stimulate the children. The children do not receive any form of therapy, yet it they are in urgent need of speech therapy, physiotherapy and occupational therapy. Many are developing contractions of the limbs. Observing feeding, it became obvious that mothers needed assistance in correct feeding procedures for the children." 





Each mother pays R150.00 per month, of which R70.00 goes towards transport and R80.00 is used for meals. The state spends not a cent on these children.





Yet only 15km away, there are extremely well-resourced 'special schools'. A visitor from the U.K. after visiting one of these schools recently, commented: 'The resources locked into this school would be used to serve a whole school district in England'."





It was anticipated that the role of special schools would change. There was full agreement that Deaf learners needed to acquire Sign Language within a community of Sign Language users and that Sign Language support should be available to families with Deaf children from as early an age as possible. Deaf adults as well as adults with disabilities more generally had a very significant role to play in developing education for students with disabilities and all other learners. There was agreement about the need for community-based Sign Language support for young Deaf learners coupled with centralised specialised provision for older learners. Deaf adults present felt that this centralised provision should be in separate special schools at the post 'infant' stage, though at precisely what age Deaf children might go to residential school was not clear. It was also suggested that such centralised provision might be based within mainstream centres of learning in which Sign Language was accepted as one of the languages of instruction and the first language of Deaf learners, after a model used in some other countries and currently being introduced in one district in Mpumalunga.





There was less consensus about the education of blind students. Blind students were included in the mainstream in Kenya, Lesotho and Uganda, as well as in Sweden, and parts of Canada and England, though this was often in centralised provision attached to particular mainstream schools. A spokesperson for the blind in South Africa argued that it was a matter of severity of sight loss. Partially sighted students might be in the mainstream but blind students should be in special schools. In Sweden blind students in special schools had demonstrated against their 'captivity' and policies had changed so that they were now in mainstream schools near their homes. While they were successful academically, they missed the support of fellow blind students. However they were adamant that they did not wish to return to special schools. Instead, friendships with fellow blind students were fostered by arranging regional meetings on a regular basis. 





Two adults with physical disabilities commented on the support that was willingly given by peers in the mainstream, though this was reduced when they achieved higher grades than their 'temporarily' able-bodied friends. One teacher, from Durban, described the effects of supporting five students from her school for students with physical disabilities in a neighbouring mainstream school.  The students were all accepted, and thrived academically and socially. The beneficial effect on some able-bodied students who had previously been disaffected and unmotivated was particularly striking.





Teachers described their vision for 'special schools'. One school, for students categorised as 'learning disabled' had been developing an outreach programme for learners in schools in the surrounding community. The school included students from a very wide area but they were intending to focus their outreach involvement on their more immediately surrounding area. The teacher from that school felt that the use of the resources of the school to support the surrounding communities was probably the right way to develop. Predicting where the school would actually be in ten years time, she thought it would either be closed with the resources completely dispersed, or would provide an entirely private education. The spectre of 'special schools' going private and serving only a narrow section of the community, which had already been disproportionately served by the special school sector in the past, raised the importance of attempting to retain expertise for the benefit of all learners.





The head teacher of  a special school for 400 (85 residential) students with physical disabilities and 'serious specific learning difficulties' thought that his school would concentrate on students with 'high need' supporting students with 'learning disability' in their local schools. He thought the population of the school would change but that the numbers of students at the school might remain unchanged. Alternatively spare capacity at the school might be used for in-service training, the running of residential workshops and as a materials bank. Therapists from his school had to be reassured that outreach work would not count against them in seeking promotion. He did not see inclusion as a threat but as an opportunity for new developments reaching out to community centres of learning and their staff. 





Co-ordinating policy and funding





A major theme of the conference was the recognition that the State education service could not implement a development programme on its own and there was a need for national co-ordination through the National Co-ordination Committee, and an implementation strategy linking government departments at National and Provincial levels, NGOs, business and industry, parent organisations and organisations of disabled people, professional associations and unions. A major function of such co-ordination would be to see that contradictory policies were not in place, as in some countries where the perception of centres of learning as competing in a market for learners was fuelling the exclusion of students not seen as bringing money, or cultural or intellectual capital.





It was to be hoped that policies recommended by the Commission, as well as being introduced in conjunction with Curriculum 2005 and governor training, would also benefit from a substantial public disability awareness campaign led by the Office of the Deputy President. Co-ordinating the timing of such interventions was of critical importance in maximising the benefit of implementation funding. 





It was argued that there was a need to build a corporate model to develop partnership funding. The National Economic Labour Affairs Council (NEDLAC) provides an example - bringing labour and government together in a single forum for policy formulation.  Business must be genuinely seen as able to be consulted on policy issues rather than just as cash donors. An example is the EQIP (Education Quality Improvement) Programme, of the National Business Initiative which works with schools on school improvement and currently runs programmes in Kwazulu-Natal, Gauteng and Western Cape. It assists schools to develop strategic plans for school governance and management, to mobilise governing bodies, and it helps them to set goals for themselves. There is an emphasis on mobilising community resources. NBI maintains that business is 'a corporate citizen' and wants to be involved in decision making and does not want to be seen just for providing money.  NBI has also been involved in a housing project, auditing the need for teacher training, and managing a R3 million grant from DANIDA, a Danish NGO.





The issue of sponsoring bodies was raised. Are sponsoring bodies adequately represented in the Education Acts of the different provinces?  It was urged that sponsoring bodies must be assisted by government in their fund-raising by means of substantial tax deductions to donors.  The role of sponsoring bodies should be clearly outlined.  They are no longer the owners of public schools. Parents play the major role in governing bodied of schools.  A close relationship between governing bodies and sponsoring bodies must be developed





Macro Government economic policy determines the total funds potentially available for education, and sets parameters for provincial budgets but the provinces have some latitude in allocating funds between health, welfare, education etc. Staff salaries currently take up the vast bulk of the budget. National educational policy requires that 80% of funding must go to 40% of the most needy schools, as determined by a School Register of Needs. At present, this applies only to ordinary schools and does not tackle issues of redress in relation to special schools. It is open to any school to raise additional funds to support the education of learners but it is anticipated that this will be routine in schools that fall outside the favoured 40%.





The Commission had proposed a mechanism for funding the development of education for learners who experience barriers to learning through top up funds available to centres of learning and funds devolved to the district level for particular development programmes. It was suggested that the guidelines for earmarking funds for particular students with 'special needs' would be supported. However, it was pointed out that this raised questions about how students would be assigned to categories, and who would have responsibility for making these decisions. Any system that depended on procedures that were not universally available to learners across the country or the provinces would have the effect of advantaging learners in those areas which had the resources to complete the paperwork. This could be the case in particular if the categories of specific learning difficulty or learning disability were retained for funding purposes. International experience shows that such groups expand to match the total of any ear-marked funds that are available to support their education and are disproportionately identified in already advantaged areas. 





If earmarked funds were retained, they would also have to avoid the pitfalls of the English Statementing system or the system of identification in the US where the formal assessment system is geared to funding and it is therefore in the short-term interests of schools to refer as many learners as feasible for such assessment. There may also be the hope that assessment will be linked to placement outside of the particular centre. However such a process delays decisions about developing an effective curriculum for learners and has the long-term effect of taking funds out of the centres of learning into the assessment process.





It was pointed out that the Department of Health is in the process of compiling a list of essential assistive devices needed by individuals with disabilities.  These are classified according to those that are required for medical purposes and those required for daily life-skills.  It was suggested that the Commission and Committee study the research of the Department of Health and also their system of allocation of funding.





Concern was expressed about safeguarding funding for the small group of very high need students for example the deaf-blind. Guidance was needed to ensure that these learners were included and provided with quality education. The funding policy had also to be in keeping with the broad conception of vulnerable and excluded learners with which the Commission is concerned, for example those experiencing difficulties in addition to learners with disabilities, because of language issues, HIV/AIDS, school-age pregnancy and substance abuse. The funding system would need to be tied to models of how the funds were to be used, within provinces, districts and centres of learning, so that it was concerned with overcoming barriers to learning for all these learners. 





The future





It is difficult to convey in a report the warm and immensely constructive atmosphere of the conference, the carefully focused and intense debate and the wish on the part of all delegates to work out policies that would make a difference to the lives of learners and all others involved in education across South Africa. There was a strong wish for the Commission's report to be linked to a research and development programme, drawing together instructive practice within South Africa and building on the experience of others, particularly within Africa. This might be through its own Institute but more probably, in keeping with the philosophy of inclusion, in a section of  the Institute of Lifelong Learning. Such a programme that would ease the process of making a practical reality of the Commission's recommendations on policy and practice. 
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