The Educational Rights of Minority Groups - The Standpoint of the South African Acade...

THE SOUTH AFRICAN ACADEMY FOR SCIENCE AND ARTS
Standpoints

?'•*•'

Standpoint of the Academy on the Educational Rights of Minority- Groups
[Afrikaanse weergawe]
SUMMARY STANDPOINT
The South African Academy for Science and Arts is of the view that minority groups should
exercise their right and the opportunity created in the Constitution and in educational
legislation to a greater extent in order to establish their own identity and, among ottyr things, to
effect the provision of education specifically for their group. This stance is taken against the
background of the consensus that has developed worldwide (also in the new South Africa) that • minority groups have a right to establish their- own identity through education, without
being discriminated against; and
• this is the method par excellence of creating national unity and loyalty in a country with a
number of minority groups.
This standpoint should not be confused with the debate regarding a homeland for minority
groups, or a plea for a separation or isolation of minority groups from the mainstream of South
African society, or a call that applies only to the Afrikaans-speaking community.
1. THE RIGHTS OF MINORITY GROUPS
The RSA is often characterised as a country of minorities. Typical features of minority groups
are that their numbers form part of the population, that they have ethnic, religious and language
traits that differ from the rest of the population and that they exhibit a solidarity in maintaining
their culture, traditions, religion and language. Within then- group they are able to feel relaxed
and secure, making it possible for them to play their role in genera] society constructively and
confidently.
A number of international declarations state unequivocally that minority groups have a right to
their own identity, that they do not have to apologise for this and that they may not be
discriminated against. (Examples include The Universal Declaration on Human Rights (1948),
The African Charter, The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights of the United
Nations (1966), The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Persons belonging to National
or Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic Minorities (1992) and Europe: Framework Convention for
Protection of National Minorities (1995).) In fact, group identification is a modern phenomenon
that occurs generally in emancipated people,'who build their identity with their language in
particular as a uniting element. Minority group rights also imply that the members of the
minority groups are granted the right to equal co-existence with members of the majority group.
It is important to realise that the rights of minorities (just like the rights of free association and
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non-discrimination) never guarantee the survival of any culture - the members of the minority
groups have to ensure this themselves. The members of minority groups can therefore demand
to receive at least the same opportunities and assistance (for example financial) from the
government as are available to the members of the majority group. They must also be entitled to
differentiated treatment in order to develop their unique characteristics. Such differentiated
treatment must be based on objective criteria, must be relevant to the differentiation in question,
must fit within the legal framework of the country and may not have a negative effect on other
individuals or groups in the country.
The Academy emphasises that the respect of minority rights cannot occur at the cost of national
unity and that minority groups may not be isolated from the international mainstream
(globalisation or internationalisation). A member of a minority group will best be able to make a
contribution to the national interests if he/she is able to maintain his/her own identity and to
experience security in a smaller group. It appears that despite forces edging them towards
nationalisation and internationalisation, individuals are finding their security more and more in
smaller groups. The recognition, protection and promotion of the rights of minority groups are
fully reconcilable with national unity and do not threaten it. National unity is not promoted
through similarity, but through the joint efforts of a variety of people. This also implies that no
one may be marginalised on the basis of non-relevant considerations.
2. EDUCATIONAL RIGHTS OF MINORITY GROUPS
Just as international organisations with high credibility recognise and entrench minority rights,
so too do they recognise and entrench the educational rights of minority groups. One can refer
here to The Universal Declaration on Human Rights (1948), UNESCO's Convention against
Discrimination in Education (I960), The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child
(1990) and The European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages (1990). Room is also left
in principle in the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, 1996 (Act 108 of 1996), as well
as in educational legislation for the provision of education for minority groups in our country.
The Academy therefore accepts that the government has no objection in principle to the
provision of education for minority groups.
Educational rights are among minority groups' most important rights. This is logical, because
education is the means par excellence for cultural identity to be maintained, protected and
transferred from one generation to the next This is also the area where one's own culture,
language and religion can be critically questioned and creatively expanded. Minority groups can
therefore demand that the provision of education be recognised as a means of protecting their
cultural identity, but conversely also that their education should provide learners with the
knowledge, skills, attitudes and abilities not only to maintain and develop their identity but also
to become fully productive members of society in general. This applies to their roles in relation
to their families, as citizens, as career persons, as members of community and religious
groupings, etc.
Minority groups' educational institutions must be of such a nature that the group accepts
ownership of them and can identify with them in order to ensure effective education. This can
be achieved if learners can identify with the teachers and with one another and experience a
feeling of solidarity and security in their educational institution.
In order to increase the effectiveness of such educational institutions, the teaching and learning

http://www.akademie.co.za/standpunte/educationrights.htrnl

The Educational Rights of Minority Groups - The Standpoint of the South African Acade...

opportunities created in such an institution must be adapted to the needs of the minority group.
In these educational institutions they must acquire relevant knowledge, abilities and attitudes,
the teachers must share the basic values of the minority group, the majority of learners must
come from families from the minority group, etc. This essentially means that the culture and
values reflected in the classroom must correspond with those of the minority group in terms of
their values and norms, their rules of behaviour, as well as their lifestyle and their educational
practices and customs. This does not mean that a narrow-minded ethnic enclave or laager is
created.
It is, for example, not in the interests of the efforts of any religious group to force primary
school pupils to participate in an inter-religious programme. Every religiously homogeneous
group of pupils must have the right to receive religious instruction during school hours under
the guidance of a person selected by the school management (i.e. a minister, priest, rabbi, etc.).
The character of the school with regard to life- and world-view may never be separated from the
particular, community it serves. This means that the parents of pupils must have authority, in an
organised manner, over the nature and character of any given school - provided that the interests
and right'- of minority groups in the school community concerned are fully protected.
Education for minority groups should naturally be built into the national system of education at
all levels; at the level of educational policy and systems, in educational administration
(organisational structures, mechanisms of liaison and the financing of education), in the
educational structures (levels of education, educational institutions, educational programmes,
admission of learners, selection and training of teachers, language of instruction and physical
facilities) and in the auxiliary services.
When minority groups have their own schools, three conditions should be set:
(a) Learners or teachers may not be excluded from schools for minority groups on the grounds
of their not sharing the vision or ethos of the educational institution, but only if their behaviour
hinders or endangers this vision or ethos.
(b) Schools for minority groups must be financed by the government at the same level as other
schools (among other things because the members of minority groups pay tax at the same level
as other citizens).
(c) No one must be obliged to register as a learner with a minority group's educational
institution if they do not choose to.
The Academy is aware of many successful initiatives to establish educational institutions for
minority groups. Against the background given above, the Academy takes the standpoint that
minority groups must themselves take responsibility for establishing high-quality, distinctive
education at all levels. In so doing, the interests of the parents of the minority group and the
interests of the country as a whole must be seen to be served.
This standpoint of the Academy was formulated on the basis of comprehensive research done
by, and under the guidance of, Prof. Hennie Steyn, Rector of the Potchefstroom College of
education, which was reflected in various articles and research reports. Comments provided by
Dr J G Garbers with a view to the preparation of this standpoint are acknowledged.
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