
105 

Educational Research for Social Change, Vol. 10 No. 2 September 2021 

Educational Research for Social Change (ERSC) 
Volume 10 No. 2 September 2021 
pp. 105-123 
ersc.nmmu.ac.za 
ISSN: 2221-4070 
 

Teachers’ Experiences in the Implementation of the Life Skills CAPS 
for Learners With Severe Intellectual Disability1 
 
Julialet Rens 

ORCID No: 0000-003-2727-2834  
COMBER, Faculty of Education,  
North-West University  
Julialet.Rens@nwu.ac.za 
 
Hannelie Louw 

ORCID No: 0000-0003-2314-4464  
COMBER, Faculty of Education,  
North-West University 
Hannelie.Louw@nwu.ac.za 
 
Abstract  

This article focuses on a participatory process where the experiences of teachers regarding 
the implementation of the life skills curriculum and assessment policy statement (CAPS) for 
learners with severe intellectual disabilities (SID) in schools for learners with special 
educational needs were investigated. This curriculum for learners with SID has been 
developed to be more effective in meeting the needs of these learners. The curriculum 
ensures that learners can meet the requirements of the national CAPS used in ordinary public 
schools at a reduced depth and width, or at a more functional level, in accordance with their 
cognitive abilities. Although a descriptive mixed research method was applied in the study, 
this article reports on the qualitative part of the research. In the qualitative phase, collages 
and arts-based discussions with core project groups were used to generate data. Four schools, 
13 core project groups, and 51 participants (teachers) were involved in the research. The 
transcribed data from the core project group discussions were analysed using thematic 
analysis, and the themes that emerged were discussed by the participants. Based on the 
results of these qualitative arts-based discussions, the findings were used to create 
opportunities for the teachers to talk and work together to jointly develop a training manual 
for beginner teachers and to form a learning environment that would permit rich inquiry-
based dialogue among the teachers. 
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Introduction 

Prior to 1994, learners in South Africa were divided not only according to race, but also according to 
disability or ability (Engelbrecht, 2020). Walton and Rusznyak (2014) noted that in the previous 
dispensation, there was a well-resourced special education system for white learners with special 
educational needs. One of the key issues the South African government wanted to address after 1994 
was the discriminatory and exclusionary educational practices against children with severe and 
profound disabilities—by placing learners in inclusive settings according to their disabilities and not 
according to race. This was done through the introduction of the Education White Paper 6: Special 
Education Needs—Building an Inclusive Education System (EWP6; Department of Education, 2001), 
which declared that the state has an obligation to protect the basic human rights of children without 
discriminating on race, class, gender, creed, or age. Children must have the opportunity to develop 
their talents and abilities in order to contribute to society in a meaningful way.  

Thus, “inclusive education” can be broadly defined as the process by which learners who were 
previously taught in a separate special education system because of their barriers to learning are now 
taught in ordinary schools that accept responsibility to change and improve to provide the support 
needed to ensure access and participation for all learners (Department of Education, 2001). In addition 
to EWP6, Section 5 of the South African Schools Act (1996, p. 8) affirmed that a “public school must 
admit learners and serve their educational requirements without unfairly discriminating in any way.” 
Section 12(4) of this Act declared: “The member of the Executive Council must, where reasonably 
practicable, provide education for learners with special educational needs at ordinary public schools 
and provide relevant educational support services for such learners” (South African Schools Act, 1996, 
p. 10). 

There are some critical international events in the movement towards inclusive education that also 
influenced the transformation of the South African education system. The Salamanca Statement 
(UNESCO, 1994) affirmed that it was discriminatory to refuse learners with special educational needs 
admission to regular education settings. The transformation of schools to cater for all learners and to 
introduce an inclusive education approach was encouraged through this statement. Furthermore, the 
United Nations’ (2006) Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities promoted inclusive 
education for learners with severe intellectual disabilities (SID), and has gained a lot of ground and 
support around the world in the past few decades (Chowdhury, 2011). However, it is important to 
emphasise that inclusive education is not only about placing learners with disabilities in ordinary public 
schools but also includes thinking wisely about multiple facets of education such as assessment, access, 
support, resources, and leadership (Mitchell, 2015). In addition, research has shown that the 
implementation of such an inclusive education system continues to be challenging—specifically 
regarding an appropriate curriculum for learners with SID (Engelbrecht, 2020). 

This article focuses on the experiences of teachers in the implementation of the Differentiated 
Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement: Life Skills (hereafter, Life Skills CAPS for Learners with 
SID; Department of Basic Education [DBE], 2017a)2 in schools for learners with special educational 
needs. The American Psychiatric Association (2020) stated that SID involve problems with general 
mental abilities that affect functioning in two areas: intellectual functioning (e.g., learning, problem 

 
2 Although this document is available by request from the Department of Basic Education, it is still under review 
by the Department, and will only be generally available when it is declared a policy. 
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solving, and judgement) and adaptive functioning (activities of daily life, e.g., communication and living 
independently).  

The writing of the differentiated CAPS for Learners with SID originated from a judgement delivered in 
the court case, Western Cape Forum for Intellectual Disability v. Government of the Republic of South 
Africa (2010). In the judgement, it was stated that the Western Cape DBE had failed to meet the 
educational needs of severely and profoundly intellectually disabled children, which was a breach of 
the children’s rights to basic education, fairness, and protection from neglect or humiliation. The South 
African government had to take reasonable measures to protect severely or profoundly disabled 
learners in the Western Cape to ensure their access to quality basic education (Western Cape Forum 
for Intellectual Disability v. Government of the Republic of South Africa, 2010). The writing of an 
adjusted SID curriculum based on the CAPS was approved in 2013 by the Minister of Basic Education 
(M. Schoeman, personal communication, 26–28 October, 2017). The CAPS for Learners with SID was 
implemented in pilot schools in 2018. After the implementation in pilot schools, other schools for 
learners with special educational needs also began to implement the CAPS for Learners with SID. The 
first round of public comment was written at the end of 2018 (C. Vlachos, personal communication, 
October 14, 2020).  

With the implementation of the SID curriculum, teachers experienced various challenges, for example, 
limited resources, extremely heavy workloads, and too much assessment for each subject. These 
challenges were discussed during training sessions and in the public comment session (C. Vlachos, 
personal communication, October 14, 2020). These challenges are consistent with what international 
research has found regarding the implementation of a new curriculum. In New Zealand, Australia, 
England, and the United States of America, the implementation of new curricula has led to an increase 
in the workload of teachers (Ingvarson et al., 2005). According to van Tonder and Fourie (2015), 28% 
of teachers in New Zealand have considered leaving the teaching profession due to the workload. This 
article reports on a collaborative investigation into challenges experienced by teachers in schools for 
learners with SID.  

Theoretical Perspective 

Given that it is important to build research on a theoretical perspective, Paulo Freire’s (2005) 
humanising approach was applied to this research. Freire (2005) stated that curriculum planning is a 
process where people are the starting point; it is a human-orientated process that involves people, 
their expectations, and their needs (Mahmoudi & Babae, 2014). Curriculum planning is, according to 
Freire (2005), a continual and participative process in which all stakeholders (teachers, learners, and 
experts) involved in teaching and learning should play a role. The Life Skills CAPS for Learners with SID 
was written by teachers in schools for learners with special needs to take into account their specific 
needs (DBE, 2017a). Thereafter, it was reviewed and approved by subject specialists from the DBE (C. 
Vlachos, personal communication, October 14, 2020). This corresponds with Freire’s statement that 
curriculum planning should not be a top-down process (as cited in Mahmoudi & Babae, 2014).  

According to Freire (2005), curricula can either liberate or domesticate groups in society. In this case, 
the Life Skills CAPS for Learners with SID aims at liberating these learners. This is evident given that the 
curriculum for learners with SID was launched to strengthen respect for human rights, fundamental 
freedom, and human diversity. It aims to provide learners in ordinary schools and in schools for 
learners with special educational needs across the spectrum with competencies and aptitudes that 
ensure dignity, self-assurance, and active participation in the school and the community (DBE, 2017a).  
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Contextualisation of the Curriculum for Learners With SID 

In South Africa, a new school curriculum was introduced in 1997, namely Curriculum 2005 (Department 
of Education, 1997). This curriculum was grounded in an outcomes-based approach and was 
specifically developed to address the learning paces of all learners, including those with disabilities. 
However, after several reviews, the curriculum was adapted to become the National Curriculum 
Statement (NCS) CAPS (DBE, 2011). It was evident that schools for learners with special educational 
needs struggled with adapting the CAPS, and that is why the DBE gave the instruction to form a working 
group for SID with the goal to formally adapt the NCS CAPS to the CAPS for Learners with SID (M. 
Schoeman, personal communication, 26–28 October, 2017).  

Table 1 illustrates the differences between the two curriculum documents as developed by Schoeman 
(personal communication, 29 September–3 October, 2014) during the first writing session for the 
curriculum for SID learners in 2014.  

Table 1 

Differences between the NCS CAPS and the CAPS for Learners with SID  

NCS CAPS SID CAPS 

13 years of education 14 years of education 

Grades are not subdivided Grades are subdivided into 2 or 3 years 

Each grade equals 1 year Each grade equals more than 1 year 

Learners receive a National Senior Certificate Learners receive a Certificate of Attainment 

Grade 9 equals Level 1 on the NQF Grade 6 is below Level 1 on the NQF 

Learners may enter a TVET college after they 
have completed Grade 9 successfully 

Learners with potential may enter the Technical 
Occupational Stream when they turn 15  

Learner instruction time per 5-day week: 
Grades R–2 = 23 hours 
Grade 3 = 25 hours 
Grades 4–12 = 27,5 hours 

Learner instruction time per 5-day week: 
27,5 hours  

Learners choose subjects at age 16  Either three or four skills subjects are instructed 
from age 14 

Formal and informal assessment Formal and informal assessment 

Assessment focuses on all the levels of Bloom’s 
taxonomy 

Assessment focuses on the knowledge and 
understanding levels of Bloom’s taxonomy 

Focuses on theory 20% focuses on theory, and 80% focuses on 
skills development 

Single-level teaching and learning Multilevel teaching and learning and multilevel 
tasks 

Grade-focused learning Straddled learning 

Limited scaffolding/unwinding/designing down 
and up 

Scaffolding/unwinding/designing down and up 
often takes place  

 
The frame of reference for the curriculum development working group for learners with SID was, 
according to Schoeman (personal communication, 26–28 October, 2017), to compile a learning 
programme (that was in line with the NCS CAPS) to be rolled out in schools for learners with special 
educational needs as well as ordinary public schools. This programme aimed to use functional content 
of all subjects and provide guidance on how learners with SID could straddle subjects on either side of 
their specific grade in both public schools and in schools for learners with special educational needs. 
To address the needs of learners with SID, it was, therefore, important to adapt the curriculum and, at 
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the same time, assist in the progression of SID learners to a level where they can make a contribution 
to society. 

The importance of the abovementioned differences is that all learners, whether they are following the 
NCS CAPS or the SID CAPS, will be able to complete the curriculum and achieve the set outcomes. This 
will also give learners with SID the opportunity to progress at a special pace with the guidance of the 
teachers in these schools. 

Methodology  

In this article, we are reporting on the qualitative part of a larger research project (Louw, 2021) in 
which we used a participatory action research design and a social constructivist paradigm to 
collectively engage teachers in conversations (Masinga et al., 2016) to construct new understandings 
of their experiences of implementing a new curriculum. The research about the experiences of 
teachers during the implementation of the Life Skills CAPS for Learners with SID contributed to the 
community of practice that developed from the discussions and notes that were compiled by the 
participants. Participatory action research is a collaborative mode of inquiry that seeks to find solutions 
to existing problems and challenges (Ebersöhn et al., 2019).  

Four schools, 13 core project groups, and 51 participants were involved in the research (see Table 2).  

Purposive sampling was used to choose four schools in three provinces to be part of this phase. We 
distinguished between well-resourced and under-resourced schools because we also wanted to find 
out whether the location of the school and the resources or lack of resources had an influence on the 
challenges the teachers experienced. The participants of the core project groups were selected using 
the following criteria: 

• Participants must be part of the staff of the selected pilot schools. 

• Participants must teach the Life Skills CAPS for Learners with SID in their classes. 

• The Life Skills CAPS for Learners with SID had to have been implemented from January 2018 or 

earlier. 

Table 2 

Participants 

Schools Group discussions 

School 1, North-West 
(Well-resourced school) 

Core Project Group 1: 5 participants 
Core Project Group 2: 3 participants 
Core Project Group 3: 2 participants 
Core Project Group 4: 4 participants 

School 2, North-West 
(Under-resourced school) 

Core Project Group 1: 6 participants 
Core Project Group 2: 4 participants 
Core Project Group 3: 5 participants 

School 3, Gauteng 
(Well-resourced school) 

Core Project Group 1: 5 participants 
Core Project Group 2: 4 participants 
Core Project Group 3: 5 participants 

School 4, Western Cape 
(Under-resourced school) 

Core Project Group 1: 4 participants 
Core Project Group 2: 2 participants 
Core Project Group 3: 2 participants 
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To generate data, we used arts-based methods. According to Weber (2014), arts-based methods 
enable participants to understand themselves while engaging in critical inquiry. They work together 
and, in the process, exchange ideas, stimulate self-reflexivity and reflect on their own and others’ 
experiences. Arts-based research can be both scientific and artistic. In this case, it was scientific in that 
the research was done through empirical research, as well as artistic, given that the participants 
expressed their meaning through visual art forms (Richardson & St Pierre, 2005). The collage images 
created by the participants led to communication with the self and with other participants taking part 
in the project. After creating the collages, the participants engaged in a discussion of the meaning of 
each artwork to give participants the opportunity to express and add meaning to their lived 
experiences (see Pithouse-Morgan et al., 2016).  

Having completed the collages with the participants and having conducted the discussions with the 
core project groups, all the discussions were transcribed and coded. With the help of the researchers, 
the participants used thematic analysis to group the data into themes while the researchers did the 
theoretical analysis. Thematic analysis is a method for systematically identifying, organising, and 
offering insight into patterns of meaning (themes) across a data set. By focusing on meaning across a 
data set, thematic analysis allows the researcher to see and make sense of collective or shared 
meanings and experiences (Braun & Clarke, 2012).  

In qualitative research, integrity is one of the most important aspects of ethics. We, therefore, use a 
set of five quality criteria (process-, dialogic-, catalytic-, democratic- and outcome-validity) developed 
by Herr and Anderson (2014) to explain how we addressed trustworthiness in this project. In the first 
place, validity refers to the quality of the research process and the relationships among participants. 
Democratic and collaborative relationships were maintained by giving a clear explanation of the cycles 
and actions we used. Also, the research questions were discussed with the core project groups. Space 
was created within the research process for all participants to engage in and contribute to the project. 
The collages that the participants created and the group discussions gave each participant their own 
voice. Democratic validity involves the knowledge that the different core project groups can generate 
information that is relevant to all the participants. The participants engaged and contributed within 
the project by helping to analyse the transcriptions, thereby enabling mutual learning and 
understanding in developing knowledge. This concerns the success of the research in reaching the 
identified goals. Another outcome that was a result of this research is that more of the participants 
became aware of the use of recycling in obtaining resources for Life Skills.  

The instruction to participants was to make a collage to show how they experienced the 
implementation of the Life Skills CAPS for Learners with SID in relation to suggested subthemes. The 
participants made collages by choosing pictures for each subtheme and writing a concept map on the 
back of the collage. A concept map assists in “compiling an inventory of denotations for the collage by 
listing the constituent elements systematically and cataloguing the literal meanings of the images and 
pictures posted on the collage” (Van Schalkwyk, 2010, p. 683). The participants were divided into 
groups for the making of the collages, but each participant made their own collage. The following cycles 
of action and reflection were followed in each group of teachers:  

Cycle 1 

Plan 

The results from the quantitative phase already completed (Louw, 2021) were used to collaboratively 
develop subthemes for collages (see below).  
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Act 
 We used an arts-based approach of making collages for data generation. Using collages to generate 
data encouraged the participants to connect and stimulated dialogue about their experiences in 
implementing the curriculum (see Masinga et al., 2016). Collage making is a “creative arts-based 
method in which separate images are cut from magazines, news articles and/or books and glued 
together to create a new image” (Raht et al., 2009, p. 229). These images symbolise the experiences 
of the participants and boost active involvement, critical engagement, and the ability to reflect on their 
experiences. The end products are a complete representation of their ideas and feelings (Van 
Schalkwyk, 2010).  

Eleven subthemes were used:  

• The creative arts curriculum 

• The beginning knowledge and personal and social wellbeing curriculum 

• The physical education curriculum 

• Workload of teachers 

• Relevance to the world of work 

• Resources or a lack of resources 

• The CAPS for Learners with SID—the attitude of teachers and implementing the curriculum 

• Training 

• Time management 

• Assessment 

• Difficulty of the curriculum.  

Observe 

The researchers observed the participants making the collages. 

Reflect 

Arts-based discussions were held with the different core project groups at the different schools to 
discuss their collages and the concept maps they had created and to explain how the collages 
represented their feelings about the curriculum. Solutions to the challenges they had experienced 
while implementing the curriculum were discussed as well.  

Cycle 2 

The participatory action research cycle was used again as the participants helped to analyse the 
transcriptions of the previous discussion and establish more themes. Knowledge and experience were 
shared among the participants by discussing the positive and negative aspects of each theme and 
giving solutions for the negative aspects. During these discussions, challenges experienced by the 
participants during implementation of the curriculum, as well as the solutions suggested by the 
participants, were discussed. With the help of the participants in the core project groups, a training 
manual that could be used during in-service training at the school was developed. 
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As the core project groups began to understand themselves and the central issue, they realised that 
they had the potential to improve the situation. They decided to contribute by being a mentor school 
to schools that are still struggling with the implementation of the CAPS for Learners with SID.  

Ethical Aspects 

Ethical aspects relating to confidentiality, privacy, and autonomy were discussed with the participants 
in the informed consent form that they received before they started with the focus group discussion. 
Letters of informed consent were completed and signed by all the participants. 

Ethical clearance was obtained from the North-West University. The respective provincial education 
departments granted permission to conduct research at the schools and to send out the 
questionnaires. Permission was also obtained from the principal and the school governing body of each 
school. Letters of informed consent were completed and signed by all the participants. 

Discussion of the Findings  

The three themes that emerged from the subthemes given to the participants during the making of 
collages focused on the participants’ attitudes about the adapted curriculum, the aspects of the 
curriculum that influenced the implementation thereof, and its influence on the participants, 
respectively. Throughout the participatory research process, the contribution of social change was very 
important to all the participants. The participants had the opportunity to reflect with other teachers 
on the adapted curriculum and, by sharing their own experiences, helped other teachers to also 
verbalise their feelings and experiences—which led to a positive community of practice between the 
participants. 

Theme 1: The Attitude of the Participants About the New Adapted Curriculum as a Whole, and the 
Different Parts of the Curriculum 

It is clear from the participants’ discussions that they were in favour of a functional life skills curriculum. 
This confirms Alwell and Cobb’s (2009) opinion that there is increasing tension between the curriculum 
content of a typical academic-general curriculum versus the content of a functional life skills 
curriculum. 

The CAPS for Learners With SID: The Attitude of the Participants and Implementing the Curriculum 

The participants agreed with the specific objectives of the CAPS for Learners with SID, namely to 
provide a basis of standardised general quality education that will meet the needs of these learners 
and help them prepare to become more independent for life after school (DBE, 2017a). 

The participants were positive about the curriculum. One of the participants even described it as a 
luxury. They felt that it was good to have a curriculum with lesson plans that they could use in their 
classes. It helped them to know what to do each week and how to plan and work according to the 
topics provided in the curriculum. 

With the previous curriculum, it felt to me as if you’re falling around; you do not really 
know if what you do is correct. This one, it is really, it tells you straight forward what you 
have to do. I think it makes it much easier. (School 3, Core Project Group 1, Participant 1) 

I first felt like a small boat on a big ocean. Now I feel like a small boat firmly in someone’s 
hand. (School 4, Core Project Group 2, Participant 1) 
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Moreover, the participants felt that there was scope for differentiation in the curriculum. The 
meanings that the participants assigned also correspond with the aims of the Life Skills CAPS for 
Learners with SID to “provide a foundation of quality, standardised general education that will suit the 
needs of these learners and help prepare them to be more independent for life after school” (DBE, 
2017a, n.p.). 

The Creative Arts Curriculum 
One of the specific aims of Life Skills CAPS for Learners with SID (Creative Arts) is to “give learners the 
opportunity to express their feelings through music, dance, drama and visual arts and to encourage 
them to be creative, imaginative individuals with an appreciation for art” (DBE, 2017b, n.p.).3  

Figure 1 illustrates the opinion of a participant who was very positive about the creative arts 
curriculum.  

Figure 1 

Collage 1 

 

In Figure 1, Picture 1, it is shown that the creative arts curriculum was the participant’s favourite 
(“gunsteling”) curriculum. Although the participants’ opinions differed, most of them were very 
positive about the creative arts curriculum. This participant said that the specific curriculum was her 
absolute favourite of all the different curricula, whereas another participant mentioned that it was the 
curriculum she “stole” time from to do other work.  

Researcher: Is it your favourite curriculum of all the different curricula or just your 
favourite of the life skills curricula? 

No, of all the curricula. It is really, yes, you can really feel you are putting your whole life 
into it. (School 1, Core Project Group, Participant 1) 

Let me put it like this: for me it was always, the children enjoyed it, it was nice, but for me, 
as I am a department head, it was usually the curriculum that I, with physical education, 
the first curriculum that I did not really finish, as I spent more time on Life Skills—Beginning 

 
3 Although this document is available by request from the Department of Basic Education, it is still under review 
by the Department, and will only be generally available when it is declared a policy. 
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Knowledge and Afrikaans and Mathematics. (School 1, Core Project Group 3, Participant 
3) 

The Beginning Knowledge and Personal and Social Wellbeing Curriculum 

The fact that participants were positive about the skills and values incorporated in the curriculum is 
confirmed by the specific aims of the Life Skills SID curriculum given that the document states that the 
subject encourages learners to acquire and practise life skills that will assist them to become 
independent and effective in responding to life’s challenges, and to play an active and responsible role 
in society within their personal capability (DBE, 2017a). Figure 2, Picture 2 shows the opinion of a 
participant about the beginning knowledge and personal and social wellbeing curriculum.  

Figure 2 

Collage 2 

 

Figure 2, Picture 2 shows two hands holding a butterfly, indicating that this curriculum is teaching 
learners different skills. The participants were positive about the skills and values incorporated into 
this curriculum. They did not like all the topics that were prescribed but were positive about the fact 
that the curriculum described in detail what should be taught each year.  

It just felt, if I work through this, it would feel like, it is almost like a hug. I don’t know how 
to say it. A hug makes you feel good; it feels to me you did everything you can. It helps the 
teacher, it helps the child, and it makes you feel better. Especially with personal and social 
wellbeing. Our children are, some of the small children are poor. They don’t learn all the 
knowledge they need at home. (School 2, Core Project Group 4, Participant 2) 

The Physical Education Curriculum 

The Life Skills CAPS for Learners with SID (Physical Education) focuses on perceptual and locomotive 
development, rhythm, balance, and laterality. The focus in the early years is on games and activities 
that form the basis for later participation in sports. Physical growth, development, recreation, and play 
are all emphasised (DBE, 2017c).4 

 
4 Although this document is available by request from the Department of Basic Education, it is still under review 
by the Department, and will only be generally available when it is declared a policy. 
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The participants were positive about this curriculum although they mentioned that they missed lesson 
plans, which were not included in the curriculum.  

I think I can, but I have to give a lot of guidance to colleagues who doesn’t understand it 
or doesn’t have the experience to understand what they can do with the information in 
the curriculum. (School 3, Core Project Group 2, Participant 2) 

The participants also felt that if the school had sports practice during school hours, the learners (and 
teachers) did not always recognise the need for doing physical education as well.  

Although the implementation of the Life Skills CAPS for Learners with SID was, in general, successful, 
there are still some problems that need to be addressed such as time management, the workload of 
teachers, resources, and assessment. A positive aspect is that most of the participants agreed that it 
was good to have a structured curriculum that gave teachers guidelines and provided them with lesson 
plans so that they knew what was expected from them. Moreover, the fact that most schools for 
learners with SID now use the same CAPS for Learners with SID creates a community of teachers 
working together. The participants felt that the successful implementation of the curriculum depended 
a lot on the attitude of the teachers; if the teacher was fully committed, the curriculum would be a 
success. 

Theme 2: Aspects of the Curriculum That Have an Influence on the Implementation of the Curriculum  

Particular aspects of the curriculum have an influence on the successful implementation thereof, such 
as its relevance to the world of work, resources, training, assessment, and the difficulty of the 
curriculum.  

Relevance to the World of Work 

The participants had different opinions about the world of work. They all agreed that it was very 
important to include this topic in the life skills curriculum but mentioned that it was included only in 
the senior phase of the curriculum (DBE, 2017a).  

The DBE felt strongly that the world of work topics must be aimed at preparing the learner for life after 
school. The content should be adapted to enable the reality that the learner experiences after school 
and, therefore, was developed to make learners with a severe intellectual disability “street smart” and 
teach them other coping mechanisms to be fully included in their communities and society (DBE, 
2017a). 

I really think it is important because even if it is only one child you can equip with the 
necessary skills to one day go and do something outside the school, that is one child you 
have helped. Each child, in the end, needs skills to generate a future for himself. (School 4, 
Core Project Group 2, Participant 1)  

One participant mentioned that it was also a factor whether a learner was really severely disabled and 
would never manage to have a job they could do independently. Other participants felt that the 
elective subjects played a more important role in the world of work and felt that the beginning 
knowledge curriculum should include more ways for learners to acquire skills in the world of work. 

Resources  
Poor resources (or a lack of resources) can limit the performance of even the best teacher, and 
undermine learners’ efforts to focus on teaching and learning (Furiwai & Singh-Pillay, 2020). This is in 
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line with the finding of Onwu and Stoffels (2005) that a lack of resources adversely affected teachers’ 
involvement in practical work. Figure 3, Picture 6 shows the opinion of a participant about the 
resources at her school. 

Figure 3 

Collage 3 

 

Figure 3, Picture 6 shows that the participant experienced the budget for resources at her school as 
painless (“pynlose begroting”). In the discussion of this aspect, there was a big difference among the 
schools. The participants from well-resourced schools felt that they were blessed with ample resources 
at school and, if they did their planning well, they could use waste or recycled material to do the work, 
especially in creative arts. Picture 6 in Figure 3 shows empty pill boxes, indicating that a teacher can 
use recycled material for resources. 

From the day I started teaching, we saved everything. I saved my used teabags, you saved 
eggshells, and I think if early childhood teaching is in your blood, then you do it. You save 
everything. (School 4, Core Project Group 4, Participant 3) 

The participants felt that the physical education curriculum needed some resources and that it would 
be difficult to successfully implement the curriculum if teachers did not have the prescribed resources.  

Training 

Molapo and Pillay (2018) emphasised that intensive teacher training is vital in implementing a new 
curriculum. Without quality training, teachers will find it difficult to successfully implement the 
curriculum. 

There were different opinions about the training of teachers regarding the curriculum. The participants 
who had the privilege of having two of the curriculum writers at their school, felt that they had an 
advantage because all the challenges they experienced could be solved by talking to the curriculum 
writers. They felt positive about the training they had received from the DBE, while participants 
teaching at other schools felt that they had been thrown into the deep end given that they had first 
received training two years after they had started to implement the curriculum. Some schools failed 
to implement the curriculum due to the lack of training. Also, not all the facilitators providing the 
training were up to standard, and the participants felt that they had wasted valuable time.  
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The proposal of some schools acting as mentor schools to schools that struggled to implement the 
curriculum was seen as a good idea.  

And I think if everybody helps one another, it can only get better. It doesn’t help if one 
school is doing everything correct and another school is doing nothing; in the end, it is the 
child who is suffering. (School 1, Core Project Group 1, Participant 1) 

The participants felt that the in-service training they had received at their own schools was more 
valuable than the training the DBE had provided. They stated that there had been too many teachers 
at the various training points and the teachers did not have the courage to ask questions because it 
took a long time to answer all the questions.  

That is how I see my colleagues . . . each time I didn’t understand or didn’t know what is 
going on, there was someone who helped me or supported me. (School 2, Core Project 
Group 4, Participant 3) 

Assessment 

As learners function at different levels, assessment, recording, and reporting must provide for the level 
of each individual learner to be reflected—as set out in the individual support plan to be developed at 
the beginning of the year in accordance with the procedures set out in the National Strategy on 
Screening, Identification, Assessment and Support of 2014 (DBE, 2014b).  

The participants were positive about the fact that the assessment was provided in the curriculum. 
Some pointed out that there were too many assessments that should be done, whereas others felt 
that assessment showed them exactly how the learners were progressing. 

It is black and white; there is no grey area. It tells you straight out what you have to assess. You can 
still compile your own rubric within the assessment. It makes it more personal. (School 3, Core Project 
Group 4, Participant 3) 

The participants agreed that it was important to use rubrics to do assessment. Some of them stated 
that they had to succeed in implementing the curriculum first before starting to compile rubrics, and 
that they struggled with assessment.  

Difficulty of the Curriculum 

The degree of difficulty of the curriculum provoked a wide response. Learners who need high levels of 
support struggle to master the content of the curriculum, especially in the beginning knowledge and 
personal and social wellbeing curriculum (DBE, 2017a). Here, differentiation, according to the 
participants, is the answer. 

The opinions of the participants differed on this point. Those participants who had implemented the 
curriculum successfully did not have a problem with the difficulty of the curriculum. However, 
participants who were still struggling with implementation felt that the curriculum was too difficult for 
learners with severe barriers to learning. The participants said that when they followed the curriculum 
for the second or third year, they managed to do more work with the learners because they had the 
experience of what worked and what not, which helped them to cope with the difficulty of the 
curriculum. It is also important to know that the provision of appropriate support services is essential 
for learners who experience barriers to learning to gain equal access (DBE, 2017a). 
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With experience, the learners will find it easier. The more comfortable I am with presenting 
the curriculum, the easier it will be to teach the CAPS to the children. (School 1-, Core 
Project Group 2, Participant 1) 

Looking at Theme 2, we concluded that the above five aspects caused difficulty in the implementation 
of the curriculum and the participants had strong opinions about them. These aspects have to be 
addressed by the school management teams as well as the different provincial education departments.  

Theme 3: The Influence of the Implementation of the Curriculum on the Teacher on a Personal Level 

The two aspects that have a significant influence on teachers on a personal level are workload and 
time management.  

Workload of Participants 

Figure 4, Picture 4 shows the perspective of a participant about the workload she experienced during 
the implementation of the curriculum.  

Figure 4 

Collage 4  

     

Picture 4 is a picture of a fox. In Afrikaans the proverb is, “Dit is die klein jakkalsies wat die wingerd 
verwoes,” meaning that it is the little things that happen every day in class that increase the workload 
of teachers. A concept map for Collage 4 was also included to show what was written by the participant 
about Picture 4 (see Figure 5).  
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Figure 5 

Example of a Concept Map 

 

The participants felt that the new CAPS for Learners with SID influenced the workload of the teacher 
but, if they managed to work hard in the first year of implementation, the workload was less in the 
following years. They agreed that the diverse learners in each class had an impact on the workload and 
working out lesson plans because differentiation must be included in the planning. All the participants 
said they used their weekends to do their weekly and daily planning. The participants in the rural 
schools, who did not have all the resources needed, such as wi-fi and interactive whiteboards, felt that 
the workload had a greater impact on their personal time. According to van Tonder and Fourie (2015), 
research indicates that 28% of teachers in New Zealand have considered leaving the teaching 
profession due to the workload. However, participants who had previously worked at a public ordinary 
school felt that with the new CAPS for Learners with SID, they had much more personal time. 

I now have much more personal time. I do it in a jiffy. It feels as if I can kick off my shoes 
and watch TV programmes. It makes it much easier. (School 3, Core Project Group 2, 
Participant 2) 

The participants at one of the schools felt that because two of the curriculum writers of the CAPS for 
Learners with SID were employed at their school, they had the advantage of getting more personal 
information and help.  

We got a lot of support from you who had written the curriculum. We were in the 
privileged position to know, okay, you are struggling with something, there is someone 
nearby who can help you with the problem. (School 1, Core Project Group 4, Participant 3) 

Time Management 

Teachers experience pressure from the DBE, the management team, and parents to ensure accurate 
record keeping. Because this is an ongoing process, it leads to teachers spending much time on 
administrative duties. This can lead to teaching time being reduced and workload increase (van Tonder 
& Fourie, 2015. The participants felt that the curriculum had been written in such a way that they were 
able to manage their time successfully.  
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I am happy with the time management. I feel free if I realise there is extra time for the 
children to daydream and still finish their activity in time. (School 2, Core Project Group 4, 
Participant 4) 

However, one participant, who was a department head, said she struggled to manage her time 
between her responsibilities and the learners in her class. The participants stressed the fact that proper 
time management would not be possible without the help of their class assistants. Participants who 
had more than 15 learners in their classes struggled with time management. 

To summarise the findings of the three themes, we want to focus on the following: 

• The participants were very positive about the Life Skills CAPS for Learners with SID, especially 
the Beginning Knowledge and Personal and Social Wellbeing programme, but they were 
negative about the implementation of the curriculum. 

• Personal factors, such as workload and time management, made the participants negative 
because they have to use their personal time and weekends to complete their preparation. 

• A lack of resources, especially the lack of handbooks developed specifically for the curriculum, 
is a big problem. 

• Training was not done in all the provinces, and the participants needed proper training to 
successfully implement the curriculum. 

• It is still better to have a structured curriculum with lesson plans to help teachers prepare for 
their teaching and learning, therefore, the participants were positive about the curriculum. 

Limitations 

The implementation of the Life Skills CAPS for Learners with SID only started in 2018 and, therefore, 
published research on it is still limited. COVID-19 regulations forbid schools to allow researchers to 
come to schools, consequently, some focus group discussions were done by using Zoom. This method, 
which restricts the time of a meeting to 40 minutes, influenced the personal relationships we could 
build with the participants of some core project groups.  

Conclusion  

We wanted to answer the question, “How successful is the implementation of the Life Skills CAPS for 
Learners with SID in schools for learners with special educational needs?” We conclude that, although 
there are many challenges in successfully implementing the CAPS for Learners with SID, more than half 
of the participating teachers were positive about the fact that, for the first time, there was a structure 
according to which teachers could work, with fixed guidelines and weekly planning they could use. It 
is also clear that the Life Skills CAPS for Learners with SID does not dampen teachers’ creativity; to the 
contrary, there is much more room for innovation and originality. The fact that electives prepare 
learners from 14 to 18 years of age for the world of work and that, in some cases, they can obtain a 
certificate of competency, contributes to the success of the CAPS for Learners with SID. 

If we look at the long-term change potential of this participatory research, it is evident that it will 
contribute to social change on all the different levels of this partnership. We gained insight into the 
challenges the participants experienced by listening to their reflections during the discussions. 
According to them, their positive attitude will have an effect on the way they teach the curriculum, 
which will result in motivated learners and happier parents. The skills and values indicated in the 
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curriculum will also contribute to the quality of life of the learners and help them to make a positive 
contribution to the community.  

Based on the results of the qualitative focus group discussions with the core project groups, the 
findings were used to do a qualitative exploration with the participants to collaboratively develop a 
training manual for teachers and to inform future curriculum developers.  
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