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ABSTRACT 

 
Education White Paper 6 sets out the establishment of full-service schools as pilot schools to roll 

out a policy for inclusive education in South Africa. Teachers in such schools are expected to 

have skills and knowledge to provide support to learners experiencing barriers to learning, but 

many are not adequately prepared for the task. This study explores how a collaborative 

participatory action research and action learning (PALAR) approach can facilitate learner support 

in a full-service school. The study focuses on a full-service school in the North-West Province.   

This qualitative study investigated how teachers pursued an action research and learning process 

of collaboration with each other to create innovative and effective ways for learner support in their 

school. Data were generated through action learning set meetings, observation, reflection and 

interviews, as participants navigated through the cycles of problem identification, action and 

reflection. The findings suggest that this collaborative PALAR process increased teacher 

motivation and ability to support learners who experience barriers to learning, as well as 

managerial and departmental involvement.  

 

Key concepts: participatory action learning and action research; teacher training; learner 

support; barriers to learning; full-service school.  
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OPSOMMING 

In Education White Paper 6 word  bepaal dat voldiensskole as loodsskole gevestig word om ‘n 

beleid vir inklusiewe onderwys in Suid-Afrika te bepaal. Onderwysers in hierdie skole behoort die 

kennis en vaardighede te hê om ondersteuning te bied aan leerders wat leerhindernisse ervaar, 

maar talle onderwysers is ontoereikend opgelei om aan hiedie vereistes te voldoen. Hierdie studie 

ondersoek hoe ‘n samewerkende benadering van deelnemende aksienavorsing en aksieleer 

(participatory action research and action learning: PALAR) leerderondersteuning in ‘n 

voldiensskool kan fasiliteer, en fokus op ‘n voldiensskool in die Noordwes-Provinsie. 

Hierdie kwalitatiewe studie  ondersoek hoe ‘n proses van samewerking met aksienavorsing en  –

leer onderwysers in staat gestel het om oorspronklike en doeltreffende maniere van 

leerderondersteuning in hul skool te skep. Data is verkry deur aksieleervergaderings, observasie, 

refeleksie en onderhoude soos wat deelnemers aan die studie gevorder het deur die siklusse van 

probleemidentifisering, aksie en refleksie. Die bevindings dui aan dat hierdie samewerkende 

PALAR-proses nie slegs die onderwysers se motiveringsvlakke verhoog het nie, maar ook hul 

vermoë om leerders te ondersteun wat leerhindernisse ervaar. Die betrokkenheid van bestuur en 

die department is ook aansienlik verbeter. 

 

Soekwoorde: deelnemende aksieleer en aksienavorsing; onderwyser(s)opleiding; 

leerderondersteuning; leerhindernisse; voldiensskole  



vi 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

DECLARATION ......................................................................................................................... I 

DEDICATION ............................................................................................................................ II 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ........................................................................................................ III 

ABSTRACT ............................................................................................................................. IV 

OPSOMMING ........................................................................................................................... V 

CHAPTER 1  INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY ....................................... 1 

1.1 ORIENTATION AND MOTIVATION ................................................................... 1 

1.2 RATIONALE OF THE STUDY ............................................................................ 3 

1.3 RESEARCH QUESTIONS.................................................................................. 4 

1.4 RESEARCH AIMS ............................................................................................. 5 

1.4.1 General Aim ....................................................................................................... 5 

1.4.2 Specific Aims ...................................................................................................... 5 

1.5 RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY ................................................... 6 

1.5.1 Research design ................................................................................................. 6 

1.5.2 Methodology ....................................................................................................... 7 

1.6 CONTRIBUTION OF THE STUDY ..................................................................... 8 

1.7 CONCEPT CLARIFICATION ............................................................................. 9 

1.8 CHAPTER DIVISION ........................................................................................ 10 

1.9 SUMMARY ....................................................................................................... 10 

CHAPTER 2  LEARNER SUPPORT PRACTICES AND TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS 

IN FULL- SERVICE SCHOOLS IN SOUTH AFRICA .............................................................. 12 

2.1 INTRODUCTION .............................................................................................. 12 

2.2 LEARNER SUPPORT IN SOUTH AFRICAN SCHOOLS ................................. 12 



vii 

2.3 FULL-SERVICE SCHOOLS IN THE SOUTH AFRICAN SCHOOL 

SYSTEM ........................................................................................................... 15 

2.3.1 An overview ...................................................................................................... 15 

2.3.2 The different role-players in a full-service school .............................................. 19 

2.4 TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF AND ATTITUDES TOWARDS 

INCLUSIVE EDUCATION ................................................................................ 25 

2.5 POSSIBLE STRESSORS FOR TEACHERS IN FULL-SERVICE 

SCHOOLS ........................................................................................................ 28 

2.5.1 Teachers’ competency to teach in an inclusive classroom ................................ 28 

2.5.2 Financial, material and human resources ......................................................... 28 

2.5.3 Lack of support for teachers ............................................................................. 29 

2.6 TEACHER PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT AND IN-SERVICE 

TRAINING IN LEARNER SUPPORT ............................................................... 29 

2.7 DEVELOPING SUPPORT PROGRAMMES FOR TEACHERS IN FULL-

SERVICE SCHOOLS ....................................................................................... 32 

2.8 SUMMARY ....................................................................................................... 33 

CHAPTER 3  RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY ............................................... 34 

3.1 INTRODUCTION .............................................................................................. 34 

3.2 RESEARCH AIMS ........................................................................................... 34 

3.2.1 General Aim ..................................................................................................... 34 

3.2.2 Specific Aims .................................................................................................... 34 

3.3 RESEARCH DESIGN ....................................................................................... 34 

3.3.1 Research design ............................................................................................... 34 

3.3.2 Research methodology ..................................................................................... 38 

3.4 SUMMARY ....................................................................................................... 48 



viii 

CHAPTER 4 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION ........................................................................ 49 

4.1 INTRODUCTION .............................................................................................. 49 

4.2 RESULTS ......................................................................................................... 49 

4.2.1 Cycle 1 ............................................................................................................. 49 

4.2.2 Cycle 2 ............................................................................................................. 57 

4.3 DISCUSSION ................................................................................................... 66 

4.3.1 Theme 1: Participants’ perceptions regarding the provision of learner 

support in the full-service school ....................................................................... 66 

4.3.2 Theme 2: Teachers’ support needs in the full-service school ............................ 67 

4.3.3 Theme 3: Participants’ experience of the PAR process .................................... 69 

4.4 CONCLUSION ................................................................................................. 69 

CHAPTER 5 FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS ............................. 70 

5.1 INTRODUCTION .............................................................................................. 70 

5.2 OVERVIEW OF THE RESEARCH ................................................................... 70 

5.3 CONCLUSIONS ............................................................................................... 70 

5.3.1 Sub-question 1: What is the nature of the current conversion of the school 

to a full-service school? .................................................................................... 71 

5.3.2 Sub-question 2: What is the nature of the current learner support practice in 

the school? ....................................................................................................... 71 

5.3.3 Sub-question 3: What are the teachers’ views and needs regarding the 

current learner support practice in their full-service school? .............................. 72 

5.3.4 Sub-question 4: What kind of collaborative support, in the view of the 

teachers, will enhance their support of the learners in their school? ................. 73 

5.3.5 Main question: How can learner support by teachers in a full-service school 

be facilitated in a collaborative way? ................................................................. 74 



ix 

5.4 REFLECTION ON MY LEARNING ................................................................... 75 

5.5 POTENTIAL CONTRIBUTION OF THE STUDY .............................................. 75 

5.5.1 Methodology ..................................................................................................... 75 

5.5.2 Theory .............................................................................................................. 75 

5.6 LIMITATIONS................................................................................................... 75 

5.7 RECOMMENDATIONS .................................................................................... 75 

5.7.1 Further research ............................................................................................... 76 

5.7.2 Teacher training ................................................................................................ 76 

5.7.3 The Department of Education ........................................................................... 76 

5.8 CONCLUSION ................................................................................................. 76 

BIBLIOGRAPHY ..................................................................................................................... 77 

ANNEXURES .......................................................................................................................... 88 

ANNEXURE A - LETTER TO NWDOE REQUESTING PERMISSION TO CONDUCT 

RESEARCH ............................................................................................................................ 89 

ANNEXURE B - PERMISSION LETTER: NWDOE ................................................................. 91 

ANNEXURE C - LETTER TO SCHOOL REQUESTING PERMISSION TO CONDUCT 

RESEARCH ............................................................................................................................ 92 

ANNEXURE D - PERMISSION LETTER: SCHOOL ............................................................... 94 

ANNEXURE E - LETTER OF CONSENT: PARTICIPANTS.................................................... 95 

ANNEXURE F - EXAMPLE: TRANSCRIBED ALS MEETING ................................................ 97 

ANNEXURE G - EXAMPLE: REFLECTION ........................................................................... 99 

ANNEXURE H - QUESTIONNAIRE ...................................................................................... 100 

ANNEXURE J - LANGUAGE EDITING CERTIFICATE ........................................................ 104 

 

  



x 

LIST OF TABLES 

Table 3-1: Main objectives of each data generation strategy. ........................................ 45 

Table 4-1: Calculation of scores for the different issues ................................................ 55 

Table 4-2: Main themes and sub-themes ...................................................................... 66 

  



xi 

LIST OF FIGURES 

Figure 2-1: Different role-players in a full-service school. ............................................... 25 

Figure 3-1: Theoretical Framework for PALAR (Zuber-Skerritt et al., 2015, p. 110) ........ 36 

Figure 3-2: The Spiral of Action Research Cycles (Zuber-Skerrit, 2011). ....................... 37 

Figure 4-1: SWOT analysis of the school’s provision of learner support ......................... 50 

 



1 

CHAPTER 1   

INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY 

1.1 ORIENTATION AND MOTIVATION 

The South African Schools Act (South Africa, 1996b) and the White Paper 6 on Inclusive 

Education and Training (Department of Education, 2001) were promulgated in South Africa with 

the purpose of promoting and protecting the rights of people, including learners with barriers to 

learning. In terms of the Constitution of South Africa (Section 29), Government has the challenge 

to promote effective learning among all learners, i.e. the inclusion of all learners, regardless of 

diversity, within the education system.  The result has been that an increasing number of learners 

with barriers to learning are being included in mainstream classrooms (Engelbrecht, Oswald, 

Swart & Eloff, 2003). 

In October 1996 the Ministry of Education appointed the National Commission on Special Needs 

in Education and Training and the National Committee on Education Support Services to 

investigate and make recommendations on all aspects of special needs and support services in 

education and training in South Africa, which resulted in White Paper 6 on Inclusive Education 

and Training (Department of Education, 2001).  In this White Paper 6 it is recommended that the 

education and training system should promote education for all and foster the development of 

inclusive education that would enable all learners to participate actively in the education process 

so that they can develop and extend their potential and participate as equal members of society.  

According to Murungi (2015), a fundamental challenge with regard to inclusive education is that 

it is not consistently or universally defined. The distinctions between inclusion and inclusive 

education, and between inclusion in the broader and narrow senses in the context of education, 

are also not clear-cut (UNESCO, as cited in Murungi, 2015). Inclusion in education has been 

defined by UNESCO as the -  

“... process of addressing and responding to the diversity of needs of all learners through 

increasing participation in learning, cultures and communities, and reducing exclusion within and 

from education. It involves changes and modifications in content, approaches, structures and 

strategies, with a common vision which covers all children of the appropriate age range and a 

conviction that it is the responsibility of the regular system to educate all children.” (UNESCO, 

2005, par. 13.) 

Murungi (2015) reports that in a “broad” sense, "inclusive education" has been defined by the 

World Health Organisation (WHO) and the World Bank as:  
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“... the understanding that the education of all children including those with disabilities, should be 

under the responsibility of the education ministries or their equivalent with common rules and 

procedures. In this model, education may take place in a range of settings such as special schools 

and centres, special classes, special classes in integrated schools or regular classes in 

mainstream schools, following the model of the least restrictive environment.” (WHO and World 

Bank, 2011, p. 209). 

The Report on the Implementation of Education White Paper 6 on Inclusive Education 

(Department of Basic Education, 2015) states that in South Africa, Inclusive Education as outlined 

in Education White Paper 6 is about -  

 transformation of an education system which has previously been divided into “special 

education” and “mainstream education” into one integrated system which embraces equity 

and quality;    

 acceptance of equal rights for all learners and social justice; and    

 transforming the education system to effectively respond to and support learners, parents and 

communities by promoting the removal of barriers to learning and participation in that 

education system in an incremental manner  

The Department of Basic Education (2014) states in the Screening, Identification, Assessment 

and Support (SIAS) document that in an inclusive education and training system, a wider spread 

of educational support services should be created in line with what learners with barriers to 

learning require. These services encompass low-intensity support for learners with mild barriers, 

which will be provided in ordinary schools; medium-intensity support for those requiring moderate 

support, which will be provided in full-service schools; and high-intensity educational support 

which will be provided in special schools for learners with severe barriers to learning. 

Full-service schools are the focus of this study.  The Department of Basic Education (2014) 

describes full-service schools as “ordinary schools that are inclusive and welcoming of all learners 

in terms of their cultures, policies and practices. Such schools increase participation and reduce 

exclusion by providing support to all learners to develop their full potential irrespective of their 

background, culture, abilities or disabilities, their gender or race. These schools will be 

strengthened and orientated to address a full range of barriers to learning in an inclusive 

education setting to serve as flagship schools of full inclusivity” (p. ix). 

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

focusing on multi-level classroom instruction, co-operative learning, problem solving and the 
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development of learners’ strengths and competencies rather than focusing on their shortcomings 

only (Department of Education, 2001).  

Such full-service schools will be furnished and supported to provide for the full range of learning 

needs among all learners (Department of Education, 2001).  Special attention will be paid to 

developing flexibility in teaching practices and styles through training, capacity building and the 

provision of support to learners and educators in these schools (Department of Education, 2001).  

Teachers play a key role in the inclusion and support of learners with barriers to learning.  

According to Roberts (2011), it is argued that the success of inclusion lies with the teachers and 

therefore their attitudes towards inclusion are crucial to the success of inclusion, and their 

acceptance thereof is paramount.  Yet teachers seem to experience the inclusion of learners with 

barriers to learning as stressful, since they do not feel equipped for the task (Swart, Engelbrecht, 

Eloff & Pettipher, 2002).  This is no surprise, as teaching in any case ranks in the top quartile on 

complexity for all occupations and this inherent complexity makes it a challenging profession to 

master (Snowman & Biehler, 2000) – even more so in inclusive education.  

According to White Paper 6, the support provided to full-service schools will include physical and 

material resources, as well as professional development of staff which is to be provided by the 

District-Based Support Teams (DBSTs) (Department of Basic Education, 2014). However, Mahlo 

and Hugo (2013) argue that there is currently an absence of specific support strategies in the 

relevant policies and other documents in South Africa to address the needs of learning support 

teachers in order to ensure the successful implementation of inclusive education.  Without such 

support to teachers, the implementation of the inclusion policy in South Africa only means more 

pressure on the teachers teaching these children, especially in full-service schools which are 

supposed to provide all services to learners with diverse barriers in those schools.   

1.2 RATIONALE OF THE STUDY 

In a study done by Forlin, Keen and Barrett (2008) on the concerns of mainstream teachers on 

how to cope with inclusivity in the Australian context, one of the concerns that were identified 

dealt with teachers’ perceived competency. The teachers’ perceived difficulty in monitoring other 

learners when attending to the learners with the barriers to learning, was combined with the 

teachers’ high level of concern regarding their reduced ability to teach the other learners in their 

classes as successfully as they would like (Forlin, Keen & Barrett, 2008).  

This is also evident after my own informal discussions with teachers currently teaching in full-

service schools and from my own experience as a teacher in a full-service school.  In the study 

by Forlin, Keen and Barrett (2008), the teachers were asked to indicate types of coping strategies 

they employed in their classrooms and the degree to which they found these useful.  It appeared 
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that the use of humour and maintaining a sense of humour was the most useful strategy in the 

Australian context.  Forlin, Keen and Barrett (2008) also identified two other helpful coping 

strategies namely the problem-focused strategy and the collaborative strategy.  In another study, 

Hardin and Hardin (2002) highlight other strategies like peer tutoring and cooperative learning.  It 

is possible that these strategies may also be applied in South African full-service schools. 

Regarding emotions and attitude towards learners with barriers to learning, Vermeulen, Denessen 

and Knoors (2012), found that the development of negative beliefs and emotions in response to 

the inclusion of learners with barriers to learning may lead to low levels of teachers’ job satisfaction 

and enjoyment in their teaching.  Yet they found only weak relations between teachers’ beliefs 

and emotions on the one hand and their responsive behaviour to learners on the other hand.  In 

my opinion it seems highly important to assist and facilitate teachers in their support of learners 

with barriers to learning in their full-service classrooms, to prevent teachers from developing a 

negative attitude towards their job as a teacher. 

In Education White Paper 6, a plan was proposed to convert five hundred (500 primary) schools 

to full-service schools – schools that can accommodate disabled learners – over a period of 

twenty (20) years. Dunlop (2011) reports that between 2001 and 2010, of the five hundred schools 

that were to convert to full-service, only eight (8) achieved this. She further lists the following as 

some barriers to conversion that were cited (p. 1): 

 Lack of funding. Converting a school to be disabled friendly is a resource-heavy undertaking, 

and most government funded schools are already under-resourced. 

 Lack of training for teachers. Training in how to facilitate and teach disabled students must be 

prioritised if schools are to be truly full-service. 

 Teachers argue that the demands of the new curriculum and overcrowded classes prevent 

them from spending the necessary one-on-one time that teaching a disabled learner requires. 

It is because of the above-mentioned that I want to investigate how a particular school, which was 

converted to a full-service school in 2011, and the teachers who are teaching there, are coping 

with the conversion from a mainstream school to a full-service school. From this investigation a 

collaborative approach will be applied to facilitate learner support by the teachers in this full-

service school.     

1.3 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Against the above background the main question for the research can be stated as follows: 
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 How can the process of learner support by teachers in a full-service school be facilitated in a 

collaborative way? 

From this main research question, the following sub-questions can be formulated:  

 What is the nature of the current conversion of the school to a full-service school?  

 What is the nature of the current learner support practice in the school?  

 What are the teachers’ views and needs regarding the current learner support practice in their 

full-service school? 

 What kind of collaborative support, in the view of the teachers, will enhance their support of 

the learners in their school?   

 How can this support be facilitated? 

1.4 RESEARCH AIMS 

1.4.1 General Aim 

The purpose and aim of this research is to investigate and establish how the process of learner 

support by teachers in a full-service school can be facilitated in a collaborative way. 

1.4.2 Specific Aims 

The specific aims of this research are to establish - 

 what the nature of the current conversion of the school to a full-service school is;  

 what the nature of the current learner support practice in the school is; 

 what the teachers’ views and needs regarding the current learner support practice in their full-

service school are; 

 what kind of collaborative support, in the view of the teachers, will enhance their  support of 

the learners in their school; 

 how this support can be facilitated. 
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1.5 RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

1.5.1 Research design 

Against the above background, a qualitative paradigm was indicated for this study, with 

participatory action learning and action research (PALAR) as research design.   

A qualitative approach to research is one in which the inquirer often makes knowledge claims 

based primarily on constructivist perspectives (i.e. the multiple meanings of individual 

experiences, meanings socially and historically constructed, with an intent of developing a theory 

or pattern) or advocacy/participatory perspectives (i.e., political, issue-orientated, collaborative, 

or change orientated), or both (Creswell, 2003). According to Creswell (2003), it also uses 

strategies of inquiry such as narratives, phenomenology, ethnographies, grounded theory studies, 

or case studies. The researcher collects open-ended, emerging data with the primary intent of 

developing themes from the data (Creswell, 2003). 

According to Zuber-Skerritt (2002), action research means critical, collaborative research into 

complex practical problems, involving people at the coalface and being accountable to 

stakeholders through continuous reflection on action, evaluation and critical self-evaluation. 

Action research is an alternative paradigm to traditional social science research, since it is 

practical, participatory and collaborative, equalitarian and emancipatory, interpretative and critical 

(Zuber-Skerrit, 2012). 

PALAR is a combination of Participatory Action Research (PAR) and Action Learning (AL). 

Participatory Action Research (PAR) is defined by Reason (1994) as research with people rather 

than research on people. It involves inquiry as a means by which people participate together to 

explore some substantial aspects of their lives, and to understand these better. It is also to 

transform their action so as to meet their purposes more fully (Reason, 1994). 

According to Zuber-Skerritt (2002), the purpose of PAR is to bring about improvement in any 

given context through action, in terms of enhancing the collective understanding of the context.  

It can seek to transform existing conditions and break down present boundaries or barriers in 

society (Zuber-Skerritt, 2002).  PAR is deemed applicable for this research because the aim of 

this study, as the facilitation of learner support by teachers, in a collaborative way, may 

accomplish transforming the current practices and conditions in the schools, which can best be 

achieved through PAR. 

Action Learning (AL) is learning from concrete experience, through group discussion, trial and 

error, discovery and learning from one another. Zuber-Skerritt explains that “it is a process by 
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which groups of people (whether managers, academics, teachers, students or ‘learners’ 

generally) work on real issues or problems, carrying real responsibility in real conditions.” (p. 144) 

In the combined PAR and AL in PALAR, the solution is created with and by the participants in the 

PALAR project, including the researcher/facilitator as a co-researcher who joins to help improve 

or change the social situation for the better. According to Zuber-Skerritt (2011), PALAR is 

designed to bring about social change, to expose unjust practices or environmental dangers and 

recommend actions for change. It often then happens that PALAR is linked into traditions of 

citizens’ direct action and community organising. The practitioner is actively involved in the cause 

for which the research is conducted. According to Zuber-Skerritt (2011), it is precisely this 

commitment that is a necessary part of being a practitioner or a member of a community of 

practice. 

Action research has a spiral of cycles which involves the repetition of the cycle more than once, 

and more if necessary. The cycle involves planning, acting, observing and reflecting (Zuber-

Skerrit, 2011). Hereafter the whole cycle starts again, and learning takes place through these 

actions in the cycle. 

A critical approach was used in the generation and interpretation of data. Participants will make 

use of critical reflection to generate data. See further details below in 1.5.2.2. 

1.5.2 Methodology 

This section is only briefly described, as it will be described in more detail in the chapter on 

methodology.     

1.5.2.1 Site or social network selection 

One full-service school in the North-West Province was selected for this research. The school is 

a primary school which was recently (2011) transformed into a full-service school.  This school is 

a socio-economic lower class suburban school with limited facilities, staff, funding and resources. 

1.5.2.2 Participants 

All the teachers in the school were invited to participate in the PAR research. In the end the 

participants consisted of seven (7) participants which included the researcher (= 6 teachers). 

1.5.2.3 Data generation 

In this study data were generated by means of focus group discussions, observation, reflective 

journals and interviews. 
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1.5.2.4 Data analysis and interpretation 

Thematic content analysis was used for data analysis and interpretation in this study. In PALAR, 

content analysis occurs throughout the whole process, through critical reflection by participants 

of the ongoing process. Data were analysed for commonly occurring themes and sub-themes 

from the teachers’ reflections and discussions. 

1.5.2.5  Trustworthiness 

In this study, triangulation and member checking were used to establish trustworthiness.   

Multiple data generation methods were used as indicated above.  Triangulation of data results is 

a validity procedure where researchers search for convergence of results among multiple and 

different sources of information, to create themes or categories in a study (Creswell & Miller, 

2000).  

Member checking consists of taking data and interpretations back to the participants in the study 

so that they can confirm the correctness of the information and narrative account (Creswell & 

Miller, 2000).   

1.5.2.6 Ethical aspects of the research 

Since this research involved people as participants, it was incumbent upon the researcher to act 

according to the ethical standards prescribed by the North West University (NWU) Ethics 

Committee. Research participants were thus informed about the nature of the study to be 

conducted, and were given the choice of either participating or withdrawing from participating 

(Leedy & Ormrod, 2004). The participants’ responses would also be anonymous and treated 

confidentially. All parties involved in the research project would be given feedback.    

1.6 CONTRIBUTION OF THE STUDY 

This study may contribute to the knowledge of the implementation of learner support within full-

service schools, as part of the inclusive education strategy, in terms of how teachers can be 

empowered in a collaborative way to provide learner support in full-service schools.  It may give 

an indication on how facilitation can be applied to enhance the learner support by the teachers in 

the full-service school. 

This study is part of a bigger NRF funded project at the NWU, titled Action Research for 

Community Engagement by Tertiary Institutions: Beyond Service Learning. 
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1.7 CONCEPT CLARIFICATION 

Inclusive Education 

Inclusive Education refers to an education system which accommodates learners with special 

learning needs in the mainstream education without discrimination (Dinkebogile, 2005). Van 

Kraayenoord (2007) refers to inclusive education as “the practice of providing for students with a 

wide range of abilities, backgrounds and aspirations in regular school settings” (p. 391).      

White Paper 6 on Inclusive Education and Training (Department of Education, 2001) provides an 

elaborate definition on inclusive education, but the most relevant part of the definition, for the 

purpose of this study, is that inclusive education “...is about enabling education structures, 

systems and learning methodologies to meet the needs of all learners” (p. 16). 

Inclusive Education in a “broad” sense can be defined as “the understanding that the education 

of all children including those with disabilities, should be under the responsibility of the education 

ministries or their equivalent with common rules and procedures. In this model, education may 

take place in a range of settings such as special schools and centres, special classes, special 

classes in integrated schools or regular classes in mainstream schools, following the model of the 

least restrictive environment” (WHO and World Bank, 2011, p. 209). 

Full-Service Schools 

Full-service schools are ordinary schools that are inclusive and welcome all learners in terms of 

their cultures, policies and practices. Such schools increase participation and reduce exclusion 

by providing support to all learners to develop their full potential irrespective of their background, 

culture, abilities or disabilities, their gender or race. These schools will be strengthened and 

orientated to address a full range of barriers to learning in an inclusive education setting to serve 

as flagship schools of full inclusivity (Department of Basic Education, 2014).  The full-service 

school in this study is a full-service school; however it cannot yet be described as such a flagship 

school. 

Barriers to Learning 

Barriers to learning refer to difficulties that arise within the education system as a whole, the 

learning site and/or within the learner him/herself which prevent access to learning and 

development (Department of Basic Education, 2014).  In this study all barriers that are identified 

by the participants will be applicable.   

Learner Support 
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Learner Support includes all the activities and services in education that have been developed to 

help learners meet their learning objectives and gain the knowledge and skills that they need in 

order to be successful in their learning (Brindley, Walti & Zawacki-Richter, 2004). The Department 

of Education (2001) defines learner support as any form of help, assistance and guidance given 

to learners who experience barriers to learning – to enable them to overcome their barriers. This 

support can be of a low intensity, moderate intensity or high-intensity level – depending on the 

needs of the individual learner. 

In this study all learner support activities that are identified by the participants will be applicable.      

Collaboration 

Collaboration is a trusting, working relationship between two or more equal participants involved 

in shared thinking, shared planning and shared creation of integrated instruction. Collaboration in 

this study will encompass this kind of working relationship between the participants and the 

researcher.  

Facilitation 

Facilitation takes place to make an action or a process possible or easier (Oxford, 2015).  In this 

study the researcher will be the facilitator of the participants’ research activities in the whole 

research process.  The participants will also be one another’s facilitators in the process whenever 

the need for collaboration and facilitation among themselves arises.    

1.8 CHAPTER DIVISION 

 Chapter 1: Introduction and overview of study 

 Chapter 2: Literature review on learner support practices and teachers’ perceptions on learner 

support in full-service schools in South Arica and other countries  

 Chapter 3: Research design and methodology 

 Chapter 4: Results and discussion of findings 

 Chapter 5: Conclusions and recommendations 

1.9 SUMMARY 

Chapter 1 provided an orientation to the research study. It includes a motivation for the study, a 

rationale of the study, the identification of research questions, the aims of the research, a brief 
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discussion of the research design and methodology, the possible contribution of the study to the 

research focus area, the clarification of important concepts and the division of chapters. 
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CHAPTER 2   

LEARNER SUPPORT PRACTICES AND TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS IN 

FULL-SERVICE SCHOOLS IN SOUTH AFRICA 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

While the previous chapter focused on the orientation of this study, chapter 2 will review the 

literature on the current learner support policies and practices in the South African inclusive 

education system, as well as the challenges which teachers face in providing learner support to 

learners who experience barriers to learning.  

In exploring the challenges teachers face, this chapter will discuss learner support and inclusive 

education practices in South Africa, followed by a study of the policies and practices in South 

African education regarding full-service schools. I will also focus on what research indicates as 

regards teacher’s perceptions and attitudes towards inclusive education and learner support, the 

challenges they face, and their need for development and training to provide effective learner 

support in full-service schools.  Lastly I will indicate what kind of teacher development 

programmes applicable to learner support there are. 

2.2 LEARNER SUPPORT IN SOUTH AFRICAN SCHOOLS 

Learner support is about supporting all learners, educators and the system as a whole so that the 

full range of learning needs can be met, with the emphasis on the development of good teaching 

strategies that will be to the benefit of all learners (Department of Education, 2001).  

The Department of Education (2001) defines learner support as any form of help, assistance and 

guidance given to learners who experience barriers to learning – to enable them to overcome 

their barriers. This support can be of a low intensity, moderate or high intensity level, depending 

on the needs of the individual learner.  Low-intensity support will be provided for learners at 

ordinary schools; while moderate support will be provided at full-service schools. High-intensity 

support will be provided at special schools/special school-resource centres. To determine the 

level of support required, the needs of the learner, the educator, the school and the system have 

to be taken into consideration (Department of Education, 2001). The providing of support to 

learners who experience barriers to learning is an essential key towards providing them with 

quality education. 

Support can also be defined as all the activities which enhance the capacity of a school to cater 

for diversity and ensure effective learning and teaching for all their learners (Department of 
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Education, 2005). Individual support generally aims to increase the inclusiveness of the 

curriculum. Support, in a nutshell, is thus an integral part of all teaching. 

Often learners are faced with challenges in the learning process which are a result of a broad 

range of experiences in the classroom, at school, at home, in the community, and/or as a result 

of health conditions or disability. These challenges are referred to as ‘barriers to learning and 

development’ in the SIAS policy (Department of Basic Education, 2014). According to the SIAS 

policy of the Department of Basic Education (2014), barriers to learning and development may 

include: Socio-economic aspects (such as a lack of access to basic services, poverty and under-

development); factors that place learners at risk, for example, physical, emotional, and sexual 

abuse, political violence, HIV and AIDS and other chronic health conditions; attitudes; inflexible 

curriculum implementation at schools; language and communication; inaccessible and unsafe 

structural environments; inappropriate and inadequate provision of support services; lack of 

parental recognition and involvement; disability; lack of human resource development strategies; 

and unavailability of accessible learning and teaching support materials and assistive technology.    

Support for learners with barriers to learning can be implemented in terms of support programmes 

and support packages. Support programmes refer to structured interventions delivered at schools 

and in the classrooms within specific frames, while a package of support is designed to address 

the barriers to learning identified for each learner or for each school (Department of Education, 

2008a). 

In a recent article in the Sunday Times Newspaper, Govender (2015) reports the following about 

full-service schools: 

“The Department of Basic Education projects spending an additional R2.6-billion over five years 

on the full-service schools project to increase enrolments” 

The proposals of the Department of Basic Education also include (Govender, 2015): 

 To double funding for special needs children attending a full-service school; and 

 For provinces to set up an equipment loan service to provide and manage the distribution of 

equipment, devices and support material to pupils. 

Govender (2015) further reports that a task team was established in June 2015 to investigate the 

funding and staffing of special and full-service schools that cater for pupils experiencing barriers 

to learning. 

In South Africa, learner support is applied according to the prescriptions of White Paper 6. An 

education systems approach is followed in which different official departmental systems offer 
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support to learners with barriers to learning.  According to the National Strategy on Screening, 

Identification, Assessment and Support School Pack (Department of Education, 2008b), these 

education systems include the National and Provincial Departments of Education and the District 

Based Support Teams (DBSTs) that consist of professionals like therapists, psychologists, 

learner support teachers, medical personnel and social workers. Support from the community and 

the parents are also relied on (Landsberg, Kruger & Nel, 2005). 

Learner support includes all activities in a school which increase its capacity to respond to 

diversity. The aim is to design support programmes so that the learner gain access to learning 

(Department of Basic Education, 2014). Support also takes place when schools review their 

culture, policies and practices in terms of the extent to which they meet individual teacher, parent 

and learner needs as well as when teachers plan lessons in such a way that they accommodate 

all learners (Department of Basic Education, 2014).  

The aim of introducing the SIAS (Screening, Identification, Assessment and Support) strategy in 

the education system is to overhaul the process of identifying, assessing and providing 

programmes for all learners requiring additional support so as to enhance participation and 

inclusion (Department of Education, 2008b). According to the Department of Education (2008b), 

one of the key objectives of the strategy is to provide clear guidelines on enrolling learners in 

special schools and settings which also acknowledge the central role played by parents and 

educators. Determining a support package is dependent on the findings of the range of 

assessments conducted and the outcomes of support plans implemented by several role players 

in consultation with the parents and the learner whilst following the SIAS process (Department of 

Basic Education, 2014). According to the Department of Basic Education (2014), support should 

no longer focus on deficits that have been diagnosed in individual learners, who are assumed to 

be in need of remediation through individual attention by specialist staff. The SIAS shifts the focus 

to a holistic approach where a whole range of possible barriers to learning that a learner may 

experience (such as extrinsic barriers in the home, school or community environment, or barriers 

related to disabilities) are considered.  

According to the Department of Education (2008b), five specific support provision areas are 

identified: 

 The availability of specialist support staff; 

 The availability of assistive devices, specialised equipment and teaching and learning support 

materials; 

 The extent to which the curriculum is differentiated to meet the individual needs of learners; 
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 The delivery of initial and on-going training, orientation, mentorship and guidance; and 

 Environmental access (once-off and not necessarily on-going). 

This study will focus on the first four learner support provision areas.   

The SIAS process is intended to assess the level and extent of support needed to maximise 

learners’ participation in the learning process (Department of Education, 2008b). The National 

Strategy on Screening, Identification, Assessment and Support (Department of Education, 2008b) 

first outlines a process of identifying individual learner needs in relation to the home and school 

context, in order to establish the level and extent of additional support that is needed. Secondly, 

it outlines a process for enabling the accessing and provisioning of such support at different levels 

(Department of Education, 2008b).  

Learner needs stem from a range of possible barriers to learning that learners may experience 

and which render them dependent on learner support.   

According to the Department of Education (2005), the concept ‘barriers to learning’ refers to all 

the systemic, societal, intrinsic and pedagogic factors that impede learning and development 

(Department of Education, 2005, p.10). 

Barriers to learning may arise within the education system as a whole, the learning site and/or 

within the learner him/herself: these prevent access to learning and development for learners 

(Department of Education, 2008b). The term “barriers to learning” also refers to any obstacle that 

may hinder the learner from accessing educational provision, and that might contribute to learning 

breakdown. 

The curriculum is one of the most significant barriers to learning. Barriers to learning arise from 

the different aspects of the curriculum, such as the content, the language, classroom organisation, 

teaching methodologies, pace of teaching, and the time available to complete the curriculum, 

teaching and learning support materials and assessment (Department of Education, 2005).   

This study will focus on the facilitation of learner support practices regarding inter alia adapting 

the curriculum in full-service schools for learners who experience any of such barriers to learning. 

2.3 FULL-SERVICE SCHOOLS IN THE SOUTH AFRICAN SCHOOL SYSTEM 

2.3.1 An overview 

The White Paper 6 (Department of Education, 2001) makes provision for an inclusive education 

system, in which a range of educational support services must be created in line with what 
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learners with barriers to learning require. These services encompass low-intensity support for 

learners with mild barriers, which will be provided in ordinary schools; medium-intensive support 

for those requiring moderate support, which will be provided in full-service schools; and high-

intensity educational support which will be provided in special schools for learners with severe 

barriers to learning (2001).  This study will focus on the learner support as provided in full-service 

schools only. According to the Department of Basic Education (2014), full-service schools (FSS) 

are ordinary schools that are specially resourced and orientated to address a full range of barriers 

to learning in an inclusive education setting. 

This differs from special schools because special schools are equipped to deliver education to 

learners requiring high-intensive educational and other support either on a full-time or part-time 

basis (Department of Education, 2008b). Some special schools are also resource centres which 

mean that the school is transformed to accommodate learners who have high intensity support 

needs, as well as provide a range of support services to ordinary and full-service schools 

(Department of Education, 2008b). 

The Guidelines for Full-Service / Inclusive Schools (Department of Basic Education, 2010) 

describe a full-service school as a school with the following characteristics (p. 7): 

 Full-service/inclusive schools are first and foremost mainstream education institutions that 

provide quality education to all learners by supplying the full range of learning needs in an 

equitable manner; 

 They should strive to achieve access, equity, quality and social justice in education; 

 They promote a sense of belonging so that all learners, staff and families experience a sense 

of worth in the learning community; 

 They have the capacity to respond to diversity by providing appropriate education for 

individual needs of learners, irrespective of disability or differences in learning style or pace, 

or social difficulties experienced; and 

 They establish methods to assist curriculum and institutional transformation to ensure an 

awareness of diversity, and that additional support is available to those learners and educators 

who need it. 

According to the Conceptual and Operational Guidelines for the implementation of Inclusive 

Education: Full-service schools (Department of Education, 2005), teachers have to receive 

support in terms of mastering new skills in curriculum differentiation, assessment and effective 

teaching methods. 
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White Paper 6 (Department of Education, 2001) envisages that 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 shortcomings only, with a variety of support services 

to meet the full range of educational needs of learners in that school. These support services will 

include physical and material resources, as well as professional development for staff.  They will 

also receive special attention from the district support teams (Department of Education, 2001).   

According to the Department of Basic Education (2010), this approach to minimising exclusion 

and addressing barriers to learning is consistent with a learner-centred approach to teaching and 

learning. It recognises that developing learner strengths and enabling and empowering learners 

to participate actively and critically in the learning process involve identifying and overcoming the 

causes of learning difficulties. The Guidelines for Full-Service / Inclusive Schools (Department of 

Basic Education, 2010), continues to state that “this approach is also consistent with a systemic 

and developmental approach to understanding problems leading to action planning. It is 

consistent with the latest international approaches that focus on providing quality “education for 

all” (p. 4). 

With the above mentioned goals in mind, the road to implementation of the policy, White Paper 

6, has not been easy owing to insufficient funding, lack of implementation capacity, lack of clear 

national guidelines and funding norms and standards linked to an expanded focus from disabilities 

to educational practices and institutions which become not just the responsibility of the historical 

special needs directorates, but the system as a whole (Wildeman & Nomdo, 2007).      

It seems that difficulties associated with the implementation of inclusive education appear to stem, 

in part, from the ambiguities within Education White Paper 6 (Department of Education, 2001). 

An example of this is evident in the fact that the White Paper suggested the cost effectiveness of 

inclusion to be one of the benefits of inclusive policy (Department of Education, 2001). It is 

however difficult to foresee how significant transformations to the educational system in South 

Africa (e.g. mobilisation of out-of-school children with disabilities; infrastructure changes to 

schools) can be made without providing provincial departments with substantial increases in their 

short-term funding to help take these necessary first steps (Stofile, 2008; Wildeman & Nomdo, 

2007). According to Donohue and Bornman (2014), this ambiguity in financial means and 

departmental responsibilities may be intentional. Jansen (2001) suggests that some South African 

policies are enacted for their political symbolism rather than their practicality; consequently, vague 

policies often get accepted and passed, but no one is held accountable for their implementation. 

Stofile (2008) actually reports that a chief complaint of education officials in the Eastern Cape 

province of South Africa was that they got the impression that the national Department of 

Education was not committed to the implementation of the inclusive policy and had tried to 
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relegate their responsibilities to others. The very same study by Stofile (2008) found that school 

principals reported having received no support or funding from the Department of Education to 

help sustain any progress they had made in the implementation of some of the broad strategies 

mentioned in the White Paper. It is evident that, without support and recognition, it is difficult for 

any school to make inclusion a reality.  

According to Matland’s (1995) ambiguity-conflict model of policy implementation, ambiguity in 

policy is the result of a lack of clarity in a policy document regarding the goals or the means by 

which such goals will be reached. When goals are not explicitly stated, there is uncertainty about 

the purpose of policy, and it is often misunderstood. Donohue and Bornman (2014) reported that, 

after studying the content of Education White Paper 6, it is clear that the proposed implementation 

strategies lack specificity and detail, thereby increasing the policy’s ambiguity. Research of Stofile 

(2008) found that education officials in South Africa were unsure regarding the goals of inclusive 

education, with some officials reporting that they were unclear about how ordinary and special 

schools would be transformed into schools more suitable for inclusive education. Other officials 

were confused about the parameters of barriers to learning and exactly how these barriers would 

be addressed within inclusive schools (Wildeman & Nomdo, 2007).  For example, trying to 

eliminate learners’ intrinsic barriers (e.g. physical or sensory impairment) is more straightforward 

than trying to address some of their extrinsic barriers to learning (e.g. poverty or orphan-hood). If 

the goals of inclusion include addressing extrinsic barriers to learning, then schools would need 

more explicit guidelines from the Department of Education to help them accomplish this rather 

complicated task of implementing the inclusion policy (Donohue & Bornman 2014).  

Even more unclear than the goals of Education White Paper 6, is the fact that the means by which 

these policies will be realised, are not explicitly stated. Generally, when new policies have been 

implemented, adequate funding and capacity to deliver these policies are assumed (Wildeman & 

Nomdo, 2007). Apart from the lack of funding, schools also currently lack teachers who have the 

knowledge and skills teach a diverse group of learners in a single classroom without considerably 

increasing their workload. Education White Paper 6 states that “new curriculum and assessment 

initiatives will be required to focus on the inclusion of the full-range of diverse learning 

needs…since curricula create the most significant barrier to learning and exclusion for many 

learners.” (Department of Education, 2001, 31-32) How the teachers are expected to undertake 

the task of adapting the curriculum to suit each learner’s particular needs and pace of learning is 

not thoroughly detailed (Donohue & Bornman 2014). The Department of Education envisaged 

that many teachers would be reoriented to new methods of teaching via comprehensive training 

programmes that they provided. Training programmes that educate teachers how to 

accommodate and teach learners with disabilities are generally a week or two long, but teachers 

report that although these brief training programmes are helpful, they are insufficient (Stofile, 
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2008). These programmes tend to focus on developing a couple of skills, whereas teachers often 

need far more comprehensive training programmes (Donohue & Bornman 2014).  

From the aspects discussed above, it is clear that ambiguities hinder the implementation of the 

inclusive education policy. In addition, Matland’s (1995) ambiguity conflict model suggests that 

policy implementation is hindered by conflict stemming from differences in opinion between 

various stakeholders about how the policy will be executed. According to Matland (1995), “virtually 

all policy theorists have emphasised the importance of delegating policy to a sympathetic agency.” 

(p. 157) Placing a policy in an agency where it is in conflict with existing policies and goals, leads 

to few resources, little support, and almost certain failure. This may be a contributing factor to the 

lack of progress in inclusive policy (Donohue & Bornman 2014). Within the Department of 

Education, there are various sectors that compete for limited resources. The current educational 

drives are in the expansion of Grade R (equivalent to kindergarten) and basic adult education 

programmes, with significantly fewer resources being dedicated to inclusive education (Wildeman 

& Nomdo, 2007). It is clear that South Africa’s inclusive education policy is therefore characterised 

by both high conflict and ambiguity. Matland (1995) terms high conflict, high ambiguity policies as 

“symbolic implementation” policies, which almost always are associated with non-implementation 

and failure. He further states that symbolic policies tend to garner attention when they are first 

passed, but ultimately do not come to light; this very pattern is observed in the implementation of 

inclusive policy. When Education White Paper 6 was first published in 2001, South Africa seemed 

to be following the international trend toward inclusion, but subsequent policy implementation has 

made little progress over the past decade.   

Santiago, Ferrara and Blank (2008) are, however, of the opinion that full-service schools 

represent a promising education approach that improves learning by addressing not only learners’ 

academic needs but also their social, emotional, physical, and intellectual needs.     

2.3.2 The different role-players in a full-service school 

2.3.2.1 Teachers 

The teacher’s role is certainly one of the most crucial in inclusive education. Educators need a 

conceptual understanding of inclusion and the diverse needs of learners, including those with 

disabilities. According to the SIAS Draft Policy on Screening, Identification, Assessment and 

Support (Department of Education, 2014), learning programmes and materials as well as 

assessment procedures have to be made accessible to all learners, and must accommodate the 

diversity of learning needs in order to facilitate learners’ achievement to the fullest. Teachers need 

to take care not to label learners who are identified for additional support, because this will 

promote exclusionary practices (SIAS Draft Policy, Department of Basic Education, 2014). The 
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support that teachers give, according to this policy, will include differentiation of content, 

adjustment of classroom methodologies and classroom environment and applying the necessary 

accommodations in assessment and examinations.  

In curriculum differentiation, teachers are encouraged to modify the content to some extent to 

help learners attain the knowledge, skills and competencies (Department of Basic Education, 

2011). According to the guidelines for responding to learner diversity in the classroom through 

curriculum and assessment policy statements (Directorate Inclusive Education, 2011), the key to 

differentiated teaching methods is the flexible use by teachers of a wide range of: 

 Learning materials 

 Methods of presentation 

 Learning activities 

 Lesson organisations 

The classroom environment can be differentiated by paying attention to the psychological, social 

and physical factors that shape the learning environment (Directorate Inclusive Education, 2011). 

Both psychosocial and physical aspects of the learning environment impact on learners classroom 

experiences. In a large class, a hearing impaired child or those who struggle to concentrate may 

experience barriers to learning because of noise levels and seating arrangements (Directorate 

Inclusive Education, 2011). When it comes to differentiating assessment, the traditional practice 

of having all learners do the same assessment tasks at the same time has to be reconsidered In 

this new way of thinking, teachers need an assessment approach and plan that is flexible enough 

to accommodate a range of learner needs (Directorate Inclusive Education, 2011). Differentiated 

assessment will enable learners of various abilities and with varied experience to best 

demonstrate what they know. According to the Directorate Inclusive Education (2011), as a 

teacher gets to know her learners, and as learner differences emerge, assessment needs to 

become more differentiated. The goal is to meet learners where they are and to help them 

progress to the next step in their learning. Thus, according to the Directorate Inclusive Education 

(2011), it is a cyclical process: assessment and instruction support and inform each other. 

Once the teacher has exhausted all the possible strategies, he/she can consult with the SBST 

(Department of Basic Education, 2014). 

This study will focus on facilitating the differentiation of the curriculum and assessment in the full-

service school. 
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2.3.2.2 Parents 

Acknowledging the pivotal role of parents/caregivers in education and training is the key factor in 

the early identification of barriers (Department of Basic Education, 2014). According to the SIAS 

Draft Policy (Department of Basic Education, 2014), parents’/caregivers’ observations and 

comments can lead the teacher to find the exact nature of the barriers that a learner experiences. 

Parents/caregivers should at all times be involved in the identification and assessment processes 

involving their child, and should be regarded as equal partners in this process (SIAS Draft Policy, 

Department of Basic Education, 2014). Parents/caregivers should be able to initiate contact with 

teachers regarding their child’s progress. When choices have to be made about the learner’s 

enrolment into a site where additional support is available, parents/caregivers need to have full 

information about all options so that they can make informed choices (SIAS Draft Policy, 

Department of Basic Education, 2014). However, it is common knowledge that parents or care-

givers are not always available or knowledgeable to be able to make informed choices or to 

provide such information to teachers about the learner; it is often up to the teacher to decide what 

kind of support is needed for a learner.      

The parents will not be the focus of this study, but it cannot be foreseen if this study may eventually 

indeed produce results on the role of the parents.        

2.3.2.3 Institutional Level Support Teams (ILST) 

White Paper 6 states that Institutional Level Support Teams (ILSTs), also referred to as School 

Based Support Teams (SBSTs), should be pivotally involved in identifying learners that are “at 

risk” and to address barriers to learning. According to the previous SIAS Strategy School Pack of 

2008 (Department of Education, 2008b), the SBSTs need to support educators in the SIAS 

process by providing opportunities for regular, collaborative problem-solving around areas of 

concern regarding learner support to barriers in learning. The SBSTs also have to assist in 

facilitating the provision of such support where needed. The Department of Education (2008b) 

further states that in each case a cycle of intervention and support by the educator/s facilitated by 

the SBST needs to be implemented before additional support from outside the site of learning is 

requested. 

According to the Draft Policy on Screening, Identification, Assessment and Support (SIAS) 

(Department of Basic Education, 2014) the SBST has the following functions (p. 32-33): 

 Study the report provided by the teacher on barriers identified and support provided / 

implemented up to that point, and the impact of the support 

 Assess support needed and develop a programme for teacher and parents 
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 Provide training / support to be implemented in the classroom if necessary 

 Evaluate / monitor after the proposed programme has been implemented for a period agreed 

upon by the SBST, teacher and parents. The kind of support to be provided will determine the 

length of a formal report which should be compiled by the SBST 

 Identify further School-Based Support assets and mobilise these 

 Encourage collegial support / peer support. 

According to the SIAS Draft Policy (Department of Basic Education, 2014), the core purpose of 

these teams is to support the teaching and learning process. This policy further states that the 

SBST’s key functions that relate to teaching and learning include:      

 Co-ordinating all learner, teacher, curriculum and school development support in the school. 

This includes linking the SBST to other school-based management structures and processes, 

or even integrating them in order to facilitate the co-ordination of activities and avoid 

duplication 

 Collectively identifying school needs and, in particular, barriers to learning at learner, teacher, 

curriculum and school levels 

 Collectively developing strategies to address these needs and barriers to learning. This should 

include a major focus on teacher development and parent consultation and support 

 Drawing in the resources needed, from within and outside the school, to address these 

challenges   

 Monitoring and evaluating the work of the team within an ‘action-reflection’ framework. 

The principal has the responsibility to establish the SBST and to ensure that the team is functional 

and supported (Department of Basic Education, 2014). It is suggested by the Policy for SIAS 

(Department of Basic Education, 2014) that the following people make up the core members of 

this team (p. 33-34):    

 Teachers involved with the teaching of the particular learner(s) who experience barriers to 

learning 

 Teachers with specialised skills and knowledge in areas such as learning support, life 

skills/guidance, or counselling 
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 Teachers from the school: these could be teachers who volunteer because of their interest, 

or who represent various levels of the programme, e.g. Foundation Phase, or who represent 

various learning areas, e.g. language and communication 

 Teachers who are involved directly in the management of the school: this could be the 

principal, the deputy principal or another member of the management team 

 Teachers on the staff who have particular expertise to offer around a specific need or 

challenge 

 Non-educators from the school: this includes administrative and care-taking staff 

 Learner representatives at senior, further education or higher education levels: this is an 

important addition to the team if one wishes to encourage peer-support. In addition to the 

above core team who would meet on a regular basis to ‘problem solve’ particular concerns 

and challenges in the school, the following additional people could be brought into some of 

the SBST’s meetings and processes to assist with particular challenges: 

 Parents / caregivers at early childhood centre or school levels: the inclusion of interested 

and specifically skilled parents would strengthen the team 

 Specific members of the District-based Support Team (DBST), including 

special/resource schools 

 Members of the local community who have a particular contribution to make to specific 

challenges 

 Teachers from other schools, particularly from full-service schools and those that may 

be in a cluster relationship with the school concerned. 

The functioning of the ILST/SBST will be investigated in this study. 

2.3.2.4 The Principal and School Management Team (SMT) 

Whether a school truly adopts an inclusive approach, relies on the attitudes and actions of the 

principal and the school management team members (Department of Basic Education, 2010). 

The Department of Basic Education (2010) states: “adoption of an inclusive approach is 

established by embracing continuous change and nurturing this understanding among staff 

members.” (p. 13) The administrative roles of the Principal and the SMT in ensuring that schools 

are established as inclusive centres of learning, care and support are numerous, but they can be 

grouped into the categories of leadership and management (Department of Education, 2010). 
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A report by the CSIR on their Inclusive Education Field Test done in 2008 (Department of 

Education, 2008b), states that most of the SMTs in the provinces included in the field test reported 

that when it comes to the implementation of White Paper 6, their difficulties arise either from a 

lack of understanding of their roles regarding inclusive strategies or from an inability or 

unwillingness to perform them. They further report that many appeared ignorant of the support 

mechanisms necessary for the effective implementation of inclusive education. Some members 

of the SMTs were reported to be not only unwilling but actively hostile towards the entire process. 

SMTs and principals play a crucial role in the leadership of inclusive education and 

implementation of the SIAS and ILP strategies at schools. 

The role of the SMT will also be investigated in this study. 

2.3.2.5 District-based Support Teams (DBSTs) 

Apart from the role-players indicated above, there is also the District-based Support Team 

(DBST). The SIAS Draft Policy (Department of Education, 2014) is aimed at all support staff in 

the District-based Support Team (DBST), including curriculum and school managers, human 

resource planning and development coordinators, social workers, therapists, psychologists and 

other health professionals, working within the school system. 

According to Department of Education (2008b, p 100) the role of the staff on the DBST is to: 

 Discuss and evaluate the request by the school for additional support in consultation with the 

parents / caregivers, teachers and institution-level support team members 

 Plan support provision to schools, teachers and learners 

 Monitor support provision in a mentoring and consultative way. 

The different role-players in a full-service school and their place of involvement with the learner 

who experiences barriers to learning, as discussed above, can be illustrated in the following 

Figure. As indicated in 2.3.2.1, parents or care-givers are not always available or knowledgeable 

to be able to make informed choices or to provide such information to teachers about the learner; 

it is often up to the teacher to decide what kind of support is needed for a learner.  Therefore the 

parents will not be the focus of this study.  In this light, the parents are not placed in closest 

proximity to the learner in the Figure, but the teacher instead.       
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Figure 2-1: Different role-players in a full-service school. 

Kuyini and Desai (2007) highlight the fact that policies on the constitution of the various teams 

and their functioning alone will not ensure the success of inclusive education in schools.  These 

authors indicate that teachers and teachers’ attitudes play an essential role in ensuring the 

success of inclusive education, and that successful inclusion hinges on developing and sustaining 

positive attitudes.  The role of teachers’ attitudes and perceptions in the application of a 

government’s policy therefore cannot be emphasised too much. These matters are discussed 

next. 

2.4 TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF AND ATTITUDES TOWARDS INCLUSIVE 

EDUCATION 

According to Lomofsky, Roberts and Mvambi (2004), teachers are expected to give inclusion their 

full support, and have to be sensitive, not only to particular needs of learners, but also their own 

attitudes and feelings. Such attitudes and feelings are usually based on perception.  

According to Donald, Lazarus & Lolwana (2001), perception refers to how people see or 

understand the meaning of things around them. Educators will attach positive meaning to the 

special needs of learners in the classroom if they have a positive perception of learners. If 

educators perceive learners in need of additional support negatively, they will probably behave 

negatively towards such learners, as perception is the basis of behaviour (Purkey & Novak, 1996).  



26 

In their South African study of teachers’ perceptions of the definition of inclusive education, Smit 

and Mpya (2011) report that the their participants (the teachers) did not have a good 

understanding of inclusive education, but were clear regarding the meaning of the concepts 

education for all, disabilities, barriers to learning, etc. All their participants indicated that inclusive 

education promotes education for all children, irrespective of their disability, so that they can be 

educated in the same classroom with other learners of their age. Smit and Mpya (2011) further 

report that participants (educators) in their study who had a little understanding of inclusion, 

believed that learners who experience barriers to learning need to be placed in separate classes. 

This was the previous norm in South Africa before the education system was changed to 

accommodate all. Learners then were separated according to race, colour and various disabilities 

(Smit and Mpya, 2011). Smit and Mpya (2011), reports the following responses from their group 

of participants (educators) defining inclusive education: 

 “It is simply making space for all children, including those with disabilities and learning barriers 

and putting them together with those who are physically functional.” 

 “It is a learning education which includes learners with learning barriers, learners who are 

physically challenged or impaired in the mainstream school.”  

 “Inclusive education includes all learners, irrespective of their greater or lesser difficulties, in 

gaining access to education in the mainstream.” 

 “Inclusive education is the response to the diverse needs of all learners and it ensures quality 

education through appropriate curricula.” 

 “It is the education whereby all learners, irrespective of their disabilities, are included in the 

mainstream of a school.” 

 “Inclusive education caters for all learners irrespective of any disability. All the learners can 

show their potential.” 

 “Inclusive education is a type of education which allows learners with special education needs 

to be accommodated in a normal school.” 

Smit and Mpya (2011) observed an interesting manifestation, namely, that the educators who 

participated in their study practised what they preached, as their classes were inclusive in terms 

of content differentiation and classroom environment. When it came to their participants’ views 

on inclusive education, all the participants were positive about inclusion (Smit & Mpya, 2011). 

They all supported the system because of its non-discriminating nature. Smit and Mpya (2011) 

report that their participants pointed out that the system gives every learner an opportunity to 
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participate fully in the process of learning. The participants also indicated that it was a positive 

step the government had taken, even though they viewed it from different perspectives. Some 

participants also mentioned the issue of drop-outs at schools, which were caused by things like 

the inflexible curriculum content which does not respond to the educational needs of all learners 

(Smit & Mpya, 2011). An inflexible curriculum is one of the main problems, because it does not 

accommodate all learners, such as those who are moderately physically disabled, or who have 

minor hearing or visual impairments. These categories of learners tend to leave school, not 

because they do not have talent or are unintelligent, but because the system does not 

accommodate them (Smit & Mpya, 2011). 

The most stressful aspects for teachers working with inclusion emanate, according to Engelbrecht 

and Green (2007), from aspects like limited contact with parents, ineffective teaching provision 

for other learners when including learners with barriers to learning, matters perceived to have an 

impact on the teachers’ competences (for example teacher turnover and transfers, class ratios 

and heavy workload), absence of support strategies for teachers, and inherent short attention 

span and poor communication skills of the learners with disabilities which disturb the other 

learners. 

Engelbrecht and Green (2007) warn that any attempt to train teachers for inclusion should 

consider teachers’ attitudes, beliefs and concerns and their stress and coping skills. It will be 

necessary to allow time for well-planned and adequate training and professional development 

programmes which will alleviate teachers’ doubts and resistance (Sharma, Forlin, Loreman & 

Earle, 2006). 

Villa & Thousand (2003) state that the one important aspect in the discussion around teacher 

attitude and coping with stressors is the fact that teachers themselves need to realise their legal 

responsibilities for meeting the needs of all learners in the least restrictive environment. To be 

able to achieve this obligation, teachers need to develop positive beliefs, values and attitudes 

about diversity, change, collaboration and learning (Mitchell, 2004; Topping & Maloney, 2005).  

Engelbrecht and Green (2007) further posit that the success of the implementation of inclusion 

policies relies on teachers’ acceptance of the policies, their belief in the value of the policies, and 

their ability to cope with the demands of the changing education system.  

According to White Paper 6, classroom teachers will be the primary resource and bear the 

responsibility for achieving inclusive education (Department of Education, 2001).  However, 

despite a more equitable allocation of resources across schools since 1994, lack of instructional 

capacity - with specific reference to suitably trained educators and adequate support services - 

constrain teachers’ implementation of inclusive education (Smit, Russo & Engelbrecht, 2010).  
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Personal issues, including the teachers’ perception of their own professional competence and 

knowledge necessary for the successful inclusion of learners with barriers to learning in their 

classrooms, have also been cited in a number of studies as being of particular concern to teachers 

(Forlin, 2001; McLeskey & Waldron, 2002a; Sharma et al., 2006). 

From the perceptions reported above, it seems that there are numerous stressors that can 

influence teachers’ perceptions. Some of these stressors will be discussed next. 

2.5 POSSIBLE STRESSORS FOR TEACHERS IN FULL-SERVICE SCHOOLS 

The most common stressors for teachers in full-service schools appear to be the following, as 

found in a number of studies. 

2.5.1 Teachers’ competency to teach in an inclusive classroom 

A study on pre-service educators’ attitudes towards inclusive education by Mdikana, Nthangase 

and Mayekiso (2007), done in South Africa, indicated a dire need for special skills for teachers 

teaching learners with special educational needs. This result confirmed an earlier result from a 

study conducted by Center and Ward (1987) in which regular teachers indicated that their 

attitudes to inclusive education reflected lack of confidence in their instructional skills. According 

to Mdikana, Nthangase and Mayekiso (2007), this result is understandable because teaching an 

inclusive classroom requires special skills. Most teachers in South Africa are not trained to teach 

inclusive classes, and according to Mdikana, Nthangase and Mayekiso (2007), this creates a 

feeling of hopelessness and helplessness. As a result, the concept of inclusive education is 

provoking anxiety in many teachers. Swart, Pettipher, Engelbrecht, Eloff, Oswald, Ackerman and 

Prozesky (2000) also found that teachers’ perception of their own knowledge, skills and training 

in inclusive education as inadequate, influenced their implementation of inclusive education. 

2.5.2 Financial, material and human resources 

From the study of Mdikana, Nthangase and Mayekiso (2007), it is also clear that a vast majority 

of their participants felt that there is a need for special resources to adequately support learners 

who experience barriers to learning. In terms of White Paper 6 (Department of Education, 2001), 

inclusive education will only be introduced to schools when human and material resources have 

been provided. Some primary schools would be converted into full-service schools, and for these, 

support services, structures and facilities would be made available. The White Paper 6 further 

states that special schools will be converted into resource centres where the practitioners will be 

expected to capacitate those who are in regular and full-service schools because of the expertise 

they already have (Mdikana, Nthangase and Mayekiso, 2007). 
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Class size and overcrowded classrooms can also be a possible stressor to teachers who have to 

teach a large number of learners of whom some need support owing to the barriers to learning 

they experience. Ntsanwisi (2008) reports a ratio of between 25 and 55 learners to one teacher 

in the schools that participated in her research in Limpopo. As Khoele (2008) also states, paying 

individual attention to specific needs of learners with barriers to learning becomes difficult in 

overcrowded classrooms, and adds to teachers’ stress. 

2.5.3 Lack of support for teachers 

Swart et al. (2000) found in their study that a lack of educational support to teachers as 

experienced by the teachers in their study, was a stressor in their implementation of inclusive 

education.       

Weeks and Erradu (2013) found in their study that educators teaching at full-service schools were 

simply being asked to adapt the curriculum to suit the needs of their learners, without proper 

training to do so. They also found that there was a lack of expertise and qualified personnel among 

education department officials to give clear directions for learner support. Weeks and Erradu 

(2013) concluded that the national Department of Education and the various provincial 

departments could do more to support educators in their provision of support to learners who 

experience barriers to learning. 

For such stressors to be adequately addressed, it seems that teacher professional development 

and in-service training in learner support are necessary.  This matter is discussed next.   

2.6 TEACHER PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT AND IN-SERVICE TRAINING IN 

LEARNER SUPPORT 

According to the Department of Basic Education (2014), all staff members need to be involved in 

support activities.  

In the light of the foregoing, the question can be asked how the teachers in South African full-

service schools indeed bear the responsibility to provide support to learners who experience 

barriers to learning, and what their own experiences of their own abilities and rights as teachers 

of learner support are.  Smit, Russo and Engelbrecht (2010) highlight inter alia the following rights 

of teachers in providing learner support:    

 The right to receive adequate training 

 The right to receive adequate resources 

 The right to receive adequate support services. 
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Many teachers in South Africa are ill-prepared to meet the needs of diverse learners, and 

combined with a lack of teacher support, it is not strange for negative attitudes towards inclusion 

to develop among these teachers (Nel, Müller, Hugo, Helldin, Bäckmann, Dwyer & Skarlind, 

2011).  However, teachers’ attitudes can be changed if they are provided with well-planned 

information and the necessary support structures, according to Nel et al. (2011).  Smit, Russo 

and Engelbrecht (2010) posit that it remains essential that educators receive the training, 

resources and support to which they are entitled, and that the class sizes and workloads are kept 

within reasonable limits. Mdikana, Nthangase and Mayekiso (2007) highlight the fact that White 

Paper 6 acknowledges the significance of empowering the teachers. According to the Department 

of Education (2006), teachers cannot be expected to facilitate learning in inclusive classrooms if 

they are not empowered to do so. Continued professional development is envisaged (Mdikana, 

Nthangase & Mayekiso, 2007). Tertiary institutions have been challenged to develop programmes 

for diversity learning and to start introducing programmes in inclusive education. This implies that 

inclusive education is likely to succeed if teachers receive pre-service training in educating 

learners with special educational needs (Mdikana, Nthangase & Mayekiso, 2007). 

Pre-service and in-service teacher education efforts in South Africa have in recent years focussed 

on the development of classroom skills, with specific reference to skills in behaviour management 

in classrooms with diverse groups of students (Savolainen, Engelbrecht, Nel & Malinen, 2011).  

Training is regarded as essential for the successful implementation of inclusion (Baker & 

Zigmond, 1995; Paul, Rosselli & Evans, 1995; Rouse & Florian, 1996), with teachers needing not 

only knowledge and understanding of barriers to learning, but also practical training in teaching 

strategies which facilitate inclusion (Pivik, McComas & Laflamme, 2002). 

According to Oswald (2007), in-service teacher education has become the vehicle for bringing 

about planned change in education systems as witnessed in the worldwide movement towards 

inclusive education. Currently there is quite a wide range of professional development 

opportunities in the context of school improvement inform programmes for the implementation of 

inclusive education in schools and classrooms (Van Kraayenoord, 2003). According to Oswald 

(2007), many of these in-service development programmes that were intended to promote 

inclusive education, have proved both inadequate and inappropriate, resulting in negative feelings 

towards the implementation of inclusive education (Avramidis, Bayliss & Burden, 2000; Buell, 

Hallam & Gamel-McCormick, 1999; McLeskey, Waldrom, So, Swanson & Lovelad, 2001). 

The increasing learner diversity in schools, larger class sizes and the intensifying needs of 

learners all contribute to a demanding work environment for teachers (Sands, Kozleski & French, 

2000). According to Voltz, Brazil & Ford (2001) teachers and support personnel need to break 

through the walls of isolation to form collaborative partnerships with one another, parents, learners 
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and community members to combat stress and to accept ownership of all learners in order to 

provide quality education for all learners. Oswald (2007) stresses that teachers have a significant 

role to play in the development of schools as inclusive school communities. And to this end, pre-

service teacher education is indispensable. In addition, the development of schools as inclusive 

school communities can serve as a powerful incentive for in-service professional development 

(Stanovich & Jordan, 2002).  

Pre-service teacher education can play a significant role in preparing teachers during a process 

of educational transformation (Oswald, 2007). Booth, Nes and Stromstad (2003) state that pre-

service teacher education contributes to the broader educational experience of teachers. Higher 

education institutions need to develop new structures, new programmes with changed curricula 

and new names, and new ways of organising teaching and learning, in order to empower teachers 

to remove barriers to quality education for all learners (Oswald, 2007). Oswald (2007) further 

states that these institutions can also directly work with teachers and their schools to support 

inclusive developments. It is self-evident that there will be great variations in content and 

organisation of pre-service programmes between countries (Oswald, 2007). According to Booth 

et al. (2003) it is, however, a worrying factor that in many countries student teachers still enter 

their profession with little understanding of inclusive values and what these mean for teaching 

and learning in schools. 

Haug (2003) contends that how pre-service teachers have been prepared for teaching learners 

with diverse learning needs in schools is a good indicator of how prepared they will be to meet 

and teach the complete heterogeneity of learners, and to function professionally within an 

inclusive school. Renzaglia, Hutchins and Lee (1997) argue that one of the problematic areas for 

teacher education in higher education institutions seems to be how to impact on the values, beliefs 

and attitudes of pre-service teachers. They further state that, perhaps for this reason, recent 

teacher education research has shifted from a focus on changing teacher behaviours to changing 

teacher beliefs. 

The focus of this study will, however, be on how this research can endeavour to contribute to in-

service training by firstly establishing what the state of affairs is regarding learner support in a full-

service school, and to provide guidelines on how Participatory Action Research and Action 

Learning could empower teachers in this role.    

According to Van Kraayenoord (2003), there is currently a range of professional development 

initiatives in the context of school improvement programmes for the implementation of inclusive 

education in South African schools. 



32 

In the Strategic Plan 2011 – 2014 of the Department of Basic Education (2011), it is stated that 

policies are being finalised that will see the National Department developing new training 

packages, to a large extent through distance education and e-Education, and leveraging the 

development of relevant training programmes by universities and private training providers. Plans 

for a monitoring system for the development of teachers, to be run by the South African Council 

for Educators (SACE), are already at an advanced stage (Van Kraayenoord, 2003).  The 

Department further state that this system will require teachers to report on their professional 

development activities that they had undertaken on an annual basis (Department of Basic 

Education, 2011).  

As stated above, this study will endeavour to contribute to teachers’ professional development/in-

service training by hopefully yielding results that can be implemented as guidelines for learner 

support in full-service schools.   

2.7 DEVELOPING SUPPORT PROGRAMMES FOR TEACHERS IN FULL-SERVICE 

SCHOOLS 

In this regard, the role of the school’s management team is crucial.  Engelbrecht, Oswald and 

Forlin (2006) emphasise the importance of school principals’ leadership roles in effecting change. 

This view is endorsed by Nel et al (2011), reporting that principals can foster a climate of 

collegiality and collaboration among teachers.   

McLeskey and Waldron (2002b) emphasise that professional development should use coaching 

and other follow-up procedures, be collaborative, be embedded in the daily lives of teachers and 

provide opportunities for continuous growth. In this way collaborative professional development 

can be critical in developing, and also in maintaining, inclusive schools (Oswald, 2007). 

When it comes to support in the school setting, the sharing of successes and difficulties in 

developing inclusive cultures and practices in classrooms reduces isolation, creates opportunities 

for open discussions and critical feedback, encourages risk taking and provides more and 

continuous opportunities to learn from trusted colleagues (Ainscow, Howes, Farrell & Frankham, 

2003; Carrington & Robinson, 2004; McLeskey & Waldron, 2002b). 

Ainscow, Booth and Dyson (2004) in Engelbrecht & Green (2007, p. 144) explored ways of 

learning in schools to promote the successful implementation of inclusive education. They 

managed to stimulate self-questioning, creativity and action that have proved to be key to powerful 

learning and support for teachers, using the following approaches: 

 Mutual observation of classroom practices, followed by structured discussion of what 

happened 



33 

 Group discussion of a video recording of one colleague teaching 

 Discussion of statistical evidence regarding test results, attendance registers or exclusion 

records 

 Data from interviews with learners 

 Staff development exercises based on case study material or interview data 

 Changes in curriculum 

 School-to-school cooperation, including mutual visits to help collect evidence. 

2.8 SUMMARY 

This study will strive to provide guidelines for such professional development in learner support 

in full-service schools, through attempting to establish how such development can be facilitated 

with the teachers, via the PALAR methodology of this study.  The methodology for this study is 

described in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 3   

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

Through this study, I intended to facilitate the learner support practice of teachers in full-service 

schools by conducting Participatory Action Learning and Action Research (PALAR). In this 

chapter, the research design and methodology used in this study are described and explained. 

The choice of PALAR as research design, as well as the methods of data generation and analysis 

chosen, is theoretically justified. Finally, the ethical considerations in this study and the measures 

taken to ensure trustworthiness of the findings are also discussed. 

3.2 RESEARCH AIMS 

3.2.1 General Aim 

The purpose and aim of this research was to investigate and establish how learner support by 

teachers in a full-service school can be facilitated in a collaborative way. 

3.2.2 Specific Aims 

The specific aims of this research were to establish - 

 what the nature of the current conversion of the school to a full-service school is  

 what the nature of the current learner support practice in the school is 

 what the teachers’ views and needs regarding the current learner support practice in their full-

service school are 

 what kind of collaborative support, in the opinion of the teachers, will enhance their  support 

of the learners in their school 

 how this support can be facilitated. 

3.3 RESEARCH DESIGN 

3.3.1 Research design 

A research design is a formal plan for conducting a study, and it specifies exactly how the study 

will be carried out (Mertler, 2009). It is crucial to conceptualise the design of a study prior to its 
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commencement, carefully considering all aspects of the study and how they fit with the paradigm 

of the researcher. The paradigm and the rest of the methodology are described below. 

Against the above background, a qualitative approach was indicated for this study, with 

participatory action learning and action research (PALAR) as research design, as described 

below.   

A qualitative approach to research is one in which the inquirer gains knowledge based on a 

constructivist paradigm (i.e. the meanings constructed from participants’ individual experiences, 

meanings socially and historically constructed, with an intent of developing a theory or pattern) or 

an advocacy/participatory paradigm (i.e. political, issue-orientated, collaborative, or change 

orientated), or both (Creswell, 2003). According to Creswell (2003), the qualitative approach uses 

research designs such as narratives, phenomenology, ethnographies, grounded theory studies, 

case studies or action research. In this way the researcher collects open-ended, emerging data 

with the primary intent of developing themes from the data (Creswell, 2003).According to Zuber-

Skerritt (2002), action research involves critical, collaborative research into complex practical 

problems, involving people at coalface and being accountable to stakeholders through continuous 

reflection on action, evaluation and critical self-evaluation. Zuber-Skerrit (2012) further describes 

Action Research as an alternative design to traditional social science research because it is 

practical, participatory and collaborative, equalitarian and emancipatory, and critical. 

PALAR is an acronym for participatory action learning and action research (Zuber-Skerritt, 2015). 

Zuber-Skerritt (2015) states that it is a holistic, integrative concept that incorporates related 

concepts and values such as participation, collaboration, communication, community of practice, 

networking, and synergy. Zuber-Skerritt (2015) further explains that it is also related to ALAR, an 

integrated concept of action learning (AL, traditionally used in organisation and management 

development) and action research (AR, traditionally developed in social work, education, and 

higher education).  

Zuber-Skerritt (2015) states that “PALAR is not static; it is an ongoing, emergent genre in the 

large family of action research, including action learning (AL), lifelong action learning (LAL), action 

research (AR), action learning and action research (ALAR), educational action research (EAR), 

collaborative action research (CAR), participatory action research (PAR), critical participatory 

action research (CPAR), participatory action learning and action research (PALAR), action 

science (AS), appreciative inquiry (AI), and so forth” (p. 6). 

According to Zuber-Skerritt, Kearney and Fletcher (2015), the paradigm of participatory action 

learning and action research (PALAR) constitutes a philosophy, a methodology, a theory of 

learning, and a facilitation process, as shown in Figure 3-1. 
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Figure 3-1: Theoretical Framework for PALAR (Zuber-Skerritt et al., 2015, p. 110) 

Zuber-Skerritt et al. (2015) further states that PALAR as a philosophy is embedded in the theories 

outlined above. The four groups of theories indicated in the Figure are therefore all implicit in the 

methodology of the PALAR process applied in the generation and interpretation of the data in this 

research.     

The main methodologies used in PALAR include case study methodology, grounded theory, 

phenomenology, and phenomenography — “a qualitative research methodology with a non-

dualist viewpoint (i.e., there is only one world, but one that people experience and describe in 

many different ways)” (Zuber-Skerritt et al., 2015). According to Zuber-Skerritt et al. (2015) 

PALAR’s theory of learning includes adult learning theory in general, and action learning and 

experiential learning in particular. PALAR as a facilitation process has included, among other 

processes, needs analysis (using the Nominal Group Technique), reflection diary or journal, and 

mentoring and coaching (Zuber-Skerritt et al. (2015). 
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PALAR is created by combining PAR and AL, in which a solution is created with and by the 

participants in the research project, including the researcher/facilitator as a co-researcher who 

joins to help improve or change the social situation for the better. PALAR is designed to bring 

about social change, to expose unjust practices or environmental dangers and recommend 

actions for change. The practitioner is actively involved in the cause for which the research is 

conducted. It is precisely this commitment that is a necessary part of being a practitioner or a 

member of a community of practice (Zuber-Skerrit, 2011). 

PALAR comprises a spiral of cycles which involves the repetition of the cycle more than once, 

and more if necessary. The cycle involves planning, acting, observing and reflecting on practices 

and changes (Zuber-Skerrit, 2011). Hereafter the whole cycle starts again, and learning takes 

place though these actions in the cycle. 

 

Figure 3-2: The Spiral of Action Research Cycles (Zuber-Skerrit, 2011). 

PALAR was used as research design for this study because the researcher worked with the 

participants to bring about change for the better.  

My PALAR spiral consisted of two cycles. The main objectives during each part of each cycle are 

set out in paragraph 3.3.2.4 

PAR is deemed appropriate for this research because the aim of this study, as the facilitation of 

learner support by teachers in a collaborative way, encompasses transforming the current 

practices and conditions in the school. Through Action Learning (AL), the participants learnt from 

concrete experience, through group discussion, trial and error, discovery and learning, from one 

another on how learner support could be facilitated better. In this study a solution was created 

with and by the participants in the research project, including the researcher/facilitator as a co-

researcher who joined to help improve or change the situation in the school for the better. 
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Action learning involves a group of people (called a set) working together for a concentrated 

period of time (Zuber-Skerrit, 2011). The focus is essentially on the individual. It is the individual 

who comes to the set to learn from experience and to move on to more effective action. The set 

enables this process to take place through concentrated group effort focused on the issues of 

each individual (McGill & Beaty, 2001). The focus group discussions held by the participants is 

referred to as Action Learning Set (ALS) Meetings (McGill & Beaty, 2001). 

A critical approach was used in the generation and interpretation of data. Participants made use 

of critical reflection to generate and analyse data. 

3.3.2 Research methodology 

3.3.2.1 Site or social network selection 

White Paper 6 indicates that thirty (30) schools will be launched as full-service models for 

implementation in the rest of the country (Department of Education, 2001). One full-service school 

in the North-West Province was selected for this research. The school is a primary school which 

was converted into a full-service school in 2011/2012.  This school is a suburban school in a lower 

socio-economic environment with limited facilities, staff, funding and resources. Overall the school 

employs about 32 teachers of whom some are appointed by the School Governing Body. 

Entry into the school for the research was possible and reasonably easy because I was previously 

a teacher at the school and had established relationships of trust with the teachers who had 

previously expressed their views on the functioning of their (at that time: our) full-service school 

to me.  Hence entry into the school was easily accomplished.  The principal and staff were 

cognisant of the research I wanted to undertake in the school and they all granted their consent 

to be participants in the research (see ethical considerations further down). Throughout the 

research process, I focussed on staying objective and open to every participant’s contributions.  I 

did not favour some of the participants because I knew them better than the others and I made it 

a priority to foster a relationship of trust between me and all of them.    

3.3.2.2 Position of the researcher 

I worked closely with the school, in particular with a group of teachers from the school (see 

3.3.2.1). Being employed as a teacher previously at the school, I had established relationships of 

trust with the principal and teachers who had previously expressed their views on the conversion 

of their (at that time: our) school to a full-service school, to me.   

At first, management (the principal) was very open to my entering the school and scheduling 

Action Learning Set meetings with the participants. After sitting in on the first few meetings, I got 
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the idea that they were not happy with some of the responses and comments of the participants, 

and that he felt it was developing a negative image of the school. I assured management that the 

school and staff’s names would not be mentioned in the dissertation, but he was still unhappy 

with some colleagues’ negative attitudes, comments and incorrect understanding of the full-

service school system. This resulted in the principal refusing that participants send me reflections 

without him reading through it first. Of course that would have a direct influence on the credibility 

of the participants’ reflections, and I had to come up with new ideas to get clear and accurate 

feedback from the participants.  

The feedback from the participants was consequently gathered through conversation during ALS 

meetings, casual conversation before or after meetings, and in some cases, casual interaction 

where I came across some participants unplanned, in social settings. 

3.3.2.3 Participants 

I started by inviting all the teachers in the school to form part of the action research set. In the 

end, only six teachers indicated that they wanted to participate. All six these teachers were willing 

to participate voluntarily and gave informed consent during the initial discussions and before the 

research commenced.  

Three of the participants were Foundation Phase teachers (Grades 1 – 3), and one of them was 

also the Head of Department for the Foundation Phase of the school. The other three participants 

were Intermediate and Senior Phase teachers (Grade 4 to 7) teaching Languages, Mathematics, 

Life Skills, Economic and Management Sciences and Social Sciences. One of these participants 

was also the Head of Department for the Intermediate and Senior Phase of the school. One of 

the other participants was the head of the ILST and was responsible for all the full-service aspects 

of the school. 

3.3.2.4 Data generation 

Action researchers mostly use qualitative data generation strategies like document analysis, 

interviews, focus group discussions, observation, journals and artefacts (Mills, 2007).  In this study 

data were generated by means of action learning set meetings (focus group discussions), 

observation, reflections, qualitative questionnaires and interviews, each within two cycles as is 

regular in PALAR. The empirical study (the two cycles) took 10 months to complete. The cycles 

and the generation strategies are described next.    

3.3.2.4.1 Cycle 1 

a)  Action Learning Set Meetings (Focus Group Discussions) 
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Action learning set meetings or focus group discussions were used to generate data from 

teachers as co-researchers to address the aspects in the research question and sub-questions.  

Special emphasis was on what Sagor (2009) refers to as impact questions to generate data before 

and during evaluation of the action plan and reflection on the whole process.  Focus group 

discussions were implemented because one person’s comments can trigger other useful 

responses from the other participants in the action learning set (ALS). This promoted action 

learning by repeating the cycle. Such group discussions enabled the individual participants to 

discuss their own interpretations of how they implement learner support, and to express their 

individual views on possible changes they might effect in this regard. These ALSs were held 

regularly with the purpose to elicit teachers’ views on the current status of learner support, their 

views on how a collaborative learner support strategy can be facilitated, and to develop strategies 

on more effective ways of providing learner support. The focus group discussions were held with 

all six the participants present. There were three focus group discussions held in cycle 1.      

During the first ALSs of the participants, a SWOT analysis was done to identify the strengths, 

weaknesses, opportunities and threats within the school when it comes to being a full-service 

school and supporting the learners in the classroom.  

A SWOT analysis involves the identification of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats 

of a certain organisation, work area or group (Zuber-Skerritt, 2013). According to Zuber-Skerritt 

(2013) strengths and weaknesses are internal to the organisation, work area or group. Strengths 

are the things that are done well and are advantageous or beneficial. Weaknesses are 

inadequacies or things that are not done well. Zuber-Skerritt further explains that these things 

may affect success adversely. On the other hand, there are opportunities and threats that are 

internal or external to the organisation, work area or group (Zuber-Skerritt, 2013). Opportunities 

include factors such as current or possible trends, future events or developments which could be 

used to increase the likelihood of success (Zuber-Skerritt, 2013). According to Zuber-Skerritt 

(2013), they are the factors that may be taken advantage of. Threats include factors such as 

current or possible trends, future events or developments which may hinder or decrease the 

likelihood of success. These are the factors that may need preventative action (Zuber-Skerritt, 

2013). 

Each participant was requested to first make notes by him/herself, identifying what strengths and 

opportunities exist in the school to provide good support to learners with barriers to learning in 

the school. They also had to think about what weaknesses and threats within their school can 

prevent them from supporting learners with barriers to learning effectively. After the participants 

had been given time to make these notes by themselves, the participants started discussing what  

they thought were their strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats, while one of the 
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participants drew up a final combined SWOT analysis of  the individual opinions on the board, 

containing all the factors identified by all the participants.  

After all the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats in regard to supporting learners 

with barriers to learning in the school had been identified by the participants, the participants 

decided to use the time before the next meeting to think about what they had identified and how 

this/these could be used or changed for the positive.  

The nominal group technique (NGT) was used so that the participants could identify the biggest 

priorities to address in the school if they want to collaboratively offer quality support to learners in 

a full-service school. 

The NGT is an effective method for collecting feedback from a group of participants, especially 

for needs analysis (identifying issues, concerns and expectations) and for evaluation purposes, 

e.g. collecting positive and negative feedback on an activity, such as a workshop, course or a 

whole programme (Zuber-Skerritt, 1998). NGT is appropriate because it is a very effective way to 

do a needs analysis. 

The next time the participants met, the nominal group technique was used so that the participants 

could identify the biggest priorities to address in the school if they wanted to collaboratively offer 

quality support to learners in a full-service school. 

The focal question for the NGT needs analysis was: What kind of support, in your view, will 

enhance your support to learners in your school and/or your classroom? 

The procedure of the NGT comprised the following five steps: 

Step 1: Participants brainstormed individually, and wrote their responses to the general, focal 

question (about five minutes). 

Step 2: The individual participants’ lists were then compiled into a public list (on the board) by a 

round robin collection of ideas without any discussions at this stage. The rule was that criticism 

and judgement of any items were forbidden. 

Step 3: The facilitator led the subsequent discussion and clarification of the public statements, 

collating any overlapping statements on the board and numbering all collated statements. 

Step 4: This discussion was followed by ranking. Each participant was asked to select from the 

list of public statement five items that he/she considered most important, to write these on three 

separate small paper slips (provided by the researcher) and then to rank them from 1: Most 

important to 5: Least important. 
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Step 5: Finally, the participants were requested to go place their slips next to the statement 

showing their first, second and third priorities. 

The three ranking slips provided (a) instant feedback of results to the group, and (b) the basis for 

a final prioritised list presented in table form. The facilitator calculated the scores by writing each 

item/statement in the first column, the number of mentions as 1 under the second column, 

mentions as 2 under the third column and number of mentions as 3 under the fourth column, as 

4 under the sixth column and as 5 under the last column. The weight given to the second column 

was 5 points, third column 4 points, fourth column 3 points, fifth column 2 points and last column 

1 point – multiplied by the number of mentions for each item.  

b) Observations 

Observation was also implemented.  According to Cohen, Manion and Morisson (2007) the 

distinctive feature of observation as a research process is that it offers an investigator the 

opportunity to gather “live” data from naturally occurring social situations.  The use of immediate 

awareness, or direct cognition, as a principal mode of research thus has the potential to yield 

valid or authentic data (Cohen, Manion & Morisson, 2007), which is observation’s unique strength.  

Robson (2002) states that there are other attractions in its favour: what people do may differ from 

what they say they do, and observation provides a reality check.  

I, as the participant researcher, first observed how the participants initially supported the learners. 

After that, in the focus group discussions, the participants themselves suggested alternative ways 

of learner support, which they then implemented, and I again observed how they did that.  The 

participants also observed their own and their colleagues’ practices and the implementation of 

the suggested strategies in their classes. They were then requested to reflect on their 

implementation of the strategies.   

c) Reflections 

Reflective journals are often called learning journals, research journals, or log books. Zuber-

Skerrit (2013) describes journals as “strong heuristic tools for reflection as well as for formulating 

the essence of this reflection in written form. The research journal is a legitimate source of data 

and a qualitative research method (p. 2).” It constitutes the researcher’s subjective perspective 

that needs to be triangulated with the perspectives of the participants (Zuber-Skerrit, 2013). 

Whitehead and McNiff (2006) encourage researchers to invite their research participants to 

maintain their reflective journals, or learning portfolios, recording instances where they learnt 

something new, showing their reflection on their learning, and commenting on its possible 

significance. Zuber-Skerrit (2013) states that participants learn to reflect on significant, critical 

events on a daily basis, reflecting on these events and personal learning, and planning for 
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subsequent action as a result of the process.  Whitehead and McNiff (2006) also state that 

reflective journals can be done by using a range of strategies, which include written, oral and 

perceived data (p. 69).  

The participants were requested to write reflective journals about their thoughts, learning and 

experiences in their classrooms on the implementation of these support strategies. The principal, 

however, was not keen on the participants making their reflective journals available to me without 

him seeing it first. Hence in this cycle, he allowed them only one collaborative reflection which he 

wanted to see first before letting me have it. 

3.3.2.4.2 Cycle 2 

a)  Action Learning Set Meetings (Focus Group Discussions) 

The purpose of the Action Learning Set Meetings during cycle two was to reflect on cycle one and 

the participants’ implementation of the alternative strategies to determine which parts of the 

original action plan had to be amended in order to be successful. There were two focus group 

discussions held in cycle 2.    

b) Qualitative questionnaire 

Because the principal did not want to allow reflections by the participants, he agreed that they 

could fill in a questionnaire about their perceptions of being employed in a full-service school as 

well as how they felt about their own skills to identify and support learners with barriers to learning. 

Hence a questionnaire had to be compiled. 

Since a standardised instrument was not available to obtain the data required for this purpose, I 

as researcher developed a set of open-ended questions for the questionnaires. (See ANNEXURE 

H) The questions in the questionnaire were compiled from the focus group discussions, which 

had exposed the above-mentioned issues among the participants that were deemed relevant to 

obtain more information about.        

c) Interviews 

An interview was used in this study to embark on what Holstein and Gubrium (1997) describe as 

a reality-constructing and meaning-making occasion. Nieuwenhuis (2008) explains that semi-

structured interviews are commonly used in research projects to corroborate data emerging from 

other data sources. It usually requires the participant to answer a set of predetermined questions, 

and it does allow for probing and clarification of answers. The researcher needs to be attentive to 

the responses of the participant so that so that he/she can identify new emerging lines of inquiry 



44 

that are directly related to the phenomenon being studied, and then explore and probe these 

(Nieuwenhuis, 2008). 

A semi-structured individual interview was conducted with the principal of the school, to allow the 

principal an opportunity to give his viewpoint on being the manager of a full-service school and 

the learner support procedures in the school.  Once he had granted his permission, an 

appointment was made for the interview. Telephonic (sms) reminders were sent a day prior to the 

interview. 

The main objectives of each data generation strategy in the two cycles as described above, are 

set out in the Table below: 

Cycle  Data Generation Purpose Data Documentation 

Cycle 1 

Action learning set 
meetings 

(Focus group  discussions) 

 

 

SWOT analysis was done to 

identify the strengths, weaknesses, 

opportunities and threats within the 

school when it comes to being a 

full-service school and supporting 

the learners in the classroom. 

Nominal group technique was used 

so that the participants can identify 

the biggest priorities to address in 

the school if they want to 

collaboratively offer quality support 

to learners in a full-service school. 

SWOT analysis 

Outcome of NGT as 

recorded on the 

blackboard. 

 

Discussions in meetings 

recorded and 

transcribed.  

Observations To determine how the teachers 

initially supported the learners as 

well as how they implemented the 

strategies suggested in the group 

discussions. 

Observational notes 

Reflections To determine the teachers’ overall 

feelings toward being employed at 

a full-service school and how they 

feel about their own skills to 

accommodate learners with 

Typed reflection of 

participants.   
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barriers to learning in the 

classroom.  

To get feedback on the ideas and 

actions decided on during ALS 

meetings, if these were 

implemented and what the 

outcomes were. 

Cycle 2 

Action learning set 
meetings 

(Focus group meetings) 

 

To discuss ways to improve on the 

ideas and actions as decided on 

during cycle 1, to get better 

outcomes. 

Discussions in meetings 

recorded and 

transcribed. 

Qualitative questionnaire To allow the participants an 

opportunity to give their viewpoints 

on certain aspects. 

Written questionnaires 

Interview To allow the principal an 

opportunity to give his viewpoint on 

being the manager of a full-service 

school and the learner support 

procedures in the school. 

Interview recorded and 

transcribed. 

Table 3-1: Main objectives of each data generation strategy. 

3.3.2.5 Data analysis and interpretation 

Qualitative data analysis is usually based on an interpretative philosophy that is aimed at 

examining meaningful and symbolic content of qualitative data (Nieuwenhuis, 2008). 

Nieuwenhuis (2008) says that, phrased differently, it tries to establish how participants make 

meaning of a specific phenomenon by analysing their perceptions, attitudes, understanding, 

knowledge, values, feelings and experiences in an attempt to approximate their construction of 

the phenomenon. 

Qualitative data analysis tends to be an on-going and iterative process, implying that data 

collection, processing, analysis and reporting are intertwined, and not merely a number of 

successive steps (Nieuwenhuis, 2008). In qualitative studies, researchers often find it advisable 

and necessary to go back to the original field notes and verify conclusions, or to go back to the 
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participants to collect additional data and to verify these, or to solicit feedback from participants 

consulted in the research (Nieuwenhuis, 2008). Mouton (2008) agrees by stating that data 

analysis involves the “breaking up” of data into manageable themes, patterns, or trends. He states 

that the aim of analysis is to understand the various constitutive elements of the data through an 

inspection of the possible relationships between concepts, and to see whether there are any 

patterns or trends that can be identified or isolated, or to establish themes from the data.  

Nieuwenhuis (2008) concludes by stating that when analysing qualitative data, your goal is to 

summarise what you have seen or heard in terms of common words, phrases, themes or patterns 

that would aid your understanding and interpretation of that which is emerging. The aim is never 

to measure, but to interpret and make sense of what is in the data, and this requires creativity, 

discipline and a systematic approach (Nieuwenhuis, 2008). The above-mentioned guidelines 

were followed to ensure that what was found was trustworthy and credible. 

One way to analyse qualitative data is through content analysis. The analysis of data gathered in 

action research studies is accomplished with the participation of the subjects who are seen by the 

researcher as stakeholders in the situation in need of change or action (Berg & Lune, 2012). Berg 

and Lune (2012) list a fairly standard set of analytic activities in content analysis, arranged in a 

general order of sequence (p. 240): 

 Data are collected and transformed into text (e.g., field notes, transcripts, etc.) 

 Codes are analytically developed or inductively identified in the data and affixed to sets of 

notes or transcript pages. 

 Codes are transformed into categorical labels or themes. 

 All the data are sorted by these categories, identifying similar phrases, patterns, relationships, 

and commonalties or disparities. 

 Sorted data are examined to identify meaningful patterns and processes. 

 Identified patterns are considered in light of previous research and theories, and a small set 

of generalisations are established. 

During the PALAR cycle of evaluation, data analysis occurs continuously. In this study, content 

analysis was used for data analysis and interpretation. In PALAR, content analysis occurs 

throughout the whole process, through critical reflection by participants of the on-going process 

and the emerging data. Analysis is performed by all participants and is on-going, with one analysis 

of the participants during one cycle, informing their next step, and so it continues.  Data were 

analysed for commonly occurring themes from the teachers’ reflections and discussions. 
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3.3.2.6 Trustworthiness of the data 

In this study, triangulation and member checking were used to establish trustworthiness.   

Because multiple data generation methods were used, triangulation was used as a strategy to 

establish trustworthiness. Triangulation of data results is a validity procedure where researchers 

search for convergence of results among multiple and different sources of information, to form 

themes or categories in a study (Creswell & Miller, 2000).  

Member checking consists of taking data and interpretations back to the participants in the study 

so that they can confirm the correctness of the information and narrative account (Creswell & 

Miller, 2000).   

3.3.2.7 Ethical considerations 

Since this research involved people as participants, it was incumbent upon the researcher to act 

according to the ethical standards prescribed by the North West University (NWU) Ethics 

Committee. 

3.3.2.7.1 Permission 

Permission was sought from the North-West University Ethics committee and from the District 

Director of Education, the Dr Kenneth Kaunda District of the North-West Provincial Department 

of Education, as well as the principal of the full-service school. 

3.3.2.7.2 Informed consent 

Research participants were informed regarding the aims of the research and its methodology. 

They were informed about the nature of the study and were given the choice of either participating 

or withdrawing from participating (Leedy & Ormrod, 2004). Participants must agree voluntarily to 

participate without any form of coercion, and their agreement must be based on full and open 

information (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). The participant’s responses were anonymous and each 

participant was given a consent form to sign. The consent form further outlined their rights in 

terms of the participation in the research. 

3.3.2.7.3 Privacy and confidentiality 

In consideration of participant’s vulnerability, confidentiality was assured as the primary safeguard 

against unwanted exposure. Denzin & Lincoln (2005) warn researchers that all personal data 

ought to be secured or concealed and made public only behind a shield of anonymity. Participants’ 

identities were concealed to avoid any harm. 
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3.4 SUMMARY 

This chapter presented a description of the research process followed in this study. It included 

the qualitative methodology and research design, the selection of participants, data generation, 

data analysis and ethical considerations. 

In the next chapter the results generated and analysed through this methodology are presented. 
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CHAPTER 4  

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

4.1 INTRODUCTION  

In the previous chapter, I described the methodology I had selected as based on the PALAR 

paradigm, and explained how it informed the generation of data for this study. I discussed my 

research design and how the data were generated throughout my PALAR cycles.  

In this chapter, the findings of the research are first presented. In the discussion thereafter, I 

provide my interpretation of the data, as integrated with the literature. 

4.2 RESULTS 

The results will be presented as obtained from the various data generation methods in each of 

the two cycles (see chapter 3 for a description of the cycles within PALAR). 

4.2.1 Cycle 1 

(a) Action learning set (focus group meetings)  

During the first Action Learning Set (ALS) meetings, the focus was to investigate the teachers’ 

perceptions regarding the provision of learner support in the full-service school. The two main 

techniques used to help identify and explore such perceptions were a SWOT analysis and 

Nominal Group Technique (NGT) (see chapter 3). 

Each of the teachers first  did his/her own individual analysis of the strengths, weaknesses, 

opportunities and threats (SWOT) without discussion; after this all SWOT analyses were 

combined on the board until all contributions were written down. Figure 1 below indicates the 

combined SWOT analysis of the teachers: 

 



50 

 

 

Figure 4-1: SWOT analysis of the school’s provision of learner support 

A discussion of this analysis then followed.  

It was evident that the teachers’ knowledge and skills regarding learner support was a big issue 

among the participants: 

 “Teachers are not equipped to identify all these problems…not able to handle it…” 

“…we must get training from the department, because we are a full-service school….”  

“…we have teachers teaching Mathematics, who cannot teach Mathematics…who is not 

trained to teach Mathematics…”  

“…teachers must be trained to work with these learners (learners with barriers to 

learning)…”  

STRENGTHS

- The proper structures are in place

- We have willing , passionate and able teachers in                  
the school

- We have trained and experienced teachers 

among us

- Willingness to assist learners

WEAKNESSES

- Lack of training for teachers who need it

- Negative attitude of some teachers

- The classes are too crowded

- Teachers' workload is too high

- Lack of parent involvement

- Assessment criteria do not allow flexibility

- The unwillingness of some teachers to accept input and 
guidance from others. Time is limited

OPPORTUNITIES

- Therapy - building and specialists

- Intervention from the Department of Education

- Available funding

- Getting parents involved and providing better

guidance to the parents

THREATS

- Remedial programme not as effective as can be

- Micro management

- Pressure from parents and community

- Availability of resources

SWOT



51 

It was stated as a strong point that there are trained and experienced teachers among them. 

These teachers were trained in learner support in their undergraduate studies, and have an idea 

on how to support learners with barriers to learning, but they are the minority of the teachers in 

the school.  

The participants discussed the issue of the lack of training of teachers, and teachers who are not 

equipped to support learners with barriers to learning. The participants made the following 

statements: 

“…I did not study to be a LSEN teacher, but when I was put in that position at my previous 

school, I had to put in effort, I investigated, asked for help from other teachers, asked them 

to teach me and give me pointers, what to do and what not to do, went on the internet and 

did some research….I had to equip myself to do the job to the best of my abilities…” (FG) 

Not all of the teachers in the full-service school were exactly sure what an inclusive education 

system meant and what was expected of them pertaining to supporting learners with barriers to 

learning.  Apart from the teachers not being exactly clear on what an inclusive education system 

involves, some participants seemed to think that there are teachers in the school who have 

already given up before even completely implementing inclusive practices in their classroom. 

“In all schools there is teachers who is only there to receive their pay checks and don’t 

really worry about the learners”…”I understand that sometimes you just want to give 

up”….”I am putting in so much effort and sometimes the learner’s marks just stay the 

same”….”I can imagine that later on you just feel like, you know what, what is the use….”  

The teachers then mentioned that the large number of learners in the classroom adds a lot of 

pressure to their workload:  

“…and the Department pressure us to fill our classes. We have learners in need of 

individual support but we still have 38 to 40 learners in a class…”  

“For example when we get a new learner in the school from another school, and they 

cannot write in cursive. In our school, the policy is that the learners must write in cursive. 

You struggle until the end of the year to teach that child how to write in cursive, and at the 

end of the year, they still can’t write in cursive.”  

The participants indicated that the CAPS curriculum expects of teachers to work at a steady pace 

which does not allow much flexibility. Participants also discussed the workbook prescribed by the 

Department.  The workbook in their opinion is very basic and teachers still have to do additional 

work to adhere to the CAPS prescriptions. This results in additional marking work: 
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 “Now you have to mark this work, the ‘blue book’ and their homework.”  

When it comes to management of the school, participants expressed their frustration regarding 

micromanagement practices within the school:  

“The negative attitude from management… you can’t talk to them and there is certain 

decisions being made without the ILST’s input and no one is in the position to change it.”  

“It was once said to me by a member of the SMT: “Mam, I am a manager of this school, 

do what I tell you”…”  

According to the participants, parents have a choice whether their children can be failed or not. 

This adds pressure, because parents do not want their children to fail and instruct the teachers 

to let them pass to the next grade. Hence learners advance to the next grade while their work is 

not on standard, and this leads to a bigger problem at the end of the next year. The teachers 

consider this additional pressure caused by the parents, because they as teachers try their best 

for the learners’ sake, but the parents are ignorant about the problem caused by their refusal to 

let their child fail a grade. 

“And then there is the pressure from the parents that the children cannot fail…during 

parents’ evenings you explain to the parents that the learner’s progress is not good, but 

at the end of the year, the parent just insists that the child goes on to the next grade…” 

The teachers also feel the parents add pressure in the cases where some parents do not want to 

give consent that their child be tested to identify barriers to learning and what support is needed: 

“It is also a threat is when a parent refuses to sign the letter of consent to let the child be 

tested (for the identification of barriers to learning)…”  

The teachers indicated the necessity to keep learners’ profiles up to date and make notes of all 

communication to parents about the learners’ problems: 

“…to the times when we had one class for all these learners… like a ‘hulpklas’….”  

It was evident that management (who was not part of the focus group discussions) was not totally 

clear on what it meant to be a full-service school: 

“This is why Mr X (the principal) suggests that we organise the learners in classes 1, 2, 3, 

4, from better to weakest, so that all the teachers know class 4 has the weakest learners, 

and when it is their time to come to you for class, you will know that you have to absolutely 

slow down and put in much more effort as with class 1, to get these learners on track….”  
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The discussion pointed out that the teachers are very negative about training sessions, especially 

after school hours, and it was clear that the teachers’ attitudes needed to change before any 

training initiatives could be successful. 

The participants expressed that there is a willingness among them as teachers to assist the 

learners with barriers to learning, but there is no acknowledgement of their efforts, which they 

admitted then leads to a lack of motivation among themselves.  

“…we need acknowledgement…I gave just as much input and no one even said thank 

you…” 

Frustration from some of the participants came to the fore about the lack of support from the 

colleagues in their department in the school: 

“During the planning for the week we all sit together to make sure that we do the same 

work in all the classes in our specific grade. Then some of them just take the work, write 

it on the board and tell the learners to copy it without discussion and explaining the work 

to the learners. Thus, all the learners’ books look alike but our learners…my learners know 

what to do and understand the work but the learners of the other teacher doesn’t (sic) 

know what to do…”  

“I have discussed this numerous times in our meetings but nothing is done about it and in 

the end, we are blamed for picking on them and mistreating them…..”, “I am really 

unhappy in my department”.  

“…and the Department pressure (sic) us to fill our classes. We have learners in need of 

individual support but we still have 38 to 40 learners in a class…”  

“…that’s why we say that we need to get training from the Department…”  

Training of teachers to be able to identify and support learners with barriers to learning was rated 

as very important. Their comments regarding training were the following:  

“…it is not possible for equipped and skilled teachers in the school to train the others 

because they are just not interested…the ILST organised for a therapist to visit the school 

and talk to the teachers about learner support but they were totally negative…” 

“...the teachers don’t want to know what being a full-service school is about and why we 

are a full-service school, they want to gain practical skills on how to support the learners 

with barriers within the classroom…” 
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One participant suggested that the teachers should be asked to make a list of their training needs 

so that the ILST can discuss it with management so that proper, applicable training can be 

arranged. The training should not be seen as information sessions, but as skills development 

opportunities.   

The participants indicated there are also teachers in the full-service school who are in permanent 

positions but who seemingly “do not care for supporting learners in an inclusive learning 

environment and who are not interested in developing their skills to provide learner support”. 

Some teachers in the school seem to think that the full-service support centre (the term used in 

the school for the centre where learners with barriers to learning are supported via extra classes 

in Maths and English), is there to sort out discipline problems of learners they do not want to deal 

with themselves in their classes: 

“Thorough and regular feedback to teachers is a must to enable them to understand the 

importance of the Full-Service Department. Unfortunately some teachers still see my work 

as that of a teacher who must look after discipline of learners who they can’t seem to 

manage themselves.”  

Upon completion of this discussion, we then had to decide which of these issues were the most 

important that we would like to address first.  We prioritised the issues as follows: 

1. Training of teachers to be able to identify and support learners with barriers to learning. 

2. Intervention programme to address barriers to learning with interventions and theory. 

3. Proper planning in terms of training opportunities, class sizes, allocation of teachers to 

classes. 

4. Parental and community involvement. 

5. Learner interaction and involvement. 

6. The curriculum and assessment procedures. 

7. Regular support meetings between teachers. 

These issues were then scored with the use of the NGT (see chapter 3). Table 4.2 indicates how 

the scores were calculated: 
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Statement / Item 1: Most 

important 

(x5) 

2: 

Moderately 

important 

(x4) 

3: 

Important 

(x3) 

4: Less 

Important 

(x2) 

5: Least 

Important 

(x1) 

TOTAL 

Training of 

teachers to be 

able to identify 

and support 

learners with 

barriers to 

learning. 

3 2 0 1 1 26 

Intervention 

programme to 

provide learner 

support with 

interventions and 

theory. 

0 4 2 0 0 22 

Proper planning 

in terms of 

training 

opportunities, 

class sizes, 

allocation of 

teachers to 

classes, etc. 

2 1 0 2 0 18 

Parental and 

community 

involvement. 

0 0 3 2 2 15 

Learner 

interaction and 

involvement. 

1 0 0 2 0 9 

The curriculum 

and assessment 

procedures. 

1 0 1 0 0 8 

Regular support 

meetings 

between 

teachers. 

0 0 1 1 2 7 

Table 4-1: Calculation of scores for the different issues  

 

An action plan on how to address these priorities in a collaborative way then had to be compiled 

to address all the priorities. The action plan encompassed the following: 
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(i) All participants are to encourage colleagues and one another to be open to training 

opportunities, whether these be formal or informal. 

(ii) The head of the full-service support centre, who is a participant, is to request from 

management to schedule training by the Department for all the teachers in the school on 

how to identify and support learners with barriers to learning. 

(iii) The ILST is to initiate a full-service class, where learners who experience barriers to learning 

can be properly assessed by way of the SIAS. 

(iv) The ILST is to plan properly in terms of training opportunities, class sizes, allocation of 

teachers to classes, etc. 

(v) All participants will help to get parents involved in terms of information sessions and 

individual meetings with parents of learners who experience barriers to learning. 

A specific timeframe was not set for the action plan, but we decided that every action had to be 

initiated as soon as possible. 

(b) Observation 

I, as the participant researcher, observed how the participants supported the learners with barriers 

to learning in their classrooms, as well as how the support of learners with barriers to learning 

was managed within the school in general. From my observation(s), I made the following notes: 

 Teachers are uncertain about how to support learners with barriers to learning. 

 Teachers have limited knowledge of different types of barriers and how these should be 

addressed. 

 Limited time and the high number of learners in the classroom put a lot of pressure on the 

teachers to provide efficient additional support to learners. 

 There are not yet proper structures and procedures in place as prescribed in the SIAS policy, 

which results in teachers not knowing what steps to follow to make sure that learners with 

barriers to learning are supported. 

(c) Reflections 

The participants were requested to reflect on their own and their colleagues’ practices and the 

implementation of the suggested strategies in their classes. Participants were, however, 

influenced negatively in the writing of reflections. The principal did not like the fact that he would 
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not know what the participants would say about the learner support practices in the school; he 

wanted to see their reflections first. This would mean that if the participants knew the principal 

would see what they wrote, their reflections might not be open and genuine. The principal stated 

that he would only allow one collaborative reflection written by one participant in collaboration 

with the others. Subsequently I received one collaborative written reflection at the end of Cycle 1. 

This reflection was more like a report on the functioning of the school as a full-service school (it 

was indeed written by the head of the full-service class) and did not contain any reflections of 

participants’ perceptions and feelings about the functioning of the school as a full-service school 

or of the PALAR process up to here.  

This ‘reflection’ indicated the following: 

 The ILST mainly focussed on a “remedial programme for learners allocated to the full-service 

support centre” in the school. 

 A representative from the Department of Education advised that the school must “work and 

focus on each child according to its needs and weaknesses”. 

 Learners are “allocated” to the full-service support centre and are “selected” in co-operation 

with the class-teachers, ILST committee and the head of the full-service support centre, 

focussing on mainly Mathematics and English. 

 Learners who are selected attend the full-service support centre on a rotation basis where 

they get additional support in Mathematics and English. 

 Thorough and regular feedback by the head of the full-service support centre is given to the 

class teachers to enable them to understand the importance of the full-service support centre. 

 Some teachers still regard the head of the full-service support centre only as  the teacher who 

must discipline the learners in the full-service class, because the teachers themselves do not 

want to deal with discipline in their own classes. 

 If the head of the full-service support centre and ILST consider it necessary, the services of 

speech and language therapists, psychologists and the state hospital are arranged. 

 Information regarding different special needs or barriers to learning is available at the full-

service support centre. 

4.2.2 Cycle 2 

(a) Action learning set (focus group meetings)  
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During the ALS meetings of cycle 2, the action plan decided on during the ALS meetings of cycle 

1 was discussed again. This discussion indicated the following of each of the original statements 

in the original action plan (see Cycle 1): 

(i) All participants are to encourage one another and other colleagues to be open to training 

opportunities, irrespective whether these opportunities are formal or informal.  

Feedback from the participants on this issue was very positive. They argued that the reason for 

this was the fact that they themselves now had a better understanding of what being a teacher in 

a full-service school entails. They were able to connect and share with colleagues, which helped 

to change their attitudes.  Originally some teachers may have appeared as if they did not care 

about equipping themselves, and when colleagues tried to help them, it was seen as critique and 

was personalised. However, that did not seem to be the case anymore. 

(ii) The head of the full-service support centre is to request from management to ensure training 

from the department for all the teachers in the school on how to identify and support learners 

with barriers to learning. 

This action was no longer necessary. Management was already busy to schedule training, and 

therefore this action was already in process. The principal had visited the ALS meetings from time 

to time during Cycle 1, where he had heard what the teachers said and thus perhaps realised the 

need to initiate such training for the teachers. 

(iii) The ILST is to realise the initiation of a full-service class, where learners with possible 

barriers to learning, can be sent for proper SIAS. 

(iv) The ILST is to plan properly in terms of training opportunities, class sizes, allocation of 

teachers to classes, etc. 

These two actions had been put in place by the establishment of a resource centre for all the 

teachers in the school where they would be able to get information on different types of barriers 

to learning, and on how to support these learners, as well as physical resources to use in their 

classrooms. The ILST was also in the process to attempt to get input from all the teachers about 

their training needs, with the purpose to arrange for skills development opportunities. Teachers 

would also be invited to join support meetings where they can engage in discussions with one 

another on how they support the learners in their classrooms, help one another other with 

dilemmas and give pointers on what works for them.   

This issue was also addressed by the principal in the interview with him (see below). 
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(v) All participants must help to get parents involved in terms of information sessions and 

individual meetings with parents of learners who experience barriers to learning. 

The participants reported that parents had been invited for opportunities like the above, but there 

was little interest and attendance was very low. There was a definite need for a new strategy to 

get parents involved. The participants asked the head of the full-service support centre to discuss 

this issue with the principal, and together come up with an alternative strategy. 

(b) Observation 

After my first observation in Cycle 1, the participants themselves had suggested alternative ways 

of learner support, which they then implemented and I again observed. These alternative ways 

included: 

 Activities like physical activities, extra classes and reading periods. 

 Patience with learners and involving more learners on different levels. 

 Development of lesson plans and files. 

 Identification of learners who have to receive additional support.  

 Development of support materials.  

 Development of learners’ fine motor skills. 

From my observation of the implementation of these alternative learner support strategies, I 

observed the following about the teachers: 

 Some teachers were motivated and positive in terms of trying to support all learners with 

barriers to learning in their classes, while others still had negative attitudes. 

 Teachers who planned according to the learners with barriers to learning in the specific class 

during lesson planning, were able to better support these learners taking into account limited 

time and the number of learners in the class. 

 Although not all teachers had the opportunity to go for training yet, one teacher went and did 

research on barriers to learning and how to provide learner support. 

 There seemed to have been a positive change in management’s motivation to get structures 

and procedures in place and to provide more support to the teachers. 

(c) Questionnaires 
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The next stage of Cycle 2 involved the participants completing a questionnaire regarding their 

opinion and feelings about the process (see Addendum). The questions and answers included 

the following: 

Q1: How did you feel about the meetings we had as a group? 

“It reinforced our awareness” (P1) 

“Was helpful to hear other teachers’ concerns and inputs” (P2) 

“We focussed on problems and solutions for full-service although we did not have the correct 

information in some cases” (P3) 

“It was a good start but I feel that we did not proceed on all the problems that we had” (P4) 

“It led to progress and for us to start working together as a group”, “we were able to identify 

problems although we did not find all the answers” (P5) 

“Informative, problems were identified, it made sense to work as a group and it made us starting 

to think about problem solving” (P6) 

Q2: Did you learn anything from your colleagues in the group? If yes, what? How did you 

apply it in your own classroom and / or teaching? 

“I tried to involve more teachers to be open-minded” (P1) 

“Learned how to use different strategies for the same problem” (P2) 

“Some of the ideas for activities like physical activities, extra classes and read periods is (sic) 

proving to be successful” (P3) 

“Implementation at this stage is not yet successful” (P4) 

“We swapped a lot of ideas; where possible and applicable, they were applied” (P5) 

“Being more patient with learners and involving more learners on different levels” (P6) 

Q3: Were any of the strategies we as a group discussed during cycle 1 applied? If yes, 

were these successful? 

“Group discussions were introduced more regularly” (P1) 

“Learners is (sic) now more involved in lessons” (P2) 
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“We now have SBST meetings once a month, parent involvement is better, more workshops are 

being scheduled and we are using services from the Department” (P3) 

“We met more frequently” (P4) 

“More SBST group discussions”, “working closer together as a group” (P5) 

“The SBST works much closer together now and we share information and activities” (P6) 

Q4: Were there any strategies we as a group identified and discussed that you were not 

able to apply? If yes, why? 

“Time management” (P1) 

“I found it difficult in our big classes (40 learners) and our limited time to always use different 

strategies” (P2)  

“Not enough time to use different strategies” (P3) 

“Not enough time” (P4) 

“Not enough time to implement all we want” (P5) 

“Not enough time to implement strategies” (P6) 

Q5: Have you discussed the supporting of learners with barriers to learning with any 

members of the group since we last met? If yes, what was the discussion about? 

“Our general approach to support overall progress” (P1) 

“A teacher was assigned per grade so that the other teachers could report the learners that 

struggle, to that specific teacher. The teachers can then work together to help the learner or refer 

the learner to the full-service support centre” (P2) 

“We discuss different support needs, lesson plans and files, how to identify learners who must 

receive additional support and the rotation of learners” (P3) 

“There is a definite need for support material which is in progress”, “we could identify how to 

handle learners with special needs” (P4) 

“What the different needs are and how to handle learners with special needs” (P5) 

“The need for the support centre, how to develop fine motor skills and how to support learners 

with barriers to learning” (P6) 
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“This process was informative, it identified problems, it made sense to work as a group, it made 

us start to think about problem solving” (P6) 

Q6: Are there any issues regarding learner support that you would like to discuss further 

as a group? 

“The supporting of needs within the classroom setup” (P1) 

“Following the curriculum within the full-service framework” (P1) 

“There are always emerging new issues and problems to overcome”, “the monthly meetings is 

(sic) very helpful” (P2) 

“No, the system is not in our favour and time is limited” (P3) 

“No, we must just start and build on it” (P4) 

“Not enough time to work concrete with learners and to re-teach” (P5) 

“No, we are now in full control of our support centre (full-service support centre)” (P6) 

Q7: What is your overall feeling / attitude towards learner support, inclusive education and 

the establishment of full-service schools in South Africa? 

“Full-service schools are the ideal, the question is, however, if there will be funds available to 

keep it going.” (P1) 

“I think the need for full-service schools is very high. Each child is different and needs support. 

Even gifted learners need new challenges to keep their minds stimulated. Children with barriers 

need a loving teacher to support them the best they know how.” (P2) 

“Positive. We must accommodate all learners in our schools. I am excited to see the progress of 

each learner.” (P3) 

“There is a very big demand for inclusive education and with the knowledge we have we can build 

on it. We are all lifelong learners and educators, for all levels in education.” (P4) 

“It is time that we give these learners a decent place. It is very important that a mind change is 

done by many role players. This learner don’t (sic) adjust to fit in your class – you as the teacher 

have to accommodate the learner.” (P5) 
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“Wonderful idea. No child is left out. Lots of pressure on teachers but those who are willing to 

walk the extra mile to help and support learners will make the difference. Education for our nation 

is a necessity. All schools need to be inclusive!” (P6) 

(d) Interview 

The final stage of this cycle was an interview with the principal of the school, which took part 

towards the end of the research. The following is my report on the unstructured interview with the 

principal. The only question posed to him was to describe his perception of the functioning of the 

full-service school.  

After the first discussions you held with the teachers, the ILST started investigating and 

learning more about what being a full-service school means. It took a while to get all the 

teachers to understand the concept of inclusive education. We as a school are still in our 

growing stages but the school is now much different from what it was in the beginning of 

the research you started here. 

The full-service support centre was established as the place where the learners with 

barriers to learning can be assisted. In this school, learners visit the full-service support 

centre for additional support in groups of three or four. We focus on only Mathematics and 

English due to time constraints. In the other subjects, the teachers have to pull their weight 

in terms of inclusion in the classroom. We reached out to an educational psychologist who 

advised us to only involve learners up to Grade 4 level. We also exclude children with a 

very low average performance in school because what is the use? We will never get him 

or her to suddenly pass. Only the learners who will benefit from the full-service support 

centre are included in the support offered there. A social worker and psychologist from the 

Department visit the school regularly. There are no learners here with only physical 

barriers to learning. 

Most of the most learners involved in the full-service support programme have language 

barriers. Language barriers are our biggest issue right now because the learners start 

Grade 1 in a language other than their mother tongue. Because we only focus on 

Mathematics and English at the full-service support centre, the teachers of the other 

subjects are being supported with additional information during the morning meetings to 

be able to support the learners in the bigger classroom setup as well. 

When it comes to the day-to-day functioning of the full-service support centre, learners 

are being pulled out of the mainstream class by the head of the full-service support centre 

according to the time allocated for them. All teachers are aware of this timetable and must 

therefore plan accordingly. When a teacher identifies a learner with a barrier or barriers to 
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learning in his/her classroom, intervention forms for the SIAS process are filled out by the 

teacher as well as the head of full-service support centre. 

Each member of the ILST was allocated to a Grade, and when teachers need support, 

they first go to the ILST member for their grade for support. If this member cannot help 

the teachers, they are referred to the head of the full-service support centre.  

Support from the Department is available.  In the beginning we did not hear or see a lot 

from the Department, but the moment the school reached out, the Department came on 

board; that is, speech therapists, psychologists, social workers and so on. 

It is also important that teachers put together a question paper according to cognitive 

levels.  The “weak” questions (sic) should be enough to let a child pass. That is why the 

full-service support centre focuses on the skills and knowledge necessary to be able to 

succeed in the “weak” questions.  

We drafted a full-service support centre policy and communicated it to all the teachers so 

that they are familiar with all the procedures and rules. The most important thing they 

should understand is that the full-service support centre is not there to address discipline 

problems. When it comes to managing discipline, the learners involved in the full-service 

programmes are excluded from detention and kept busy by doing something practical on 

the school grounds with the permission of their parents. 

We have a head for the full-service support centre who runs everything pertaining to 

inclusive education in the school. She deals with all the enquiries, visits from parents, and 

so forth. In terms of skills and resources, the head of the full-service support centre went 

for additional training in order to be able to identify learners with barriers to learning, and 

to know how to support them. 

Only one member of the ILST did not have learner support training during the initial 

teacher education studies. The ILST went for additional training and workshops and will 

be able to support the other teachers. In the full-service building, we have good computer 

programmes for the learners on which they work. 

The ILST had a meeting with all the parents whose children are being supported in the 

full-service support centre (currently 51 learners). There was much interest and almost all 

the parents attended. During this meeting the concept of inclusive education and the 

function of the full-service support centre were explained to them. They were also 

reminded of their role as parents in supporting the learners. Parents were invited to visit 

the full-service support centre to get information and resources to be able to support their 
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children better at home. Parents have to give permission for their child to be involved in 

the full-service support centre. The reason for this is that, for that period of time, the learner 

is withdrawn from the mainstream classroom and parents are paying school fees. They 

are informed about the activities of the full-service support centre. Parents also give 

informed consent for visits from psychologists, speech therapists, social workers and what 

may be required. The parents were also invited to be involved in reading periods which 

they attend, if possible. 

In general, the initial attitude of the teachers when they heard we were going to be a full-

service school was very negative because they thought we were going to be a special 

school. That is, until they realised that we now cater for learners who experience barriers 

to learning in the classroom, and we take them to the full-service support centre for 

additional support to work on their learning barriers (sic). Teachers are now expected to 

adjust their own teaching to make sure they include all learners and support all learners. 

Class management has been identified as the biggest issue, and that is the responsibility 

of the teacher. It was difficult to get all the teachers to do a mind-shift, but it is going much 

better now. The misinterpretations of some teachers have definitely changed now. The 

teachers are on board. They don’t have a choice. They must be on board. I would say 

there was a definite change in the perceptions and motivation of the teachers regarding 

supporting learners with barriers to learning. 

We visited a special school in the district and were very happy to see that what we are 

doing is in line with what is being done by others as well. We are quite confident that our 

current strategy will be successful for a long time. We do not make use of a resource 

centre. We buy our own resources with the funding received from the Department. We are 

way ahead of other full-service schools. 

After discussion with the Department and management, it was clear that some of the 

participants had a misconception of what inclusive education meant.  The ILST determined 

that it is not possible to have just one specific full-service class, but that learners are 

supposed to be supported and included within their existing class, together with all the 

other learners. The ILST did, however, establish a full-service support centre with one 

teacher – the head of the full-service support centre – whom the learners with barriers to 

learning (sic) visit on a rotation basis in order to receive additional support in Maths and 

English. It is important to understand that English is not the learners’ mother tongue and 

therefore the learners struggle a lot because they take it as first language in this school.       

All the data as presented above are discussed in the next section. 
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4.3 DISCUSSION 

The data presented above were analysed by way of open coding and thematic inductive data 

analysis (see chapter 3).  From this analysis, the following main and sub-themes emerged: 

Themes Sub-themes 

1 Participants’ perceptions regarding the 

provision of learner support in the full-

service school  

1 Feelings of lack of knowledge, skills and training 

2 Feelings of lack of support for themselves 

3 Teachers’ attitudes 

2 Teachers’ support needs in the full-service 

school 

1 Training 

2 Resources 

3 Support from colleagues, the principal and the 

Department 

3  Participants’ experience of the PALAR 

process  

1 Teachers’ attitudes  

2 Teachers’ knowledge and skills 

Table 4-2: Main themes and sub-themes 

 Each of these themes and sub-themes are now discussed. 

4.3.1 Theme 1: Participants’ perceptions regarding the provision of learner support in 

the full-service school 

4.3.1.1 Sub-theme 1: Feelings of lack of knowledge, skills and training 

According to White Paper 6, classroom teachers will be the primary resource and bear the 

responsibility for achieving inclusive education (Department of Education, 2001). However, 

despite a more equitable allocation of resources across schools since 1994, lack of instructional 

capacity with specific reference to suitably trained educators and adequate support services, 

constrain teachers’ implementation of inclusive education (Smit, Russo and Engelbrecht, 2001), 

exactly as indicated by the participants in this study.  

The teachers also indicated that they lack the knowledge and skill to teach a diverse group of 

learners in a single classroom without considerably increasing their workload, as also indicated 

by Wildeman and Nomdo (2007). Education White Paper 6 envisages that new curriculum and 

assessment initiatives will be required to focus on inclusion of the full range of diverse learning 

needs, and that teachers will be orientated to new methods of teaching via comprehensive training 

programmes that they provided (Department of Education, 2001).  This has not happened yet in 

this full-service school. The duration of training programmes that educate teachers how to 

accommodate and teach learners with disabilities is generally a week or two, but teachers from 

the study of Stofile (2008) report that, although these brief training programmes are helpful, they 

are insufficient. These programmes tend to focus on developing a couple of skills, whereas 

teachers often need far more comprehensive training programmes (Donohue & Bornman, 2014). 
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This corresponds with the perceptions of the teachers in this study about the training provided by 

the Department. 

4.3.1.2 Sub-theme 2: Feelings of lack of support for themselves 

The CAPS curriculum prescribes the curriculum to be covered during each year. On top of this 

CAPS prescriptive, aspects like crowded classrooms, an inflexible curriculum, micromanagement, 

the limited availability of resources, and dealing with discipline in their classes, as indicated by 

the teachers in this study, were ascribed by the teachers to a lack of support for them from their 

colleagues, school management and the Department.    

4.3.1.3 Sub-theme 3: Teachers’ attitudes  

The apparent lack of interest of some teachers in learner support within the full-service school, 

was due to the unfamiliarity thereof and their not knowing exactly what is expected of them.  This 

theme has also been identified in other studies (Smit & Mpya, 2011, p. 28): “Teachers do not have 

a good understanding of inclusive education…”, “teachers who have a little understanding of 

inclusion believe that learners who experience barriers to learning need to be placed in separate 

classes…” Other studies (Forlin, 2001; McLeskey & Waldron, 2002a; Sharma et al., 2006) cite 

that personal issues, including the teachers’ perception of their own professional competence and 

knowledge necessary for the successful inclusion of learners with barriers to learning in their 

classroom, are of particular concern to teachers. 

4.3.2 Theme 2: Teachers’ support needs in the full-service school 

4.3.2.1 Sub-theme 1: Training 

The data indicated that there is a need for guidance on how learners with barriers to learning can 

be supported according to their specific needs. The principal, with the help of the ILST, has indeed 

reached out to the Department who now provides for a psychologist, social worker and 

occupational therapist to visit the school regularly. 

This finding is supported by the research of Mdikana, Nthangase and Mayekiso (2007) as well as 

Center and Ward (1987) who indicate that the need for special skills for teachers teaching learners 

with special educational needs is one of the highest factors influencing teacher’s attitudes towards 

inclusive education. 

4.3.2.2 Sub-theme 2: Resources 

It is evident in literature that, despite a more equitable allocation of resources across schools 

since 1994, lack of instructional capacity with specific reference to suitably trained educators and 
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adequate support services constrain teachers’ implementation of inclusive education (Smit, 

Russo & Engelbrecht, 2010). In the study of Mdikana, Nthangase and Mayekiso (2007) a vast 

majority of their participants felt that there is a need for special resources to adequately support 

learners who experience barriers to learning. In terms of White Paper 6 (Department of Education, 

2001), inclusive education would only be introduced to schools when human and material 

resources had been provided. Some primary schools would be converted into full-service schools 

and for these, support services, structures and facilities would be made available. The White 

Paper 6 further states that special schools would be converted into resource centres where the 

practitioners would be expected to capacitate those in regular and full-service schools because 

of the expertise they already have (Mdikana, Nthangase & Mayekiso, 2007).  

The principal of the school in this study, however, indicated that they do not make use of a 

resource centre but rather buy the necessary resources themselves. He indicated that the reason 

for this is that the effort and time it takes to get hold of specific resources is not worthwhile, and 

therefore they rather take action themselves.  

The findings also indicated that the number of learners in the classroom add a lot of pressure to 

the teachers’ workload. Apart from that, the CAPS curriculum expects of teachers to work at a 

steady pace, which does not allow much flexibility. There is a workbook prescribed by the 

Department which in their opinion is very basic, and teachers still have to do additional work to 

adhere to the CAPS prescriptions. This results in additional marking work. If the teachers had 

fewer learners in the class, or had a teacher assistant who could help with administrative tasks, 

the pressure could be much less.   

In the literature, class size and overcrowded classrooms were also identified as stressors to 

teachers who have to teach a large number of learners of whom some need support owing to the 

barriers to learning they experience. Paying individual attention to specific needs of learners with 

barriers to learning becomes difficult in overcrowded classrooms, and adds to teachers’ stress 

(Khoele, 2008). 

4.3.2.3 Sub-theme 3: Support from colleagues, the principal and the Department 

The first findings indicated that some of the teachers in the study had negative attitudes. This was 

due to the fact that the teachers did not have a clear understanding of what being a teacher at an 

inclusive school entails.  Moreover, they felt there was a lack of support from colleagues and 

management.  This attitude, however, changed during the course of the research, due to a new 

support structure for all the teachers and ILST that was phased in by the principal. The teachers 

are on now board and know what is expected of them. 
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They indicated that there was still a lack of support from the Department, and that the workshops 

the Department scheduled were more like information sessions and not the skills development 

that they need. This is supported by the finding of Weeks and Erradu (2013), that the national 

Department of Education and the various provincial departments could do more to support 

educators in their provision of support to learners who experience barriers to learning. 

4.3.3 Theme 3: Participants’ experience of the PAR process  

4.3.3.1 Sub-theme 1: Teacher’s attitudes  

At the beginning of the research the participants had mixed feelings about the fact that their school 

was being converted to a full-service school. Some were uncertain of what being a full-service 

school meant for them as teachers and how it would affect their everyday teaching environment. 

Others were negative because of the fact that they have not been not trained to teach learners 

with barriers to learning. Some also expressed their frustrations with lack of support from 

colleagues, school management and the Department. 

The PALAR process we embarked upon had a positive impact on the attitudes of some teachers. 

They were able to relate to one another and discuss their perceptions and feelings.  

The principal also stated that it had taken some time to get all the teachers to do a mind-shift. He 

now felt that, with the proper structures and policies in place, the teachers are more sure of their 

responsibilities and they are on board to let the full-service school function properly. 

4.3.3.2 Sub-theme 2: Teachers’ knowledge and skills 

The number one priority for the participants was the development of their knowledge and skills to 

be able to identify and support learners with barriers to learning. Opportunities in this regard were 

then created by the ILST and management. More informative material is now available to the 

teachers and the ILST members have been sent on additional workshops and courses. The 

participants now have better knowledge on what being a teacher in a full-service school is all 

about and what they can do to support learners with barriers to learning. 

4.4 CONCLUSION 

Even though the teachers do not yet have all the skills to support learners with barriers to learning, 

it is evident that this PALAR process has brought about changes within each participant and within 

the school. 

In chapter 5 these findings are discussed in terms of the original research questions.  
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CHAPTER 5  

FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

5.1 INTRODUCTION 

The aim of this qualitative study was to explore how a participatory action learning and action 

research approach can be used collaboratively to facilitate learner support in a full-service school. 

In this chapter I provide a brief overview of the research and its findings, and then continue to 

provide conclusions and recommendations flowing from this research. I also reflect on my own 

learning in the process, provide the limitations of the research, and indicate the potential 

contribution of the research.    

5.2 OVERVIEW OF THE RESEARCH 

Chapter 1 provided an orientation to the research study. It included a motivation and rationale of 

the study, the identification of the research questions and aims, a brief discussion of the research 

design and methodology, the possible contribution of the study to the research focus area, the 

clarification of important concepts and the division of chapters. 

Chapter 2 contained the literature overview in terms of the challenges teachers face, learner 

support and inclusive education practices in South Africa, and the policies and practices in South 

African education regarding full-service schools. Lastly I indicated what kind of in-service training 

can be relevant for learner support.  

In chapter 3 the research design and methodology used in this study were described and 

explained. The choice of PALAR as research design, as well as the methods of data generation 

and analysis chosen were theoretically justified.   

Chapter 4 reported on the themes and subthemes that emerged from the data, followed by a 

discussion thereof as related to literature. 

5.3 CONCLUSIONS 

In the following discussion I deconstruct and interpret the findings to answer the research 

questions and to draw my final conclusions from that. 

The main question “How can learner support by teachers in a full-service school be 

facilitated in a collaborative way?” will be answered after the four sub-questions have been 

addressed. 
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5.3.1 Sub-question 1: What is the nature of the current conversion of the school to a 

full-service school? 

This school was informed that it was going to be converted to a full-service school in 2012. The 

Department of Education visited the school and explained the changes that the school was going 

to undergo. Although all this information was communicated, the teachers were very vague on 

what being a full-service school entailed and what their responsibilities as teachers in a full-service 

school are. During that time and 2013, which was when I entered the school to engage in the 

PALAR study, the school did not have proper structures and policies in place, and this caused 

teachers to be sceptical as to whether they could succeed. From the first ALS meeting with the 

participants in this study, change started to happen in the school. It was as if for the first time, 

someone started talking about the elephant in the room: How do we succeed as a full-service 

school? 

The conversations and discussions in the ALS meetings initiated other conversations and 

discussions to happen outside of the ALS meeting with teachers and management staff who were 

not participants. This also resulted in the principal taking action to establish proper structures and 

policies to guide and help teachers in their task as being full-service teachers. 

The school cannot yet be described as a flagship full-service school but it is definitely moving and 

progressing in the right direction. 

5.3.2 Sub-question 2: What is the nature of the current learner support practice in the 

school?  

In the beginning of the PALAR process, some participants were under the impression that there 

needs to be a separate class for learners who experience barriers to learning, and that not all 

teachers have to implement learner support in their classrooms. There was a perception that not 

all teachers are involved in the full-service department of the school and that only some teachers 

needed training and skills development to make a success of being a full-service school. I would 

think that this was also the reason for not many structures to be in place, because most of the 

teachers were simply looking the other way. 

During the process the participants became more curious about their own responsibilities, and 

this initiated investigation from the participants’ side. They started talking to colleagues about this 

and also enquired from the principal if he was aware of all the changes that needed to happen in 

the school. 

The principal then reached out to professionals in the community and the Department of 

Education, and the ILST drew up a full-service policy for the school in which all information 
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regarding supporting learners with barriers was included. This helped the teachers to understand 

what their responsibility was when identifying a learner with barriers to learning, and what the 

learner support process entailed.   

The ILST also scheduled training for the teachers to equip them with knowledge and skills on 

supporting learners with barriers to learning. The ILST members went for further training and each 

ILST member was allocated a Grade teacher to support when needed.  

The school also built a new building – the full-service support centre – where the identified 

learners who experience barriers to learning are taken on a rotation basis to receive learner 

support. 

5.3.3 Sub-question 3: What are the teachers’ views and needs regarding the current 

learner support practice in their full-service school? 

The participants initially did not know how to support learners who experience barriers to learning. 

They indicated that they were not trained and did not have the skills to support learners with 

barriers to learning. The biggest priorities for them to be addressed in the school were: 

1. Training of teachers to enable them to identify and support learners with barriers to learning. 

2. Establishing an intervention programme to address barriers to learning.  

3. Proper planning in terms of training opportunities, class sizes, and allocation of teachers to 

classes. 

4. Parental and community involvement. 

5. Learner interaction and involvement. 

6. The curriculum and assessment procedures. 

7. Regular support meetings between teachers. 

From these priorities an action plan was drawn up to address the following: 

(i) The participants to all encourage colleagues and one another to be open to training 

opportunities, whether these are formal or informal, from one another. 

(ii) The head of the full-service support centre, who is also a participant, to request from 

management to ensure that proper training from the department is scheduled for all the 

teachers in the school on how to identify and support learners with barriers to learning. 
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(iii) The ILST to realise the initiation of a full-service class where learners with possible barriers 

to learning can be sent for screening. . 

(iv) The ILST to plan properly in terms of training opportunities, class sizes, allocation of 

teachers to classes, etc. 

(v) All participants to help to get parents involved in terms of information sessions and individual 

meetings with parents of learners who experience barriers to learning. 

At the end of the data generation, the feedback from participants was positive, including feedback 

that the other teachers are now being open to training opportunities and skills development. 

Although limited time was a big issue, I think the teachers realised that skills development would 

only make their work as full-service teachers easier. Teachers now had a better understanding of 

what being a teacher in a full-service school entailed. They were able to connect and share with 

colleagues, which helped to change their attitudes.  

The principal indicated that the full-service support centre was fully functional. The learners visited 

the full-service support centre on a rotation basis. Class sizes and allocation of teachers to 

classes were still an issue to address due to the high number of learners and limited staff allocated 

to the school. 

Regarding parent participation, the principal scheduled a meeting one evening for all the parents 

whose children were involved in the full-service support centre. There was much interest and 

almost all the parents attended. During this meeting the concept of inclusive education and the 

function of the full-service support centre were explained to them. They were also reminded of 

their role as parents in supporting the learners. Parents were invited to visit the full-service support 

centre to get information and resources to be able to support their children better at home. 

5.3.4 Sub-question 4: What kind of collaborative support, in the view of the teachers, 

will enhance their support of the learners in their school?   

The teachers indicated that they would interact more with one another in mutual support. At the 

end of the PALAR collaborative research process, the participants were indeed a much closer 

group of colleagues than at the start. There is now a sense of belonging and compassion. The 

participants do not feel alone any more with their insecurities, frustrations and problems because 

they can now openly talk about these and exchange advice. 

The participants indicated that having meetings more regularly would enhance their ability to 

support learners better.  
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The principal also indicated that the idea of allocating an ILST member to each grade, to support 

the specific teachers in that Grade, was also enhancing the support of learners in the school. All 

the teachers in the school now had someone to give them guidance when they were unsure of 

their own learner support practices in their classroom. 

5.3.5 Main question: How can learner support by teachers in a full-service school be 

facilitated in a collaborative way? 

From the discussion of these sub-questions, it can be concluded that learner support in a full-

service school can be facilitated in a collaborative way, by way of answering the sub-questions 

as follows: 

5.3.6 Sub-question 1: What is the nature of the current conversion of the school to a 

full-service school? 

The school is progressing in the conversion of the school to a full-service school. 

5.3.7 Sub-question 2: What is the nature of the current learner support practice in the 

school?  

The ILST has drawn up a full-service policy for the school and the ILST is functioning according 

to the policy. The ILST also scheduled training for the teachers to equip them with knowledge and 

skills on supporting learners with barriers to learning. The school also built a full-service centre 

where all support can be provided. 

5.3.8 Sub-question 3: What are the teachers’ views and needs regarding the current 

learner support practice in their full-service school? 

After the PALAR process the teachers now have a better understanding of what being a teacher 

in a full-service school entails and feel better equipped to support learners with diverse needs.  

5.3.9 Sub-question 4: What kind of collaborative support, in the view of the teachers, 

will enhance their support of the learners in their school?   

During the PALAR process the teachers realised they need each other to strengthen their own 

knowledge and skills. There is now a sense of belonging and compassion among them and for 

each other. They realise they will have to continue supporting each other in order to support 

learners better.  
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5.4 REFLECTION ON MY LEARNING 

This study was my first introduction to PALAR methodology. I was very unsure at first, but what I 

did not realise initially is that even after the first meetings, change started to happen among the 

participants, their colleagues and ultimately the school. I then knew that the PALAR process can 

be instrumental in facilitating the changes participants view as necessary, and that we had 

actually already been addressing the problem for these teachers right from the start, by giving 

them a safe space to discuss their problems and to initiate and explore their own strategies, which 

empowered them to make changes happen. 

I enjoyed the process overall and I am very happy with the outcome of this study. 

5.5 POTENTIAL CONTRIBUTION OF THE STUDY 

5.5.1 Methodology 

The PALAR methodology has not been implemented in schools before, and proved to be an 

innovative way for these teachers to plan and implement their own changes regarding learner 

support, specifically in the context of their full-service school.      

5.5.2 Theory 

This study corroborated theory on the impact of PALAR in collaboration among members of a 

community, in this instance the full-service school.  It also highlighted aspects of PALAR theory 

in terms of the effect of the process on members’ perceptions and attitudes. 

5.6 LIMITATIONS 

Firstly, the fact that this study focussed on only one school and included only six participants, 

limits the findings to this school only. It does, however, provide a background for similar research 

in similar conditions.   

Secondly, the reflections by the participants were prohibited by the principal, hence the data from 

the reflections may not be fully valid as a true reflection of the participants’ views.  However, 

enough data were generated from the other data sources to be able to answer the research 

questions, as in 5.3 above. 

5.7 RECOMMENDATIONS 

In view of the fact that this research study’s scope was limited to one full-service school only, the 

following recommendations can be posed: 
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5.7.1 Further research 

Similar studies can be done in other full-service schools in other provinces and in different social 

environments. Such research can also focus more on the provision of teacher training for learner 

support.   

5.7.2 Teacher training 

Learner support can be included in the pre-service training so that teacher qualifications can 

reflect teachers’ training in learner support, and to ensure that all qualified teachers have 

knowledge of learner support to learners who experience barriers to learning. 

5.7.3 The Department of Education 

It is clear from this study that it is necessary for the national and provincial departments of 

Education to support ILSTs in each school, not only in full-service schools, with further training in 

learning support, specifically for the conversion of a school into a full-service school, as promised 

by White Paper 6. 

5.8 CONCLUSION 

The aim of this research was to investigate and establish how learner support by teachers in a 

full-service school can be facilitated in a collaborative way. It is evident that there are teachers 

who want to support learners with barriers to learning but do not know how to go about it. Having 

colleagues to collaborate with, resulted in the teachers in this research being more positive and 

confident in their learner support practices. The findings from this research may contribute to a 

similar collaborative approach to be employed in other schools, not only in full-service schools 

but in all schools who take to heart White Paper 6’s vision of learner support for all learners who 

experience barriers to learning.      
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