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It was around June 1997 when, as a physiotherapist,  

I was conducting a pressure sore awareness campaign 

in the local school for the physically disabled in rural 

Gelukspan, South Africa. We gathered all the paraplegic 

youth of 12 years and older. We taught them how 

to prevent and to manage pressure sores as well as  

urinary incontinence. One boy drew our attention, 

asking questions with a special smile, trying to tackle 

the issue. His name was Gift. 

When we started a wheelchair basketball team in 

Gelukspan two months later he was one of the !rst to 

join. The !rst impression about him was that he was 

a playful, energetic boy. It was obvious that he had a 

great talent for basketball and an eagerness to develop 

his skills. He was charming and had such an open 

smile that he could open many people’s hearts at the 

!rst encounter. People were eager to assist him, as he 

was so appreciative and managed to make them feel 

important.

In 2000, at the age of 16, he was selected for the  

South African under 23-team. Since then, he was 

reselected every year into this prestigious team, also 

making his way into the Super Sports League, an 

interprovincial elite franchise. During these years he 

grew from a playful child to a young man. His path  

was never easy, and the more I came to know Gift, the 

more I understood how he had to overcome obstacles 

to reach his dreams. Gift was full of dreams.

The school sta" said that Gift was lazy. But nobody 

seemed to have noticed, that he was actually 

profoundly dyslexic. He struggled at school and had  

to repeat some of his grades, and became the oldest  

boy in class. As basketball team leaders we also  

didn’t know that Gift was dyslexic. I only noticed his 

inability to read somewhere around the year 2000, 

when we applied for a basketball court in the hospital 

and received a positive answer from the management. 

He wanted to see the letter, held it, looked at it for a 

long time and passed it back to me asking what it said. 

It wasn’t a long letter, rather it was written in simple 

and plain English, stating that they agreed to meet 

the request. I didn’t pay too much attention to this 

incident, but recalled it later, when school di#culties 

were becoming an issue. Occasionally I asked him 

how he was doing in school. He always assured me 

that everything was !ne, but he switched the topic 

quickly. Later on I realized that he actually struggled 

and apparently made life di#cult for the teachers. In 

the basketball team he was one of the leading !gures, 

a peer leader, yet at school he was struggling to keep 

pace with the much younger classmates. The teachers 

felt that he was disrespectful and mentioned that he 

B
f



102 SOCIAL  -  The Dream of Inclusion for All

was dodging classes and 

study time. According to 

them he was not constructive 

at all in class and school.  

The teachers only knew that 

side of him, whereas we from 

the Gelukspan wheelchair 

basketball team knew him as 

a keen basketball- and team 

player, which was helping  

to build unity and spirit within the team.

In 2004, when the school was reopening after the 

summer holidays, he was almost thrown out of 

school, because he failed grade 8 for the second time.  

We didn’t know it had been di#cult before, and he 

received this result only after having returned from 

holidays. When he came to me with the result I was 

shocked, because verbally he was so clever. With his 

talent in basketball he would only be able to develop 

further if he stayed at school or around a team, but 

realistically speaking, there was no other place than 

Gelukspan. He was told to refrain from attending classes 

and to get his things together. His grandmother came 

to talk to the school management, intervening for him, 

requesting that he should be given a last chance. This 

was granted. We met, discussed and then decided on a 

way forward. Gift and I made a learning contract, saying 

that I was assisting him with his daily homework for at 

least 3-4 times a week and that he would have to adhere 

to this commitment and come to the venue.

We worked hard that year. Adhering to the learning 

schedule was not easy for Gift, yet it built his  

perseverance and also improved his marks remarkably. 

Academically the beginning was quite di#cult, 

however, slowly but surely improvements were made. 

We concentrated on English !rst, because it was the 

medium of instruction, and necessary for all other 

subjects. 

 

In the beginning he was almost unable to extract any 

information from an English written text, doing better 

with spoken texts. Nevertheless, he enjoyed English 

most, because in the context of basketball he was  

using it with the big guys in Johannesburg. 

This year was also a challenge in regard to health 

self-management. As a person with a paralysis 

of the lower body he had to do intermittent self-

catheterisation. Basketball was the motivating factor 

in his life encouraging him to stick to a certain routine 

and helping him face many challenges in his health 

and learning. The talent in basketball helped him to 

experience a !eld of excellence and to appreciate 

himself as a person. Also the support over a long time 

played a role in developing his self-con!dence, knowing 

that there were people who could see more in him  

than these obvious challenges.
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Anticipating possible obstacles with the school  

progress, I o"ered Gift an internship in the  

physiotherapy unit during the holidays, knowing that 

he likes to work with people and with movement. 

During the internship he proved that he had the ability 

to work therapeutically. He was a great motivator 

and helped many people to work hard in their own 

rehabilitation. He came up with creative ideas, which 

made rehabilitation fun.

At the end of the year, unfortunately the teaching sta" 

did not promote him, despite the fact that he had 

promoted in the !eld of wheelchair basketball and 

had become a successful player. We decided to accept 

the situation and work positively with it: focussing on 

basketball, o"ering a role model for the youth and to 

continuing work in the rehabilitation unit, especially for 

children and youth.

As Gift’s basketball skills advanced he started to travel 

to other countries. His reputation in basketball inspired 

other young persons with disabilities to make their 

way into the future. Through his extraordinary talent 

in basketball, he maintained his self-con!dence and 

cheerful nature and developed into a very positive 

person. He accepted his limitations and asked for 

help when and where he needed it. In the health 

!eld he became an important peer counsellor. The 

paediatrician and I often called him in when visiting  

the school to assist paraplegic youth, who needed 

advice or support to learn new procedures for their 

health, such as intermittent self-catheterisation. 

Gift was even selected in the senior national  

wheelchair basketball team. He became the coach 

of the Gelukspan wheelchair basketball youth team.  

He further assisted in rehabilitation of children with 

cerebral palsy and in parent counselling. Unfortunately 

no paid job was available in the physiotherapy unit so 

far. Up to today he lives from his disability grant and 

the money he earned as an elite basketball player. 

Nevertheless, he surely travelled the world more than 

many persons with degrees and achieved a level of 

maturity many persons with less challenges lack.

(Nigeria)

Competencies

The participant:

•  enhances skills to identify barriers in educational 

systems and to !nd solutions to overcome them

•  gains an appreciation for role models

•  gets an understanding of the complexity of multiple 

disabilities, like paraplegia and dyslexia 

•  enhances debating skills in the World Café teaching 

method

Session preparation

Setting: 

for the discussion the World Café-method is used, as 

explained in Worldcafe.pdf on the attached DVD. World 

Cafe is an interactive method to create a living network 

of collaborative dialogue. There are 5 questions; so  

5 tables should be placed in di"erent corners of the 

room. For each table one person is appointed host  
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and stays at that table. At each table a group of 

participants takes place. The host welcomes the new 

guests, explains the question and shares the main 

ideas that other guests have come up with in previous 

rounds, if any. The host is responsible for an open 

atmosphere and asks questions for further exploration 

of ideas. It is recommended to have new ideas written 

on the tablecloth or a large piece of paper. New guests  

 

are encouraged to build on each other’s contributions  

and explore new areas of thought. After a number of 

minutes the groups shift to another table. They can 

choose to stop after they’ve visited all tables once, or to 

add more rounds to review earlier thoughts. Afterwards 

the table hosts give a summary of the discussions on 

their subject in a plenary session.
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Approximate duration: 

• World Café: each round: 20 minutes

•  whole session including presentation of discussion 

summaries: 2 hours, depending on group size and 

experience with the subject.

Required materials: 

•  su#cient space: you may decide to transform the 

room into a ‘real’ café and have for instance one co"ee 

and one tea table and soft drinks on another table.

• 5 tables

• tablecloths / large pieces of paper, markers. 

Suggested session design: 

World Café

Questions:

1.   Identify barriers in the educational development of 

Gift.

2.   Why do you think the teachers did not identify  

Gift’s dyslexia?

3.   How could the school dropout be prevented?

4.   How did Gift’s strengths in$uence his future?

5.   Which structural obstacles do you identify in his 

environment and what could CBR-workers do to 

overcome them?

Considerations

A major lesson that can be learned from the story 

of Gift is that this boy has developed progressively 

by appreciating and building on his qualities 

and capabilities, instead of battling to correct his  

 

 

weaknesses. However, Gift might have been supported 

more thoroughly if teachers would have identi!ed his 

dyslexia earlier and adapted their teaching strategies 

for dyslexics’ needs. The ability to read might have 

given him more chances to realize his dreams of having 

wheelchair-based employment when his basketball 

career will be over. 

Recommended reading:

•  http://www.theworldcafe.com, World Cafe to Go –  

A quick reference guide for putting conversations to 

work, 2008 (DVD)


