Schooling in South Africa -

are we making any progress?

CDE held its seventh debate on 10 April 1997. The speakers were Dr Trevor Coombe, deputy
director general of the national Department of Education (Dr Coombe stood in for Minister S M
E Bengu who was unable to attend); Irene Menell, chairman of the READ Organisation; and
Mojalefa Thulare, principal of Roliblahla Primary School in Etwatwa, Benoni. My Thulare is
also  the education officer for the East Rand region of SADTU. Michael Gardiner, previously
director of the Education Support Project, now lecturer in the Department of English at Vista

University (Soweto), chaired the debate.

Schocling is both a nafional and provincial matier. The national
Education Department sets overall policy, but education is also o provin-
cial responsibility, and provinces must coordinate the implementation of
the new Curriculum 2005. This is crucial fo an undersianding of how
education in South Africa is intended to work. The nafional department
has undertaken the fask of ensuring that conceptual change takes place
in the way education is sructured, perceived and understood. It also
needs to ensure that the implementation and practice of education is
transformed. The emerging policy is controversial and challenging.

Curriculum 2005 is enormously ambitious. The new ‘learnercen-
fred” curriculum aims fo eliminate rofe leaming and encourage crifical,
flexible thinking and innovative teaching. The obiective is fo improve the
quality of education, so as to ensure a liferate and numerate population
able to meet the competitive challenges of a changing world. The very
principle of outcomesbased education ifself is
attacked by some critics who question whether it is
the appropricte means to the desired end. There
are huge obstacles in the way.

Provincial adminisirations are in a general state
of disorder. There are many reasons for this, but
most provinces lack the administrative capacity fo
run educationdl affairs effectively.

The success of the new approach depends on
skilled, experienced and dedicated teachers. South
Africa has far too many poorly qudlified teachers;
while at the same fime large numbers of highly
experienced feachers have been lost under the vol
unfary severance option.

WHAT ARE THE CDE DEBATES?
During 1996 CDE ran a series of debates
on topics important fo current national pol-
icy issues. These will continue in 1997,
The infenfion is to air issues underlying the
fopic and fo raise the challenges that the
players and the policy makers must meet:
Following each debate, CDE publishes o
pamphlet summarising the event. These are
distributed widely as CDE's contribution fo
keeping the debate dlive.

Schools need rescurces and facilities for creative teaching and a
stimulating learning environment - but there are enormous shoriages of
classrooms and other basic resources in many schools as a result of
apartheid policies. Yet cenfral govemnment is dllocating no money 1o
make up these backlogs, which will continue, and probably worsen, for
the foreseeable future.

How will these challenges be met by policy makers, administrators,
schools - the teachers, pupils, and parents - and communities?

Schooling is @ broad concem, with many siakeholders. Nevertheless,
it is appropriate fo address our question fo the national Department of
Education in the first instance: Are we making any progress? But this ques-
fion must also be answered from other perspectives.

How are school principals, teachers, parents and pupils responding to

the changes? To what degree have schools established adequate roufines?
Are suilable leaming environments coming info
being? How are the necessary changes being
accepted? What qualitative shifis are discerible
in the schools as they deal with the questions of
policy and change?
Progress in education also profoundly concemns
the private sector and many NGOs. The private
sector has been massively engaged with edu-
cafion and fraining, and has played o huge role
in ensuring that NGOs have been able fo func-
fion. Their roles are not synonymous, nor are
their aims identical, but new kinds of relation-
ships have to be forged in terms of which both
can confribute fo schooling.



What the speakers had to say...

Dr Trevor Coombe opened the debaie by saying that he was under no
illusion that the national Depariment of Education knew alt about school-
ing or was the most imporiant player in the schooling business. The real
experts on schools are in schools. The national depariment was painful
ly aware of being af least two levels removed from schools.

It has been three years since the new government came into busi-
ness, two and a half years since the esiablishment of a single, nation-
al Department of Education in name, and some two years since
viable management and professional cadre has been in place toler-
ably representative of the people of South Africa embodying the new
goals of government. Whatever change we refer fo has taken place
in an absurdly short time. Profound change in any education system
will take at least one generation to work through. South Africa is only
at the beginning of transformation, by any measure.

However, frameworks for further advances have been estab
lished. These have been substantial. Ve have a mandate to fransform
the inherited school system. This is an unavoidable duty placed on
govemment by the constitution. Before winning the election, the ANC
had established a policy framework for education. After the election,
it was necessary o renegotiate the defails with all siakeholders includ-
ing the other parties within the GNU. The resuli was the White Paper
published in March 1995 from which all major policy directions have
flowed. The organisation, governance and funding of schools was
then investigated, debated and negotiafed and presented in a second
White Paper published in February 1996. This was o remarkable
achievement given the short time faken. There is a reasonably high
degree of consensus about the way in which the school system of this
country should be organised nationally for transformation: in with
unity, out with division; in with parficipation through representative
structures and  partnerships  between
school communities and the state, out
with unilateral prescription. These princi-
ples formed the basis of the SA Schools
Act which was passed in November
1996 and signed by the President af the
beginning of this year.

The provinces are developing the 99
school governance system. June 16 was thro ug. b jj
sef by the Council of Education Ministers
as the target for the election of all school goveming bodies which will
then take possession of the powers vested in them and work in part
nership with their provincial colleagues; this date has since been
moved fo 1 Seplember.

The basic framework for future curriculum development was sef
during extensive interdeparimental discussions in 1995 and 1996.
The SA Quadlifications Authority Act embodies new curriculum thinking.
The launch of Curriculum 2005 paves the way for precise work on
the conceptualisation of new curricula with the emphasis on out
comesbased education.

To provide the mofivation for change, and fo franscend these struc-
fural and conceptual developments, a strong political commitment,
supported by the provincial authorifies, has been made by the
Minisiry of Education fo restore and embellish a culture of leaming
and teaching in all our learing institutions. This is @ long term project.
The immediate goal is that by 1999 the key consfituencies in the
couniry's leaming insfitutions will have to accept ownership of the edu-
cation process, with the discipline and commitment fo leaming and
teaching that this involves.

Mojalefa Thulare said he was speaking from three
points of view. First, as a headmaster and as part
of the establishment and its inherent fribulations
where teachers have been forced to accept the
unaccepiable frustrations that include problems of
discipline which so many students see as an infringe-
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ment of human rights. Second, as a teacher for whom genuine inse-
curities were embodied in his lack of fraining. Last, as a concemed
member of the community for whom any progress seemed 1o be hap-
pening beyond his own environment.

He listed the recurrent problems in schooling as:

® an uncommitied and unpairiotic sector within the bureaucracy that
is stalling government's new vision expressed in the White Papers
® the inflexible views of some central siakeholders:

* pupils who do not appreciate the efforts by o few dedicated
educators who are going that extra mile, and who show this
through their indiscipline [not retuming to school after the mid-
morning break, arriving late, bunking)

* parenis who dodge responsibility and take their kids fo fown
insiead of confronfing lackadaisical behaviour in their schools

‘e teachers who hide behind unions and do not perform their
duties even though they know the union positions on such
issues

* principals who are parfisan in running their schools and are
hostile to a democratic participatory management siyle

¢ hoslile unpatriofic educationalists within the system whose
actions range from cynicism fo listless performance of duty,
fo sabotage. There is a nine-month delay in getting fences
replaced and drains unblocked. Exam leckages are a man-
ifestation of such attitudes, so is the non-supply of basic
items such as chalk and dusters. 1997 has been a painful
year of non-delivery of essentials. Also, there has been no
response to complaints about the roften staffing of the feed-
ing scheme.

Other things that cause disenchantment are:
® parents who allow their kids 1o be
the conveyors of drugs and vio-
lence in schools
® perceptions among teachers of
favouritism in appointments of those

who will not raise ungrafeful
remarks’
® lack of a focused thrust on the con-

tent of educational fransformation;
and teacher fraining colleges which
still concentrate on Christian National Education {CNE)

slowness by disiricts fo implement Curriculum 2005.

Current problems also seem fo stem from the political bias of neo-
liberal economic approaches to cut costs.  Developing sfates in the
process of fransifion do not have educational priorities similar to well-
developed nations.

Are we making progress? Yes, but it is not inside the classroom;
it is outside. Areas of success are:
® the campaign for the culiure of learning and teaching. There is a

perceivable change in affitude in most teachers and an enthusi-

asm about the outcomesbased Curriculum 2005.
® demoralisation among teachers has begun fo change for the bet

fer; teachers want fo change their lof
® democralic processes esiablished in schools - the SRCs and the

PTSAs ensure that leaming is not only about curricular fopics, but

about a range of life skills
® disadvantaged children who are benefiting from the primary

school feeding scheme and coming to school better nourished
and able to cope
® parinerships between district education officials
and NGOs. There is great polential to make
unprecedented progress in our national schooling
system through these initiatives.

Irene Menell said that to create a benchmark from
which we can measure progress, we need fo remind



ourselves of historical realifies. Before 1994 South Africa had a track
record of ‘colourcoded’ maldistribution; multiple education depart-
ments each with their own complicated and entrenched infrastruciure
that did not communicate at school level; and years of student and
teacher tutbulence. This resulied in demotivated, angry and alienated
learners and educators. This must be the point of departure when try-
ing to measure what progress has been made.

General perceptions of South Africa’s schooling have in the past
become the substance, of political tension. Whether illgrounded or
wellgrounded, the public’s perceptions need to be addressed and
must form the basis of problem solving.

One negative perception is poor administration at every level cou-

pled to inadequately planned decision making at both national and
regional levels. This comes to light in
® the way teacher refrenchment programmes were carried out. This
has been a source of deep anguish both inside and outside the
profession. This process has been a great drain, is now irre-
versible and will land the couniry with many exira problems
the nondelivery of text books and materials and a general sloppiness
anxiety about the overhasty infroduction of outcomes-based edu-
cation. What additional resources, training, workshopping, men-
foring and nurturing are planned?
Other negative perceptions are the continued sub-optimal perfor-
mance at school level in many parts of the country, the lack of com-
mitment fo professional discipline among sections of the feaching com-
munity, and a generally low level of morale at school community level
(principals, teachers and parents).

However, there is a lof of good news. The most important are the
many areas of high motivation and excellence despite all obstacles.
Pockets of excellence exist all over the country in the most miraculous
way. Extroordinary teachers are out there working with extraordinary
pupils and their exiraordinary groups of parenis. These pockefs of
excellence need fo be recognised and nurtured.

As important is the extent to which recognition has been given fo
the schooling system as a crifical ingredient of posifive fransformation.

The degree of vigorous debate around the issue af every level of inter
est is most encouraging. The national Education Depariment-is 1o be
congratulated in the way which it has reversed policy and encour
aged a rethink on the way we educate our children.

Also good news is the conceptual distance we have moved away
from CNE-driven, teachercenired, rote leaming concepts designed to
perpeluate group stereotypes fo leamercenired, creative methodolo-
gy based on individual learning potential. Determinedly led by the
national Education Depariment, progress has been dramatic and
speedy. Implemeniation remains problemo ic. The infernational expe-
rience on integrated studies and purely outcomes-based education is
mixed. Some caution is needed.

Another area for congratulation is the extraordinary way in which
the former numerous education depariments have been integrated on
a geographic basis. There has also been o marked improvement in
bricks and moriar delivery.

Finally, the role of the NGOs must be emphasised. Of the estimat-
ed 34 000, many have for some time been deeply involved in provid-
ing educators with access to methodology and resources that have
enabled them to transform their classrooms from the dead, glassy-eyed,
boring places that they were, fo participative, enthusiasfic environments
for personal growth both for teachers and learners. It is important fo note
that often the transformation bears litle relafionship either fo the feacher's
formal qualifications or fo the physical classroom building.

READ alone has over the past 17 years provided training for tens
of thousands of principals, classroom teachers and community edu-
cators, and classroom resources which enable teachers to create their
own low cost teaching materials. It has built up a cadre of leader
teachers who, as volunteers, faciliiate development in schools other
than their own, and has created working parinerships in over 2 000
educational institutions.

The NGO community has both anficipated the present proposed
changes and has played a major role in leading and informing the
process. It remains @ positive, valuable, irreplaceable resource and
should be used to the fullest extent p0551b|e

Points raised during open discussion...

@ Of deep concern is the fragmentation of teacher fraining. On the
one hand South Africa has ifs teacher fraining colleges, and on
the other ils universities. The siaius afforded 1o each varies con-
siderably; this musi adversely affect the nature of our society.

@ The demysfification of cumiculum development is encouraging -
praclising teachers are now encouraged to give their views. This
is critical; it is highly mofivational for the couniry’s teachers.

@ The erosion of necessary authorily is worrying. How is our edu-

cation system going fo cope with a population of young people

in fransiion who have taken fo
drugs and crime without fear of
parental discipline?

Why is there o reluciance on the

part of dall players fo look into the

‘Africanisation” of knowledge?

@ What is the Depariment of Education doing fo effect imp\omemo
iion of Curriculum 2005 by educators at the point of delivery -
teachers in classiooms? This new approach is meant o be insti-
iuted in cerlain grades nex! yeor. How are the teachers’ unions
dealing with this challenge?

® Wil the teaching of thinking skills be included in the current cur
riculum development? Present schooling does not adequalely
prepare studenis for the recl world.

Dr Coombe said building educational capacity
is the 64 000 dollar question and South Africa will
be measured by its success or failure in this area.
This is not just a departmental issue, but one for all
structures involved in South Africa’s schooling. The
Department does, though, have the responsibility of

w@, deep concern is the frag-
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sourcing this development. The expectation of change is almost over-
whelming. The process has to be implemented even if we are not as
ready as we would wish to be. The starting gun has been fired. The
process will be staggered over time; the depariment hopes that incre-
mental implementation will give the country's educators sufficient
capacity to cope with the new curriculum and materials as they are
infroduced. Curriculum 2005 is a confinuous process which will
involve all of us for a very long fime.

Dr Coombe said the fragmeniaiion of feacher training is a
grim reality. The National Commission
on Higher Education has suggested that
all colleges be absorbed into universities
or fechnikons. The Depariment in its
Green Paper on higher education has
rejected this single-shot approach as the colleges are foo diverse in
foo many aspects. The imminent White Paper on higher education will
iake this matier further and place it before the public for further dis-
cussion.

Mr Thulare said teachers were working at grassroots level
fowards a greater professionalism by supplementing the authorities’
programme which is structured in districts. In his area, school princi-

pals had formed a working group, as had the heads of school
depariments, fo develop ‘irain the trainer’ programmes. In
some areas, expertise was being given by private
seclor organisations.

Irene Menell said delivery was crucial and this
was a parficular area where the NGOs could offer
their capacity. There is a vast pofential for govern-
ment fo enter info parinerships through contracts with



NGOs 1o release and ufilise this expertise. She said she was conr
cerned, though, about government’s capacity fo make choices as fo
where such confracts should go. The capacity of NGOs to enhance
progress simply by continuing fo do what they have been doing over
many years is enormous.

Mrs Menell agreed that the subject of *Africanising” the curriculum

made people brisile, possibly because the concept could not be eas-
ily quantified. Is it presentafion of curriculum, is it the substance?
Explicit definitions are needed.
@ The preparation of teachers for this new curriculum is indeed @
deep concem. | do nof see this being achieved by using educer
tion officials rather than  praciising teachers. However this is han-
dled, the teachers themselves must take the initiative. This is their
opportunity fo grab empowerment. With this will come greater
professionalism o the teaching sector. Those who are unbending
and unwilling fo accept change will be rooted out.

During the struggle, we were out here working at the grassroofs,

not siiing through numerous conferences and discussions. Now

many acivisls have fancy portiolios within the education bureau-
cracy, taking decisions from the top, thinking that the grassroots
will accept them. This is extremely demoralising for feachers. Also,

NGOs were fundamental in assisting the stuggle. They need

funding from government. Schools can be used after school hours

for NGO programmes. This will build the morale of teachers and
of the community ot large.

@ There has been debate, discussion and some refinement of con-
cept on the ‘Africanisation” of the curriculum. A book will soon be
oublished, ediled by Professor Sipho Seepe, head of Maihs and
Science Education at Venda University. It is a report on a conler
ence on the subject held at the university in May last year.

© What plans and strategies are actudlly in place fo improve the
quality of teaching? How are disadvaniaged communities parfic-
ularly going 1o benefit immediaiely from government's infenfions?

®

& How do we ensure that skills fransferred during NGO pro-
grammes, which usually span a definite period, are perpetuaied
and enhanced?

Mrs Menell said one has to distinguish between the subsidisation
of an NGO, which diminishes its independence and capacity to be
adversarial when necessary, and contract work in terms of delivery.
An appropriate way needs to be found for government departments
to hire NGOs to facilitate their work and to maximise it. To answer
the final point: quick fixes are not a solution. Programmes which
involve new concepts that have to be inferalised need to be sus-
fained through mentoring, which is labour intensive and expensive.
On the dlleged conservatism of teachers: this is usually because they
lack self confidence. Once their natural abilifies are unlocked they are
miraculously flexible when teaching resources and materials are pre-
sented and explained.

Mr Thulare said that if one started with the premise that knowl
edge is open to question and that education is an on-going process,
then the present matriculation system needs fo be revised. The success
of the country’s education system should not be measured by matric
results. Pupils leam af every age and level. For this reason alone, offi
cial support of outcomesbased education must benefit all children
and teachers. When Curriculum 2005 is phased in af Grade One
and Grade Eight levels next year, the teachers of other grades will not
be left out. They will learn by osmosis the new way of teaching. let
us give outcomesbased education a chance.

Dr Coombe said the Depariment's basic approach is that the educa-
fion business in this couniry is a parnership. It is owned by its praciition-
ers, ifs parficipants and its beneficiaries. Government can only facilitate by
providing a framework and by pointing the directions for change. It is in
the country’s schools that the transformation will take place. The SABC's
leamning channel will be a nafional line of communication to reach as
many educators as possible about the praciice of ouicomesbased edu
cation and the new responsibiliies of represenfative government.

Concluding remarks by chairman Michael Gardiner

The confributions in this CDE Debate have been particularly strik-
ing and rich in texiure. The contributions reflect the tension between
the implementation of something which is going fo lake a very long
fime and which needs fime in which to work itself through, and the
high degree of urgency in the need to address those issues which
occur at the sites of implementation: in the schools and, particularly,

in the lives of teachers. Needs have been vividly itemised. Clearly
every organ of stafe and civil society concemed with education needs
fo make ifs contribution fo development in education. The tension
expressed in this debate is not a matter of ireconcilable opposites - it
is the creative fension of a wholly new process of education coming
info being.
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