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Intellectual disability is a lifelong condition with an estimated prevalence rate of 1–3% of the global population.

Intellectual disability has a prehistorical origin that can be traced back to the Greek and Roman eras. Historic

intellectual disability definitions were based solely on intelligence, with an emphasis on routine care and

maintenance rather than treatment and care. Considering that learners with intellectual disabilities require more

support in adaptive behavior and reasoning than their peers without intellectual disabilities, meeting these needs

can be challenging for parents shortly after learning of the intellectual disability diagnosis; thus, parenting a child

with intellectual disabilities is likely to result in some stress for parents. Therefore, parents require information,

knowledge, and additional support in raising a learner with intellectual disabilities to enhance their support for these

learners and increase their level of independence and development.
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1. Introduction

Parents who have disabled children are frequently despised and rejected by their families and communities . For

these parents, the sudden realization of their children’s intellectual disability and the transition from mainstream to

special schools are often coupled with emotional and psychological trauma when parents begin to comprehend the

long-term implications of their child’s diagnosis . Parents of children with intellectual disabilities frequently

feel awkward discussing it and are hesitant to admit that their children have an intellectual disability because of the

continued patriarchy and discrimination in South African society .

Intellectual disability is a lifelong condition with an estimated prevalence rate of 1–3% of the global population .

However, Chaturvedi  discovered that data on the global intellectual disability population is limited and at times

unreliable, which is complicated and influenced by a variety of factors, such as poor recognition of individuals with

intellectual disabilities, educational levels, cultural aspects, and socio-environmental factors, which may affect

intellectual disability recognition and identification. Despite a severe lack of reliable information on the nature and

prevalence of intellectual disability globally, McKenzie et al.  and Chauke et al.  suggest that the overall

prevalence rate of intellectual disability in South Africa could be 3.6%, implying that South Africa has a higher

prevalence of intellectual disabilities than developed countries. The Gauteng Education Department statistical

report highlighted that in 2021, there were 2,671,184 learners enrolled in public ordinary schools, with 63,985 of

those learners attending special schools, reflecting an increase in learner numbers from 47,769 learners over the

previous five years . Meanwhile, 5831 learners were presently enrolled in Soweto’s 13 public special schools for
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learners with disabilities . Despite the increasing number of learners with intellectual disabilities in mainstream

schools, culture and the effects of apartheid continue to have an impact on how parents perceive their role and

interact with learners with intellectual disabilities . Therefore, it is worth noting that the prevalence of intellectual

disabilities is often overlooked, and diagnosis is usually made at a later age; subsequently, parents hardly receive

timely information about their children’s conditions . Parents demonstrate limited understanding, information, and

knowledge about the nature and implications of intellectual disability .

Intellectual disability has a prehistorical origin that can be traced back to the Greek and Roman eras . Historic

intellectual disability definitions were based solely on intelligence, with an emphasis on routine care and

maintenance rather than treatment and care . Subsequently, individuals who were slow to learn and immature

were therefore referred to as idiots or morons . Similarly, McKenzie et al.  argued in their study that South

Africa’s colonial period appeared consistent with other countries in terms of classifying people with intellectual

disabilities as mentally deficient, with three categories to describe their reduced intellectual and functional abilities:

“idiot”, “imbecile”, and “feeble-minded.” Throughout history, there have been changes in diagnostic criteria and

variations in the occurrence of intellectual disabilities . It was in 2005 that the term “intellectual disability” was

formalized to identify individuals who meet the standards of mental deficiency and demonstrate evidence of

reduced development and functioning in the community .

Learners with intellectual disabilities can learn and are unique in terms of their needs; however, these learners

progress slowly when compared to peers and struggle with abstract thought, making them less capable of learning

on the spur of the moment and unable to apply what they learn in new situations and cope independently, which

subsequently play a far more minor role in their development than learners with average intelligence .

Hence, their learning differences necessitate appropriate parental attention and support to encourage learning

progress . Considering that learners with intellectual disabilities require more support in adaptive behavior

and reasoning than their peers without intellectual disabilities , meeting these needs can be challenging for

parents shortly after learning of the intellectual disability diagnosis; thus, parenting a child with intellectual

disabilities is likely to result in some stress for parents . Therefore, parents require information, knowledge, and

additional support in raising a learner with intellectual disabilities to enhance their support for these learners and

increase their level of independence and development .

Parents and their disabled children have always been ignored and isolated from the rest of society and the

educational system . As a result, studies on disabilities have been concentrated in cities, with little

documentation in rural and suburban areas, and the majority of the few studies conducted in South Africa have

only focused on people with disabilities rather than those who live with and care for them . According to the

findings of the limited studies, many parents in rural and suburban areas have little or no knowledge or

understanding of intellectual disabilities and how to support learners with intellectual disabilities . Similarly,

according to a study conducted by Lushozi , parents at four Soweto special schools appeared to have limited

understanding, knowledge, and information about the implications of intellectual disabilities and the challenges

their children face. These parents face difficulties in supporting their children with intellectual disabilities as they

transition from mainstream to special schools .
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2. Parents’ Perceptions of Intellectual Disabilities

Determining the cause of intellectual disabilities can be challenging; a learner may be intellectually disabled for

various reasons that are unknown . According to Patel et al. , over 75% of individuals with intellectual

disabilities have mild intellectual disabilities. The underlying specific causes are likely to be identified. In contrast,

an underlying biological cause is highly probable within a small percentage of individuals with severe intellectual

disabilities. For those with severe to profound intellectual disabilities, genetic abnormalities, inborn errors of

metabolism, and brain malformations are considered significant causes. Subsequently, parents of learners with

intellectual disabilities are often unfamiliar with the disability, lack accurate information, and lack access to effective

guidance . However, because of high illiteracy levels among parents, including various speculations and beliefs

about the causes of intellectual disability, it seems like parents are not well-informed about intellectual disability and

its causes . This contributes to the negative traditional perception and the classification of people in wheelchairs

as a single group that represents people with disabilities, simply because disability is often associated with physical

defects .

Furthermore, Adesina et al.  established in their study that biblical perspectives have played a significant role in

beliefs and decision making during the Ancient Greek eras. Consequently, the birth of a child with congenital

anomalies was considered a sign that their parents had angered the gods or that anomalies were caused by

demonic affliction . Similarly, according to traditional beliefs in African countries, such as Ghana, Nigeria, and

Côte d’Ivoire, it was also believed that children born with disabilities were a result of evil spirit possession,

witchcraft, and parents’ punishment for sinful adultery . It also appears that South African parents of learners

with intellectual disabilities in Khayelitsha, Cape Town, believe the cause to be evil spirits from jealous neighbors,

witchcraft, and fear of ancestors; thus, they resort to traditional healers for a cure or perform rituals for ancestors

. According to Xaba , parents in KwaZulu Natal believed that intellectual disabilities were caused by cultural

norms that were not respected and that the only solution to the child’s problem was ritual performance. Similarly,

parents in Free State also believed that witchcraft, incorrect adherence to customs, and the father’s refusal to

perform rituals caused intellectual disability . In Sekhukhune and Giyani, Limpopo parents and communities

considered having a child with intellectual disabilities a punishment for the parents or because of witchcraft .

As a result, parents have always been hesitant to come forward out of shame and fear of discrimination, and their

children with disabilities have been hidden from the community and have remained at home with no access to

school or have been forced to leave home and move to private facilities, while those who have attended school

have frequently faced embarrassment, discrimination, and misunderstanding . Subsequently, because of a lack

of knowledge, having a disabled child is regarded as a source of shame for parents, and many children grow up

with their parents and siblings due to lack of education, social support, and social services .

3. Understanding the Concept of Parental Involvement

Parental involvement and its positive impact on academic achievement and the development of learners with

intellectual disabilities have long piqued the interest of educational researchers . However, parental

involvement has been challenging to define because it has been assigned and operationalized in so many contexts
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that the concept’s exact meaning has become speculative. As a result, the concept appears vague, with many

definitions, and not everyone has the same understanding of the concept . Parental involvement as a

research concept should consider parental differences. Parents and parent groups differ in many ways, including

behaviors, beliefs, convictions, and situational characteristics, such as socioeconomic and ethnocultural

background, language skills, level of education, and home situation . According to research, teachers and

school communities define parental involvement as being involved in educational processes, such as helping with

school activities, homework, and attending parent meetings to promote academic achievement. In contrast, many

parents perceive parental involvement as being more involved in their children’s everyday life, such as providing

proper care in the home and involving their children in the community or in church-based educational activities;

subsequently, parents seem to act in ways that reflect lessons learned from their own experiences, culture,

education level, and economic status . Despite the prevalent belief that parental involvement plays a

critical role in children’s academic success and development, there seem to be limited data applying this to

learners with intellectual disabilities . Parents who have never been exposed to or cared for individuals with

disabilities might not know how to raise a learner with intellectual disabilities; furthermore, how they treat learners

with intellectual disabilities is influenced by what they have learned about disability from their surroundings . This

simply means that individual experiences, cultural values, and religious worldviews influence how parents perceive

and interpret disabilities, which influences parental stress . Women are frequently abandoned by their partners,

leaving them to raise these learners independently due to the superstition that evil spirits, witchcraft, or a mother’s

improper relationships cause intellectual disabilities . As a result, parents spend a lot of money on African

medicine with the hopes of curing the learner’s disabilities . On the other hand, parents with religious beliefs

regard their children with intellectual disabilities as God’s gifts because they seek comfort in their religions, which

assists them in dealing with their circumstances as well as accepting their children’s disabilities . According to

Bergeson , emotional readiness to parent includes being ready to prioritize the learner’s needs, being ready to

accept changes in social life, and being ready to accept the changes that parenting brings to marital/partner

relationships.
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