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1. Introduction 

In early 2018, the DGMT launched the Zero Dropout Schools Initiative (ZDOS) a prevention 

initiative with the vision of reducing the rate of learners leaving the basic education system 

before grade 12 by half within a decade. This ambitious vision aims to set a common agenda 

and provide direction and clarity to mobilise and direct the activities of a diverse range of 

stakeholders towards the same critical outcomes. In order to meet this ambitious target, the 

initiative seeks to drive three key strategies towards the development of a national network 

of ‘Zero Drop-Out Schools’:  

1. Use data-driven advocacy and public communications to position the reduction of 

school dropout as a local, provincial, and national imperative.  

2. Develop and demonstrate remediation/catch-up of reading for meaning as a core 

competency that underpins school (and life) success.  

3. Support a range of models of intervention at the local level to prevent dropout. 

Towards meeting objective 3, DGMT is supporting five organisations working in 30 schools 

around South Africa, to develop and implement local-level innovative models which seek to 

prevent school disengagement and dropout. The five organisations are:  

• Bottom Up – Working in Lotus River, Cape Town in three schools. 

• Community Action Partnership (CAP) – working in Swellendam in six schools. 

• Khula Development Group (KDG) – working in Paarl in seven schools. 

• Masibumbane Development Organisation (MDO) – working in East London in six 

schools.  

• The National Association of Child and Youth Care Workers (NACCW) – working in 

the Natal Midlands in eight schools.   

This qualitative evaluation focusses on the third objective and these five organisations. By 

end of two years of the project, this research and evaluation aims to: 

• identify models and approaches which have proven potential to work to address 

school dropout in a variety of contexts in South Africa; 

• identify the challenges faced in implementing such models – be they at an 

organisational level, school level, school system level, community level/structural 

level, family level, individual level;  
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• identify the ways in which such problems/challenges can be overcome in a number 

of contexts; 

• identify key success factors for successful school dropout interventions in the 

South African context; 

• identify what changes interventions in specific communities can make in attitudes, 

perceptions and practices at community, school level and individual level.  

• identify what lessons for government and school policy and practice arise from 

these interventions and their implementation over the course of 2018-19; and 

• identify the ways in which the models, lessons and key success factors/best 

practices can be replicated in other communities, schools and interventions and 

thereby make a more systemic impact.   

This interim report offers early insights and lessons emerging from the first six months of the 

ZDOS initiative in the work of these five organisations. It is based on site visits to all of the 

partners (multiple in the case of Bottom Up), and check-in interviews via Skype and email.  

 

2. Description and Interim Evaluation of Models  

 

2.1 Bottom Up 

The context:  

Bottom Up works in three secondary schools in Lotus River/Grassy Park area of the Cape Flats 

in Cape Town. Formerly classified a “coloured” group area under apartheid, many of the 

residents settled in these neighbourhoods having been forcibly removed from areas like 

Southfield, lower Claremont and District Six after the government declared them “white 

areas” in the 1960s. Today, the greater Grassy Park area is a mix of largely Afrikaans-speaking 

Muslim and Christian coloured communities of varying socio-economic standing. While Lotus 

River itself is relatively better off, neighbouring areas such as Parkwood and Pelican Park, 

where many of the learners come from, are much poorer.1 Although the areas surrounding 

these schools appear quiet and typically lower-middle class suburban, this outward 

appearance masks a high crime rate, and the presence of gang activity and drug dealing. While 

such issues affect the safety and wellbeing of all learners at the schools, they impact the lives 

of the many learners from poorer areas around Lotus River to an even greater extent.         

                                                           
1 Schools such as Lotus High are now what can be called “commuter schools” because so many of their 
learners come not from the surrounding neighbourhood but from outside the area. Not only to learners come 
from poorer coloured neighbourhoods, but a significant minority are from distant areas where black African 
communities of South African and foreign origin live. Such learners often take several modes of public 
transport to come to school.   
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By the standards of the Department of Education, these three schools are by no means 

“underperforming”. Fairmount achieved a NSC pass mark of 89.6% in 2017, Zeekoevlei 85.3%, 

with Lotus High School the worst performer at 57.7% (down from 75.7% in 2016). All of the 

schools are classified in the top bracket of schools (Quintile 5) because they are situated in 

areas which are deemed better off. However, their learners are from predominantly much 

poorer households and many cannot afford to pay the fees charged by the schools. The 

schools are thus in a catch-22 position regarding resources as they receive a minimal subsidy 

from the DoE yet cannot raise much revenue through fees since many learners default or 

apply for exemptions based on their low household income. While each of these schools have 

relatively good infrastructure, proud histories and committed Principals and teachers, they 

do struggle with issues within and outside the school context which serve to cause learners 

to disengage. Indeed, all the schools experience a marked decline in their enrolment between 

grade 8 and grade 12. For example, at Fairmount only around half of those who commenced 

grade 8 ended up writing matric at the school in 2017, while at Lotus High School only about 

37% got through to matric. Principals cite lack of parent control and involvement, academic 

deficits, gangsterism and drugs as key causes.      

Step Up: The model developed by Bottom Up: 

In 2017 Bottom Up worked in two schools in Lotus River (Lotus High and Fairmount 

Secondary), where it piloted its Step Up project. Working with all grade 8 and 9 learners, the 

Bottom Up team (consisting of a coordinator and four school-based facilitators) ran their 

“Future Focussed” programme in Life Orientation sessions, and chess clubs and other fun in-

school or after schools activities. They also helped the schools to track absenteeism, following 

up by telephone or home visits where possible. In the second half of the year, Bottom Up was 

moving towards a different approach. In Lotus High they introduced a series of sessions in LO 

classes aimed at stimulating discussion and understanding around more structural and 

systemic causes of dropout. At each of the schools they then initiated a dropout committee 

consisting of interested learners and teachers. These committees were charged with 

identifying causes of school disengagement, and identifying possible solutions. The 

committees were well attended and Bottom Up realised that action research was a valuable 

tool for identifying problems and solutions while empowering the youth participants at the 

same time. By the end of the year Bottom Up was training these nascent Action Research 

Committees (ARCs) with the view to focussing more on this aspect in 2018-19.  

In 2018, Bottom Up added two more schools to participate in the Step Up project. These were 

Zeekoevlei Secondary and Grassdale High School in the southern part of Lotus River.2 

Participatory Action Research Committees were established at these two new schools, to add 

                                                           
2 The importance of working in a number of schools in one area to understand and address dropout is 
underscored by the fact that learners move between these four schools quite frequently. For example, the 
school with the best results, Grassdale, tends to push learners who do not perform well in the senior grades 
out and they commonly then go to Lotus High School. Such repetition and movement between schools 
complicates the school dropout picture somewhat.  
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to those already established at the existing schools. Bottom Up also introduced a number of 

new activities seeking to support the learners, teachers and parents in each school.3 The aim 

of Step Up in 2018-19 is to address the root causes of school dropout by promoting learner 

agency using participatory action research as a tool for mobilisation. This approach is 

informed by the knowledge that school dropout is produced by a myriad factors, which may 

be related to policy, pedagogies, practices and spatial arrangements present internally and 

externally in relation to individual schools.  

Furthermore, Bottom Up observed that there are few moments in the curriculum and 

instructional process where learners are given a clear introduction to knowledge (law, policy, 

analysis of practices and processes) that directly affects them. This lack of information creates 

space for misunderstandings and faulty perceptions that ultimately serve to erode the 

relationships between learners and teachers, and parents and schools. For example, schools’ 

disciplinary processes often cause misunderstandings and alienation when a more 

understanding approach could address problems more effectively. Learners also largely suffer 

from a lack of motivation limited ability to take action because of the disempowerment they 

experience within the hierarchical structures and practices of their schools. Bottom Up 

therefore believes that if learners are equipped with relevant and valuable knowledge, this 

will allow them to take responsibility for issues and contribute to important discussions that 

are related to their own schooling and education.  

Towards these aims, the Step Up project has three main pillars: 

1. Learner focused programme:  

The Action Research Committees (ARC), which have been established in every school, are the 

primary focus of the Step Up project. Voluntary in nature, these consist of about 15 learners 

from any grade who are interested in being part of the ARC and becoming active through its 

work. During term-time, the Bottom Up facilitators are stationed at the schools for two days 

a week to meet with ARC members during break time. These facilitators, who come from 

similar communities and act as mentors to the ARC members, help the committees to learn, 

plan and strategise on whatever issue they wish to explore.  

In addition to these weekly activities, every term Bottom Up holds weekend workshops and 

a camp for all ARC members from the four schools. These are important not just in skilling 

ARC members in youth participatory action research (YPAR), but also for the interaction and 

ideas-sharing between the groups from different schools. For many of these young learners, 

this is the only opportunity they have to meet other young people at other schools and share 

ideas and lessons about matters to do with school engagement.  

                                                           
3 As will be discussed in the assessment section below, Grassdale High School decided not to continue with the 
program in June 2018. However, Bottom Up has chosen to continue working with the Grassdale learners who 
participated in the Action Research Committee at the school by inviting them to events held with learners 
from the other three schools outside of school hours. 
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Another aspect of Step Up’s involvement with learners is the training of Representative 

Council of Learners (RCL) members in the four schools. RCL members are meant to represent 

learner interests on the School Governing Body (SGB), but such learners often lack the 

knowledge and confidence to play a meaningful part in developing school policy, especially 

where the adult committee members do not foster their full involvement. Thus, Bottom Up 

holds regular training workshops for RCL members to share knowledge about school policy, 

and ways in which they might succeed in representing learners’ interests successfully on the 

SGB and with the school management.   

Finally, once a term, during the last week of school, Bottom Up also holds a programme of 

activities in the schools using educational games and the arts (music, dancing, drama) to focus 

on issues facing the youth and stimulate discussion and reflection on these issues.      

2. Parent focused programme:  

This is a fairly light touch component in which Bottom Up hosts two parent engagement 

events per term (for parents from all the schools) to discuss common issues facing parents 

and to share aspects of policy and the role they can play in their child’s education with them.  

3. Teacher focused programme:  

Once per term Bottom Up also hosts a teacher dialogue on issues that impact school 

disengagement and drop out. Again, all teachers from the four schools are invited to a 

collective discussion, so that they can share views and perspectives, as well as approaches 

and solutions.  

The ultimate aim of all these activities is to equip learners, teachers, parents and outside 

stakeholders with the insight to analyse the problem of school disengagement in context, and 

to develop and implement solutions. Through doing this Bottom Up hopes to build agency 

within learners, teachers and parents involved in the project, as well as developing the 

capacity within schools that can sustain such a process in the medium to long-term future. 

This strategy is cognizant of the relationship between family-level issues and broader social 

problems and patterns, and is a shift away from traditional explanations of learner dropout 

that focus solely on the individual. 

The model thus attempts to build up the school community through participatory action 

research, and to encourage the main stakeholders of the school to work together on issues 

that hamper learner progress and even result in school dropout. 

Interim Evaluation of Progress  

This section makes a preliminary assessment of the Step Up project’s progress thus far and 

the extent to which it may or may not be showing impacts six months into its work. Progress 

on activities and emerging impacts are explored through a number of questions:   
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1) What role can Action Research Committees play in addressing absenteeism, 

disengagement, under performance and dropout at schools which struggle with 

these issues? 

As mentioned above, this is the main focus of the Step Up project in 2018. BU has done really 

well to establish Action Research Committees (ARC) in each of the four initial schools and to 

build these committees up through twice weekly support sessions in-school, at weekend 

workshops and at a camp. In two of the schools (Zeekoevlei and Grassdale) BU started from 

scratch in 2018 as this was the first time working there. Given that there were no previous 

relationships in these schools, and no track record of working there, it was commendable that 

BU was able to quickly establish ARCs which went on to become active and committed to the 

process BU sought to foster. As will be discussed below, the lack of deeper history and 

relationships with the two new schools also provided a threat to the work.  

In addition to the ARC work, BU held an “Art and Activism” week during the last week of the 

second term, to which all four schools were invited. They also worked with the Representative 

Council of Learners (RCL) at each school to strengthen their ability to participate confidently 

and effectively in the School Governing Body (SGB) meetings and to liaise meaningfully with 

the School Management Team (SMT). Crucial to this work with the RCLs was the 

establishment of good working relationships with each school’s Teacher Liaison Officer (TLO), 

who is the link between the SMT and the RCL.  

In terms of numbers of participants in the ARCs and other activities, a small active core of 

committed participants was established at each school in the first half of the year. Of course, 

the ARCs at Fairmount and Lotus High built on the “Dropout Committees” which were first 

established by BU at those schools in 2017. At each school the numbers are still small – around 

15 learners regularly attend, although there are more learners signed up. As Ashley Visagie 

(BU Director) points out, being present in the schools twice a week for the breaktime 

meetings is important to keep up the momentum and to assist with recruitment: “If we don’t 

have a presence in the schools there will be no members after a while.” The value and 

importance of BU building relationships with learners, teachers and SMT members at each 

school cannot be underestimated. At Lotus High, the Principal even attends ARC meetings 

when he is available, which emphasises how much he buys into the group as a legitimate 

voice in the school.      

Whereas BU was focussing on grades 8 and 9 in 2017, this year learners from any grade may 

join. While the junior grades still make up the core of the groups in each school, BU has now 

managed to recruit grade 11 and 12s into the ARCs, and has seen how important it is to 

include senior learners. As Gerda Von Benecke (Step Up coordinator) says, “We are now 

getting more grade 12s joining. This is so important as we are seeing that they can drive issues 

so much better than more junior members. They are much more confident and assertive and 

are much better leaders.” In terms of recruitment, there are still more girls than boys in the 
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ARCs, but BU is mindful of the need to ensure a fairly even gender balance and will be making 

efforts to recruit more boys as the year goes on.     

Although the twice-weekly breaktime meetings are important in terms of checking-in, 

keeping up momentum and recruiting more members, it is the weekend workshops and 

camps which have been the most productive spaces for training in action research, mutual 

engagements between learners from different schools and the sharing of common problems 

and solutions. These after-hours activities have been well attended and well received by the 

participating learners. Learners have particularly liked the rare opportunity they now have to 

interact productively and in a collegial manner with other learners from different schools. This 

is particularly so because there is very little interaction between schools other than in a hyper-

competitive format such as sports. Zeekoevlei High school even has the zero-sum motto “We 

Beat You”, which illustrates this point. Furthermore, in a context where neighbourhood-

linked gang activity is common, the fostering of positive interactions and mutual sharing and 

learning between learners from different schools is crucial, and has the potential to break 

down barriers and area-based misconceptions and rivalries.       

The role of ARCs at these schools is potentially an important one, based on observations and 

reflection over the last six months. Schools such as the four originally chosen for this work in 

2018 may be performing fairly well (narrowly speaking) in relation to other under resourced 

schools. But they still experience high rates of disengagement and a dramatic drop-off of 

learners between grades 8 and 12. The good NSC result reflects those who got through and 

passed, rather than the majority of those who commenced grade 8 five years before. This 

disengagement, whatever internal or external factors are causing it, must be addressed. The 

ARCs offer, for the first time in these schools, not only a chance to think about, research and 

explore these disengagement factors, and not only a chance to come up with some solutions, 

but crucially, the ARC stimulates youth activism in schools, which in and of itself can act as a 

positive force for change.4 At this point, the outcomes of this activism have not fully emerged, 

but the process of stimulating young learners to take interest and action has been established 

by BU.   

The approach is also radical, because it is aimed at fostering critical thinking skills among the 

participants, and an understanding of how power and structural inequality work. Importantly 

through this process, “dropout” is reframed as disengagement, the frameworks which blame 

the learners themselves are critiqued, and the ARCs explore structural issues that cause 

disengagement. The youth activism is therefore not simply addressing surface issues or 

seeking cosmetic change (e.g. doing school clean-ups or anti-pregnancy or drug marches), but 

is informed by a deep investigation of why learners are disengaging, and what aspects of the 

system could be addressed to improve this situation. The knowledge is also generated by the 

most powerless individuals in the system, which is both empowering for them and offers 

                                                           
4 Youth activism has been found to be a crucial catalyst for change in many schools on the Columba Leadership 
programme, for example.  
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solutions from the perspective of those who suffer most from the structural problems with 

the system. The participants are both researchers and research subjects, which gives the 

process a very grounded starting point, in contrast to an outside “expert” driven development 

process. BU’s facilitators work with the ARCs to guide them through the research process and 

identification of possible and appropriate responses.    

The four ARCs have gone through training and each identified issues at their schools causing 

disengagement, which they wished to address. These issues are:  

• Lotus High – the school’s late-coming policy 

• Fairmount – the use of corporal punishment by teachers 

• Zeekoevlei – the school’s dress policy for girls  

• Grasslands – the school’s language policy.  

It is, of course, important for the school leaders and teachers to buy into the idea of the ARCs 

and the work they are intended to do. In the two schools in which BU already has a track 

record, this process has been much more successful. The two new schools have struggled a 

bit more to understand the role of the ARC and where it fits in with existing structures such 

as the RCL. It has emerged that while youth activism is really important for schools it can be 

threatening to school staff and leaders, especially where the structures of authority are very 

vertical and authoritarian, and particularly if it is introduced too fast. As I will explore under 

the next question, when these committees take on issues which speak to school management 

and power (e.g. discipline and school rules/policies), this can be threatening for some school 

leaders.  

A lesson emerging therefore is that the establishment of an ARC and the stimulation of youth 

activism should ideally be done over a long period of time so that an organisation such as BU 

can build up trust and goodwill, and crucially, get to know school staff and have them come 

to appreciate the organisation’s presence in the school. At the two schools which participated 

in the 2017 pilot, BU already had a track record of offering the school several activities which 

were of benefit – such as supporting Life Orientation lessons through the Future Focussed 

course, and offering extra-curricular activities such as chess and arts-focussed activities. The 

pilot year also allowed the BU staff to build relationships and alliances with SMT members 

and many staff members. Thus, when the ARC started exploring issues which challenged the 

teachers and SMT, the existing relationship and track record was able to sustain the new more 

political turn of the activities. Teachers also understood better what the ARC was at these two 

schools. The two new schools by contrast (Zeekoevlei and Grassdale) did not have an existing 

track record with BU and the SMT and teachers did not have a relationship with the BU staff. 

They also did not understand the role of the ARC or where it fitted in to existing channels of 

communication. Although BU managed to build good relations with the TLO, at Grassdale the 

moment the ARC tried to address the issue of the language policy, BU was asked to 

discontinue all activities at the school. The lesson is that anyone implementing ARCs should 

build up slowly and first offer the school something of value that is not going to challenge 
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existing school policies or practices. Otherwise youth activism can get shut down really quickly 

and an opportunity can be lost.  

However, where ARCs and youth activism are introduced carefully and successfully, they can 

have the impact of changing the attitudes of Principals and teachers to learners and their 

problems. And even if the activism of the ARCs does not immediately impact on the “dropout” 

issue, it may cause learners to develop new attitudes towards their own abilities and the role 

of school in their lives. As Ashley Visagie reports:  

By example, we may not end drop-out by dealing with corporal punishment but if 

students are able to end corporal punishment at their school, several students who 

are affected by it might have a new outlook on their school. Students who were 

involved in changing this might also develop a sense of contribution and ownership 

by having been part of a change process on their school and overall student 

engagement would be improved by students having realised their agency and ability 

to be part of important decision making concerning their school. Moreover, the 

capacity that is developed through dealing with one difficult issue is transferable and 

can be used to explore other school-related concerns as well.5 

Both the introduction of the ARC concept into a school and the potential outcomes thus 

take time and patience. They have good potential as a mechanism to stimulate youth 

activism and engagement, and a better school environment, but they are not a “quick fix” 

solution (if such a thing exists).  

 

2) Is youth-led Participatory Action Research (YPAR) a tool which can be used to 

impact absenteeism, disengagement, low performance and dropout in 

struggling schools? What lessons does it offer? 

As outlined above, The ARCs conduct research on their environment, as both enquirers and 

research participants. This is an incredibly valuable and high-potential tool to teach young 

people. BU goes beyond merely teaching a participatory research skill. It teaches ARC 

members elements of critical pedagogy and how to look at the world through different eyes 

– eyes which see otherwise obscured power relations and how they play out in structures and 

spaces and relationships. Rather than simply being a values-based stimulation of youth 

activism, this approach rather looks to build agency through knowledge acquisition and the 

notion that knowledge is power. Rather than leaving learners as the “problem” at the centre 

of dropout or disengagement, this approach looks rather at learners as agents who can find 

the solutions to the structural issues which cause disengagement in their own contexts.    

                                                           
5 Extract from a DGMT learning Brief developed by Visagie (draft version).  
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At all four schools which commenced the year on the Step Up project, the ARC were able to 

do some research in their own contexts and identify an issue they wished to address first as 

a committee. As noted above, these issues were latecoming policy (Lotus), corporal 

punishment (Fairmount), language policy (Grassdale) and uniform policy (Zeekoevlei). The 

following progress was made:  

• Lotus High: The ARC at Lotus High got a headstart by already conducting research 

towards the end of 2017 and identifying their area of action. They identified that the 

school’s policy of locking the gate in the morning so that latecomers would have to 

wait outside for an hour or more was putting learners in danger and causing them to 

disengage (apart from the lost teaching time they also experienced). This action was 

viewed as a punishment by the SMT but it was unfair to many as they mostly came 

from far away and relied on public transport to get them to school. Even while trying 

hard to come on time, learners could be late because of the famed unreliability of the 

Cape Town transport system. The ARC identified this issue but the Principal’s close 

association with the ARC meant that he very quickly abandoned the policy – before 

the ARC even started to raise the issue. The school then implemented a detention 

system for latecomers, which is still viewed as problematic by the ARC because it 

unjustly punishes all latecomers, even if there is a valid excuse. However, the Principal 

and SMT are becoming more accommodating to the individual contexts and problems 

of learners through the introduction of the ARC, so even detention as a policy is being 

revised. ARC members further decided to congratulate teachers for asking a child why 

they were late, by way of using positive reinforcement to entrench the emerging 

culture of sensitivity to learners’ problems. The ARC is currently identifying the next 

issue it wishes to explore and act on, and it has come up with a focus on school pride.   

• Fairmount: The ARC at Fairmount was also established in late 2017 and the issue they 

quickly identified was the continued illegal use of corporal punishment by teachers at 

the school. Unlike at Lotus High, their surfacing of this issue was has not met a positive 

response. The ARC wished to distribute a flyer about corporal punishment and the 

Schools Act, but were denied permission. When representatives asked to present on 

the issue at assembly, they were told exactly how they could do so, and when they 

met with staff their perspectives were not respected or listened to. Fortunately, BU’s 

existing relationship with the school has allowed them to mediate and feel their way 

forward on the issue. While the school is clearly resistant to change and defensive 

about their illegal activities, many teachers feel that it is a necessary part of discipline. 

To complicate matters, the TLO – who has been largely supportive of the ARC and the 

work with the RCL – is known to use corporal punishment in his class, which illustrates 

how difficult raising such issues can be. The ARC is putting its position in writing in the 

hope of finding a way to address the issue.  

• Zeekoevlei: The ARC at Zeekoevlei was only formed this year, but it has been able to 

identify the uniform policy as an issue causing disengagement by learners. In 
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particular, the issue of female learners having to wear skirts all year round is a 

problem. While boys can wear longs or tracksuit bottoms in winter, girls have to wear 

a skirt and have to buy pantyhose to keep warm (which are expensive, get damaged 

easily and are not effective against cold). In addition, Muslim learners have not been 

allowed to wear their fez during Ramadan, which also causes them to disengage. Thus, 

the ARC hopes to get the SGB to change the uniform policy and allow learners to have 

more of a say in this regard. The ARC is still working on this but the Principal is quite 

engaged with them, so their prospects of success are better than in the previous case.  

• Grassdale: The Grassdale ARC identified the fact that the language policy was seriously 

disadvantaging Afrikaans home language speakers. Not only could an Afrikaans 

learner not take certain subjects but teachers were known to actively discriminate 

against Afrikaans learners. They often disparaged them as low class, likely to fail, lazy 

and naughty. Although the area served by the school has a high proportion of 

Afrikaans families, the school (like others) sees English as the proper language of 

learning. The ARC felt that this caused a lot of disengagement and decided to engage 

the SMT on the issue. They wrote a letter to the SMT politely outlining their concerns 

and asking for further engagement on the matter. Shortly thereafter the Principal 

informed BU that they were no longer welcome to work in the school. Because BU did 

not have a deep relationship with the SMT, nor were they known well in the school, 

they had no way of challenging this expulsion. The ARC members were highly 

disappointed and shocked by the rejection of their letter and the expulsion of BU. BU 

has decided to try to work with Grassdale ARC members through the weekend 

workshops and camps. It is not clear how successful this will be and for now BU is only 

officially working in three schools.   

It can thus be seen that YPAR has great potential to bring about change in schools, but that it 

can threaten existing power structures and practices so much that it gets closed down fairly 

quickly. Going forward, the challenge will be to continue working in schools and ensuring that 

ARCs can enjoy successes which strengthen their school experiences and build confidence. 

The risk is also that ARC members become seen as trouble stirrers by teachers, which could 

affect their opportunities for leadership positions or even their classroom experience and 

results.  

 

3) Can working with teachers to empower and support them make an impact on 

teaching and support to vulnerable learners?  

Working with teachers to empower, engage and support them is one of the most important 

aspects required to change school performance and the classroom experience of learners. If 

teachers are burnt out, disengaged and pressurised, how can learners be expected to engage 

with their schoolwork, or with school more generally? BU thus chose to engage with and 
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support teachers at the four schools on the project. Unfortunately this is not a major aspect 

of Step Up in terms of the number of activities planned, but it is a start.  

BU has worked mainly through teacher dialogues on issues such as fostering a nurturing class 

environment, discipline and school policy. In the first half of the year, two such dialogues were 

held (one per term), as planned. All teachers from the four schools were invited. The topic 

chosen by the teachers for exploration was school discipline. In the first term, the format was 

a panel discussion focussing on corporal punishment, led by academics and WCED officials. 

Held at Fairmount, there was a good turnout, especially by Fairmount teachers, but also from 

the other schools. It was a valuable presentation exploring alternatives to corporal 

punishment, but it became clear that there was a lot of resistance, especially from the many 

male teachers in the room. They argued that the policy was made without taking the local 

contexts and practices into account. Many argued that disciplinary problems were in fact 

caused by the policy outlawing corporal punishment in the home and at school.  

In the second term a different approach was taken for the dialogue held at Lotus High School. 

This was also quite well attended by teachers. Rather than having outside experts presenting, 

BU facilitated a discussion format in small groups between teachers on issues relating to 

discipline and policy. This proved a productive format and some of the teachers who 

expressed disparaging opinions in the first meeting expressed a somewhat more nuanced 

position, and appeared willing to learn from other teachers. The value of having teachers from 

different schools workshopping these ideas together was also clear. To change teacher 

perspectives, more of these conversations between different teachers working locally is more 

effective than the sharing of ideas which can easily be rejected as “western” or from outside 

the context.  

It was also found that teachers feel more empowered to share and speak their minds with 

fellow teachers from other schools, whereas when in their own school context many are 

afraid of sharing or speaking out. Thus, the bringing together of teachers from these schools 

to share ideas is a good way to initiate broader changes in practice.   

BU will continue with these large workshops in the second half of the year, building on these 

lessons. It is also planning to introduce a smaller reading group for teachers wanting to delve 

into these issues further and identify ways of addressing problems.    

4) How can parents be enabled and empowered in supporting their children to 

complete school and strive for a positive future? 

As with the teacher support aspect, this is not a large focus of the Step Up project. BU has 

also undertaken this aspect via two parent engagement events per term. To try to attract 

parents, BU has hosted teas, breakfasts or dinner engagements – so that the times were 

attractive as well as the refreshments. These workshops have been hosted at the different 
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schools and parents from all four schools were invited, often by way of flyers sent home with 

learners.  

Attendance has been varied, with a good turnout at the Fairmount meetings (around 70 

parents), but less at the later events at Lotus and Zeekoevlei (20-30 parents). Nevertheless, 

the issues discussed with parents have been relevant and the smaller group has meant that 

very productive conversations were held. While parents often raised concerns around their 

children’s disengagement (e.g. playing truant, taking drugs, misbehaving, failing subjects), BU 

was also using these sessions to educate parents about how best they could support their 

children and how they could influence school policy. A major lesson emerging from these 

sessions is that the parents care deeply about their children’s school career, but they do not 

know how to assist them with schoolwork or other needs properly, and nor do they know 

how to approach the school to take up issues or change school policy. There is therefore a 

great need to continue to educate parents about their rights and responsibilities with regard 

to their children’s education, and to stimulate their participation in the SGB process and other 

school meetings.  

This aspect of the Step Up model is still a work in progress, but it has potential to allow a 

space for parents to share ideas and become empowered to take up issues with schools 

through the appropriate channels. BU does not seek to teach parents how to be better 

parents, but rather to empower them more to seek outside assistance and influence school 

policy.   

5) What role can a ground-up, social-justice focussed, activist, youth-led, 

participatory approach – using a “whole school model” play in addressing 

dropout in poor schools/communities?   

The work that BU is doing in the three remaining schools is crucial because of its capacity to 

empower people to take action and to find local solutions. The fact that the project targets 

learners, teachers and parents is important. The model should probably ramp up its work with 

parents and particularly teachers, while continuing to work with learners through the ARCs. 

The work so far shows that it is important to involve all school stakeholders in a process of 

change. For example, if parents are empowered to influence school policy, they too may be 

able to assist learners to advocate for policies which are pushing out their children. Teachers 

too, need to know that there are different ways of interacting with learners which can be 

productive, even if they challenge hierarchical structures and embedded practices.  

What BU is essentially doing is trying to build democracy at the grassroots level in the school 

context. This is a very valuable initiative in relation to reducing disengagement, not only by 

learners, but by teachers and parents. At the end of the year, it will be clearer as to what 

progress BU have made in this regard in the three remaining schools.   
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2.2 Community Action Partnership 

 

The context:  

Swellendam is a small town in the southern Cape surrounded by extensive commercial 

farmlands producing fruit, grain and livestock. With a population of just 38 700 it relies 

economically on wholesale and retail trade; catering and accommodation; financial and 

business services; insurance and real estate; in addition to agriculture, forestry and fisheries. 

The town enjoys a surprisingly low unemployment rate of just 8.9 percent, way below the 

national rate of 26.7 percent.6  With a matric pass rate of 92.7 percent and a learner-teacher 

ratio of 33.5, it is tempting to conclude that social ills, including school disengagement and 

dropout are relatively low.  

However, these positive statistics mask a more complex reality related to the legacy of 

apartheid and the spatial and structural inequality which still characterise the town. While on 

the northern side of the N2 highway sits the picturesque and wealthy former white area, the 

southern side of the highway hides, behind the brow of a hill, the largely coloured settlement 

of Railton, where poverty, substance abuse, drug addiction and crime are high, particularly in 

its informal areas. The jobs that are available to the residents are often menial, insecure and 

short-term, while many households rely on state welfare grants to get by. The residents of 

Railton are a mix of communities which have lived there for decades, working unskilled and 

semi-skilled jobs in the town’s homes and industries. Many more are former farm labourers 

displaced in the last two decades from the white owned farms of the district. More recently, 

a growing black African population of Xhosa-speakers from the Eastern Cape, and immigrants 

from Zimbabwe and East Africa, have settled in Railton. This population is served by just one 

high school (Swellendam Secondary School) and two primary schools (Bontebok Primary 

School and VRT Pitt Primary School). A significant number of learners in the senior grades of 

primary school and in high school come from commercial farms in the district, where there 

parents reside and work as labourers. The dropout rate in grade 12 for the whole town is 

recorded as 37.2 percent, with many more who attend the Railton schools dropping out 

before they even reach their last year. Particularly among those coming from the farms, 

dropping out after one or two years of secondary school is common.        

changeMAKERS: The model developed by CAP 

In 2017, CAP piloted its iThemba Hope in Action project, which was a comprehensive support 

model for the three schools in Railton, focussing especially on the most high-risk learners in 

grades 6-9. The iThemba project saw the establishment of special “sites” at each school 

(wooden cabins at two and a classroom at the third) where two trained child and youth care 

workers (CYCWs), overseen by a social worker coordinator, were based. These CYCWs 

                                                           
6 See https://www.westerncape.gov.za/assets/departments/treasury/Documents/Socio-economic-
profiles/2017/wc034_swellendam_2017_socio-economic_profile_sep-lg_-_12_january_2018.pdf  

https://www.westerncape.gov.za/assets/departments/treasury/Documents/Socio-economic-profiles/2017/wc034_swellendam_2017_socio-economic_profile_sep-lg_-_12_january_2018.pdf
https://www.westerncape.gov.za/assets/departments/treasury/Documents/Socio-economic-profiles/2017/wc034_swellendam_2017_socio-economic_profile_sep-lg_-_12_january_2018.pdf
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monitored absenteeism and behavioural issues with teachers on a daily basis, and worked 

with learners either sent to or reporting to the sites. They undertook individual and group 

psycho-social, counselling, support, schoolwork and homework support, literacy support 

(through the Nal’ibali programme, in which they were trained) and drug support. The teams 

also conducted home visits and family engagement to solve issues emanating from the home 

environment.  

At the outset, CAP conducted assessments based on a set of indicators (e.g. being overage, 

repeating grades, high absenteeism, behavioural issues, drug or substance abuse, coming 

from a farm school) to determine children who were at high, medium and low risk of dropping 

out (“red”, “orange” and “green” categories). CYCWs worked particularly with “red” category 

learners, but soon realised that there were so many of the highest risk learners in these 

schools, that their capacity would never be sufficient to reach all of these learners with quality 

services. While this approach had definite impacts on the learners who the iThemba workers 

regularly saw, CAP realised that a more systemic intervention to address issues in the schools 

and the wider community was necessary.  

In early 2018, CAP therefore launched the changeMAKERS initiative, a whole town initiative 

focused on creating an ecosystem of support to Swellendam’s schools. changeMAKERS aims 

to create a consciousness and commitment to learning in the community, to establish 

conducive learning environments, and to develop the “foot-soldiers” – existing leaders and 

teachers working in schools and areas relating to education – needed to drive this change on 

a daily basis. Through the changeMAKERS initiative, CAP aims to work with all six Swellendam 

schools (the three Railton schools and the three based in the wealthier area of the town) in 

order to establish a scalable, sustainable model to prevent school dropout in a small rural 

town. This environment-focused strategy involves the following four overarching approaches: 

1. The establishment and leading of the iThemba changeMAKERS group (called 

changeMAKERS CORE), consisting of all six Principals, district education officials, 

municipal officials, business leaders and other high-level role-players in the 

community. The aim of this group is to make education and specifically school dropout 

a high-level community priority. This group will maintain the agenda and ensure that 

plans are put in place and executed to create conducive learning environments at all 

six schools. 

 

2. The changeMAKERS group, through in-depth brainstorming of ideas from across all 

sectors of the Swellendam community, will define the ideal learning environment for 

the six Swellendam schools as a ‘standard’ to achieve. The ultimate aim is to shift the 

culture of education in the community. These six schools reach 4204 learners, so the 

aim is to include as many people in the community as possible, to stimulate a positive 

culture of education.  
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3. The changeMAKERS group will develop an operating framework to achieve the ideal 

learning environment at a school level. Each school is worked with to audit and map 

resources and assets (financial, human, natural, intellectual, infrastructure, political 

etc.) and identify what needs to be changed or supported to achieve an ideal learning 

environment.  

 

4. The changeMAKERS group will identify, empower, activate, and manage “foot 

soldiers” (all people working on the ground in roles feeding into education) as change-

makers to drive the education agenda on a grass root level. These are people already 

in the broader school system such as teachers, School Governing Body (SGB) 

representatives, parents, class assistants and student leaders. 

In addition to the overarching work of shifting the environment, CAP still maintains its support 

of the three Railton schools in various ways. The two primary schools, for example, still have 

operating iThemba “sites” at which CAP’s CYCWs are present. They support learners with 

learning through their Nal’ibali reading clubs, and provide psycho-social support where 

necessary. CAP’s social worker intervenes in cases which cannot be handled by the school or 

the CYCWs. This “light-touch” approach does not focus on absentee tracking and follow-up 

through home visits, as it did in 2017.   

However, one more important initiative that has been introduced to support the Railton 

schools and this lighter version of iThemba care has been the introduction of class assistants 

for the schools. These young people from the local community (80 in total) are being 

sponsored by CAP to be in each class in order to assist the teachers in various ways. While 

they do not teach, they assist learners with assignments, assist slower learners to complete 

their work while the teacher is busy with others, and monitor classroom behaviour and 

psycho-social needs. As they are present in all classes, these classroom assistants also can 

witness behavioural issues and the need for interventions of various kinds. They refer such 

learners to the Ithemba CYCWs or to the CAP social worker.  

Another way in which CAP is supporting the schools feeds into the broader community 

involvement in the changeMAKERS initiative. CAP has linked the schools to the Principal’s 

Academy, to strengthen their leadership capacity and provide mentorship to them on an 

ongoing basis. While it was originally planned to use the Partners for Possibility model to this 

end, this did not work due to there being too few business partners willing to participate in 

Swellendam. However, the Principal’s Academy, led by experienced former Principal Bruce 

Probyn, is an excellent organisation offering high quality mentoring and training in all aspects 

of school leadership. Principals meet with Probyn once a month for mentoring, and every two 

weeks they are mentored by CAP on lines agreed with him.       

Interim Evaluation of Progress  



17 
 

1. Can a “changemakers group” – consisting of all major roleplayers in a small rural 

town make a positive difference to school attendance, engagement, and dropout? 

(if so, what are the key success factors?).  

The first half of 2018 saw CAP plan and mobilise its changeMAKERS initiative, with a launch in 

March. All the Swellendam schools as well as many key individuals were present at the launch, 

which introduced the changeMAKERS vision and called the community to action. CAP also 

established the high-level “changeMAKERS Core” group and commenced charting the 

activities of the initiative. This group has so far held well-attended quarterly meetings which 

have generated a lot of good ideas and build relationships between different sectors of the 

community. At school-level, CAP has also conducted workshops with Principals, teachers and 

parents, which were essentially about information gathering to inform the initiative’s 

strategy. They also undertook a community survey of over 2000 individuals to gather 

perceptions and views of education, barriers to education, and the state of education in 

Swellendam.   

In early June a two-day workshop called the “changeMAKERS Collaborate” was held just 

outside Swellendam. This workshop aimed to focus the community on the task and to 

brainstorm many ideas around what an optimum learning environment in Swellendam looks 

like, and how to achieve it. One hundred and eighteen participants attended the event, 

coming from academia, the corporate sector, schools (teachers, class assistants, Principals, 

SMT members, SGB members), the Western Cape Education Department (WCED), the 

municipality, religious institutions, the NGO sector, funders, and the broader community. 

Having previously held face-to-face meetings with the Western Cape MEC for education, CAP 

was able to get him to attend the changeMAKERS collaborate, at which he emphasised how 

important the initiative is and outlined how well aligned it is to the WCED’s vision of 

revitalising education at a community level.  

Like the other smaller workshops with Principals and others, this event was to gather 

knowledge and wisdom from as many stakeholders in the community as possible. Apart from 

building relationships between the different participants, it also used the highly effective 

World Café approach to elicit wisdom on key aspects of the education system in Swellendam 

such as relationships, school infrastructure, safety, curriculum, and teacher development. The 

presence of many stakeholders in the groups exploring each issue, including those from both 

under-resourced and better resourced schools in Swellendam, ensured that many good ideas 

were gathered. The “problem” with education in Swellendam was reframed from being a 

Railton problem to being one owned by the whole community, who have a responsibility to 

ensure these issues are addressed for the benefit of everyone.     

The changeMAKERS Collaborate was certainly very well attended and the energy of the group 

and new relationships formed between participants through the group work was highly 

promising. While it is still too early to tell what impact this group of education champions 

could have, it has made a highly promising start. More will be apparent by the end of the year.   
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2. Can a move from a focus on supporting learners at school to an “environmental 

approach” which seeks to shift community practice and perceptions in an area of 

high acceptance of dropout work to keep vulnerable children in school? 

Although CAP has shifted concentration onto the changeMAKERS approach, it has not entirely 

abandoned the in-school support element of its work. Through the class assistants and the 

iThemba workers who remain in the two primary schools, CAP still offers much by way of 

support especially in the two Railton Primary schools Bontebok and VRT Pitt. Indeed, the 

CYCWs and the class assistants also continue to use the Nal’ibali approach (in which they have 

training) to support literacy outcomes in the schools, while psycho-social issues are also 

addressed where appropriate. CAP also conducts regular leadership workshops for prefects 

and RCL members in the schools to improve their capacity and role at each school.  

This continued “light touch” presence in the most needy schools/schools where learners have 

the most learning and psycho-social challenges is necessary. At the same time, through the 

changeMAKERS initiative, CAP hopes to stimulate a host of roleplayers to improve the 

structural, systemic and environmental factors which lead to disengagement at school and 

community level. Not least of all, they hope to stimulate the “foot soldiers” – teachers and 

others working in schools – to become much more effective in supporting all the needs of 

learners. A senior teacher from VRT Pitt Primary commented to me at the changeMAKERS 

Collaborate event that she was disappointed that CAP was no longer helping the school to 

track absentees and follow them up with home visits, as they had done in 2017. This comment 

goes to the heart of the shift, where instead of an outside NGO having to track absenteeism 

and follow-up, the school will be able to develop ways to be self-reliant in this regard. The 

tools developed by the New Leaders Foundation as part of the ZDOS initiative are aimed to 

get schools to track and manage learner data to this end.     

Although the success of this shift in the schools and the broader community will only be 

apparent in time, it is clear that CAP could not simply continue to offer its in-schools support 

role without trying to get the broader community energised to make change at a greater 

scale. In a small town like Swellendam, this two pronged approach – which continues to 

support schools in various ways while building their capacity and that of the community to 

drive bigger changes – is certainly an approach with much potential.    

3. Can an NGO, working with other roleplayers, influence local schools to such an 

extent that they develop and ideal learning environment and operating framework. 

What systemic and political challenges might prevent this and how can they be 

addressed?  

As discussed above, CAP is the NGO which is gathering together all local roleplayers to identify 

the ideal learning environment in the Swellendam context and develop an operating 

framework to ensure this is achieved.  
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Thus far, it is clear that CAP is a local NGO that is intimately connected to the Swellendam 

community. Senior leaders at CAP are connected to the local business sector and religious 

institutions, as well as to community bodies such as the Community Policing Forum. The 

legitimacy that CAP has built up as a local NGO has been crucial in securing widespread 

support from all segments of the Swellendam community. At present they are also securing 

buy-in from the new Municipal Manager, whose support is crucial. This is a key success factor 

as an NGO coming in from outside the town would struggle to mobilise and energise the broad 

community as CAP has done. CAP has also managed to work in the schools in Railton for some 

years and thus forge good relationships with the Principals and teachers, as well as with WCED 

district and Provincial roleplayers. This has also crucially allowed them to avoid political 

barriers and challenges which could have stood in the way of the change MAKERS initiative.  

The initiative now moves on to the task of developing the operating framework and the plan 

for Swellendam and each school. It will only be clear by the end of the year what these look 

like and how they feed into the task of reducing dropout and improving learner engagement.    

4. Can identifying, capacitating and supporting existing champions (“foot soldiers”) 

within the school system make a positive difference to learner attendance, 

engagement, performance and dropout? If so, how?  

Given the struggles of under-resourced schools to support learners at risk of 

disengagement, and to track learner engagement properly and to ensure the best possible 

environment for learning, such support is crucial. Visits to numerous schools in the ZDOS 

initiative have shown that there are often passionate and committed educators and 

school leaders who wish to play this role of a “foot soldier”, but they are not always 

enabled to do so effectively. Many are so busy managing their day-to-day responsibilities 

in crisis mode that they do not have the time to develop this role properly.  

CAP’s involvement in the schools is crucial to help identify and enable such champions. 

The mentoring of the Principals through the Principal’s Academy is very important in this 

regard, as school leaders are often burdened with many responsibilities and pressures. If 

properly supported, they are crucial roleplayers in turning their schools into zero dropout 

schools. Linking all the schools in Swellendam together (from both sides of the town) and 

sharing resources, ideas and solutions is also very important. Likewise, CAP’s deployment 

of class assistants into the three Railton schools makes a real difference. At the June 

workshop, the WCED Learner Support Advisor who I interviewed thought this was a very 

important strategy, which was in line with the WCED initiative to provide classroom 

assistants. Such support would assist teachers to concentrate on their jobs and become 

more enabled to be champions of their learner’s needs.   

Once again, this process is in its infancy at the schools and more should be known by later 

in the year on how this process will work and what potential it has. The support and 
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mentoring of the Principals and SMTs by the Principal’s Academy should start producing 

results in this half of the year, which will be important to analyse and document.   

5. How can the involvement of all groups in a school (teachers, parents, learners, 

leaders) in a self-diagnostic process best work in order to develop a suitable and 

actionable community education vision and action plan? 

This is a very important aspect of the changeMAKERS initiative. The workshops to date have 

been very much an information gathering exercise with certain key constituencies. The self-

diagnosis and resultant action plan for each school will only be completed in term three after 

another round of workshops with the schools. These will be participatory in nature and make 

use of tools such as asset-based community development (ABCD) transect walks and 

assessments to determine what kind of plan is suitable for each school.  

Once these plans have been made and fed into the overarching plan for Swellendam, it will 

be possible to measure outcomes and assess what the short, medium and long-term results 

will be.    

2.3 Khula Development Group 

The context:  

The Khula Development Group (KDG) works in a number of primary schools across the Boland 

area of the Western Cape. As part of the ZDOS initiative, KDG is working in seven primary 

schools in the poorest areas of Paarl to prevent school disengagement and dropout. The 

context is not dissimilar to Swellendam, although at 191 000, the population is much higher 

and the social problems are markedly worse. Like Swellendam, Paarl relies on agriculture, 

manufacturing, business and tourism for its economy and is a town of two worlds. The 

formerly whites-only western side of the town is wealthy and picturesque while Paarl East, 

separated from the western half by a river, is home to a number of very poor communities of 

largely Afrikaans-speaking coloured heritage. Many of these people are former farm workers 

who still seek seasonal work on the wine and table grape farms in the area. A large majority 

rely on grants to survive as unemployment is high. The legacy of the infamous “dop” system 

is evident, with substance and drug abuse being rife, while gangsterism and gang violence is 

an everyday reality. Among this community illiteracy is high, with the majority not even 

completing primary school. Foetal Alcohol Syndrome and other developmental problems are 

common and children growing up in poor households are exposed to highly inadequate levels 

of early childhood development.  

This socio-economic reality means that the primary schools in Paarl East – which themselves 

are under-resourced “no fee” schools – struggle to keep learners engaged and to provide 

them with an adequate basic education. Even where Principals and teachers are fully 

committed, lack of involvement and interest by parents, and the social and academic 

struggles of the learners, mean that many repeat grades and are not well prepared for 
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secondary school. Walking through these communities, it is common to see primary age 

school children on the streets during school time. For many, the availability of a balanced 

meal through the school feeding scheme is the only thing keeping them attending regularly.          

The model developed by KDG 

KDG has run a dropout prevention programme at over 20 schools in the Boland area for a 

number of years. At seven of these schools in Paarl East, KDG has since 2017 implemented a 

more intensive initiative focussing on grades 5-7. The aim of this project is to provide an early 

warning system, psychosocial (PSS) support and foundational academic catch-up for grade 5-

7 learners to ensure that they are holistically supported to attend and engage in school. In 

2018 KDG revised and strengthened the components of the project, drawing on lessons 

emerging from their work in 2017.  

The project adopts a holistic approach to school dropout through a three-pronged approach: 

1. Re-engagement  

KDG has develop a system which uses community-based women as “dropout catchers” in 

each school. A referral system has been installed in each school which allows teachers to flag 

learners who have missed school for three days or more and refer them to the dropout 

catchers so they can follow up. KDG has built good relationships with schools’ Principals and 

teachers so that this referral system can work well and provide an effective early warning 

system by catching those who show signs of disengaging. The dropout catchers then conduct 

home visits to identify why a child is missing school and to assist the caregivers to take steps 

to ensure the child returns. During their visits, dropout catchers encourage every child at risk 

of dropping out, to attend school every day and help children and primary caregivers to see 

the value of completing education.   

2. In-school support 

The second component involves the provision of academic support up to foundational level 

and psychosocial care to all reengaged learners who require this support. Led by a trained 

social worker coordinator, teams of volunteers (which include social work students) visit each 

school once a week to offer a 30 minute personalised one-on-one session with the children 

who have been identified as beneficiaries of the in-school support. High absenteeism, 

behavioural problems and cognitive difficulties are the three factors which determine 

whether a learner will be included in this programme. From 2018, KDG uses a curriculum 

developed specifically for the project by an occupational therapist to bring learners up to 

foundational level in literacy and numeracy. Each child is taken through the workbook 

according to the level they are at and the pace they are comfortable with. KDG is working 

with 53 learners in this way across the seven schools.   
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Another strengthened aspect of the model in 2018 is increased support for teachers. KDG 

realised that teachers are often demotivated, stressed and overloaded and the organisation 

has thus introduced steps to recognise, support and appreciate teachers at the schools they 

work in. A further new aspect of in-school support in 2018 has been the introduction of the 

Khula SAYSO (South African Youth Sharing Opinions) initiative in two of the schools. This seeks 

to identify and train learners in grades 4-7 to become change agents among their peers. Each 

of the two pilot schools selects 8 potential change agents from these grades, and each of 

these learners is mentored by a member of the Paarl Junior Town Council. The Junior Town 

Councillors have been trained themselves to be change agents and in turn, will mentor the 

young learners from these two schools to influence their peers effectively.    

3. Primary caregiver support 

The primary caregiver support component seeks to help primary caregivers and parents 

understand the value of education, and to engage confidently with their children and the 

schools to ensure successful completion of their children’s education. The first point of 

contact with parents/caregivers in the primary caregiver support aspect of the model is when 

home visits are conducted by dropout catchers. In some cases, the cause of disengagement 

is identified, the primary caregiver is assisted to overcome the problem, and the child is 

reintegrated into school. In more difficult cases, home visits are ongoing, and may even 

involve the KDG social worker. She will refer families to specialised services, meet with 

caregivers and conduct family conferences where appropriate.   

The other arm of the primary caregiver support is parental support groups. Prior to 2018, KDG 

ran weekly support groups where mothers who had been identified on home visits were 

invited to come for talks on domestic and parenting practice. These groups were, however, 

never well attended. In response KDG introduced a new approach in 2018. Instead of 

positioning the support groups primarily as a space to teach parenting skills or provide 

spiritual guidance, KDG introduced fun practical activities which would form the focus of the 

group. Each term, the group undertakes a project – such as making crazy patch table mats or 

a similar item. For the mothers who attend, this activity is not only enjoyable but also teaches 

them new skills such as needlework, and it also gives them great pride to be able to make 

something for their homes, often for the first time. Three groups have been established, with 

each group meeting for two hours once a week in term time. Each group consists of up to six 

mothers. While group members are doing their activity, they get to know one another, and 

the coordinator introduces topics for discussion as they work. Refreshments are provided 

every week and there is often a talk on a topic to do with the home and parenting after the 

activity is completed.  

The subjects under discussion are chosen based on interviews that were conducted with each 

member to ascertain what concerns, issues and desires they had for their children and 

families. In addition to these topics, KDG seeks to work with each group to establish the 

building blocks each person needs to be successful in relationships. These are key skills 
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needed by the mothers, who often grew up in very difficult circumstances themselves. The 

first aspect of this process is to get them to connect and build relationships with each other, 

and with themselves. Next, the future perspective is explored to try to enable the group 

members to break out of living day-to-day, and to make decisions based on a realistic plan. 

Thirdly, the group is taken through the basics of problem solving to enable them not to take 

the passive route when presented with a challenge. Lastly, the group explores role models in 

the community and encourages each member to choose a role model who they can look to 

for guidance and inspiration. Thus, the curriculum has shifted from the overt focus on 

“parenting” and what the members should and should not do (backed by Biblical teachings) 

to one which seeks to develop each individual in a psycho-social manner, based on 

psychological and neurological research. Good parenting flows from the work each mother 

does on her own emotional and social skills in the group.  

Interim Evaluation of Progress  

1) What impacts are the plans to improve in-school support (e.g. through 

individual assessments and the implementation of a Khula curriculum) 

going to make on targeted learners and dropout in general at the 

schools? 

In 2018, KDG revamped the in-school support aspect, based on lessons emerging from 2017. 

The children KDG works with in grades 5-7 are very “high-risk” and often have learning 

difficulties. KDG believes that in order to offer them effective academic and psycho-social 

support, they must be seen one-on-one regularly. Whereas, according to the in-school 

support coordinator, the system of seeing the children in 2017 was one of “haphazardly taking 

kids from class”, in 2018 they have introduced a regular half hour slot once per week for each 

child who is on the programme. In this slot, each child gets remedial academic support and 

also talks to the volunteer who is working with them about issues they are facing. Because 

KDG uses the same volunteers over a period of time, trust and a relationship is allowed to 

build up between the learners and those offering support.  

Another way in which the system has improved is that KDG has now managed to build 

relationships with the class teachers who now know when each child is required for their 

support slot. In 2017, KDG used to go through the school Principals and they did not like to 

disturb the teachers. This made the system cumbersome and frustrating for all parties. But 

because of their work to support teachers, they now have more buy-in from teachers, who 

also appreciate the regular slot per child that has been introduced.  

For the academic aspect of this support, KDG also revitalised their approach, commissioning 

an occupational therapist – Sonia Swart – to develop a special curriculum to help learners 

with basic numeracy and literacy. The workbook is called “Attie Apie se Avonture” and it 

consists of numerous exercises of varying skill levels which a child can work through to 

improve their proficiency. This is a much more focussed and targeted approach – which can 
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also be tracked and measured – than the use of educational games and other exercises not 

necessarily targeting specific deficits in each child (as was used last year).  

This is very much a qualitative approach to in-school support, which focusses on the most 

high risk learners in each school. It has evolved to provide very specific and targeted high-

quality input to each learner on the programme, which is certainly already having impacts on 

the confidence and schoolwork of the targeted learners. A drawback is that each child is only 

seen for half an hour once a week (in term time), but even this limited quality interaction with 

a caring adult, and the targeted academic support can make a huge difference for a child.        

By the second term, KDG was seeing 53 learners at the Paarl schools every week for this one-

on-one support. This still only represents a handful of learners per school, which is not very 

many given how many struggling and at-risk learners there are in this community. However, 

the new Khula SAYSO initiative – where learners are trained to mentor and support their 

peers, could assist the model to also reach the “missing middle” in this context, who are not 

doing well, but are not doing badly enough to be on the KDG in-school support programme. 

Obviously, it would be ideal of KDG could take more learners per school onto its programme, 

but the shortage of committed volunteers on their side, and the lack of funding and time, 

keeps the programme impact much more qualitative in nature.     

 

2) How successfully are KDG going to be able to rework the primary 

caregiver support aspect of their work so that more caregivers are 

meaningfully reached and impacted positively? 

This is another area which KDG has improved this year. In 2017, the dropout catchers 

struggled to make a meaningful impact on many of the worst cases (drug addiction, abuse 

etc.) during home visits. While some cases were easier to deal with, through intervention and 

ongoing support, monitoring and positive pressure, getting caregivers to attend support 

groups was very difficult. Several approaches were tried, but due to time constraints and 

unwillingness most parents stayed away.  

The new approach adopted in 2018 saw the introduction of groups aimed at stimulating 

members through interesting activities. Needlework and other handicrafts were introduced 

and they immediately led to more success in getting mothers to join the group (fathers are 

chronically absent in general from families in this community). As described above, the groups 

focus on completing one project per term, and social interaction (e.g. sharing of stories and 

mutual experiences), support and self-help/parenting information is provided on the side. 

KDG has had more success as the groups are no longer positioned as a forum for mothers who 

are not succeeding, but as a social club where uplifting activities are done, relationships are 

built, and support is given. Six such groups had been started in Paarl East by the second term, 

with an average attendance of 38 caregivers between them. Coupled with the positive 

experience of making something practical and the mutual support of the other mothers and 
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the mentors, these therapeutic interventions are starting to work for those who attend 

regularly.  

Of course, the support groups still only represent a handful of caregivers in the community. 

But the clubs are a start and are now working with a formula which could attract more 

members over time. Equally important is the continued work of the dropout catchers and the 

social worker from KDG in conducting regular home visits and intervening in various ways in 

families who need support to keep their children at school.   

 

3) How effective is the early warning system developed by KDG and what 

are the potentials arising from an expanded role for dropout catchers (as 

a key link between all actors involved in a child’s life)?  

The early warning system has been running for a few years in these schools, and the dropout 

catchers are by now well-known to schools and their staff, and very good at liaising with the 

schools to follow up those who have been absent for more than a day or two. The same box 

system is used, where teachers are supposed to put in a referral form for the dropout catchers 

to follow up. This still works quite well, but it was identified earlier in 2018 that some schools 

were not being as diligent as they could be about referring learners who were chronically 

absent. The result was that some learners were already absent for more than 10 days and had 

been deregistered already before the dropout catchers could address their cases. KDG has 

tried to address this with their increased relationship-building and support of teachers in 

2018. They have also arranged meetings with school staff to reiterate how the system works 

and the importance of the referral system, as well as to introduce them to all the programmes 

KDG is offering at their schools. This has reportedly “helped immensely” to get buy-in from 

teachers and other staff, although it is always difficult to get the whole staff together at the 

same time.   

The tracking tools/early warning system introduced by NLF as part of the ZDOS initiative 

should also potentially assist the schools and KDG to identify and track learners much more 

effectively, based on a broader set of indicators. In general, however, KDG have found it quite 

difficult to ask schools to complete the forms in time. KDG was also apprehensive that their 

continual pressuring of Principals to complete the tool would undermine their existing good 

relationship. While some did complete them, others found it more difficult because they have 

to input a lot of other data manually into the system and do not have time for an extra data 

capturing process. It will be clearer later in the year the extent to which the new tools have 

been adopted by the schools and what value this brings to the early warning systems in each.       

 

4) How effective are KDG’s newly introduced mechanisms for supporting 

teachers and school leaders in their roles in teaching and providing a 

caring environment?   
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Since the end of 2017, KDG has really worked hard on this aspect. They introduced new ways 

of recognising teachers for their work, and they met with the whole staff of the six schools in 

the ZDOS initiative in Paarl East to present to them the vision and programmes of KDG for 

2018. This approach has really helped to get the buy-in from staff so that the referrals and 

cooperation with the in-school support has improved in 2018. The KDG in-school support 

coordinator is no longer reluctant to go to individual classes and take learners for their 

support sessions as she knows the Principal is happy for her to do that, and she now knows 

the individual teachers much better.  

The new relationships and the positive and supportive approach towards school staff are 

starting to bear fruit. One Principal, who used to punish learners for coming late, instead 

started publically praising those who came on time, which was a very different approach 

influenced by the caring model of KDG.    

Given how important the role of school leaders and teachers is, this new focus on teacher 

support is crucial and the impacts of these efforts will be clearer later in the year.  

5) How does the new peer mentoring model work and what potential is 

there for this to impact on disengagement?  

The Khula SAYSO initiative is still in its infancy, but it is one which holds a lot of potential. 

Because KDG cannot themselves offer the same level of support to all learners (the majority 

of whom are at risk of dropout in various ways), it is important to stimulate peer-to-peer 

activism within the school to become another safety net, and stimulate a positive 

environment which attracts learners to school. It is also a way of building partnerships 

between organisations such as the Paarl Junior Town Council and the local schools. This also 

introduces learners to others from outside of their environment and broadens their horizons 

and perspectives of what is out in the world. Those who are mentored by the Junior 

Councillors also get to interact and learn from different role-models than who they are 

normally exposed to in the community or on television. It will thus be very important to see 

what the impact of this mentoring is on the eight selected learners per school, and on those 

fellow learners they go on to support.    

 

6) How successful had KDG been in shifting the community to value 

education? 

As I have already mentioned, the KDG approach has been very qualitative in nature – 

especially when it has focussed on the most vulnerable among learners and caregivers. This 

is due to the fact that these individuals need one-on-one intensive support which cannot be 

taken to scale easily. However, in 2018, KDG has started moving towards measures which 

support the broader school system better (e.g. care for teachers) and which use teachers and 

learners more effectively as mentors and influencers around school engagement. Added to 
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this, KDG is regularly undertaking broader campaigns in the community, such as prayer days 

and activities around Child Protection Months, as well as other campaigns on social issues. 

While it is not easy to shift perceptions and practices at a community level (especially when 

they are so entrenched), the new methods adopted in 2018 might start to show more impact 

on the community than what was previously possible with the approach which concentrated 

more intensely on a few of the most at risk.    

 

2.4 Masibumbane Development Organisation 

The context:  

Masibumbane Development Organisation (MDO) works in six schools in the townships 

surrounding East London, in the Eastern Cape. Two schools are located in the old established 

settlement of Mdantsane in the former Ciskei, some 20 kilometres outside of East London. 

Another two schools are located along the north coast, near the Gonubie area of the city. In 

the last two decades an informal settlement has grown up in the area which houses many 

people working menial jobs in the nearby high-income residential area. The final two schools 

are located in the much older large informal settlement of Duncan Village, closer to the city. 

Although these settlements have different histories and physical characteristics, they are 

largely similar in socio-economic terms. Occupied by isiXhosa-speaking residents, they are 

characterised by poverty, high unemployment, grant-reliance, substance and drug abuse, 

illiteracy and high levels of school disengagement and dropout. Many of the learners at the 

six schools are being brought up by very young parents, or they live with grandparents or 

other carers while their parents are either deceased or away working in other cities. Although 

people in these settings do see value in the potential of education, the illiteracy of the older 

generations (who are often bringing up the school-going children), coupled with poor early 

childhood development opportunities and the socio-economic realities faced by the majority 

of households, means that most children struggle at school, repeating numerous grades. 

Furthermore, the Eastern Cape has the worst resourced and performing education system in 

South Africa, and these six schools are under-resourced, overcrowded and underperforming. 

While there are committed and passionate teachers working in all these schools, their ability 

to help academically and socially struggling learners is limited.   

Check and Connect: The Model Developed by MDO 

In 2017 MDO commenced working in three secondary schools, Mzokhanyo High School 

(Duncan Village), Mzamowethu High School (Gonubie) and Wongalethu Secondary School 

(Mdantsane), where it introduced its “Check & Connect” (C&C) mentorship programme for 

vulnerable grade 8 and 9 learners. The aim of the project was to enhance learner engagement 

at school by using early warning systems to respond to, and support, young people at risk of 

dropping out. Check & Connect is a model of support for vulnerable school children developed 
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in the United States of America. It is based on a rigorous early warning system which 

diagnoses which learners are at risk of disengaging from school according to a detailed check-

list of factors (family, social, behavioural and academic).7 Once vulnerable learners have been 

identified, these risk areas are constantly tracked by mentors, who gather and monitor data 

on an ongoing basis. The mentors regularly “check” how the learners are doing, and “connect” 

with them around areas of concern that arise either from the data, from the classroom 

situation, or in personal interactions with the mentor. MDO adapted this US model to the 

context of its schools in East London. Qualified auxiliary social workers were employed by 

MDO and trained in the C&C approach to be mentors. Each mentor was then placed at a 

school to work with up to 30 of the most vulnerable grade 8 and 9 learners each. The mentors 

were present at the schools for four days a week, tracking school and class attendance and 

performance, conducting group and individual psycho-social support sessions, assisting them 

where possible with academic issues (especially through homework support), and visiting 

their homes to engage with their caregivers and address family problems.     

Over the course of 2017, when MDO was working with grade 8 and 9 learners in the three 

secondary schools, it was noted that many of the risk factors experienced in early secondary 

schools (social and academic) were already entrenched by that stage, and thus quite difficult 

to remedy effectively. MDO thus added three primary feeder schools for these high schools 

to the programme in 2018. These three schools are Mzamowethu Primary School (Gonubie), 

Langelitsha Senior Primary School (Mdantsane) and Duncan Village Public school (Duncan 

Village). In 2018, MDO introduced the C&C programme to these schools, where 20 learners 

from grades 6 and 7 at each school were identified for the mentoring programme. The same 

three mentors have taken on the role of mentors in the primary schools, but MDO arranged 

with the University of Fort Hare social work department to supply three social work students 

(in their third year) to assist with mentoring and casework (one day a week). The Learner 

Support Agents (LSAs) in each secondary school also assist the mentors with various roles, 

while MDO has also ensured that each school has identified “champion teachers” to be part 

of the process. Thus each mentor has a team at the schools which allow for adequate 

attention to each learner’s needs, despite the addition of the 20 primary-level learners. In 

addition to this support, NDO has in 2018 added a dedicated tutor to work with all learners 

on the programme to strengthen their academic performance. It was realised in 2017 that 

the mentors could not play this role effectively, so a tutor was brought in to assist learners 

with maths, home language (isiXhosa), first additional language (English) and natural science.  

The model thus consists of the following aspects:  

1. Data-driven early warning system: As described above, grade 6-9 learners across the 

six schools are selected based on a number of criteria. The mentorship programme 

                                                           
7 See http://checkandconnect.umn.edu/ The criteria used to select learners for mentorship are: poor 
attendance; disruptive behaviour; incomplete homework; incomplete in-class assignments; poor performance 
on completed assignments. 

http://checkandconnect.umn.edu/


29 
 

incorporates 30 secondary learners and 20 primary learners per school, but other 

learners who are identified along the way are referred to internal or external support 

services, if the mentors cannot assist themselves. The mentors conduct regular 

“check-ins” with the learners in their cohort utilising a set of indicators that determine 

learner disengagement, including class participation, missing assignments, course 

marks and failures, enrolment status, attendance, tardiness, effort, involvement in 

school activities, and disciplinary actions. The mentor works closely with the learner 

to assess their internal engagement (such as personal goals, value of learning and 

success in school as well as having a sense of connectedness in school) and seeks to 

influence it positively through motivations and positive feedback while collecting data 

on the observable engagement indicators (such as negative or positive actions or 

behaviours). Data collected per indicator is monitored on a weekly basis and is 

captured on an online tool, which collates and analyses the results, generating graphs. 

 

2. Individual and group support: This model’s approach is one of persistence, continuity, 

and consistence over an extended period of time, aimed to keep education a salient 

issue for disengaged students and their teachers and family members. With each 

learner in the mentorship programme, the mentor arranges regular “connect” 

sessions to allow for timely personalised interventions, driven by data-based 

evidence, to re-establish and maintain learners’ connection to school and learning, 

and to enhance learners’ social and academic competencies. All targeted learners 

receive basic interventions; whereas learners at higher risk receive additional 

intensive interventions such as problem-solving and counselling and referrals for 

advanced help. 

 

3. Academic support: The rudimentary academic support role played by the mentors has 

been enhanced by the introduction of a tutor (a young man currently studying 

education) who works across all six schools on a weekly basis. The tutor focusses on 

core subjects (maths, natural science, English, isiXhosa) and holds individual and group 

tutoring sessions during break and after school hours at each school. While the 

primary beneficiaries are the learners on the mentorship programme, some others 

have voluntarily joined in the tutoring sessions.  

 

4. Primary caregiver support: Mentors partner with parents/ families, acting as liaisons 

between the home and school to enhance communication, inform parents about 

learners’ educational progress, and instil the capacity for problem-solving to be able 

to resolve conflict, search for solutions, and diminish dependency on the mentor. The 

mentor is a persistent source of academic motivation and conveys a consistent 

message that “education is important to your future.” The mentors are supported by 

a project coordinator, an operations manager, and a programme officer. 
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Interim Evaluation of Progress 

1) What benefits and potentials does the Check & Connect approach have for 

addressing school drop out in the South African context? 

As identified in the 2017 pilot intervention, the C&C model – as a “best practice” model from 

the USA – offers much to the South African context, in adapted form. The rigorous data 

gathering and tracking element lends the approach a credibility and “on-the-pulse” relevance 

that is sometimes absent from approaches which deliver interventions in a more hit and miss 

fashion. Of course, in the South African public education system (not least in the worst 

performing province in the country), the approach has to be different given that there are a 

very high proportion of high risk learners. It is difficult enough for the programme to impact 

the lives of those directly involved with mentoring, let alone the many learners who cannot 

be included because of the cost implication of extending the programme to the whole school. 

It has thus been especially important to add extra elements which help schools to support the 

wider student body and develop their systems of care.   

2018 has been a year of building on a strong foundation created in the 2017 pilot for MDO. 

The programme continued in the three senior schools, which have bought into it in a very 

enthusiastic manner and fully recognised its value. MDO also added the three primary schools 

in 2018. Mzamowethu Primary and Langelitsha Primary bought into the programme from very 

early on, assisting in the identification of 20 learners for each mentor. Duncan Village Primary 

took longer, the teachers confusing the new initiative with other work of MDO at the school. 

However, in term two the mentor held a meeting with the staff to bring them all up to date 

on the C&C mentoring programme and how they could be involved. The school is thus now 

also fully on board. Each mentor thus has 30 high school learners and 20 primary school 

learners on their programme, and each is assisted by the social work students from the UFH, 

as well as by the school LSA (at the high schools).  

I will cover other elements of the C&C approach and how it is going under the specific 

questions below.   

2) What role can trained “mentors” play in schools – for learners at risk, for LSAs and 

other staff on key committees, and in the care provision role?  

The mentors have been found to play a key role in these schools. They are still becoming 

established in the primary schools, so it will be clearer by the end of the year the extent to 

which this is also true in these contexts. One thing that is already emerging is that mentors 

sometimes have younger siblings of those they are mentoring in high school on their books 

in the primary schools. They are thus helping more than one member of a family in certain 

instances and they are certainly building the capacity of their grade 6 and 7 learners to 

transition successfully to secondary school.  
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A question for this approach centres around whether qualified and experienced social workers 

acting as the mentors are a key success factor for addressing school dropout in this context. 

While it is not strictly necessary to have social workers acting as the mentors, there is certainly 

no replacing the experience and training that the three mentors in East London have. This is 

true of both their social work training and the C&C training they received. As seen in the 

NACCW case (below) the LSA cannot play a similar role on their own due to being poorly 

qualified and experienced. Only with the building up of their skill and experience can they 

gain the confidence to make a true difference. The three mentors in the MDO case have not 

given even one moment of doubt in terms of their ability to perform their role. They have also 

been able to provide guidance and new energy and direction to the schools and their staff in 

terms of the care they provide.   

Thus, although the C&C mentorship programme works with a defined and limited number of 

learners at each school, the presence of the mentors has so far – in the high schools – 

stimulated school staff to take better action and put better systems in place to provide care 

to the rest of the learners. For example, the School-based Support Team (SBST) at a school 

like Wongalethu Secondary has seen a real growth in its role and a new energy among the 

staff on this committee. So the presence of these mentors has provided a fulcrum around 

which the schools have developed a new community of care, and it has built capacity in the 

schools for a broader environment of care. This has also been witnessed in 2018 in 

Mzamowethu Secondary and Primary schools (Gonubie) where teachers who previously did 

not take an interest in learner welfare now even conduct home visits of their own accord. As 

shared by Tabisa Bata:  

At Mzamowethu there is a complete turnaround as the teachers now want to do home 

visits. Before – this issue of home visits was not on their minds. Phumezi was so 

despondent as teachers did not understand the context of their learners. It was a 

challenge. But at the meeting in March, I could see now that the teachers were 

engaging and understanding how issues were affecting learners. So it has really 

helped. 

I do not think an LSA on their own, or a junior CYCW, would achieve this as fast or effectively. 

Another aspect to consider is that the support system in the Eastern Cape from the district 

DoE is poor. District Based Support Teams do not function well, or have very limited resources. 

There are no school counsellors or learner support teacher. Thus, the trained social workers 

are very much relevant in this context to handle the very complex psychosocial issues faced 

by learners. The partnership with the UFH social work department, however, is also another 

great way to ensure that more junior caregivers can be involved, and take the pressure off 

the mentors.  
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3) How crucial is the data-gathering and monitoring aspect of C&C and what are the 

obstacles in South African schools and for implementing organisations in gathering 

and monitoring data in a way that feeds effectively into good impact?  

As mentioned above, data gathering is a key part of the C&C model. The MDO mentors gather 

all their own data on the key indicators weekly for the learners on their programme. This data 

shows not only where learners are still struggling, but also tracks progress and success over 

time. The C&C indicators provide a very useful early warning system which could be used by 

all schools to identify and track at-risk learners. However, this only works because the 

mentors can focus on the key indicators they can track daily from their closed group of 

learners. It does not help for tracking the entire cohort of learners.  

In this regard, the tools developed by NLF will be a welcome addition for the schools to help 

them develop an early warning system for the whole school. So far, MDO has been assisting 

the schools to implement the tools properly. NLF also conducted training workshops with the 

schools. The schools have been generally happy with the concept of the tool and its relevance. 

They did have some feedback as to how it may be improved. Wongalethu High School has 

been the most enthusiastic school regarding the tools. The new template was only sent back 

to the schools at the end of last terms, so they did not fill them in yet. But MDO will be trying 

to assist them to do so this term. Although school representatives attended the NLF 

workshop, not all of them were the actual data capturer who would use the tool. This is 

important to help the schools implement the system.  

As with the other organisations, the tool is recognised as important, but schools find they 

have to submit and manage so much other data for the DBE – often inputting it manually for 

days – that they consider the further work of populating the tool to be beyond them. It will 

remain to be seen how successfully they adopt this system over time.  

4) Can the extension of the model to three primary feeder schools improve the support 

the most vulnerable learners face in the transition between primary and secondary 

school?  

As outlined above, MDO has identified that learners in grades 6 and 7 need a mentoring 

intervention as they often already have major issues by the first year of high school which are 

difficult to deal with if caught late. The inclusion of 20 primary learners per school on the 

programme is a very positive step – although it risks overextending the mentors somewhat. 

MDO have, however, been aware of this and added the support of the UFH social work 

students and referrals to other professional services. As with the high schools, the mentorship 

programme has the potential to catalyse and more caring approach in the whole school, and 

to help schools to develop their system in this regard. The Principal of Langelitsha Primary 

School is already conducting home visits of his own accord, and is very enthusiastic about the 

potential of the C&C programme in his school.  
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It will be clearer towards the end of the year the actual extent to which learners on the 

programme are benefitting, and to what extent the schools are changing their approach and 

benefitting more broadly.    

5) What is the value and impact of ongoing home visits and one-on-one primary 

caregiver engagements? 

The role of the mentors in conducting ongoing (monthly) home visits to the caregivers of 

learners on the programme is very important. Their ability to build relationships with the 

caregivers and solve family problems over a period of time is crucial. Again, the fact that the 

mentors are older, trained and experienced social workers really assists in this regard, as a 

younger and less experienced individual would not command the same respect.  

Home visits are being conducted as they were in 2017, with similar positive results being seen. 

However, the primary schools are presenting a new challenge as the mentors have witness 

that many of the parents are very young and not very engaged with their children’s education. 

There appears to be a broadly held misconception that parents need only get involved in a 

child’s education by the time they are in secondary school. So although the mentors are 

conducting home visits with caregivers of the new primary school learners they are 

mentoring, they want to add a component which targets young parents to educate them 

about their role in their children’s education. MDO has been passionate about this for a while 

but now they have specifically identified this as a barrier to working with the younger children 

and their families. MDO is that sourcing funding to run some community workshops for young 

parents.    

Again, there will be a lot more to report by the end of the year, including the potential 

workshops and their impact.   

6) What role does remedial tutoring play for struggling learners, as part of the 

mentoring programme?  

A key lesson identified last year by the mentors was that although they tried to assist their 

learners academically, they were not well positioned to do so. It also became apparent that 

learners in this context are really struggling with academic deficits obtained from their 

foundational learning experience. This was another reason why including primary schools in 

the model was a good idea. For all the effective PSS provided by the mentors, academic 

deficits were still causing learners to repeat grades and disengage by grade 10, although some 

learner did show dramatic improvement in schoolwork due to the support element alone. 

MDO thus introduced a tutor – who is a tertiary-level education student passionate about 

education and learning, with teaching experience in the private and public sector. His role is 

to work with the mentored learners in the six schools on a weekly basis, providing tutoring in 

isiXhosa, English, Science and Maths, monitoring their classwork assignments and assisting 

with homework.  



34 
 

The tutor spent his first weeks at the schools learning about the environment and conducting 

an audit of the performance and work history of all the learners on the mentorship 

programme. He thus uses a similar evidence-based approach of monitoring and support to 

that used by the C&C programme more generally (although he is not a trained C&C 

implementer). What the tutor’s assessment showed was that most of the learners on the 

programme were only completing five or six out of their 36 assignments for the year. Even 

the few who completed most of their assignment were handing in very poor work which they 

only completed to avoid getting into trouble. With teachers stretched by the demands of 

keeping up with the curriculum and large classes, they did not have time to mark the 

assignments properly or follow up with learners on the quality of their work. Learners thus 

did not learn anything and never got time to practice and repeat difficult concepts and 

learning areas.  

The tutor thus put in place a programme to work with the learners on the programme to help 

them to complete assignments (in-class and homework assignments), practice their work and 

learn how to effectively absorb knowledge and engage in class. He also sits in on classes to 

observe the learners he is working with in the class context, so he can provide them with 

assistance in the latter regard.    

Because he is working in all six schools, the tutor only spends one day per week in each school, 

using slots before and after school and during break-time to meet the learners. He struggles 

to get all the secondary school learners to attend after school sessions, and it is reported that 

some do not yet see the importance of the sessions. The sessions are mostly conducted with 

a group of learners but he will provide individual support where it is needed. After one term 

in the schools he has found his feet and is putting in systems to ensure he can be as effective 

as possible. This is certainly a good addition to the programme and some of the learners have 

already improved their performance after working with him for this short time. It will be more 

apparent later in the year the extent to which he can make a true impact.    

2.5 National Association of Child Care Workers 

 

The Context:  

The National Association of Child Care Workers (NACCW) works throughout South Africa, but 

its participation in the ZDOS initiative is restricted to the uMgungundlovu District Municipality 

in the KwaZulu-Natal Midlands. Pietermaritzburg is the main city in the district, which 

comprises of seven local municipalities. Although it is a largely rural district, 

Pietermaritzburg’s status as the capital city of KwaZulu-Natal means that there are many 

provincial government departments and services located there, and that the primary 

economic sector in the District is community services.8 The district is in many ways a 

                                                           
8 See https://municipalities.co.za/overview/120/umgungundlovu-district-municipality  

https://municipalities.co.za/overview/120/umgungundlovu-district-municipality
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microcosm of South Africa in terms of the legacy of apartheid and the associated spatial, social 

and economic inequality. While the Midlands is famed for its commercial farming (dairy, 

game, sugar cane) and forestry estates, much of the district also encompasses areas which 

are located in the former KwaZulu homeland. Communities living in townships around 

Pietermaritzburg, in commercial farming/forestry areas, and in the former homeland 

experience low literacy levels, high unemployment/insecure menial employment, grant 

reliance, and a host of socio-economic problems including substance abuse, teen pregnancy, 

high rates of communicable diseases, and violent crime. Another apartheid contradiction 

evident in the Midlands is that this district is also famed for the quality education offered by 

several expensive top private schools. By contrast, the learners at the seven schools in which 

the NACCW is running its Isibindi Ezikoleni project come from impoverished conditions, 

attending schools which are under resourced and often underperforming. These children 

often walk long distances to school and experience overcrowded classrooms, disintegrating 

and inadequate infrastructure, teachers who are often demotivated or absent and a school 

system which still uses corporal punishment despite it being outlawed in South Africa. 

Disengagement from school is therefore caused by multiple factors at family, community and 

school level.        

Isibindi Ezikoleni: The model developed by NACCW 

The NACCW has been at the forefront of developing a nationwide community-based model 

of care for vulnerable children in South Africa. Known as the Isibindi model, it has been 

adopted by the government as a method by which local Child and Youth Care Workers 

(CYCWs) (paid with a state stipend) work in communities to offer psychosocial support and 

protection to children, particularly those in the orphaned and vulnerable category.9 Recently, 

the NACCW has adapted this model to the school context, working in partnership with the 

Department of Basic Education (DBE). The Isibindi Ezikoleni project aims to offer support to 

children in the school context and to prevent them from dropping out of school by providing 

a school-based child and youth care (CYC) service10 to meet the multiple and complex needs 

of vulnerable adolescents. 

The method by which NACCW sought to meet this aim was piloted in 20 schools in 

uMgungundlovu District in 2017. It involved training Learner Support Agents (LSAs), already 

employed in schools by the DBE, to be CYCWs and mentoring them to provide effective CYC 

in their respective schools. Learner Support Agents have been employed in schools by some 

                                                           
9 The Isibindi model of care is a community-based programme that trains unemployed community members in 
accredited, integrated child and youth care services for child headed households and vulnerable families. For 
more information, visit naccw.org.za/Isibindi. 
10 The CYC profession has recently been regulated in South Africa and it is now a recognised social service 
profession. The scope of practice of CYC work allows for the provision of services to children and youth in a 
range of institutional and community settings, including schools and clinics. While school-based child and 
youth care (CYC) work may be a new concept in South Africa, it has been successfully practiced in other 
countries for many years. CYCWs in school are fully in line with the Department of Basic Education’s 2016 
Strategy on Psychosocial Support (PSS) for Learners in South African Schools. 
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provincial departments of education, most notably in KwaZulu-Natal and the Eastern Cape. 

They are young people with matric certificates but who are not yet studying further or 

working. A school advertises the post, which comes with a stipend from the DBE. Once in the 

school, the LSA’s job is to work with the Life Orientation teacher to run programmes 

supporting learners in various ways (e.g. through after school activities). In most cases, LSAs 

and schools are not equipped to make the most of this role and the LSA often ends up being 

more of an administrative intern than anything else. The NACCW’s intervention sought to 

radically transform this situation by providing the LSAs at these 20 schools with accredited 

(Level 4 NQF) training to become auxiliary CYCWs. In addition, the NACCW provided an 

experienced and trained isibindi worker (qualified CYCW) to provide guidance and mentorship 

to the LSAs. One NACCW mentor oversaw five schools, helping the LSA through their training 

and to implement a range of support services in the schools. These included individual and 

group psychosocial support sessions, home visits, referrals, and after school activities and 

campaigns (e.g. anti-teen pregnancy and drugs campaigns).    

The pilot initiative in these 20 schools was largely successful, showing a marked improvement 

in the role of the LSA at two-thirds of the schools, and underscoring the need for their training 

and mentoring. In 2018 the strategy was adapted to incorporate lessons emerging from the 

pilot phase. Working at eight of the pilot schools (chosen because the LSAs were successful 

and working well in the schools, and for their geographical spread across the district), the 

NACCW continues to provide mentoring to each LSA. The mentors spend one week of each 

month at a particular school, assisting the LSA to carry out their duties, and guiding them 

through more difficult tasks such as PSS and home visits. In addition the NACCW placed 

Isibindi-trained CYCWs in each of the eight schools to work with the LSAs on an ongoing basis. 

Each school thus has a small support team of qualified care workers, consisting of the LSA, 

CYCW and the NACCW mentor, who work with school staff to provide the best care possible 

for learners. Alongside the prevention of school dropout focus, this team assists learners with 

access to social security, holiday programmes, supervision of homework, structured 

educational programmes, responding to child protection issues such as abuse, supporting 

teachers with positive discipline, responding to sexual harassment and incidents of violence 

in school and psychosocial counselling, amongst others.  

Whereas the pilot phase focussed on grade 8 and 9 learners, this support team aims to 

provide in-school care/support and referrals to outside service providers where necessary to 

all learners. A senior experienced Isibindi practitioner oversees the project, and spends time 

in each school every month assisting mentors, LSAs and the CYCW to perform at the best 

possible levels, as well as liaising with school leaders and staff and ensuring they are happy 

with the programme.   

Interim Evaluation of Progress 

1) What role can a well-supported and strengthened LSA cohort – working in 

conjunction with a trained CYCW and an Isibindi mentor – play in addressing and 
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reducing absenteeism, disengagement and dropout? (and is this necessary/over 

the top given that the LSAs are supposed to be trained as auxiliary CYCWs 

themselves)?  

As I noted in my final evaluation report for the pilot phase of this project, NACCW had great 

success augmenting the role and abilities of LSAs at the schools they worked in in 2017, 

through training and mentoring. Given that the focus of these LSAs was whole grades of 

learners (as opposed to a select group as is the case with MDO), it was not apparent by that 

stage the extent to which an LSA would be able to make a meaningful impact on 

disengagement by themselves thereafter. The NACCW decided to amend the model for 2018. 

This strategic move, which saw the addition of an experienced CYCW and more intensive 

mentoring (one week a month and oversight by the coordinator), was aimed at supporting 

and guiding the newly trained LSAs to ensure that they are able to apply their CYCW training 

in practice, in a more focussed and intentional manner. For the new phase of this project in 

2018, NACCW selected LSAs who performed strongly last year in their training and their 

practice, and whose schools supported the initiative fully.   

The Isibindi Ezikoleni project now provides an augmented support model for each school built 

around the LSA at each. The focus is not only on grades 8 and 9 but now also includes learners 

in all other grades. The focus has thus shifted from the LSA to more of a team approach to 

support each school, with the LSA at the centre.  

So far in 2018 NACCW established this model at eight schools initially, appointing CYCWs for 

each in the first term. Unfortunately one school has subsequently been shut down by the DBE 

following violent protests. The number of schools in the programme has thus dropped to 

seven. Early indications are that the schools are very enthusiastic about the support they are 

receiving and the addition of the CYCW. It is not fully clear yet, however, how effective these 

teams will be in reducing disengagement and dropout. Given that some of the LSAs had 

started to make progress in this regard by the end of 2017, it is likely that these augmented 

teams will be able to show some success in addressing psycho-social issues and 

disengagement factors among learners by the end of the year. The NACCW mentors are able 

to be with each LSA for a week a month, helping them to conduct home visits (with guidance 

as well as transport), while the focus to build the links between the schools and outside 

service providers will also increase the ability of the schools to assist learners in various ways.  

The model has now evolved to be a slightly more resource-heavy one than was initially piloted 

– with an extra CWCW in each school and more focussed mentoring support from the NACCW. 

Given that it now targets the whole school, it might still be that it is a more cost effective 

model than those which focus in on the most vulnerable. It will only become apparent later 

in the year to what extent this is true. Certainly, it is a model that the DBE is interested in 

taking forward in schools, with the National DBE recently signing a MOU with the NACCW on 

the Isibindi Ezikoleni model.  
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2) What impact has the training (as auxiliary CYCWs) had on the LSAs and their 

ability to perform a meaningful support role at their schools? 

All of the eight selected LSAs for this phase of the project completed their training 

successfully, and by all accounts, this training has been highly valuable for them. Since LSAs 

are hired from among unemployed matric graduates with little other experience and 

qualifications, the opportunity to be trained and mentored in CYC was highly valuable. It has 

built their confidence and their skills to be able to provide proper interventions to assist 

learners in a number of ways. However, without the mentoring aspect of the NACCW 

approach, the training would not have proved so valuable. Mentors kept the LSAs focussed 

and helped them through the theoretical and practical aspects of their work in many ways. 

LSAs have also needed support in handling the more tricky aspects of their work such as home 

visits and family conferencing.  

LSAs at the seven remaining schools are now putting their training into practice, and have the 

added advantage of learning from both an experienced CYCW working beside them and a 

NACCW mentor.  

3) What is the value of the ongoing mentoring by Isibindi mentors? 

As mentioned above, this mentoring is crucial, given that LSAs are young, inexperienced and 

underqualified. NACCW shifted the mentors around at the beginning of 2018, so that each 

LSA got to work with a new mentor. This added a fresh perspective for both the LSA and the 

mentors. What is clear on visiting the schools is that the school Principals and teachers really 

value the work of the mentors and their relationship with the school. Similarly, the mentors 

get to know learners and also engage in providing various forms of support to them during 

their time at the schools.  

Now that the LSAs have been partnered with a school-based CYCW, the role of the mentors 

is also evolving. Whereas they had to spend a lot of time last year working with the LSA, they 

can now implement some extra activities in the schools and surrounding communities. For 

example, the mentors are also working on Saturdays now, running after school activities and 

homework support at or near to these schools. This is in line with the Safe Parks project of 

the NACCW, where a CYCW is available in safe spaces outside of school hours. Where 

necessary, PSS and referral are also provided to learners who meet the mentors in these 

spaces.  

4) Can LSAs (in conjunction with their CYCW partners) implement meaningful 

programmes at school level that really have an impact on dropout? What 

barriers still exist in this regard? 

Thus far, the LSA and CYCW teams have been established at the schools and are building on 

the work they did and their achievements of last year. While a school-by-school analysis has 

not been possible at this point (NACCW did not provide such data in their mid-year report), 
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the broader picture is positive (apart from at the one school). The LSA/CYCW teams have been 

dealing with the increasing number of referrals from teachers, who have come to see them 

as a genuine support measure for behavioural and psycho-social issues faced by learners. For 

example, teachers at one school have been referring drug users to the LSA for intervention. 

Apart from ongoing PSS offered by the LSA and CYCW, referrals to outside service providers 

are also ongoing. Home visits, too, are taking place where necessary with the assistance of 

the mentor. After school activities such as sports and campaigns have also been conducted at 

the schools, including on weekends.  

Tracking of absentees is also a major task of the team. The new tools introduced by the NLF 

have potential to assist in this regard. NACCW conducted a workshop with all the schools to 

introduce these tools and train them in using them. While it obtained buy-in, in practical 

terms the schools have been struggling to fill them in effectively due to constraints of time, 

personnel and equipment. These are mainly isolated rural schools which struggle with this 

level of data management due to such constraints.       

5) How successful will the NACCW be in putting together “focussed, multi-

disciplinary teams” at school level to address key issues in relation to school 

dropout? How will these differ (in form and effectiveness) from Bottom Up’s 

“dropout committees” and MDO’s committees?   

The formation of this in-school support team involving the LSA, the CYCW and the mentor is 

meant to be a platform to assist each school to provide the level of care that should be 

available through School-Based Support Teams and other counselling and referral systems 

theoretically provided through the DBE. Currently, NACCW is working on setting up proper 

support teams in the schools. One area it has targeted is to get a member of the SMT to be 

an integral part of the teams, together with the LSA, CYCW and the Life Orientation teacher. 

This is still a work in progress as the schools struggle with making their limited staff resources 

available for the specific task of looking after the welfare of learners. They are often stretched 

by the demands of the curriculum and school performance. This also prevents them from 

using the early warning system tools and tracking learner attendance properly.  

Towards the end of the year it will be clearer the extent to which NACCW has been successful 

at each of the seven schools to foster the development of school-based teams. The 

capacitating of the LSAs to drive such a process is key. There are indications that the schools 

are starting to put faith in their LSAs, along with the CYCWs, to drive this process and assist 

them to provide the most caring environment possible.  

2.6 South African Improved Learning Initiatives (SAILI) 

Although SAILI is not a part of the ZDOS initiative, it is piloting its model in the Metro North 

Education District in Cape Town, having carried over its grant from 2017. I provide below a 

brief summary of its model and the progress made so far in 2018.  
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Summary of the Model developed by SAILI 

SAILI works in and around Cape Town, where it seeks to build school systems and 

performance through the use of data and tools to help schools to make better use of data. 

Having worked in 20 Cape Town schools previously, SAILI perfected an approach in which they 

provided the tools and mentoring for Principals and other school role-players such as heads 

of department to make use of data better, so as to improve performance. These tools allowed 

a comparative diagnostic process of areas where a school was not performing, and what 

measures could be taken to improve this performance. Data coming from sources such as the 

annual Systemic tests were used for this purpose. This initiative was successful in many of the 

schools SAILI worked with in this one-on-one way.  

Moving away from this in-school model, the DGMT grant was aimed at training DBE Circuit 

Managers to perform a very similar role to that SAILI was previously playing, using the same 

tools prepared for them by SAILI. Circuit Managers (CMs) from the Metro North District were 

to be trained by SAILI to take these tools to schools and in turn, train and mentor the schools 

to make effective use of them. This was with the aim of making a systemic impact at District 

level. The platform SAILI uses is computer-based, making use of Tableau Reader as a 

programme through which Circuit Managers and Principals (and others) can read and analyse 

data at a District or a school level. Although Circuit Managers and schools themselves are 

familiar with what measures need to be implemented to improve performance areas, the 

tools also provide very specific recommendations for intervention based on each kind of 

outcome.     

This model is completely different from the others in the ZDOS initiative, in that it plugs into 

an existing system and explores how using data can drive action and therefore create a shift 

in the system. It determines whether schools, if provided with granular information and the 

ability to interpret it, can address the issues themselves. It is essentially about priming the 

system to respond by itself.  

Interim Evaluation of Progress  

2018 has not been an easy year for SAILI. Although they secured the go-ahead from the WCED 

to work in the Metro North Education District, and the training of Circuit Managers went well, 

SAILI has also faced some tragic events which affected the work. One of the key role-players 

at SAILI unfortunately was diagnosed with cancer and passed away early in 2018. Being also 

the wife of SAILI Director Sam Christie, he was not able to play as big a role as envisaged 

because of compassionate leave and bereavement. Fortunately Jennie Rist was able to take 

up many of the duties and managed to drive the process successfully. But it was not an easy 

undertaking for her.  

The Circuit Managers were trained in all the tools and were very enthusiastic about the 

potential they showed to assist schools to understand and thus improve their performance. 
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Some of these CMs also then conducted training of key school role-players in some of the 

schools in their circuits, targeting the worst performing schools. SAILI then asked these CMs 

for feedback on the tools and how they were being implemented in the schools. However, 

SAILI experienced significant problems getting the CMs to respond to emails and give them 

feedback. This despite them being enthusiastic at the outset and despite SAILI’s good 

relationship with the District Manager, who they tried to pressurise to ensure feedback was 

received.  

By mid-year, SAILI therefore realised that another approach might be necessary. It therefore 

took the decision to rather work through Curriculum Advisors who work directly with the 

schools on issues related to curriculum and performance. Curriculum Advisors work under 

the CMs, but the CMs in this case had not brought them in of their own accord. Thus, SAILI 

trained Curriculum Advisors in July 2018, with the agreement of the District. Like the CMs, 

they were extremely enthusiastic about the tools, with one stating that these tools were the 

answer to the performance challenges faced by their schools. They also said that the CMs 

were not ideally placed to implement the use of these tools because they are often so caught 

up in legal issues relating to school governance that they have a limited focus on issues to do 

with the curriculum.  

The new approach of training Curriculum Advisors seems to hold a lot of potential as they see 

the tools as key supports for their role in the schools. It remains to be seen if the shift to the 

Curriculum Advisors will be effective, despite this initial positive sign. Given the pressures on 

them and the various other demands they face, it may be that they too fail to communicate 

with SAILI or drive the use of the tools in their schools. But it may also be that they take the 

tools and really start using them to assist them with their work. They were very happy to see 

the data on specific areas of the curriculum and to compare how different schools performed 

down to the level of individual areas of knowledge.  

By the end of the year, it will be apparent how effective this shift has been, and what impact 

it has had on the way schools are accessing, interpreting and using data to implement relevant 

interventions to improve performance and the academic experience of learners at risk of 

dropping out.  

        


