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Post-apartheid policies provide enabling frameworks for inclusion of people with (dis)abilities into mainstream South African society. However, more inclusive processes of social engagement and participation on the part of persons with (dis)abilities require a collective effort from both government and civil society. In this article we examine what opportunities new policy frameworks provided for the establishment of a civil society partnership between the University of Stellenbosch and Down syndrome South Africa (DSSA). We contextualise our discussion within higher education transformation processes occurring both internationally and in South Africa.











The end of legal apartheid in South Africa in the early 1990s signaled dramatic changes to all aspects of South African social life, including the disability sector. Post 1994 we have witnessed a number of policy initiatives from the South African government intended to provide enabling infrastructures for inclusion of people with (dis)abilities into mainstream society. Some of the key policy documents that resulted from these initiatives are: the White Paper on an Integrated National Disability Strategy (Office of the Deputy President, 1997), the Report of the National Commission on Special Needs in Education and Training (NCSNET) and the National Committee of Education Support Services (NCESS) entitled, Quality education for all: Overcoming barriers to learning and development (Department of Education, 1997a), and more recently the Education White Paper 6: Special Needs Education (Department of Education, 2001). Also, the right to a basic education for people with (dis)abilities are enshrined in the Bill of Rights of the South African Constitution when its states that, Every person [including those with (dis)abilities] shall have the right to basic education and to equal access to educational institutions (RSA, 1996). 





Calls for greater inclusion of persons with (dis)abilities into mainstream South African society should be understood in terms of shifts towards more democratic processes of social engagement both internationally and in South Africa. South Africa’s first democratic elections in 1994 provided the impetus for the formulation of policy frameworks which call for greater inclusion of persons with (dis)abilities into all spheres of South African social, political and economic life. These policies invite responses from all levels and sectors of South African society so as to enable a scenario that is more inclusive. We focus on one such response, a partnership between a university and a non-governmental organisation (NGO). We contextualise the partnership within change forces that are increasingly confronting universities in recent times. 





A challenge facing higher education institutions in contemporary society is the mounting social, economic and political pressure for them to provide greater access to communities and to be accountable to such communities. As Chibucos and Lerner (1999:2) write:
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…universities can no longer remain enclaves of ethereal intellectual isolation, removed from the ebb and flow of the larger society surrounding them, if they are to expect public support and elicit public trust. Universities must find ways to use their talents and resources to contribute to the public good – as defined by the public and not just by universities themselves – if they are to survive and thrive as contributing institutions into the next century.


   


One way in which universities might become more socially relevant is through the establishment of strategic partnerships with role players in communities such as schools, community-based organisations (CBO’s) and NGO’s. However, there are also other reasons why it might have become necessary for universities to establish such partnerships. We refer here to shifts in knowledge production brought about by the massification of higher education. We discuss these shifts in the next section of the article which deals with higher education transformation in South Africa.





The transformation of higher education in South Africa 


The imperative to transform higher education in South Africa is neatly captured in the introduction to the recently published Education White Paper 3, A Programme for the Transformation of Higher Education:





South Africa’s transition from apartheid and minority rule to democracy requires that all existing practices, institutions and values are viewed anew and rethought in terms of their fitness for a new era.... In South Africa today, the challenge is to redress past inequalities and to transform the higher education system to serve a new social order, to meet pressing national needs, and to respond to new realities and opportunities. It must lay the foundations for the development of a learning society which can stimulate, direct and mobilise the creative and intellectual energies of all people towards meeting the challenge of reconstruction and development (Department of Education, 1997b:7).





The same White Paper summarises the requirements for transformation of higher education in South Africa as follows: increased and broadened participation, responsiveness to societal interests and needs and cooperation and partnerships in governance (Department of Education, 1997b:10). These requirements include to increase access for blacks, women, disabled and mature students, and to develop new curricula and flexible models of learning and teaching, including modes of delivery (Department of Education, 1997b:10). 





We argue that in order to be responsive to the needs of South African society it might be important for universities to shift away from traditional roles of research and teaching. Gibbons (1998:60) points out that transformation of the higher education sector globally is evidenced by the emergence of a distributed knowledge production system. He notes:





The main change, as far as universities are concerned, is that knowledge production and dissemination - research and teaching - are no longer self-contained, quasi-monopolistic activities, carried out in relative institutional isolation. Today universities are only one amongst the many actors involved in the production of knowledge, and this is bound to govern, to some extent, the future relationships that universities will seek to establish. Equally, teaching must take account of the fact that more and more knowledge may not find its way into textbooks as conventionally defined and that disseminating knowledge, at the leading edge, may take place in the context of the research itself.


   


In this regard we are witnessing greater emphasis being placed (alongside teaching and research) on 
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what is referred to as community service by universities. Waghid (1999:113) argues that community service includes, among other things, universities running hospitals that help people, legal services, services to schools, conducting programmes of continuing education to meet the needs of working adults, and other community activities such as those which address the plight of the homeless and street children. Importantly, Waghid (1999:113) points out that engagement on the part of universities in community service does not imply a uni-directional extension of universities but rather a two-way sharing of expertise with members of society. 





The massification of higher education has influenced the way in which knowledge is produced in contemporary society. Many university graduates find themselves placed in organisations outside universities that also are involved in processes of knowledge production. In South Africa these include, for example, non-governmental organisations (NGOs), the private sector, and government departments. In such a distributed knowledge system, the need for partnerships between different players has become necessary. At the University of Stellenbosch community service is seen as an important function in a changing South Africa. This has been mentioned in the academic planning framework document as well as the institutional plan of the university (for the period 1999 to 2001). In her speech at the graduation ceremony of 9 March 2000 the Chancellor (Prof Elize Botha) emphasised the University of Stellenbosch’s important responsibility to provide community service to all members of South African society. She pointed out that a key position has been created at the university for the co-ordination of community service, so that it receives the same priority as teaching and research. A director for community service as since been appointed at the beginning of 2001. It is not the place here to explore all of the ramifications of this policy initiative, but we wish to point out that although community service, teaching and research often are viewed as separate entities, the three are inextricably linked (see Waghid, 1999; Waghid & Cilliers, 2000 for further discussion). 





The shifts that we have described above sketch the broader context in which the partnership between the University of Stellenbosch and Down syndrome South Africa might be understood. Against this broader context we will now briefly discuss activities within the department of Educational Psychology and Specialised Education at the University of Stellenbosch and Down Syndrome South Africa (DSSA) which led to the establishing of the partnership between the two organisations.





The partners


Special education at University of Stellenbosch


Special education at the University of Stellenbosch started as a division within the Department of Educational Psychology. The division was referred to as Orthopedagogics at the time. Orthopedagogics expanded and became an independent department in the 1980s. However, as a consequence of rationalisation, in 1996 the departments of Orthopedagogics and Educational Psychology amalgamated to form the Department of Educational Psychology and Specialised Education.  Prominence given to inclusive education internationally as well as in South Africa after apartheid influenced the vision and mission of the department of Educational Psychology and Specialised education to the extent that in 1997 members of the department decided that inclusion should be the research focus of the department. In its mission statement (adopted in 2000) the department of Educational Psychology and Specialised Education has stated that it intends to offer socially relevant teaching programmes, to conduct research and to involve itself in community service.  One of the strategies taken by the department so as to realise it goals (under the banner of inclusive education) was to form strategic partnerships with other universities, non–governmental organisations, and so on. With respect to the DSSA, the department of Educational Psychology and Specialised Education at US has had a long working relationship with the NGO. However, this relationship was not formalized and collaboration tended to be ad hoc, that is, whenever a need arose. In the year 2000 members of the department of Educational Psychology and Specialised Education decided to formalise their relationship DSSA through a letter of agreement. 





The member of the Department of Educational Psychology and Specialised Education who initiated the process of formalising the partnership with DSSA had in mind that the partnership would enable the university to set up a data base of all research on intellectual (dis)ability and Down syndrome 





 





INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SPECIAL EDUCATION                                      Vol 17, No.1.





conducted in SA. The motivation for setting up such a data base was because it was perceived that research on intellectual (dis)ability and Down syndrome education in South Africa was fragmented – that many small research projects were conducted across the country without the results being disseminated effectively or recorded on a national database. It was felt that a national database might be a useful starting point for fostering collaboration on a national scale.


  





Down Syndrome South Africa (DSSA)


DSSA started 25 years ago as a parent support organisation. Today it is an association with a much wider focus and currently is a service provider of among other things pre-primary education, adult education and training, inclusive education for professional persons, and so on. Recently, it also started an inclusive employment project at an assurance company in collaboration with the University of Stellenbosch. Central to DSSA’s vision is a commitment of finding ways to improve the quality of life of all persons with Down syndrome as well as other persons with intellectual disabilities. More specifically, the organisation’s goal is to promote the idea that all persons with intellectual (dis)abilities have the right to live with independence, dignity, respect and security as valued persons and full citizens in our society. DSSA was motivated to form the partnership with US so that it could become more directly involved with research that would contribute to furthering the knowledge base on Down syndrome and intellectual disability. The DSSA envisaged that the partnership could serve as a forum to bring the needs of persons with (dis)abilities (at grassroots level) to the attention of academics so that research conducted by academics can benefit such persons. The DSSA also had in mind that the partnership project with the US might serve as a catalyst for establishing other partnership projects of this kind on an even larger scale. 





The partnership project 


The project entitled, Intellectual Disability: Quality Life-Span Development (DSSA/US) was started in the year 2000 as a partnership between Down syndrome South Africa (a non-governmental organisation) and the Department of Psychology and Specialised Education at the University of Stellenbosch (US). This partnership between DSSA and the US was established so that members of both organisations could benefit in collaborative efforts to be responsive to international trends and South African policies to include persons with (dis)abilities into mainstream society. Initial broad goals of the project were:





To establish quality life-span development (development over the full life-span) of learners (from birth to adulthood) with intellectual disability through the development and implementation of support programs.


To produce quality research towards Down syndrome and intellectual disability at a national and international level.


To establish collaborative research relationships with other universities and organisations. 





The first phase of the project (01/02/2001 to 31/11/2001) was a pilot study aimed at establishing needs of persons with (dis)abilities in the Western Cape Province, South Africa. As part of the pilot project five master’s degree students (registered at the University of Stellenbosch) conducted research studies. The five studies aimed to:





Establish the need of an adult with Down syndrome in the transition from a sheltered work environment to a corporate work environment.


Establish the needs of intellectually disabled adolescents during career directed training in the transition from school to work.


Ascertain the needs of mothers in coping with young children with an intellectual disability.


Establish the needs of educators in the process of including learners with intellectual disabilities into mainstream schooling.


Establish the communication needs of parents of learners with intellectual disabilities who have been institutionalised.
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The master’s students are currently at various stages of completion of their studies. Our intention is not to describe any of the master’s projects in detail but rather to reflect on processes of transformation involved in enabling or constraining activities of the broader project.  





Some reflections


All activities we are involved with/in are influenced by their placement in time and space. Pendlebury (1998:333) argues that all social projects occur within particular spatio-temporal settings that are partly constitutive of the actions and interactions that take place within them. In other words, all projects/activities are constrained or enabled by their location in time and space.  We use this fact as a vantage to reflect on the project, Intellectual Disability: Quality Life-Span Development (DSSA/US). 





We contend that it is important to view this project as embedded in broader historical, social, political and educational transformations that have occurred in recent decades. Firstly, the emphasis on inclusion in the project has been influenced by international trends towards the inclusion of, among others, learners with (dis)abilities into mainstream schooling. As Dyson and Forlin (1999:24) note in recent years inclusion has risen to prominence on the international education agenda. The internationalisation of inclusive education is evidenced by the fact that many countries have adopted the inclusion rhetoric. As mentioned, in South Africa several policies have been developed which provide frameworks and principles for the inclusion of learners with (dis)abilities into mainstream education. South Africa’s adoption of the inclusion rhetoric is understandable given the country’s need to transform its education system which historically has been replete with divisions based on race, ethnicity, special needs, and so on.  





Secondly, the project should be seen as a local manifestation of transformation processes that are occurring in higher education globally.  I refer here to the emergence of a socially distributed knowledge system where universities are only one of the role players in knowledge production. It is therefore understandable why there is a need on the part of universities to establish partnerships of this kind and to consult more broadly. Also, the project we described could be viewed as an extension of a university’s (US) institutional space whereby it incorporates work done in communities and/or in collaboration with community/non-governmental organisations. But, project activities are not simply shaped (or constituted) by forces external to them instead they rather are the effects of subjects who actively take up certain discourses rather than others. In other words, the project activities described were not merely shaped by international discourses on inclusion nor by global forces associated with higher education transformation, but by subjects within the project who actively took up these discourses. As Le Grange (2001: 4) contends, there is a need to go beyond mere “socialisation” and to probe some of the ways in which we actively take up some discourses rather than others. Poststructuralist theory provides useful insights in this regard. Davies and Banks (1992:3) point out that a poststructuralist analysis goes beyond recognising only the constitutive forces of discourses, to an acceptance of the possibility of the subject’s agency:





Poststructuralist theory argues that the person is not socialised into the social world but interpellated into it. That is, they are not passively shaped by active others, rather they actively take up as their own the discourses through which they are shaped. 





In the initial stages of the project it primarily were two agents (one from DSSA and one from US) who took (pro)active steps to set up the partnership. It was because they had actively taken up discourses on inclusion in their professional lives that the project focused on (dis)ability in relation to inclusion. They saw new policy frameworks of the South African government and transformation processes in higher education occurring globally as providing spaces for doing collaborative work of this kind.   





Conclusion


There is increasing pressure on universities to become more socially relevant and accountable. Moreover, universities are no longer the sole producers of knowledge since knowledge is 
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increasingly becoming more distributed. One response to these transformations in higher education is for universities to form strategic partnerships with other knowledge producers or community organisations. In this article we discussed the development of a partnership project between a university and a non-governmental organisation in South Africa. The partnership project had as its broad aim the promotion of a more inclusive education for learners with intellectual (dis)abilities.  





We located the partnership project within broader transformation processes occurring in education both internationally and in South Africa. We deemed this exercise important since all practices/projects are embedded in social, historical, political and education processes – social activities are impeded or enabled by their placement in time and space. However, we also pointed out that people (and our activities/practices) are not passively shaped by social, political and historical influences but rather that they actively take up certain discourses rather than others. The partnership project therefore should be understood as one that was enabled/constrained by the internationalisation of discourses on inclusion, South Africa’s socio-political transformation and transformations occurring in higher education more generally. But, also that the project was the product of discourses (pro)actively taken up by human agents.
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