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from registered ECD programmes & thus 
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76% of Grade 9 
pupils in 2011

had not acquired
a basic understanding of
whole numbers, decimals,
operations or basic graphs and

basic facts from the 
life and physical sciences

could not recognise

The number of 

new teachers 
needed per year 

to replace the number of 
teachers leaving the system[ ] 
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but higher education institutions only produced

15 655 teacher graduates 
in 2014.
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had no electricity5% 1 131
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HAD NO laboratories86% 20 463

HAD NO computer labs68% 16 146

80% of our Grade 9 pupils
are achieving at a

Grade level5 
in mathematics and the backlog starts in

Grades 1 to 3. 

more than half of our 
students cannot read for 
meaning and interpretation

a third are completely 
illiterate in any language. 
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This Review is a showcase of The ouTsTanding innovaTions The 
BeRTha educaTion innovaTion iniTiaTive has uncoveRed in The 
souTh afRican educaTion space.

this South African Education 
Innovator’s Review. Through this 
Review we want to celebrate 
a selection of the outstanding 
innovations we have uncovered. 

These innovations have proven 
impact, and have scaled to 
increase the reach of this 
impact. We spent time with the 
implementers to move beyond 
a clinical analysis, to extract 
and understand their practical 
learnings gathered through 
implementation, and to identify 
what works and why. These 
discussions were characterised 
by vulnerability and generosity 
on the part of the programme 
implementers, and a tenacious 

commitment to keep addressing 
the challenges in the system with 
thoughtful interventions that value 
the input of the entire education 
ecosystem to improve the 
learners’ access to dignified and 
quality education.

This ecosystem is reflected in the 
chapters of this Review, with the 
learner at the centre, surrounded 
by the vital stakeholders needed 
for successful systems change: 
teachers, parents and caregivers, 
school leadership, Government 
and the private sector. Along 
with the in-depth look at specific 
programmes, each chapter 
features a local expert’s opinion, 
outlining the current state of – 

and challenges in – the particular 
field, and highlighting the need 
for innovation and the likely 
components of a viable solution. 
We have also highlighted some 
innovations to watch, which are 
meeting a need in this ecosystem 
through sustainable and 
thoughtful implementation.

We trust that this Review will shine 
a spotlight on the sometimes 
under-recognised role that frontline 
actors can play in systemic change 
in education, and the hope that lies 
in the all-too-often untold narrative 
of their positive work. We hope that 
you are inspired to embark on your 
own journey to support education 
in our country.

T
he Bertha Centre for 
Social Innovation and 
Entrepreneurship is a 
specialised unit at the UCT 

Graduate School of Business. 
Established in partnership with the 
Bertha Foundation in 2011, it has 
become a leading academic centre 
dedicated to advancing social 
innovation and entrepreneurship. 
One of the priority areas of 
the centre’s work is education 
innovation. 

In 2013, The Bertha Centre 
Education Innovation Initiative 
partnered with Results for 
Development to drive forward 
Center for Education Innovations’ 
mission to increase access to 
quality education for low-income 
communities by identifying, 
analysing, and connecting 
innovations in the education 
sector. Over the past three years, 
the team has compiled case 
studies of over 125 organisations 
which have demonstrated 

innovative programme design, 
successful scaling, robust 
monitoring and evaluation, 
cost efficiency and systemic 
collaboration for proven impact on 
learners, from ‘cradle to career’.

We have also focused on engaging 
and building collaboration with 
innovative and impactful education 
models and sustainable solutions, 
to address the challenge of 
access to quality education. 
Over 30 gatherings have been 
facilitated in response to the 
changing needs of the education 
community – whether it be 
knowledge sharing or getting 
diverse stakeholders around the 
same table to look at a challenge 
together. With our network of 
academics, members of provincial 
and national government, funders, 
implementers, educators and 
business stakeholders, we believe 
we are well-placed to provide 
an overview of the education 
landscape.

Many organisations have drawn 
on our experiences through 
one-on-one strategy discussions, 
reflecting on their impact and 
potential innovation within existing 
programmes. Our exploratory 
visits to Zambia, Botswana and 
Uganda have enabled us to share 
some of the learnings from our 
colleagues in the rest of Africa 
with our network back home. Our 
opinions on the critical success 
factors of education innovations 
have also been consolidated. Firstly, 
these interventions ensure that the 
child is supported in every stage 
along his or her learning journey 
through education interventions 
that look at change systemically 
and collaboratively; secondly, they 
should be coupled with teacher 
development programmes to 
facilitate the adoption, sustainability 
and success of these interventions.

In 2015, upon reflection of our 
work over the last three years, 
we were inspired to compile 
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T
o understand why South 
Africa is lagging behind in the 
area of education innovation, 
consider the following 

scenario: we’re in a school 
which was built by a community 
development programme 
employing local contractors. 
Outside, a small group of parents 
from the local community are 
working in the school’s vegetable 
garden. In one classroom, trained 
volunteers begin a one-on-one 
reading lesson with Grade Two 
learners. In the classroom next 
door, we find a trained, motivated 
teacher: one who regards himself 
as a life-long learner. Following a 
discussion he had with a group of 
colleagues at a recent Community 
of Practice meeting, our teacher 
deliberately positions himself at 
the back of the room, and allows 

a recent graduate, drawn from the 
school’s own community, to teach 
the class of Grade Six learners. 
The graduate neatly arranges  
her teaching tools for the day,  
then looks up, smiles, and  
says to the class: “Please take  
out your LEGO blocks!”

Does this scenario seem far-
fetched? It shouldn’t… yet it 
is. It shouldn’t, because each 
element of the story is a real-life 
example, drawn from schools 
and classrooms across South 
Africa, of a bottom-up approach 
of teachers and communities 
oriented towards a new  
way of thinking about and  
doing innovation. 

Yet it is, because the elements 
of our story remain the 
exception, rather than the rule, 

in our contemporary education 
landscape.

And there’s the problem: with 
every year that passes, South 
Africa will fall further behind 
in the global competitiveness 
stakes unless we invest in 
quality education for all our 
children, built around innovative 
cultures of open-minded, 
inventive, and courageous 
thinking. Innovative cultures do 
not emerge from teaching and 
learning environments that are 
risk-averse, test-driven, teacher-
centered, authority-based, and 
that value rote learning over 
experimental thinking.

Without this paradigm shift, the 
South African pool of innovators 
rising to the top will remain 
shallow. This is only possible with 
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oUr edUcation 
ecosystems
The fuTuRe success of The souTh afRican classRoom lies in 
undeRsTanding The issues of inTeRdependency and susTainaBiliTy 
– and in having The couRage To make innovaTions possiBle.

“InnovatIve cultures 
do not emerge 
from teachIng 
and learnIng 
envIronments 
that are rIsk-
averse, test-drIven, 
teacher-centered, 
authorIty-based, 
and that value 
rote learnIng 
over experImental 
thInkIng.”

a network of support backing up 
this teacher, from principals and 
parents to community leaders 
and funders.

That is why I was excited to learn 
about the many organisations 
in this country that work in 
the innovation space. The 
case studies of innovation 
compiled by the Bertha Centre 
for Social Innovation and 
Entrepreneurship cover the 
spectrum of education work, 
from early childhood education 
to teacher development to 
Science education and the 
thread of education technology 
running through many of these 
interventions. I love the metaphor 
of the ecosystem that frames 
these innovations, for it speaks 
to issues of interdependency and 
sustainability; in other words, 
that multiple stakeholders 
are required, from funders to 
NGOs and from government 
and teachers, to make such 
innovations possible, visible and 
durable within the education 
change landscape.

The case studies in this Review 
are truly exceptional. They offer 
hope to many who find that 
the humdrum of mainstream 
education has bypassed the 
dynamism offered through 
innovation, and who alter the 
ways in which we teach and 
learn, and live and work, together. 
My sincere congratulations to 
the case study teams, and to the 
Bertha Centre for making public 
these powerful examples of 
innovation in education.

Professor Jonathan 
Jansen is Rector and 
Vice-Chancellor of the 
University of the Free 
State.

P r o f e s s o r 
J o n a t h a n 
J a n s e n



A
fter the first democratic 
elections in 1994, one of 
Government’s priorities 
was educational reform, 

which was seen as a key vehicle 
for overcoming the injustices of 
Apartheid. Since then, progress 
has been made in education 
legislation, policy development 
and curriculum reform, with the 
allocation of educational resources 
clearly directed by considerations 
of equity. 

South African education today 
is characterised by co-operative 

governance, with power sharing 
between the national and 
provincial governments. At the 
national level, the Department of 
Basic Education (DBE) provides 
the framework for school policy, 
with administrative responsibility 
held by provincial education 
departments. School governance 
has been further decentralised, 
with greater autonomy devolved 
onto school governing bodies.

Since 1994 educational provision 
has expanded considerably: 
virtually all primary-age children 
are in school, with equal numbers 
of girls and boys. On both counts 
the UN Millennium Development 
Goals of 2000 have been met. 
Grade R enrolments in public 
schools increased from 544,000 in 
2009 to about 800,000 in 2014. 

Equality of access has 
unfortunately not translated 
into equality of opportunity. 
Measured literacy and numeracy 
performance of South African 
children is well below countries of 
similar economic status, leading 
some researchers to conclude that 
many schools serving low-income 
communities have not significantly 
improved in terms of educational 
outcomes since 1994. 

South Africa’s education system 
generally sees children making 
the switch to either English or 
Afrikaans (the only languages of 
instruction at schools) in Grade 4, 
by which time they are expected to 
have understood basic concepts 
in their mother tongue. However, 
research undertaken by the South 
African Human Sciences Research 
Council (HSRC) has revealed that 
too many students are competent 
in neither their native nor a second 
language. This issue is further 
complicated by the fact that many 
of their teachers are also are not 
fluent in English.

What has become apparent is 
the extent to which poor quality 
teaching and learning has been 
perpetuated by what is largely an 
under-skilled, poorly incentivised, 
yet highly unionised teaching 
corps, many of whom were 
themselves products of inferior 
education. Unfortunately, attempts 
to improve teaching through 
qualifications have not resulted 
in an improvement in learner 
performance. 

The recruitment, retention and 
deployment of teachers are part 
of a wider problem faced in the 
system as a whole. Whereas 
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South AfricAn 
EducAtion ovErviEw

the best performing education 
systems tend to have highly 
selective teacher recruitment 
programmes, South Africa faces 
the same challenges as other 
middle-income countries in that 
teaching tends to attract the 
lowest 40% of graduates. Coupled 
with the current remuneration 
structure, the system offers little 
reward to teachers who perform 
well. The flat age-wage profile 
in turn offers few incentives to 
remain in the teaching profession 
after the initial few years. 

This is not to suggest that 
Government is failing to act. 
Given that education is a priority 
in terms of both its goals and 
its budgetary allocation, the 
persistent low performance in the 
academic achievement of learners 
has prompted Government to 
undertake a number of initiatives 
to improve the quality of schooling. 
Initiatives include a curriculum 
review, which has resulted in 
Curriculum and Assessment Policy 
Statements (CAPS) developed 
for all subjects for Grades R to 
12. From 2014, CAPS is being 
implemented across all grades of 
schooling. The classroom level 
delivery of the new, more tightly 
structured curriculum is reinforced 
in two subject areas, Mathematics 
and Languages, through a series 
of prescribed workbooks provided 
free of charge to all Grade R to 9 
learners in public schools. 

Following a Teacher Development 
Summit held in July 2009, a new, 
strengthened, integrated plan for 
teacher development has been 
developed. The implementation of 

a nationally coordinated system of 
Continuing Professional Teacher 
Development (CPTD) commenced 
in 2013, with roll-out anticipated to 
take place over a three-year period 
(2013-2015).

Meanwhile, the independent 
schooling sector accounts for 
a relatively small percentage 
of the overall system. In 2011, 
there were just under 480,000 
learners in 1207 registered private 
schools, accounting for 3.8% 
of total enrolments. The sector 
caters for a broad spectrum of 
socio-economic and cultural 
communities. There is a robust 
independent school movement 
with a number of associations, the 
largest of which (ISASA) has over 
700 member schools with 160,000 
learners.

While a significant number of 
schools operate as non-profit 
organisations, a number of 
for-profit public companies are 
active in the South African market. 
Independent schools are eligible 
for government subsidies on a 
sliding scale dependent on the 
fees each school charges and, by 
corollary, the community it serves. 

In recent years, there has been 
a growth in schools catering for 
the lower income market. The 
emergence of low-fee private 
schools signals what may be a 
significant shift in this area. Linked 
to this, there is growing interest in 
‘contract schools’: a model where 
there is partnership between 
Government (which finances 
the school) and a private sector 
provider (which manages it). 

Corporate social investment (CSI) 
in all levels of education amounted 
to around R2 billion per annum 
in 2009. Companies direct funds 
either to service providers or, 
particularly in the case of school 
building and refurbishment 
projects, to the National or 
Provincial Departments of Basic 
Education who identify schools in 
most need of support. In recent 
years, there has been a trend away 
from making available funds (other 
than relatively small grants) directly 
to schools or to school foundations. 

There is an extensive range of 
NGOs in South Africa with around 
85,000 presently registered 
with the Department of Social 
Development. The majority 
are classified as voluntary 
associations, but there are a 
significant number (319) of non-
profit organisations (NPOs) and 
311 Trusts. A number of these 
trusts channel the CSI spend of 
large South African corporations. 
The challenges outlined above 
need sustained attention. 
Otherwise, the South African 
schooling system will continue 
to punch well below its weight in 
terms of educational outcomes. 

“Equality of 
accEss has 
unfortunatEly 
not translatEd 
into Equality of 
opportunity.”

This article, in its unabridged 
form, was originally published 
on the Center for Education 
Innovations website. Read the 
full version, including references, 
at educationinnovations.org/
research-and-evidence/south-
africa-education-overview.

While seeking 
to put right the 
inequalities of 
the past, south 
africa’s education 
system is Working 
toWards a brighter 
future. but first, 
the challenges of 
the present must be 
overcome.

Dr Jonathan Clark is 
the director of both the 
Schools Development 
Unit and the Schools 
Improvement Initiative 
at UCT.

D r  J o n a t h a n 
C l a r k

http://educationinnovations.org/research-and-evidence/south-africa-education-overview


A
ccess to education in 
developing countries has 
improved significantly over 
the last several decades, 

but quality and learning outcomes 
have not kept pace. As a result, 
development priorities are shifting 
away from simply getting children 
in the door, and are increasingly 
focused on improving the quality of 
education. There are thousands of 
innovative education programmes 
striving to increase not only 
access, but also the quality of 
education for children in low-
income communities. However, 
there are significant gaps in our 
understanding of the benefits these 
programmes provide. 

This gap is due, in part, to the lack 
of systematic and easy-to-access 
information about programmes 
around the world – both big and 
small. Practical lessons about 

successful and unsuccessful 
experiences are even harder to 
find, and as a result we are left with 
a world full of innovative models, 
but without an understanding of 
how they are distributed, whether 
they work, or how those that do 
can be improved, replicated and 
scaled up to serve more of the 
world’s poor.

Seeking to address this challenge, 
Result for Development’s Center 
for Education Innovations (CEI) 
has sought to identify, analyse 
and connect innovative education 
programmes in low- and middle-
income countries, in order to 
better understand, learn and build 
on their work. CEI developed two 
mutually-reinforcing mechanisms 
to pursue this goal: a public web 
platform, serving as an online 
knowledge hub for those working 
to improve education in developing 

countries; and a network of in-
country partners, whose on-the-
ground presence and expertise 
allow for learning and collaboration 
to take place offline.

The value of this two-pronged 
approach can be seen especially 
through our presence in South 
Africa. Since 2013, we have worked 
with the Bertha Centre for Social 
Innovation and Entrepreneurship, a 
specialist unit at the UCT Graduate 
School of Business, to develop 
and integrate our network into the 
nation’s education sector. The 
Bertha Centre’s commitment to 
evidence-based development, their 
multi-sector expertise and their 
passion for innovative ideas make 
them an ideal collaborator. 

The first step of our valuable 
partnership was to cultivate 
relationships among practitioners 
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Working TogeTher To 
improve educaTion

working every day to improve the 
future for South Africa’s children. 
What we found was an astounding 
variety of models striving for better 
quality education, with approaches 
that ranged from the provision 
of support to primary school 
learners in rural communities 
of KwaZulu-Natal  to tutoring 
secondary school students across 
the country so they not only excel 
academically, but reach their full 
potential as community members 
as well. 

With Bertha’s leadership, we 
together have now identified over 
125 South African innovations, 
and built a network of like-minded 
change-makers who are eager 
to transform their country’s 
education landscape. We brought 

T h e  C e n t e r 
f o r  E d u c a t i o n 
I n n o v a t i o n s : 
R e s u l t s  f o r 
D e v e l o p m e n t 
I n s t i t u t e

these programmes together, both 
digitally and in person, featuring 
their work on the CEI online 
platform as well as at conferences 
and events in South Africa. The 
Bertha Centre has connected 
them to knowledge and resources, 
partnering with the Jameel 
Poverty Action Lab (JPAL) Africa 
regional office at UCT to ensure 
their work is influenced by the 
newest evidence. We have also 
connected several programmes 
to assessment reviews, through 
the Bertha Centre’s existing 
partnership with UCT’s Institute for 
Monitoring & Evaluation, that have 
helped them learn from their own 
practices and improve. 

Most of all, we have learned 
from our network of innovators, 

whose innovative ideas push 
the boundaries regarding what 
is possible for the South Africa 
education system. As the Bertha 
Centre releases this Review, 
highlighting the challenges and 
successes of many of these South 
African innovators, we hope that 
their work will inspire and guide the 
work of others like them seeking 
to improve education outcomes 
worldwide. 

These programmes have 
already made great progress for 
education in South Africa, and 
if their experiences are properly 
harnessed for the benefit of others, 
their collective impact has the 
potential to improve the education 
and livelihoods of millions around 
the world. 

As the focus shifts from simply getting leArners into clAssrooms, 
And towArds improving the quAlity of educAtion, we hAve built 
A network of like-minded chAnge-mAkers who Are eAger to 
trAnsform south AfricA’s educAtion lAndscApe. 

There are 
Thousands 
of innovaTive 
educaTion 
programs 
sTriving To 
increase noT 
only access, buT 
also The qualiTy 
of educaTion 
for children 
in low-income 
communiTies. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2015/05/13/business/economy/as-global-number-of-pupils-soars-education-falls-behind.html?_r=0
http://educationinnovations.org
http://educationinnovations.org/program/ilifa-labantwana-sobambisana-initiative
http://educationinnovations.org/program/ikamvayouth
http://educationinnovations.org/programs/search?combine=&field_external_evaluation_value=All&field_countries_tid[]=482&sort_by=changed&sort_order=DESC
http://educationinnovations.org/blog/3-featured-programs-chosen-receive-valuable-me-analysis-university-cape-town
http://educationinnovations.org/program/ilifa-labantwana-sobambisana-initiative
http://educationinnovations.org/program/ikamvayouth
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Early Childhood 
Development01 Mark Tomlinson 

is a Professor in 
the Department 
of Psychology 
at Stellenbosch 
University, and a 
Visiting Professor in 
the Department of 
Mental Health at the 
University of  
Cape Town.

M a r k  
T o m l i n s o n

O P I N I O N  P I E C E 0 1 :  E a r l y  C h i l d h o o d  d E v E l o p m E n t

N
euroscientific, biological, 
genetic and social science 
research over the past two 
decades is unequivocal: the 

first 1000 days (the antenatal 
period and the first two years) 
and the period to the end of the 
third year of a child’s life are 
foundational in terms of brain 
development. 

Brain development and the  
neural connections formed in  
this early period are central to later 
social, emotional and cognitive  
development. We are also becom-
ing acutely aware of the negative 
impact of early nutritional deficits 
on cognitive development, and 
of the impact of toxic stress (as 
a result of poverty, abuse and 
trauma) on how children develop 
the capacity to regulate their be-
haviour and emotions, as well as 
on the development of attention. 
All of these are essential skills if 
children are to succeed at school. 

Delivering interventions in the 
early years has proven to be cost 
effective1 and to reduce health 
inequities2, and an increasing 
evidence base exists for how 
early childhood investments 
can substantially improve adult 
health3. But while the scientific 
data has been accumulating, until 
quite recently there has been a 
striking worldwide indifference 
– from a donor and policy point 
of view – towards early child 
development (ECD). 

Despite the relative neglect 
of ECD, there a wide variety of 
non-governmental agencies 
(NGOs) and community-based 
organisations (CBOs) in South 
Africa and elsewhere which have 
for decades been delivering 
innovative ECD services to 
children throughout the region. 

In the light of these interventions, 
and in the context of the 

compelling need for ECD services, 
how should we understand 
the global disregard of ECD? 
Why are some health initiatives 
more successful in generating 
funding and political priority than 
others, and what might some of 
the system blockages be? The 
answer to these questions is 
complex. 

At the most crude level, young 
children are not a constituency 
who can speak for themselves or 
mobilise resources. In the context 
of scarce financial resources 
and where prioritisation of 
resources is essential, it is often 
the case that “she who shouts 
loudest” gets heard. Allocation of 
resources is often only partially 
related to disease burden or 
to what may yield the greatest 
societal benefits in the future. 

Democratic governments that 
have a five-year cycle before re-

With increasing political and donor visibility both globally and 
in south africa, it’s time to ask the question: are We entering a 
neW era for early child development?

 I N T E R V E N E  E A R L Y 
Chaeli Campaign believes in 
inclusive education. To promote this 
their Occupational Therapist and 
Community Workers support ECD 
centre practitioners and parents 
to identify and address barriers 
to learning in the early years of a 
child’s life.

 T A K E  A  H O L I S T I C  A P P R O A C H 
Tree provides holistic support to 
children in rural areas, through a 
programme designed to build the 
capacity of practitioners while 
offering resources and spaces that 
encourage learning through play. 

 B E  C O M M U N I T Y - C E N T R E D 
Pebbles Project designed their 
intervention to support the child 
from ECD and throughout their 
schooling. They draw farming 
communities together, empowering 
parents and helping local farmers 
make meaningful contributions 
to the education needs of their 
community. 

 T A R G E T  T H E  N E E D S 
Early Inspiration improves the 
quality of ECD by equipping 
practitioners with training, by 
including parents and targeting 
support through home visits to the 
most at-risk families.

INNOVATIONS TO  WATCHelection may be inclined to focus 
on health concerns with a more 
immediate outcome (neonatal 
survival), rather than delivering 
ECD services where the greatest 
impact is likely to be only seen 
decades in the future. 

The ECD landscape has also 
been characterised by a 
number of internal divisions. 
These issues include debates 
around terminology (early child 
development, or early child 
education, or early childhood care 
and development); the age period 
(antenatal to age two, or birth to 
three years, or birth to nine years); 
which sector is responsible 
for ECD services (health, or 
nutrition, or education, or social 
development); and where ECD 
services should be delivered 
(home, or clinic, or community). 
This makes it difficult to promote 
a common construct.

Other obstacles to ECD policy 
and implementation progress 
include the lack of population-
based metrics that can be 
readily collected, as well as an 
inadequate and inaccessible 
evidence base. Without such 
evidence, policymakers have 
found it difficult to become 
champions for ECD. 

Finally, inter-sectoral co-ordi-
nation is essential, as many of 
the roles and functions currently 
linked to the everyday life of 
children are artificially split across 

government departments. The 
result may be a “silo” approach 
to service provision, resulting 
in costly task replication and 
missed opportunities to deliver 
essential services. In a financially 
constrained system, improving 
inter-sectoral coordination is vital. 

Despite the many obstacles, the 
increasing political and donor 
visibility of ECD provides an 
opportune moment for existing 
stakeholders to advocate for the 
particular niche within which they 
are working. Delivering services 
to children is complex for many 
reasons, not least of which is the 
diversity of settings. 

Delivering services needs to be 
holistic and cannot be a ‘one size 
fits all’ approach. The needs of 
children living in urban settings 
may differ in important ways 
from children in rural settings. 

The programmes showcased in 
this Education Innovator’s Review 
have, in one way or another, all 
been specifically adapted to 
their particular contexts (rural 
or urban); all use a multi-faceted 
holistic approach to intervention; 
and all have a strong prevention 
focus. The extent to which these 
and similar programmes can 
take advantage of a shifting ECD 
landscape will determine the 
extent to which we will be able to 
look back in 10 years’ time and 
say this was when things began 
to change.

REFERENCES: 1/ HECKMAN JJ (2006) SKILL FORMATION AND THE ECONOMICS OF INVESTING IN DISADVANTAGED CHILDREN. SCIENCE 312: 1900-1902; 2/ MARMOT M, FRIEL S, BELL  
R, HOUWELING TA, TAYLOR S, ET AL. (2008) CLOSING THE GAP IN A GENERATION: HEALTH EQUITY THROUGH ACTION ON THE SOCIAL DETERMINANTS OF HEALTH. LANCET 372: 1661- 
1669; 3/ CAMPBELL F, CONTI G, HECKMAN JJ, MOON SH, PINTO R, ET AL. (2014) EARLY CHILDHOOD INVESTMENTS SUBSTANTIALLY BOOST ADULT HEALTH. SCIENCE 343: 1478-1485.
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More than 

80% 
of children aged  

0–4 yRs 
in the poorest 

40% 
of the population are

entirely 
excluded

from registered  
ECD programmes  

& thus 

do not 
feature in national  

budget calculations. 
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I
lifa Labantwana is a national 
programme, initiated in 2010 and 
supported by a donor partnership 
involving the DG Murray Trust, the 

FNB Fund, the ELMA Foundation 
and the UBS Optimus Foundation.
It aims to provide implementation 
evidence, build national capacity 
and galvanise informed political 
support for the provision of quality 
early childhood development (ECD) 
services at scale. The programme 
focuses on the poorest 40% of 
children under six years of age 
and on the period of development 
during pregnancy. 

It is innovative in its commitment 
to systems change in enhancing 
access and quality of ECD services 
in South Africa. Ilifa Labantwana 
looks at ways to make systems 
more effective and more efficient, 
building on existing resources 
within Government. 

Any system involves multiple 
parts that are interrelated. 
Adopting a systems approach 
means considering all elements 
of the system, and taking into 
account the interrelationship and 
interdependencies between its 
parts. A system is also similar to 

a chain, in that it is only as strong 
as its weakest link. Systems 
change, then, is based on 
identifying and strengthening that 
weakest link.  

Using this systems approach, 
Ilifa Labantwana identifies and 
explores mechanisms for scaling 
ECD services ,working closely 
with government to facilitate the 
enhancement of existing systems 
and the development of new 
systems where necessary. 

A clear example of this systems 
approach at work can be found 
in Ilifa Labantwana’s partnership 
with the Department of Social 
Development (DSD) in KwaZulu-
Natal. Ilifa adapted simple 
wall-mounted workflow boards, 
which are commonly used to 
improve systems efficiency in 
the manufacturing industry, to 
help DSD service offices (which 
operate at the level of local 
municipalities) to identify key 
constraints within their ECD 
registration system. The process 
creates a simple visual map of 
the complicated registration 
system, allowing social workers 
to see at a glance where the main 

bottleneck is within the system 
and to quantify this bottleneck. 
In this way, time and resources 
can be efficiently directed at 
the key constraint and users of 
the workflow boards are able to 
see immediately whether this 
bottleneck is being effectively 
addressed. Ilifa has tested this 
intervention at two services 
offices and has been able to 
improve systems efficiency to 
the extent that turnaround time 
for each step in the process has 
reduced dramatically and the 
number of ECD sites registered 
increased from an average of 5 
sites per year at each office to a 
potential 10 per month. 

Adoption of a systems approach 
to enhancing access to ECD 
services is not without its 
challenges. One of the biggest 
of these challenges is the fact 
that government systems are 
nested and it is impossible to 
address the constraint within 
one system without addressing 
blockages in the system within 
which this is nested. This added 
level of complexity demands 
a collaborative approach with 

K E Y  L E A R N I N G
A systems 
approach to change 
is needed. This 
can be a hard sell 
to funders, but the 
benefits are far 
more sustainable.

This naTional early childhood developmenT programme uses a sysTems 
approach To affecT change and improve efficiencies.

IlIfa labantwana

For more about Ilifa Labantwana, go to ilifalabantwana.co.za or educationinnovations.org/program/
ilifa-labantwana-sobambisana-initiative. 

Follow the programme:    @IlifaLabantwana    ilifa.sa
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IlIfa labantwana 
looks at ways 
to make systems 
more effectIve 
and more effIcIent, 
buIldIng on exIstIng 
resources wIthIn 
government.

Ilifa working across all levels of 
government simultaneously. 

Ilifa Labantwana’s approach 
is informed by The Theory of 
Constraint, which argues that 
resources should be directed 
at the area where there is the 
greatest constraint, thereby 
alleviating that constraint to aid 
flow within the system. “High-

leverage changes in human 
systems are often nonobvious 
until we understand the forces 
at play in those systems. There 
are no simple rules for finding 
these high-leverage changes, 
but learning to see underlying 
structures rather than events is a 
starting point”.1

The benefits of a systems 

approach to change are clear. 
But it does require support from 
funders who buy into the long-
term nature of this approach and 
who accept that while changing 
a system can leverage significant 
long term benefits to children,  
change is not always within your 
control and the benefits may only 
be evident later.
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The Bulungula Incubator was 
established in 2007 to address 
the challenges of rural poverty, 
while promoting and preserving 
the positive effects of the 
traditional South African rural 
lifestyle and culture. At the time, 
there were no institutions that 
offered Early Child Development 
(ECD) education in the four 
villages that make up the Xhora 
Mouth Administrative Area of 
the Eastern Cape. That changed 
in 2009, when the Jujurha 
Education Centre (JEC) opened 
to all three- to six-year-olds 
living in Nqileni Village. Its daily 
programme is offered by local 
ECD practitioners, and continues 
up to the Grade R level. 

The JEC was followed by 
three more community-based 
preschools: Khanyisa Preschool 
in Mgojweni Village opened 
in 2012; and Masiphathisane 
Preschool in Folokwe and 
Phaphamani Preschool in  
Tshezi in 2013.

The JEC offers library facilities 

for the whole community, and 
support for schools in the area 
through After School Enrichment 
and Rural Schools Outreach 
programmes. Afternoon sessions 
include opportunities for 
supervised play with educational 
toys, as well as structured 
numeracy and literacy lessons, 
creative art activities, basic 
English, story time in the Jujurha 
library and the opportunity to 
borrow library books. 

During the establishment of the 
JEC, the Bulungula Incubator 
actively sought to build local 
skills, sourcing and training 
employees directly from the 
community. It also created 
permaculture gardens to 
supplement a planned nutrition 
programme, and developed 
appropriate infrastructure in 
an area which had no access 
to running water, electricity, 
sanitation or road access. It 
developed a practical curriculum 
of how to deliver excellent 
early childhood education and 
managed to access government 

funding to support the set-up 
and daily running costs of ECD 
centres. The JEC trains ECD 
practitioners from the immediate 
area, requiring only potential and 
enthusiasm from the candidates. 
These teachers start with no 
prior experience or relevant 
formal qualifications. 

Parent Participation workshops 
are offered on a range of topics. 
The importance of educational 
stimulation from birth is 
emphasized, and parents are 
given the opportunity to make 
learning equipment from locally 
available materials. The JEC 
is intentional about preserving 
the elements of rural life that 
contribute to a nurturing, 
wholesome and safe space in 
which children can learn; with an 
emphasis on emergent literacy 
and developing imaginative play.

The community is supported in 
managing the centre. Parents 
are included in its sustainability 
model, committing to cooking 
meals for the learners two days 

K E Y  L E A R N I N G
Build the capacity 
of the community, 
so that it can take 
ownership of the 
innovation.

locaTed in a remoTe rural area of The easTern cape, This ecd cenTre 
exTends iTs influence far beyond The classroom, empowering and 
influencing oTher schools and communiTies in The area.

For more about the Jujurha Education Centre, go to bulungulaincubator.wordpress.com or 
educationinnovations.org/program/jujurha-education-centre-jec.

L E A R N 
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a month in lieu of school fees. 
Parents are also equipped with 
the skills to serve on management 
committees. The grant from 
the Department of Social 
Development (DSD) is managed 

by local teachers, and they serve 
as the liaison between parents, 
the community and the DSD. 

The impact of the JEC will be felt 
for generations. The community 

of the Xhora Mouth Administrative 
Area is not a transient population, 
so the level of competence can 
continue to be leveraged to the 
benefit of both the learners and 
the rest of the community.

the Jec Is IntentIonal 
about preservIng the 
elements of rural lIfe 
that contrIbute to a 
nurturIng, wholesome 
and safe space In whIch 
chIldren can learn.

JuJurha 
EducatIon cEntrE

https://bulungulaincubator.wordpress.com
http://educationinnovations.org/program/jujurha-education-centre-jec
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OvercOming SOuth AfricA’S literAcy chAllengeS 
will require Strengthening the teAching Of 
literAcy, pArticulArly in the eArly yeArS when 
fOundAtiOnS Are lAid fOr lAter leArning.

 P R O V I D E  A C C E S S 
Good Work Foundation have 
established ICT learning centres in 
rural areas, giving learners access to 
technology which they may not have 
in their schools. The tablets have 
Literacy and Numeracy apps, and 
facilitators help make the mastery of 
these skills accessible and fun. 

 C R E A T E  A  S o c i a l  M o v e m e n t 
Nal’ibali have responded to the 
literacy crisis by launching a 
national campaign to encourage 
reading for enjoyment. They have 
established a network of school 
and community-run reading clubs 
and a digital platform for parents to 
access stories for their children, in 
11 official languages. 

 T A K E  A  S y s t e m i c  A P P R O A C H 
Wordworks tackle the literacy 
problem systemically by empowering 
teachers, parents and community 
volunteers, and by designing quality 
content and resources. Their 
methodology is based on extensive 
research, and they aim to intervene 
as early as possible. 

 A D D R E S S  P R A C T I C A L  I S S U E S 
Basic Concepts is a teacher 
professional development program 
to build pedagogical skills for 
foundations in language development, 
numeracy and literacy. The coaching 
approach centres around scaffolding 
learning, which is interactive, 
exploratory and hands-on.

i n n o v at i o n s  TO  W ATC H

Shelley O’Carroll 
is the Director of 
Wordworks.

S h e l l e y 
O ’ C a r r o l l 

REWRITE THE FUTURE

C
hildren begin by learning 
language, and then use 
language to learn.  Before 
school and at school, 

the teaching of reading and 
writing must include a greater 
focus on building language-
rich environments that support 
interaction and language learning. 

Children’s literacy is everyone’s 
responsibility. Parents have a 
vital role to play, but many believe 
that preschool and school are 
the proper places for learning. 
Some might feel that their own 
educational background or home 
language does not qualify them to 
support their child. 

The development of literacy in two 
languages is a reciprocal process, 
and research supports a model of 
bilingualism that provides ongoing 
support for the mother tongue as 
children become competent in a 
second language. Rather than be-
ing in competition, first and second 
languages are interdependent.

Reading to children helps to inspire 
enjoyment of books and stories, 
and fosters a love of reading.  
Where books are not available, 
telling stories helps to bridge the 
gap between everyday language 
and the more complex language of 
books. Community-based spaces 

that encourage a love of stories 
and books need to be supported 
and resourced.

Schools in historically disadvantaged 
communities frequently struggle 
with large class sizes and limited 
access to specialised remedial 
services. There is a need for early 
intervention and compensatory 
initiatives that draw on community 
members to work with children who 
struggle with reading and writing. 
In-school and after-school volun-
teer programmes have enormous 
potential for mobilising communities 
to partner with teachers. 

Yet national and provincial assess-
ments show that a high percent-
age of South African children are 
not acquiring basic literacy in their 
first three years at school. Many 
from disadvantaged communities 
are starting school already behind, 
having missed out on those vital 
early learning opportunities. The 
result is that the achievement gap 
becomes entrenched from the 
earliest years, and teachers strug-
gle to make up for lost time. The 
focus needs to shift from tackling 
low literacy levels once children 
have failed to learn to read, to 
innovation in the ECD space to 
ensure that every child learns to 
read and write successfully.  

LITERACY AND 
NUMERACY02

W
hen I was a child my 
grandfather told me there 
were only two subjects 
he cared about: Maths 

and English. In retrospect, this 
stands to reason. Maths forms 
the foundation of all quantitative 
subjects (Physics, Accounting, 
etc) and English provides the 
foundation for the humanities 
(History, Literature, etc). I don’t 
doubt my grandfather cared 
about my other subjects too, but 
I’m guessing his remark was 
intended to place emphasis on 
the foundational subjects.

Mathematics is unique in that 
everything we learn builds on 
something we have learned pre-
viously. You cannot learn to add 
before you have learned to count. 
You cannot learn to subtract 
before you have learned to add. 
And so on. Learning Mathematics 
is like building a tower with many 
layers. The stability of each layer 
depends on the stability of the 
layers that came before.

Most South African primary 
school children have gaps in their 
Mathematics foundations. When 
these learners reach high school, 
teachers are required to introduce 
high school curriculum. But, as 
any physics student will tell you, 
when you add load to weak foun-
dations, it’s only a matter of time 
before the tower collapses. This 
is reflected in the results of the 
Annual National Assessments in 
Mathematics (ANAs) for Grades 
3, 6 and 9. Last year the average 
score on the Grade 3 ANA was 
56%. By Grade 6, this average 
had fallen to 42%. By Grade 9, the 
average score was just 10.8%. 
The tower had collapsed. It has 
become clear that South African 
Maths education is broken well 
before Grade 9, let alone matric.

Or, let’s put it this way: For every 
100 learners who enter the South 
African schooling system, only 48 
will make it all the way to matric. 
Of the 48 who make it to matric, 
only 22 will write Maths. Of the 

22 who write Maths, only 10 will 
pass. And of the 10 who pass, only 
four will score higher than 50%. So 
for every 100 learners who enter 
the system, only four will leave it 
with an adequate understanding 
of this important subject.

When implementing interventions 
in Mathematics, it’s best to 
start earlier rather than later. By 
strengthening the foundations, 
we can dramatically reduce the 
burden of Maths education in 
high schools as children are 
better able to help themselves.

As Plutarch once said, education 
is not the filling of a pail but the 
lighting of a fire. When running 
an intervention, remember that 
without appropriate motivation, 
learners will struggle to stay the 
course. Continually show learners 
why Mathematics is important, 
and how it can be fun. 

They, in turn, will show you what 
brilliant mathematicians young 
South Africans can be.

SOuth AfricA iS fAcing A mAthemAticS criSiS. tO SOlve it, interventiOn – 
And innOvAtiOn – muSt cOme eArly.

Andrew Einhorn 
is the founder of 
Numeric. Learn more 
at numeric.org.

A n d r e w 
E i n h o r n

IT ALL ADDS UP

STAT

80% 
OF OUR GRADE 9 PUPILS 

ARE ACHIEVING AT A 

GRADE 5 
LEVEL

IN MATHEMATICS
and the backlog starts 

in 

GRADES 1-3

more than half of 
our  students cannot 
read for  meaning and 

interpretation

 

AT THE END OF 

GRADE 4
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T
here is strong evidence to 
suggest that learning through 
play opens possibilities for 
holistic child development. 

This includes the development 
of both cognitive and emotional 
skills, and is the entry point 
for influencing performance in 
Mathematics, Languages and Life 
Skills. With this in mind, Hands on 
Tech have partnered with the LEGO 
Foundation to develop a creative 
approach to learning for Grade R 
through Grade 7, called Developing 
Talents Through Creative Play. 

The project, which uses LEGO 
Education products and teacher 
training, was launched in 
Atteridgeville, west of Pretoria, 
in 2009. With the help of the 
Department of Education, five 
primary schools a year, for five 
years, were identified for a year-
long trial, and were provided with 
LEGO kits including building blocks 
and CAPS-aligned workbooks. 

The programme aims to teach 

learners to work cooperatively 
and creatively when attempting 
to solve challenging problems. It 
also emphasises the importance 
of recognising playfulness and 
creativity as prerequisites to 
help societies prepare for and 
accommodate the rapid changes 
associated with technology and 
globalisation.

In the Foundation Phase (Grades R 
to 3) Mathematics, Languages and 
Life Skills learning foundations are 
established through manipulating 
the age- and stage-appropriate 
LEGO blocks. In the Intermediate 
Phase (Grades 4 to 6) LEGO blocks 
are used to enhance learners’ 
understanding of Mathematics, 
Science and Technology; and in 
the Senior Phase (Grade 7), LEGO-
based robotics are introduced to 
encourage an interest in future 
technology and engineering.

Teachers presenting the 
programme must also understand 
that learners cannot simply be 

given knowledge; they must 
actively build their own theories 
and marry new information to 
their existing views. Teachers 
receive initial training, follow-on 
classroom visits, and coaching 
support, and are further 
motivated by exploring new 
teaching methods, knowledge 
and classroom management 
approaches. 

Over the past five years of 
implementation, the programme 
designers have learned that 
often when both a problem and 
its solution are complex, the 
implementation is too complex. 
The initial programme assumed 
a higher level of competency 
than was actually present in 
the schools, so it had to be 
adapted to include further skillset 
development. The implementation 
of the programme also needed 
to be simplified, as there is more 
likelihood of success and buy-in if 
it is easy to explain and use. 

K E Y  L E A R N I N G
When a problem 
is complex and 
its solution is 
complex, the 
implementation of 
that solution has 
to be as simple as 
possible.

Hands on TecH believes THe besT way To learn is THrougH consTrucTion 
raTHer THan insTrucTion, and Has parTnered wiTH THe lego FoundaTion 
To oFFer an involved, creaTive classroom experience.

Developing TalenTs 
Through CreaTive play

For more about learning through creative play, go to handsontech.co.za or educationinnovations.org/
program/developing-talents-through-creative-play. 

Follow the programme:    HandsOnTechnologies

L E A R N 
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Learners cannot simpLy be given 
knowLedge; they must activeLy 
buiLd their own theories and 
marry new information to their 
existing views.

Securing that teacher buy-in is 
vital to the sustained impact of the 
programme. Hands On Tech has 
found that a strong relationship 
needs to be established between 
the teacher and the trainer, for the 
teacher to fully appreciate and 
believe in this method of teaching. 
The trainer needs to be present, 

and must take into account 
the context and needs of each 
teacher. Experience has shown 
that the success of the teachers 
is directly proportional to the 
number of visits by the trainer and 
an increased sense of support.

With trained and motivated 

teachers driving the simple 
implementation of this sometimes 
complex teaching methodology, 
the learners in the classroom 
have – quite literally – the 
building blocks they need for 
their cognitive and emotional 
development.

http://www.handsontech.co.za
http://educationinnovations.org/program/developing-talents-through-creative-play
http://educationinnovations.org/program/developing-talents-through-creative-play
https://twitter.com/hashtag/handsontechnology
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T
he Shine Literacy  
Programme provides 
Foundation Phase learners 
(Grades R through to Three) 

with reading support through 
a variety of activities aimed at 
improving literacy and language 
acquisition, and encouraging a 
love of reading. The programme is 
implemented in Shine’s school-
based literacy centres by trained 
volunteers, and using evidence-
based methodology. 

At the core of the programme’s 
model are twice-weekly, hour-
long sessions for learners in 
Grades Two and Three. These 
sessions consist of story reading, 
paired reading with trained 
volunteers, writing and word 
play. Most of these learners 
are learning in English, which 
is not their home language, so 
the individual attention they 
receive during these sessions is 
particularly important to building 
their skills and confidence.  
The learners are also provided 
with suitable reading material  
to take home. 

Since its launch in 2000, Shine 
has found that the key to 
effectively implementing its 
programme lies in meaningful 
collaboration, and in creating a 
safe space for the learner. The 
hour that the Shine volunteer 
spends with the learner is 
characterised by the phrase 
“ease creates, urgency destroys”, 
so patience, kindness and a 
calming environment, with 
minimal interruptions and 
undivided attention from the 
volunteer, are key. Developing 
literacy is a sensitive process, 
so praise and an absence of fear 
are vital to creating a space in 
which the learner can develop 
confidence.

This ethos is carried through 
in the way Shine collaborates 
with schools and other service 
providers. An example of 
this is the relationship with 
Wordworks, an organisation 
whose services include training 
and resources for teachers to 
strengthen literacy teaching in 
Grade R. Shine’s volunteers are 

encouraged to supplement their 
resources and techniques with 
those of Wordworks wherever 
appropriate. The directors of 
these two organisations are 
also thought partners, who 
reflect on their learnings. Shine 
director Maurita Weissenberg 
sees no need to compete, and 
Shine and Wordworks have 
shared the resources developed 
for their organisations, like 
communication strategies and 
policy documents. 

The Shine Centre’s success 
in improving literacy levels is 
recognised and endorsed by 
the Western Cape Education 
Department (WCED). This 
endorsement is attributed to 
the programme’s evidence-
based methodology, its 
rigorous approach to measuring 
impact, its systemic testing of 
pilot schools, and its offer of 
complementary support to  
the teacher. 

However, Shine’s collaboration 
with schools – and funders – 

K E Y  L E A R N I N G
The ethos “ease 
creates, urgency 
destroys” echoes 
through everything 
Shine does: from 
how they creating 
the learning space 
to how they partner 
with government 
and collaborate 
with service 
providers.

THis liTeracy programme Takes THe lessons iT Has learned in 
working wiTH young learners, and implemenTs THem in THe way iT 
collaboraTes wiTH ouTside parTners.

For more about Shine Literacy, go to theshinecentre.org.za or educationinnovations.org/program/
shine-literacy-programme. 

Follow the programme:    @ShineCentre   shinecentre.

L E A R N 
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can require a degree of nurturing 
at times. These relationships need 
room for trust and reconciliation. 
Shine appreciates the context 
of the schools, and does not 
take its ability to work in the 
schools during the school day for 
granted. The learner’s progress is 

monitored, and every six months 
results are fed back to the class 
teacher, Head of Department, 
Head of School, and parents.

Again, the process is based on 
communication and cooperation. 
In their classroom interactions 

with young learners, Shine 
learned the value of patience 
and meaningful collaboration. 
Its key learning lies in the way 
it has taken that approach, and 
implemented it in its work outside 
the classroom. 

the hour that the shine 
voLunteer spends with the 
Learner is characterised by 
the phrase “ease creates, 
urgency destroys”. 

shine liTeraCy 

http://www.shineliteracy.org.za
http://educationinnovations.org/program/shine-literacy-programme
http://educationinnovations.org/program/shine-literacy-programme
https://twitter.com/shinecentre
https://www.facebook.com/shinecentre


Reinventing the FoRmula

candidates who had the potential 
to pass Mathematics did not take 
the subject. Cohorts of learners 
are lost in the system, when they 
might have otherwise bolstered 
the number of learners who 
obtain the passes necessary to 
bolster the national economy.

South Africa has a shortage 
of adequately qualified 
Mathematics and Science 
teachers, leaving most public 
schools unable to produce 
good results in these subjects. 
As a consequence, too few 
learners obtain the necessary 
passes at school level to pursue 
degrees in the Mathematics and 
Science fields. This, in turn, has 
economic implications as the 
country has a skills scarcity in 
professions – across industries, 
from ICT to engineering – which 
require literacy in these subjects.

Teacher-related issues are not 
only limited to supply; they 
extend to content knowledge. 
In 2005, a study by the Human 
Sciences Research Council 
(HSRC) linked poor outcomes 
to a lack of subject knowledge 
and inadequate pedagogical 
skills, especially in Mathematics 
and Science. Then in 2007, the 
Southern and Eastern African 
Consortium for Monitoring 
Educational Quality (SACMEQ) 
tested Grade Six teachers, and 
found that many South African 
mathematics teachers have 
below-basic levels of content 
knowledge. The SACMEQ study 

found that high proportions of 
teachers were unable to answer 
questions aimed at their own 
learners. Among the most 
disturbing findings was that the 
top five percent of Grade Six 
learners scored higher marks on 
the same Mathematics test than 
the bottom 20 percent of Grade 
Six teachers.

Recognising the challenges 
serves as an important 
milestone in the journey 
to improving the quality of 
education – and the quality 
of life – in South Africa. That 
journey is guided by the goal of 
improving learner performance. 
Support, then, should be given 
to donor agencies who promote 
innovation in the teaching and 
learning of Mathematics and 
Science by providing grants 
for materials, equipment 
and supplies related to the 
implementation of high quality 
programmes and activities in 
South Africa’s classrooms.

The lessons learned from 
innovative approaches,  
informed by collaborative 
interventions, will focus attention 
on what needs to be done for 
these interventions to have 
a positive impact on learner 
performance. Being innovative 
requires us looking beyond  
what we are currently doing.  
It also requires that we are able 
to learn from others, and that we 
are able to adapt and enhance 
existing ideas. 

MATHS & 
SCIENCE03

O P I N I O N  P I E C E 0 3 :  M A T H S  A N D  S C I E N C E

South AfricA’S leArnerS Are Slipping behind their internAtionAl 
peerS. but before we cAn improve the educAtion of our 
leArnerS, we hAve to increASe the Support for their teAcherS.

South AfricA 
hAS A ShortAge 
of AdequAtely 
quAlified mAthS And 
Science teAcherS, 
leAving moSt public 
SchoolS unAble 
to produce good 
reSultS in theSe 
SubjectS.

G a i l  C a m p b e l l

INNOVATIONS TO  WATCH

S
outh Africa participates 
in a number of local and 
international tests of 
educational achievement. 

Consistently, the results tell 
the same story: we have the 
worst education system of all 
participating middle-income 
countries – and, what’s more, we 
perform worse than many low-
income African countries. 

The good news is that there have 
been some recent improvements. 
The 2011 Trends in International 
Mathematics and Science Study 
(TIMSS), for example, showed 
a noticeable improvement 
in Mathematics and Science 
performance among South 
Africa’s Grade Nine learners 
between 2002 and 2011. That’s 
encouraging, but difficult to 
celebrate.

The government has recognised 
the long-term implication of poor 
educational performance. But 
while various interventions have 
been introduced, government-
led interventions tend not to be 
about testing new ideas and 
innovations, so government is 
collaborating with NGOs and 
donor organisations. These 
collaborative efforts have focused 
on addressing the complexities in 
the education system, particularly 
around Mathematics and Science. 

One of the factors identified 
as likely to improve learner 
performance sees selected 
schools being supported to 
become centres of excellence 
in Mathematics and Science, 
thereby improving the proficiency 
of learners and teachers in the 
language of instruction. 

Contextual factors, such as low 
literacy levels among caregivers 
or parents, play a significant 
role in poor learner performance 
for children from low-income 
communities. But this is only part 
of the picture, and it does not 
explain the poor performance of 
South African learners compared 
to those in other countries. 

The education system as a whole 
still faces a major challenge 
when it comes to increasing the 
outputs of learners who obtain 
the passes in Mathematics and 
Science that they require in order 
to gain access to university. 

In 2010 the Centre for 
Development Enterprise 
demonstrated the potential 
for more Mathematics passes, 
arguing that a number of 

 T A K E  A N  I n t e g r a t e d  
 A p p r o a c h 
Zisukhanyo Schools Project promotes 
Maths teaching and learning at 
primary schools. They take a whole-
school approach to integrating ICT, 
including management, parents, 
teachers and learners, and fostering 
a close collaboration with the district 
education department. 

 O P E N  I T  U P 
Siyavula produce open-source, 
curriculum-aligned Maths and Science 
resources under the Creative Commons 
copyright, allowing learners and 
teachers to freely access the content 
both in print and online.

 P R O V I D E  D Y N A M I C  S O L U T I O N S 
AIMSSEC (The African Institute for 
Mathematical Sciences Schools 
Enrichment Programme) builds on the 
professional development of Maths 
and Science teachers. The teachers 
are coached through guided discovery, 
with an emphasis on understanding, 
mathematical thinking, discussion, 
collaborative learning and challenges, 
rather than just mechanical practice.

 B E  S C A L E B A B L E 
Mindset Learn offers e-learning video 
content supported by PDF notes and 
computer-based interactive lessons. 
These are provided directly to schools 
and individuals via DVD, Video-on-
Demand and a free-to-air broadcast, 
with the Mindset Learn TV channel 
available to 3.5 million homes  
across Africa.

Stat

of Grade 9 
pupils in 2011

had not 
acquired

 a basic understanding of 

whole numbers, 
decimals, 

operations or 
basic graphs 

and 
could not recognise 

basic facts from 

life and 
physical 
sciences

76%

Gail Campbell is 
Chief Executive 
Officer of The Zenex 
Foundation.
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n the 2011 Trends in 
International Mathematics and 
Science Study, South Africa 
ranked 146 out of 148 countries 

in terms of education quality, with 
a mark of 2.1 out of 7. In terms 
of Mathematics and Science 
education, the country performed 
even worse, finishing bottom of 
the class (148 out of 148) with 
a rating of just 1.9 out of 7. You 
don’t need a gift for numbers to 
know that serious intervention is 
needed.

Maths Centre Incorporating 
Sciences (MCIS) aims to improve 
those learner outcomes through 
a holistic combination of eight 
advocacy support campaigns 
(see box), transforming the 
school community by connecting 
local Departments of Education 
with learners, caregivers, small 
and large businesses and service 
providers. These advocacy 
support campaigns are built 

around providing the numerous 
audiences that supporting a 
learner’s journey, with the tools 
and enablers they need. 

MCIS works in 500 schools 
throughout the country, covering 
Grade R to Grade 12, as well as 
out-of-school youth. Its core 
subject areas are Mathematics, 
Physical Science, Technology, 
Early Childhood Development, 
and MST Systems Technology for 
Engineering. Cumulative gaps in 
the learners’ content knowledge 
are identified systematically, 
and corrected in a loving and 
disciplined way. 

With this in mind, MCIS offers 
teacher training to primary and 
secondary school teachers, 
providing support for curriculum 
content-related issues and 
helping teachers meet the rising 
demands of the new assessment 
requirements. Learners are also 

assisted with career guidance 
and study skills, with these 
interventions taking the form 
of Saturday classes, afternoon 
clinics, individual tutoring 
and camps (when funding is 
available). MCIS trainers are given 
continuous on-the-job training 
to intensify their professional 
expertise. 

Love is an important word in 
Maths instruction. It removes the 
fear that so often accompanies 
learners’ mathematical learning 
experience. MCIS believes that 
mathematical and scientific 
language has its own vocabulary 
and meaning. It requires deep 
thinking, retention, immediate 
recall and reproduction on 
demand, together with complex 
problem-solving situations. But 
ultimately, the enhancement 
of the subject can only happen 
if its teaching and learning is 
connected to local realities.

K E Y  L E A R N I N G
The relationship 
between learner 
and subject is key. 
When it comes 
to Maths and 
Science, learners 
and teachers must 
understand – and 
grow to love – the 
unique language of 
the subject.

By changing the relationship Between learner and suBject, this  
organisation offers an innovative approach to teaching  – and learning  
– MatheMatics, physical science, technology and accounting

Maths Centre 
InCorporatIng sCIenCes

For more about MCIS, go to mcis.org.za or educationinnovations.org/program/maths-centre-
incorporating-sciences-mcis. 

Follow the programme:    MathsCentreIncorporatingSciences

L E A R N 
M O R E
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Love is an important word in maths 
instruction. it removes the fear 
that so often accompanies Learners’ 
mathematicaL Learning experience.

M C I S ’ s  a d v o c a c y  s u p p o r t 
c a m p a i g n s
Maths Centre Incorporating Sciences 
aims to improve learner outcomes 
through the following campaigns:

●  The School Effect develops school 
leaders, including principals, heads of 
department (HoDs), school governing 
bodies (SGBs), parents and district 
officers. 

●  Maths, Science, Technology for 

Engineeering brings all engineering 
careers to the centre of learning.

●  Parents Matter Parents Count works 
with parents and SGBs, casting 
parents as equal partners.

●  Maths, Science, Technology, ICT 
Hubs partners the local business 
community with the school 
community

●  Share and Shine provides continous 
professional development for teachers 

and SGBs as they meet to share their 
best practices, address shortcomings 
and learn how to better support 
their learners. From 2016, the South 
African Council of Educators will 
endorse these courses and teachers 
will earn points for professional 
development.

●  Language Connections helps teachers 
and learners to understand language 
of Maths, Science and Technology.

●  Maps & Mirrors involves local 
businesses, with visitors and speakers 
mapping a journey for the learners, 
who in turn gain work experience 
within mining, manufacturing and IT 
companies. 

●●   Think Maths, Do Science facilitates 
understanding of the links between 
Science and Mathematics for learners 
and teachers at primary school level.

http://www.mcis.org.za
http://www.educationinnovations.org/program/maths-centre-incorporating-sciences-mcis
http://www.educationinnovations.org/program/maths-centre-incorporating-sciences-mcis
https://twitter.com/search?q=Maths%20Centre%20Incorporating%20Sciences&src=typd&lang=en
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EAP Science and Maths 
Schools are a chain of no-fee, 
independent high schools. 
They offer quality education 

to young, underprivileged South 
Africans living in low-income 
communities, providing them with 
the academic and life skills they 
need to become future leaders. 
The school day is extended (to 
nine hours), with mandatory 
Saturday classes and formal 
holiday programmes 

While the LEAP curriculum 
emphasises Science, 
Mathematics and English, 
there is also a clear focus on 
fostering self-confidence, as 
well as cultural and communal 
identity. These characteristics 
are cultivated through engaging 
the learners in community work, 
and setting high expectations for 
their academic performance. 

LEAP’s holistic approach 
includes engaging with the 
broader community and 

developing partnerships and 
collaboration that add shared 
value. To this end, the LEAP 
Future Leaders Programme 
was created in 2007. The aim 
here is for 10 percent of LEAP’s 
graduating Matric learners to 
enrol to study Education at 
tertiary level. Future Leaders 
are supported to enable their 
teaching studies at South African 
tertiary institutions, and are 
invited to participate in the LEAP 
Leaders in Education internship 
programme.

LEAP has arrived at the enviable 
position where it is no longer 
asking people to fund an idea; 
but rather to fund a sustainable 
model of empowering people to 
take up positions as advocates 
for transformation, equipped with 
an ability to reflect on their own 
decision-making. 

The schools continue to serve 
their communities of young 
professionals after they have 

matriculated: those in higher 
learning are supported by 
LEAP hubs, with additional 
assistance provided to first-
year students. Those who are 
not in formal employment are 
invited to identify and access job 
opportunities by using LEAP’s 
campus resources (like Internet 
access).

While recognising that content 
knowledge is vital, LEAP is 
guided by a pedagogy of 
developing reflective, mindful and 
engaged students, and by a firm 
belief in emotional development 
as a driver of cognitive 
development. The mastery of 
the core subjects of Science 
and Maths, which are perceived 
to be extremely difficult, is 
another lever for developing self-
confidence. 

The schools encourage learners 
to couple action with reflection, 
promoting this through weekly 
community meetings run by the 

K E Y  L E A R N I N G
While content 
knowledge is 
vital, emotional 
development is 
a proven driver 
of cognitive 
development.

with a sustainaBle Model of eMpowering people, this chain of 
independent high schools focuses on fostering the learner’s 
cultural and coMMunal identity.

For more about LEAP Science and Maths Schools, go to leapschool.org.za or educationinnovations.org/
program/leap-science-and-maths-schools. 

Follow the programme:    @leapschools   leapschool.
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learners. This creates a platform 
for developing a national and 
global perspective, without the 
learner being expected to lose 
their own identity. The honest 
engagement relies on vulnerability 
and reflection.

During the course of their high 
school career, LEAP learners are 
encouraged to start their own 

initiatives. There is clear evidence 
of this aptitude being sustained, 
in an emerging narrative of LEAP 
learners entering the job market 
driven by achieving social impact 
and enterprise development. 

This is an exciting space, as  
the schools are cultivating 
autonomy, independence and 
fearlessness (with a temperate 

voice) in their graduates. 

One LEAP graduate reiterates this 
claim, saying that this outcome 
is “a result of the combination of 
social development projects we 
were involved in during school;  
a prioritising of life orientation  
and being provided with a circle  
of safety in which to develop  
our voices.”

Leap is guided 
by a firm beLief 
in emotionaL 
deveLopment 
as a driver 
of cognitive 
deveLopment.

Leap sCIenCe and  
Maths sChooLs

http://leapschool.org.za
http://educationinnovations.org/program/leap-science-and-maths-schools
http://educationinnovations.org/program/leap-science-and-maths-schools
https://twitter.com/leapschools
https://www.facebook.com/leapschool


Finishing The Job

information and social capital 
makes it impossible for young 
people from disadvantaged 
backgrounds to access jobs that 
are not available through public 
platforms. Studies suggest 
that about 28% of employment 
opportunities are accessed 
through friends and relatives. 

High drop-out rates are a cause 
for concern, as these contribute 
to the swelling ranks of young 
people who are classed as Not 
in Employment, Education or 
Training (NEET). South Africa has 
about 8 million of these, and the 
longer they stay in this category, 
the less likely they are to 
become employable. One of the 
recommendations made to the 
Department of Basic Education 
is that a tracking system of 
all learners be developed to 
identify secondary school 
learners who are likely to drop 
out. Those learners who have 
already dropped out should be 
provided with second chances to 
complete their schooling. There 
are organisations, including the 
National Youth Development 
Agency (NYDA), which provide 
these opportunities. 

Drop-out rates are also a 
concern at higher education 
levels. Although the Department 
of Higher Education and Training 
is attempting to align secondary 
and tertiary education, more 
needs to be done to prepare 
school leavers for higher 
education. 

A shortage of technical skills 
also contributes to young 
people being unable to access 
employment. One way of 
intervening is to make Technical 
Vocational Education and 
Training (TVET) colleges more 
attractive to learners. At the 
moment these colleges are 
seen as last resort, rather than 
as first-choice institutions. In 
addition, many young people 
attending these colleges are not 
able to graduate as they do not 
get opportunities to complete 
the practical component of their 
qualification. Apprenticeships 
and internships enhance 
technical skills while also 
providing employers with an 
opportunity to contribute to skills 
development. 

At university level, employers 
play a limited role in what is 
being taught. Universities 
and other higher education 
institutions should be 
encouraged engage with 
employers around curriculum 
development.

There are many reasons for the 
gap between education and 
employment. Until that gap is 
closed, employers will continue 
to have unmet expectations 
in terms of the skills of young 
candidates; and Matriculants 
and graduates will continue to 
go from being hopeful, educated 
young people to joining a 
frustrated and despondent 
unemployed group.

Pathways To 
Employment04

O P I N I O N  P I E C E 0 4 :  P a t h w a y s  t o  E m P l o y m E n t

There is a growing disconnecT beTween whaT employers are 
looking for, and whaT educaTed maTriculanTs and graduaTes 
have To offer. iT’s Time To close ThaT gap. 

Khathutshelo 
Ramukumba is Chief 
Executive Officer for 
the National Youth 
Development Agency.

K h a t h u t s h e l o 
R a m u k u m b a

STAT

innovations to  watch

E
ducation plays an integral 
role in the socio-economic 
development of countries, 
and in the personal 

development of individuals. 

Consider the numbers. In South 
Africa, graduate unemployment 
is estimated at about 5%. Among 
those who hold diplomas and 
certificates, it’s about 12%. 
Among those who have Matric,  
it’s about 30%. Now let’s look 
at labour participation. Among 
those who only have secondary 
education, the rate is 59%. Among 
people with tertiary education, it 
increases to 85%. And in the case 
of graduates, it’s about 90%. 

What’s more, if you’ve graduated 
from a tertiary institution, you are 
20% to 25% more likely to find 
employment than a job seeker 

who has Matric as their highest 
qualification. 

There is a clear link between edu-
cation and employment; however, 
there is also a disturbing dis-
juncture between the two, where 
Matriculants and graduates do 
not always meet the expectations 
of potential employers. Some 
organisations have developed 
interventions to close this gap, 
exposing learners to the real 
work environment while they are 
still studying. This gives them 
experience, while also enhancing 
their chances of acquiring the 
attributes employers are looking 
for, such as problem-solving, 
teamwork, oral communication, 
and so on. 

The 2013 South African Grad-
uates Recruiters Association 

Survey indicates the attributes 
that employers look for in grad-
uates. These attributes include 
a willingness to learn, problem 
solving, teamwork, proactivity, nu-
meracy and oral communication. 
However, the same SAGRA survey 
shows a low  level of employer 
satisfaction with regards to those 
attributes in the available pool of 
graduates.

For example, employers rate the 
importance of problem-solving 
at 83%, but their satisfaction 
at graduates’ level of problem-
solving is only 12%. 

Young people do not necessar-
ily have enough information to 
position themselves for careers 
that have high demand for skills. 
Some institutions do offer career 
guidance, but a lack of 

 U S E  Y O U T H  T O  T E A C H  Y O U T H 
Gold Peer puts a positive spin on 
“peer pressure”, developing secondary 
school learners how to make informed 
decisions around health and wellbeing, 
and developing leadership skills. These 
learners then return to their classrooms 
and, through peer-to-peer learning, 
teach and influence their classmates. 
Gold Peer also provides connections 
to post school opportunities for their 
learners. 

 B E  C O S T  E F F E C T I V E 
IkamvaYouth is significantly shifting 
learner outcomes, especially at a 
Matric level. The programme supports 
secondary school learners with 
supplementary tutoring and mentoring, 
and uses volunteer tutors, many 
of whom were beneficiaries of the 
programme, who contribute to a cost-
effective ‘pay-it-forward’ model that is 
adaptable to most communities. 

 M A K E  I T  P E R S O N A L 
School of Hope offers a haven to 
learners who have left school too early. 
Close nurturing, tailored learning and 
attention to specific psychosocial 
needs helps these vulnerable youth 
reach their full potential and access job 
or tertiary education opportunities. 

 P R O V I D E  W R A P - A R O U N D  
 S U P P O R T 
REAP offers bursaries to talented 
learners from very low-income rural 
areas. Full financial backing and a 
strong partnership with the universities 
are complemented by mentorship and 
life skills training. This wrap-around 
support increases retention, and helps 
these students thrive.

increases

non-degree tertiary 
education:

Matriculants:

84%

unemployed16%

unemployed

unemployed

29%

42%

71%

58%

fewer than 12 years 
of schooling:

Unemployment

progressively
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G
o For Gold is a partnership 
between the public and 
private sectors which provides 
disadvantaged youth with 

learning and career opportunities 
in construction.  Founded in 
1999 through collaboration 
between companies in the Built 
Environment, the Western Cape 
Department of Education and 
Civil Society, it consists of a four-
phase programme which includes 
tutoring, internships, sponsorship 
and employment. 

The programme starts in 
Grade 11, offering two years of 
weekly after-school tutoring 
sessions. Students are 
tutored in Mathematics and 
Physical Science, with lessons 
complementing the school 
curriculum. They also receive 
training in life skills and basic 
computer skills. 

The second phase takes the form 
of a structured gap year, where Go 
For Gold partners with corporate 
companies in the construction 
sector to employ Grade 12 
graduates for one year after they 

have successfully completed their 
schooling. Participants spend 
this time on site, gaining hands-
on experience in the industry. 
Their performance is monitored 
and they are assisted in making 
informed decisions about their 
careers. This phase also serves 
a “bridging” purpose, as students 
attend classes to help close the 
gap between high school and 
tertiary studies. The life skills 
training component continues on 
a monthly basis. 

If participants meet the academic, 
performance and motivation 
requirements during their gap 
year, they have the opportunity of 
moving into Phase Three: tertiary 
education. Those who choose 
to participate in “learnerships” 
are supported financially by 
participating companies, where 
they return to complete the 
practical component of their 
programme. Tutoring and support 
is offered during the first year of 
this phase.

After that, the final phase is 
employment. Once Go For Gold 

participants have completed 
their tertiary education and 
received their qualifications, they 
are employed by the partner 
companies.

Go For Gold has learned many 
lessons over the 16 years it has 
been running. While it is well 
established in the construction 
sector, it now faces the challenge 
of selling its concept to other 
sectors. For the programme to 
work, complete buy-in from the 
whole sector is needed. 

Being affiliated exclusively to just 
one company within the industry 
reduces the likelihood of other 
partnerships, so the Go For Gold 
team has positioned itself as an 
independent NPO and is housed 
in the Department of Education 
building. The success of the 
programme, though, depends on 
buy-in from the Human Resources 
departments of the corporate 
partners. To help secure their 
co-operation, Go For Gold has set 
up an advisory forum made up of 
the HR departments of the various 
partners.

K E Y  L E A R N I N G
Set up a pathway to 
employment that is 
mutually beneficial 
for both the student 
and the corporate 
partner.

This collaboraTion beTween The consTrucTion and 
educaTion secTors seTs disadvanTaged youTh on 
a secure career paTh, while offering corporaTe 
parTners a skilled and moTivaTed labour pool. 

Go For 
Gold

For more about Go for Gold, go to goforgold.org.za or educationinnovations.org/program/go-gold. 

Follow the programme:    @GoforGoldSA    gofor.gold.56
L E A R N 

M O R E
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The Go for Gold programme 
succeeds because it works 
for both the student and the 
corporate partner: the student 
is given a golden career 
opportunity, to which they may 

not have had access on their 
own; while the corporate partner 
has access to a skilled labour 
pool. The corporate partner can 
observe promising young people 
in action before committing to 

employment, and the relationship 
with Go for Gold means that they 
can expect a certain standard of 
commitment and work ethic from 
the students. 

For the 
programme to 
work, complete 
buy-in From the 
whole sector is 
needed.

http://goforgold.org.za
http://educationinnovations.org/program/go-gold
https://twitter.com/goforgoldsa
https://www.facebook.com/GoforGoldSA/notes
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t
ertiary tuition fees are beyond 
reach for many learners in 
low-income communities, and 
few have access to a level of 

education that would qualify them 
for tertiary education. The Tertiary 
School in Business Administration 
(TSiBA) is a non-profit business 
school that since 2004 has been 
offering scholarships and bridging 
programmes to students to study 
towards their accredited degree, 
based on a “pay it forward” principle. 

TSiBA has two campuses: an urban 
campus in Pinelands, Cape Town, 
and a rural campus in remote 
Karatara, near Knysna. TSiBA has 
four accredited qualifications, 
ranging between Level Four 
(vocational certificate) and Level 
Eight (post-graduate studies). 
They offer four main programmes 
in Business Administration, with 
a focus on entrepreneurship and 
leadership.

 These courses have been 
designed to meet industry needs 
that relate to all aspects of 
business operations (eg. finance, 
marketing, human resources, 
management, IT and strategy), 
but a strong focus is placed on 
preparing the students to be 
leaders and to start their own 

businesses. Uniquely, TSiBA 
incorporates all aspects relating 
to growth and “graduateness” 
into their qualifications as credit 
bearing endeavours. Students 
therefore continuously engage with 
the development of the “Self” and 
their careers.

TSiBA Ignition Centres on both 
campuses offer support to 
entrepreneurs and leaders who 
may be unable to undertake 
full-time study. The Cape Town 
campus specialises in supporting 
enterprises who are trying to 
strengthen their footprint into the 
supply chains of larger companies. 

Eleven years of implementation 
have highlighted many lessons. 
TSiBA’s founders confess that 
their initial business plan was 
somewhat basic, relying entirely 
on donor funding. From 2012 
the organisation committed to 
an increased focus on income 
generation via entrepreneurial 
activities. TSiBA is clear that 
sustainability is synonymous with 
reducing donor reliance and is now 
teaching and supporting other 
non-profits how to do the same. 

Their strategy is gaining traction, 
with one component of this being 

the establishment of the TSiBA 
Education Trust back in 2006. 
The Trust is designed to facilitate 
mutually beneficial relationships 
with organisations that seek 
empowerment credentials in 
accordance with the Broad Based 
Black Economic Empowerment 
Act. The primary advantage to any 
enterprise in which the Trust holds 
an equity share is that all income 
transferred into the Trust from that 
enterprise will fund the education 
of talented South Africans, who 
could otherwise not afford the type 
of tertiary education offered by 
TSiBA Education. Other benefits for 
TSiBA’s corporate partners include 
opportunities for real involvement 
in all the pillars of the B-BBEE 
codes, from skills development 
and supplier and enterprise 
development, to socio-economic 
development programmes. 

The success of this shift in focus 
is evident in TSiBA’s balance sheet. 
Their efforts in sustainability now 
mean that donor funding stretches 
further for higher impact. 

The team has also seen the 
value in keeping up to date with 
the changing expectations of 
employers, and in letting that 
inform how they approach the 

K E Y  L E A R N I N G
The secret to a 
programme’s 
sustainability lies 
in reducing its 
reliance on donor 
funding, and in 
generating income 
independently. 

while Teaching iTs graduaTes The value of 
independence and giving back To Their communiTy, This 
non-profiT business school has learned The value of 
reducing iTs own dependence on donor funding.

TSiBA

For more about TSiBA, go to www.tsiba.org.za or educationinnovations.org/program/tsiba. 

Follow the programme :    @TSiBA_Education   TsibaEducation.
L E A R N 

M O R E
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curriculum and each learner’s 
development. To date TSiBA has 
a 95% placement record of degree 
graduates into employment or 
postgraduate studies, and their 
graduates have gone on to win 
prestigious awards for postgraduate 
studies such as the Mandela 
Rhodes Scholarship and Kofi Annan 
Scholarship. Ultimately, TSiBA’s 
track record proves that their 

emotional support and emphasis 
on soft skills benefits the learners. 
In addition to other partners, TSiBA 
has links with the South African 
College of Applied Psychology for 
example, which supplies coaching 
and counselling interns and 
assists with the group work that 
focuses on personal development 
and leadership. During – and on 
completion of – their studies, 

graduates are expected to “pay it 
forward” through supporting other 
learners: mentoring, lecturing and 
tutoring, or taking on roles that have 
potential social impact. 

On completion of their qualification, 
TSiBA graduates go on a nine-day 
wilderness camp to reflect on their 
journey and consider how they can 
help younger learners follow that 
same path to success. 

graduates are 
expected to 
“pay it Forward” 
through 
supporting other 
learners.

http://www.tsiba.org.za
http://educationinnovations.org/program/tsiba
https://twitter.com/TSiBA_Education?ref_src=twsrc%5Egoogle%7Ctwcamp%5Eserp%7Ctwgr%5Eauthor
https://www.facebook.com/TSiBAEducation


LIFELONG LEARNERS

Teachers must frankly assess 
the problems they face, both 
individually and collectively. They 
must confront these issues in 
their classrooms as individuals; 
in their staffrooms as colleagues; 
and in their broader professional 
communal spaces. Recognition of 
the emotional challenges facing 
teachers is important, as is a 
holistic development approach 
that gives teachers the tools to 
address these challenges 

Teacher-led development does 
not infer that support is not 
required. Rather, the resources 
that exist in the public and private 
sectors to support teachers must 
be used through initiating part-
nerships. 

It must also be acknowledged 
that the problems facing teacher 
development are not going to be 
solved overnight. This is a long-
term project that will be sustained 
by the improved confidence and 
commitment that will be engen-
dered by better practice, and by 
public recognition of teachers’ 
efforts. The support of teachers 
also needs to sustained; once-off 
workshops are unlikely to achieve 
lasting change.

Turning teachers into learners 
and promoting the principle of 
a teacher as a lifelong learner 
should underlie all initiatives.

There are four vital requirements 
for success: enhanced 

collaboration among role-
players; a coordinated national 
system for teacher education 
and development; adequate time 
for quality teacher development 
(a 15-year timeframe has been 
adopted); and sufficient funding. 

I would argue that teacher 
development coupled with the 
notion of professionalisation 
would have the most profound 
impact. This would involve 
teachers contributing to their 
own development through, for 
example, self-directed learning or 
establishing professional learning 
communities. This would result 
in more meaningful changes – in 
contrast to the short-term, light-
touch training approach, which 
has been shown to have no long-
term effect on teacher knowledge 
or learner performance. 

Whatever solution is adopted, 
the current challenges can 
only be addressed if we 
are clear on what needs to 
change: namely, the low level 
of teacher content knowledge 
and teachers’ understanding 
of curriculum requirements 
and assessment. We also need 
sustained programmes which 
will focus on needs-driven 
interventions that will improve 
learner performance. Taking 
cognisance of these factors will 
safeguard the investment in and 
quality of teacher development 
programmes.

TEACHER 
DEVELOPMENT05
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The campaign To improve learning can only succeed if iT is 
accompanied by a campaign To improve Teaching. 

InItIatIves must 
be based on the 
professIonal 
needs of teachers, 
and must aIm 
to enhance and 
Improve learnIng 
outcomes.

Lesley Abrahams is 
the Acting Executive 
Manager of the 
School and District 
Improvement Division 
at JET Education 
Services.

L e s l e y  A b r a h a m s

innovations to  watch

T
he National Development 
Plan1 (NDP) states that 
“the single most important 
investment any country 

can make is in its people… By 
2030 South Africans should have 
access to education and training 
of the highest quality, leading to 
significantly improved learning 
outcomes.”

The NDP emphasises schooling, 
further education and training, 
and higher education as three 
focus areas. The plan specifically 
identifies the need for schools 
to be supported by properly 
qualified, professional, competent 
and committed teaching staff. 
The role of teachers, and teacher 
development, is paramount.

As pointed out in a working 
document prepared for the 2009 
Teacher Development Summit: 
“Teacher development is both a 
right and a duty of teachers, and 

necessary for improved education 
in the nation’s schools”2. The fact 
that South Africa spends 19.5% of 
its total budget on education, and 
that 78% of that figure is spent on 
personnel, gives an indication of 
the value attached to teachers. 

In order to ensure a return on 
that investment, and that the 
education delivered in schools by 
teachers is of the best possible 
quality, the Department of Basic 
Education (DBE) is focused on 
developing teachers’ ability to 
teach by improving both pre-
service and in-service training. 

But access to quality 
development opportunities 
for prospective and practising 
teachers is uneven, and there 
is a mismatch between the 
provision of and demand for 
teachers of particular phases and 
subjects3. Furthermore, changes 
to the schooling curriculum 

leave many teachers in the 
system with irrelevant skills and 
competencies. Due to a lack of 
qualified Mathematics, Science 
and Languages specialists, 
the DBE has filled the gaps by 
employing teachers from abroad. 

This is the context within which 
teacher development must be 
mediated. 

A number of important factors 
need to be considered before 
embarking on ambitious and lofty 
teacher development initiatives.

First, teachers, who are 
both the beneficiaries and 
the implementers of these 
development initiatives, must be 
convinced of the relevance of the 
interventions to their professional 
development. The initiatives must 
be based on the professional 
needs of teachers, and must aim 
to enhance learning outcomes.

 c r e a t e  a  w i n - w i n  s i t u a t i o n 
Edunova identifies unemployed young 
adults and trains them in ICT support. 
They, in turn, provide specialised 
ICT services and teacher training to 
schools. The schools benefit from the 
increased ICT capacity, while the young 
adults develop long-term career skills.

 E M P O W E R  A L L  L E A R N E R S 
Inclusive Education run advocacy 
campaigns for the rights of children 
with learning difficulties, disabilities 
or other special needs. They help 
teachers and families, who don’t have 
the required knowledge or services, by 
training them on inclusive education 
and providing support networks.

 D E V E L O P  Y O U R  O W N  
 A D V O C A T E S 
Teach SA recruit university graduates 
to teach for at least two years in an 
under-resourced school. This provides 
the schools with additional capacity, 
while creating a social movement 
where the young leaders experience 
first-hand the challenges their  
learners face. 

 M A K E  I T  A C C E S S I B L E 
Ukufunda is a Unicef project which 
fosters the professional development 
of teachers. Using the Mxit platform, 
it delivers CAPS-aligned learning 
resources and provides an affordable, 
easily-accessible online support 
community between the Department of 
Education and even the most remote 
learners and teachers.

The number of 

new 
teachers

 needed per year 
[to replace the number of 

teachers leaving the system] 
is between

20 000 -
 30 000 

but higher education  
institutions only produced 

15 655 
teacher graduates

in 2014

STATS

references: 1/ naTional planning commission (2012). naTional developmenT plan 2030, our fuTure – make iT work. preToria: npc; 2/ educaTion labour 
relaTions council (elrc). (2009). Teacher developmenT summiT working documenT. preToria: elrc; 3/ Taylor, n. (2014). iniTial Teacher educaTion research 
projecT: an examinaTion of aspecTs of iniTial Teacher educaTion curricula aT five higher educaTion insTiTuTions. summary reporT. johannesburg: jeT 
educaTion services.
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T
he Girls and Boys Town 
Education Model comprises a 
series of training programmes 
for educators and school 

administrators. The facilitators 
teach skills, strategies and 
techniques to manage academic 
and behavioural challenges of 
learners, while providing remedial 
courses for struggling learners to 
increase their chances of academic 
success. 

The overall programme design 
is grounded in a methodology of 
skills coupled with knowledge, 
and training is done in a way that 
helps participants engage with 
the practical application of the 
skills, for example role-playing. 

The training programme is 
administered through two 
national Training and Resource 
Centres, which provide training 
services in their regions and 
surrounding provinces. It 
includes courses such as The 
Well Managed Classroom; 
Administrative Intervention; 

Effective Staff Development 
Through Consultation; and 
Specialised Classroom 
Management. Since its launch 
in 2002, the Education Model 
has worked with 1055 schools, 
institutions and crèches, with 
10,333 educators, and with 
349,797 learners throughout 
South Africa.

There are negative perceptions 
in South Africa about teachers’ 
willingness to develop their 
skillset, but Girls and Boys Town 
believes that the real reason 
for this perceived reluctance is 
the time constraints faced by 
those teachers. To solve this, the 
organisation hosted development 
workshops during the school 
holidays. 

One of the core learnings of the 
Girls and Boys Town programme 
is that securing buy-in – through 
cultivating relationships that 
seek to understand teachers’ 
needs – is a valuable contributor 
to sustainability. The teachers 

and management of each school 
are involved in identifying and 
creating awareness of the need 
for the training. This enables 
meaningful engagement with the 
facilitators, and creates a sense 
of ownership of the process, 
which, in turn, helps to ensure 
the process continues after the 
facilitators have moved on. 

The training is not simply given 
to the school in a “one-size-fits-
all” format, but is tailored to meet 
the school’s specific needs. The 
School Management Teams and 
Heads of Department are also 
trained to sustain the programme 
as a school-based programme.

The relationship with the 
teacher is vital. The facilitator 
must understand the unique 
challenges and context in which 
each teacher has to work, and 
must tailor the approach to best 
help them. The service options 
are selected to match each 
teacher’s unique circumstances 
and needs, and to support 

K E Y  L E A R N I N G
It is vital to build 
relationships that 
seek to understand 
teachers’ needs 
– both in terms of 
securing buy-in, 
and in contributing 
towards 
sustainability.

GroundinG their methodoloGy in a 
combination of skills and knowledGe, 
this proGramme is tailored to fit the 
specific needs of each school in which  
it operates.

Girls & 
Boys Town

For more about Girls and Boys Town, go to gbtown.org.za or educationinnovations.org/program/girls-
and-boys-town-education-model. 

Follow the programme:    @GirlsBoysTownSA   GirlsandBoysTownSouthAfrica

L E A R N 
M O R E

and develop them using the 
Girls and Boys Town education 
programme as a basis for further 
development. The facilitator 
continues on this journey with the 
teacher, reflecting on the use of 

the new skills in the classroom 
and addressing despondency 
when challenges arise. 

The stated mission of Girls and 
Boys Town is to remove the 

barriers that challenge at-risk 
youth. By providing bespoke 
training for the teachers of those 
young learners, Girls and Boys 
Town is achieving a large part of 
that mission.

C A S E  S T U D Y   |   4 3

http://gbtown.org.za
http://educationinnovations.org/program/girls-and-boys-town-education-model
http://educationinnovations.org/program/girls-and-boys-town-education-model
https://twitter.com/girlsboystownsa
https://www.facebook.com/GirlsandBoysTownSouthAfrica
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ver the past decade, the 
Thandulwazi-Rokunda Teacher 
Development programme 
has provided professional 

development and skills training to 
over 8000 teachers from more than 
400 schools, working in under-
resourced and low-income areas of 
Gauteng and Limpopo. 

The programme comprises 11 
Saturday morning workshops, 
facilitated by experienced teachers 
who share strategies that work 
effectively in a typical classroom. 
These workshops are structured 
around three sessions. The first 
builds communities of practice 
among teachers working in the 
same phase. The second offers 
curriculum-based workshops 
focussed on the effective delivery 
of content, improved learning 
strategies and exposure to new 
methodologies. The last session 
explores themes around classroom 
management and upskilling of 
computer and technology skills. 

Workshop learning areas 
include numeracy and literacy 
in the Foundation Phase, and  
Mathematics, Science, English and 

Technology in the Intermediate 
and Senior Phases. Participants 
are given teaching materials, log-in 
details for Mathletics, and USB 
drives loaded with educational 
resources. Teachers should be able 
to implement the skills learned at a 
workshop in their classrooms the 
next day.

The programme is facilitated by 
teachers who work daily with the 
curriculum and learners. They are 
passionate about their craft, and 
provide practical tips that can be 
used in the typical classroom. 

The programme has grown from 80 
teachers, drawn from 10 selected 
schools by the provincial Education 
Department to attend the pilot 
programme in 2006; to over 1 750 
teachers from over 400 schools, 
attending the programme in 2015. 
Given the demand, the programme 
has extended its footprint into 
Limpopo, facilitating six Saturday 
sessions with partner schools in 
the Sekhukhune district in 2015.  

School leaders and principals 
are also invited to attend 
the Thandulwazi leadership 

programme, which provides 
practical skills training and focuses 
on topics like budgeting, strategic 
planning, staff management and 
appraisal, how to deal with bullying, 
leveraging the school community, 
and health and safety. 

Key ingredients for this 
programme’s efficacy include 
effective partnerships, an inclusive 
model and self-selection, and 
exposure to best practice and 
new methodologies by teachers 
for teachers. Transparency 
and fiscal discipline are critical 
to the continued operation of 
programmes like Thandulwazi. 
Securing funding, sourcing 
new strategic partnerships, 
maintaining successful symbiotic 
relationships with current partners, 
anticipating and meeting the needs 
of educators and learners, and 
expanding the reach and impact of 
the programmes are also key.

The Thandulwazi Maths & Science 
Academy, which hosts this 
programme, is an example of an 
effective educational partnership 
between a host of partners. These 
include the independent and public 

K E Y  L E A R N I N G
Upskilling that 
is curriculum-
relevant, hands-on, 
interactive and 
practical, and 
which is provided 
in a caring, 
professional and 
non-judgmental 
environment, 
encourages 
and empowers 
educators to 
be better, more 
professional 
teachers.

by offerinG an inclusive proGramme where teachers self-select 
to attend professional development workshops, this proGramme 
facilitates exposure to best practice and new methodoloGies, by 
teachers for teachers.

Thandulwazi-rokunda 
Teacher developmenT

For more about the Thandulwazi-Rokunda Teacher Development programme, go to stithian.com/
thandulwazi or educationinnovations.org/program/thandulwazi-rokunda-teacher-development.

L E A R N 
M O R E

school sectors, tertiary institutions, 
volunteers, and corporate partners 
whose funding allows teachers 
from under-resourced schools to 
attend workshops at no charge.  
The St Stithians Foundation, which 
comprises volunteers from the St 
Stithians community, drives the 
fundraising for Thandulwazi.

Thandulwazi is inclusive, with 
teachers self-selecting to attend 
the workshops – thereby making a 
personal commitment to become 
better educators. No registration fee 
is charged for Saturday workshops, 
ensuring no further disadvantage 
for those who are marginalised by 
socio-economic circumstances.  

The programme caters for 
educators teaching across the 
educational phases, in a caring, non-
judgmental, inclusive environment. 
Teachers are made to feel valued as 
professionals, empowered through 
improved skills, and encouraged 
to become the best professional 
educators they can be.

These Teachers are passionaTe 
abouT Their crafT, and pass 
on meThodologies ThaT work 
while providing pracTical Tips 
ThaT can be used in The Typical 
classroom.

http://stithian.com/thandulwazi
http://stithian.com/thandulwazi
http://educationinnovations.org/program/thandulwazi-rokunda-teacher-development
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T
here is a clear relationship 
between a school’s leadership 
and its learning outcomes. 
One study1 shows that  

“school leadership is second 
only to classroom teaching as 
an influence on pupil learning”, 
concluding that “there is not a 
single documented case of a 
school successfully turning around 
its pupil achievement trajectory 
in the absence of talented 
leadership”. Another2 adds, simply, 
that “failure often correlates with 
inadequate school leadership”. 

The leaders of South Africa’s 
schools, then – just like the 
country’s corporate leaders – 
must be held accountable for 
what goes on in their institutions, 
and the results they achieve. At 
the same time, however, these 
leaders also require support, 
in the form of resources and 
professional development. 

The core function of a school 
leader is to manage and 
implement quality curriculum 
delivery, but many school leaders 
have not been trained to do this. 
Principals progress through the 
ranks with limited training, and 
if they have never seen a model 
of best practice, they won’t 
know what it looks like or how to 
implement it. 

Sadly, despite enormous 
investments, our education 
departments and a wide range 
of organisations have, I believe, 
failed to improve the quality of 
learning and management in 
South African schools. 

As we find so often, many of the 
solutions lie in addressing the 
basics. A big part of a school 
functioning well is its infrastruc-
ture, and in the management 
of its resources. This means 
creating a safe and enabling 

environment for learning. Through 
their successes, programmes like 
Equal Education and Project Build 
have demonstrated how critical 
infrastructure is to success. Yet a 
National Education Infrastructure 
Management System (NEIMS) 
report published in October 2014 
revealed that of 23 740 public 
schools, 77% were without li-
braries, 86% without laboratories, 
68% without computer labs. Even 
more alarming: 3% had no water 
supply, 5% had no electricity and 
2% had no ablution facilities. 

Thousands of our schools lack 
the infrastructure necessary to 
provide learners with the quality 
education they are legally entitled 
to receive. 

Another reason for our failure to 
improve the quality of schools 
management lies in our fixation 
with school improvement meth-
odologies, rather than turnaround 

16 146 

were without 
computer labs 

604 
had no 
water 

supply 1131 

had no 
electricity 474 

had no ablution 
facilities

18 301 
were 
without 
libraries

20 463 
were without 
laboratories

Of 23 740 
public 

schools:

STATS
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SucceSS or failure in a School’S learning outcomeS are linked 
directly to the quality of itS leaderShip. But are our School leaderS 
adequately prepared and Supported to carry that reSponSiBility?

Eugene Daniels was 
a district director in 
the Western Cape 
Education Department 
for 11 years. He 
is currently an 
independent education 
consultant.

E u g e n e  D a n i e l s

innovations to  watch

 L E A D  T H E  L E A D E R S 
Pearson MARANG Education Trust 
serves as a good example of a public/
private partnership. An effective in-
service model for under-resourced and 
underperforming schools, it enhances 
district and school leadership by 
training leaders to improve on 
governance and deliver on school 
management expectations. There is a 
strong focus on effective curriculum 
implementation.

 N E T W O R K S  E N H A N C E  
 K N O W L E D G E 
South African Extraordinary Schools 
Coalition shares knowledge and skills 
around impact schools (no-fee and 
low-fee independent schools). Its 
network approach builds in quality 
assurance and provides a space for 
this growing sector to share innovation.

 F I N D  P A R T N E R S H I P S 
Streetlight Schools is an independent, 
low-fee primary school model. 
They have partnered with a housing 
association to bring down capital 
costs, and have embraced a blended 
learning model that promotes the 
integration of ICT. 

 E N C O U R A G E  A C T I V I S M 
Equal Education is a social movement 
which demands access to quality 
public education for all, and holds 
government accountable to that 
promise. Learners are empowered by 
actively participating in campaigns 
and driving change for the education 
system. 

FIT TO LEAD

methodologies in the sphere of 
leadership and management. In 
too many cases, school improve-
ment involves clinging to the 
strategies we have always imple-
mented, and trying to improve on 
them. Thus many interventions 
focus on managing more compe-
tently or teaching more effective-
ly, without emphasizing that a 
different approach is needed. 

Times have changed. Our context 
has shifted. We need to look at 
school transformation differently. 

School management needs 
transparency and accountabili-
ty, yet many schools have data 
management systems which 
aren’t properly organised, so 
school management teams 
(SMTs) lack access to the data 
they need to make informed de-
cisions. Throughout the system, 
there is very little factual and 
accurate data-driven decision 
making. As a result, districts and 
provinces struggle to provide 
relevant and appropriate support 
to schools.

In the past, school governance in 
South Africa was characterised 
by a top-down approach. 
Educators, learners, parents and 
communities were excluded 
from the decision-making 
process, with principals and 
inspectors acting as the main 
decision-makers. Today the 
school governing body (SGB) is 
the ‘government’ of the school, 
and it gets its mandate from the 
different members (learners, 
parents, teaching and non-
teaching staff) of the school 

community. The transformation 
and reform of our education 
landscape has influenced all 
parties involved. 

Who, then, leads a school today? 
And who manages it? Is it the 
district, principal, SMT or SGB? 
Or is it all of the above? And are 
they adequately skilled to do the 
job? One of the key challenges 
facing our schools is that many 
SGB members, for example, 
lack the necessary financial 
knowledge and skills, and find 
themselves under tremendous 
pressure because they are unable 
to develop practical solutions to 
practical problems.

Leadership capacity must be cre-
ated in our schools and districts 
to drive the vision. This requires 
training and support – but the 
district cannot always provide 
this support, and often falls into 
the old inspector role, where 
“support” becomes a tick box 
exercise rather than an exercise in 
coaching and trouble-shooting. 

Leadership is about culture, ethos 
and drive – and accountability 
must be shared. The community 
has a role to play, as do parents, 
teachers, the SGB, the SMT and 
the district. The credit for success 
and the weight of failure cannot 
rest solely on the shoulders of the 
school leader. 

Our window of opportunity is 
rapidly closing and we would do 
well to interrogate our options, 
and to promote innovative 
solutions that will give our 
learners a better tomorrow. 

REfEREnCEs: 1. LEitHWooD K, Day C, 
sammons P, HaRRis a & HoPKins D 
2006. sEvEn stRong CLaims about 
suCCEssfuL sCHooL LEaDERsHiP. 
LonDon: DEPaRtmEnt foR EDuCation 
anD sKiLLs / 2. HubER sg 2004. 
ContExt of REsEaRCH. in: HubER sg 
(ED.). PREPaRing sCHooL LEaDERs foR 
tHE 21st CEntuRy: an intERnationaL 
ComPaRison of DEvELoPmEnt 
PRogRams in 15 CountRiEs. LonDon: 
RoutLEDgEfaLmER.
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P
roject Build, formerly known 
as Natal Schools Project 
Trust, is a community 
development non-profit that 

builds schools, clinics and Early 
Childhood Development (ECD) 
centres, mainly in KwaZulu-Natal. 
Over the course of more than 37 
years, the organisation has built in 
excess of 5300 classrooms.

Each project follows a similar 
process: schools register 
their needs with Project Build, 
and pay a small deposit as 
a sign of commitment and 
buy-in. Project Build then sets 
about raising funds for the 
materials and labour costs. 
Here, the organisation has two 
components: one being the 
development of a community 
through the tangible, intensely 
regulated process of building 
the school or centre; and the 
other being the emotional 
development commitment that 
drives Project Build’s community 
engagement. Local contractors, 
like electricians and plumbers, 
are identified, and in many cases 
the building site labourers are the 
learners’ parents. 

Project Build sees the 
development of skills and income 

for these small businesses as 
being part of its community-
building role. Collaboration 
with the local community is a 
critical aspect of any project, 
and meetings with stakeholders 
and community leaders help 
to shape the scope of work. 
The track record speaks for 
itself: zero cases of vandalism 
of infrastructure have been 
reported in any of Project Build’s 
completed schools or centres. 
The organisation believes that a 
major contributing factor to this, 
is the buy-in they received from 
the local communities.

The ethos that permeates every 
facet of this organisation is an 
emphasis on respect in all its 
interactions: respect for the 
learner’s dignity; respect for the 
school educator and leadership’s 
approval; respect for the mandate 
of the Department of Education; 
and respect for the community in 
which the school is located.

Project Build’s experience has 
shown that respectful and 
consistent communication with 
those multiple stakeholders 
is key to developing buy-in, 
managing expectations and 
improving cost-efficiency. The 

organisation has found that 
when it develops this sense of 
collaboration early on, it lays the 
foundation for better ongoing 
maintenance of its completed 
projects in the future. 

The sustainability of the 
infrastructure depends, in large 
part, on a careful alignment 
with the Department of Basic 
Education’s (DBE) plans. To this 
end, the DBE identifies schools 
in need, and gives permission 
for Project Build to build the 
required classrooms and restore 
the necessary infrastructure. 
Project Build then follows the 
technical specifications and 
quality assurance as directed 
by the Department of Public 
Works. Once work is complete, 
the ongoing maintenance of the 
project is handed over to these 
provincial departments. 

Last year Project Build adopted 
a revised approach to pay more 
careful attention to monitoring, 
evaluation, and the mitigation 
of risk. Delays in the building 
process pose a significant 
challenge to managing the costs 
of the project, and there is risk 
in supporting local emerging 
businesses which supply the 

tradesmen needed for the 
building project. 

Project Build also appreciates 
the benefits of finding “fresh 
eyes” to look at and assess 
their approach. They are 

currently offering learnerships 
through the Durban University 
of Technology, and are 
inviting experts to contribute 
to thinking around their 
enterprise development 
model. 

That level of humility, 
and openness to outside 
opinions, forms the basis of 
Project Build’s community-
centred, respect-based 
approach. 

Project 
Build

K E Y  L E A R N I N G
The foundation 
of any successful 
project is respect. 
Respect for the 
learner, the educator, 
and the Department 
of Education, and – 
above all – respect 
for the community in 
which the project is 
located.

For more about Project Build, go to projectbuild.org.za or educationinnovations.org/
program/project-build. 

Follow the programme  @projectbuildkzn    ProjectBuildTrust

L E A R N 
M O R E

This communiTy developmenT organisaTion 
has builT more Than 5300 classrooms, 
using respecT as iTs foundaTion and 
communicaTion as iTs building blocks.

The eThos ThaT 
permeaTes every 
faceT of This 
organisaTion is 
an emphasis on 
respecT in all iTs 
inTeracTions.
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T
he Beyers Naudé Schools 
Development Programme 
(BNSDP) seeks to strengthen 
the quality of schools in rural 

communities, doing so by harnessing 
principles of good governance and 
management. The programme, 
established by the Kagiso Trust, 
believes that the best way to achieve 
a lasting, positive impact on South 
Africa’s schooling system and wider 
rural communities is through a 
comprehensive, guided and reward-
driven approach. 

BNSDP works through five key 
phases of activities: formalisation; 
school selection; capacity 
development; infrastructure 
development; and, finally, 
consolidation and exit.

Formalisation entails signing 
a service agreement with the 
provincial Departments of Education, 
and identifying the poorest districts 
that could benefit. Management 
capacity at provincial and district 

levels is then allocated to solicit 
administrative and political buy-in. 

The provincial DoE identifies 
schools, and BNSDP then invites 
those schools to participate in an 
interview to justify why and how 
their school would benefit from the 
programme. Experience continues 
to show that there are no quick fixes 
or general purpose solutions when it 
comes to turning underperforming 
schools around. The key is to 
identify and support committed 
stakeholders to drive change from 
within the school.

The third phase involves capacity 
development, which includes school 
retreats; curriculum management 
and implementation; school 
management and governance; 
and student leadership instruction. 
The retreats are teambuilding 
exercises for each school, with 
selected students, representatives 
of the school governing body, and 
all educators attending. Honest 

conversations are facilitated to 
identify why the school is performing 
poorly, and participants sign 
commitment statements where 
they undertake to play an active role 
in improving within the identified 
areas.  Schools are then required to 
obtain a minimum pass rate of 70% 
among Grade 12 learners in order 
to be rewarded with infrastructure 
development.

The programme’s final phase entails 
the institutionalisation of good 
practices in terms of curriculum 
implementation and school 
management and governance. 
Continued learner support is also 
provided in the form of motivational 
speakers, and career education 
and bursaries are awarded to high 
performing students to further their 
studies at tertiary level in the field of 
engineering and commerce.

BNSDP has modelled exceptional 
collaboration with the Department 
of Basic Education – so much so, 

Beyers Naudé school 
develoPmeNt Programme

that the Department matches 
BNSDP’s financial contribution 
to each project. There are 
valuable lessons to learn from 
the way BNSDP has facilitated 
this mutually beneficial 
collaboration. It has opted to 
support change at a district level, 
as it doesn’t want to compete 
with other regional programmes. 
It also makes joint decisions 

with the officials regarding the 
intervention, thereby securing 
the district’s buy-in and 
commitment to holding service 
providers accountable. 

Furthermore, the programme 
seeks to understand the 
challenges that circuit 
managers face, and how to 
best align with their work. That 

way, the department officials 
become ambassadors of the 
programme. The planning for 
implementation is taken to the 
district officials for a reflection 
on the lessons learned, thus 
ensuring that all parties 
understand the problem in the 
same way, and share a common 
understanding of how the 
solution will work. 

BNSDP works with stakeholders 
at every step of the process, 
creating a shared understanding 
of challenges and a shared 
sense of responsibility. The final 
component to this successful 
collaboration, then, is a joint 
accountability. When a district 
succeeds, BNSDP celebrates 
with them; if they fail, BNSDP is 
held accountable with them.

K E Y  L E A R N I N G
By seeking to 
collaborate 
through every 
step of a project, 
a programme can 
drive success by 
establishing a 
shared sense of 
accountability and 
responsibility.

This rural schools developmenT programme works hand-in-hand, 
sTep-by-sTep wiTh communiTies and governmenT, sharing joinT 
accounTabiliTy for The successful planning, implemenTaTion and 
funding of iTs projecTs.

For more about the Beyers Naudé School Development Programme, go to kagiso.co.za/projects/
bnsdp or educationinnovations.org/program/beyers-naude-school-development

Follow the programme   @Tkagiso_Trust     kagisotrust

L E A R N 
M O R E
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There are no 
quick fixes or 
general purpose 
soluTions when iT 
comes To Turning 
underperforming 
schools around.

http://kagiso.co.za/projects/bnsdp/
http://kagiso.co.za/projects/bnsdp/
http://educationinnovations.org/program/beyers-naude-school-development
https://twitter.com/kagiso_trust
https://www.facebook.com/kagisotrust


Closing The gap

engage the state around 
addressing these. Recent 
examples of this include the 
shortage of textbooks and non-
payment of teachers in some 
provinces, where civil society 
organisations, working together 
with schools and communities, 
took up these issues with 
government.

Schools form an integral part 
of the communities they serve, 
and should have natural links to 
their communities. This is often 
not the case. So, what are the 
reasons for this?

Schools discourage relationship 
building when they have cultures 
that are unwelcoming of parents 
and other community members. 
In many schools, leaders and 
teachers fail to develop a deeper 
understanding of the lives of their 
learners, and often hold “deficit 
views” of families, regarding 
them as problems rather than as 
partners. 

Many teachers are territorial 
about the school as their 
professional domain, and some 
might see outside involvement as 
an intrusion. While improvement 
initiatives encourage schools to 
involve parents and community 
members, many teachers 
fear that this will lead to 
diminished public regard for their 
professional status, a loss of 
authority, and increased levels of 
accountability. Because of this, 
the school as an organisation 
remains closed and inward-

looking, unresponsive to the 
possibilities of community 
collaboration.

While these challenges to 
effective school-community 
connections may seem 
daunting, overcoming them is 
not impossible, and the benefits 
to both the school and the 
community can be widespread. 

A growing body of research 
shows that meaningful and 
authentic partnerships between 
schools and community 
stakeholders can result in positive 
learning and developmental 
outcomes for learners, can 
strengthen civic participation, can 
enhance social responsibility, and 
can attract additional resources 
into the community. 

“The NGO sector can act as 
an external lever, functioning 
as an intermediary between 
policy mandates and actualised 
effects in people’s daily lives. 
These organisations are close 
to the communities in which 
they operate, and can respond 
quickly to needs. NGOs can also 
communicate more efficiently 
with government to make known 
the successes and failures of 
various policy actions.”1 

Connecting schools to 
communities is important 
anywhere. In South Africa, these 
efforts will enable schools to 
become important sites – not 
only for learner development, 
but also for the development of 
communities as a whole.

Community & 
Schools07

Dr Al Witten is 
Director of the Centre 
for the Community 
School at Nelson 
Mandela Metropolitan 
University.

D r  A l  W i t t e n 

O P I N I O N  P I E C E 0 7 :  C O M M U N I T Y  &  S C H O O L S

B
efore we talk about the 
connections between 
schools and communities, 
let us clarify the concept of 

“community”. By “community” 
I mean all parents, community 
members and organisations, 
and any other institutions (the 
“education publics”) who come 
together around the common 
purpose of supporting a school 
or a group of schools to achieve a 
particular goal. 

This goes beyond the more 
common understanding of 
community as being identified 
by geographic proximity to a 
school; it can include businesses, 
universities, and national and 
international NGOs. 

Schooling in many of South 
Africa’s township communities 
is characterised by high 

absenteeism, poor academic 
performance, violence on and 
around the school premises, a lack 
of infrastructural and financial 
resources, a lack of qualified 
teachers, and low educator 
morale. These challenges often 
have a negative effect on learners’ 
cognitive and psychosocial 
development. 

Schools cannot solve all of these 
problems on their own, nor can 
they afford to ignore them. But 
schools can tap into the assets 
of the community and collaborate 
with its members to address some 
of these challenges. 

Strong connections between 
schools and communities bring 
direct benefits to children. 
Research in other countries has 
shown that schooling becomes 
more meaningful to learners, and 

their learning is enhanced, when 
schools reach out to parents and 
access the social and cultural 
resources of the community. 

Connections between schools 
and communities promote 
civic participation in education. 
This increases accountability 
for learning, and ensures 
sustainability by empowering the 
stakeholders as authentic partners 
in the educational enterprise.

When learners see the community 
as an extension of themselves, 
they start to the see themselves 
as an extension of the community. 
This sense of belonging creates 
better citizens. 

Linking schools to communities 
matters because it allows a broad 
constituency to develop a “public 
voice” that can call attention to the 
problems in education, and 

SChoolS operAte iN their CoMMUNitieS, bUt CoMMUNitieS DoN’t AlWAyS 
operAte iN their SChoolS. A StroNg liNk betWeeN the tWo iS iMportANt for 
SeverAl reASoNS – AND Not All of theM Are obvioUS.

sTaT

8039
Non-profit 

organisations 
working in 

eduCaTion 
and 

researCh  
in South Africa

“SchoolS cannot 
Solve all their 
problemS on 
their own, but 
they can tap into 
the aSSetS of 
the community 
and collaborate 
with itS memberS 
and partnerS.”

 T A K E  A  L O N G - T E R M  A P P R O A C H 
Penreach takes a cradle-to-career 
approach, offering services from 
birth to post-secondary school. Ten 
integrated programmes focus on 
teacher development, learner support, 
school leadership development, 
IT-assisted teaching and learning 
in under-resourced schools in rural 
communities. 

 B E  C O M M U N I T Y  L E D 
The Philippi Collective is a cross-
sector collaboration between schools, 
parents, organisations, NGOs, 
government departments and other 
community leaders. They identify 
challenges facing schools, map 
existing services, and come up with 
local community-led solutions.

 l i n k  P A R E N T S  a n d  T E A C H E R S 
Epworth Children’s Village recognises 
that psychosocial stressors impact 
negatively on learning, and gives 
teachers the skills to better manage 
learner needs. It also shows parents 
how to play a meaningful role in their 
children’s education, while encouraging 
learners to take leadership roles.

 L E A R N E R S  A S  C H A N G E  A G E N T S 
Enke’s Trailblazer Programme 
empowers young people to design 
and run projects that address the 
most pressing social issues in 
their communities. These projects 
give the learners a sense of social 
responsibility, while giving them 
practical project management and 
leadership experience.

innovations to  watch

refereNCe: 1. AMANDlADevelopMeNt.org/iMAgeS/AMANDlA_WhitepAper.pDf
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B
RIDGE operates on the belief 
that, if you connect the things 
that work, the system will 
improve. Based on that, it 

aims to create linkages between 
instances of effective practice, 
thereby building communities 
of practice for education 
innovators in South Africa. Its 
focus is on Early Childhood 
Development (ECD), Information 
Communication Technology (ICT), 
learner support, school leadership 
and teacher development.

BRIDGE’s innovative use of the 
Community of Practice (CoP) 
process encourages reflective 
practice: the idea that everyone 
could do what they do better, and 
can get the support of others to 
do it. CoPs are built on a platform 
of collaboration and knowledge 
sharing, with this facilitation 
methodology applied nationally, 
provincially and at a district level. 

As a tool of innovation, CoPs 
provide three main levers of 
change: developing confidence, 
trust and a sense of shared 
identity. This methodology 
assumes that learning is 
collective and social, and that 

it comes from our experience 
of participating in daily life 
rather than from an isolated or 
academic pursuit. 

BRIDGE recognises that its 
CoP facilitators cannot create 
or predict change; nor can 
they solve the problems for 
the communities. Rather, 
the interactions between 
participants in these sessions 
can empower them to achieve 
the change that is possible. 
The CoP methodology 
stresses the importance of 
voluntary participation, with 
participants encouraged to set 
their own collective agenda. 
Their developmental needs 
emerge organically from within 
their own contexts, and they 
are encouraged to engage in 
reflective practice, learning from 
experience and gaining new 
insights into their work and their 
role within the education system. 

The intention is explicitly 
to impact the system, both 
horizontally and vertically: 
horizontally in the sense of 
collaboration; and vertically 
through the relationship between 

practice and policy (and the 
influence each can have on the 
other). For example, when the 
members of the Early Childhood 
Development CoP come together 
to share working practice, tools 
and resources among different 
ECD stakeholders (horizontal), 
there is a clear link between the 
practice on the ground and the 
creation and implementation of 
provincial and national policy 
(vertical).

South Africa’s education 
sector exhibits a clear need for 
integration of the good work that 
is being done, so that all players 
can increase their impact on the 
system, avoid competition and 
no longer function in isolation. 
Already, BRIDGE is focussing 
on data mapping through the 
Educollaborate1 portal in the 
Western Cape, which will enable 
it to visually represent the work 
that takes place at organisational 
and school level. This will allow 
all the players in education, 
across the spectrum, to get a 
good sense of what’s out there, 
who’s doing what, and where 
they’re doing it.

BRIDGE
By Bringing players together in a collaBorative space, this 
organisation is driving innovation By facilitating conversation, 
reflection and action.

K E Y  L E A R N I N G
The greatest 
positive impact 
on the system 
will come 
through working 
together, avoiding 
competition, 
and integrating 
the good work 
that is already 
happening.

For more about Bridge, go to bridge.org.za or educationinnovations.org/program/bridge

Follow the programme:    BridgeProjectSA    BridgeProjectSA

L E A R N 
M O R E

As A tool of 
innovAtion, 
Communities of 
PrACtiCe develoP 
ConfidenCe, trust 
And A sense of 
shAred identity.
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T
he aim of the RedCap 
Schools Project is to 
bring together schools, 
parents, communities 

and local businesses, and to 
empower them to improve the 
performance of school learners. 
A partnership between the 
KwaZulu-Natal Department of 
Education and the JET Education 
Services, the project focuses on 
intensive training for teachers in 
Mathematics, English, Science 
and Early Childhood Development 
(Grade R). RedCap also works 
with School Governing Bodies to 
help individuals appreciate the 
difference they can make, and to 
give them the skills they need to 
be effective in their roles.

The project was designed as a 
short-term boost to raise the 
levels of education in the selected 
schools. At its inception, it had 
a clear exit strategy. However, 
halfway through the first five-year 
commitment, it became obvious 
that the higher levels of teaching 
and operating would not be 
sustained once the project was 
completed. The reality was that 
the schools simply did not have 

the support structures needed to 
maintain the progress they had 
made with RedCap. Despite the 
initial disappointment, RedCap 
committed to strengthening the 
relationships with the schools 
even further, and built trust by 
pushing through the difficult 
times with them.

That commitment proved to be 
the tipping point. The project 
grew to incorporate new ways 
of supporting the school 
community. In the teacher 
development component, a 
mentoring journey has been 
added alongside the training 
workshops, and a safe space 
created for principals to share 
their experiences, problems, 
solutions and ideas of how to 
grow their schools. Parents are 
encouraged to take active roles, 
not only in the education of their 
children through involvement 
in literacy and homework 
programmes, but also in non-
academic school activities. The 
community is invited to establish 
a vegetable garden, both for 
fundraising and for school 
nutritional purposes.

The results speak for themselves. 
In 2014, the performance of 
every grade between 1 and 6 in 
the Redcap Foundation Schools 
was between 15 and 22% above 
National, Provincial and District 
averages.

Challenges still exist. Faced with 
the leadership and systemic 
challenges of one subject advisor 
serving 300 schools, RedCap 
is constantly reflecting on the 
most meaningful way to partner 
with government at a district 
level. School management teams 
identify each school’s needs 
themselves, and become the 
catalysts for bringing about the 
necessary changes in their own 
environment. Through building 
the capacity of school leadership, 
educators and district officials 
are empowered to bring about 
and maintain the changes taking 
place in their schools. 

In this way, no culture of 
dependency is formed, and the 
project becomes sustainable and 
of benefit to many more learners 
who will attend these schools in 
the future.

C A S E  S T U D Y   |   5 7

REDCap 
SChoolS 

this programme empowers schools, parents 
and communities to raise – and maintain –the 
level of education for their children.

K E Y  L E A R N I N G
Avoid a culture 
of dependency. 
Projects 
should be 
independently 
sustainable, 
with 
beneficiaries 
trained and 
empowered to 
identify – and 
overcome 
– their 
challenges.

For more about RedCap schools, go to mrpfoundation.org/Programmes/redcap-
schools.aspx or educationinnovations.org/program/redcap-schools-project. 

Follow the programme  @MRP_Foundation    MRPFoundation

L E A R N 
M O R E
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the reAlity wAs 
thAt the sChools 
simPly did not 
hAve the suPPort 
struCtures 
needed to mAintAin 
the Progress they 
hAd mAde.

http://mrpfoundation.org/Programmes/redcap-schools.aspx
http://mrpfoundation.org/Programmes/redcap-schools.aspx
http://educationinnovations.org/program/redcap-schools-project
https://twitter.com/mrp_foundation
https://www.facebook.com/MRPFoundation.org
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“I
f you can read this, thank a 
teacher.” It’s a slice of bumper-
sticker wisdom, but it contains 
a textbook’s worth of truth. The 

importance of quality education 
cannot be overstated. Those 
early years spent in a classroom, 
doing exercises, writing exams 
and learning about the world, are 
fundamental building blocks of 
your future success.

Why, then, does South Africa’s 
education system continue 
to slip behind the rest of the 
world despite significant 
policy changes, attention and 
investments to improve it? And 
what can we do about it?

That’s what South Africa’s first 
Education Innovator’s Review is 
exploring. Behind the alarming 
statistics and benchmarked 
results, lie a set of positive 
experiments run by committed 
professionals and citizens who 
have demonstrated outstanding 
progress. This publication serves 
to recognise the innovative 
game changers and social 
entrepreneurs (most of whom 
are working from the bottom 
up), extract the lessons that can 

be shared, and understand the 
components of the innovations 
that have the potential to 
transform the system.

We’ve followed the learner’s 
full journey, from cradle to 
career, taking in early childhood 
development (ECD), examining 
the acquisition of vital skills 
in literacy and numeracy, and 
Mathematics and Science, and 
mapping the pathway that links 
what we learn in the classroom 
to what we implement in the 
workplace, and in society.

But education is about so much 
more than just the learner’s 
journey. Other important 
factors are considered, from the 
accountability of the school’s 
leadership and the quality of its 
teaching to the stability of its 
bricks-and-mortar infrastructure. 
Crucially, we must also 
understand that no school exists 
in a bubble. There has to be 
support from, and engagement 
with, the community and families 
that the school serves.

So, this being a contribution to 
the dialogue around education, 

we have to ask the question: 
What have we learned?  We’ve 
learned that identifying a problem 
and the places where we’re 
stuck is only the first step. These 
social innovations show that 
real progress can come from 
responses at the front lines that 
put learners first, by putting our 
institutional agendas to work 
better together, and by integrating 
the good work that is already 
happening in classrooms and 
places of learning across South 
Africa.

We’ve learned about the 
importance of relationships. 
Between schools and their 
communities; between learners 
and the subjects they are being 
taught; between programmes 
and donors; and between 
teachers and learners. These 
relationships must be built 
on mutual respect and co-
operation. There needs to be 
a mutual benefit, and a clear 
sense of balance. An imbalance 
in one direction could remove 
opportunities for independence 
and empowerment; and 
an imbalance in the other 
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What have We Learned?
South AfricA’S firSt EducAtion innovAtor’S rEviEw ExplorES 
thE poSitivE ExpErimEntS And innovAtionS thAt ArE building 
thE country’S futurE SuccESS.

direction could take a perfectly 
sound solution, and make it 
unsustainable.

And we’ve learned about 
the importance of practical 
solutions to real problems. This 
is a common theme across 
the projects and programmes 
showcased in this Review: each 
has, as its foundation, an always 
simple implementation of a 
sometimes complex solution 
to an often complex problem. 
Some function at a national level, 
some at a district level, some at 
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a school level. Some focus on a 
classroom setting, while others 
work at an even more focused 
level. Each, however, uncovers an 
effective, affordable and inclusive 
education solution – and each 
provides a pattern of a scaleable 
model than can be adapted 
and implemented in different 
contexts. 

None, however, act in isolation. 
Every solution in this Review 
functions in cooperation or 
collaboration with donors, 
schools, teachers, Government 

and communities. And every one 
deserves recognition for making 
real innovation for real results 
possible, visible and sustainable 
within South Africa’s education 
change landscape.

Here’s to them, and here’s to 
you. To a country and continent 
filled with opportunities, filled 
with innovators, and filled with 
people who care enough to 
make a difference. And here’s to 
the greatest lesson education 
offers: the idea that we all have 
something new to learn.

“Education is about 
so much morE than 
just thE lEarnEr’s 
journEy.”
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Glossary
A brief primer on educAtion terms

aNas
Standardised 
national 
assessments for 
languages and 
Mathematics in 
the Senior Phase 
(Grades 7 to 9) 
and Intermediate 
Phase (Grades 
4 to 6), and in 
literacy and 
numeracy for the 
Foundation Phase 
(Grades 1 to 3).

BleNded learNiNG model 
A formal education programme in which 
a learner learns, at least in part, through 
delivery of content and instruction via 
digital and online media, with some 
element of learner control over time, 
place, path or pace. Proponents of 
blended learning cite the opportunity 
for data collection and customisation of 
instruction and assessment as two  
major benefits of this approach.

CaPs
Curriculum Assessment 
Policy Statements. 
With the introduction 
of CAPS, every subject 
in each grade has a 
single, comprehensive 
and concise policy 
document that will 
provide details on what 
teachers need to teach 
and assess on a grade-
by-grade and subject-
by-subject basis. 

Creative CommoNs A non-profit organisation devoted 
to expanding the range of creative works available for others 
to build upon legally and share. The organisation has released 
several copyright licences, known as Creative Commons 
licences, free of charge to the public. These licences allow 
creators to communicate which rights they reserve, and which 
rights they waive for the benefit of recipients or other creators. 

dBe Department of 
Basic Education. 
This Government 

Department oversees primary 
and secondary education in 
South Africa.

dHet
Department 
of Higher 
Education and 
Training. This 
Government 
Department 
oversees post-
secondary 
school 
education in 
South Africa. 

eCd Early 
Childhood 

Development is a 
comprehensive approach  
to policies and programmes 
for children from birth to 
eight years of age, their 
parents and caregivers. 
Its purpose, according to 
UNICEF, is to protect the 
child’s rights to develop 
his or her full cognitive, 
emotional, social and 
physical potential. 

Grade r Foundation Phase includes a pre-school grade 
known as Grade R, for ‘reception’. Grade R is 

compulsory, but not all primary schools offer Grade R. Grade R 
may also be attended at a pre-school facility. 

iCt Information 
and communication 
technology is 
the combination 
of informatics 
technology with 
other, related 
technologies, 
specifically 
communication 
technology. lCPs Low Cost Private Schools  

are defined either as those  
with tuition rates less than 50 

percent of the minimum wage (USAID), or where 
schooling costs do not exceed four percent of  
the household budget (Barakat). LCPS include  
‘for profit’ and ‘not for profit’ providers, and  
a range of provisions – from conventional  
schools to contracting LCPS to provide services 
under public funding arrangements.

smt School Management Team.

matriC 
The final year of 
secondary school 
and the qualification 
received upon 
graduating from 
high school. Strictly 
speaking, it refers to 
the minimum university 
entrance requirements.

NdPNational Development 
Plan is a plan for the 

country to eliminate poverty and reduce 
inequality by 2030. It aims to achieve this 
by uniting South Africans, unleashing 
the energies of its citizens, growing an 
inclusive economy, building capabilities, 
and enhancing the capability of the state 
and leaders working together to solve 
complex problems.

NGoA non-governmental organisation is 
a non-profit, citizen-based group that 
functions independently of government. 

NGOs, sometimes called civil societies, are organised 
on community, national and international levels to serve 
specific social or political purposes, and are cooperative, 
rather than commercial, in nature.

Neims
National Education 
Infrastructure 
Management 
System is an 
electronic planning 
and management 
tool, which allows for 
‘real-time’ access to 
information about 
the condition of 
infrastructure and 
facilities at each of 
the public schools 
across the country.

Nyda
National Youth 
Development Agency 
plays a leading role 
in ensuring that all 
major stakeholders 
(i.e. government, the 
private sector and 
civil society) prioritise 
youth development 
and contribute towards 
identifying and 
implementing lasting 
solutions which address 
youth development 
challenges.

PsyCHosoCial 
Needs 
Psychological development in, 
and interaction with, a social 
environment.

PuBliC Private PartNersHiP
A government service or private business 
venture which is funded and operated through 
a partnership of government and one or more 
private sector companies. 

saQmeQ
The Southern and Eastern 
Africa Consortium for 
Monitoring Educational  
Quality is an international 
non-profit developmental 
organisation in Southern and 
Eastern Africa that decided 
to work together to share 
experiences and expertise in 
developing the capacities of 
education planners to apply 
scientific methods to monitor 
and evaluate the conditions  
of schooling and the quality  
of education.

sGB
The School Governing 
Body is a statutory body 
of parents, educators, 
non-teaching staff and 
learners (from Grade 
8 or higher) who seek 
to work together to 
promote the well-being 
and effectiveness of 
the school community 
and thereby enhance 
learning and teaching.

timss  The Trends in International Mathematics 
and Science Study is a series of international 
assessments of the Mathematics and Science 
knowledge of learners around the world.

tvetTechnical Vocational 
Education and Training 

courses are vocational or occupational 
by nature, meaning that the student 
receives education and training with a 
view towards a specific range of jobs or 
employment possibilities. 



“At the BerthA Centre for SoCiAl innovAtion And 
entrepreneurShip, we work to unCover, ConneCt, 
pioneer And AdvAnCe SoCiAl innovAtorS And 
entrepreneurS who ShAre our pASSion for 
generAting inCluSive opportunitieS And 
AChieving SoCiAl juStiCe in AfriCA.”
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