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A CONCEPTUAL ANALYSIS OF THE LABEL “STREET 

CHILDREN”: CHALLENGES FOR THE HELPING PROFESSIONS 

Mankwane Makofane 

INTRODUCTION 

Societies are judged by the way they treat their children. This treatment can include the 

way that societies label or categorise children, an aspect that is particularly salient in 

relation to children who live on the streets (Panter-Brick, 2003:152; Ribeiro, 2008:90). 

The power of the spoken word has the potential to stigmatise, dehumanise and demean 

such children if they are referred to in a negative manner. For instance, stigmatising 

beliefs are “unjustified negative things people believe about others that involve a moral 

judgement” (Deacon, 2006:419). The argument of this paper is thus based on the African 

dictum Leina lebe seromo, which is akin to the maxim “Give a dog a bad name and hang 

him”. It is against this background that the negative portrayal of these children is 

attributed to the use of the label “street children” in the South African context.  

The presentation is inspired by the information obtained from the 2011 fourth-level 

student social workers’ research reports based on a qualitative study of “street 

children”
1
. The 37 reports, which obtained marks of 60% and higher, painted a grim 

picture of the views expressed by the children regarding the reaction of the public 

towards them. Some of the children attributed the public’s negative attitudes towards 

them to the label “street children”.  

Children who were living on the streets indicated to the students that most children of all 

races shunned them, while others appeared to be scared of them. It was also reported that 

parents pulled their own children closer to them when they encountered children who 

lived on the streets. 

Such reactions caused children who live on the streets to feel unaccepted by some 

people. In some instances the general public blamed them for petty theft, sniffing glue 

and abusing alcohol. It has also been noted from previous studies that many people 

perceive these children as deviants involved in substance abuse (Mufune, 2000:241-42), 

while others regard them as “a social menace” (Ribeiro, 2008:90). Children who were 

living on the streets were verbally insulted by some adults in the presence of their 

children. Their plight is evinced by the following statements from the research 

conducted by the students: 

“The general public is unfair towards us; they regard us as street kids and a 

danger to society. They also label us ‘thieves’, ‘dagga smokers’, ‘glue sniffers’ 

and ‘alcohol abusers’, while they have no idea who we are.” 

                                           
1
 The work of the students whose reports inspired this contribution is acknowledged and appreciated. 
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“It is painful to be called ‘a street kid’ when we are not responsible for our 

situations. Yes, some of the children ran away from home, but others like me are 

orphans and our relatives are not prepared to live with us.” 

The voices of the children on this matter are loud and clear. The findings confirm 

findings from many studies indicating that members of the public have negative 

perceptions of children who live on the streets and implicate them in various acts of 

deviance (Chetty, 1997:50; Mufune, 2000:240). The children also felt stigmatised. 

Stigma in this context should be understood “as a problem of fear and blame” (Deacon, 

Stephney & Prosalendis, 2005:x).  

The research reports provided a broad spectrum of findings, especially with regard to the 

pain endured by the children as a result of the public’s negative attitude towards them. 

However, the question to be asked is whether the stigmatisation is due to the use of the 

label “street children” or due to the public’s negative reaction towards these children? 

This is a critical area that requires further in-depth investigation. The information 

obtained, disconcerting as it was, demonstrates and confirms the resilience of these 

children as illustrated by several authors (Boyden & Mann, 2005; Henry, 2001; 

Schimmel, 2006) and inspired an extensive literature review on the concept “street 

children”.  

Overall, these findings confirm those of the national study on the living conditions of 

“street children” conducted by the Gauteng Alliance for Street Children (GASC, South 

Africa) in 2005, which found that 62% of the children did not like to be called “street 

children” (Roestenburg, 2010:243). 

PROBLEM STATEMENT 

There is no commonly agreed definition of street children (Else, 2006:192). For 

instance, researchers and organisations who work on this issue hold different views on 

what exactly the concept “street children” defines (Iqbal, 2008:201). It should be borne 

in mind that the label “street children” was originally adopted by international agencies 

to avoid negative overtones for children who had been known as vagrants, rag-pickers 

and glue-sniffers (Panter-Brick, 2003:151). These labels are used to distinguish children 

living on the streets from those living at home. Labels are influenced by people’s 

perceptions based on the activities of the children. However, the public’s generalisations 

when referring to children who live on the streets may be misleading, especially when it 

is noted that some of the literature presents the ability of these children to endure 

adversity and to become responsible citizens (Henry, 2001; Boyden & Mann, 2005).  

The normalisation of society’s marginalisation of vulnerable children is likely to make 

affected children feel unwanted. The helping professions such as social work, 

psychology and theology, to mention a few, may also fail to realise the negative 

influence such a label may have on their initiative to develop relevant multidisciplinary 

intervention programmes to alleviate the affected children’s social, economic, 

psychological, educational and spiritual problems.  
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The National Department of Social Development has a strategy and guidelines for 

children living and working in the streets. However, the label that is commonly used, i.e. 

“street children”, was not subjected to scrutiny by researchers, practitioners and the 

children regarding its implication for those affected. Nevertheless, some researchers 

endeavoured to show how negative connotations of the use of the designation have been 

ignored (Hecht, 1998; Hutz & Koller, 1999; Panter-Brick, 2003). According to Dallape 

(1996:283), renowned for many years of experience with African children living and 

working in the street, the term “street children” is “inappropriate, offensive and gives a 

distorted message”. Some of the implications of the use of the designation “street 

children” for practice are encapsulated in De Moura’s (2002:363) assertion that the 

social constructions of street children are not harmless, since “they influence policy and 

interventions from governmental and non-governmental organisations, which in turn 

help to perpetuate the status quo of social inequality”. There is confusion and 

contradiction in the use of the label “street children”, as discussed below.  

Murithi (2007:277) warns about the lack of participation by certain countries in the 

development of human rights by pointing out that “[w]hat is true is that the current 

international human rights standards, beginning with the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights, were not developed through a global, broad-based consultation of the 

different values from around the world”. The same could be said about the label “street 

children”, adopted by the South African helping professions without considering its 

implications for the affected children.  

Even though the concept “street children” has been adopted by international agencies 

(Panter-Brick, 2003:151), Mufune (2000:235) asserts that Africa has diverse languages 

and cultures, and hence using “the conception of ‘street youth’ is akin to imposing 

assumptions from a distinct environment and imputing a false cultural homogeneity on 

Africa”. This view resonates with that of the present author. Table 1 below presents the 

meanings of the term “street child” in a number of different South African indigenous 

languages, with a direct translation in English in each case to show the difficulty of 

using the term in the South African context.  

TABLE 1 

THE CONCEPT “STREET CHILD” IN DIFFERENT SOUTH AFRICAN 

INDIGENOUS LANGUAGES  

Language Translation Direct translation to English 

Afrikaans Die kind van die straat 

Straatkind 

A child of the street 

Street child 

Sepedi Ngwana wa mebileng A child of the street 

Tswana Ngwana wa mmileng 

Ngwana wa  mo tseleng 

A child of the street 

Venda Nwana o shashataho/ uya naḽ o A child who just roams around 

XiTsonga Vana lava tshamaka e switarateni  Children who live on the street 

Xhosa Abantwana abangena makhaya Children without homes 

Zulu Izinyane ezingena makhaya Children without homes 
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The first reaction of 21 people (three per language), colleagues and older persons 

consulted to provide the meaning of “street children” in their mother tongue was 

intriguing. They all said that the concept is foreign, since culturally children in adversity 

were taken care of by their relatives. However, they acknowledged that they became 

aware of the phenomenon after observing with concern children sleeping on pavements 

and under bridges. This then led different ethnic groups to formulate descriptive terms 

for such children. Lack of agreement among people from the same ethnic group on the 

correct translation has been noted. However, a high degree of convergence was observed 

on the view that explanations provided in indigenous languages do not capture the 

essence of the meaning of “street children”. 

The lack of an international agreed-upon definition of the term “street children” creates 

an opportunity for a diverse South African society to engage rigorously on this matter. 

This article seeks to provide a literature review to highlight the contradictions and 

confusion emanating from various definitions of the term “street children” as illustrated 

below. The intention of this paper is to open a conversation with readers across the 

board to critically discuss the construct “street child” in the South African context.  

LITERATURE REVIEW  

This section focuses on the literature that defines, explains and describes the notion of 

“street children” to demonstrate the difficulty of the use of the label in practice because 

of its negative connotations.  

Since there is no universal definition of “street children”, broad and ambiguous 

definitions are subject to several interpretations (Benitez, 2003:107; De Moura, 

2002:355). In some cases the terms used to refer to children living on the streets vary 

according to the geographical area of their home country (De Moura, 2002:354). 

Research studies in North America and Western Europe use the term “homeless” 

interchangeably with “street children”, while countries in Africa, Asia, Eastern Europe 

and Latin America use the term “street children” (De Moura, 2002:354; Le Roux & 

Smith, 1998:2).  

Researchers and organisations working with children who live on the streets hold 

different opinions on what the concept of street children delineates. For instance, 

pertinent questions raised relate to whether the term refers to those who work and/or 

spend days and nights outside their homes, or to those who return to their homes after 

spending the whole day on the streets (Iqbal, 2008:201).  

Some definitions of children who live on the streets accentuate their negative 

characteristics in an attempt to distinguish them from other children. For example, 

Cosgrove (1990:192) states that “[a] street child is any individual under the age of 

eighteen whose behaviour is predominantly at variance with community norms, and 

whose primary support for his/her development needs is not a family or family 

substitute”. Such an assertion probably led to Le Roux and Smith (1998:1) raising the 

question of whether the street child phenomenon is synonymous with deviant behaviour. 

The authors made an attempt to answer the question through an analysis of various 
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definitions of street children used in the 1980s and early 1990s, which led to the 

conclusion that “[h]ighly charged reactions to street children make it difficult to remain 

objective” (Le Roux & Smith, 1998:3). Table 2 below provides the definitions of “street 

children” as presented by the United Nations and by the South African government. 

TABLE 2 

“STREET CHILDREN” AS DEFINED BY THE UNITED NATIONS AND 

SOUTH AFRICA 

United Nations South Africa 

“Any boy or girl ... for whom the streets 

(in the widest sense of the word: i.e., 

unoccupied dwellings, wasteland, etc. ...) 

more than their family has become their 

real home, a situation in which there is 

no protection, supervision or direction 

from responsible adults” (Ennew, 

1994:15).  

The Children’s Act No. 38 of 2005 (Act No. 38 

of 2005:26) states that a “street child” means a 

child who – because of abuse, neglect, poverty, 

community upheaval or any other reason, has left 

his or her home, family or community and lives, 

begs or works on the streets; or because of 

inadequate care, begs or works on the streets but 

returns home at night”. 

 

A juxtaposition of the description of “street children” provided by the United Nations 

(cited by Ennew, 1994:15) and the South African Children’s Act (Act No. 38 of 2005), 

reveals a clear distinction between the definitions. The South African government 

acknowledges circumstances or adversity that may compel children to leave their homes 

to seek refuge in the street. Conversely, the definition offered by the United Nations 

(cited by Ennew, 1994:15) focuses more on the place of abode for the children who live 

on the streets and lack parental or adult supervision, and does not take into account 

conditions that could have led children to opt to leave their homes for the streets. 

The term “children of the street” refers to those who live on the streets without adult 

supervision, while “children on the street” refers to those who beg and do menial work 

on the streets and return home to contribute towards their families’ livelihood (Richter, 

1988:7; 1991:5). Subsequently, the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) included 

another category, namely “children at risk”. This phrase refers mostly to poor children 

from urban areas who may end up living and working on the streets (UNICEF, 2005) 

and are at risk of abusing substances as well as long-term risks such as lack of education.  

On the other hand, Iqbal (2008:201) regards the definition by West as comprehensive, as 

it states that the label “street children” is “a shorthand for children who transit to the 

streets – children who work on the street, or children who live on the street, with a 

variety of occupations, including beggars, garbage pickers, shoeshine boys, flower 

sellers, sweet shop workers, commercial sex workers and petty criminals”. However, the 

challenge with regard to this definition is that most people are unlikely to know that the 

label is a shortened version of children living and/or working on the streets.  

The author is of the view that some people may have reservations about using the term 

“street children” because of its emotional nuances. In a diverse society such as the South 

African one, it is to be expected that individuals will attach different meanings to the 
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term based on their socio-cultural backgrounds and language as depicted in Table 1. 

Some may find it appropriate and acceptable, while others may find it inappropriate, 

offensive, derogatory, dehumanising and/or perpetuating the social exclusion of children 

in adversity through stigmatisation. 

Pare (2003:21) proposes that the term could be replaced with “a more socially 

acceptable term, such as autonomous homeless children”. Of concern in this instance, 

though, is the usage of the concept “autonomous”, considering that children require 

protection and guidance from parents or guardians. Schimmel (2006:211) suggests the 

use of the term “street-living children” because he regards it as “unambiguous and self-

explanatory and therefore appropriate to use to refer to children living in the street 

without parental care or supervision”.  

From the literature reviewed it seems that the limitations in the use of the label “street 

children” as a working concept relate to the fact that it refers to a place of abode and the 

absence of proper care by adults from a family home and in society (Panter-Brick, 

2003:148). It fails to recognise that children work in the street, dance in the street, beg in 

the street and sleep in the street, “but the street is the venue for their actions not the 

essence of their character” (Hecht, 1998:103).  

Furthermore, the label is used to categorise and pigeonhole children living on the streets 

(Hanschur, 2009:1) and fails to acknowledge their different characteristics such as 

gender and activities (Dallape cited in Pare, 2003:21), as well as family characteristics 

such as life histories and prognoses (Hutz & Koller, 1999:60; Pare, 2003:2). Ennew 

(2000:171) is of the view that the category of street children may be “impossibly 

constructed”. 

Raffaelli and Larson (1999:1) postulate that the label is not reliable as it conceals 

variations in the experiences of children who share the common condition of being in 

the street, spending their lives outside the spheres considered appropriate for children, 

such as home, school and recreational settings. On the other hand, Panter-Brick 

(2003:151) regards the use of the label “street children” as emotionally charged and does 

little to serve the interests of the children in question; it has a stigmatising effect as 

children are assigned to the streets and to delinquent behaviour. Moreover, Panter-Brick 

(2003:150) asserts that researchers and organisations providing services to these children 

find it difficult to uphold the typology of children “of the street” (those who have access 

to their families but make the streets their home) and “on the street” (those who return at 

night to their families) established by UNICEF to differentiate street-based or home-

based street children.  

It is important to note that once a person has been given a label, the person becomes 

defined by it and consequently the entire person’s experiences, feelings and desires 

become defined in terms of the label (Saleebey, 1997:5). Hence, Egan (1998:77) 

cautions that those in the helping professions “forget at times that their labels are 

interpretations rather than understandings of the client’s experience”.  

The phenomenon of “labelling” can be partly explained in terms of the so-called theory 

of “othering”. Sociologists and philosophers have developed a theory of “othering” to 
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describe the processes whereby people who are different from us become increasingly 

alien and distanced from us (Cromer, 2001:192). Furthermore, this distancing leads to 

the emergence of a dividing wall of hostility and suspicion between the insider and the 

outsider, with those on the outside being perceived as “others” and less wanted than 

“insiders” (Cromer, 2001:192). Some theorists thus regard “othering” as a key dynamic 

underlying stigma (Deacon et al., 2005:38). Stigma is defined by Goffman (cited in 

Alonzo & Reynolds, 1995:304) as “a powerful discrediting and tainting social label” 

changes the way individuals are viewed as persons. The label “street children” has the 

potential of causing these children to be subject to “othering”. In an effort to avoid the 

labelling effects of the concept “street children”, Roestenburg (2010:243) opted for the 

use of “children in street situation”. 

The existence of the phenomenon is indisputable. However, the understanding of the 

matter has been confused by diverse definitions of “street children” having been 

provided for it by researchers, scholars and global organisations. According to many 

definitions, the street is not viewed as a temporary place of residence while the children 

explore other options, or await someone such as a concerned and good citizen or social 

workers, child and youth care workers and religious leaders to rescue them from living 

on the streets.  

DISCUSSION 

The goal of studying the definitions of the concept “street children” was to highlight its 

different meanings. The goal was accomplished through the presentation of different 

explanations of the concept “street children” that are influenced by the authors’ contexts. 

In South Africa, besides the definition of “street children” provided by the Children’s 

Act (Act No. 38 of 2005), during the past ten years, Roestenburg (2010:243) seems to be 

the only South African researcher who has attempted to provide a neutral definition for 

the concept. The neutrality of the term “children in street situation” (Roestenburg, 

2010:243) lies in the context in which children find themselves.  

Caution must be exercised in the selection of a definition of “street children”, as some 

definitions may lead people to discriminate and stigmatise these children advertently or 

inadvertently. It is therefore vital to bear in mind that people’s understanding of reality is 

influenced by their social, cultural and historical background (Hanschur, 2009:1). The 

actual question is: Whose lens do South Africans use to acquire an in-depth 

understanding of the understanding of the phenomenon of children living on the streets?  

In order to address the social construction of this frequently used label, there is a need 

for a public discourse among professionals, affected children and interested groups 

about the use of the term “street children” in South Africa. For instance, in African 

cultures there are still values such as ubuntu relating to how “humanity is achieved 

through others” (Ramose, 2010:300) that should be utilised for the promotion of 

children’s rights and for interrogating terms such as “street children”. Such a platform 

will create a climate for affected children to articulate their views on the matter. Most 

importantly, for progressive development to occur, children’s views should be respected 
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in matters concerning them (Bray, 2002:43-44; Chama, 2008:414; Panter-Brick, 

2003:157; UNICEF, 2009:9).  

Mamphiswana and Noyoo (2000:27) claim that “[i]n a diverse country like South Africa 

with a long history of both racial and ethnic divisions, social work practitioners should 

be prepared for anti-discriminatory social work practice”. Consequently, social work 

education in South Africa should consider incorporating practice models in the 

curriculum that promote children’s and human rights in such a way that prospective 

social workers will be assisted in becoming more culturally sensitive in a diverse 

society. However, the transition may not be easy for some educators, because the 

thinking of most modern African educators and educationists has already become 

infused with Western-style theories of education (Van der Walt, 2010:260). Therefore, it 

is important to develop a purpose-made solution by taking aspects from each approach 

and developing a solution to the challenge in the spirit of ubuntu. 

Different countries and communities have different life experiences, interpretations and 

expectations and consequently joint deliberations and actions are most meaningful in the 

context in which they are generated (De Moura, 2002:364). The classification of 

children on the streets is most often undertaken for the convenience of policy makers, 

researchers, statisticians and service providers charged with the responsibility of 

designing appropriate programmes that would safeguard the children’s rights and 

enhance their development cognitively, socially, psychologically and emotionally. 

Unfortunately, such classification does not benefit vulnerable children who live on the 

streets. For instance, De Moura (2002:354) asserts that the social construction of 

children living on the streets “invites or guides certain kinds of interventions at the 

expense of others”. 

CHALLENGES FOR THE HELPING PROFESSIONS  

The agreed upon non-stigmatising label for children who live on the street is critical 

considering that the social exclusion of such children is likely to perpetuate the 

professionals’ and communities’ reactionary short-term responses. In line with inter- and 

multidisciplinary research, it is vital for the helping professionals (academics and 

practitioners) to join forces in initiating multidisciplinary teams that would develop and 

implement long-term sustainable interventions to assist children in adversity after a 

consensus has been reached on the appropriate term to use to refer to children who live 

on the streets. Such a concerted effort will lead to relevant and effective responses to the 

affected children.  

Suggested conversations among all role players to explore the meaning of the label 

“street children” in the South African context should be guided by societal values. 

Research endeavours could be accomplished through fostering collaboration between 

government and institutions of higher learning. The public should be encouraged to 

participate in the process of reconceptualisation that would demonstrate the 

interconnectedness among all members of society. This was the case with the previous 

label “handicapped” persons, who were subsequently referred to as the “disabled” and 

now “people with disabilities” (Pare, 2003:22) or “persons with physical disabilities” in 
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South Africa. Public engagement could be facilitated by social workers and religious 

leaders through reflexive exercises in workshops, seminars and conferences to serve as 

groundwork for charting a better future for children who have been living outside of 

mainstream society. Issues related to stigmatisation and stereotypes of children who live 

on the streets should be addressed; otherwise the use of negative labelling will remain a 

challenge to the helping professionals until initiatives are taken to address it properly. 

CONCLUSION  

The children who live on the streets are not comfortable being called “street children” 

(GASC, South Africa cited by Roestenburg, 2010:243). Social workers are mandated to 

promote children’s rights and to protect them against any form of violation. Therefore, 

to bring healing to the affected children, social workers in collaboration with religious 

leaders and communities should lead in the creation of constructs that would promote 

rights-based anti-discriminatory practice for these children in terms of the philosophy 

and principles of ubuntu.  
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NOTES FROM PRACTICE/UIT DIE PRAKTYK 

A STUDENT’S EXPERIENCE OF GAINING ACCESS FOR QUALITATIVE 

RESEARCH 

INTRODUCTION BY THE SUPERVISOR 

The jump from theory to practice 

Listening to lecturers and reading text books, students may think that planning a 

research project, gaining access to a site and finding willing participants is a 

straightforward process. On the ground, however, they are confronted with a much 

messier situation. To deal with the practical realities and the often unforeseen challenges 

of the particular project, they have to apply their classroom knowledge, develop a range 

of research skills and learn new attitudes. Gaining access is critical. The success of data 

gathering depends directly on how easy or difficult it is to access the site and how well 

the student can build and maintain relationships with the participants and hold them to 

agreements (De Vos, Strydom, Schulze & Patel, 2011). It is a process with many 

potential pitfalls (Johl & Renganathan, 2010). Failure to access the study site 

successfully can put paid to the whole project. 

Calisto Kondowe, a Master’s student under my supervision in the Department of Social 

Development at the University of Cape Town, found this phase of his qualitative 

research much more challenging and indeed exciting than he had anticipated.  

The study was conducted in Khayelitsha, Cape Town. To enter Khayelitsha and recruit 

20 participants who met the selection criteria and were willing to participate in the study, 

Calisto needed a thorough understanding of qualitative research procedures. He needed 

to know how to build human relationships, how to ensure the research was ethical, how 

to apply the study plan, and how to communicate and negotiate in order to overcome the 

obstacles he would encounter. While book knowledge and a certain amount of practical 

research experience helped him to map out the process in advance, it was his appropriate 

application of knowledge and skills that ensured the success of this entry phase of his 

project.  

In the section below Calisto describes his experience in his own words. We hope this 

glimpse of the practicalities, difficulties, challenges and even dangers of carrying out a 

research project will be particularly helpful for first-time researchers. I add some 

concluding words in the final section. 

The aim of Calisto’s study 

This was a study of 20 young people operating informal micro businesses. The selection 

criteria for the study sample were as follows: immigrant youth (25 to 34 years) from a 

southern African country, operating an informal micro business in the manufacturing 

sector in Khayelitsha for two or more years, which the owners themselves viewed as 

successful. The aim was to investigate these young people’s circumstances and their 

experiences of establishing and running a business. It was hoped that the study would 

sensitise policy makers and others to the need to include immigrant youths in 
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