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Background and Rationale

As South Africa reaches the end of its first decade of democracy, there is much reflection of the progress made over the past ten years.  This is therefore an opportune time to reflect on what democracy and citizenship mean for the people of South Africa.  During the national elections in April, the need to extend the voter registration deadline as well as the fact that a huge proportion of eligible persons had not registered to vote, suggested that the vigorous public participation of the resistance era has begun to wane.  Furthermore, given the burgeoning tide of crime and violence, the future stability of our country depends on being able to cultivate citizens who can demonstrate socially and morally responsible behaviour.  In addition, this country also requires citizens who are involved in their communities and have the knowledge, skills and values that enable them to participate effectively in public life (Kerr, 2002).  This begs the question: So how do we develop these good citizens?  An important strategy would be to target young people, who are less likely to carry the baggage of having grown up in apartheid South Africa.  Here it is useful to consider the case of England, where citizenship education has been introduced into schools as an antidote to decreasing levels of participation in public life by young people (Kerr, 2000).  Early in this decade, citizenship education in schools became statutory for learners between the ages of 11 and 16 years.  The aim of citizenship education programmes is to help children develop the attitudes, skills, and knowledge to equip them for participation in public life (Alexander, 2001).  

We therefore contend that the introduction of citizenship education programmes in schools would be an important nation-building initiative.  The research project we are proposing is part of a larger initiative seeking to promote democracy in South Africa by developing a citizenship intervention programme for schools, as well as a tertiary education programme on citizenship, human rights, and democracy.  In developing these citizenship education curricula, we consider it essential to consult with teachers, parents, and children.  Although historically interventions targeting children have typically not taken their views into consideration, the participation of children in matters affecting them has been accorded increasing attention.  Much of this focus on child participation has been prompted by the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1990), which states in Article 12 that “States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own views the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, the views of the child being given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child”.  Consequently, recent years have seen increased consultation with children on issues pertaining to their well-being.  

One arena that has seen increasing child participation is contemporary research on children’s rights and well-being.  For example, recent North American work (Ruck, Keating, Abramovitch & Koegl, 1998) has examined children’s understandings of their nurturance and self-determination rights.  In South Africa, the Human Rights Commission (2000) conducted a series of consultative workshops with children between the ages of 9 and 13 years in all provinces on children’s perceptions of their rights and how they understand the role of the Human Rights Commission.  A South African study conducted by the Alliance for Children’s Entitlement to Social Security (Acess) in 2002 explored children’s experiences of poverty.  The above are but a few examples of the growing trend towards child participation in research.  The current research exploring children’s perspectives on rights, citizenship and democracy therefore continues the emerging tradition of child participation in research.  

Research Aims and Questions

This research is part of an international research project that is being conducted in collaboration with research partners in the Childwatch International Research Network.  Other participating countries are: Brazil (Rio De Janeiro), New Zealand (Dunedin), Palestine (Al Quds), Norway (Trondheim), United States (South Carolina) and Czech Republic (Prague).  The larger research project aims to address the following questions:

1. What are children’s understandings of rights, responsibilities, and citizenship?

2. What are teachers’ perspectives on rights, responsibilities, and citizenship?

3. What are parents’ perspectives on rights, responsibilities, and citizenship?

4. How do teachers and parents understand children’s perspectives on rights, responsibilities and citizenship?

In this report we present the methodology and findings of the first phase of the research, namely the exploration of children’s perspectives on rights, responsibilities and citizenship

Methodology

The Research Team

All the fieldworkers in the team had were post- graduate psychology students at the University of the Western Cape.  All except one of the fieldworkers had been trained in research psychology.  Most were first language speakers of either English or Afrikaans and two were Xhosa
 speakers who spoke fluent English as well.

Research Context

The research was conducted in Cape Town, South Africa (SA).  The participants in three race groups: White, Coloured and African
.  During the apartheid era, persons other than White were classified as African (indigenous), Asian (of Indian or Malaysian origin), or Coloured (a mixed race originating from British and Dutch settlers and the indigenous people).
 The 2001 population (Statistics South Africa, 2003) census ascertained that the SA population comprised 79% Africans, 8.9% coloureds, 2.5% Asians and 9.6% Whites. Coloureds constitute 53.9% of the total population in the Western Cape Province, of which Cape Town is the capital city.  The participants were recruited from two neighbourhoods, Kuilsriver and Khayelitsha.  Additional background information on these neighbourhoods is presented in Appendix B.

Participants 

Ninety- six learners from four schools were recruited to participate in the research.  Fifty-six participants were between the ages of 8 and 9 years and fifty-six between 14 and 15 years.  Primary school A and high school A were exclusively attended by African students, whereas primary school B and high school B were racially mixed schools.  The participants from these schools were White and Coloured.  The Black participants in the study were from low SES backgrounds, whereas the White and Coloured children were from middle SES backgrounds. Table 1 presents a summary of the age and gender characteristics of the total sample of 112 participants:

Table 1.  Composition of Focus Groups 

	School
	Boys
	Girls
	Mixed
	Total

	8 to 9 Years
	
	
	
	

	Primary School A
	8
	8
	8
	24

	Primary School B
	12
	12
	
	24

	Children in care
	
	
	8
	8

	14 to 15 Years

	High School A 
	8
	8
	8
	24

	 High School B
	12
	12
	
	24

	Children in care
	
	
	8
	8

	Final total
	112


Data Collection  

Focus group methodology was employed in this research.  Separate focus groups were conducted for the two age groups.  Within each age group, three focus groups were conducted: a boys only group, a girls only group, and a mixed gender group.  Participants at each school were selected by the staff of the participating schools.  The focus groups were approximately two hours in duration.  The questions guiding the group discussions are provided in Appendix A.  Each session was conducted by two researchers who shared the roles of facilitation and note-taking.  All group sessions were audio-taped and field notes were recorded.  The session recordings were transcribed verbatim and verified by the pairs of researchers who conducted the groups.  The groups for the younger Xhosa-speaking children were facilitated by first-language speakers of Xhosa.  The older Xhosa children were comfortable using English during the groups.  The recordings were translated into English by the facilitators. 

Analysis

Analysis documents were created for each of the two age groups, namely eight to nine years and 14 to 15 years.  The excerpts pertaining to each of the major topics in the focus groups protocol were combined.  Thus, each analysis document included the following sections: rights, responsibilities, citizenship, imaginary country, participation, and South Africa.  Each section was a combination of the responses of each group in that age category.

The analysis documents were examined carefully for identification of key quotations and themes.  Thereafter, the emerging themes were classified into the thematic categories.  Guidelines proposed by Krueger (1994) were followed when analysing the focus group data.  These were (a) noting the actual choice and meaning of the words used by the participants; (b) considering the context of the responses and interpreting them according to the extent of engagement by other group members; and (c) considering the consistency, frequency, and intensity of the comments.  The transcripts were coded independently by three researchers, who then met to discuss and corroborate their impressions.

Preliminary Findings

Although all the child data has not been collected, we are able to articulate emerging insights based on our preliminary analysis.  Typically our processes of analysis and writing are cyclical and mutually influencing.  We therefore expect to revise and deepen our analysis as we proceed to document our research.

8- to 9-year-olds

Rights

When the subject of rights was first introduced, many children displayed misperceptions and offered definitions of rights such as:

“People must do what they are told to do”

“It means people must do the right thing”

“It means like maybe one does something right or something wrong”

They found it easier to provide examples of rights than to define them.  These included:  “the right to be safe”, “the right to be taken care of”, “the right to say ‘no’ to child abuse” and “the right to have fun”.  The three rights most commonly identified were the right to attend school, the right to be fed, and the right to play and recreation.  The right to education was strongly emphasized, as was the importance of black learners having access to education.  Some participants felt that higher education for all was a right as well.  The right to shelter was regarded as important, as were the rights to electricity and running water: “You have the right to a nice home with a bed and clean running water and electricity”.

Access to adequate medical care was also mentioned as a right.  The children felt it was their right to have parents and friends.  The need for safety and protection was emphasised:  “I think we have a right to safety within our community”.  There was also a strong awareness among participants of the right to “say no to drugs”, alcohol, unwanted sexual advances, and sexual abuse: “No one has a right to touch my body”.  One boy stated: “It means no one should rape you”.  The right to religious affiliation was also expressed.  Some considered it a right “to obey God” and to “have a Bible with you”.

The “right to education” was underscored repeatedly, with comments such as: “I have a right to education” and “You have the right to come to school and to learn”.  Some children emphasized the right to education as being of critical importance for future employment prospects.  It was also mentioned that children have the right to tell teachers when they do not understand the work.  This appeared to be a contentious issue for some of the children.  One boy shared that “sometimes you don’t understand something, then you go to your teacher then your teacher say she doesn’t want to hear anything”.  Play at school was also considered a right:  “You have the rights at school to run outside and play, and eat our bread and play in the field and enjoy yourself”.  One boy expressed that “you have the right to bring money and buy you food at the tuck-shop during break (recess / interval)”.  This elicited some complaints about not being allowed to go to the tuck-shop on rainy days.

The children also articulated their participation rights such as voting.  The right to freedoms of expression (“The right to say what’s on your mind”) and the right to express disapproval (“You have the right to talk about what you don’t like”) were also identified.  A related right expressed was “the right to ask questions”.

Not all the groups engaged with the question of differences between the rights of children and adults.  However in the groups that discussed this, the general opinion was that adults have certain rights that children do not have, for example, “the right to drive”, “the right to work”, “the right to have an ID (identity document)”, “the right to gamble”, “the right to drink [alcohol]”, and “the right to watch porn[ography]”.

Responsibilities

The children displayed considerable difficulty in distinguishing between rights and responsibilities.  Very commonly they identified responsibilities when asked to give examples of rights.  The children seemed to view obedience to authority as an important responsibility in home, school and community settings.  They regarded it as important to obey school rules, state laws, and parents’ instructions.  Parental authority was regarded as supremely important and many participants stressed that children should “not be cheeky” and that they should “willingly do” whatever parents request.  Keeping bedrooms tidy, doing “household chores”, “look[ing] after siblings” and taking care of pets were common responsibilities mentioned.  According to one boy, “If you look after your brother at home and then if he gets lost, then your responsibility gets lost or something like that, or it means you’re irresponsible”.  Another boy expressed the responsibility to “look after your siblings and don’t play far from home with the keys (translation)”.  There was a strong emphasis on taking responsibility for personal neatness and cleanliness especially by making sure that school uniforms were washed and ironed.  Repeatedly it was stressed that “You have the responsibility to do your homework”.  In the school setting, it was considered important “to listen to your teacher”, “not to back chat to the teacher” and “to obey and honour your teacher’s instructions (translation)”.  The children also expressed the importance of  “keeping our school clean” and keeping classrooms tidy.  The children emphasized that in their communities they had a responsibility to keep the environment clean, “not to litter” and not to waste resources such as water.

When questioned about differences in responsibilities of adults and children, some responses that “grown-ups have more responsibilities because they have more things to do”.  One child felt that “children have different responsibilities to adults because adults cook and children do not have to cook”.  According to one participant, “parents, especially fathers have a right to work in order to maintain his family (translation)”, while another expressed the view that “mothers have a responsibility to look after their children and do chores of the entire household (translation)”.

Citizenship

Some participants thought a citizen is “someone who attends community meetings (translation)”, while others associated citizenship with home ownership: “someone who has a house in this place (translation)”.  Citizens were viewed by others as persons who were born in a country, had voting privileges, and had the right to reside in a country.  The importance of adherence to laws was emphasized as a responsibility of citizens.  Furthermore, it was indicated that citizens as “equal in the eyes of the law”.  A citizen was regarded as “somebody that doesn’t do things wrong and fights for your country”.  A good citizen was identified as someone who “does not fight” with others, works at resolving community conflicts and someone who helps and respects others, especially elders.  It was stated that children can be good citizens by helping others, obeying laws, obeying their parents, doing chores at home, and keeping their environment clean.  One child expressed the obligations of citizenship as follows: “If you are a citizen of a country you have to obey the laws set in place to govern that country (translation)”.

Rights and Responsibilities in the Imaginary Country

In the imaginary country scenario, participants indicated that citizens had the right to adequate infrastructure and recreation facilities.  Basic needs such as food were considered a right, as were family, parents, friends and love.  The right to be protected was emphasized strongly.  Frequently mentioned were the rights to play, to have fun and to have toys.  Going to church was also seen as an important right in the imaginary country.  Voting was also a right in this country.  In the imaginary country, citizens had the responsibility to have respect for parents and teachers and to obey authority.  Not wasting resources and keeping the school, community and environment clean were mentioned as also important responsibilities.  Sharing and not hurting others were considered part of the responsibilities of citizens.  Good citizens were identified as those who did not waste or litter, took care of nature, did not steal, and completed their homework.

Additional Rights and Responsibilities in South Africa

When asked about additional rights they thought children in South Africa should have, the participants were not able to identify rights in addition to the ones they had previously mentioned.  They reiterated that the following rights were of paramount importance in the South African context: food, housing, medical care, recreation, safety and protection, care and nurturing, respect, and help with home work.

Participation

The participants had difficulty in defining the concept participation, although some mentioned that it means “to take part in something”.  However, they provided several examples of activities in which they participate, for example, group activities in their classrooms, various kinds of sporting activities, community cultural events, and religious activities.  Some also viewed helping with chores at home as a form of participation.  

14- to 15-Year-Olds

Rights

All the groups could not give a clear definition of the word “right”.  The responses were of a general nature and mostly related to having responsibilities, doing something or being allowed to do something, or having a choice to do something.  In the discussion they referred to ‘basic’ rights and the equality/ universality of rights, for example, if we all are equal then we have the same rights.  In general the participants found it easier to give examples of rights than to define the concept.  The different groups tended to give similar examples of rights, with very few variations and no contradictions.  Examples of definitions offered include:

“Human rights.  Everybody has to have like basic rights”

“Things you’re allowed to do”

“It’s the freedom to do whatever you want to do (translation)”
“It’s like something you have to do and what must be done for you by other people (translation)”.

Each of the groups expressed the right to food, clothing and shelter.  The “right to education” and the “right to be taught” were also given prominence by the children. Not only was it considered important to be able to access education, it was also asserted that children have the right to “a safe environment in which you can learn (translation)”, as well as a “decent”, “clean” school building.

The right to freedom of expression was articulated across all groups and strongly emphasized.  Children stressed “the right to say something”; “the right to your own opinion”, “the right to say what you want”, “the right to speak your mind” and “the right to freedom of speech”.  Linked to freedom of expression, some children felt that they have a right to “say ‘no’ if a teacher does something wrong (translation)” or to “say ‘no’ to peers when they are doing wrong things (translation)”.  There was also the opinion that children had a right to voice their disapproval and to be given opportunities to resolve disagreements: “I have a right to complain to my mother if I notice that at home there is something wrong.  And she must also sit down and talk about it, then we find a solution (translation)”.  Particularly in the school setting, children articulated the right to request information.

Children valued justice and fairness in discipline both the classroom and in the community.  One learner shared the following concern:  “When something happened in class when the teacher isn’t in the class and the teacher comes back, she must listen to both sides of the story.  Like must not punish the whole class”.  On a broader level, they also felt that they had the right to go to the police and report incidents.

The rights to love, parental care and nurturing were frequently expressed by the children, demonstrating that despite the developmental need for independence and autonomy at this age, these adolescents still valued the love and nurturing of parents.  Respect was another prominent concern identified by the children.  They considered it important “to be respected by the grown-ups”, especially teachers.  Protection was viewed as a parental responsibility: “I’ve got a right to be protected by parents”.  They identified that they needed protection from “drugs”, “alcohol” and “child abuse”.  Safety and protection concerns were clearly prominent for these participants.  They mentioned the “right to safety and security” and being able “to walk around in the streets”.  Linked to protection and safety was the right to “say ‘no’” to sexual abuse or coercion to engage in criminal activities.  Less commonly expressed rights were the right to an identity, the right to play, the right to privacy and the right to religious observance.  For some children, the right to a name and the right to be called by that name was important.  They complained that frequently adults addressed them as “you” rather than calling them by name.

The perceptions of children’s rights in the school context focused on the classroom setting and the interaction between teachers and learners.  Examples of rights identified were the right to be taught by the teacher, to be disciplined fairly, and to a clean and safe classroom environment.  The discussions did not include any issues pertaining to the wider school setting, for example, children’s rights regarding the curriculum content and methods of instruction or children’s involvement in school governance.  The rights mentioned by the participants are commonly expressed in the Life Orientation and History school curricula and these subject areas are probably the source from which learners derive their knowledge about rights.  Rights at home and in the community were not different from the generally expressed rights, even though children saw their rights as limited in relation to those of adults.  There was a perception that adults had almost unlimited rights: “they have a right to everything we don’t [have a right to]”.  They felt that adults had more responsibilities and therefore more rights.  One view was that “adults have a right to enjoy life” because they are able to “go to the clubs and drink alcohol”.  The right of adults to consume alcohol was commonly used to illustrate differences in rights between adults and children.  

Responsibilities 

For these children, the concept “responsibility” was related to owning and possessing something and taking responsibility for it and not doing wrong.  They also acknowledged that responsibility was in a reciprocal relationship with rights, that is, if you have rights then you also have responsibilities.  Responsibilities identified by the children fell into three main categories: responsibilities in response to rights; responsibilities in response to a task or something that belongs to you; and responsibility in response to the law.

Responsibilities in response to rights included the following:  (a) a right to live in or to be taught in a clean environment therefore a responsibility to keep it clean; (b) a right to play but a responsibility to be home on time; and (c) a right to education but a responsibility to learn, do homework, attend regularly and be obedient to teachers.  

 “I’ve got a right to be educated, but a responsibility to do my school work (translation)”.

“We have a right to play, but a responsibility to go back to class in time (translation)”.

“We say you have the right to live in a clean and safe home but your responsibility is to keep it clean (translation)”

Responsibilities in response to a task or possession were (a) looking after your body; (b) tidying the home and especially one’s bedroom; (c) to act on a decision you have made; (d) not taking something that does not belong to you; (e) taking care of siblings; (f) not vandalizing public property; and (g) taking care of the environment.  

“I take care of my body.  That’s my responsibility”


“You have a responsibility not to throw papers and stuff around”

“Not polluting the sea”

The following responsibilities in response to the law were mentioned: (a) to obey the law; (b) to report a crime; (c) to obey school rules; (d) not to vandalize, damage or steal property and to report such behaviour to authorities; (e) not to pollute or litter; (f) not to cause a disturbance in the community (e.g. playing loud music); and (g) to act responsibly in terms of time and task.  

“Obey the school rules (translation)”

“It is your responsibility not to do wrong (translation)”

“You shouldn’t vandalise other people’s property”

“Don’t remove anything from school premises that doesn’t belong to you”

In addition, respect was regarded as a key responsibility.  They considered it important to respect teachers, parents, grandparents, friends, their “fellow man” and people of other religions.  Overall, the responsibilities articulated by the children seemed to embrace the following values: cleanliness, honesty, respect for self and others, obedience, school pride, and caring.  Adults were seen to have more responsibilities because they have more rights, and therefore have to be more responsible than children.  Their responsibilities were seen to be their children, in the first instance, the economy that is to have a job and to provide for their family and not to act irresponsibly, for example, not to drink and drive and not to abuse young children.  One child expressed the view that “grown-up’s rights are based on them having control over their children”. 
Citizenship  

The groups were not very clear about what it means to be a citizen.  The expression of the concept is still under-developed, although they were able to give examples of what it means to be a good citizen.  There was general agreement across the groups that you become a citizen of a country by birth, that is, you are a citizen of the country you were born in.  The acquisition of citizenship was more difficult to grasp.  In some instances citizenship related to whether you are allowed to vote and when you are 18 or 21 years old, that is at the age when you can do what adults do.  There was also uncertainty about when and how foreigners acquire citizenship.  Their examples of what it means to be a good citizen included: respecting others, not discriminating, not “hav[ing] xenophobia”, fighting crime, being honest, being law-abiding, caring for the environment, and contributing to society.  The participants had a harder time trying to list what children can do to be good citizens and responded poorly to this question.  However, there were a few references to obeying domestic rules and the laws of the country, being respectful and not discriminating.

“A good citizen is someone who is able to say no to the wrong things happening on the community.  For example, if community members caught a thief and then they take the law into their own hands and the beat him up and stone him – a good citizen is someone who says no to that and call the police because community members do not have a right to do that”.

“A good citizen is someone who does not discriminate against people because they are foreigners.  Like if a foreigner offers you food, you must not say no I don’t eat foreign food (translation).” 

Participation

Participation was seen as being “part of” or contributing to something.  Examples of participation cited were: participation in sport and leisure activities and being part of a team; 

helping with household chores; helping struggling learners financially and with their schoolwork; contributing to fundraising events organized by the school; participating in community projects and keeping the environment clean.  

“We also raise money for needy students, like say if a student dies, we collect money to assist his parents.  Some kids refuse to contribute but I think it’s only fair that people make contributions because you might be in the same situation one day.”

“We also participate by helping teachers. Like if you are given school work and you do it, you have helped your teacher”.

In some group discussions participants expressed the view that they had limited opportunities for participation in decision-making in school and home settings.  

Rights and Responsibilities in the Imaginary Country

The groups all relayed a sense of more freedom and rights and less restrictions and responsibilities in the imaginary country.  Fewer restrictions and more freedom were expressed as:

“To go sleep whenever you want”

“And you can clean you room whenever you want”

“They must be happy and parents should let them do what they want to do”

“We can tell big people what we think of them”

 In this country children would be able to develop their full potential e.g. “they need to use their talent”; “it is your right to feel special”; “to play soccer” and ‘they have the right to go swim”.  Education was also seen to be a way whereby children could develop their potential and they expressed the right to be educated in a safe and caring environment with the proviso that they should not be forced to go to school and that school should not take up most of the day.  The right to play and have fun and to have a good life was an important right for all the groups.  School should be restricted to the minimum hours per day e.g. one group said two hours is enough and other groups felt that “ they have a choice if they don’t want to go to school or participate in sport, they don’t have to”.  Another group said:  “They should have the responsibility, because we can’t force our children to go to school.  But they should have the responsibility to go”.

The imaginary country would be a safe and secure place.  This right to safety and security was expresses in the following ways:

“We won’t live in fear of being robbed or getting raped.  Like you must walk freely in the community without worrying about your cellphone or jewelry”

“We do not have to fight in our new country. We should protect each other and act like one big happy family”

“Stop crime because it starts with one person so you must stop that one person before it spreads to the entire community”

There was also a sense that the imaginary country would be safer and more secure than their present contexts:

“The crime must be better”

“There must be more security”

“More cameras must be put in streets”

“Abusers must be punished more severely.  Because …  a man who went into jail because he raped a girl ..  and so he came out the next day”.

Values such as obedience and respect were expressed as both a right and a responsibility.  Both these values pertained to the home and school context and were expressed as being respected by and being respectful towards adults, teachers and your peers; self respect and being respectful towards your neighbours.

Responsibilities towards the imaginary country were expressed in the same way as being a ‘good citizen’:

“Give ideas to the president, to help him to successfully govern the country”

“You need to work with government”

“Work with the community to clean the country”

“We as children should stop adults from discriminating against foreigners and coloured people”

“Okay, ummm, they should have the responsibility to help the adults be self-sufficient so that one day when they are big they can carry on the tradition.  And ummm, to learn to dive for oysters”

Being a good citizen was expressed as follows:
“If children are good citizens they will listen to their parents and then there will be no violence. You will go to jail if you really hit your child bad, and you don’t do that.  It used to happen in South Africa.  You shouldn’t hit your children to do damage to them or abuse them.  You should hit them so they know next time not to do it.  Not like making them scared of you”.

Rights and Responsibilities in South Africa

 Due to time constraints this section was not adequately covered in all the groups.  The following rights were listed:

“I think children of South Africa need to share ideas and use them effectively”

“They have a right to have responsible parents”

“A right to play”

“A right to a good life”

“They must be treated well”

“A right to freedom”

They also felt that there is more space for children’s participation in the home. 

“Children should tell their parents about how they want to be treated and about their rights”

“They must inform us by calling family meetings to address family related issues”

“Children should give an opinion before a decision is made”

The view was also expressed that adults are entrusted with more responsibilities and are mature people and therefore have the right to make decisions for their children: “I can’t think of one now, but there are some stuff that more responsible people should make and then children should accept that their parents have to make a decision like that, by themselves.  But it is not like the colour of a car …”
Discussion

The rights articulated by the children closely mirror those enshrined in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.  Although the children in both age groups had difficulty in defining the concept of rights, they were clearly aware of their rights and entitlements.  This findings concurs with the findings of other researcher, for example Torney and Brice (1979, cited in Torney-Purta, 1982), and Ruck and others (1998a).  Although the research involved individual interviews rather than focus groups, the study by Ruck and colleagues provides a useful point of comparison for our data.  In Ruck et al.’s sample of Canadian children, 45% of the 8-year-olds interviewed did not know what a right was.  They also found that the majority of their participants between 10 and 16 years defined a right as something one wants to do or is allowed to do.  In comparison with their Canadian counterparts, the Capetonian 8- to 9-year-olds displayed a more comprehensive understanding of different types of rights.  Thirty-five percent of the Canadian 8-year-olds were not able to identify any rights at all and a further 26% misunderstood the concept of rights, equating it with the converse of being wrong.  The main rights identified by the 8-year-olds were the right to make decisions and the right to play and recreation.  Only from 12 years onwards did the Canadian children generate a more diverse range of rights.  A further finding was that nurturance rights such as the right to protection and safety and entitlements such as education were not mentioned with great frequency among the younger participants, but featured more prominently in the older groups.  Whereas Ruck and colleagues observed that 8- to 12-year-olds placed greater emphasis on nurturance rights than self-determination rights, our findings was that both the younger and older groups of children delineated rights that spanned both categories.

The awareness of rights displayed by even the youngest children in our sample is seen as a direct reflection on the South African socio-political context and the fact that there is a heightened awareness of human rights largely because the majority of our population were denied those basic rights under the apartheid regime.  Rights feature prominently in the public discourse, hence the fact that even the 8-year-olds, who were born during the new democracy are acutely aware of rights.  All the participants emphasized the right to food, clothing and shelter, as well as the right to protection and safety.  In Ruck et al.’s categorisation of rights they identified a category called care and safety that included protection as well as provision of food and clothing, which makes it harder to compare to our findings.  However, we noted that only 6% of 8-year-olds, about one-third of 10- and 12-year-olds and approximately half of the 14- and 16-year-olds referred to this category of rights.  

Similarly, the all the Capetonian children frequently mentioned the right to education, whereas only the older Canadian did.  We speculate that for the Canadian adolescents education assumes increasing prominence during high school when they begin to consider their prospects for higher education, which is widely accessible to children from all socio-economic groups.  By contrast, the reality for South African children is that although the constitution grants them the right to education, their access to schooling can be denied by factors such as lack of transport to school and parents inability to pay schools fees or purchase school uniforms.

In the Capetonian sample, the younger group found it difficult to distinguish between rights and responsibilities and tended to include both in the category ‘rights’.  The older group appeared to have a better grasp of the distinction between rights and responsibilities.  They also appeared to understand the reciprocal relationship between the two, namely that enjoyment of rights also places responsibilities on the recipients of those rights.  Similarly Ruck and colleagues found that 14- and 16-year-olds expressed the view that according rights to children was important for helping to instil a sense of responsibility in them.  By contrast they found that the 10-year-olds emphasized self-determination as a reason for having rights.

When requested to identify rights and responsibilities in an imaginary country, the younger participants in our study reiterated what they identified as their existing rights and responsibilities.  Similarly, when asked about additional rights they would like to access in South Africa, they restated the rights they had mentioned previously.  

Limitations of the Research

Our experiences in the focus groups suggested that there were serious limitations in the methodology employed in this study.  The main limitation was the time allocated to data collection.  Ideally the data ought to have been collected over two sessions, rather than all at once.  However, this was a compromise we had to make to gain access to the schools.  The second limitation was that perhaps focus groups were not the ideal means of soliciting the children’s views on these rather abstract and complicated concepts.  Understandably, many of the children, even the older ones, found the topic difficult.  In our focus group discussions it became apparent that the children did not have a clear understanding of the concept “rights” and there was a tendency to confuse rights and responsibilities.  This merging of the two concepts was evident across all the focus group topic areas.

During the focus groups we found that a practical activity such as designing a flag for the imaginary country was a very successful way of promoting the children’s participation.  Upon subsequent reflection on the groups, we thought that perhaps data collection could have been approached differently, using art as a medium of expression.  The other concern of the team, which is well articulated by Ruck et al (1998) is the influence of expressive language ability on the children’s ability to verbalise their knowledge about rights.  
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Appendix A: Focus Group Protocol

Warm-up Activity:  Imaginary Country

Instructions to learners
 I’d like you to imagine that you (8) have arrived with some other travelers in a brand new land—a place that no other human being has lived before.  Luckily, this land seems to have plenty of water and food available, so you decide that you’re going to stay here to live.  You decide to be “settlers” in this new country.  

As settlers in this brand new country, there are some things for you to decide.  First, you need to decide on a name for your new country.  What should the name be?  

1. Group discussion about name.

2. Discussion of terms:  rights, responsibilities, citizenship

Before we go on to make more important decisions about _______ (name of country), I wanted us to talk for a few minutes about the meaning of some important words.

Rights

1. You may have heard adults use the word, “right”.  What does a “right” mean to you?  

2. Do children have rights?

3. What rights do children have?

4. Do children have rights at home?  What rights?

5. Do children have rights at school?  What rights do children have at school?

6. Do children have rights outside of school and their homes?  What rights?

7. Tell me…what is a community?  Is it the same as a neighborhood?  How are they similar/different?

8. Do children have rights in their community?  [in their neighborhood?] What rights do children have in the community?  [in their neighborhood?

9. Do children have the same rights as adults?  [If not, how are they different?]

Responsibilities

1. Another word I want to ask you about is “responsibility”.  What is a “responsibility”?  

2. Does responsibility mean the same thing as “duty” or  “obligation”?  

3. Can you give me an example of a “responsibility”?  

4. Do children have responsibilities?

5. Do children have responsibilities at home?  What responsibilities do children have at home?

6. Do children have responsibilities at school?  What responsibilities do children have at school?

7. Do children have responsibilities outside of school and their homes?  What responsibilities do children have outside of school and their homes?

8. Do they have responsibilities to their community or neighbourhood?]  What responsibilities do children have in their community or neighbourhood?  

9. Do children have responsibilities to the environment?  What is the environment? What responsibilities do children have to their environment?

10. Do children have the same responsibilities as adults?

Citizenship

1. One last term I want to ask you about is “citizen”.  What does “citizen” mean?  What does it mean to be a “citizen”?

2. Can children be citizens?

3. What does it mean to be a “good citizen”?

4. What things can children do to be “good citizens”?

5. What does it mean to participate or take part in something?  

6. How do children here participate in their family?

7. How do children here participate at school?

8. Do children participate other places?  Where and how do they participate?

9. How do children here participate in their communities?

Activity: Creating a flag 

Now, we have paper and markers on the table.  It seems like another important thing to do might be to have a flag for the country of ________.  I’d like for each of you to take a few minutes and draw a flag for your new country.  We’ll then decide which one you would like to adopt for your new country.  [Individual drawing and group discussion or “vote” on a flag.]

Rights, Responsibilities, and Citizenship in New Country

1. Now that we have a flag for our country, let’s think about life in this new country (_______________).  

2. Should children have rights in ______________?

3. What rights should children have in their homes in ________________?

4. What rights should children have at school in ___________________?

5. What rights should children have in other places in  _____________?

6. What other rights should children have in __________________?

7. Should children have the same rights as adults in ________________?  [If not, how are they different?]

8. What responsibilities should children have in their homes in ___________?

9. What responsibilities should children have at school in ___________________?

10. What responsibilities should children have in other places _____________?

11. What other responsibilities should children have in this country?

12. Should children have the same responsibilities as adults in ___________?

13. What would it mean for an adult to be a good citizen of ________?

14. What would it mean for a child to be a good citizen of __________?

How to get from the current situation in our country to the situation in the imaginary country?  What should adults do?  What should children do?

[The specific questions will depend upon children’s answers to earlier questions.  Examples include:]

1. Do you think that children should have more rights in ____________ (new country) than they do in our country [Brazil, Czech Republic, New Zealand, South Africa, United States]?  If so, which ones?

2. What could adults in South Africa do to help make sure that children have these rights?

3. What could children do in our country to help make sure that children have these rights?

4. What could adults do in our country to help children to participate more family decisions?

5. What about children?  What could they do?

6. What could adults do in our country to help children to participate in other ways? What about children?

7. What could adults do in our country to help children to participate more in their communities?  What about children?

Appendix B

Background Information: Khayelitsha

Community profile

Khayelitsha is largely an informal settlement with a total of 329, 017 residents of which 51,93% are female and 48,07% are male.  The area is predominantly inhabited by African/Black individuals (99,47%) who range from 0 to 50 years and over.  The majority of the population are between the ages of 20-34 (34,43%) and 10-19 (20,93%).

Though the residents speak various languages, the majority of them converse in isiXhosa (96,65%).

Educational Attainment

The majority of the Khayelitsha residents have completed some high school (43,15% completed grade 8-11) while 20,09% have concluded their high school education.  In addition to this 4,39% have post high school qualifications.  Nonetheless, 7,06% of this population has had no schooling.

Employment Status

34,62% of these residents are employed, however, these occupations are generally unskilled and low paid.   35,74% of Khayelitsha’s inhabitants are unemployed while 29,63% are not economically active.  

Services 

Most of the inhabitants of this region live in informal dwellings (64,53%) either in a backyard or elsewhere, while houses on separate stands (30,06%), traditional dwellings (2,28%) and houses, flats or rooms in a backyard (1,16%) constitute the other types of dwellings that are also used. 

The greater part of the population has piped water either inside their dwelling or on site (22, 73% and 46,54% respectively) whereas 29,77% of the residents use a public tap to obtain their water.  Boreholes, rainwater tanks, wells, dams, rivers, streams and springs are also used as a source of water.

81,80% of the dwellings utilize electricity direct from authority as their energy source for lighting.  Other sources of lighting include paraffin (16,60%), candles (1,16%), gas (0,30%) and electricity from other sources (0,06%). 

Background Information: Kuils River

Community Profile

The Kuils River area has a total of 44 780 residents of which 52,01% (23 292) are female.  Coloured [60,73% (27 196)] and White [29,30% (13 122)] individuals occupy the greater part of this vicinity with Black and Indian/Asian individuals constituting the lesser part of the population.  The ages of the residents range from 0 to 80 years of age and over, with the majority of the population between the ages of 10-19 and 30-39 years. 

Educational Attainment

The average level of education of the residents in this district is a grade 7 and higher level of education while 9% of the Kuils River population is illiterate.  In addition to this 6,51% (2916) of this population never completed their primary school education.  This may contribute in some way to the area’s unemployment rate (15%).  Despite this, 39,83% (17 834) of Kuils River’s inhabitants are employed.

Employment Status

Sixty-seven point four percent (67.4%) of the population between 15 and 65 years is employed, 9.9% is unemployed, and the remainder is economically inactive.

Services 

There are six homeless people in the Kuils River community.  Subsequently, the following statistics will only apply to those owning or living in homes/other forms of dwellings.  Most of the inhabitants of the Kuils River region have piped water either inside their dwelling or their yard [77,75% (9922) and 17,70% (2259) respectively].  The other residents have to access their water through various other ways including piped water on community stands, boreholes, springs, rain-water tanks, dam/pool/stagnant water and water vendor.  

The greater part of this population has access to a flush toilet.  While 94,96% (12 115) of the dwellings have their flush toilets connected to a sewerage system, 2,32% (296) have theirs connected to septic tanks.  Other toilet facilities that are used by the inhabitants of this area include chemical toilets, pit latrines (most without ventilation) and bucket latrines while 1,44% (184) of the dwellings have no toilet facilities.

98% (12 502) of the dwellings utilize electricity as their energy source for lighting, while the rest of the population has to rely on other sources such as gas, paraffin and candles (which often prove hazardous and life-threatening).  Solar energy sources are also used for lighting.

The majority of Kuils River’s inhabitants have their refuse removed by local authority (at least once a week) while the rest of the population makes use of communal or personal refuse dumps to dispose of their waste.  0,26% (33) of the dwellings however, has no refuse disposal.
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� Xhosa, an indigenous African language, is one of the 11 official languages of South Africa.


� The use of these racial labels is highly contentious.  However, we consider it necessary to help readers understand the background of our participants.
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