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Introduction
The agenda for education development in developing
countries has been driven by collaborative initiatives between
academics and policy makers from the North and South. It
has been a problematic relationship, based on notions of
development which see poorer countries aspiring to the
development ideals of richer countries. Being essentially
devoid of deeper understanding of contextual issues in the
South, this approach has led to expensive mistakes. In
response, there has been a flurry of activities to build local
capacity in an attempt to improve the sustainability of
development efforts. Emphasis has therefore shifted to
engaging local people to develop and facilitate more
contextually relevant development. The belief is that
development initiated from the inside usually leads to more
sustainable development.

The story of one such project experience in South Africa
reflects that this kind of engagement is equally problematic,
given the inherent political dimensions, often hidden, and
sometimes beyond the control of the local academic,
researcher or local project facilitator.

The project
The three-year Inclusive Education (IE) project, known as
the Estcourt project, was conceived in September 1998, as
part of an international study of developing sustainable
Inclusive Education policy and practice in England, Brazil,
India and South Africa. It emerged just after policy
recommendations from the Department of Education in
South Africa in 1997 to build a unified, inclusive system of
education. Reports from the National Commission on
Special Needs in Education and Training (NCSNET) and the
National Commission on Education Support Services
(NCESS) provided a framework for education development
as part of the post-Apartheid reformation strategy. Its
principles were in line with the global Education for All
(EFA) agenda set by UNESCO in Salamanca in 1994. The
emphasis was on the need to address a range of existing
‘barriers’ within schools and the education system in
general, that led to the marginalisation and exclusion of
learners in different communities across the country. The
underlying philosophy of inclusion, both in the project and
in the policy report, was derived from external
understandings as ‘process of increasing the participation of

learners in and reducing their exclusion from the curricula,
cultures and communities of neighbourhood mainstream
centres of learning’ (Booth, 1999:164).

Based on this notion of inclusion, the Estcourt project set
out to identify barriers within a particular context in South
Africa and aimed to build local capacity to address these
barriers. Given the vast economic and resource constraints,
this was deemed a feasible method of developing more
sustainable, contextually relevant education for all learners
within a particular community. The project was led by my
colleague and I, two academic researchers and ‘experts’ in
Inclusive Education. We had both been involved in
curriculum and policy development processes in South
Africa. The project design and implementation plan was
based on our understandings of disadvantaged Black rural
schools and communities in South Africa, based on research
and other findings into the vast inequalities in provisioning
which resulted from a racially structured Apartheid
education system pre-94. The need to establish an Inclusive
Education system in this community was based on a social
rights model and an emphasis on redress, which underpinned
the new South African democratic constitution.

Methodology
The project site was a Black rural community in Estcourt in
the province of KwaZulu-Natal. Eight schools were chosen
as target schools. They were situated within a radius of 20
miles, thereby forming a cluster. In terms of their size,
structure and resources, they represented a range of schools
within this rural community. The intention was to create a
supportive network amongst the schools to share ideas and
resources for development. A project inter-sectoral team was
created with representatives from other sectors in the
community, for example health and welfare, social services,
disability organisations, etc. Their role would be to provide
external support to the schools, wherever needed. Schools
were encouraged to establish a school-based support team,
called the Learning Support Team (LST), whose role was to
support staff in identifying barriers within their school
contexts, and find ways to address these, with the help of
other schools, other local agencies, and the project inter-
sectoral team. 

Meetings were held with Department of Education (DoE)
officials to set up the project and a representative was
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appointed to oversee it. Target schools were consulted
through meetings and school visits and a week-long
Inclusive Education training workshop was held with
principals and teacher representatives. Although the project
idea was received positively, given that it was based on
emerging policy recommendations, there was a hint of
trepidation. Inclusive Education was a new concept and like
all new concepts, there was an aura of mystery surrounding
it, despite attempts to dispel fears about lack of
understanding. 

Findings
The overarching concern as the project progressed, was the
general lack of participation amongst teachers and schools.
They appeared positive, yet only two schools had
successfully managed to establish their LSTs on their own.
Much of the work was initiated by my colleague and I. There
was evidence of reliance on us for direction and support. The
only active members were three steering committee members
who independently organized a disability-awareness
programme and developed a Resource File listing all local
support initiatives and organizations within the local
community, which schools were invited to access. The
Department of Education officials who had committed
themselves to coordinating and supporting the project were
hardly visible, due to their ‘tight administrative workloads’.
More importantly, there were conflicting notions of
‘inclusion’ which was evidenced in the findings of a
questionnaire and on my subsequent visits to one of the
schools. Despite sharing the project’s philosophy of
inclusion, schools saw the Inclusive Education project as
relevant only to issues of disability in mainstream schools,
located within a medical-deficit paradigm, rather than a
social rights one. It was clear that the cascading model used
in the teacher empowerment workshops, or the ‘normative-
re-educative approach’ a term used by Holiday in his
description of a similar approach used in the Ain Sham
project in Egypt (Holliday, 1994), bore little or no
significance at school level. This phenomenon resembled
Holliday’s descriptions of project culture isolation, where the
culture of the project is alien to local cultures, simply by
being brought from the outside. The project culture has to
serve two agendas, that of the local situation, and that of the
funding agents, often leading to what Holliday terms ‘busy
work’ (ibid). This is reflected in our first project report, a
year and a half into the project (Muthukrishna et al, 2000).

In summarizing the project progress, the words of
Vaidyanatha Ayyar (1996) were almost prophetic. To expect
to achieve sustainable development by ‘playing the game’, as
Ayyar puts it, that is, of influencing individual, group and
organizational behaviour by implementing a plan which they
either do not fully understand or with which they don’t
totally agree as a result of not understanding, becomes
extremely difficult. He aptly illustrates his point through the
somewhat frustrated voice of Franklin Roosevelt [cited in
Ayyar 1996], ‘The Treasury is so large and far-flung and

ingrained in its practices that I find it almost impossible to
get the action and results I want.... You punch with your right
and you punch with your left until you are exhausted, and
then you find the damn bed just as it was before you started
punching.’ 

Two years later, in 2001, a new Inclusive Education
project started in the same area. The Steering Committee in
the Estcourt project had stopped working altogether, and the
schools thought the project had come to an abrupt end. 

Developments in the Estcourt project epitomize what
usually happens on withdrawal of project facilitators at the
end of a project life cycle. Evidence provided by World
Bank’s Operations Evaluation Department (OED) about
social development projects they had financed, suggest this.
Only a quarter were classified as ‘sustained’, at least half
were ‘not sustained’ and the rest ‘doubtful’ (Valadez, 1994).
Educational development projects in developing countries,
which were funded by the Overseas Development
Administration (ODA), suffered the same fate as the social
projects funded by the OED (Dunford House Seminar
Report 1990). 

Reflections
It was evident that two key issues posed as barriers to the
sustainability of developments – local participants’
dependence on project facilitators and resistance to owning
the developments. This phenomenon is not an unusual one,
drawing from the experiences of others in development work
who engage in collaborative partnerships in an attempt to
build local participation (Stuart and Kunje 1998, Stuart et al
1997, Ebbutt 1998, Walker 1993). 

In attempting to understand this in terms of the Estcourt
project, I was acutely aware of several issues we had
‘missed’ in our engagement. A view of project facilitators as
‘experts’ in Inclusive Education created, what Somekh
(1994) poignantly refers to as, ‘castle walls’, which represent
the power differential between researchers and local
participants. It was an unintentional act, which we assumed
as part of our responsibility towards achieving social justice
in educational terms; of bringing about sustainable
development and building more inclusive policy and practice
in a disadvantaged community. What we had failed to
recognize was that we had unconsciously adopted a
colonialist notion of development located within a one-world
view of globalisation, where the disadvantaged ‘underclass’
is assumed to passively accept their role in the relationship
without complaint (Ganderton, 1996). Although on the
surface this seemed to be the case, resistance was evident on
a deeper level, in the quiet refusal to participate. This
resistance was evidently born from a collision between
notions of inclusive education development and agendas for
meaningful, sustainable change held by us, the facilitators,
and local participants. Similar forms of resistance were
noted in an evaluation of a Whole School Development
project in a nearby community (Graham-Jolly and Peacock,
2000).  
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The ‘castle walls’ between us strengthened the already
present lack of voice amongst participants. They were
unwilling to openly challenge our proposed agenda for
change. In turn, this lack of voice strengthened the ‘castle
walls’ between us. It was a two-way relationship, which is
often ignored in the development process. Firstly, we had
made assumptions about this rural community in Estcourt
and its people. Our assumptions and the meanings we had
ascribed to it, as ‘Black’ and ‘disadvantaged’, justified our
positions of influence within the project. This was based on
our privileged Indian urban experience and our academic
knowledge and experience of education in developed
countries. Our identities were thus constructed around these
notions of development and ‘knowledge’, both by ourselves
and participants. This inadvertently inhibited locals from
responding as equals in the engagement, for fear of exposure
as inferior or arrogant. Secondly, this resistance to respond,
further justified our constructed identities. Within the power
‘struggle’, we were more assertive, just by our identities, and
we continued to assert the same in the absence of a local
voice. We did not know any better, apart from what we had
been educated into believing as essential and necessary. In
short, we were no different from external facilitators with
similar agendas, who act in the name of social justice. 

Conclusions
Based on the findings of this study, it is evident that even the
efforts of local academics and project facilitators, no matter
how well-meaning their intentions, may result in
development which is not sustained. Reflections on what
happened in the Estcourt project and an analysis of the
relationship between project facilitators and local
participants, indicate that collaborative partnerships are not
always collaborative. In the Estcourt project, this is a
consequence of the power differential in our engagement as
Indian university-based facilitators with Black teachers in
the project. 

This explanation is admittedly far from being a new
understanding. What this article offers as a contribution is a
deeper understanding of how the power differential is
perpetuated in research relationships. It offers an explanation
for why it becomes almost impossible to achieve sustainable
education development, even within one’s own country. The
argument presented here is that there is an inextricable link
between the identities we construct for each other within the
collaborative partnership, and the lack of voice amongst
local participants to respond as equals within the
‘collaborative’ process. It is a formidable link and almost
impossible to break, and is essentially based on assumptions
of context and community when planning and executing
projects. As local academics and researchers, we shared in a
dominant belief that local participation is the key to
achieving sustainable development. However, we failed to

critique the traditional intervention methodology we
employed which was based on assumptions of contexts and
communities – our own and those contained in policy
proposals. Herein lies the key. It is not just about who
intervenes because the results remain the same, as the
Estcourt project experience shows, but more importantly
about how to intervene. The underlying problem is that
project and policy expectations of the role of schools and
educators to engage in their development agendas, are
demanding. They are often far removed from the reality of
schools, classrooms and the lives of teachers. Hence notions
of what works are usually at odds. 
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