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Abraham Lincoln said that the best thing about the 

future is that it comes only one day at a time.        

 At Thuthukani we say: If Only! 

With the year more than halfway gone, we are proud 

to report that the school is going from strength to strength, 

and we are busier than ever!  Our current enrolment is at 350 learners 

and we have a waiting list of over 150.   

Learning and teaching continues in each classroom, using specialised and adapted lessons 

designed to develop each individual learner to his/her optimum ability.  The school program 

includes visits to Sister, OT, Physical Education, Sign Language, Home Economics, Woodwork 

and Gardening.  Skills Development training begins in the classroom with learners being 

taught weaving, knitting, hand sewing, crochet and many other 

diverse skills.  Recently, two new skills have been added - 

marimba band and candle making.  Athletics, Netball, Cricket and 

Soccer practice continue, with many of our learners having the 

opportunity to participate in competitions.  The Wednesday 

Amathuba program, where Senior 

learners have an opportunity to work 

for a few hours at various businesses in 

town, is going from strength to strength, with 

new bosses joining the group of employers who give 

this opportunity to our learners.  The Skills Development 

program and the Adult Workshop is still providing our learners 

with an opportunity to plan for life after school.  We are also 

fulfilling our role as a Resource Centre: We have received visitors 

from other LSEN schools in Kwa-Zulu Natal, and schools from other provinces 

have contacted us for advice and assistance on teaching learners with intellectual disability– 

especially about the CLASSIC tool.  

A new initiative from the school is that a “waiting list support group” was 

started for the people on the pre-foundation phase waiting list.  Once a month 

the parents and learners on the waiting list are invited to come to school for a 

day of learning and teaching.  The parents are assisted with relevant 

information about their children and with activities they can do to keep their 

children stimulated.  The children have a day of school.  We are hoping to 

expand this service to the other learners who are on the waiting list.  



Our staff is growing, and we now have a staff complement of 100 persons.  The 

Department of Education has assisted us with 3 additional class assistants, 

and other support staff.  Despite this, many of our staff members are still 

employed by the SGB, and our school remains dependent on fundraising 

for more than 50% of our daily running costs.  We are still corresponding 

with the department on our need to employ many more class assistants, due 

to the support needs of our intellectually disabled learners.  We still rely on 

volunteers to fill vacant class assistant and other positions, and it makes us proud to see 

the calibre of person applying to volunteer at Thuthukani.  Our gratitude goes to each person 

who adds to the quality of life of our very special learners. 

Developing the people who work at Thuthukani carries on, and we continue to 

offer on-going training to members of staff.  This year we presented courses on 

the CLASSIC, Interview Skills, HIV Aids and every educator had the opportunity to 

research and present a topic relating to Intellectual Disability.  Some staff 

members attended a Level 1 First Aid Course that was donated to the school.   

The Resource Center is also being well used by educators to improve their 

knowledge and to gain ideas for lessons. 

We also continue to develop our parents.  Two very successful parents’ days were held, and 

parents were informed about school rules, bus rules, how to access grants, general health issues etc.  

The parents were also involved in a Census exercise, where the school is gathering more information 

about the child, his family and surroundings.  This will enable the teacher to better understand the 

learners in his/her class, and to make teaching more relevant. 

The Extreme Makeover project continues with selected 

classes getting a makeover.  It is gratifying to see our 

teachers being creative and supporting 

colleagues with upgrading the school.  The 

redecorating bug bit the office staff, and the 

office block is also receiving a facelift.  Give 

us a few weeks, and come to see the 

refreshed look of Thuthukani’s office block!  

Our technological levels also improved:  OT is now linked to 

the network, new email addresses were added to improve communication 

and our HOD’s have received a computer. 



Valentine’s day was celebrated with a 

performance by the Intermediate phase 

learners.  The new Mr and Ms 

Thuthukani were crowned after a big 

competition at school. 

Individual learners have also excelled during this year – one of our senior boys reached the final 

round of the Mr & Ms Boardwalk competition,  two boys are going to Italy as part of the table tennis 

team, some of our learners have reached provincial level in athletics, netball and soccer.   

Fundraising is an on-going concern at Thuthukani, and once again we thank all 

the people who support our school.  Your donations ensure that the 

service we deliver to the children with intellectual disability continues.  

Our successes and excellent level of service are greatly due to the 

donations we receive from the members of the 

community.  50% of the funding required to run the 

school is from your donations.  Thank you. 

The annual SANTAM / Thuthukani golf day was a 

resounding success (again).  With the community 

donating prizes to the value of R26 000.00, we had a 

turnout of over 100 golfers, despite many other competitions 

being run at other clubs.  With the support of SANTAM, the Golf Day 

sponsors, Empangeni PRO shop and the Round Tablers, we were able to bank just 

under R41 000.00. 

And last but not least……… Thuthukani turned 30 this year.  Rabbi Boruch Leff blogged on turning 30:  

“So I have made a birthday resolution. I will still be a dreamer, but a more 

realistic dreamer. As a 30-year-old, I am now "worthy of leadership." I can 

be wise and practical and not try to implement a hopeless fantasy scheme. 

I am humble and broken-hearted enough to know how to let go of 

senseless dreams.” 30 years ago Thuthukani 

started small, with big dreams.  Many 

milestones have been achieved along the 

way, and as a school we are continuously 

growing and re-evaluating our systems and 

processes.  The SMT is currently looking into our 

application of the Batho Pele principles and re-evaluating the service we 

deliver to our community.  We have realised that sometimes it is hard to grow, and 

change is a challenge, but our mission of empowering the children with intellectual disability 

remains our guiding light and we do whatever it takes to achieve this goal. 

Please see the addendum to the newsletter for the summarised history of Thuthukani. 

Thank you for your continued support and prayers for our very special school. 

Marthie, Jo and Tanya   



 

Thuthukani celebrated 30 years of providing quality, appropriate education to the intellectually disabled children 

of Zululand on 4 March 2011 with a big party at the school.   Looking back at the school’s history – we found the 

following……. 

In February 1981, Joanne James – the Director of Zululand Mental Health – listened to the stories told by the 

social workers.  They told her about how badly the Zulu children with intellectual disability in the area were 

treated and the general ignorance about their needs.  Jo suggested that they should start a little center where 

these children could be helped.  She decided to open a small school for 4 Zulu children with intellectual disability 

and one teacher at her home on Hillview Farm.  Within a couple of weeks, the school area was too small for the 

children who arrived daily, and many had fits from having to walk from the Biyela Street bus rank to her home.   

Jo started looking for bigger premises, and rented a house from the Borough of Empangeni at 57 Tanner Road.  

Soon this house was overcrowded with more than 50 children coming to school every day.  At this stage there 

were 2 teachers, a cleaner and a cook who looked after the children every day.  One of these people is still with 

Thuthukani…..  At this stage the school was funded by members of the community.  This has not changed yet! 

Enrolment continued to grow, and when there were 100 Zulu children attending school daily, the need for a 

bigger school ground became imperative.  Many properties were investigated at the time, but none seemed to be 

just right for the children.   

During the same time, another school for white children with Intellectual Disability – Sonskynhoekie – was facing 

imminent closure by the department of education due to dwindling numbers.  And the solution – create the first 

integrated school for children with intellectual disability in South Africa!  Many members of staff from 

Sonskynhoekie are still with Thuthukani. 

In 1990, Owen Jonson contacted Jo and offered her 5 ha of land on Dover Farm to build the school.  This land 

was donated and the Department of Education gave a R500 000 grant to start building on this land and after 

meeting all the criteria to build a school – in September 1990, building commenced!  First Phase which included 8 

classrooms, a kitchen, storeroom, admin block and outbuilding was completed in October 1991.  At that time 

enrollment was 1 asian, 25 white and 80 zulu children.  Enrolment kept on growing, and as donations arrived, the 

school kept on building…. Phase 2 was for classrooms 9 to 12, Phase 3 was for the Workshop and Home 

Economics – completed on 3 February 1993.  Since then the storerooms were converted to classrooms, the 

office block was converted to a house, additional offices, a school hall, new classes and additional bathrooms 

were built. 

From being a place to look after 4 children, the school has grown phenomenally – not only in facilities, but also in 

Curriculum and knowledge base.  Marthie Combrinck’s CLASSIC tool is widely acclaimed as a great resource for 

educators to access the mainstream curriculum for children with intellectual disability.  The school is also a 

National Resource Center in the National Rollout for Inclusive Education.   

From small beginnings, the school has now grown to a school with 350 enrolled learners, 100 members of staff, 

and a waiting list of children suited for our school.   The school’s partnership with the Adult Workshop, who have 

120 workers enrolled, is now pushing the facilities to the limit again – and the dream continues to grow….. 

Thuthukani Special School is thankful to Joanne James who opened her heart and home to the first 4 children, 

and whose dedication, commitment and persistence has assisted the various managers and members of staff to 

keep the passion alive for 30 years.  Jo – currently serving the school as Chairman of the School Governing Body 

– we thank you and honour you for all the work that you have put into this wonderful place.  You are not allowed 

to retire yet, as we have loads to do! 


