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ABSTRACT

Introduction:

Grahamstown Amasango Career School is a registered public special school established to meet the needs of learners with EXTRINSIC barriers to learning. The founder and principal of the school, Mrs Jane Bradshaw, began pioneering education for street children in the Eastern Cape Province in 1991.

Who Are Street Children?

The United Nations speaks of children OF and ON the streets, the former describing children who live permanently on the streets and the latter being those who drift on and off the streets, often taking home the day’s spoils.  In South Africa we also have many ‘out-of-school children’ who have not drifted into the inner cities but who are, in effect, equally in need of specific educational interventions to enable them to access or re-enter the education system.

What Are Extrinsic Barriers To Learning?

Extrinsic barriers to learning are barriers caused by one or a combination of psycho-social circumstances which cause the learner to drop far behind his or her academic cohort. Severe emotional and behavioural problems make it very difficult for children to access the curriculum.

Why Specialised Education for Street Children and Other Severely Socially Marginalised Children?

Basic Education needs to take cognizance of the fact that there are many thousands of broken, hurt, disturbed children out there who do not “fit” into mainstream education or any of the traditional special needs categories.

Many of these children are street children, others tell us they just sit at home, others live off city dumpsites and others are expected to act as shepherds and herdsmen. Others are prostitutes and drug runners. Yet these young people all have rights to appropriate care and education.

Many argue that they are a lost cause, beyond help, or that the interventions needed are just too expensive. I find this appalling. If they were dogs, the SPCA would pick them up, give them a warm dry place to sleep and clean food.

The cost to South Africa of not intervening with appropriate rehabilitation, education and preparation for the world of work cannot be over-estimated.

Children who grow up seeing and experiencing things most of us have only read about are physically and emotionally stunted.  They are often traumatized and very angry.  The only form of conflict resolution most of them have experienced is violence and this is the only form they use.

Hunger is what often drives these children to seek help from us.  Some, miraculously, still have a dream of “Being something in life”.  Most children on arrival are grossly age-inappropriate for their grades, have very low self-esteem, are drug dependent and do not trust or respect adults.  

Grahamstown Amasango Career School enables such children to re-enter the education system and in many cases to return to mainstream education in Grade 8. Some have passed Matric.

A Brief History of Education for Street Children Within the Eastern Cape Department of Education

The Department was quick to recognize the NEEDS AND RIGHTS of these children to receive relevant education and re-registered the Amasango schools as Special Needs schools as early as January 1996.  Three schools currently cater for over 500 learners with extrinsic disabilities.  There are, however, thousands of these children all over the province and, indeed, the country.

Grahamstown Amasango Career School: Vison

To establish a school which provides an environment in which severely socially marginalised children may develop into confident, productive, independent and inter-dependent members of society, ready to enter the world of work.

Some Challenges:

1. Maintaining credibility with the authorities is an on-going challenge due to the turn-over of officials.  There are no norms and standards set down for the establishment and appropriate staffing of schools for children with extrinsic barriers to learning.

2. No teacher training centres run courses for training teachers to work with street children.

3. The State drug rehabilitation centre in Grahamstown does not admit children under the age of 18.

4. Levels of violence are high, aggravated by over-crowding in classrooms.

5. The need to develop “school-to-work” linkages for children who are unlikely to cope with returning to mainstream schooling due to the extent of their barriers to learning is critical to avoid their reverting to the streets.

Some Triumphs:

1. A model is developing which compares well with best practice in other parts of the world.

2. Grahamstown Amasango Career School has developed a credible reputation amongst the children. 90% of our clientele self-refer, this speaks of our credibility out there on the street.

3. Accelerated bridging education allows for older children to progress through several grades per year.

4. Many children have successfully re-entered mainstream education.  To date five have passed Matric. 

5. Despite a 65% unemployment rate in Grahamstown, several former street children are in full-time jobs.

DISCUSSION RELATING TO THE “WORLD DECLARATION ON EDUCATION FOR ALL”

The World Conference on Education For All at Jomtien, Thailand, March 1990 formulated the “World Declaration on Education For All”. This declaration represents a worldwide consensus on an expanded vision of basic education and a renewed commitment to ensure that the basic learning needs of all children, youth and adults are met effectively in all countries.

It speaks of the lack of basic education among a significant proportion of the population preventing societies from addressing social problems such as amongst others civil strife, violent crime and environmental degradation.

This conference recalled that:

· Education is a fundamental right of all people…

· Understood that education helps ensure a safer, healthier, more prosperous and environmentally sound world contributing to social, economic and cultural progress…

· Acknowledged that education is an indispensable key to personal and social improvement.

· Recognised that… current provision of education is seriously deficient… and must be made more relevant and qualitatively improved.

· Recognised that sound basic education fundamental to strengthening higher levels of education…

(World Declaration on Education for All: Article II, point 1): To serve the basic learning needs of all requires more than a recommitment to basic education as it now exists. What is needed is an “expanded vision” that surpasses present resource levels, institutional structures, curricula, and conventional delivery systems while building on the best in current practices.

(World Declaration on Education for All: Article III, point 4): An active commitment must be made to removing educational disparities. Underserved groups: the poor; street and working children; rural and remote populations; nomads and migrant workers; indigenous peoples; ethnic, racial, and linguistic minorities; refugees; those displaced by war; and people under occupation, should not suffer any discrimination in access to learning opportunities.

To this end in 1996 the Eastern Cape Education Department recognized a new category of Specialised Education i.e. Education for Learners with Extrinsic Barriers to Learning.

(World Declaration on Education for All: Article IV): Whether or not expanded educational opportunities will translate into meaningful development – for an individual or for society – depends ultimately on whether people actually learn as a result of those opportunities, i.e., whether they incorporate useful knowledge, reasoning ability, skills, and values.

To this end for over-aged learners whose psycho-social barriers (not lack of intelligence) make it difficult for them to access a full academic curriculum, the acquisition of marketable skills (what White Paper 6 of the South African National Department of Education refers to as “school to work linkages”) becomes critical for the future social integration of these young people. Currently the South African Department of Education does not encourage vocational training in primary schools, yet many of these learners are already teenagers and the self-esteem they would acquire as they found they could be “Good at something” would also impact their ability to access basic academic learning.

The “Framework for action – meeting Basic norms and needs” of the World Conference on Education for All committed to “access to and completion of primary education… by the year 2000”.

BUT here we are in 2010… to my knowledge there are only 4 government registered schools operating in South Africa to meet the specific primary needs of street children, drop outs and over-aged children entering the system late. These are the three “Amasango” schools in the Eastern Cape and “New Nation” School in Gauteng. Many N.G.O’s also run education programmes for street children.

White Paper 6 refers quite clearly to barriers to learning caused by psycho-social factors, but to date there are no specific and clear guidelines to meet the very special needs of these severely socially marginalized children and youths. There are no norms and standards from the national Department of Education and so, instead of seeing the “Amasango” schools in the Eastern Cape as a pioneering work which is developing best practices which could be replicated else where, some officials wish to close them down and an enormous amount of energy must be spent on motivating for the continued existence of these schools, despite their excellent track record.

(World Conference on Education for All, Framework for Action 3, point 5): Expansion of provisions of basic education and training in other essential skills required by youth and adults, with programme effectiveness assessed in terms of behavioural changes and impacts on health, employment and productivity.

LEARNER PROFILE
Poverty in Grahamstown is extreme. Approximately 65% of the populations are unemployed.  Crime is rife, as is alcohol and drug abuse. A range of drugs are freely accessible, university students freely give money to street children not understanding that they are enabling the children to make destructive life-style choices.  

Learners at Amasango have enormous psychosocial problems.  Some appear to be suffering from Post Traumatic Stress.  Most are emotionally and psychologically under-developed.  They have not had the opportunities for normal developmental growth; in fact, their home environments have stunted their emotional, physical and psychological development. Violence is often the only form of conflict resolution many have experienced, and thus the only form they practice. Unscrupulous adults have used many learners for a range of criminal activities and a number of the children have criminal records. A large number have been sexually abused.

As previously stated most pupils have severe educational backlogs on admission, and are grossly age-inappropriate for their grades. Some also have specific learning disabilities for which we have no qualified staff at this point.  The self-esteem of these children is thus very low.  For many, past experiences of school have been very negative and they are often anxious about returning to school. 

Many learners have no birth certificates and do not always know the full names of their parents. A significant number have never met their fathers and don’t know who they are.

ADMISSION POLICY

In our experience, very few children who are brought to school by relatives, the police, social workers or caring members of the public seldom stay more than a day or two!  It is important for the feral child to be in control of his/her own life decisions, after all they are accustomed to running wild.  Most do not trust adults on arrival, for some it takes years to develop real trust. SELF REFERAL is thus our main form of referral and is indeed a reflection of the credibility the school has established with its clientele.

When a child arrives at Amasango, a statement is taken gathering as much family and educational history as possible.  If the appearance and attitude of the child raises doubts as to the poverty of his/her background we try to do a home visit.  Immediately after taking statements from children we explain our education system to them. They then write our BASELINE TESTS, which enable us to gauge learners’ current education level. These tests are also very helpful in assisting us to ascertain whether the learner is a candidate for Amasango. On average learners admitted to Amasango are three to four years out of synch with their age cohort.

BEHAVIOURAL PROBLEMS 

1. ANGER & VIOLENCE
      Due to very low EQ (Emotional Intelligence Quotient) combined with very low

      self-esteem, the children are quick to take offence.  The least provocation, real or

      imagined, can produce an aggressive response which, if aggravated in the smallest

      way will erupt into violence amongst the learners. They then often turn against the

      staff who have to intervene. The learners are particularly sensitive about their

      families and living conditions, anything negative said about them can lead to

      violent outbursts. Out of control behaviour results in physical attacks including

      stabbings, damage to furniture (which is often thrown around) and vandalism to

      buildings and motor vehicles.  Loud and wild behaviour in classrooms disrupts

      teaching and learning on a daily basis.  

           Depressed and traumatised children are non-communicative. Due to the very low

           E.Q. of most of our learners they struggle to cope with delayed gratification in any

           form, not even with “wait in the passage till I finish on the telephone”.  This is

           interpreted as rejection and a lack of care and can produce an extremely angry,

           verbally abusive response.  Staff are kicked, spat on, bitten, sworn at and 

           threatened on a regular basis.  Recently a security guard was stabbed with a pair of 

           scissors, another was attacked with rocks.

          The school has 3 well-trained security guards who are permanent members of the

          staff establishment. There is a rapid response panic button in the principal’s office.

          “Interesting” weapons are confiscated on a regular basis but the frequency has

          dropped since the appointment of the security guards.

2.  DRUG & ALCOHOL ABUSE 

Drug abuse is a major problem amongst street children in Grahamstown. The most commonly used drug is marijuana. Mandrax is also freely available, others sniff petrol. University students who find it difficult not to give money to begging children aggravate the situation.  The youngest children that we have had test positive for drugs were 10 years old at the time.  In an interview with the press a past pupil said, “Don’t give money to street children, they will only buy drugs, that’s what we did”.  An exhibition of photographs taken by our children revealed photographs of one another smoking ‘white pipe’, a combination of marijuana and mandrax.  There are no rehabilitation facilities for juveniles in Grahamstown to which we can refer our learners who have serious drug problems. A system of voluntary urine tests enable us to confront the learners with the reality of their problems.  We can then help them set targets and encourage them to reduce their drug readings.  This process has enables many learners to stop their drug habits. 

Children in this condition are a danger to themselves and others and at times make it almost impossible for the school to function.  The hospital is reluctant to accept them as they say that they take up the beds of seriously ill people and don’t remain off the drugs for more than a few days.  

The drug dependent children become caught up in crime in order to finance their habits when money from begging is insufficient. This includes drug running for adult trafficers. There seems to be reluctance on the part of the Department of Social Development to institutionalise these children.

Many of our learners are the children of single mothers who live around the shebeens. They have been exposed to alcohol abuse all their lives and some have drunk homemade alcohol from a young age. When children come to school obviously drunk, we enlist the services of the Traffic Department who do breathaliser tests on them. As with the drugs it is helpful to be able to confront the children with the reality of their problems when they are sober. It gives us a platform from which to counsel them. The Rhodes University Psychology Department and the Fort England Psychiatric Hospital are important partners in this process.

CURRICULUM

Acceleration is the secret to the success of our programme.  Learners are assessed on arrival, using our baseline tests (Annexure A), to ensure that they are placed in the appropriate grades.  The tests and related scores for each grade were developed through trial and error over the first few years of Amasango’s existence.  We have found them to be a reliable tool.  Learners re-write these tests every quarter, and progress from grade to grade, according to their scores.  Each learner is thus moved according his/her individual achievement and learners perceive that there is no favoritism.  This is very important to them.  Having said that, learners are occasionally moved up despite not having achieved the necessary marks on the recommendation of their teachers and on the strength of their class portfolios.  In other words, we are not inflexible, and look at what is truly in the best interest of each individual child.

The main aim of the first four grades is the acquisition of language, literacy, numeracy and socialisation skills to enable the learner to access all the learning areas in grade 5.  In Grade 1 the curriculum is limited to mother tongue literacy, numeracy, art, life skills, educational games and free play with toys, i.e. literacy and numeracy, underpinned with grade R or pre-primary activities.

Educational games such as jigsaw puzzles, draughts, dominoes, lego and snakes and ladders all help with spatial development and the building of concentration.  They also teach life skills like waiting for your turn, not stealing the dice and learning to win and lose in good spirit.  These are essential skills for normal socialisation.

Free play time with toys allows the children to enter imaginary worlds – to get lost in play, indeed to be children.  Many of our learners have seen and experienced what most educated adults have only read about, but they have never truly been children.  Many have never played with real toys.  Unlocking of the child within is one of the keys to the holistic rehabilitation of these children.  It enables them to go through the developmental stages they have missed.

We use the Molteno Project “Breakthrough to Literacy” teaching methods and materials for the introduction of mother tongue literacy.

In Grade 4 some Natural Science content is introduced to the literacy programmes but this cannot be equated to teaching the full curriculum in all learning areas.  It is a preparation for the introduction to the full curriculum in grade 5.  By grade 7 our learners are on a par with learners in mainstream grade 7 classes.  They are being prepared for admission to mainstream schools.

Assessment in grades 5, 6 and 7 is a combination of continuous assessment, tests and formal exams, learners are still accelerated through these grades where appropriate.

Grahamstown Amasango Career School currently only caters for learners up to Grade 7, thereafter they enter mainstream high schools.  A small percentage of learners adapt well and continue to make good academic progress but the majority struggle to cope in the large classes.  Many are too emotionally under-developed to cope with the adjustment to mainstream. They often revert to drug abuse. Other learners hit their academic ceiling by Grade 6 and need to be prepared for the world of work.

We advocate that schools for learners with Extrinsic Barriers to Learning should have a stream which lays heavy emphasis on the acquisition of marketable skills, building school to work linkages as advocated in White Paper 6 of 1995.  The curriculum could still be linked to the formal learning areas but the methodology and environment used to achieve the outcomes would be different, i.e. workshops. Some learners may, in fact, never manage the National exams of grade 9 but could leave school with a certificate of competency stating their practical abilities.  This would allow access into the job market, thus enabling the learners to become independent, inter-dependent members of society as foreseen in our Vision.  It is impossible for Grahamstown Amasango to embark on this programme or any form of curriculum extension without the appropriate buildings.

Particular practical areas which we have in mind and which can be linked to the formal learning areas of Arts and Culture, Technology, basic Mathematics, Economic Management Science (EMS), Natural Sciences and Life Orientation are:  Pottery, Welding, Motor mechanics, Vegetable gardening and Home Management.

All vocational training should be developed after research has been done into the local job market and industrial needs. We do already have a fully functional pottery and a qualified Ceramics teacher. All learners participate in regular pottery classes, as working with clay is internationally recognised as highly therapeutic.  

Grahamstown has the best fine clay reserves in the country.  Our municipality is keen to add value here instead of only exporting raw clay to Johannesburg.  We are thus preparing learners for an emerging industry here. 

Vegetable gardening at its most basic form is training for sustainable living, even on a small plot of land. Grahamstown is surrounded by an active farming community.  It is our dream also to teach practical agricultural science which could open  job opportunities.

Besides jobs in the motor industry, welding and motor mechanics would also combine very well with agricultural skills.  Welding and mechanics are very useful entrepreneurial skills, enterprising graduates could be helped to set up small township businesses of their own. The learning area EMS can be linked to the marketing of all these skills and produce, as well as the managing of small businesses.

Finally, domestic employment is the biggest job market in Grahamstown, given the University, six boarding schools and normal domestic employment, as well as the burgeoning game park and tourism industry. Learners who grow up in abject poverty need to be prepared to enter this market.  Cooking, sewing, use of washing machines and tumble driers, learning to answer the telephone and take messages efficiently are all important skills which can be linked to several learning outcomes across the curriculum.

EDUCATIONAL OUTINGS & EXTRA-MURAL ACTIVITIES

Grahamstown and district has rich educational culture and is a fast-growing eco-tourism centre. Involving the children in a range of outings and activities greatly enhances their learning and socialization.  

Scifest, the National Science Festival, aims at making science accessible and user friendly to young people.  All our learners from Grades 1 to 7 attend at least one event every year.

Shamwari Game Reserve offers a special educational tour at R5 per head.  This takes

a whole morning and includes an environmental education lesson as well as a two-hour professional game drive. This has been part of our annual programme for all learners for the past five years, and the children look forward to it with great excitement.

Other outings include a trip to the Volkswagen Factory in Uitenhage and the aquarium in Port Elizabeth which impacts on EMS, Technology and Natural Sciences (Grade 7); a visit to the Bathurst Agricultural Research Station and the various potteries there (Grade 6).

The grade 5’s enjoy a meal at a restaurant, a wonderful opportunity for socialisation and growth in self-esteem. The value of moving from begging outside to eating inside cannot be overstated.

Our annual athletics day is held on the Rhodes University track and some of our top runners  have been chosen to participate in the Grahamstown schools’ athletics trials, some pupils have represented their high schools at provincial trials in Port Elizabeth. We also have netball and soccer teams.  Our staff are very willing to put in hours to prepare for special events, but regular sports practise is difficult as we have no facilities of our own.  

Culturally, we have traditional dance and gumboot dance groups as well as a choir and a marimba band.  These groups as well as drama and poetry recital groups have participated successfully in the Eastern Cape Eistedfodd over the past few years, sometimes even winning gold awards!

All these activities are marvelous for socialisation.  Our children mix and compete with mainstream children and find themselves equal to the task.  As they begin to believe in themselves  there is positive feedback into the classroom.

SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY

Grahamstown Amasango has a holistic approach to its learners. We keep a waiting list for the Eluxolweni Shelter and try to ensure that the most needy cases receive priority.  We also refer children to Child Welfare or the Department of Social Development for critical social welfare interventions. Home visits for some learners are done by the principal and members of staff at the school.

When there are cases of physical or sexual abuse, the principal helps children lay charges at the police station and refers them to the hospital for medico-legal examinations.  Members of staff also accompany children to court.  This is time-consuming, but is very important for the learners.  They need to know that we care and are willing to help empower them.  Justice is very important to these children.

Apart from emergency interventions, the school takes children to the clinic or dental clinic as the need arises. Children with suspected eye problems are also referred to the St John’s Ambulance Eye Clinic. Toiletries are also supplied.

Learners who approach the principal and request HIV/AIDS tests after sex education lessons are accompanied by trained members of staff who support them as they undergo the tests. AIDS is not a notifiable disease, so children have the choice of remaining silent or sharing their status with family and friends. We encourage transparency, as does the Raphael Centre who do the counseling and testing of our learners. To date only 5 learners have tested positive, this is quite miraculous given the promiscuity of many of our learners and the national statistics for HIV / AIDS. Teenage pregnancy remains an enormous problem with 20% of our girls falling pregnant over the past year! Girls are encouraged to stay at school until they go into labour. If they so wish we support them through the birth at the hospital. 

VOLUNTEERS

Rhodes University supplies us with a regular stream of volunteers. Other volunteers are referred to us by our international donors and partners. These people mentor pupils, give extra lessons, assist as extra class aides or help in the office. 

Exposure to all these people who can’t speak Xhosa is extremely valuable for our learners.  They are keen to communicate with them, they are forced to listen to and try to express themselves in English.  Maps become meaningful.  They know people from all over the world!  They ask questions about these foreign places and get answers.  Much unconscious learning takes place.  It is an introduction to globalisation!

BUILDINGS & GROUNDS

Our biggest challenges are our inadequate buildings and lack of facilities. We rent buildings in the Station Yard. We have only six small classrooms for over 120 children. The overcrowding exacerbates the stress under which our already disadvantaged learners must learn.  The pressure on the teachers is at times intolerable, the classes are like over-full pressure-cookers, ready to explode.  This situation is not fair on either the learners or the teachers. It is thus very difficult to create an environment conducive to good teaching and learning. 

The principal’s office is in effect a storeroom.  It is also the only space in which to counsel children. There is, however, no privacy due to constant interruptions including the telephone.  The passage outside the principal’s office is the only area in which security guards can restrain children who are totally out of control.  This puts further pressure on the office, at times it has to be locked in order to keep violent children from attacking the principal and destroying the equipment.

In planning schools for children with Extrinsic Barriers to Learning it is essential that appropriate learning areas, counseling areas, workshops, and administrative facilities and sports facilities are provided. The right of these children to appropriate education which addresses their particular needs in a welcoming environment is no less than that of other special needs children. We have proved under difficult circumstances that lives can be turned around. How much more so in a conducive environment?

Internationally such children are taught in groups of between 4 and 6 to a class. We believe that 10 children per class should be the maximum number of children in a class.

STAFF

Teachers

The school has been allocated an adequate number of teacher posts including 2 H.O.D’s, a deputy principal and principal’s post. We would however benefit from further training in order to meet the complex needs of our learners.

Non-teaching staff

Clearly, a school with learner profiles such as those who attend Grahamstown Amasango  Career School needs a full-time psychologist and social worker. Unfortunately we have been unable, to date, to persuade our Directorate of the urgency of this need.  We do tap into other agencies in Grahamstown, but they are not able to meet the demand of our case load as there is hardly a learner in the school that does not require urgent intervention. We are most grateful to the Rhodes University Psychology Department for the assistance we receive from their final year Masters students and to the Child and Family Welfare Society for the assistance they render to our children aged 12 and under.  Government Departments who offer assistance are the Department of Social Development, the Fort England Psychiatric Hospital and the SAPS.  However, a large amount of the principal’s time is spent on conflict management and counseling of learners.

To date the Department of Education has allocated 10 non-teaching staff posts to us. These include: a driver, 2 cleaners, 3 security guards, a finance officer and 3 class aides. Class aides or teacher assistants are urgently needed in all the classes, without the assistance of student volunteers from Rhodes University and longer term international volunteers we would not be able to operate as successfully as we do. 

Grahamstown Amasango also has several full-time volunteers who receive monthly honoraria as we cannot afford to employ them, 3 work as class aides and 1 as a cook. We also have one full-time volunteer working in the principal’s office; she assists with secretarial and financial administration as well as doubling as the First Aid officer and social work assistant.  

The security guards were all previously trained to work in the forensic unit at the Fort England Psychiatric Hospital. Ordinary security guards would not cope with the volatility of our children. These men need to exercise extreme self-control through out each day.

Exhaustion and stress caused by all the previously mentioned challenges impact on the motivation as well as the mental and physical health of staff members. This can create a vicious circle which, of course, impacts on the learners, whose behaviour only becomes worse as a result! Keeping channels of communication open between staff and management is of critical importance to the well being of all at Amasango.

MANAGEMENT, LEADERSHIP & GOVERNANCE OF THE SCHOOL

Grahamstown Amasango Career School has a principal, a deputy principal and two HOD’s, they together with elected Post Level 1 teachers form the School Management team (SMT).  All management decisions are a result of consultation at this level and often with the staff as a whole. The principal plays a pivotal leadership role within an environment of democratic transparency and consultation.

Ultimately the governance of the school lies in the hands of the School Governing Body (S.G.B.), which is a democratically elected group of staff, parents, relatives and concerned citizens.

The school also has 22 staff sub-committees on which all staff members serve, according to their areas of interest.  These include:  bell duties, sport, arts and culture, grounds and maintenance, discipline, entertainment, spirituality and bereavement, kitchen duties, girls committee, boys committee, clothing, prize giving, curriculum, finance and home visits.  

The school has a code of conduct for educators, endorsed by them, and a pupil work- shopped set of school rules.  Related to this is a discipline policy.  The school also has policies on HIV/AIDS, general health, religious observance and fire drill.

FINANCIAL MANAGEMENT & EXPENDITURE 

The financing of a school like Amasango is no mean feat.  The primary source of income for the school is subsidy from the Department of Education.  Further funds come from local (South African) donations and from various other international sources, the main source being the “Friends of Amasango” in Great Britain.  Our parents are not capable of paying school fees or buying uniforms for their children, most arrive in filthy rags on their first day at Amasango.  Many come to school without having eaten at all.  Rice is often the only food at home, and cheap parboiled rice has few nutrients.  One cannot teach hungry, dirty, cold children.  Winters in Grahamstown are bitter.  

We do not receive any Departmental subsidy to feed or clothe the children.  We buy a basic uniform for the learners but rely on the generosity of Grahamstown citizens and overseas volunteers to keep us supplied with second hand clothing for the children’s casual wear.  

The Past Pupil Support programme is critical to the continuing education of our pupils after Grade 7. Donors make it possible for us to pay school fees, buy uniforms, supply stationery and other essential school supplies such as atlases, dictionaries and calculators to our past pupils in mainstream schools.  We are also enabled to give them food parcels to the value of R150 per month, as they are no longer being fed at school. For high school learners who have no family support systems we rent shacks and give them an extra R40 per month for electricity and water.  

I believe that our Past Pupil Support Programme is critical to the success of Grahamstown Amasango.  It is part of the restoration of Hope, which most street children have lost completely.  It is a light calling them forward through a long dark tunnel.  Academically able learners begin in primary school to set goals and dream of a better future.

We also support boys over the age of 18 through their manhood initiation ceremonies.  This is essential in terms of Xhosa boys being accepted as full members of their society and culture.  Where possible, families help support these boys but in some cases male teachers have had to stand in as next of kin for them.  This fully demonstrates our holistic approach to the education and rehabilitation of our learners and plays a critical role in the fulfillment of our vision to enable learners to become independent and inter-dependent members of society.

The principal is ultimately responsible and answerable for all financial reporting and management, assisted by the finance committee.  Budgeting also involves the whole staff and the SGB.

Financial statements are also available to all staff and SGB members. Transparency in all financial matters cannot be overemphasised.  This protects the principal and allows the staff to feel respected and trusted.

The school finances are reconciled with the bank statement on a monthly basis.  Quarterly financial statements are submitted to the Department of Education and the “Friends of Amasango” in the U.K. The books are audited at the end of each year. The school’s books were audited by the Auditor General in 2008. There were no queries.

CLOSING COMMENTS AND REFLECTIONS

Education for street children and other out of school youth needs to become a national priority. The National Police Department estimated the number of street children in South Africa in 2006 to be 400 000, 30 000 of whom live in the Eastern Cape.

We allow wave after wave of street children to grow up with a life-experience that teaches them that their lives are of no value, yet we expect them as older teens or young adults to respect our lives and our property.  We are justifiably horrified when old women and young girls and boys are raped or murdered, yet we fail to understand that our neglect of lost, hopeless children can be the underlying cause of such brutality.

We continue to neglect these children at our peril.  Furthermore they have RIGHTS under our constitution as well as under the U.N. Charter on the Rights of the Child, to which South Africa is a signatory.

Contrary to popular belief, our schools prove that many learners with EXTRINSIC BARRIERS to learning CAN be rehabilitated.  Even some, who have been on heavy drugs, have reclaimed their lives.

The three Amasango schools in the Eastern Cape need to be developed into “Best Practice” units, which can lead the way for the development of more schools for these learners.  The problem is not going to disappear in the short to medium term.  Unemployment and HIV/AIDS will take years to eradicate.  Street children grow into unemployable adults unless special interventions are made.  Early intervention is always the cheapest route.  The cost of housing and rehabilitating criminals is astronomical.

Proper professional support staff and other appropriate non-teaching staff need to be supplied to the Amasango schools as a matter of urgency.

Proper schools need to be built with facilities to meet the needs of the learners.  Why should these children who most need it, not have clean, bright, airy classrooms?  Why should workshops not be built to facilitate school-to-work linkages for these learners?

A professional drug rehabilitation unit for juveniles should be established  as a matter of urgency.  

A strong advocacy campaign is required to change attitudes towards these children in

society.  Some people don’t like the term “street children”, yet the reality is that the

street has become their home, the gangs there are their family.  Let us not be sentimental

about terminology, “street children” spells out the harsh reality of their lives, which many people want to ignore.

The Principal recommend further, that the Provincial MEC’s for Education and Social Development, should consult with the National Minister or Director for Police, concerning the very professional international study which was undertaken by that Department in 2006.  Proper inter-sectoral co-operation and planning is essential for us to begin to adequately address the Human Rights of these children. 

Mrs Bradshaw is strongly of the opinion that unless a concerted effort is made to address the NEEDS and RIGHTS of these abjectly poor children and youths (of whom the Police estimate there are over 400 000 in S.A.) most of them will grow up to be violent angry criminals. People who grow up unloved and undervalued do not value their own or the lives of others. Life for them is cheap and the consequences for society are dire. The Amasango model should be further developed and replicated in order to address the education and developmental needs of severely marginalized children throughout the country. We would be delighted to share any knowledge and expertise we have.

MRS M.J. BRADSHAW

(SCHOOL PRINCIPAL)
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