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ABSTRACT The study focuses on inclusive education (IE) and concomitant challenges or special education needs
experienced in two rural schools in the Vhembe district and five urban schools in Kwa-Zulu Natal. The learners who
have “special educational needs” are those children with challenging behaviour, children with intellectual disabilities,
those with learning disabilities, physical disabilities, sensory disabilities, autistic spectrum disorders and children
with medical conditions. A modified LSEN (Learners with Special Educational Needs) questionnaire was given to
two schools in Vhembe district and the data was analysed quantitatively. The LSEN questionnaire was further
modified and used as interview questions which were conducted in five schools in KwaZulu –Natal (KZN). The data
was analysed quantitatively and qualitatively for the Vhembe schools and the Umlazi respectively using a dual
framework: the Eco-systemic perspective and Feuerstein theoretical framework. The results indicate that teachers
are inadequately trained for IE. Infrastructure and teacher attitude exacerbate the implementation of IE at
mainstream schools. Further government and parents are the keepers of IE policies and therefore must ensure
schools adhere to these policies.

INTRODUCTION

The development of IE may be seen as part
of the Education for All (EFA) campaign by
UNESCO when they declared that education
enables people to live with dignity, develop their
full capacities, participate fully in development
and improve the quality of their lives. It also has
a role to play in promoting ‘the ideals of peace,
freedom and social justice’ (UNESCO 1996ii;
Miles and Singal 2010). Inclusive Education is
based on providing education that is appropri-
ate to the individual needs of children, irrespec-
tive of the cultural, socio-political and economic
backgrounds.  It also aims at providing quality
education to learners with learning barriers,
whether these barriers are physical and/or
cognitive.Two watershed conferences, namely
the Jomtien conference in Thailand in 1990 (Ahu-
ja 2005) and the Salamanca conference in Spain
in 1994 (UNESCO 1994) led to the development
of an international policy document on special
needs education.

The South African government is promoting
a society where human rights are supreme and
diversity is celebrated and embraced. The change
to an inclusive education system is part of the
government’s initiatives to eradicate all forms of
injustice from all sectors of society (Landsberg
et al. 2014). The education system is a reflection

of society in general. The values of society shape
education and education can be employed to
shape the values within society. Most impor-
tantly as emphasized in the Index to Inclusion
(Booth et al. 2011), inclusion is a commitment to
particular values which account for a wish to
overcome exclusion and promote participation.
Booth et al. (2011) further state that values are
fundamental guides and prompts to action which
give a sense of direction and define a destina-
tion. Thus, the pursuit of Inclusion is not repre-
sented by conformity or “instructions from
above” (Booth et al. 2011).

 In 2001 the government published the
White Paper No.6 on Inclusive Education.  This
government’s approach to IE is more encom-
passing and in keeping with the Salamanca
agreement in that the White Paper does not re-
strict the meaning of inclusion to those with or
without disabilities.  It mentions ameliorating
barriers such as gender, race, disability, health
(HIV positive people), language, and socio-eco-
nomic standing. This is in line with the Consti-
tution of South Africa (Act 108 of 1996) that
promotes equal rights and access to all its citi-
zens.  The White Paper No. 6 proposed a 20
year strategy for implementation of a fully in-
clusive educational system. The implementation
was not envisaged to be easy (Engel Brecht et
al. 2001).
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Theoretical Framework

To analyse the data of the study two frame-
works were utilised.  The first was the eco-sys-
temic perspective which aims at analysing the
implementation of IE in schools, and the second
is the Structural Cognitive Modifiability Model
developed by Feuerstein, which looks at why IE
should be encouraged and promoted.  The rea-
son these two frameworks have been chosen is
because of the predominance of two models of
inclusion such as the medical deficit model or
the social model, which defines disability as
caused by barriers that society creates for an
individual and thus imploring society to change
its practices to meet the individual’s needs,
which is in keeping with the eco-systemic per-
spective (Sharma and Das 2015).

Eco-systemic Perspective

The framework that was adopted for this
small scale study was the eco-systemic perspec-
tive (Donald et al. 2010). This perspective was
developed as a combination of the ecological
and systems theories. It aims at explaining how
different people and organisations are interre-
lated and interact.  For the purposes of this pa-
per, this perspective, as it is related to the school
and the classroom will be briefly discussed.

Whole School Development and Inclusion

Whole school improvement is a dynamic pro-
cess that requires commitment from the entire
school community (Hawe et al. 2015). Schools
will always have strengths as well as areas for
improvement. It is important that schools prior-
itize their growth areas with the ultimate goal
being to maximize student performance.  The level
and effectiveness of the interaction in the class-
room is determined by the various other parts of
the system.  Davidoff et al. (2002) list the vari-
ous components of the whole school develop-
ment (WSD) paradigm that must be examined
when assessing whether a school is an inclu-
sive school: Social context, the culture of the
school, the school’s identity, the school’s strate-
gy, its structures and procedures, the technical
support it receives, its human resources, and
leadership, management and governance.

These various components of WSD may be
reduced, for the purposes of this study into two

broad categories:  Human Resource Develop-
ment – which will interrogate the attitudes of
staff, their experience, training and the manage-
ment of the process; and the infrastructure, which
will cover areas such as physical facilities on
the campus as well as learning aids for learners
with special needs.

The eco-systemic perspective expects that
development and intervention should be both
people centred (developing people skills and
knowledge base) and environment centred (de-
veloping policies, resources and processes of
the school) and it should invite dialogue.

The people centered/ psychosocial environ-
ment is the culture and milieu that reflects the
general ethos of inclusivity.  The environment
needs to be free of prejudice and negative atti-
tudes. Relationships need to be based on mutu-
al respect and sensitivity towards other people
and their cultures, beliefs and learning barriers.
Fullan (1992) describes staff development as the
process that is meant to improve the skills, atti-
tudes, understanding and/or performance of
teachers. Donald et al. (2007) elaborate that al-
though initial training is important for an educa-
tor, continuous in-service education is just as if
not more important to keep teachers in touch
with the latest trends as well as to enskill them
to cope with changes in education. Principals in
effective inclusive schools believe that there
should be “a broad range of opportunities for
learner centered professional development” to
provide teachers with assistance in promoting
IE (McLeskey and Waldron 2015).

The Physical Environment/Infrastructure
refers to the entire school campus and includes
whether there is access to the buildings and
grounds for people with disabilities or limited
mobility. It also looks at issues such as lighting,
enlarged prints, placement in class and ablution
facilities.

Feurstein Theory of Brain Plasticity

The brain can be shaped and even increased
through various kinds of interventions (Detter-
man et al.1982 as cited in Kozulin et al. 2000).
This modern belief coincides with Feuerstein’s
theory of Structional Cognitive Modifiability
which does not see intelligence as static or fixed.
With mediation, the brain can be shaped and
there is room for cognitive modifiability. With
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knowledge in Inclusion Policies and practices
and the theory of structural modifiability we want
to ascertain whether there can be a paradigm
shift in teachers thinking and attitudes towards
learners who have barriers to learning and wheth-
er teachers will change.

Neurosciences have also generated compel-
ling evidence about neuroplasticity. The plas-
ticity of the brain lies at the basis of cognitive
modifiability which is highly dependent on the
amount and quality of interactions with the hu-
man environment- ecology – of the individual
(Lebeer et al. 2008). The new findings on brain
functioning depict the brain as a constantly
changing system, changing structurally and
functionally, as a response to its environment,
depending on activation and mediation and this
has some important implications for education,
rehabilitation and child guidance (Lebeer et al.
2008).

Research Objectives

To develop a set of indicators for IE in the
Vhembe and Umlazi districts with the following
objectives:
· To monitor developments in IE
· To provide coverage of selected areas in IE
· To identify key areas in IE where further work

needs to be done

METHODOLOGY

This study used an integrated approach util-
ising both qualitative and quantitative methods
to glean information from the educators in the
study so that a clearer picture will be derived
(Leedy et al. 2005).  Selective sampling of schools
was performed in terms of rural and urban envi-
ronments and being previously disadvantaged.
Quantitative and qualitative study was per-
formed on the Vhembe rural schools and the
urban Umlazi schools respectively. The qualita-
tive study on Umlazi schools was motivated by
the fact that the schools were situated in an area
where IE is being implemented.

From the literature above and theoretical
framework six indicators were identified for the
IE study viz policy, implementation, class room
management, teaching and learning, role of spe-
cial schools, teacher training.

Quantitative Study of Vhembe Schools

A sample of  2 schools was taken from Vhem-
be district in Venda.  The schools were compre-
hensive and co-educational. Schools were pri-
mary and secondary schools.

A questionnaire was administered to the sam-
ple and the teachers were given opportunities
to elaborate on their answers during the struc-
tured interview.

The quantitative study used the survey
method for schools in Vhembe district. The sur-
vey was based on a study by Nel (2011). After a
pilot study the survey consisted of a modified
LSEN questionnaire constructed in terms of the
theoretical framework and conditions existing at
the schools.  These questions were categorised
in the following indicators: Policy issues, imple-
mentation of IE in school, classroom manage-
ment, role of special schools, teacher training,
and teaching and learning. The questions af-
firmed the IE concepts and principles. The re-
sponses were tallied in terms of a Likert scale.

Each teacher was given a questionnaire to
complete. They were informed about the objec-
tives of the study and were also given the assur-
ance that their participation was voluntary, in
confidence and would not prejudice them in any
way.  The teachers were also informed that they
may decide not to answer certain sections or
choose to withdraw from the study at any given
time.  The researchers also promised to provide a
summary of findings to the participants.

Qualitative Study in the Umlazi Schools

Qualitative study was used for forty educa-
tors who were selected randomly. Forty educa-
tors were interviewed clinically. The interview
was recorded using a tape recorder and paper
and pencil responses.  The responses were eval-
uated qualitatively using the theoretical frame-
work expounded above.

The qualitative study included personal de-
tails, training, teaching learners with special ed-
ucational needs, infrastructure,in service train-
ing for special education needs and teacher
attitudes.The interview questions consisted of
three questions from each category from the
LSEN questionnaire. The interviews were record-
ed and then transcribed.  They were then collat-
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ed in terms of the categories and related ques-
tions.

RESULTS

Two Schools in the Vhembe District

The completed questionnaire data was tab-
ulated as percentages below using the LSEN 6
indicators and Likert scale as follows:

1- strongly agree
2- agree
3- undecided
4- disagree
5- strongly disagree

Since the questions under each category af-
firms the IE concepts and principles, for the pur-
pose of the study, it was convenient the re-
searchers class  1 and 2 as “agree” and 3, 4 and
5 as “disagree” in the Likert scale. Hence from
Table 1 the researchers deduce the following:

1. Policy: Approximately 54 percent “agree”
on the policy issues but 46 percentare
“disagreements”.

2. Implementation: 49 percent agree on the
implementation and 51 percent.

3. Classroom management: 45 percent agree
and 55percent disagree

4. Special schools: 51 percent agree and 49
percent disagree

5. Teacher Training: 48 percent agree and 52
percent disagree

6. Teaching and Learning: 49 percent agree
and 51percent disagree

Five Schools in the Umlazi District

The interview protocols were analysed us-
ing the following indicators:  Age, Training,
teaching LSEN learners, infrastructure, in ser-

vice training and teacher attitudes. Excerpts of
the interview were recorded if it reveals further
dimensions to the study.

Personal Details

Age Range

Fifty-six percent of the respondents were
over 40 years of age.  This could herald a limited
time for a majority of the teachers who are being
trained in ELSEN as they would retire before the
targeted date for White Paper 6.  This is suc-
cinctly articulated by Teacher X who stated that:
“It’s all very well that we have to start this pro-
cess, but the younger teachers are not being
trained in college or varsity and there will be a
huge gap when we start leaving the profession.”

Training

Highest Qualification

The Table 2 indicates highest qualification
of respondents.

Qualification in Teaching Special Needs
Education

The researchers deduce only 20 percent (of
the teachers have furthered their studies beyond
the basic diploma/degree to post graduate level
and noted only 5 (12.5%) have some qualifica-
tion in special needs education (Table 3).  There
should be some concern that so few teachers
are professionally trained to teach LSEN.

Table 1: Responses from two Vhembe Schools as
percentages

Likert scale 1 2 3 4 5

                                        Frequency as %

Policy 28 26 16 19 11
Implementation 14 35 15 23 13
Classroom 17 28 12 29 14
  management
Role of special 15 36 11 23 15
  schools
Teacher training 17 30 18 17 18
Teaching and 24 25 12 27 12
  learning

Table 2:  Highest qualification of respondents

Qualification Frequency   Percentage

Teaching diploma (M+3) 13 32.5
Teaching degree (M+4) 19 47.5
Post graduate diplomas 6 15
Honours degree or higher 2 5
Total 40 100.0

Table 3:  Qualifications in special needs education

Response option Frequency   Percentage

Yes 5 12.5
No 35 87.5
Total 40 100.0
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It should be stated that during the interviews,
teachers with longer training (n =8) have a bet-
ter attitude to inclusion as a practice.

Teachers’ Awareness of the Department’s
Policies on Inclusive Education

An alarming 42.5 percent of the educators
interviewed in this pilot study did not have any
knowledge of the department’s policies on in-
clusive education, and yet most of these teach-
ers (97.5%) have learners with some learning
challenge.

Type of Challenge/Special Need

Of all the challenged learners in these class-
es, the majority (65%) are learners with physical
in capabilities that impinge on their learning.
Teachers are more accommodating which is cap-
tured by a teachers’ comment:

“It’s all about attitude – when you think of
these children as different, you are over-
whelmed, especially with CAPS (the curricu-
lum).  Its only when you realise that these chil-
dren have different needs and how can I best
help this child will you see it’s almost like teach-
ing a mixed abilities class…”

It must be stated that the most volunteered
response with regards to the type of disability
and the teacher’s attitude towards it was sur-
prising from the researchers’ viewpoints.  Most
teachers felt it was better having a physically
challenged learner in the class than having a

conduct disorder child. The following comment
confirms the above statement:

“With a physically challenged learner, we
know her limitations and provided the infra-
structure is there to assist her, she has an intact
intellect.  Children with behaviour issues don’t
want to learn… so it’s better to have the first
group of learners”.

Infrastructure

Does the infrastructure accommodate learn-
ers with special educational needs?

The researchers found that only 4(10%) of
the respondents feel that the infrastructure at
their schools are suitable for learners with spe-
cial needs (Table 4).  The majority of 90 percent
(n = 36) feel that their schools are not adequate-
ly equipped in terms of infrastructure to deal
with LSEN.

A teacher from a well-resourced school
states:

“Both the management and the SGB (School
Governing Body) do not place any emphasis
on budgeting for these learners as many come
impoverished backgrounds.  It is more impor-
tant for the SGB to replace cricket nets as com-
pared to building ramps for wheelchair bound
learners because we only have two wheelchair
bound children.  It’s really frustrating…”

Table 5:  Teachers’ attitudes towards IE (a summary)

Likert scale 1 2 3 4 5

               Frequency

Learners with Special Educational Needs (LSEN)  should 4 6 6 10 14 40
  be included in mainstream classes
LSEN delay the progress in mainstream classes 18 6 4 8 4 40
Teachers are well equipped to handle LSEN 0 0 0 22 18 40

Statement LSEN should be taught in classes with children who 14 8 2 6 10 40
  are similar to them
The infrastructure at my school is well suited for 0 4 0 0 36 40
  accommodating LSEN
The implementation of inclusion is successful at 1 1 4 22 12 40
  my school

Table 4:  Attitude to infrastructure

Response option Frequency   Percentage

Yes 4 10
No 36 90
Total 40 100
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However another teacher from a well-re-
sourced school disagrees by saying that the
parents of these children need “to come to the
party – after all it’s their children that are be-
ing given a chance to be in our schools”.
In-service Training for Special Needs

The majority of the teachers (65%) have not
been trained in teaching LSEN.  Of the 35 per-
cent (n = 14) who have been for some training,
most (n = 12, 85.8%) have been for in service
training lasting for three days or less.  All be-
lieve that the training they attended was not
adequate to equip them in their classes.  A teacher
who attended a 3 day work shop found that:
“we were subjected to an advocacy campaign
and then politics for two days.  The remaining
day was spent in putting us in groups to draw
lesson plans for cognitively challenged learn-
ers… how did that help?”

Table  5 indicates teacher attitudes.

DISCUSSION

For the quantitative study in the Vhembe
district there seem to be approximately   50 per-
cent who support IE in mainstream school. How-
ever, significantly approximately 50 percent are
not conscious or not interested in IE and its
impact on society.

The qualitative study can be categorised as
follows:

Years of Experience

Contrary to international research (Alghazo
et al. 2004; Glaubman et al. 2001), the results of
the interviews show more senior teachers are
more positive about teaching learners with spe-
cial needs. A teacher with 5 years of experience
feels “frustrated that we must work with these
children.  I did not choose to teach children
with special needs.  I am a teacher of Maths.
You either get it or don’t. I cannot help it if you
can’t understand me because your hearing is
impaired. Your parents should take you to a
school (for) the deaf”.

This is in contrast with views of teachers
from the age 40 to 49, of which teachers say that
it is difficult but “these children didn’t ask to be
like that.  We choose this profession to help all
children in our class.  We must try to help them”,
or as another teacher states, “Caps makes it
very difficult, but we should be able to develop

IEPs (Individual Education Programmes) for
this children.  Imagine if it was our child?”

It should be stated that during the interviews,
teachers with longer training (n =8) have a bet-
ter attitude to inclusion as a practice.  This is in
keeping with International research (Avramidis
et al. 2007).  A teacher,who holds a Master’s de-
gree in educational management, is positive
about inclusion in her school:

“I ensure that my teachers are continuous-
ly trained in different aspects such as dealing
with learners with ODD (oppositional defiance
disorder) or ADHD (Attention Deficit with Hy-
peractivity Disorder) or CP (cerebral palsy).
In this way we iron our problems and move
forward.  I have a large repertoire of readings
about these and teachers are encouraged to
read.  I also engage the services of other profes-
sionals such as psychologists, etc…”

Perceptions of Educators

Unianu (2015) reports on a meta study that
she completed stating that teachers’ attitudes
play a very important role in the successful im-
plementation of IE.  Sixty percent of the teachers
interviewed (n =24) indicate that they do not
agree with learners with special educational needs
(LSEN) being accommodated in mainstream
classes (inclusive education). The same number
of teachers feels that LSEN delay the progress
in inclusive classes.  Twenty-two respondents
(55%) feel that the LSEN should be in classes
with learners similar to them.  Thirty-six of the
respondents (90%) feel that their schools do not
have the infrastructure to accommodate LSEN.
Eighty-five percent of the teachers interviewed
(n = 34) believe that the implementation of IE
has been unsuccessful in their schools.

Teachers interviewed in this study reveal that
they do not share a positive perception of the
implementation of IE in mainstream schools.
International research (Avramidis et al. 2007;
Kalyva et al. 2007) state that in where staff has
had experience with inclusive education, the at-
titudes of staff schools are more open and ac-
cepting of learners with special educational
needs.

Infrastructure at Schools

Landsberg et al. (2015) advocate that “learn-
ers should, as far as possible, act independently
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and move on their own”.  This advocates a ma-
jor issue that school infrastructure should be
able to accommodate all learners on the site.

Ninety percent (n = 36) of the respondents
felt that their schools did not have the appropri-
ate infrastructure to accommodate LSEN.  In
addition to this, the majority of the teachers
(57.5%) did not make any arrangements to ac-
commodate LSEN in their classrooms.

Unfortunately at the school level, finances
are “dwindling”.  In an environment of restrict-
ed finances, budgets are geared towards the
majority of learners and not the minority.  Per-
sonal experience of one of the authors, who is a
deputy principal at a school in KwaZulu Natal,
is that the SGBs do not pay attention to LSEN
especially if their children are mainstream learn-
ers.

Competency of Teachers

Das et al. (2013) describes studies that indi-
cate that “the teachers are not adequately pre-
pared for the implementation of inclusive edu-
cation. …a vast majority of (school teachers in
Delhi) had neither received training in special
education nor had appropriate support services
such as a special education teacher or a para-
professional in their classrooms. These teach-
ers also indicated avery low level of skills relat-
ed to individualizing instruction for special needs
children, classroom management and their abili-
ty to differentiate instruction”.

According to the current research most
teachers (80%) only possess a 4 year or less
qualification in teaching, with only 20 percent of
the teachers having pursued post graduate stud-
ies. Only 5 (12.5%) have some qualification in
special needs education.  The general consen-
sus amongst the sample was that the limited
training that was provided by the department of
education was inadequate.

The majority of the teachers in this study are
professionally qualified teachers who have LSEN
in their classes.  The majority are not adequately
or appropriately qualified or trained to teach
LSEN.  Teacher attitudes are not positive due to
the above.  Educators have not received formal
training in respect of the implementation of in-
clusive education from either pre-service or dis-
trict offices.

The researchers are of the view that quality
and definition of service delivery is relative to

the training and skills of educators. Educators
are described in the Education White Paper 6
(DoE 2001) as the primary resource for achiev-
ing the goal of an inclusive education and train-
ing system. It must therefore be in the interests
of education that educators are adequately
trained for newdemands in education.  Knowl-
edge and skills are two-fold. Educators need a
knowledge base for inclusive education as, in
the very least conceptualized by the policy doc-
uments. Moreover, they need knowledge and
skills for teaching diversity in the classroom.
The latter includes an understanding of barriers
in order to modify and adapt teaching method-
ology in the classroom. Educators need support
from knowledgeable management teams at insti-
tution level, in order to implement inclusive edu-
cation. Teachers are experiencing great challeng-
es with the diverse learner populations in their
classrooms in terms of

Challenges with teaching strategies that are
appropriate in a diverse classroom.
Teachers are lacking the background knowl-
edge concerning teaching techniques and
skills for differentiated teaching and for al-
ternative assessment
Working with the curriculum to meet the di-
verse needs of learners
Teachers are under the impression that learn-
ers whose experience cognitive challenges
(lower capability) need to achieve the same
learning outcomes as their age –appropriate
peers
It is recommended that teachers who are

trained with this intervention (model) will:
· perform better since they will be trained in
the Theory of structural cognitive modifi-
ability  and this theory will be the basis for
understanding “learners who experience
barriers to learning”
learn to apply the first three criteria of Medi-
ated learning (Feuerstein)
understand how human rights and inclusion
are bound together
understand what the effects of “labelling” a
child
The teacher will be exposed to skills and tech-

niques that can possibly work for example, the
role of peer tutoring, scaffolding as a technique
and what differentiated teacher and assessment
entails.The findings in this study indicate that a
lot more work needs to be done both at policy
levels, as well as at implementation levels for the
ideal of inclusion to be successfully institution-
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alised.  It is obviously not an easy task but in-
clusive schools are:

“…the most effective means of combatting
discriminatory attitudes, creating welcoming
communities, building an inclusive society and
achieving education for all” (UNESCO 1994).

CONCLUSION

The indicators described to a large extent
the issues relevant to IE.The study differed from
most studies on inclusive education in that it
included inquiry into the availability of resourc-
es and infrastructure.  It is conceded that re-
sources and infrastructure for IE are not avail-
able at mainstream schools. The study indicates
that it is crucial that government finance infra-
structure for IE. In monitoring the developments
in IE it is noted that there is a lack of consensus
from teachers and will from management to drive
the IE process in main stream schools. The lack
of will is in conflict with policy. The study indi-
cates Government must drive the process that
IE isan integral part of mainstream stream
schools. It is government responsibility to edu-
cate every member of society in an eco-system-
ic perspective. Since schools are part of a com-
munity it essential that government implements
the whole school paradigm model. In providing
coverage to teacher attitudes it was discovered
teachers are not trained and equipped to deal
with inclusive classes. They have little knowl-
edge of the learning principles that are used for
LSEN.  Workshops on IE are inadequate. These
are key areas where further work need to be done.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Teacher training colleges and Universities
should include a module on IE. The module
should include differentiated teaching, alterna-
tive assessment methods, and neuroscience and
cognitive science models of behaviour. Parents
of special needs children should be informed by
schools SGBs of their rights on IE. They have a
right to demand a whole school development
for their children. Their rights are echoed in the
white paper and the constitution.
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