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Ultimately, there are only two ways to improve the 

world – through technology and through behaviour 

change. This publication focuses on the latter.

What drives people and what dispirits them?

What ignites new passion, new ideas, new 

commitment in people, and what stands in their way?

Far too often people are viewed as the ‘problem’ in 

development; through the lens of the Human Factor, 

we see them as development’s greatest asset. 
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do TeaChers in souTh afriCa Make The grade?

t seems only fitting to dedicate our first edition to the very people who hold the 

potential of our children in their hands, several hours a day, five days a week. 

In the pages that follow we look at South Africa’s education system from the 

perspective of teachers. Suffering from an ailing reputation in a struggling 

system, we take a journey into some of the country’s most impoverished 

classrooms to see what it’s really like to be a teacher in South Africa today. We take you into the 

hearts and minds of those who participate in and contribute to our education system, by sharing 

their daily experiences and candid reflections.

We then explore how Zimbabwe has managed to retain a handle on its own education system 

that, year after year, storm after storm, continues to stand strong and proud; a country where 

teaching is once again considered the ‘noble profession’.

What we don’t do in this issue is offer a neat set of takeaways or convenient roadmaps to change 

– there are plenty of experts who’ve already studied our education system systematically and 

in much detail, providing solid recommendations for policy and system reform.   So, rather than 

telling you what to think, this publication aims to give you lots to think about. 

The education system is typically portrayed through highly technical terms, and in fragmented 

ways, so our aim has been to stitch together the daily realities of those working and learning 

in it, each with their own story to tell. Our hope is to cultivate a space where we can look at 

our teachers and the education system with less judgment and more compassion, less blame 

and more broad-mindedness; to draw out insight and inspiration from a wide range of people – 

including some who never thought they had a contribution to make.

Wherever there is a movement for change, you will find at its heart people who care. A sense of 

identity, purpose, belonging, possibility in life and agency – these are the levers for mobilising 

society, and they are embodied in people, not programmes. 
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The rotten
and the
ripe

inpuTs, aCCess and learning ouTCoMes:
faCTs abouT souTh afriCa’s eduCaTion sysTeM

learning ouTCoMes

aCCess

INpUTS

An international study showed that South Africa improved most out of

+/-50 participating countries in Science (improved with 90 points) and

Maths (87 points) at the Grade 9 level between 2003 and 20156.

The number of black learners with Maths grades good enough for entry into 

Engineering and Science degrees has increased by 65% between 2002 and 20165. 

Close to 100% of children aged 7 to 15 enroll to attend school2. 

Approximately 90% of learners stay in the school system until they finish Grade 93. 

Enrolment in Grade R has increased significantly from 686 000 in 2010 to 1 222 000 in 20154.   

South Africa’s 2018/19 Basic Education budget

is R230.4-billion7, which is about 14% of our

total budget – a higher proportion than what the

United States, United Kingdom and Germany allocate 

toward basic education8.

South Africa has approximately 12.4 million learners 

attending 23 800 schools where they are taught by nearly 

400 000 educators. The learner-educator ratio is 33.41. 

About 80% of learners get a daily meal through the national school nutrition programme10. 

As 88% of public schools don’t charge school fees, 

65% of learners do not pay to attend school9.
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learning ouTCoMes

INpUTS

Almost half of all young people in South Africa do not obtain a matric 

qualification15. For every 100 learners who start Grade 1 together, about

40 drop out of the school system before reaching Grade 1216.

52% of learners have repeated a grade, and 9% of Grade 12 learners have repeated a grade 

three times or more. Repetition is highest for Grade 10 (which 23% of learners repeated in 

2015) and Grade 1 (which 15% of learners repeated in 2015)14.

The supply of newly-qualified teachers has almost 

tripled from 8 000 in 2012 to 23 800 in 201617.  

Only half of 3- and 4-year-olds participate in any early learning programme before they enter 

school in Grade R – and only half of these children attend programmes of sufficient quality20. 

78% of Grade 4 learners cannot understand what they are 

reading in either their home language or English12.

In 2015 two-thirds of Grade 9 learners had Maths scores 

below the lowest international level of competency11.

Stark inequalities remain in South African schools: 80% of 

learners at independent schools and 60% at fee-paying 

public schools performed above the lowest international 

benchmark in Maths; in non-fee public schools only 19% of 

learners managed to do so13.

The number of educators who resigned from the system declined 

by 40% – from 8 619 for the financial year 2015/16 to 5 211 for 

2016/17. The attrition rate due to resignation is 1.9% of educators18.

Just over 5 000 or 1% of educators are either unqualified or under-qualified to teach19.
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The noble 
profession 
that“feels

like a  double-
edged sword” 
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On paper, South Africa’s 
investment in basic education 
and access to schooling looks 

good. But, behind the numbers, 
on school grounds and in 

classrooms across the country, 
another picture of the education 

system unfolds;  one that is 
complex, and messy, and not 

always easy to witness. 
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teacher is murdered in the North West, for example, 

allegedly by a 17-year-old he’d scolded for jumping a feeding 

scheme queue. The country contemplates employing 

security guards to protect teachers. And an investigation 

is launched at a historic Eastern Cape missionary school 

after it emerges that a group of teachers has allegedly been 

raping their pupils. 

Then there are the alarming facts indicating that we are 

getting extraordinarily poor returns on our significant 

investment in basic education. The World Bank’s most recent 

Human Capital Index21 shows that if you attend South Africa’s 

bottom quintile schools for nine years, effectively these nine 

years translate into only five years of actual learning. In fact, 

after attending school for four years, eight out of 10 Grade 4s 

are unable to answer simple questions about a short and easy 

passage they’ve just read – in either their home language 

or in English. And after nine years of schooling, most Grade 

9s still cannot do basic mathematical calculations or read 

simple line or bar graphs.

So who is behind the driver’s wheel of our escalating 

education crisis? The answer, for many, is unequivocal: 

teachers are steering the education system dangerously 

off course. Not only can’t they teach, they don’t want to. For 

others, teachers are merely helpless passengers – strapped 

in the backseat alongside their pupils, powerless to stop the 

car. They have been poorly trained, thrown into overcrowded 

classrooms with underprepared pupils, and are being used as 

cannon fodder by politically-driven unions. 

But is there an alternative to this circular blame game?

Human Factor spoke to a number of teachers, educationalists 

and others involved in the education system for a deeper 

sense of what schooling is like in South Africa today, 

especially if you are a teacher. Most of the principals and 

teachers asked to remain anonymous because, they said, 

they risked being disciplined by the Department of Basic 

Education for “bringing it into disrepute” – but all emphasised 

how much they valued the chance to speak and be heard.

For a complete list of interviewees, refer to page 73

*Indicates that this is not the real name of the person commenting

A



who becomes a teacher, why, and how are they prepared for the role?

ven though we have trained more new 

teachers over the past decade than ever 

before, South Africa still has a teacher 

shortage. We need between 20 000 to

30 000 newly-qualified teachers each year 

to replace the teachers leaving the system, and to keep the 

current teacher-pupil ratio steady22,23. We also need enough 

of these new teachers to be qualified to teach specialised 

subjects, like Maths and Physical Science – and to understand, 

teach, and teach in different local languages, especially in the 

Foundation Phase.   

Professor Servaas van der Berg, who holds a National Research 

Chair in Social Policy at Stellenbosch University, doesn’t 

believe the increase in enrolments in Initial Teacher Education 

programmes means that scores of promising educators are 

rushing to sign up for an attractive occupation: “On average 

across all degree courses,” he says, “trainee teachers were the 

weakest performers at school. Many came up through a bad 

system of schooling themselves, and education degrees are 

a route to university – a way to access bursary or scholarship 

funding.”   

Studies24 confirm that increased enrolment in teaching 

courses is mostly due to lower admission requirements, the 

course being less academically challenging, and greater 

availability of financial support, but these are not the only 

reasons why students enrol to become teachers. Dr Nhlanhla 

Mpofu, director for teaching and learning at the Sol Plaatje 

University in Kimberley refers to people who become teachers 

because of a true vocational calling as “the idealists”; they are 

drawn to teaching because they want to make a difference 

in their communities. But they arrive in the classroom and 

their ideals are shattered... They expected to at least have 

basic support in terms of resources; and they expected 

the learners to be well behaved. The conflict between their 

expectations and the reality confuses them. These are the 

teachers who become so demoralised that they choose to 

leave the teaching profession or else they become cynics... 

And in turn, they influence younger beginner teachers.”

While Professor Jan Heystek, research director in North West 

University’s Faculty of Education, agrees that the people 

selected to become teachers are not necessarily the best 

quality students we can get, he says this is made worse by 

the fact that universities are not coping with the numbers of 

people studying to teach. “They do not have sufficient facilities, 

infrastructure and staff allocations to do the job,” he explains.

Prof. van der Berg puts it more bluntly: “Universities are not 

teaching teachers to teach. It’s not an easy job. You have to 

equip someone with a skill and help them develop a process.”

So it’s not only about who is being taught – or not – at 

universities, but also about what is being taught that is 
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“Being a teacher has 
always been my dream”

E

RIGhT
Celiwe Silinge teaching at the Ngadla Primary School in the rural Eastern 
Cape Village, Amajingqi. She has been a teacher for 11 years and became 
a teacher because she cares about children, especially rural children, who 
she says can easily remain illiterate.
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School principal of LM Malgas Senior Secondary School in Willowvale in 
the Eastern Cape, Manelisi Mtshizana is committed to turning the school’s 
exceptionally poor record around. This is not a small challenge, however, 

as the school is quite literally broken (read more on pages 46-55).  



impacting our education system: a major weakness is getting 

the fundamentals right. As Dr Nic Spaull, a senior researcher 

in the Economics Department at Stellenbosch University, 

has stressed on numerous occasions: “Foundation Phase 

teachers do not know (and have never been taught) how to 

teach reading,” which he believes is a major contributor to 

South Africa’s poor learning outcomes. 

“Teaching is a people-interactive activity. You need to be able 

to build the trust and respect of learners, and you need to be 

fair. These are simple principles, but I’m not sure that student 

teachers get enough exposure on how to interact along these 

principles,” explains Heystek. “Also, we don’t teach for what I 

call the ‘extremes’ – such as the incidents of violent crimes 

that we are increasingly seeing in our schools. Our teachers 

are not trained or equipped to deal with these.”

When it comes to teacher training, it’s not all doom and gloom, 

however. Richard*, a principal from a rural primary school in 

the Eastern Cape says: “The Department [of Education] has 

really come to the party by embarking on in-service training 

for teachers – this is not only for curriculum-related matters, 

but also to equip educators with financial skills, computer 

skills, etc.”

Adds Amanda Julies, a student teacher from Oudtshoorn in 

the Western Cape: “When I started as a teaching assistant, I 

was shocked to see small children berating or swearing at 

teachers, but we attended a training workshop on learner 

discipline last Saturday, and there I saw that children won’t 

just be naughty for no reason - there is always something 

behind it. One must make sure you have enough background 

information.” 

Veteran educationalist, Professor John Volmink25, who has 

served as chairperson of the exam standards body, Umalusi, 

for six years, points to an intuitive truth when he says that 

“the quality of the education system cannot rise above the 

quality of the teachers.”

He is, however, hugely optimistic about an important change 

among the country’s teacher unions. All of them, he says, 

including the powerful South African Democratic Teachers 

Union (SADTU), have set up professional development 

institutes; they’ve worked with JET Education Services26 

and the Department of Basic Education to do this. These 

institutes have set professional standards for teachers – and 

that, according to Volmink, is a crucial shift.

“The focus until now has been on teachers’ subject know-

ledge. But teaching isn’t just about that – it’s also about 

professional behaviour and ethics. The institutes will help to 

shift teaching from a craft culture to a professional culture.”  

According to Prof. Heystek, educationalists around the 

country are working on practical teaching programmes 

to assist student teachers when they go out to schools to 

teach: “Huge efforts are under way to make sure that these 

programmes assist with training, but there are challenges 

when it comes to getting the trainee teachers into good-

enough schools. If you send a student teacher to a school 

where the quality of teaching is not up to scratch, they will 

not learn the correct ways of teaching.”

Privani*, a principal at a school in Cape Town’s southern 

suburbs, acknowledges that teacher training is an issue, 

but believes there is a broader problem: how do you attract 

good, committed people to teaching when the people in 

schools already “feel despondent, disgraced, distressed and 

unappreciated?”
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A teacher for nearly 30 years, who has worked at all levels 

of the education system, Privani remembers a time when 

“teaching was considered a noble profession”.

Some associate the waning status of teaching in South 

Africa with issues of remuneration. As Gauteng Education 

MEC Panyaza Lesufi recently noted in an interview27: “When 

we grew up, a teacher’s house was the most beautiful house. 

Now an educator that used to drive their own car must be in a 

taxi together with a child. Society’s respect for the profession 

has diminished, and has diminished badly.”  

There is indeed a general perception in South Africa that 

teachers are underpaid, with frequent media reports of 

teachers saying they are struggling to make ends meet and 

to pay off debt, driving some of them to resign in order to 

secure their pension funds28.

However, Spaull recently pointed out that between 2010 and 

2016 teacher salaries increased by 57%, compared to a 38% 

increase in the consumer price index. He reckons that the 

above-inflation salary increases combined with increased 

school enrolment in recent years have “translated into a 

significant decline in the purchasing power of expenditure on 

basic education between 2010 and 201729.” 

He explains: “In 2010 we spent R17 822 on average per child, 

dropping to R16 435 in 2017 and projected to decrease further 

to R15 963 by 2019 (all in 2017 Rand). This is a 10% decline in 

funding per pupil in 10 years (2010 to 2019).” 

     

Justine Quince, a strategic human resources consultant 

involved in the Public Schools Partnerships Pilot Project30, 

says that as of 1 April 2018, a new teacher earns over R20 000 

per month or R260 000 per annum, and this can go right 

up to R49 000 per month towards the more senior end of 

teaching. There are also benefits to the value of 37% on top 

of the basic salary: a housing allowance, medical aid and 

pension. And a 13th cheque. Plus a 1.5% notch increase 

depending on performance. However, because data on 

teacher quality is mostly unavailable, South Africa’s teacher 

pay system doesn’t strongly differentiate between well and 

poorly performing teachers31.  

Dr Mpofu is quick to point out that research shows money 

is not what motivates teachers, it’s being appreciated that 

does. “Money becomes secondary to teachers being able to 

work confidently in their schools and communities, and being 

able to make a difference,” she says.

Prof. Heystek says his research confirms that money is not 

everything for teachers. He says we can see this from the 

increasing numbers of teachers who dedicate themselves 

to teaching extra hours without compensation. “There is 

definitely a trend of teachers getting more committed. I call 

it the intrinsic motivating factor. Teachers are increasingly 

seeing they can make a difference to their communities. It 

is coming from somewhere deep inside them. My feeling is 

something has clicked.”

    

There are also those teachers who sign up and stick at 

teaching simply because of their love for children. Says 

student teacher and single mom Julies, who has been 

studying evenings after work by candle and solar light for 

the past four years: “Since I can remember it has been my 

dream to become a teacher. It was the only thing I did in the 

afternoons after school… I played school. I have always had 

a big love for children and it is growing stronger – even now 

after being in the classroom for almost two years. Teaching is 

the only thing I want to do.”
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Dr Mpofu is quick to point out that

research shows money is not what motivates 

teachers, it’s being appreciated that does. 

“Money becomes secondary to teachers 

being able to work confidently in their 

schools and communities, and being able to 

make a difference,” she says.
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what’s impacting on teachers’ ability to teach, and teach well, on a daily basis?   

he workload

‘One thing I was not prepared for was 

the extent to which the curriculum has 

changed over the years,” shares Jillian*, 

a junior school teacher with 25 years’ experience, currently 

working at a low-income, but well-respected government 

school in Pietermaritzburg. She estimates that teachers’ 

workload has quadrupled in the last two years.

“The pressure to get through a curriculum that is too full, that 

is not appropriate to the classroom environment, as well as 

the relentless paperwork, administration and assessments we 

have to do, puts so much stress on us that it takes all the joy 

away from teaching,” she shares. “There’s just not enough time 

to get through it all; things cannot be taught properly because 

we have to keep moving on to get through the syllabus.” 

Richard*, the principal of the rural primary school in the 

Eastern Cape, describes the country’s shifting curriculum 

as frustrating for both teachers and principals: “They expect 

principals and teachers to deliver results, but sometimes we 

don’t have the resources to do so.  

“How do we cope with these changes? We don’t cope! We are 

constantly studying while we teach... We don’t have the time 

and resources to do research. We study along with the learners.”

A 2016 study32 published by the Department of Basic 

Education showed that almost half of educators in public 

schools felt their workload has increased over the past 

three years. They said this was because there are now more 

learners in each class with too few teachers - many of 

whom are often absent. Also, the learners struggle to learn 

in English, are ill-disciplined and parents are not supportive.

The study also showed that 66% of educators teaching 

Mathematics and Maths Literacy are not trained to teach this 

subject, highlighting the shortage of educators, especially in 

specific subjects. Both schools featured in this publication 

(see pages 36-55) need to “borrow” Maths teachers from 

other schools - an arrangement that is better than nothing, 

but clearly not the best arrangement for learners (or teachers). 

THE LEARNERS

And it’s not just unfamiliar subjects that teachers have to 

grapple with; they have to play multiple roles, too. “With our 

learners coming from such impoverished backgrounds33, we 

have to be both social workers and parents to so many of our 

children,” explains Babalwa*, the deputy principal of a primary 

school in Mbekweni, outside Wellington in the Western Cape.

“Last week I came into contact with a very angry child in 

Grade 5. She was not responding to anything in the class, 
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Welcome to
my classroom...

T

lEFT
Faniswa Matshabane is a Foundation Phase teacher at Jongikwezi Junior 
Secondary School in Amajingqi. Jongikwezi is one of eight schools in 
Amajingqi participating in the Public Schools Partnerships Pilot Project, 
supported by the non-profit organisation Axium Education.
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“For many of our children, food is scarce at home, 

which affects their learning. Sometimes, the 

education system brings a feeding scheme, but that’s 

where it ends. These are the typical children we 

are teaching. They can barely afford the full school 

uniform either. I saw a competition organised by a 

foundation recently. It’s a competition for shoes.

If we win, they will buy shoes for needy learners.

I had to get into that competition. We need 456 pairs 

of shoes in this school. That is how many learners do 

not have proper school shoes.”  



so I invited her to come speak 

with me. I said to her, ‘You are 

so naughty. What should I do? 

Should I call your mother?’ and 

she replied, saying angrily, ‘I 

don’t have a mother.’ 

“I told her that we, the teachers 

at the school, are also her 

mothers. I said, ‘You can come 

to me if you have a problem, and we will share it with you. I 

am also your parent.’ I realised there was this anger because 

everything she was attached to had vanished. So many of 

the children in our school are like that. They have so many 

barriers to learning – and there is this anger.”

And it’s not just emotional distress that’s taking a toll on 

our learners. “For many of our children, food is scarce at 

home, which affects their learning,” Babalwa continues. 

“Sometimes, the education system brings a feeding scheme, 

but that’s where it ends. These are the typical children we are 

teaching. They can barely afford the full school uniform either. 

I saw a competition organised by a foundation recently. It’s 

a competition for shoes. If we win, they will buy shoes for 

needy learners. I had to get into that competition. We need 

456 pairs of shoes in this school. That is how many learners 

do not have proper school shoes.”  

Bongani*, a principal of an Eastern Cape technical high school 

that recorded a 48% matric pass rate in 2017, is frustrated 

too. He says pupils are arriving in Grade 8 unable to read: 

“They completely lack literacy. If you give them a task, they 

will just reproduce what you’ve given them. If you give them a 

comprehension to do, most of them will just copy it instead of 

answering the question. It feels as if, when these learners arrive 

at our school, we are having to educate them from scratch.”

But, teachers also recognise how 

hard many learners are trying 

to succeed, under extremely 

difficult circumstances and 

despite very real disadvantages. 

For example, Fezile Ntontela, 

principal of the Zangqolwane 

Secondary School in the 

Amathole East District, Eastern 

Cape, says language is an 

enormous sticking point for many learners: “They are trying 

very hard. I am confident that they can read and they can 

write, but they do really struggle with English. All the learning 

areas are in English and the problem is that our learners are 

isiXhosa speakers.” 

Learners who live in impoverished circumstances - where 

the nutritional, language and cognitive foundations are 

lacking - may be challenging to teach, but teachers would 

perhaps cope better if discipline wasn’t such a problem in 

South African schools, where class sizes are above the 

recommended maximum of 40 learners in more than 40% of 

schools in six out of nine provinces34.   

Aiden* is an 18-year-old learner in Grade 11 at a school near 

Lotus River in Cape Town. He says: “The main reason I think 

teachers are stressed is because of how some learners 

behave. The bad guys in the school really work on the 

teachers’ nerves. They make it difficult for the learners who 

want to learn; they also make it impossible for some of the 

teachers. There are lots of bad guys in our school. They don’t 

seem to care about anything. Most of the naughty boys smoke 

cigarettes and dagga at school. We will be busy learning, then 

they will come in late, and disrupt us. They make things up, 
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The national school nutrition programme is one of the success stories
of our education system, with about 80% of learners getting a daily meal

through this programme.  



like ‘we got lost’. Then they 

are sent to the office by the 

teacher. The principal then 

gives them detention, but 

they bunk, and then come 

back to school late again the 

next day...”

He adds: “The most stressed 

of all my teachers is the Life 

Sciences teacher. She often 

shouts at us, even if we are 

not doing anything wrong. We sometimes don’t know what 

we have done to her. 

“Every now and then if I go and ask her a question, she will 

explain the work to me. I don’t think she hates her job. I think 

she finds it very difficult because of the disruptive learners.” 

But it’s not just the “bad guys” who are arriving late for class 

or bunking school. In 2016, the Mail & Guardian interviewed 

Dr Nick Taylor, a senior research fellow at JET Education 

Services, about the findings of an investigation of school 

attendance registers, which showed that teachers arrive 

late for school or class in more than half of schools, and that 

teacher absenteeism is often or always a problem in 43% 

of schools35.  Taylor remarked: “It’s become a culture in the 

majority of our schools to be ‘very loose’ with time.” 

A learner discipline problem left to fester is starting to rear its 

head in some schools as “low-scale terrorism”, in the words of 

Prof. Heysteck. Minister of Basic Education, Angie Motshekga, 

has recently admitted that South African schools are becoming 

more violent and dangerous for both teachers and learners36. 

In 2016, the Department 

reported37 that violence in 

schools is common, and most 

often takes the form of assault 

(in 20% of schools) and fights 

involving weapons (in 16% of 

schools).

Basil Manuel, the Executive 

Director of the National Prof-

essional Teachers Organisation 

(NAPTOSA), a teachers’ union, 

worries enormously about the rising levels and incidents of 

violence in our schools.

He says: “The issue for teachers is not even about school 

violence per se; it’s my strong contention that school violence 

is vastly under-reported. It’s now reaching a point where 

teachers believe their welfare is seen to be of secondary 

importance to everybody else’s. 

“Schools cannot function without teachers; learners cannot 

learn without teachers; the community cannot survive 

without them. But they feel maligned and mistreated.”

School violence has spiralled so much out of control that 

the Department of Education is considering desperate 

measures. “In the new schools we are building we are 

incorporating safety measures,” said Gauteng Education 

MEC, Panyaza Lesufi, in a recent interview38. “We want 

an area that will be strictly for educators only within the 

classrooms. We are also creating an area where you use 

your biometric details so when a teacher feels unsafe, she 

can go to that area. This is not something that we planned 

for, but the reality is that we have to plan for the next 30 

years now.”  

Classrooms at LM Malgas Senior Secondary, Willowvale, vandalised
by learners in 2016, have remained like that for the past two years -
a visual reminder that much work is still needed before everything

at this school will be in order.  
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infrasTruCTure and resourCes

Broken window theory proposes that visible signs of crime, 

anti-social behaviour and disorder create an environment 

that encourages further crime and disorder, including serious 

crimes.

Unfortunately, the Department of Education has dragged 

its feet fixing the broken windows and other infrastructural 

problems that scar our classrooms.  

In July 2018, the Bhisho High Court ordered the Basic 

Education Minister to meet the infrastructure target that 

the State had set itself to fix public schools – which was 

November 2016 (a date only formulated after another court 

case – brought against it by the education lobby group, 

Equal Education – had forced the government to do so). 

The judgment stipulates that all “classrooms built entirely or 

substantially” of inappropriate materials must be fixed, and 

schools without electricity, sanitation and water must be 

given these resources.

According to the Department, 99.3% of public schools now 

have water and 97.6% have electricity. However, only 29% 

have libraries, 41% have a computer facility and 18% have 

a laboratory39. The two schools profiled in the publication 

(see pages 36-55) clearly illustrate how infrastructure and 

resource constraints continue to frustrate educators at many 

schools, particularly in rural areas.

And while significant strides have been made in the availability 

of textbooks and workbooks, the issue is not entirely resolved 

yet. A recently published household study showed that 

close to half a million learners still complained about not 

having textbooks40. This problem is more pronounced in 

some provinces than others; for example, in 2016, this was a 

complaint for 7% of learners in Mpumalanga, but only for 2% 

of learners in Limpopo. 

Of course, the fewer resources, the more important the 

teacher becomes in ensuring that learning takes place41. 

ANALYSIS
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who should we call to account for our poor learning outcomes?

espite the fact that many South African 

children cannot understand what they 

read and battle with basic numeracy, they 

continue to progress through the school 

system. The teachers we interviewed all 

felt under tremendous pressure from education authorities 

to maintain good pass rates – even if that means nudging 

ill-prepared children through to higher grades.

Bongani*, the principal of a technical high school in the Eastern 

Cape, conceded: “That’s what we do – we send them through. 

We call them ‘progressed learners’, which is when a learner is 

promoted to the next grade even if they are not performing.”

Jillian* from Pietermaritzburg agrees that there is huge 

pressure to progress learners into the next grade even 

though they’re not ready. “Every year we bring in kids from 

outlying schools who are not as advanced as the children 

in our school – and we find that they are struggling, yet they 

come through to us with these glowing reports from other 

schools. We, as teachers, can say to a parent, ‘your child is 

failing’, but they have to agree to let you repeat the child. 

Nine times out of 10 they don’t want the child to repeat –  

either because they don’t want to pay school fees again or 

because of the stigma attached to repeating a grade. They 

think they are helping their children, but the child inevitably 

ends up failing in the next phase.”  

About a third of children will have to repeat a grade at some 

stage of their schooling42, and the current policy is that 

learners can only be retained once in each school phase. At 

the moment, the Department of Education is considering 

scrapping grade repetition for learners between the ages of six 

and 10, which they believe is doing more damage than good43.  

The odds indeed seem to be stacked against South Africa’s 

children, only half44 of whom will eventually leave the 

education system with the minimum qualification (the 

National Senior Certificate, or matric). 

“School dropout is not, as many assume, an instantaneous 

decision or the result of a single event,” explains Chiara 

Baumann, who heads up the Zero School Dropout Initiative45. 

“It is the result of a long process of disengagement; the 

culmination of a number of negative factors, such as little or 

no adult support, lagging behind academically, toxic school 

culture and so forth – it’s the moment when all these things 

that weigh a learner down finally forces them to sink.”

are parenTs To blaMe?

Teachers think that parents need to shoulder some of the 

responsibility for South Africa’s poor learning outcomes. Over 

her 20-year career, Michelle* a teacher at a small town former 

Model C school in the Eastern Cape, has found that “the role 

of the parents seems to have diminished in children’s lives 

pART THREE
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– and teachers have become far more important. She says: 

“A lot of parents come from very impoverished communities, 

and work, so they are not able to be involved. A lot of them 

live far away from the school and the children bus in, so it 

is actually very difficult for the parents to be involved. Also, 

there is not a culture of involvement in the schools; there is 

definitely a lack of confidence on the part of parents who feel 

they should leave all matters up to the teachers. Sometimes 

it feels as if we are being left to bring up the kids.”

Bongani* expresses similar sentiments. “In this rural 

area, there is no parental involvement,” he says. “We try to 

involve the parents but they won’t come. They have this 

misconception that education starts at school. Even if you 

ask them to come to school they say, ‘No, we are busy. Please 

do the work you are supposed to do’.” 

“These learners CannoT learn”

Sometimes teachers blame the learners themselves for poor 

learning outcomes. Both the Public Schools Partnerships 

pilot project46, and the Zero School Dropout Initiative47 report 

encountering teachers who put the fault on learners for not 

performing better in the classroom. As one of the teachers 

expressed to us: “Our teachers struggle to get the learners to 

read. On the whole, they are lazy and hate reading, and they 

hate comprehending.”

The Public Schools Partnership pilot project, now in its third 

year of implementation, found that when provided with high-

quality resources, learners from marginalised communities 

can make astonishing jumps, despite low expectations from 

their teachers. For example, in one of the schools they worked 

in, the proportion of Grade 3s who passed Maths increased 

by over 50 percentage points in just one year.

Taking advanTage of a sysTeM under pressure

There are situations where teachers are clearly to blame, 

which is when the management structures responsible for 

dealing with these individuals (or groups of teachers) appear 

to be falling short. In an opinion article published by the Daily 

Maverick in early 201848, Western Cape Premier, Helen Zille, 

made the following comments about a dysfunctional school 

in the Western Cape: “At any given time at least one-third of 

classrooms are without teachers. While learner attendance 

is high, teacher absenteeism, often for extended periods, is 

rife. Teachers know how to play the system: one managed 

to stay away for 18 months in a three-year cycle without 

adverse consequences.

“Teachers refused to take any work home – including exam 

preparation and marking – all of which were done during 

teaching time (to the extent that they were done at all). 

Unsurprisingly, hardly any of the year’s syllabus was covered, 

in any grade, a problem compounded year on year. The 

most shocking conclusion to emerge, at this school, is that 

learners in Grade 7 (who are in their eighth year of formal 

schooling) are still reading at the level expected of learners 

at the end of Grade R.”

Reporting on a large research project undertaken in 

2015/16 under the Programme to Support Pro-Poor Policy 

Development49, Prof. van der Berg and other researchers 

confirmed that the issues outraging Zille at this particular 

school are indeed robbing many more South African 

children of their potential. They found that the shortfall 

in schools’ effectiveness mostly involves weak teacher 

content knowledge, poor teaching skills, low time-on-task 

(apparently only half of the scheduled classes actually take 

place), and little work in class or homework, translating into 

wasted learning time and insufficient opportunities to learn.  

ANALYSIS
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“At any given time at least one-third

of classrooms are without teachers. 

While learner attendance is high, teacher 

absenteeism, often for extended periods, 

is rife. Teachers know how to play the 

system: one managed to stay away for 

18 months in a three-year cycle without 

adverse consequences.”  
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Prof. Heystek from the North West University says from 

their qualitative research they are, however, starting to see 

positive shifts in teacher attitudes: “Although there are 

still many complaints about teachers, I have found in my 

research and through experience that a large percentage of 

teachers are really dedicated to their work – and that culture 

is growing among educators. I do not have actual figures, but 

more and more teachers want to make a difference. Attitudes 

among teachers are changing.” 

The potential of these attitude shifts should not be 

underestimated. There are schools that are managing 

to improve their learning outcomes year on year, despite 

functioning under the same challenging conditions as many 

other schools that are floundering.

Gwebityala Senior Secondary School, a Quintile 150 school  in 

Elliotdale, in the rural Eastern Cape (featured on page 38-45), 

provides a good example51. School principal, Nohlobo Mjali-

Matyholo, attributes their progress firmly to the dedication of 

the school’s teachers, although she herself must be praised 

for her commitment to learners, and for implementing 

approaches that keep teachers and learners motivated and 

the community involved. The fact that teachers have agency, 

which has a strong and immediate impact on the life potential 

of learners, does not mean, however, there is not more work 

to be done to create an enabling environment.

The buCk sTops where?  

Both Professors Heystek and Volmink are adamant that 

instilling a culture of professionalism is vital if we are to 

improve outcomes in our schools. So what does a profess-

ional culture in schools look like? “It’s about pitching up. It’s 

about staying in class. And it’s about having the ability to 

care,” says Prof. Volmink. 

For Prof. Heystek: “It relates to the neatness of the school, 

the behaviour of principals and the punctuality of teachers. 

It all boils down to a change in attitude and complete 

professionalism in the sector.”

 

And where are our management structures to enable such a 

culture of professionalism currently in short supply?

Quince, the strategic human resources consultant for 

the Public Schools Partnerships pilot project, says that 

government schools do not have the authority to employ 

or sack staff unless the teacher was hired by the School 

Governing Body. Since such School Governing Body posts are 

especially rare at under-resourced schools, hiring and firing 

must go through the provincial Department of Education. 

“In most workplaces, there is someone with the authority 

to hire and fire. That makes them ultimately accountable. At 

schools, authority sits with the principal – but only up to a 

point.

“They are expected to carry the entire disciplinary load 

themselves; they can go up to a final warning with someone – 

and then it is taken out of the school, to the Department,” she 

explains. While in some instances getting the Department 

involved may protect teachers from unfair dismissal, this 

approach to discipline also hampers schools that want to 

deal with chronic underperformers,” Quince adds.

One of the most common refrains among those who assess 

the education sector is that teacher unions actively protect 

even the rotten apples in the profession. Mxolisi Mlawu is a 

former office-bearer for SADTU, the SA Democratic Teachers’ 
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Union, and he insists SADTU has been unfairly painted as 

shielding its rogue members.

“Let me stress that SADTU is a union that was set up to deal 

with bread-and-butter issues for its members.” He goes on 

to explain that SADTU doesn’t condone misconduct among 

teachers, but adds: “It is not the responsibility of SADTU to 

institute sanctions – we are not the employer of the teachers. 

We do not have any programmes to discipline them.”   

Quince says there’s an easy way to tell the difference 

between a school that’s performing and one that isn’t: look 

at its leadership. By that, she means the principal, deputy 

principal and subject heads. Initially most of the partner 

schools participating in the Public Schools Partnerships 

pilot programme, did not have an organogram and the lines 

of authority and accountability were ill-defined. “Mostly, 

principals ended up with the entire school reporting to them 

– rather than, for instance, Maths teachers reporting first to 

the head of the subject,” she explains.

A recently published book based on a study exploring how 

policy and institutional challenges within the education 

sector play out in different provinces52, found that 

introducing effective performance management into South 

Africa’s education system is largely hampered by political 

and institutional factors.  

Expectedly, it was found that a well-functioning bureaucracy 

is very important, and in the two provinces studied, 

the Western Cape did better than the Eastern Cape at 

bureaucratic tasks like “managing resources, assigning 

personnel to where they are most needed, monitoring and 

managing on the basis of performance”. That said, another 

major finding was that a well-functioning bureaucracy does 

not necessarily guarantee good educational outcomes. The 

top-down management system of the Western Cape, for 

example, leaves ample opportunity for mismanagement at 

local levels.  

It looks like horizontal governance approaches in schools 

might help to mitigate the weaknesses of top-down 

management strategies. For example, in the Eastern Cape it 

was found that proactive engagement by School Governing 

Bodies and parents helped sustain and turn around 

performance at some schools.
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why most teachers don’t give up, and why we shouldn’t give up on them either. 

iden*, the learner from the high school 

near Lotus River, is correct in saying that 

teachers are stressed. The Department 

of Education’s Educator Health Study 

of 2016 revealed that half of teachers 

say they experience job-related stress53. Luckily, more than 

70% said they are healthy and don’t suffer from emotional or 

mental health issues.

The study which surveyed 21 495 public school teachers, 

further reported good teacher morale, with most educators 

saying teaching was their first career choice and that they 

have no plans to leave the profession. Those who were 

considering a career change, said they are paid too little 

to face so many demands (especially the high number of 

learners in classes).

If the teachers we interviewed were given the chance to 

restart their careers, would they still become teachers?

Richard* from the rural primary school in the Eastern Cape 

replied: “No, not at all. There is a lot of pressure on me as principal, 

and the behaviour of the learners and teachers and parents 

makes it even more difficult. When I sit with my own children 

at home, I tell them never to choose this career. Teaching used 

to be a noble profession. We used to say being a teacher is a 

calling, but today nobody cares about the profession.”

Jillian*, the primary school teacher from Pietermaritzburg 

couldn’t answer with certainty: “Right now, the way things are, 

it feels like a double-edged sword. I am encountering more and 

more people who say, ‘the minute I turn 55, I’m out of here’.”

For others, there’s a great sense of pride, even love, for their 

work. Ntontela of Zangqolwane Secondary School responded: 

“My job is very difficult and yet I still love it… At the end of the 

day, I would still be a teacher and a principal. You know, I have 

learners who are now lawyers and doctors because of me. 

They come to visit me, years later!”

Babalwa* from Mbekweni believes teaching is a profession 

about legacy: “I would definitely be a teacher again. I came from 

this community and I struggled and succeeded to become a 

teacher. I understand my community and I am now contributing. 

It has been rewarding. Even my son became a teacher, inspired 

by me. He loves it.”

The editors of the book on the politics and governance of basic 

education54 argue that a shift from ‘schooling’ to ‘learning’ is 

required; one that would move us beyond just fretting about 

systems and processes towards a vision which brings to 

centre stage the idea of broad participation and agency. 

Says Brian Levy, one of the editors of the book on his personal 

blog: “The Millennium Development Goal of ‘education for 

all’, of getting children into schools, was one which aligned 

well with a top-down, process-compliance-oriented view… 

but this approach is insufficient to achieve major gains in 

learning outcomes.

“What is called for is a vision of proactive engagement – a 

vision, one might say, not simply of ‘education for all’, but of 

‘all for education’.”55  
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“My job is very difficult and yet 

I still love it… At the end of the 

day, I would still be a teacher and a 

principal. You know, I have learners 

who are now lawyers and doctors 

because of me. They come to visit 

me, years later!”
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Teachers who sew together the fabric of our society sow           the seeds of a more prosperous nation at the same time.
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A tale
of two 

schools

OBSERVATION

Tears, fears and some light in 
the darkness
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In the rural Eastern Cape, about 100 kilometres and an hour-and-a-

half’s drive apart, are two schools, both categorised below quintile 

three on the school categorisation system56, which means they are 

located in extremely poor communities and learners do not have to

pay school fees. Based on the matric pass rate alone, one of these 

schools is achieving fairly good learner outcomes, which are steadily 

improving each year; the other is technically failing. Mthatha journalist, 

Ziyanda Zweni, spent a week at each school, staying with an educator 

from each school for the week. her mission was to observe and share

what it’s like on a day-to-day basis in schools operating under

difficult circumstances – especially as a teacher.

At one school she found a principal who is inspiring the teachers, 

learners and broader community to make lemonade out of lemons;

at the other, a space that remains haunted by shadows of poor 

practices from the past – where the new principal and teachers

are fighting a daily battle to turn the ship around.

Welcome to  Gwebityala Senior Secondary School   in Elliotdale

and   lM Malgas Secondary School   in Willowvale. We ask that you

reserve your judgement and use your imagination to share in the 

experiences of the teachers and learners over the next few pages – 

they do it every day.
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S
chools are usually dark, quiet places after hours. But at 

Gwebityala Senior Secondary School in Elliotdale’s Khotyana 

village, lights flicker late into the night. That’s because most 

pupils don’t go home straight after class: every week night, 

they gather together by candlelight (a generator occasionally 

supplies electricity, but it’s temperamental and often doesn’t 

work) for study groups. For an hour, they read silently; the 

second hour is dedicated to working together, thrashing out 

problems and learning from each other.

It’s a reality that makes principal Nohlobo Mjali-Matyholo 

simultaneously sad and proud. The candlelit sessions are just 

further evidence of her pupils’ dedication to their studies – and 

the desperately poor conditions in which they’re trying to learn.

Mjali-Matyholo has been at the school for 14 years. She 

started as a Biology teacher (teaching what is today known 

as Life Sciences) and four years ago she was appointed 

principal.  Every weekday morning she wakes at 4.50am to 

make the two-hour drive from her home in Mthatha to work 

– a time she uses to think about the nine learners who’ve 

dropped out of school since the start of the year (not bad 

for a school of 682 learners, but a group she fears might 

succumb to trouble without school to keep them focused); 

and reflects on the numbers that weigh on any South African 

principal’s mind: her school’s pass rate and what it signifies 

about the work her school is doing to prepare its learners.

There’s a lot for her to be optimistic about. Reaching out 

beyond Gwebityala’s gates and into the wider community 

has borne fruit. At the end of 2014, her first year in charge, 

45.6% of the school’s matrics passed – an improvement, the 

first in years, and one that offered a glimmer of hope. It has 

been a steady upward climb since then: 56.5% by the end of 

2016, and almost 70% for 2017. There was great excitement 

following the June 2018 exams when only two learners failed 

out of a class of 177 matrics. So, are they aiming for a 100% 

pass rate at the end of this year? No, they’re trying to be 

realistic: 80% is the goal.

Mjali-Matyholo doesn’t believe one single factor has led to 

this slow but steady turnaround in results – she thinks it’s 

partly thanks to committed teachers. Also, the pupils are 

hungry to succeed, as evidenced by those late-night candlelit 

sessions. The Eastern Cape Department of Education has 

been a valuable ally. The community around Gwebityala 

has also embraced the increasingly popular school, rallying 

around to support its quest for improvement. 

A few years ago, the school was in the doldrums. It was the 

only senior school serving Khotyana and surrounding villages, 

and its pass rates were dismally low. “In 2014 we asked parents 

to allow extra classes on Saturdays and for other schools in 

OBSERVATION
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ClOCKWISE FROM TOP lEFT:  Gwebityala Senior Secondary School is hoping to improve their matric pass rate from 69% in 2017 to 80% in 2018;
meals for the school nutrition programme being prepared outside; while some classes are in a good condition, there are still infrastructure improvements 
needed; principal Nohlobo Mjali-Matyholo in the office she shares with the deputy-principal.
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the area to provide some teachers for the winter and spring 

camps,” Mjali-Matyholo says. Since then, teachers from 

neighbouring schools have stepped in regularly to help with 

extra classes in subjects that Gwebityala usually struggles 

with. Parents have also become involved: they watch over the 

learners during study camps; one couple spends every day at 

the school to provide extra support and adult supervision. The 

School Governing Body is active and engaged.

So why are people this willing to pitch in and support the 

school? Mjali-Matyholo believes it is because most of the 

adults in Khotyana are unemployed. Many locals didn’t 

complete matric, which drives a passionate belief in the 

value of education – one which can be seen at every level, 

from the cleaners who maintain the school to the teachers, 

pupils and principal herself. Teachers aren’t shy about asking 

each other for help; there’s no sense of embarrassment about 

asking questions or learning from their colleagues. And when 

teachers aren’t around, pupils keep working: it’s common to 

see groups huddled together around books.

The school is not without its challenges, though. In an area 

with few resources and little social support, the school 

often has to deal with the daily realities of violence, fear 

and poverty. Pupils who rent rooms close to Gwebityala to 

avoid the long commute on foot each day are targeted by 

tsotsis; their small humble living spaces routinely emptied 

out by thieves. Girls miss school because they can’t afford 

sanitary pads; sometimes, teachers club together to buy 

such necessities to keep their learners in class.

That’s because teachers in South Africa aren’t just teachers; 

sometimes they have to act as stand-in social workers, too. 

History teacher Nombuzo Sityodana explains: “We’ve had 

instances of girl learners confiding in us about the abuse 

they were experiencing.” The teachers initially tried to help, 

but found themselves threatened by angry relatives who 

scolded them for getting involved in “family matters”. So, she 

continues, “We had to ask for social workers to intervene”.

On occasion, the Department of Education sends in a Learner 

Support Agent who is trained to talk to young people about 

their non-academic issues. The agent then reports back to 

Mjali-Matyholo and her staff so they know who to keep an 

eye on. The teachers also try to make themselves available 

for pupils who want to talk about the issues they’re facing at 

home or in school – although they admit that very few pupils 

are comfortable confiding in their teachers.

Mahobe Sukiswa, a Grade 12 pupil at the school, exemplifies 

many of the common issues facing Gwebityala’s student 

body. She shares a home near the school with her mother, 

father and five siblings. Both parents are unemployed, and 

the family – like so many others in the area – survives on 

child grants. She takes her school work seriously, unlike one 

of her siblings, who refused to attend school beyond Grade 5.

But Mahobe, the eldest child, has to juggle many 

responsibilities beyond school: she’s the one who gets up 

first each morning, lighting a fire to boil water and helping 

her siblings prepare for school. If there are leftovers from the 

previous evening’s meal, these become breakfast; without 

leftovers, she does without food. When she gets home from 

the day’s lessons, at around 3pm, she washes her own and 

her younger siblings’ uniforms for the next day, prepares 

supper and does chores. She must also, of course, find time 

to do her homework. 

OBSERVATION

lEFT
Mahobe Sukiswa, a Grade 12 pupil at Gwebityala Senior Secondary School, 
standing in front of the small home she shares with seven family members. 
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Mjali-Matyholo, too, has many hats to wear in a single day. In 

her office, the phone on her desk rings constantly; the school’s 

only printer and photocopier add to the clutter. If it’s not a 

phone call, it’s someone sticking their head through the door 

to report a problem or ask a question. The generator has run 

out of petrol, again. One of the school cooks wants to know if 

there are any bags of rice stashed away for that day’s lunch. 

“I’m being interviewed here!” she laughs; then relents, and 

explains where both the rice and soup packs can be found.

The school’s feeding scheme is run from a kitchen to the left 

of the main assembly point. Food is carried back and forth 

between the kitchen and a huge outdoor fireplace where 

cooks prepare lunch in traditional pots. Chicken or canned 

pilchards provide the protein; meals are served with rice, 

samp and pap. In hot weather, learners are occasionally 

served uphuthu (maize-meal porridge) and sour milk. For 

many, it’s the only meal they can be certain of each day.

After a brief morning assembly each morning, learners head 

off to whichever of the ten prefabricated buildings their first 

lesson is in – there are no permanent brick-and-mortar 

classrooms at Gwebityala. Mjali-Matyholo runs a quick staff 

meeting, and then the teachers head off to their classrooms. 

Some of them are in such poor shape that even the snakes 

– which are a fairly common sight around Khotyana village – 

avoid them. Some classes are held outside.

There have been some physical improvements to the 

school. The community pitched in to raise money for an 

administration block about five years ago. The bathrooms, 

built by the Department of Education, are also new and in 

good condition. 

Unfortunately for the school’s sportier learners, there are 

no sports facilities like soccer grounds or netball poles. In 

OBSERVATION

“We have this competition at school where we award the 
best performing teachers and have in-house awards for 

our Grade 12 teachers. Last year I won the best teacher in 
my subject. I have a healthy competition going with the 

Life Sciences teacher who says she can’t be outdone
by me while I’m so busy,” she laughs.

“We have ‘best performer’ tags for our top learners to 
wear, as well as a special prize-giving ceremony at the 

end of the year, with a tie ceremony for matrics,” Mjali-
Matyholo adds. “Teachers wear full academic regalia at all 
school ceremonies and traditional leaders and parents are 

invited to give motivational speeches. Career expos
are a regular feature, too.”

soMe of Mjali-MaTyholo’s 

sTraTegies for keeping TeaChers

and learners MoTivaTed
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this area, soccer is extremely 

popular: after-school and 

weekend games are a common 

sight in the surrounding 

villages. The school fields a 

team but, out of necessity, it 

only plays away games.

Classrooms would really help

the school to ease its 

overcrowding. A science laboratory, computer lab and a 

library would also be welcome additions – all of these, the 

principal says, would create more space for learning. And if 

promises were buildings, Gwebityala would be in great shape. 

For the past five years, Mjali-Matyholo explains, the Eastern 

Cape government has sworn that proper construction will 

begin... “soon”. The latest they’ve heard is that the project will 

be put out to tender for a contractor... also “soon”.

She’s quick to add that although the provincial government 

hasn’t delivered on its infrastructure promises, the Eastern 

Cape Education Department is a good source of support. 

Subject advisers and Educational Development Officers visit 

frequently, and the teaching staff has grown – thanks to the 

Department supporting demands for additional posts – as 

more and more learners have flocked to Gwebityala over the 

past five years.

Mjali-Matyholo beams as she recounts some of Gwebityala’s 

success stories. “Some of my former students are studying 

medicine at Walter Sisulu University. That brings joy to my 

soul as this is a poor community where most survive on 

social grants.”

One of the things that’s driven these achievements is a 

strong sense of discipline. Teacher and pupil attendance is 

consistently high. If pupils are 

late for morning assembly, 

they face detention or are 

made to sweep classrooms 

after school. Mjali-Matyholo 

says punctuality is good, and 

that learners “don’t have to 

be continually watched to do 

their school work.”

This discipline appears to have extended to other areas of 

school life, too. There’s no reported drug use at the school, 

and there have been no pregnancies this year. But, like any 

space full of teenagers, it’s not without its problems. Pupils 

are responsible for keeping the classrooms tidy. They often 

bunk that duty. Salespeople visit fairly often; their wares 

include shoes and hair pieces.

Still, the school seems to do a great deal with very little, in 

circumstances that are echoed around South Africa, and 

which often produce poor results. I ask Mjali-Matyholo, who is 

currently doing a Master’s degree at Walter Sisulu University, 

what is the value of education?

“It’s about empowerment. It helps pupils to gain real skills 

that directly apply to the world outside. That’s what they 

come to school for. As teachers, it’s our job to harness their 

skills.”

And are they getting it right? She is emphatic: “We are 

fulfilling that purpose with the little that we have.”

The candles burning late into the night at Gwebityala suggest 

she’s right.

Acknowledging hard work and good performance is a key strategy
keeping learners and teachers motivated at  Gwebityala Senior

Secondary School.

hF

45



lM Malgas:
Struggling 
in a storm

OBSERVATION

46



47



normal week day at LM Malgas Secondary School is underway, 

and a Maths teacher is sobbing. Her pupils have decided 

they’re not interested in learning today; they didn’t do 

yesterday’s homework and they’ve walked out of today’s 

lesson. The teacher has been crying for almost 20 minutes, 

fruitlessly begging the pupils to return. She’s called colleagues 

in to help, and the principal, too. After a tense stand-off, the 

pupils agree to come back to class. But it’s a wasted lesson – 

one of several I witness during a week at the school.

LM Malgas is in Ramra village, on the outskirts of Willowvale in 

the Eastern Cape. The school has no electricity and relies on 

a water tank – if it runs empty, the school doesn’t have water 

until the next time it rains. And like so many of its counterparts 

elsewhere in the province and beyond, the ablution facilities 

are in a poor state. There’s one small, relatively new block 

with two proper pit toilets, and an old dilapidated block of 

pit toilets – literally just holes in the ground, with no doors 

for privacy. 

This is a school that wears its financial struggles and a 

history of recent violence visibly. Fights that start over pots 

of traditional beer have sometimes spilled over into the 

school grounds, particularly during the province’s annual 

initiation season in June. A former principal banned pupils 

from carrying dangerous weapons like pangas, sticks and 

knives into the school; in response, a few learners wrecked 

huge swathes of the property. 

Manelisi Mtshizana, who took over as principal in August 

2017, sighs. The protests against his predecessor’s ruling 

eventually ended, but hostility lingered. The damage done 

during the protests to a room that was being used as the 

library remains untouched – teachers now use it as a staff 

room, marking papers or preparing lessons surrounded by 

messy piles of books.

Mtshizana identifies a library as being among the school’s 

greatest needs – so why hasn’t anything been done? He 

pauses. “We need a library assistant. We need someone who 

is trained to run the library.” That, he insists, is up to the 

Department of Basic Education to provide.

And what about the broken windows, peeling paint and 

general disrepair? Can any of that be dealt with by the 

community, for instance? “The community says it can’t help 

with money – and we can’t afford to pay people if they do 

work on the school.”

That’s not to say LM Malgas’s staff aren’t trying to brighten 

their environment. There’s a small, neat garden where the 

vegetables used for the school nutrition programme grow. 

The grass that surrounds the buildings is kept trim, though 

both it and the vegetable garden are very dry, because 
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ClOCKWISE FROM TOP lEFT:  The teachers at LM Malgas Senior Secondary School are overworked, but they are putting in a lot of effort to turn 
the school around; guest teachers are reluctant to teach at the school because of its remoteness; the fairly new school principal, Manelisi Mtshizana is 
desperately looking for ways to improve the situation; schooling takes place among constant reminders of disrepair.
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there’s so little rain in the area. There is a space that could be 

used for sport, but it has become a communal grazing space 

for residents’ cattle.

It’s August when I arrive at LM Malgas for a week-long visit; 

my day begins at the flat of Nyanisa Ntshinka – a 45-year-old 

Life Sciences and Life Orientation teacher from the school, 

who is hosting me for the week. We wake up at 6am like she 

does every day; Umhlobo Wenene’s breakfast show provides 

the background noise, while she boils the first of three kettles: 

one for coffee, and two for a bath. Ntshinka is usually alone in 

the flat – her three children (14, 13 and four years old) all live 

with relatives at the family home in Mthatha. She commutes 

the 114km back home each Friday afternoon, and back again 

on Sundays.

Bathed and dressed, with her bags, papers and a Tupperware 

of cereal, Ntshinka climbs into a colleague’s car. They’re 

among the lucky ones who’ve managed to rent apartments 

close to Ramra village, and so – despite the state of the road 

– their commute isn’t much longer than 10 minutes. The 

school’s 120-odd pupils can travel up to 10 kilometres on a 

gravel road to reach LM Malgas, depending on which of the 

10 surrounding villages they’re coming from. 

Pupils are streaming in when Ntshinka and her colleague 

arrive. They gather outside, waiting for assembly to start at 

7.50am. Teachers are charged with motivating the pupils 

during this eight-minute gathering, preparing them for the 

day that lies ahead. Attendance is good early on in the week; 

by Friday many pupils are absent. 

But attendance doesn’t mean learning. Many pupils seem 

reluctant to be at school; some comment that they’re only 

there to please their parents, or to have something to do. 

When teachers are called to meetings during class time, 

pupils don’t keep working – they wander outside, searching 

for shady spots in which they can chat or snooze. One day, I 

asked a few scattered groups from various grades why they 

weren’t in class. They shrugged. “There’s no teacher in class. 

Why should we be?”

Principal Mtshizana insists that his staff – though overworked 

and overburdened – are doing the best they can. When 

Mtshizana joined LM Malgas in August 2017, the school had 

only had temporary principals for years, and it showed.

He describes the code of conduct as nothing more than 

words. Nobody enforced it, and nobody paid attention to 

it. Mtshizana says he’s since put his foot down – teachers 

are now at school on time and in class when they should be 

(although, yes, he concedes, they are sometimes called to 

urgent meetings during class time).

“Slowly the pupils are also getting in tune with being 

pupils, and their behaviour towards learning is changing,” 

he says. “They were used to not having a teacher in class. 

We’re changing that. Pupils used to bring dagga to school 

and smoke it in the toilets. Now we’re enforcing a culture of 

learning.” In another conversation, though, he worries that 

his pupils have “no hope”. He says: “They don’t see the point 

of bettering themselves. They want shortcuts.”

Perhaps the gap between what you see as a visitor and 

what Mtshizana and his staff believe they are achieving is an 

indication of how bad things used to be at LM Malgas.

When teachers are called to meetings during class time, pupils don’t 

keep working – they wander outside, searching for shady spots 

in which they can chat or snooze. One day, I asked a few scattered 

groups from various grades why they weren’t in class. They shrugged. 

“There’s no teacher in class. Why should we be?”

lEFT
One of the better looking classrooms is dedicated to cooking at
LM Malgas Senior Secondary.
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Ntshinka is one of the teachers 

brought in to try and turn the 

school’s fortunes around. 

A lifelong educator and the 

child of two school principals, 

she left the profession after 

14 years to concentrate on 

her hostel business. But she 

couldn’t ignore LM Malgas 

when it came calling in early 2018. It was in a slump; for the 

past three years it had registered a less than 40% pass rate. 

Ntshinka isn’t a full-time member of staff. Rather, she’s 

employed as part of the Provincial Department of Education’s 

Learner Attainment Improvement Strategy. This is designed 

to improve learners’ marks, especially those who are in higher 

grades or already in matric. It’s a noble idea, but there’s a 

very serious drawback: at the time of writing this, she’d only 

received a single month’s salary for five months’ work. 

On top of the financial strain, Ntshinka has also been tasked 

with teaching a subject in which she has no prior experience. 

She ought to have been hired as a Science teacher: she 

graduated from the then University of Transkei (now Walter 

Sisulu University) with a Bachelor of Science in Education in 

2000, and previously taught Physical Science. But the school 

also needed someone to teach Life Orientation, so she’s 

taken that on too, and is learning on the job. She now teaches 

Life Orientation to the school’s Grade 8 and 9 learners, and 

Life Sciences to Grades 10, 11 and 12. Each lesson lasts for 55 

minutes. It makes for gruelling days: sometimes she’ll teach 

from 8am until the end of the day, with only a lunch break.

The lessons after lunch are the hardest, because they’re 

often delayed – learners line up outside for meals from the 

school nutrition programme, 

which is coordinated by the 

provincial government. They 

serve rice, vegetables and 

fish on Mondays and Fridays; 

amasi (fermented milk) on 

Tuesdays; pap, vegetables 

and red meat on Wednesdays; 

rice, vegetables and chicken 

on Thursdays. It takes more 

than 30 minutes to serve all 119 pupils.

Despite the delay this causes in getting learners back into 

class, the teachers are pleased that the feeding scheme is 

available. For some learners, it’s their only full meal of the 

day. 

Back in class, Ntshinka’s routine is always the same. The last 

15 minutes of each lesson are dedicated to asking learners 

questions about the previous 40-minutes’ learning. She 

moves frequently between English and isiXhosa, a practice 

known as code-switching to help pupils grapple with new 

concepts in their home language. She also tries to keep the 

lessons interesting and relevant to the pupils’ everyday lives: 

in a Life Orientation class, for instance, she’ll explain why 

keeping fit is important for longevity. 

Unfortunately, this doesn’t always work. The pupils are 

capable of reading aloud if she asks them to, but don’t 

participate much otherwise. Once, almost an entire Grade 10 

class arrived without their textbooks; others had only blank 

pages where there should have been class notes.

She’d like to show them more images and videos to illustrate 

what she’s talking about, but there is only one computer 

at LM Malgas, and that’s mainly used for printing. Teachers 

The pit toilet block at LM Malgas is in disrepair
with no doors for privacy.
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occasionally use their cellphones as teaching aids, battling 

slow connections and limited data so they can find examples 

to engage their pupils. 

“Our teachers are overworked,” concedes Mtshizana. 

“Sometimes the Department of Education helps here and 

there by providing temporary teachers, but we need more.” 

He himself teaches amid his other responsibilities, and finds 

it incredibly difficult to manage his load. “I’m robbing these 

kids. I can’t give them enough time.”

But, at a school where there is no-one to teach the learners 

Maths (they need to get Maths teachers in from neighbouring 

schools and it’s often a struggle), a lack of staff and resources 

are just some of the many issues impacting the school and 

its learners. Mtshizana believes that awareness campaigns 

about education are crucial to creating strong relationships 

between schools and communities.

He’s quick to add, though, that learners’ parents have been 

supportive of the school’s turnaround efforts. They scrape 

together what money they can to pay for sleepover study 

camps at LM Malgas, and now escort their children to night 

classes. For the most part, unfortunately, that support doesn’t 

extend to attending school meetings or doing homework 

with their children. 

Drugs and alcohol are a problem, too. There are 11 known drug 

users among the pupils at LM Malgas. Some also engage in 

risky sexual behaviour; two girls were pregnant at the time 

of my visit.

The Department of Education has deployed a Learner Support 

Agent to the school. Her role is to provide counselling to the 

learners; she offers one-on-one sessions where they can 

discuss their worries and problems.

Don’t think this school has nothing going for it, however. 

The teachers’ efforts organising group studies, where pupils 

play off each other’s strengths and learn from their collective 

mistakes, are slowly starting to pay off.

“The June exams saw an improvement especially in the core 

subjects like Maths and Physical Science,” Ntshinka says. 

Mtshizana is cautiously pleased about the results: “We are 

pulling through despite the conditions. In June, more than 

70% of our pupils passed.” 

But are the pupils of LM Malgas motivated enough to carry 

this performance through into the year’s final exams and 

beyond, to future grades? Ntshinka’s not sure. There are 

some bright spots: Cwenga Mtila, who’s in Grade 12, has 

banded together with some classmates to create study 

groups; they gather at break times and pore over their books 

and notes. They’ve gathered old question papers from their 

teachers so they can practice the work. And, in every class I 

attended at the school, there were always a few pupils who 

asked questions and engaged with the work.

By the end of my week at LM Malgas I was left wondering 

what, really, is keeping LM Malgas stuck? Are teachers to 

blame? Or pupils who don’t want to learn, and who sometimes 

choose knives over pens? Is it an Education Department that, 

Ntshinka suggests, “doesn’t care much”? Or communities 

wrapped up in their own daily struggles? To an outsider, it 

appears the school is in the eye of a storm created by all 

those circumstances. Mtshizana believes more staff, proper 

resources like computer and science laboratories, and better 

infrastructure will do the trick. hF
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Standing 
strong in 
winds of 
change

CoMparison

How Zimbabwe’s education
system continues to cultivate great 

teachers and inspire its pupils
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Much has been written about the differences between 

the Zimbabwean and South African education systems. 

The fact that Zimbabwe’s education system continues to 

outperform our own – with less financial investment, and 

more than a decade of political and economic instability 

– seems to suggest it has particularly strong foundations 

able to take some strain.  

So what can South Africa learn from Zimbabwe? 

Human Factor asked Zimbabwean teacher,

Ruth Ncube, and Sandra Ngwena, who was schooled in 

Zimbabwe but attended university in South Africa,

to reflect on their experiences of Zimbabwe’s education 

system. Their reflections showcase some of its 

impressive institutional foundations, and illustrate how 

foundations are strengthened by culture – attitudes and 

behaviours so entrenched that they become seen as

“just the way things are”.  
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nyone of my generation in Zimbabwe will tell you the 

value of education is something that was ingrained 

in us, almost by default. You went to school, you 

graduated from high school and, at a minimum, you 

got some form of tertiary education – whether it was 

a degree at university or a diploma from a technikon. 

You just did. 

My maternal grandfather was a teacher, so of course 

my mother and her siblings went to school. However, 

my paternal grandparents were rural subsistence 

farmers (to this day, I am not sure if my grandmother 

can read), but all seven of their children went to 

school. And in a place where everyone goes to school, 

the quality of education becomes tantamount.

Parents were not bystanders in their children’s 

education – they were active participants. Even in 

rural areas, if your school wasn’t good enough, your 

parents walked you miles to a better one. 

The definition of better was simple: better educational 

outcomes. While there is no denying the prestige 

of private schools, the bottom line was the same 

everywhere: how many subjects you passed at O-level, 

and how many points you got for your A-levels? Those 

points meant everything because they determined 

what your next path would be. Did you get enough 

points to study at university, for example? 

The question of where you go to high school was another 

big one in Zimbabwe. The school my father wanted me 

to attend, for example, was not the top private boarding 

school, but rather the top rural government boarding 

school in the country. Why? It was producing the best 

grades in the country at the time. 

My father dragged me to the entrance exam and I 

passed. If it had been up to him, I would have gone to 

the school then and there. Luckily for me, my mother 
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understood that a school’s social environment is just as 

an important as its educational curriculum for achieving 

results – and being so foreign to me, this particular 

school would have been detrimental to my grades. 

I finished high school, just as the political winds were 

turning. I could have stayed in Zimbabwe, but I hadn’t 

made the grades to get into law school there. I didn’t 

do badly, but I didn’t do well enough to meet the high 

bar set for acceptance to the University of Zimbabwe. 

This is the part nobody in South Africa ever wants 

to hear when they ask why I came to study in South 

Africa. I came here because it is easier to get into 

universities here. I needed 13 points to get into law 

school at the University of Zimbabwe, and only 6 to 

get into Rhodes University. 

So, back to the question of ‘here’ versus ‘there’? 

Fundamental to the sturdiness of Zimbabwe’s 

education system was the height of the bar – not just 

for parents and pupils, but for the teachers as well. 

Teachers in Zimbabwe were leaders in the 

communities because they held themselves – and 

their work – to a higher standard. 

Experience, pupil outcomes and their own further 

education were par for the course for Zimbabwean 

teachers. This was expected of them by their peers 

and by their employers. Teachers were subject matter 

experts. To this day, my love of English and History 

is because of the teachers who taught me these 

subjects in high school. Rigorous standards, rigorous 

results, plus a whole lot of passion – and you had 

what I truly believe was one of the best education 

systems in the world. 

Does that mean these types of teachers don’t exist in 

South Africa? Absolutely not! Being a teacher is one 

of the hardest jobs in the world. In my opinion, the big 

difference for a teacher in Zimbabwe and a teacher 

in South Africa is a matter of ‘institution’. Teachers 

are part of an institution that includes government, 

parents and learners. Without adequate professional 

training as well as standards for teachers and the 

curriculum; without parents who place a premium on 

education and don’t just leave it up to the teacher, 

there is institutional failure. 

Going back to Zimbabwe now always makes me 

sad. Seeing the battles that teachers, parents and 

pupils are having to fight to survive, let alone thrive, 

is heartbreaking. But, even in the midst of all this, 

expectations and attitudes towards education remain 

unshakeable; my cousin, whose mother is a widowed 

government teacher, just graduated from university… 

Of course she did.
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IGCSE/O-Level/GCE are the 10th and 11th year of 
schooling in Zimbabwe and the equivalent of Grade 
11 (NQF3). Advanced Subsidiary Level (AS-Levels) 

is the 12th year of schooling. In South Africa, AS 
Levels are the equivalent of National Senior Certifi-

cate subjects (NQF4) passed at the Higher Grade.

To get an equivalent of a matric certificate, you need 
to have passed at least 5 AS-Level subjects with a 
50% or above. Advanced Level (A-Levels) are the 

13th year of schooling. A-Levels are recognised 
locally by the South African Matriculation Board 

for entrance into South African universities. Most 
South African universities accept at least 2 A-Level 

passes in addition to 5 IGCSE or O-Level passes.
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lthough it has been more than 25 years since I met Mr 

Dube, I still remember him vividly. The year was 1992; 

I had just started classes at Tennyson Hlabangana 

Secondary School in Bulawayo. Mr Dube was my 

English language teacher – a kind, funny, interesting 

man.

In our second lesson with him, he handed out 

newspapers, made us read them, and then asked 

anyone who’d come across new words to write them 

up on the board. He proceeded to explain each 

word, able to cite even the page number where their 

definitions could be found in the Chambers Dictionary. 

In other lessons, he would sing us Shakespeare 

quotations. He knew and could quote from a huge 

number of novels. It was inspiring – not just for me 

as a pupil, but on my journey towards becoming who 

I am today. By the time I finished my O-Levels, my 

destiny was clear. I was going to be a teacher.

It is not very easy to get into a teacher training 

college in Zimbabwe – the entry requirements for a 

secondary school teacher are five O-Level passes 

plus two A-Level subjects, and I struggled to find a 

vacancy. But luckily, after two years of studying, I 

qualified as a secondary school teacher in 2001.  

Once I’d passed this first hurdle, a second one was 

waiting: I couldn’t find a job in a secondary school as 

all the posts across Zimbabwe’s various education 

districts were full. I finally secured a spot at a 

primary school in Tsholotsho. It was deeply rural, 90 

kilometres away from the nearest town and incredibly 

difficult to reach. It had no electricity, no piped water 

and no telephone connections.  

Despite our best efforts, children in this school didn’t 

perform very well. I think it was mostly because of 

how the classes were structured. The Grade 3 and 

Grade 4 classes, for instance, were combined, with 
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just one teacher to oversee them both. That didn’t 

work very well, but it helped that there was good 

discipline – and not just at this school, but at all the 

other schools I have taught at since.

The Zimbabwean school curriculum embraces our 

African culture: elders should be respected; this is 

taught at home and at school. Corporal punishment 

was banned years ago, and that’s fine – a teacher 

should be able to maintain discipline without it. 

Sometimes we use role play, drama and talks in 

assembly to help reinforce important values. 

Rather than make me want to give up on teaching, 

the challenges at Tsholotsho made me want to try 

harder. Nine years after I first became a teacher, I 

got a Bachelor of Education and I now also have a 

Master’s degree, which is needed if you want to 

become a school principal in Zimbabwe.

Having these qualifications doesn’t make me special 

though – it’s not unusual for teachers to get further 

degrees once they’ve been working for a few years; in 

fact, it’s what most of us do.  

Today, I teach at one of the best boarding schools 

in Southern Africa. Although the school is also rural, 

it is a world away from my first job in Tsholotsho. It 

has good facilities, reliable transport and internet 

connectivity, but it’s not all plain sailing. As any 

teacher will know, there’s so much more to your work 

than what happens in the classroom – like monitoring 

pupils doing their evening studies. There used to be 

a duty allowance to pay teachers for this extra work, 

but that’s been scrapped.

Our salaries do remain a bone of contention in 

Zimbabwe. In 2007 and 2008, when things were at 

their worst politically, sometimes transport to the 

bank would cost more than a whole month’s salary! 

Many teachers still have to take on other work to 

supplement their income. Some operate small-scale 

farms; others keep poultry or work as flea market 

vendors. I do adjunct lecturing at my local university 

in my spare time. 

Given Zimbabwe’s difficult situation over the past few 

decades, it’s easy to imagine that politics interferes 

with our work, but that’s not true. I think our teacher 

unions do a good job of representing us and fighting 

on our behalf. 

Our schools also have School Development 

Committees made up of school administrators 

and representatives from the parent body. It’s 

important for parents to get involved, and they 

do in most schools. District inspectors regularly 

monitor the schools, I think the aim is mostly to make 

improvements to the system. That said, we are all a 

little nervous of our supervisors! 

I think another strength of our system is that teachers 

are rewarded for their good work. For example, if you 

score top results – a 100% pass rate in your subject 

in the national exams – you’re recognised by the 

government. There are also district and provincial 

awards – the winning teachers are given some money 

and a certificate that reflects their pass rate. 

Schools do the same at prize-giving ceremonies. I 

count being recognised for pass rate improvement 

among my favourite memories – it felt good to be 

acknowledged like that. 

Teaching, at the end of the day, isn’t just a job – it 

has to do with who you are; it becomes a part of you. 

It pleases me to see that the number of teachers 

in training colleges in Zimbabwe is increasing. The 

profession has great dignity – worthy of the likes of 

above-and-beyond teachers like Mr Dube.    
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What is needed is a vision, not just of          ‘education for all’, but of ‘all for education’.
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Finding 
heroes and 

hope in South 
Africa’s 

education 
system
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y father loved his students. He is 

now in his late seventies, and in 

some ways, his life as principal 

of a school in rural KwaZulu-

Natal seems very far away. He 

founded Sister Joan’s High School in 1982, the first 

high school for black students in that area. Until 

then, learners could only go as far as Grade 10. In 

its first year of operation, the matric pass rate was 

6%. Within six years, the pass rate had increased to 

94% – before the ravages of the civil war took its toll 

on both him and his students in the early nineties. 

Some 35 years later, he still receives phone calls from 

former students who’ve somehow managed to track 

him down, just to say thank you.

  

Without exception, they call to acknowledge his 

enduring influence on their lives, firstly as a role 

model; secondly, as a superb teacher of English and 

History. They speak of him as a father – often in the 

absence of their own – who saw worth in them and 

inspired them to believe in themselves. Some of these 

students have become leaders in their fields; most 

are just ordinary people making their way through 

the ups and downs of life. But all speak of his ripple 

effect into the lives of their own families, friends and 

colleagues.

Imagine if we could map out the extent of influence of 

just this one teacher! Each one of us can attest to the 

enormous impact of a single teacher in our lives. His 

story resounds in thousands of similar stories across 

the country; just the names and faces of the teachers 

are different. Good teachers are weavers of the social 

fabric – often unseen, far too often unrecognised.

 

Imagine the potential influence of the 400 000 

teachers across South Africa in shaping the country’s 

future! Apart from parents, what more powerful 

multipliers of goodness and hope? What more 

profound agents of change?

Yet, as the stories in this publication reveal, many 

teachers feel demoralised and unsupported.

They feel that ‘the education department’ – not 

humans, mind you, ‘the department’ – blames them 

for poor learner performance when so many children 

already enter school with deep learning deficits. They 

feel like minions, only made worse by the ‘worker’ 

label that trade unions insist upon. They want to be 

seen as professionals, and as people. Many teachers 

feel cowed by the system and even by the unions 

who represent them. Too often, management and 

union are one and the same! 

This confusion of roles is at the heart of the 

accountability problem in the education system, 

and needs a political solution. Neither trade unions 

nor government can put their hands on their hearts 
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and claim to act in the best interests of learners 

when their respective officials have to ask: education 

manager or trade unionist, which one am I today?

 

But there is an even more fundamental question in 

public education that is rarely acknowledged or even 

understood, that gets to the very heart of education, 

namely: what is the main role of a teacher? Is it to 

equip children for life or to get them successfully 

through Grade 12? 

The easy answer is that these options really amount 

to the same thing – that giving a child the academic 

skills to pass Grade 12 provides them with the best 

prospect of getting a job and making it in life.

But, let’s test that answer against the South African 

reality today. Only 40% of any Grade 1 cohort 

successfully completes Grade 1257. Those young 

people certainly have greater opportunity, but what 

does it say about the majority of children who don’t 

make it to the finish line? That they’re failures? 

That they have no place in society? That they can’t 

contribute to a vibrant economy?

It’s a deficit story we all tell as we try to describe 

the roots of inequality and marginalisation in South 

Africa. 

But in so doing, we reinforce the narrative that most 

young people are no-hopers. Yet they are still South 

Africans. They don’t just disappear. They find their way 

through life just as the rest of us do. The difference is 

that their sense of personal constraint and exclusion 

makes them more likely to binge drink, do crime, have 

high-risk sex and beat their female partners. It’s an 

uncomfortable reality we don’t want to talk about. 

It’s much easier to say that anyone can be a binge 

drinker, criminal, sexual risk-taker or partner-beater, 

which is true – except that poverty and hopelessness 

feed off one another, concentrating these vices in the 

lives of those who feel excluded. 

The pyramid mentality – thrival of the brightest – that 

frames the way we define educational achievement 

just makes the situation worse. For Harry Potter fans, 

think of schools as the sorting hat, channelling a 

few into the good life while condemning the rest to 

a lesser life.

Furthermore, those aspects of education that prepare 

children for the real challenges of life are pigeon-

holed as a life-skills curriculum that is certainly of 

value, but should underpin the teaching of every 

other subject as well.

In effect, we have a schooling system that proudly 

admits every child to school with the full knowledge 

that it is only designed for half of them.   
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You may frown at my use of the word ‘prosperous’ 

– because I seem to have been arguing for a 

gentler society less pre-occupied with educational 

achievement and its place in the economic value chain. 

On the contrary, education can produce both a better 

society and a stronger economy. There is evidence 

that children who feel valued and appreciated perform 

better academically as well59. Teachers who sew 

together the fabric of our society sow the seeds of a 

more prosperous nation at the same time.

The Greek rhetorician and ‘father of education’, 

Isocrates, saw virtue as its main goal. He argued that 

the main role of educators was to nurture goodness in 

young people, building their powers of language and 

other skills necessary to negotiate their way through 

life. In a country where the majority of children will not 

complete school – and only a minority will proceed 

to university, we must urgently reframe our goals for 

public education.

We must create possibility by building a country-wide 

lattice of small opportunities for all, not just wide-rung 

ladders of big opportunities for a few. That mission starts

with teachers who make children feel valued and appre-

ciated. We need teachers who really love our children and 

only want the best for them. To contend that profession-

als should not “love” is to deny the pivotal role of emotions 

in facilitating learning, thinking and behaviour60. 

However, teachers can only love if they themselves feel 

valued and appreciated. Their opinions must be heard 

– not only in matters of ‘labour’ but as experienced 

educators. This means building networks of practice 

and influence that give teachers a powerful sense of 

profession and vocation.

There are tens of thousands of good teachers, good 

departmental officials, and even good trade unionists 

scattered across the country. They must be seen 

and heard. We must find ways to amplify their voices, 

build their solidarity and concentrate their agency as 

weavers of the moral fibre of our nation.

Hope lies in the fact that the correlation between 
poverty and poor social behaviour is not invariable. 

In fact, the mediator of crime and risk-taking 
behaviour is not poverty, but social marginalisation 
– a sense of exclusion and worthlessness. If young 

people feel included and valued, they are more likely 
to contribute positively to society.

Hope lies in creating a sense of real and imminent 
possibility in the lives of children, because that 

builds resilience, reduces hazardous risk-taking 
and creates traction on pathways to personal growth 

and development. A sense of real and imminent 
possibility is both the catalyst and the means to 

redistributing human goodness.

If that sense of possibility were only derived from 
material satisfaction, we’d be going around in circles. 

It would mean that you need to escape poverty to 
escape poverty! However, a sense of possibility 

stems from other freedoms as well: the space to grow 
physically and intellectually; to think differently and 
be different; to feel equal regardless of gender, race, 

class or sexual orientation. These are the spaces in 
which we humans may develop fully.

Hope lies in the knowledge that teachers can create 
the spaces that nurture a sense of possibility,

worth and agency.

Hope lies in the fact that over 90% of learners 
remain in school and in contact with teachers for 

at least ten years of their lives58. This provides 
incredible opportunity to build a more inclusive

and prosperous society.

OpINION

so, whaT’s The alTernaTive? 

where’s The hope in This 

depressing porTrayal of

The ConsequenCes of our 

eduCaTion sysTeM?
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Hope lies in the fact that over 90% of learners remain in school
and in contact with teachers for at least ten years of their lives.

This provides incredible opportunity to build a more
inclusive and prosperous society.
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