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ABSTRACT While South Africa has adopted the policy of inclusive education, the researchers’ interaction with
teachers and school managers suggested that schools face many barriers in this regard. This paper seeks to examine
the state of inclusivity in one South African primary school from the point of view of the school principal’s
experiences of inclusion therein. The researchers purposively selected the school on two bases namely the
presence of learners with special learning needs therein and its accessibility to them. The principal expressed
willingness to share his experiences with the researchers. Through a case study research design, the researchers
conducted a two-part semi-structured interview with the principal. In the first part they investigated the school’s
biographical information to do with inclusivity. The second part involved the principal’s perspectives on how the
school fared regarding addressing barriers to achieving inclusivity. The main findings include that the principal felt
the school was not coping with implementing the inclusive education policy. He blamed education authorities for
lack of support, and major barriers included lack of qualified staff, unsuitable infrastructure and a dearth of relevant
equipment. The researchers conclude that all changes in a school will succeed or fail depending on the quality of
leadership therein, hence the focus on the principal. The researchers foreground the asset based approach as an

ideal lens through which to consider how a school can address its own challenges.

INTRODUCTION

Policy and legislation pertaining to special
needs education in South Africa are founded on
the Bill of Rights, the South African Schools Act
and White Paper 6 on Inclusive Education (De-
partment of Education 2001). At the internation-
al level, South Africa is signatory to the Con-
vention on the Rights of the Child and the Afri-
can Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the
Child (Smart 2003). The inclusive education pol-
icy, as propounded in White Paper 6 (Depart-
ment of Education 2001), is founded on Article
26 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights,
adopted by the League of Nations (now United
Nations) in 1945. These pieces of legislation and
policies stress the principles of human rights,
social justice, quality education for all, the right
to a basic education for all, equality of opportu-
nity, and in the case of South Africa in particular,
redressing of past educational inequalities.

The inclusive education policy in particular
proclaims the right of every human being to an
appropriate education regardless of gender, dis-
ability, race, socio-economic background, colour,
religion, etc. Thus, White Paper 6 was born out
of the need to change the provision of educa-
tion and training to be responsive and sensitive

to the diverse range of learning needs including
poverty. One of the most important develop-
ments to come out of the policies and legislation
reported above seems to have been the emerg-
ing shift from the notion of learners with special
needs to that of identifying barriers to learning
and participation, and the recommendation for a
community-based inclusive education policy.
Therefore, South African schools are called upon
to transform and become non-discriminatory in
character. In other words, they must change.
However, policy makers may craft very useful
education policies but if schools do not equip
and commit themselves to owning the implemen-
tation of such policies, the much called-for trans-
formation will remain a pipe dream.

In a study on teachers’ experiences of the
progress of inclusive education in South Africa,
Ntombela (2011) found that the teachers con-
sulted had little experience of inclusive educa-
tion, limited knowledge and understanding of
the policy on inclusive education and were there-
fore not ready to implement this policy. This
seems to implicate the quality of leadership in
schools. In another study Ntombela (2010) iden-
tifies three important conditions necessary for
successful implementation of inclusive educa-
tion in South Africa: teachers’ professional de-
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velopment and support; school development
and support; and the development of the entire
education system. A key question that arises
from these studies relates to who within a school
is the key to making all these things happen?
Literature (such as Ebersohn and Eloff 2006) sug-
gests that the school principal is a key factor in
the school’s change agenda. But are South Afri-
can schools transforming accordingly? Are the
school principals driving the transformation
agenda? One of the school principal’s major roles
should be to provide leadership and guidance
in supporting processes of change. Many a time
schools have blamed for their failures a lack of
resources, absence of external support, lack of
knowledge and skills, and many other deficien-
cies. But there exists an alternative to this latter
model, namely the asset-based approach where
instead of being preoccupied with what is lack-
ing, an individual, organisation or community
seeks to tackle its own problems drawing on
possible solutions from within. Thus the re-
searchers’ objective in this study was to: inves-
tigate if schools viewed themselves as endowed
with potential abilities (assets) to address some
of their own challenges including achieving in-
clusivity and determine whether the school prin-
cipal approached his/her job from asset-based
thinking.

Background

Still on the policy framework guiding in-
clusive education in South Africa, White Paper
6 (Department of Education 2001) proposes a
progressive and realistic implementation strate-
gy for a period of 20 years. The 20 years have
been broken down into three phases. The imme-
diate to short-term phase was to take place from
2001 to 2003. The medium-term was to happen
from 2004 to 2008 and the long-term from 2009 to
2021. Short-term strategies (2001-2003) entailed
the implementation of the national advocacy and
education programme on inclusive education
(Department of Education 2001). This involved
planning and implementing a targeted outreach
programme starting in Government’s rural and
urban development nodes to mobilise disabled
out-of-school learners and youth. Thirty spe-
cial schools in selected districts were to be con-
verted into special school resource centres. On
a progressive basis, systems and procedures
were to be established in order to help with the

identification and addressing of learning barri-
ers in the Foundation Phase (Grades R-3) (De-
partment of Education 2001). With regard to
medium-term strategies stretching from 2004 to
2008, further education and training and higher
education institutions were to transform so that
they could be able to recognise and address the
diverse range of learning needs, especially those
of disabled learners (Department of Education
2001). The targeted community outreach pro-
gramme from the base of Government’s rural and
urban development nodes were to be expanded
to include special schools/resource centres, full-
service schools and district support teams (De-
partment of Education 2001). The long-term strat-
egies planned for the period 2009 to 2021 entail
the expansion of the provision of inclusive edu-
cation. The expectation is to reach a target of
380 special schools/resource centres, 500 full
service schools and colleges and build district
support teams (Department of Education 2001) .
According to the implementation phases the

described above, 2011, the year in which this
paper was originally written is already part of
the long-term phase that began in 2009 and ends
in 2021. However, even before they interviewed
their one research participant, the researchers’
experience in many schools seemed to suggest
that implementing the inclusive education poli-
cy was still bedeviled by many challenges. The
National Commission on Special Needs in Edu-
cation and Training (NCSNET) and the National
Committee on Education Support Services
(NCESS) (Department of Education 1997) identi-
fied the following key barriers to learning that
were deemed to negatively influence the imple-
mentation of inclusive education:

+ Inadequate provisioning and organisation

of education,

+ Socio-economic factors,

¢+ Attitudes,

+ Inadequate and inappropriate assessment

of needs,
Inadequate institutional development,
Inflexible curriculum,
Language and communication,
Nature and provisioning of support servi-
ces,
+ Inadequate and fragmented Human Re-
source Development.
It is necessary to report that the South Afri-

can school education system is decentralised to
some degree in that there are governance and
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management decision-making structures at the
school level. The School Governing Body (SGB)
makes governance decisions in areas such as
finance, language and policy, staff selection, and
infrastructure development. The School Man-
agement Team (SMT) makes decisions on mat-
ters such as curriculum implementation, staff
development, and staff performance appraisal.
The decentralised nature of the education sys-
tem requires that the individual school supple-
ments the funding provided by government.
The preceding observations, including the
identified long list of barriers seem to suggest
that implementing inclusive education is a com-
plex matter. In this light there is need to briefly
examine the term ‘inclusion’ in the context of
education to which the researchers now turn.

Literature Review
Understanding Inclusion in Education

In this paper, the researchers use the terms
‘inclusion” and ‘inclusive education’ inter-
changeably. Inclusion refers to a participatory
situation in which learners with disabilities are
educated together with their non-disabled peers,
with special education support and services
being provided as necessary (Reddy 1999; Reid
and Valle 2005). Inclusion or inclusive educa-
tion involves the practice of including everyone
in a social setting or in supportive general
schoolsand classrooms where all learners’ learn-
ing needs are met irrespective of talent, disabil-
ity, socio-economic background, ethnicity or
cultural origin (Visoky and Poe 2000). The agen-
da of inclusive education is concerned with over-
coming barriers to social participation in learn-
ing that may be experienced by any learner (Mc-
Coy and Keyes 2002). Full inclusion means that
all learners with disabilities would be educated
with their non-disabled peers at all times as much
as possible (Bauer and Brown 2001). Foreman et
al. (2001) further indicate that full inclusion can
only be realised in a unified education system,
where all role-players work together and are sup-
ported in ‘creating’ an environment that meets
the diverse learning needs of every learner. In-
clusion is therefore a way of thinking and acting
that allows every individual in society to feel
accepted, valued and safe. An inclusive com-
munity consciously evolves to meet the chang-
ing needs of its members. Through recognition
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and support, an inclusive community provides
meaningful involvement and equal access to the
benefit of citizenship. Inclusion, therefore, means
enhancing the well-being of every member of a
community (Montgomery 2001).

Coming to education, the belief behind in-
clusion is that although it focuses on margina-
lised groups, it increases the effectiveness of
the system in responding to all learners. There-
fore inclusion in this context is dependent on
continuous educational and organisational de-
velopments within the mainstream system of
education. Inclusion would therefore involve an
understanding of systemic change, and an eco-
logical 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 affect cen-
tres of learning (Corbett 2001). Thus, this re-
quires leadership that understands the neces-
sary transformations that need to take place in
the environment in which they operate. There-
fore transformational leadership is necessary in
achieving inclusivity in education.

Understanding Transformational Leadership

Leithwood and Jantzi (2009:38) rightly char-
acterise transformational leadership as follows:

All transformational approaches to leader-
ship emphasize emotions and values, and share
in common the fundamental aim of fostering
capacity development and higher levels of per-
sonal commitment to organizational aims on
the part of the leader’s colleagues. Increased
capacities and commitments are assumed to
result in extra effort and greater productivity.

Sergiovanni cited by Coleman (2003:162) says
transformational leadership (as it relates to
schools) is occurring when:

Leaders and followers are united in pursuit
of higher-level goals common to both. Both want
to become the best, both want to shape the
school in a new direction.

From this literature (Coleman 2003; Lei-
thwood and Jantzi 2009) the researchers view
transformational leadership as it relates to
schools to mean that type of leadership in which
organisation members are helped and in turn help
one another to develop and sustain a profes-
sional school culture that drives the school to
higher levels of goal achievement, where staff is
continually developed, and through which mem-
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bers are helped to solve problems collaborative-
ly and more effectively.

Leithwood and Jantzi (2009) his colleagues
provide what so far appears to be the most fully
developed model of transformational leadership
for schools. The model comprises the following:
setting directions; developing people; and re-
designing the organization. The researchers
briefly examine each of these below.

Setting directions entails helping organisa-
tion members to develop shared understanding
about the school, what and how it seeks to
achieve its goals. Shared goals help people to
find meaning in their work. It enables them to
develop a sense of belonging, a sense of identi-
ty within their work context. Leithwood and Jan-
tzi (2009) rightly say that specific practices such
as articulating a vision, fostering group accep-
tance and setting high-performance expectations
help to set the desired direction of the school.
“‘Visioning and establishing purpose —are en-
hanced by monitoring organizational perfor-
mance and promoting effective communication’,
(Bennisand Nanus cited by Leithwood and Jan-
tzi, 2009:47).

The second part is to do with developing
people. Staff need capacity to enable them pro-
ductively move in the direction desired by the
organisation. According to Leithwood and Jan-
tzi (2009), such capacities are influenced by the
nature of the relationship between members and
those in leadership roles as well as the broader
organisational context. With regard to a school,
leaders must have knowledge about what im-
proving teaching and learning would entail.
They must offer intellectual stimulation, provide
individualised support and serve as role mod-
els.

Thirdly, transformational leadership is also
about creating school conditions that support
and sustain high performance by all stakehold-
ers: leaders, teachers, learners and support staff.
This emphasises the importance of collective
working and learning or the building of learning
communities. A school’s structure must there-
fore be malleable enough to be able to match its
changing or improvement agenda. Examples of
specific practices to achieve this would include
fostering culture-building, participatory deci-
sion-making as well as on-going refinement of
routine and non-routine administrative activi-
ties (Leithwood and Jantzi 2009).

The researchers argue in this paper that ev-
ery organisation, the school included, has some
internal resources (assets) that it can bring to
bear in the process of attempting to transform.
Below we examine this asset-based approach as
the theoretical framework of the study.

Theoretical Framework

The researchers adopted the asset-based
model. This approach (here the researchers use
the terms “approach’ and ‘model’ interchange-
ably) advocates the development and empow-
erment of communities from inside out (Kretz-
man and McKnight 1993). Itis informed by the
‘belief that all individuals, families and learning
contexts have capacities, skills, resources and
assets that they may develop to become people
who are able to solve problems in a variety of
contexts’ (Khanare 2009:34). The approach sees
the starting point to addressing a group of peo-
ple’s problems as lying in what actually exists
and works within that community. It views the
glass as being half full as opposed to half empty
(Mourad and Ways 1998). The belief is that even
in the poorest of communities there exist some
assets such as skills, resources, willingness and
so on that can be harnessed in addressing prob-
lemsthere in. Asrightly argued by Minkler (1997)
and expressed by Khanare (2009:34) the ‘asset-
based approach provides opportunities for out-
siders to walk with the community in its journey;,
rather than making the path or leading the group’.

Unlike the needs-based or deficiency model
which emphasises a community’s problems and
incapacities, the asset-based approach seeks to
focus on the possibilities (capacities, skills and
social resources) that already exist, but which
may have not yet been adequately tapped. The
asset-based approach is inclusive in that it re-
lies on the involvement of all stakeholders in
collaborative decision making and open access
to information (Ebersohn and Eloff 2006a). The
approach is relationship driven (Khanare 2009).
It is about recognising and appreciating people
in a given community for what they know and
are able to do. Further and more importantly, it is
about approaching such people with trust in the
course of engaging and helping them (Lands-
berg et al. 2005). The latter authors argue fur-
ther that the term *assets’ is therefore very broad,
including people and relationships as well as
particular knowledge, expertise, services and fi-
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nancial means. Through collaboration, the as-
set-based approach advocates the mabilising
of existing strengths and assets including em-
powering, appreciating and motivating stake-
holders to offer their time, expertise and encour-
agement (Landsberg et al. cited by Khanare
2009).

In the context of this study, the researchers
argue that the individual school should be
viewed as possessing some assets that can be
utilised in implementing the Inclusive Education
policy. Schools should function as centres of
care for all learners (Sayson and Meya 2001,
Department of Education 2004; Ebersohn and
Eloff 2006Db). Ifthe school istoachieve its new
role as the locus for care and support for all
learners- both the “able’ and the disabled, then it
must engage itself in identifying and mobilising
assets within itself as a system. A brief look at
some examples of a school’s assets is useful
here. Leadership and management capacity in a
school would serve as a good example of an
asset in this regard (Ebersohn and Eloff 2006a).
A school that develops such capacity across all
its hierarchical levels is very likely to be able to
address many of its challenges. The school prin-
cipal plays a key role in such capacity develop-
ment. Khanare (2009) rightly argues that a dem-
ocratic leadership style that is inclusive and fa-
cilitative is an asset to the organisation con-
cerned.

A second example, closely related to the pre-
ceding one relates to other human resources of
the school (Khanare 2009). For example, teach-
ers are a central pillar in any education system.
Among all adults in society, teachers exert argu-
ably the most influential impact on school-go-
ing children (Kelly 2000). One important aspect
of the human resources asset base is interper-
sonal relationships across and beyond the power
relations in the school (Ebersohn and Eloff
2006b). To illustrate, if teachers show willing-
ness to assist all learners in the school regard-
less of whether or not they are disabled, such
behaviour could have a positive and lasting ef-
fect on the learning and development of the learn-
ersinvolved. It is important to help every learn-
er to develop a sense of self-worth, “to dream
and to start building a future (UNICEF cited by
Khanare 2009:38). Teamwork would be an im-
portant human resource asset to achieve this.
The third and last example relates to school in-
frastructure (Khanare 2009). A school’s physi-
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cal resources can be transformed and utilised to
promote increased access to quality basic edu-
cation for all children, among other things. As
rightly argued by Khanare (2009), sports and
recreation facilities for example, can be utilised
fruitfully to keep all children in school. Overall,
the school’s infrastructure can be an asset that
allows all learners to access knowledge, life skills,
services, and grow in a safe and supportive en-
vironment. It has to be recognised that if schools
are to retain their core integrity and viability as
centres of learning, while also serving as places
where children are provided with essential ser-
vices, there must be improvement in the way
schools are organised, supported and managed.

In the context of this paper, utilising the as-
set-based theoretical framework in attempting
to implement the inclusive education policy im-
plies a paradigm shift from deficit (in this case
seeing the school as lacking), to asset-based
thinking (harnessing and pulling together the
school’s assets such as cultural and physical
resources, skills, abilities, networks and support
systems) (Ferreira 2006). Consistent with the
view to looking at schools from an asset-based
approach, Cronje, the then KwaZulu-Natal Mem-
ber of the Executive Committee (MEC) for Edu-
cation has rightly argued that schools are often
some of the strongest and most stable institu-
tions for improving care to all children (Depart-
ment of Education In: Khanare 2009).

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This study was part of a bigger investiga-
tion on the implementation of the policy on In-
clusive Education in South African schools. The
smaller study the researchers report on here was
a case study of the experiences of one school
principal, Mr Mangena (pseudonym) regarding
the implementation of the same policy in ‘his’
school- Vuka Primary School (pseudonym). Giv-
en the aim- seeking to understand the goings-
on at the one school from the principal’s point
of view, the study was located within the inter-
pretivist paradigm. The researchers purposive-
ly (Merriam 1998; Maxwell 2004) selected this
one school on two grounds namely; it had chil-
dren with special learning needs on its roll; and
the principal had expressed willingness to share
with the researchers his perspectives regarding
the state of inclusion in the school. The re-
searchers then sought permission from the au-
thorities as well as informed consent from the
principal.
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The researchers collected data through a
semi-structured interview. The interview was
made up of two parts. In the first part the re-
searchers sought biographical information
about the school: enrolment; some information
about learners with special needs; staffing;
school infrastructure; and the general socio-eco-
nomic status of the immediate community. Such
information, the researchers thought, would help
us understand the principal’s experiences regard-
ing inclusive education in the school. In the
second and main part of the interview the re-
searchers asked questions regarding how the
principal felt Vuka Primary School fared with re-
gard to addressing the barriers to learning and
development as identified by the NCSNET and
NCESS we quoted earlier in this paper. One of
the researchers conducted the interview. It was
held in the principal’s office at an agreed-upon
time. The interview lasted for one and half hours.
With the principal’s permission the researchers
tape-recorded the proceedings and supplement-
ed this with note-taking. Data were analysed in
two phases. In Phase 1 the researchers categor-
ised the data according to responses to the iden-
tified broad categories of barriers to learning. In
Phase 2 the researchers disaggregated the data
further according to specific issues the princi-
pal raised. The researchers ended up with six
groupings of issues/themes as follows: Learn-
ers, resources, expertise; Human resource de-
velopment; Assessment of needs, Class size;
Infrastructure development, Poverty; Language;
and Attitude. Each grouping comprised of what
we found to be related matters. These group-
ings have guided the data presentation and dis-
cussion as presented below.

RESULTS

In this section the researchers begin by re-
porting briefly on the biographical information
of Vuka School. After this the researchers move
on to present what the principal had to say about
inclusivity in the school according to the themes
they identified above.

Vuka Primary School:
Brief Biographical Information

Vuka Primary School is situated very near an
informal settlement therefore it draws some of
its learners there from. The school’s enrolment

was approximately 1 300 learners. Class sizes
ranged from 62 to 92 learners. This meant a scary
average teacher-learner ratio of 1 to 77. There
were 17 teachers including the principal. The
principal had a Diploma in Education as his high-
est qualification. Of the 17 teachers, nine had a
Diploma in Education qualification (currently
considered a standard teacher’s qualification at
that level) and the rest had lower qualifications.
Three of the nine teachers were pursuing a Bach-
elor of Education degree by distance education.
The school had 17 classrooms. The classroom
sizes were meant to accommodate 30 learners
each but as the researchers have reported, they
housed more than double that number. The
learners sat anywhere in the classroom where
they could find space. In the District there was
only one special school, formally for white learn-
ers only. The school was the ‘beacon of hope’
for learners with special needs failure to which
the District Education Office placed them in any
mainstream school nearest to where they lived.
Vuka was one such school. The researchers give
some details of the special needs learners at Vuka
School in the next section.

Inclusion at Vuka School:
The Principal’s ‘Story’

The study’s research question related to how
the school principal experienced the state of in-
clusion in this school. In this regard, in this in-
terview with the participant, learners, resources
and expertise emerged as some of the key vari-
ables of inclusion hence the coming section.

Learners, Resources, and Expertise

The researchers asked the principal about
the nature of learners with special learning needs
at the school. In his response the principal was
very quick to talk about resources:

Yes we get learners from the special school
transferred to our school. But we do not yet
have resources to implement Inclusive Educa-
tion.

The researchers probed him further regard-
ing the types of special learning needs at the
school and he said:

\We have a learner who cannot speak prop-
erly in Grade 5, and we wish that she could
have a speech therapist at least once a week.
We do not understand what she says. It is really
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difficult. The other one cannot see properly, he
is partially sighted. In our school, we do not
have equipment to enlarge the print for him; he
fails because he cannot see properly.

The researchers asked him if there were more
types of special learning needs and he added:

\We have learners causing disruptions in the
classrooms, some cannot sit still for 5 minutes,
they get up and do something stupid and none
of the teachers are trained to deal with such
learners.

Seeing that the principal had already touched
on the issue of expertise, the researchers asked
him to shed more light regarding the matter. Did
it therefore mean the school was not doing any-
thing to help these learners? This is what he had
to say:

We have no skills to develop or adapt the
curriculum to make it suitable for these learn-
ers. | know for sure that when | trained to be a
teacher, | was trained for ‘normal’ children, for
these learners nobody in my school knows what
to do.

The principal also added:

The Inclusive Education document came
without support services. We now sit with learn-
ers in schools, who need special services, but
The Department of Education has no special-
ists for these services, provision of services is
just on paper.

Human Resource Development

The researchers then asked Mr Mangena
whether the staff development workshops they
learnt the Department of Education had conduct-
ed were helpful. He responded as follows:

I sent teachers for a workshop on the Re-
vised National Curriculum Statement. They re-
ported that they had a session on Inclusive
Education for about 30 minutes only. What are
they supposed to achieve in 30 minutes of in-
formation on Inclusive Education? We cannot
be serious about something they are not taking
seriously themselves (Referring to Department
of Education officials). They are very confused
and after the workshop, we do not know what
to do. Sometimes, the people who conduct work-
shops do not seem to know what they are talk-
ing about. So we go back to our schools and
carry on like nothing happened.

After a pause he added:

No teacher can know how to adapt the cur-
riculum after one workshop. For anybody to

327

do this to us is a great disservice. The Depart-
ment of Education must do research about the
effects of all these workshops that they are do-
ing with us.

Assessment of Needs, Class Size

The researchers had learnt that an assess-
ment of school needs had been done. They there-
fore asked Mr Mangena what he thought about
that work in terms of assisting to achieve inclu-
sion in the school and this is what he had to say:

The extent of social, economic, political and
environmental factors affecting the schools
makes it very difficult for the researchers as-
sessing the situation in the schools to under-
stand what is happening in our schools because
they have not lived through our experiences,
therefore their assessment is neither adequate
nor appropriate.

To illustrate his argument he cited the prob-
lem of large classes Vuka School was experienc-
ing. He said:

We have too many learners in each class-
room. The smallest class we have has 62 learn-
ers, the others are about 92-95 learners per
class. I do not think anybody will know so many
names, let alone the learner needs. These teach-
ers cannot even mark exercise books. They tell
me that the learners are too many they cannot
manage to mark them. I do not blame them, it is
not possible.

Infrastructural Development and Poverty

The researchers asked what institutional de-
velopment had occurred in the school since the
‘birthing’ of the Inclusive Education policy. Mr
Mangena responded:

There has been no infrastructural develop-
ment in line with Inclusive Education. | have
been the principal for this school for about 10
years. No adjustments have been done to the
buildings in terms of having ramps so that learn-
ers on wheelchairs can access the building,
nothing!

The researchers asked why this was the case,
and he replied:

We do not have money and there is nothing
one can do without money. If the government does
not give us money for building, | cannot even think
that the parents can contribute anything, it is not
possible. These people are very poor.
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Adding to the issue of poverty, Mr Mange-
nasaid:

The Department (of Education) expects us
to pull resources together in order to function
effectively but the parents are too poor. When
we fundraise, we ask for very little money like
20 cents but there are many learners who still
bring nothing, and they tell us that they do not
have the 20 cents.

Language

In search of something the principal would
say was doable at Vuka School, The researchers
asked if the school had adopted mother tongue
teaching at least in the Foundation Phase, some-
thing research has proven should be the way
forward and highly encouraged in the country’s
language policy. He answered:

The Sotho we speak is not the Sotho writ-
ten in books, which is a problem for both learn-
ers and teachers. Most of the learners fail be-
cause of that. We code-switch between English
and Sotho.

Attitude

In their concluding question the researchers
asked Mr Mangena what his overall experience
was about the welfare of learners with special
education needs in the School and he had this
to say:

We have many problems with these learn-
ers. They are very unruly. We do not want them
here. They are making life very difficult for the
teachers and the other learners too. Teachers
are very frustrated because they do not know
what to do with these learners who are failing
everything. They are better-off in special
schools otherwise here they are wasting time.

The researchers then asked the principal
what he experienced as the relationship between
learners with special needs and the others. He
answered as follows:

Our learners are very keen to help those
with special needs. We have not had major prob-
lems in that regard. In fact we see quite some
strong friendships among learners regardless
of special learning needs.

This response signalled to the researchers
what appeared to be an asset or at least a poten-
tial one regarding the possibility of inclusive
education in this school.

DISCUSSION

The data the researchers presented suggest
that according to the principal, while the school
was ‘pregnant’ with learners with special learn-
ing needs, the learning at Vuka School was not
supportive of such learners. From the principal’s
perspective, barriers included lack of relevant
human, material and physical resources, and no
support from education authorities. These and
other barriers to learning reported by Mr Man-
gena cannot be underestimated. The only major
thing that had happened in the direction of in-
clusion was that learners with special needs had
become part of this mainstream school’s enrol-
ment. If learning support is not provided as was
reportedly the case at Vuka, regardless of who is
to blame, the researchers see a danger that this
otherwise noble and well-meaning policy on In-
clusive Education in South African Schools may
result in greater exclusion than what prevailed
before its birth. Mainstream schools may be-
come dumping sites for learners with special
needs. Not only are learners likely to be more
excluded, teachers and school managers in main-
stream schools called upon to absorb learners
with special needs are likely to resent their work
environments due to a sense of hopelessness.
Therefore a policy not well timed and supported
may be a recipe for disaster.

In the literature review the researchers made
evident the crucial role leadership must play in
transforming an organisation. Quality leadership
makes significant differences to schools and to
learner outcomes (Bush 2007; McColl-Kennedy
and Anderson 2002; Shields 2003; Fullan 2005;
Wheatley 2006). Quality leadership would have
entailed Mr Mangena the principal at Vuka
School setting the direction, developing staff
and redesigning (Leithwood and Jantzi 2009) the
school with regard to the implementation of In-
clusive Education. Instead, it seems that the prin-
cipal pointed fingers at others especially the
education authorities for lack of progress in im-
plementing the inclusion policy. The research-
ersargue that finger-pointing is in itself a symp-
tom of poor leadership. Theyargue further that
the school principal tended to see challenges
only at the expense of opportunities. Drawing
from the asset-based approach, the principal
seemed not to see any assets in and around the
school. He was deficit-oriented and therefore
pessimistic about the future of inclusion in the
school.
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Even if resources are made available in a
school, as long as leadership therein is not trans-
formative, the school may not move towards in-
creased effectiveness and improvement. Quali-
ty leadership is therefore an asset in any organ-
isation. The data the researchers obtained and
presented do not show any attempts by the prin-
cipal as a leader to transform Vuka School. They
think that the principal was not necessarily in-
capable of effecting transformational leadership.
Rather, he was in the researchers’ view, of such
orientation that he needed some external cata-
lyst to trigger and mobilise the internal assets
into action.

In schools, education officials would be well
positioned to play the trigger’s role. The inter-
nal assets regarding the implementation of in-
clusive education at Vuka included the mere pres-
ence of learners with special needs as part of the
school enrolment, the potential expertise among
teachers who were pursuing degree studies to
lead others, and the apparent friendship among
learners in the school. The researchers can also
add that the school principal’s willingness to
share his experiences in the school was an asset
in itsown right in that it created an opportunity
for us as researchers to document and analyse
the goings-on at the school as well as suggest
possible recommendations. The end result is
knowledge on what problems the school faces
regarding inclusion and some of the ways of
addressing them. This confirms the thinking that
every community/organisation will have some
assets that can be tapped to address problems
there in. However, it appears that some organi-
sations may live for a long time endowed with a
variety of assets but without recognising the
presence of such resources. Such organisations
may remain in what the researchers call a zone of
impossibilities where like the principal of Vuka,
everything towards implementing inclusion was
undoable. Vuka needed to be moved out of this
zone into a zone of possibilities in which some
of the challenges are transformed into opportu-
nities.

A typical example of a response showing the
need for transforming challenges into opportu-
nities is when the principal told us that some of
the learners were a nuisance and unruly. He did
not want them in the school. The literature the
researchers reviewed above has shown that
transformational leadership is to do with capac-
ity development and increased personal com-
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mitment to organisational goals. In many schools
today, we often hear about and see programmes
to do with the development of teachers but not
much about the development of principals. The
researchers think that this study has revealed a
great need for developing the school’s top exec-
utive.

CONCLUSION

From the school principal’s responses, the
researchers conclude that Vuka School was not
moving in the inclusion direction. The principal
did not seem to view the school from the asset-
based approach. Rather, he adopted a deficit
approach in which he viewed inclusion as a
monster with which the school could not cope.
They also conclude that if the top leadership of
the school is pessimistic about the future of the
organisation, such a position has a negative im-
pact on the performance of other staff therein.
Therefore the role of the school principal remains
crucial to the possibilities therein. Despite the
principal’s pessimism, Vuka School, like any other
organisation still had assets on the basis of
which transformation towards inclusion could
be based. The researchers thus argue that the
asset-based approach remains a significant way
of transforming a school. Such transformation
revolves around sound leadership, an attribute
that we argue was desperately lacking in the
school. Further, they conclude that the challeng-
es of inclusion are so complex that it would be
over-ambitious on their part to expect the school
to cope without external support.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Using this school as a lens to looking at the
bigger picture, it seems that in many parts of
South Africa, ordinary schools will find them-
selves having to contend with learners with spe-
cial needs in their enrolments with or without
the presence of the Inclusive Education policy.
This reality is not likely to go away. It is crucial
that the Department of Education plays a signif-
icant role towards implementing this policy as
promised in White Paper 6. However, the De-
partment alone cannot and does not have all the
answers. The researchers argue that most of the
answers must be found and developed in the
individual school. Schools are endowed with
assets by way of knowledge and skills, positive
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attitudes, and so on. However, the people that
work in these schools may either under-estimate
or fail to recognise their own assets. In such
cases, external catalysts are necessary to mobi-
lise the otherwise dormant assets. Quality lead-
ership is often the missing link in all schools
operating in what the researchers termed the zone
of impossibilities. Therefore the Department of
Education needs to invest more in leadership
development.

While the policy of inclusivity sounds no-
ble, it appears that school will differ in their readi-
ness to implement such a policy. It may be coun-
terproductive to rush schools into this venture.
Therefore robust readiness programmes within
and beyond individual schools are necessary.
Expertise could be drawn from successful
schoolsin this regard as a way of avoiding over-
reliance on the top-down approach to address-
ing issues.

The school principal, though a crucial ‘play-
er’ in determining what a school can achieve, is
not the only factor. In this connection, further
research on teachers’ experiences of inclusive
education is necessary. Such research could
probe further stakeholders understandings of
assets.
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