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INTRODUCTION 

 

“Every child is a different kind of flower, and all together, they make this world a 

beautiful garden.”  Author: Unknown 

According to Medline Plus, “Intellectual disability is a condition diagnosed before age 

18 that includes below-average intellectual function and a lack of skills necessary for 

daily living” (Medline Plus: 2014). Some of the causes of intellectual disability may 

include some of the following: Infections, chromosomal abnormalities, environmental, 

metabolic, nutritional, toxic, trauma and unexplained reasons. Keeping in mind that 

the Constitution of South Africa states clearly that all learners have the right to 

education regardless of their differences and also that it states clearly that no one 

may be discriminated against the colour of their skin, religiously, etc.; as a result this 

paper will discuss some of the relevant issues pertaining education in learners with 

disabilities and education in South Africa, and the constitutional laws therefore. We 

will look specifically at the below outlined topics and also provide the 

recommendations: 

• The rights of learners with severe intellectual disabilities to receive basic 

education, and; 

• The right of learners with severe intellectual disabilities to receive inclusive 

education. 

 



The rights of learners with severe intellectual disabilities to 

receive basic education 

 

Learners with severe intellectual disabilities have the rights to receive basic 

education like any other South African citizen. This is reflected on the constitution of 

the country: section 29 (1) of the constitution provides that everyone has the right to 

a basic education, including adult education. What this means is that the government 

has the responsibility of ensuring that all learners regardless of their abilities or 

disabilities access education. One may ask whether is that practically possible taking 

into account the state of most public schools and the availability of resources in 

those schools? Clearly, not all the schools are able to cater and ensure that the 

needs of intellectually disable learners are met. The White Paper 6 also 

acknowledges that some learners may require more intensive and specialised forms 

of support to be able to develop to their full potential. An inclusive education and 

training system is organised so that it can provide various levels and kinds of support 

to learners and educators. We will talk more about inclusive education on the second 

part of this paper.  

Now the next question is how will the government ensure that learners with severe 

intellectual needs do have access to basic education? There are quite a lot of things 

that the government can do, for instance, focusing on the Human resource 

development for classroom educators, and this can be achieved by doing the 

following (adapted from White Paper 6): 

• Improving the skills and knowledge of educators, and developing the new 

ones. Staff development at the school and district level will be critical to 

putting in place successful integrated educational practices. On-going 

assessment of educators’ needs through developmental appraisal, followed 

by structured programmes to meet these needs, will make a critical 

contribution to inclusion. 

• In mainstream education, priorities will include multi-level classroom 

instruction so that educators can prepare main lessons with variations that are 

responsive to individual learner needs; co-operative learning; curriculum 

enrichment; and dealing with learners with behavioural problems. 



• In special schools/resource centres, priorities will include orientation to new 

roles within district support services of support to neighbourhood schools, and 

new approaches that focus on problem solving and the development of 

learners’ strengths and competencies rather than focusing on their 

shortcomings only. 

• In full-service schools, priorities will include orientation to and training in new 

roles focusing on multi-level classroom instruction, co-operative learning, 

problem solving and the development of learners’ strengths and 

competencies rather than focusing on their short-comings only. 

• Education support personnel within district support services will be orientated 

to and trained in their new roles of providing support to all teachers and other 

educators. Training will focus on supporting all learners, educators and the 

system as a whole so that the full range of learning needs can be met. The 

focus will be on teaching and learning factors, and emphasis will be placed on 

the development of good teaching strategies that will be of benefit to all 

learners; on overcoming barriers in the system that prevent it from meeting 

the full range of learning needs; and on adaptation of and support systems 

available in the classroom. 

This are some of the few things that the government can do and it also shows that it 

is not impossible at all to provide basic education to all learners including the ones 

who are intellectually challenged. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The right of learners with severe intellectual disabilities to receive 

inclusive education 

 

What is most important to note is that the government is trying very hard to 

accommodate learners with learning disabilities at the main-stream schools and 

hence the term “inclusive”. Inclusive education is according to the White Paper 6 

about: 

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

youth need support. 

• Are accepting and respecting the fact that all learners are different in some 

way and have different learning needs which are equally valued and an 

ordinary part of our human experience. 

• Are about enabling education structures, systems and learning 

methodologies to meet the needs of all learners.  

• Acknowledge and respect differences in learners, whether due to age, 

gender, ethnicity, language, class, disability or HIV status. 

• Are broader than formal schooling and acknowledge that learning also occurs 

in the home and community, and within formal and informal modes and 

structures. 

• Are about changing attitudes, behaviour, teaching methodologies, curricula 

and the environment to meet the needs of all learners. 

• Are about maximising the participation of all learners in the culture and the 

curricula of educational institutions and uncovering and minimising barriers to 

learning. 

• Are about empowering learners by developing their individual strengths and 

enabling them to participate critically in the process of learning. 

 

 

 

 



It is also important to acknowledge that even though the government is working hard 

to try and accommodate learners with disabilities there are limitations in place which 

determines which learners can be accommodated to a specific school/s. For 

instance, in the 2010 Western Cape Forum for Intellectual Disability v RSA 

Government case, the following judgement statement was presented: 

• “The state establishes and funds schools which include schools known as 

‘special schools’ which cater for the needs of children who are classified as 

having moderate to mild intellectual disabilities (IQ levels of 30-70).” 

• “Children with an IQ of under 35 are considered to be severely (IQ levels of 

20-35) or profoundly (IQ levels of less than 20) intellectually disabled. Such 

children are not admitted to special schools or to any other state schools.” 

What is also important to note is that even though the government is trying to make 

basic education accessible to everyone, however, it does not make direct provision 

for the children with severe intellectual disabilities. According to the White Paper 6, 

“the policy does not exclude the children with severe intellectual disabilities. On the 

contrary, it is acknowledged that different needs arise from a range of factors 

including physical, mental, sensory, neurological and developmental impairments, 

and differences, and differences in intellectual ability. It acknowledges that the 

learners who are most vulnerable to barriers to learning and exclusion in South 

Africa are those with disabilities and impairments.” 

It further states that, “children with severe intellectual disabilities whose needs are 

greatest may be able to access support at special schools on a full-time or part time 

basis. Special schools provide education to learners who require intense levels of 

support, such as accommodation in settings requiring secure care or specialised 

programmes with high levels of support. These learners often require services by 

specialised health care; access to specialised equipment; and facilities which are 

accessible.”  

 

 

 

 



CONCLUSION 

In terms of the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa (1996) all children 

including those with profound intellectual disability have a right to basic education. 

There must be no discrimination in the basis of their condition and they must be 

treated equally with those who are regarded as normal as Section 29(1) states. 

From the information which has been discussed in the above two sections it 

becomes clear that even though the government has clear and good intentions with 

regards to the provision of basic and inclusive education to the majority of learners 

but more especially to those with disabilities such as severe intellectual disabilities 

there are some factors which deem it to be practically impossible and difficult in 

specific settings. For instance, the following issues which were discussed in the first 

part may prove to be insufficient for the accommodation of children with severe 

intellectual disabilities: 

• Improving the skills and knowledge of educators, and developing the new 

ones. Staff development at the school and district level will be critical to putting in 

place successful integrated educational practices. On-going assessment of 

educators’ needs through developmental appraisal, followed by structured 

programmes to meet these needs, will make a critical contribution to inclusion. 

• In mainstream education, priorities will include multi-level classroom 

instruction so that educators can prepare main lessons with variations that are 

responsive to individual learner needs; co-operative learning; curriculum enrichment; 

and dealing with learners with behavioural problems, and so forth. 

As a result, “children with severe intellectual disabilities whose needs are greatest 

may be able to access support at special schools on a full-time or part time basis. 

Special schools provide education to learners who require intense levels of support, 

such as accommodation in settings requiring secure care or specialised programmes 

with high levels of support.”  

 

 

 

 



RECOMMENDATIONS  

To ensure that basic and inclusive education is accessible to the majority of children 

with disabilities, specifically severe intellectual disabilities we recommend the 

following: 

Novice and existing teachers should be well equipped with necessary skills for 

teaching learners with severe intellectual abilities. Student teachers should also be 

encouraged to go into the inclusive education because we believe that South African 

is in need of such teachers. This can be achieved, for instance, by remunerating 

those teachers very well and offer them attractive packages such as car allowance 

and so forth.  The undergraduate teaching programmes or courses should place an 

intense emphasise on inclusive education to ensure that by the time they leave 

university they are ready and well-equipped to work with learners who are severely 

challenged intellectually. 

We also believe that there is still a huge stigmatisation associated with children who 

are intellectually challenged, and as a result we also recommend that there should 

be more public education or awareness regarding children with severe intellectual 

disabilities. This will not only make the children feel loved and important but it will 

also attract more teachers in to the special education field.  

We think that the government should be directly involved by ensuring that there are 

facilities or schools with resources for children with severe intellectual disabilities 

throughout the country. Business people and other stakeholders can also be invited 

to contribute towards building high quality schools with high quality resources. 

And most importantly, the curriculum at schools should be structured in a very 

accommodative way for inclusive education. Managers of the schools such as the 

Principals and the School Governing Body can also play an important role in 

ensuring or establishing a positive school atmosphere and climate that is welcoming 

for all learners but more especially, the learners with severe intellectual disabilities. 

They should be the ones who lead by example by, for instance, providing necessary 

support and show love to children with severe intellectual disabilities. It is possible.  
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