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Hands-on

Wild Coast Rural Schools Development Project: Changing Young 

Teachers’ Minds about Teaching in Rural Areas
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EDUCATION TO 
READ AND WRITE

Learning from our implementing partners

The Wild Coast Rural Schools Development Project 
addresses the challenge of training and educating 
teachers who are willing to teach in rural contexts 
or to work in partnership with under-resourced 
schools. Since 2003 we have developed a range of 
partnership approaches through the Post-Graduate 
Certifi cate in Education (PGCE) programme, which 
are meant to challenge the negative perceptions 
that many teachers have about rural contexts in 
South Africa.

This project constitutes a response to the national 
imperative to educate teachers for rural contexts 
while the majority of newly trained teachers 
choose to teach in urban areas which exacerbates 
shortages of qualifi ed teachers in rural schools.1 We 
also aim to challenge the discourses which many 
pre-service teachers exhibit in their interactions 
with each other where rural contexts are by 
implication considered inferior and undesirable. 
The challenge of producing teachers to teach in 
rural areas or to understand their responsibility 
in working with under-resourced schools is not 
simply one of teacher supply – it is also about 
teacher deployment and attitude change. The 
partnership approach used in this project brings 
together multiple voices in the construction of 
new knowledge which serves to challenge this 
defi ciency framework. 

The Project has multiple objectives, all serving the 
overall challenge of rural education. 

The fi rst objective is to support the University 
of KwaZulu-Natal’s (UKZN) vision of African 
Scholarship and support for rural education. 
Secondly, it aims to counter a defi cit model of 
rural education by exposing student teachers 

1 HSRC & EPC 2005. Emerging Voices: A Report on Education in South African Rural 

Communities .Commissioned by the Nelson Mandela Foundation. Cape Town. HSRC Press.

to the many positive aspects of working in rural 
schools and living in these communities, as well 
as to develop fl exible competences to teach 
in diverse contexts. Ultimately the aim is to 
encourage well qualifi ed teachers to consider 
teaching in rural localities and if they do not 
teach there, to understand the possibilities 
of establishing partnerships between well-
resourced schools and under-resourced 
schools. 

 Thirdly, the project seeks to develop sustainable 
partnerships between the University, the 
Department of Education, individual schools 
and rural communities in order to contribute to 
a range of development initiatives. 

 Fourthly, it encourages networking across 
sectors, facilitating a collegial and supportive 
role for local business in line with a national 
objective of social responsibility and 
partnerships. 
Lastly, it creates an opportunity for student 
teachers to work with the Wildlife and 
Environment Society (WESSA) of South Africa 
on sustainable environmental development 
through WESSA’s Eco-Schools project. 

Our strategy to change student teachers’ 
minds about rural schools 

Our work has revealed that in order to counter the 
defi cit attitudes (i.e. that the rural school context 
is inferior), we need to place student teachers in 
these contexts in a supported way. This contact 
and interaction frequently leads to perception 
change and a sense that they could make a 
diff erence in terms of education and development 
in the country by teaching in these schools. Even 
if these teachers only spend a few years in rural 
schools, our eff orts could lead to a regular input 
of well trained teachers, who, when they leave 
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these schools, understand how important it is to 
establish partnerships between well-resourced 
and under-resourced schools. 

This placement project forms a one month portion 
of their second required school placement period. 
During this period they are expected to teach in 
the partnership schools and immerse themselves 
in the communities while asking critical questions 
regarding their identity as South Africans, teachers 
and agents of development. Students are required 
to apply for placement in these schools and 
their applications are scrutinized for suitability, 
depending on the needs of the schools and 
motivation of the students. Besides the support 
that they receive from the university mentors 
placed with them, they are also supported by 
their peers and other partners in the project like 
WESSA. In 2011 the project placed 19 student 
teachers together with university staff  mentors 
in fi ve deeply rural schools in the Lusikisiki/Port 
St John’s area of the Eastern Cape Wild Coast. We 
selected these specifi c schools because we already 
had existing informal partnerships with them and 
we also had good local knowledge of the areas in 
which they are based.

Through these placements we hope to:
Deepen student teachers’ understanding of 
rural South African contexts, diversity and 
teaching strategies in order to contribute to 
a more sensitive and informed attitude about 
what it means to be South African and a teacher 
in these schools. 
Bring new resources and approaches to the 
schools through freshly trained and creative 
young teachers.
Set-up an Eco-School project in each of the 
schools creating sites for further environmental 
work and development. In this way the Project, 
schools and student teachers become part of a 
larger purpose: using education to contribute 
to sustainable development and conservation 
of the Wild Coast. 

Students teachers record and share their 
experiences through regular meetings lead by 
the university staff  as well as through creative 
methods like completing refl ective journals, 
questionnaires, video clips and the development 
of photo collages. In the development of mutually 

benefi cial partnerships, the university staff  also 
lead workshops with teachers in the district 
covering education management and aspects 
of the Life Sciences curriculum, particularly the 
sections on evolution.
Etienne Wenger, (1998)2 in his writing on the 
development of communities of practice, 
comments on the importance of learning through 
social participation. Ultimately we hope that our 
strategy of providing student teachers with an 
opportunity for active learning in rural contexts 
where they are immersed in the community and 
its challenges, will allow them to move away from 
a performance model of teaching (Morrow, 2007)3 

and to use active and social participation learning 
approaches when teaching. 

What we have achieved thus far

In the PGCE Programme we have actively prepared 
and exposed student teachers to working in rural 
school contexts during their Teaching Practice. 
Our work in 2011 represents the initial pilot of 
the project and builds on the work started in 
2003. Evidence from the pilot suggests that the 
placements provide a powerful space for the 
negotiation of cultural challenges. The dominant 
discourses on race/class/urban context held by 
student teachers are challenged and student 
teachers begin to ask deeper and more nuanced 
questions, highlighting issues of social justice. Data 
gathered from students throughout this work and 
research based on the 2011 pilot project, suggests 
that a rural school placement experience can help 
develop teaching skills and attitudes enabling 
student teachers to work eff ectively across a wide 
range of challenging contexts, including deeply 
rural schools. 

The tendency of student teachers to infl uence 
the culture of the school might be a another 
important impact of the programme. In at least 
three of the fi ve schools problems such as: the late 
arrival and absence of the principals and teachers; 
little or no adherence to a coherent timetable; 
signifi cant absenteeism amongst learners; regular 
early closing; and impoverished teaching which 

2 Wenger E 1998. Communities of Practice. Learning, Meaning and Identity. Cambridge. 

Cambridge University Press.

3  Morrow W 2007. Learning to Teach in South Africa. Cape Town. HSRC Press.
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lacked resources, commitment and planning were 
regularly experienced. In this context the presence 
of the student teachers created a space for a model 
of professional education to be demonstrated. The 
permanent teachers at the school also gained 
access to diff erent teaching materials and exposure 
to new methodologies and curriculum debates 
through the student teachers. Students teachers 
and university tutors also contributed by off ering 
permanent teachers technical support and training 
on technology, ranging from beginner classes on 
Microsoft Word to the use of digital projectors. 

This placement of student teachers and the 
developmental workshops seem, at face value, to 
have made a signifi cant diff erence; however, it is 
highly unlikely that some of the changes have been 
permanently entrenched, thus there is a strong 
case for replicating the placement programme 
over the next few years at least. 

Although a formal evaluation of the programme 
is incomplete, there is strong evidence that the 
project is worthwhile and valuable as a model for 
wider application. We did not anticipate the high 
levels of interest and support of the community, 
but the potential agency of the parents in helping 
to build upon the initial changes could be vital in 
ensuring the sustainability of the changes. This 
budding agency needs to be reinforced with a 
repetition of the project. 

Feedback from students reveals powerful 

indicators of critical self-refl ection and lifelong 
learning. A number of them are actively seeking 
teaching posts in rural contexts. District and school 
reports are explicit in detailing benefi ts of the 
partnership and the need to build on this. 

From an environmental perspective all fi ve schools 
have worked with WESSA materials, are developing 
environmental portfolios, have registered as 
Eco-Schools and four have received Eco-schools 
Bronze awards. The challenge of getting teachers 
to shift from traditional, passive teaching methods 
to working with highly interactive environmental 
materials, however, should not be under-
estimated. This needs to be supported by regular 
contact with the teachers. 

Our advice to other universities looking 
to implement a similar programme

Planning has to be meticulous: The isolation 
and remoteness of the rural areas meant that our 
selection of tutors/mentors and students had to be 
carefully considered and motivated because of the 
critical importance of the support role. The isolated 
nature of the project required thorough logistical 
planning, however, the innovative nature of the 
project meant there was no available blueprint 
and this called for creative problem solving 
skills. Programme costs were also higher than 
anticipated because of factors such as transport 
challenges and additional forms of support to 
student teachers such as basic teaching resources 
that had to be obtained as the project progressed. 

Partnerships are essential: These 
partnerships should be based on trust and equality 
and all stakeholders should recognise their role 
in the process of learning and development. 
Awareness of the challenge of insider/outsider 
roles in this project is very important and building 
trust should be an important priority. It is 
extremely useful to build on existing relationships/
partnerships with schools and communities. We 
plan to formalize partnerships more in the future, 
with schools having a clearer statement of their 
roles as partners, whereas a lot of the focus of the 
partnership has been on us and what we can bring. 
We also hope to spend more time working with the 
principals and teachers prior to the student arrival, 
on mentoring and mentor/mentee relationships. 



Hands-on Learning Brief 20May 2012

We also hope to work with the Department of 
Education to incorporate this mentorship role into 
the existing professional development trajectories 
for teachers.

Careful preparation and selection of 
student teachers are important success 
factors: We spent a lot of time preparing all our 
student teachers to understand rural education, 
diversity, barriers to learning and resilience 
during course work and fi eldtrips. Only after this 
orientation were they invited to apply for a rural 
school placement. Without this rigour in the 
preparation, selection and support of students, 
there could be negative outcomes for the 
placement. Negative stereotyping regarding rural 
contexts could be reinforced and group dynamics 
could be negatively compromised. Placing a 
maximum of three students per school is ideal, 
otherwise there is a danger of teachers removing 
themselves from the process, thus losing the 
potential for mutual learning. Fewer than three 
students could also be problematic as peer support 
and the development of communities of practice is 
also very important. 

The project is sustainable and can be 
replicated, taking into account the 
following: The evidence that the project is 
worthwhile and valuable as a model for wider 
application is strongly based on the data and  
refl ection from a wide range of participants.
However, there are costs attached and the need 
to source regular funding and provide careful 
monitoring of all aspects of the project are both 
strongly indicated for future replication and 
development. 

This learning brief tells of the 
hands-on experience of:

EARLY CHILDHOOD 

DEVELOPMENT

EDUCATION TO 

READ AND WRITE

CONNECTION TO 

OPPORTUNITY

LEADERSHIP FOR A 

WINNING NATION

INCLUSION OF THOSE 

MOST LEFT OUT

The DG Murray Trust encourages its implementing partners to share their experiences 
and learning in the form of a Hands-on learning brief. Download guidelines on writing a 
Hands-on brief from http://www.dgmt.co.za/what-we-learned/.
For more information visit http://www.dgmt.co.za
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