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Community participation: the rights of parents should be heard in matters relating to their children’s education
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W
ith funding support from the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation,  

LAHL IV aimed to strengthen the capacity of the education system and school 

communities to respond to and provide care and support to vulnerable children, 

improving their education outcomes. But what distinguished LAHL IV from its antecedents was 

that, for the first time, MIET Africa implemented the project within the framework of a Human 

Rights-Based Approach (HRBA). 

This case study illustrates implementation experience in LAHL IV, as well as the lessons learnt 

from using an HRBA. What has become overwhelmingly evident is that as human rights 

knowledge and participation increases, the HRBA has the potential to transform education 

development interventions. Above all, as this case study shows, the HRBA accords well with the 

South Africa’s national Department of Basic Education’s policy on Inclusive Education.

From 2009 to 2012, MIET Africa, in partnership with the  

KwaZulu-Natal Department of Education, implemented the LAHL IV 

project in 24 schools in the Nongoma Municipality.

Human rights education is much more than a lesson in schools or a theme 
for a day; it is a process to equip people with the tools they need to live lives 
of security and dignity… [Let us] work together to develop and nurture in 
future generations a culture of human rights, to promote freedom, security 
and peace in all nations.

Kofi Annan

INTRODUCTION

04

THE LAHL IV PROJECT CASE STUDY

1277 LAHL case study_3_V4_FA.indd   5 2012/11/13   9:18 AM



LAHL IV
LAHL IV was launched in 2009 in the 24 schools that make up the 

Mandlezulu, Ngxongwane and Nongoma school clusters in the rural 

Nongoma municipality. The project derived its name from the Learn 

about Healthy Living (LAHL) initiative that had been piloted in three 

earlier phases under the MIET Africa’s care and support programme, 

known as Schools as Centres of Care and Support (SCCS).

Nongoma
The rural municipality of Nongoma in KwaZulu-Natal, is situated some 300 kilometres north of 

Durban. Sometimes referred to as the Royal City of Zululand, Nongoma is the seat of the Zulu 

monarch and is steeped in Zulu history and tradition. The municipality encompasses a wide area 

made up of sprawling rural settlements serviced by the town of Nongoma, a relatively densely settled 

economic hub.

KwaZulu-Natal
The province of KwaZulu-Natal has one of the highest HIV-prevalence rates in the Southern African 

region, which in turn has the highest in the world. Rural communities, beset by poverty, 

unemployment and low income levels, are hardest hit by the epidemic. Nongoma is no exception. As 

the AIDS crisis has taken its toll, the children of Nongoma have been particularly affected, and their 

basic rights to education, health, safety and protection have been compromised. 

With the growing numbers of orphans and vulnerable children, and the devastating impact that HIV 

and AIDS is having on children, their families and teachers, coordinated and creative responses are 

needed urgently.

Objectives of LAHL IV
•	 To strengthen schools in Nongoma to function as inclusive centres of learning, care  

and support

•	 To mobilize and support school communities in Nongoma to provide care and support to 

vulnerable children

•	 To promote increased awareness and knowledge of human rights, especially rights of children
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The institutional framework
On 16 June 1995 South Africa ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child. In doing so, it 

committed itself to fulfilling, promoting and respecting the rights contained in the Convention for all 

children in its jurisdiction. Since 2000, South Africa has also been a Party to the African Charter on 

the Rights and Welfare of the Child. At home, it has promoted the rights of children in the 1996 Bills 

of Rights and the 2005 Children’s Act. 

In education delivery and programming, the government agreed to give due consideration to the four 
underlying general principles of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, namely: 

Non-discrimination (Article 2) 

A child should enjoy his or her rights without discrimination of any kind.

 Best interests of the child (Article 3) 

In all actions concerning children, the best interest of the child must be a primary consideration. 

Right to life, maximum possible survival and development (Article 6) 

The child’s physical, mental, spiritual, moral, psychological and social development is 

safeguarded by duty-bearers.

Respect for the views of the child (Article 12) 

A child is an active participant and should be free to express his or her views in “all matters” 

affecting them in accordance with their age and maturity.

THE HRBA

The HRBA is a conceptual framework in the development sector 

that is based on international human rights standards. Using 

international standards and norms, development work aims to 

promote and protect human rights.
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Stakeholders planning activities for the school
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In the strategy, the Department expressed its commitment to realizing the child’s right to 

education and providing educational opportunities for learners who experience barriers to 

learning. The focus is to build caring, protective and supportive school environments where 

barriers to teaching, learning and development are diminished so that effective teaching and 

learning can take place.

The HRBA strengthens the introduction of Inclusive Education by highlighting the core 

developmental rights of all children, especially the most marginalized and vulnerable. By 

focusing on the obligations of duty-bearers and the rights and responsibilities of rights-holders, 

an HRBA can help transform schools into inclusive centres of learning, care and support.

An HRBA alters the way development programmes are designed, implemented, monitored 

and evaluated. In a rights-based approach, role-players are identified as those who have rights 

(rights-holders) and those who have a duty to help realize these rights (duty-bearers). 

Adopting this approach, therefore, involves a shift in the way education development has 

traditionally been practised. It means that situations are no longer assessed in terms of human 

needs, but rather in terms of obligations to respond to rights of individuals, leading to the 

realization of human rights for everyone. It means a conceptual shift from a “charity-focused”  

to “justice-focused” development process.

Within the Department of Basic Education, there has been a 

growing recognition of the value of using a rights-based approach 

to build the system of Inclusive Education. Indeed, the 

Department’s Inclusive Education strategy provides a solid 

framework for the use of an HRBA.

THE HRBA IN SOUTH 
AFRICAN EDUCATION
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EVOLUTION OF LAHL IV
The LAHL IV project grew out of the Schools as Centres of Care and 

Support (SCCS) programme which MIET Africa has refined over a number 

of years in several initiatives aimed at building a programme framework 

for school-based care and support.

How the model grew
The SCCS programme evolved out of merging two 

of MIET Africa’s areas of rural development work: 

the clustering of schools around multi-media 

resources centres, and the training of teachers on 

how to integrate HIV and AIDS into the curriculum.

Multi-media  
resource centres 

Between 2001 and 2005, the Embassy of the 

Kingdom of Netherlands funded the Multi-Media 

Rural Initiative to help develop self-reliant and 

mutually supportive clusters of schools around 25 

multi-media resource centres. These centres 

provided a range of ICT and other resources to 

isolated, deep-rural communities in KwaZulu-Natal 

and the North West Province. At the same time, in 

the Eastern Cape, the Swiss Agency for 

Development and Cooperation (SDC) was funding 

MIET Africa’s Ikhwezi Whole-School Development 

Project, which used a similar model of clustering 

schools around 12 resource centres.

School cluster communities prioritized their own 

needs through participatory processes. 

Highlighted in this process was the need to 

reduce the negative impact of HIV and AIDS, as 

well as the need to care better for orphans and 

vulnerable children in school communities.

HIV and AIDS education
From 1999, SDC supported MIET Africa in the 

implementation of the LAHL project in KwaZulu-

Natal and the Eastern Cape. LAHL focused on 

assisting teachers with the integration of HIV and 

AIDS education into their teaching and learning, 

and on providing them with basic counselling and 

peer support skills.

Cluster communities 
caring for children
In 2004, the National Development Agency agreed 

to fund an HIV and AIDS community outreach 

component in three Multi-Media Rural Initiative 

school clusters in KwaZulu-Natal, and three Ikhwezi 

school clusters in the Eastern Cape. LAHL 

complemented the project by providing in-school 

support for teachers. The overall objective was to 

reduce the negative impact of HIV and AIDS on six 

impoverished rural communities, and specifically on 

orphans and vulnerable children. 

The project proved that schools could be effective 

vehicles for communities to organize their 

responses to HIV and AIDS and various socio-

economic issues. It also demonstrated the value of 

combining the models of clustering schools around 

resource centres, and of using schools as centres of 

care and support for community caring for children. 

The SCCS programme evolved out of this initiative.
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The Schools Centres of 
Care and Support 
programme
The goal of SCCS was to reduce the negative impact 

of poverty, HIV and AIDS and other health-related 

issues on children and youth to allow them to reach 

their full potential. To do this, it: 

•	 established and strengthened school and 

community structures;

•	 developed the capacity of school and 

community structures to provide school-based 

care and support for learners;

•	 strengthened school and community leadership 

to play their role;

•	 fostered an interdependent relationship 

between school and community;

•	 built partnerships—schools, communities, 

government departments, donors, NGOs and 

private sector.

The field-testing of SCCS was greatly enhanced by 

the full endorsement and participation of the 

Department of Education. It proved to be an 

appropriate fit for the Department’s strategy to 

provide care and support provisioning for learners at 

school, through its policy of Inclusive Education. The 

SCCS model that emerged from the field test was later 

formally adopted by government—first in South Africa 

(nationally and provincially) and later SADC Ministries 

of Education, in what became known as the Care and 

Support for Teaching and Learning Programme 

(CSTL)—greatly increasing its potential for scale-up 

and sustainability.

Essentially, the SCCS model placed the child at the 

centre of a complex system of support, representing 

the school, the family, the community, the government 

and the development sector. 

Field-testing the 
SCCS model

The elements of the SCCS model were applied 

and tested in more than 1200 rural schools 

across KwaZulu-Natal and the North West 

Province, and 32 schools in the Eastern Cape. 

These elements were used as building blocks 

for LAHL IV.
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The LAHL IV model
Building on the experience of SCCS, LAHL IV 

used the model to strengthen 24 schools in the 

Nongoma area to function as inclusive centres 

of learning, care and support, but this time 

using a rights-based approach as the central 

implementation methodology. 

An HRBA begins with a sound institutional 

framework and a commitment to the approach 

at a macro-level expressed through government 

policy. It filters through to the need for 

increased rights awareness in all aspects of 

programme delivery. Ultimately the benefits are 

felt through both duty-bearers and rights-

holders being clear in their duties, roles and 

responsibilities. But experience has shown that 

this is a slow, yet steady, incremental process.
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HR knowledge 
and awareness

THE HRBA IN LAHL IV
Preparing for Implementation
Capacity-building
Before implementation was initiated, LAHL IV began with an intensive six-month orientation 

to the HRBA for MIET Africa members of staff. A team of external consultants guided staff 

through a series of training modules to foster understanding of the approach.

Staff received different levels of training according to their needs. The final module—

MIET Africa celebrating change jamboree—gathered staff in their training groups under the 

same roof to celebrate their learning and to identify the fields of action that would be 

needed to take the project forward.

It was a time of transformation, planning and creation as people learnt 
from each other, shared experiences, views, needs, ideas and co-created  

a way forward.

Member of Staff, MIET Africa

However, there was no HRBA blueprint or “package” that could just be taken over by MIET 

Africa: it would have to develop its own version by testing a pilot model with both internal 

and external components.

Situational analysis 
Having gained a grounding in the HRBA, in 2009 the LAHL IV team conducted an audit, or 

baseline study, of the 24 Nongoma schools. 

 

In brief, the study aimed to: 

•	 measure the levels of awareness of and attitudes to the rights of children, among 

learner, school, parent and caregiver populations in the target school communities;

•	 measure levels of participation in public (organizational) processes, particularly with 

learners, but also with parents and schools in respect of their capacity to advocate 

for government service delivery;

•	 conduct an audit of levels of vulnerability in the target school communities to provide 

a profile of the schools and a better sense of the context in which the project would 

be implemented.

The findings of the baseline study would be used to build a logframe1  for project 

implementation and shaping the indicators against which it could be measured.

 1 A “logical framework”—a tool for improving the planning, implementation, management, monitoring and evaluation of projects 
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Main findings of the baseline study
Awareness of children’s rights 

The study found that levels of awareness of children’s rights in school communities were mixed. 

While principals and teachers demonstrated high awareness levels and positive attitudes, 

parents and caregivers were ambivalent about the idea of children’s rights. Some feared that an 

emphasis on children’s rights would see the collapse of honipha (respect), tradition and values. 

Not all children were familiar with their rights. However, the study uncovered a hunger from 

learners to know more and to participate more. Burning issues were identified. Among these 

were corporal punishment at school and sexual abuse. 

 

Levels of participation 

Across the field of study, opportunities for participation appeared to be few.

The study found that learner participation structures were weak and opportunities for 

participation for learners were limited. Furthermore, structures in schools (in particular, the 

Institution Level Support Teams—ILSTs—whose main function is to identify, support and 

monitor vulnerable learners to enable them to achieve their education rights) were weak. 

Communities perceived service delivery by the state to be weak, slow and ineffective. There 

was a strong sense of disempowerment in impoverished, rural communities. 

 

Child vulnerability 

The study found that all children in the project schools are vulnerable to some extent. Children 

in a poor household, in a rural area, with relatively poor social and resource networks, are likely 

to be at higher risk of deprivation of their basic survival and development needs.

Implementing LAHL IV
Inputs used by LAHL IV to implement the project
To implement LAHL IV, MIET Africa sought to create materials and resources that would lay the 

ground for strong multisectoral partnerships and structures (the Project Steering Committee 

and the Learning Group), formed to help realize LAHL IV’s objectives. It held a series of 

intensive training—for rights-holders and duty-bearers—in strengthening participation, 

applying human rights principles in everyday school function areas (for example classroom 

management, school discipline, child protection, psychosocial support and human rights 

advocacy). It conducted monitoring and evaluation to assess the outcomes of these activities 

and the ultimate success of the project in meeting its objectives.
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Reflecting On LAHL IV
December 2011 marked the end of a three-year phase of implementation of LAHL IV. However,  

a one-year extension allowed for the gains made by the project to be consolidated. Key findings 

of an evaluative review conducted as the project drew to a close are provided here.

Did LAHL IV meet its objectives?

Learner participation 

LAHL IV had been successful in supporting the KZNDoE to transform learner participation 

opportunities by activating learner participation structures (learner councils) at schools.

Identifying vulnerable children 

Schools in the project have started using processes to identify and support vulnerable children. 

Corporal punishment at schools declined 

There has been a near complete abolition of the use of corporal punishment in most of the 

project schools.

Parents and caregivers still feel disempowered and marginalized 

Ongoing training is taking place to provide parents with tools they might use to help with the 

educational development of their children. 

Learners practising for a Human Rights Day event
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OBJECTIVE 1: To strengthen schools in Nongoma to function as 
inclusive centres of learning, care and support

Functionality of Institution Level Support  
Teams (ILSTs) 

Whereas at the start of the project ILSTs were barely functioning at project schools, by the 

close of the project most schools had set up ILSTs and these appeared to be functioning. 

Setting up ILSTs was not within the direct remit of LAHL IV. However, the project supported 

the KwaZulu-Natal Department of Education in conducting ILST training at schools. An 

important contribution of this training was the participation of Department-appointed Learner 

Support Educators on the Project Steering Committee.  

 

Psychosocial support for vulnerable children 
LAHL IV embraced the need to strengthen the protective environment for children at schools. 

One of the ways it did this was by providing training in psychosocial support skills at school 

cluster level (rather than school site-level). To do this, the project invited the Persona Dolls 

Psycho-Social Training initiative to expose school-based counsellors to the needs of children 

who are suffering trauma or abuse, and to basic methodologies in dealing with this. During 

the concluding consolidatory phase of LAHL IV, further input was made to provide schools 

with training in building and implementing more comprehensive psychosocial support 

strategies: this so that support becomes more routine and less ad hoc in its availability.

Access to social support
One of LAHL IV’s chief implementation strategies was to promote access to birth and identity 

documents for all learners. The registration status of the child ensures that the child will have 

greater social welfare, education and health access. As the project drew to a close, more than 

95% of learners in the 24 schools had birth certificates and identity documents. This is a 

testimony to the effectiveness of LAHL IV’s service delivery drives, or “jamborees”, usually 

held at schools. 

Reflection

Experience showed that training conducted at site (school) level may be more effective than that 
conducted at cluster level. Site-based training appears to have more impact in schools and delivers 
observable changes in the practice of care and support.
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Child participation
LAHL IV played an important catalytic role in stimulating child participation opportunities in 

the project schools. There is abundant testimony to the improved levels of learner participation 

in project schools. All schools in LAHL IV demonstrated strengthened child participation 

mechanisms in place. 

The RCL [Representative Council of Learners] listens to learners’ problems 
and speaks out on behalf of the learner body. The types of problems include 
communication and interaction with teachers. We have helped to reduce 
misunderstandings that may arise. We may address the SGB, for example. 
We managed a late-coming campaign. We have organized English language 
learning activities. We ourselves have taken the initiative. MIET has really 
helped. We know our rights and responsibilities. Teachers involve us more. 
We try to improve what is not right. We do this ourselves!

Learners, King Dinuzulu High School

Protection from abuse
LAHL IV provided on-site training in “positive discipline” for all project schools. All schools 

report the abolition of corporal punishment. However, it is believed that this is actually the case 

in 75% of schools, but only an “ideal” for the remaining 25%. Schools (around 60%) that 

showed strengthened management procedures, better rights awareness and better parent 

involvement reported a complete change in the disciplinary culture of the school: “there is a 

new mood at school.” 

Testimony from principals and teachers illustrate the new mood.

When we look at human rights, most teachers didn’t have a clear picture. 
Now we are clear in our perceptions. We find we are uncompromising now 
in our belief that the child has a right to a voice. This has made such a 
difference in learners coming out with their problems—and allows us to 
better understand the barriers to their development. Our training in positive 
discipline helped us to know that corporal punishment was not positive. In 
the past, we wondered to ourselves: “Why is it that children are so angry?” 
They were trying to hide from corporal punishment. Now that we don’t use 
it at all, it has made a big difference to children. They are no longer angry. 
Children feel safe when they are punished. Our training has helped us 
discipline children in a way that honours their dignity and their rights.

Teacher, King Dinuzulu High School
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Identifying vulnerable children
Most project schools now conduct some form of vulnerability tracking themselves. They reveal 

the chief causes of vulnerability as (1) orphaning; (2) living with grandparents; (3) living with 

unemployed persons; (4) extreme poverty. This was the order that schools identified the factors.

Parent and caregiver participation
The project conducted a series of training for parent communities in “Supporting Children to 

Learn”. The key messages of this intervention are that:

•	 parents have an important role in supporting children to learn;

•	 parents can build a strong relationship with their children;

•	 parents can create a learning environment in the home;

•	 parents can be involved in the life of the school.

To mobilize and support school communities to 
provide care and support to vulnerable childrenOBJECTIVE 2: 

Classroom management
LAHL IV provided on-site training in classroom 

management for project schools. All schools report more 

efficient use of strategies to manage the classroom as an 

effective learning environment. Practical illustration of 

this was found to be rather loosely defined. Rather, 

teachers speak of being “more comfortable” with 

systems and procedures in classroom management.

Child Protection Day: children protesting against abuse

Reflection

Experience showed that training 
conducted at site (school) level 
may be more effective than that 
conducted at cluster level. 
Site-based training appears to 
have more impact in schools and 
delivers observable changes in 
the practice of care and support.
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Children’s rights in the public discourse
Training in rights awareness has been underpinned by reference to the main institutional 

declarations—in particular, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the Children’s Rights 

Charter, the Constitution of South Africa—and has provided a solid foundation for building a 

culture of rights empowerment in school communities. These instruments need to be visible 

and/or accessible at schools so that they can be used to build empowerment.

OBJECTIVE 3: To promote increased awareness and knowledge of 
human rights, especially rights of children

Reflection

Promoting awareness of the rights of children is a process.
For LAHL IV, high levels of social and economic dependency, and deep structural inequalities in 
our society, mean that rights empowerment will increase as social and economic changes begin 
to create a better life for all in local communities. While the project has “seeded” a rights-based 
culture in school communities, a structure or representative group to uphold the rights of children 
in the project school communities, to monitor rights implementation and to counter rights denial, 
needs to be established.

Learners taking part in HRBA focus groups
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LESSONS LEARNT
FROM USING THE HRBA
The approach used to implement LAHL IV has afforded MIET Africa 

the opportunity to implement a model of school-based care 

and support within the rights-promoting framework.

It is a framework that draws its strength from a solid institutional context of internationally ratified 

rights declarations and national policy commitments to define the relationship between children, 

as rights-holders, and those responsible with promoting their development, as duty-bearers. 

In reflecting on the HRBA, MIET Africa offers the following lessons learnt from experience:

Lesson 1:  

The HRBA takes time to implement. It is a process, not an event or a product. 

Lesson 2:  

The HRBA process leads to people finding a voice and being heard. When people have the 

opportunity for participation, they are more likely to engage meaningfully with their rights and 

attendant responsibilities.

Lesson 3:  

The HRBA process encourages people to “do things differently”. Focused training and follow-up 

support is aimed at behaviour change. However, training does not produce instant results or 

behaviour change. They provide tools that can help participants shift in the way they see and do 

things. Changes come incrementally, and over time. 

Lesson 4:  

For an HRBA to be really effective, there needs to be increased vocalization and public discourse 

amongst both rights-holders and duty-bearers, especially through the use of mass media.

Lesson 5:  

The project context influences how the HRBA is received. Understanding the social, historical 

and cultural context of the target group of the project is important. At times there may be conflicts 

between children’s rights and traditional practice, for example.
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Lesson 6:  

Resistance to the HRBA is to be expected, even from rights-holders: advocacy becomes even 

more important in the face of this resistance. All players should have the opportunity to 

express their misgivings, interrogate and challenge the rights framework, and feel validated in 

doing so.

Lesson 7:  

The HRBA strengthens initiatives that focus on addressing the needs of marginalized groups, 

such as orphans and vulnerable children. It accords well with the national Department of 

Basic Education’s strategy of Inclusive Education. By focusing on the obligations of 

duty-bearers and the rights and responsibilities of rights-holders, LAHL IV works to transform 

schools into Inclusive Centres of Learning, Care and Support.

Lesson 8:  

The HRBA contributes to the creation of an enabling environment for duty-bearers to fulfil 

their obligations. Government players (for example, the Departments of Education, Health, 

Home Affairs, Social Development) must work together, and move away from thinking they 

are doing rights-holders “a favour” by providing services.

Lesson 9:  

The HRBA calls on schools to broaden their role as duty-bearers, even in those areas not 

traditionally seen as part of their remit. Facilitating health access, birth and identity 

registration are examples of where the duties of schools make multisectoral cooperation vital. 

For schools, also, the rights of children need to be addressed specifically within the sphere of 

formal education. 

Lesson 10:  

The HRBA promotes awareness of both rights and responsibilities. 

Lesson 11:  

The HRBA allows for rights empowerment to happen in incremental stages. It may take time 

for rights-holders to maximize their levels of participation. Ideally, a rights-based approach 

requires that learners should be involved as primary partners during all stages of an 

intervention that affects their wellbeing directly. Levels of participation may, however, be 

determined by factors such as the age of the child, environment, context and culture. 

Duty-bearers need to be cognisant of the stages of empowerment, reaching past tokenism 

to full partnership with rights-holders. 
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Lesson 12:  

Because the HRBA requires time for processes to unfold, it requires resources and capacity 

also. Rights-holders should be mobilized and empowered to advocate for the resources and 

capacity they need. 

Lesson 13:  

Constant reflection on practice promotes a common understanding of the HRBA and what it is 

all about. Characteristically in a rights-based approach, the implementation team does not 

“have all the answers”. Rather, the team learns from practice and deepens its understanding of 

the theoretical and practical aspects of the HRBA. It yields lessons to be learnt and signposts 

for future development.

Learners and SAPs participating in a multisectoral jamboree
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Dramatizing human rights and responsibilities
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The Principle of Participation  
and Empowerment 

•	 Strategies are empowering, not disempowering.

•	 Participation is both a means and a goal. 

The Principle of Non-Discrimination  
and Equality

•	 People are recognized as key actors in their own development, rather than just being 

passive recipients of commodities and services.  

The Principle of Inclusion
•	 Programmes focus on marginalized, disadvantaged, and excluded groups.

•	 Programmes aim to reduce disparity.

•	 The development process is locally owned. 

The Principle of Accountability 
•	 Both outcomes and processes are monitored and evaluated.

•	 Analysis includes all stakeholders.
 

In the HRBA these principles should be applied at every stage of 

the design, planning and implementation process.

PRINCIPLES OF 
THE HRBA IN ACTION
Lessons learnt from LAHL IV implementation lead back to the four 

key principles of the HRBA.
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The HRBA Approach: enhancing the rights of children
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