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Improving school functionality: The 
Department of Basic Education (DBE) in its Action 
Plan to 2014: Towards the Realisation of Schooling 
2025, outlines a school improvement strategy that 
plans to establish an annual school management 
cycle in all schools to improve and ensure school 
functionality. School functionality can be defi ned 
as the ability of a school to translate its human and 
material resources into meaningful learning and 
educational outcomes. 

The education district system is the custodian 
of this functionality. Under normal circumstances, 
school principals and their heads of departments 
(HODs) take the lead in establishing and 
maintaining their schools’ functions, and the 
district and circuit offi  ces provide monitoring and 
support. In reality, however, the district offi  ces and 
schools often lack capacity and know-how and 
are thus unable to formulate clear plans to ensure 
school functionality and the delivery of quality 
education. 

Challenges in rural schools: In rural 
communities, school managers are further 
disadvantaged by diminishing populations, 
small schools and as a consequence, have small 
teacher allocations and no deputy principals. Thus 
principals, in addition to managing the schools, 

have to teach just as many lessons as their teachers 
do. 

Principals often take on the challenges of 
transformation alone, without much support from 
within or outside the school. Because teachers are 
content to leave the overall responsibility to the 
principals, the locus of control in schools remains 
centralised in the principal’s offi  ce, instead of 
being shared by the staff .

The JET school improvement approach
To address the problems these schools face, JET 
developed a comprehensive programme, called 
the Centres of Excellence Project (COEP), in line 
with the DBE’s school improvement strategy, that 
seeks to re-establish the basic functionality of the 
core components of schooling: teaching, learning, 
management, and parental support. (See diagram 
below)

Improved planning and organisation 
ensures school functionality: One 
component of COEP is the Planning and 
Organisation component. This component aims 
to improve school functionality in order to create 
conducive learning and teaching environments. 
It pursues this ideal by focusing on developing 
the key competencies of school managers as 
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presented in the diagram above.
The change philosophy underlying the process 

is that school management will improve if it has 
a sense of direction, benchmarks against which it 
can be measured, and capacity among members of 
SMTs to pursue the direction identifi ed. Therefore, 
the Planning and Organisation intervention 
centres help SMTs to evaluate their schools against 
basic educational indicators, to develop and 
monitor school improvement plans, and to build 
curriculum management capacities in the schools.

Two specifi c tools that assist in achieving this 
aim are the School Self Evaluation and the School 
Management Team Monitoring Dashboard. 
These intervention activities are borne out of the 
observation that short term monitoring and longer 
term evaluation of school processes are generally 
lacking. This contributes fi rstly to school managers 
lacking knowledge of what is happening in their 
schools, and secondly, a failure on their part to take 
action to remedy any observed negative event or 
trend.

Implementing School Self-Evaluation 
(SSE): This is a periodic review conducted by the 
school within its school community to establish 
the state of its operations and provide a framework 
for improvement. According to the Department of 
Education’s Whole School Evaluation Policy, it is 
mandatory for all schools to undertake SSEs prior 
to the development of their School Improvement 
Plans (SIP). However, many schools do not have 
the expertise to carry out SSEs, and self evaluation 
therefore does not form part of the school 
management culture.

JET’s SSE intervention required schools to 
respond to three sets of questionnaires for the 
principal, the SMT and the teachers respectively. 
Questionnaires were also made available for 
learners and parents. The school profi les provided 
benchmarking information for each school which 
was then used by the schools to develop their SIPs.

Implementing the SMT Monitoring 
Dashboard: The SMT Monitoring Dashboard is an 
instrument created to assist managers to improve 
school monitoring, particularly monitoring of 
curriculum management. It is a data-driven tool 
that allows SMTs to collect strategically signifi cant 
data in order to implement remedial measures 
(actions) and report on progress made. It assumes 
a developmental or cumulative approach in that it 
records data for all the months of the year, therefore 
giving SMTs the opportunity to track progress. An 
example is presented in the box below.

Example of indicators in a School Management dashboard 

1. Pass rate per subject for grade 3 (>50%)

2. Maths exercises for grade 3

3. Learners writing at their correct level

4. Teachers submitting planning per week

5. Time that grade 3 learners read daily

6. Learners completing their homework (%)

7. Teachers submitting assessments for moderation 

8. Stock register/inventory is always up to date

9. Number of teachers absent per term

10. Learners late at school per day

Once established, the dashboard provided the 
main reference tool for the end of the month 
SMT meetings. During these meetings, the data 
collected on the dashboard were discussed and 
interpreted, and possible remedial actions for 
shortcomings discussed. 

For both tools, workshops were conducted 
for principals and School Development Team 
coordinators to teach them how to collect 
the required data followed by on-site support 
provided by fi eldworkers for the duration of the 
data collection period. The data collected was then 
analysed and school profi les were compiled on the 
basis of the information provided.
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Challenges encountered in implementing 
these tools

Resistance to evaluation and monitoring: 
In many cases, JET found that it was the fi rst time 
that schools had been subjected to this evaluation 
process and the initial reaction of school managers 
was to treat the process as a bureaucratic 
requirement, until they realised that it could help 
them manage their schools better and improve 
their professional authority.

Interestingly, the majority of the principals’ 
responses to the SSE questionnaires overstated 
the eff ectiveness of their schools and understated 
their shortcomings. However, this provided a 
useful starting point to initiate a process of self-
refl ection. It helped to start the process of defi ning 
what is expected of school managers and staff . The 
teachers’ responses were slightly better. Parents’ 
responses were generally very uncritical of the 
schools’ incapacity to provide quality education, 
but they did indicate deep concern with the lack of 
facilities at the schools. Learners, particularly older 
learners in high schools, were a little more critical 
of staff  and management. 

The apprehension and concern of SMTs was 
heightened because their SSE process requested 
parents and learners to give their opinions on 
the management of the schools. SMTs had never 
canvassed other stakeholders before regarding 
their opinions of the schools. The culture of 
resistance and a belief that the instrument added 
more responsibility to the work of principals and 
SMTs, impeded the process and resulted it taking 
more time for them to understand the effi  cacy of 
the dashboard.

Lack of data gathering systems: Most schools 
also did not have data gathering systems that 
would readily provide the necessary information for 
the SSE or the Dashboard. For instance, no school 
principal could tell off  the cuff  how much reading 
or writing occurred in a particular grade level. In 
schools struggling to maintain order and a culture 
of planning and organisation, the collection of data 
was a very diffi  cult task because staff  operated in 
an uncoordinated manner. Schools needed to be 
assisted to develop these systems before providing 
them with the SSE questionnaires and SMT needed 
to be guided. Some schools diligently set up data 
collection systems, accurately collected data, and 

then were able to use the data to observe trends 
that they had not noticed before.

Added pressure on principals who 
struggle to delegate: Most principals were 
not able to delegate eff ectively. They attempted 
to do all the data collection on their own instead 
of setting up systems and delegating staff  to take 
charge of certain elements of the data collection. 
One SMT member responded when asked about 
the dashboard: “The principal is not at school 
today and he has not told us anything about this 
dashboard.” Principals’ inability to delegate is a 
cause for concern as it contributes to the paralysis 
evident in other interventions as well.  

Lessons learnt 

Building a culture of refl ection: The 
key lesson from the implementation of these 
interventions is that SSE has the potential to 
generate school improvement, but that it needs to 
be an integral part of a culture of refl ection.

Closer attention also needs to be paid to the 
challenges faced by principals in rural schools 
and the additional demands that new projects 
place on them. Much more eff ort (time and 
commitment) needs to be invested in advocacy 
when introducing new initiatives. It is necessary 
to constantly reassure schools about the various 
elements of the intervention that may appear 
to be threatening to them. Paramount among 
these is the clarity around the use of the fi ndings. 
Schools need to be comfortable that the fi ndings 
shall be used only for developmental purposes 
and that there shall be no victimisation or indirect 
punishment.

The need for training on data collection 
tools and systems: In assisting schools to 
implement the SSE process, training that focuses 
on two aspects would be benefi cial. The fi rst aspect 
is establishing reliable data collection systems and 
tools. The emphasis must be on reliability of data. 
This involves verifi cation of data through sampling. 
Verifi cation is an act of monitoring and should be 
built into the SMTs’ routines. Tools should be created 
to aid the data collection process. Consistency in 
the data collection process and regular feedback 
on data quality would reinforce the value that 
schools attach to the provision of the information. 
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The effi  cacy of the dashboard is that the data 
collection process on its own provides scope for it 
to be used for monitoring and the development of 
monitoring skills.

The second aspect that needs to be highlighted 
is the output of the SSE process. The main output 
of the SSE process is the school profi le defi ned 
in terms of the main SSE indicators. Every eff ort 
must be made to make SMTs value knowledge 
about how their schools are performing. This 
knowledge is crucial as it enables the SMTs to 
pinpoint their schools’ exact areas of strength and 
weakness. Project implementers must ensure that 
SMTs understand and appreciate the need for this 
information. 

Benefi ts of implementing the Monitoring 
Dashboard: The implementation of the SMT 
Monitoring Dashboard provided insights into 
how it functions as a monitoring tool. Its use has 
the potential to engender in school management 
a culture of transparency, order, and data use, not 
only for monitoring purposes, but also for the 
purposes of remediation. 

The consistent need to record information on 
the dashboard, such as the number of units of 
written work done in mathematics per month, 
entrenches the importance of the information and 
directs teachers to focus on this critical areas. 

During the training process, it is a good idea to 
present participants with a completed dashboard 
and assist them to interpret it. They should be 
encouraged to draw out the patterns that emerge 
from the dashboard and to discuss the possible 
solutions to negative trends. This will ensure 
that SMTs recognise the value of the dashboard 

before they start collecting the required data, 
thus allowing the strength of the instrument to 
overcome the possible inertia caused by the data 
collection process. 

Regular refl ection on school operations through 
the use of these instruments would bring more 
focus and effi  cacy to the work of the SMTs in 
schools and contribute signifi cantly to improved 
school functionality and the quality of education. 
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