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T
he excitement that fol-
lowed the government’s 
announcement of an ini-
tiative to provide every 
schoolteacher with a lap-

top by mid-2011 is slowly fizzling out 
among teachers because the scheme 
is now a year behind schedule.

The government announced the 
initiative in 2008 and gazetted it in 
May last year. A two-year roll out 

Christina Scott

The South African government 
sulked when its schools twice came 
last out of all the African countries 
that participate in the continu-
ing global TIMSS study  — formally 
known as the Trends in Interna-
tional Maths and Science Study.

So in 2007 the education depart-
ment, then under Naledi Pandor, 
decided that the solution was to 
pull out of the widely acclaimed 
study, which tests learners in differ-
ent countries at the same stage of 
schooling every four years.

By then South African children 
had come last in two successive stud-
ies, even behind African countries 
such as Ghana and other developing 
nations that spent far less of their 
budgets on education than South 
Africa.

No news would be better than bad 
news, apparently. 

So no South African pupils par-
ticipated in the 2007 study on the 
grounds that they would be “over-
tested”, Pandor said.

Now Angie Motshekga, the basic 
education minister, has quietly 
reversed that decision, which was 
widely criticised at the time.

James Lorimer, the Democratic 
Alliance’s shadow deputy minister 
of basic education, issued a press 
release in March saying that rejoin-
ing TIMSS would be “an important 
step” in proving Motshekga’s “com-
mitment to quality education”.

Responding recently to the deci-
sion to re-enter the test, Lorimer’s 
response was “great news — it’s 
exactly the right step. 

“Pulling us out of TIMSS was 
exactly the wrong response to poor 
performance. We have to benchmark 
ourselves.

“TIMSS is a golden opportunity to 
obtain more insight into how South 
African children are coping,” he said. 

So next year South African learn-
ers in grades four and eight will par-
ticipate in the next TIMSS study. 

It will be the fifth maths and 
science assessment, following 
surveys over 16 years from 1995 
onwards. 

The only problem is that, because 
of the South African education 
department’s sulk, we will be unable 
to see whether we improved on our 
2007 results  — because there aren’t 
any.

More than 60 countries are 
expected to participate in the 2011 
study. African countries include Bot-
swana, Egypt, Ghana and Libya.

The study consists of an assess-
ment of mathematics and science, as 
well as student, teacher and school 
questionnaires. 

It is run by the independent non-
profit International Association 
for the Evaluation of Educational 
Achievement (IEA), which is based 
in the Netherlands and has been 
running since 1958.

IEA board members include Serara 
Moahi from the Botswana Examina-
tions Council, which will host the 
organisation’s 51st general assembly 
in Gaborone in October this year. 
— This article first appeared in the 
Mail & Guardian

was due to start in July last year, 
with the aim that all permanently 
employed teachers have laptops by 
mid-2011.

The plan involves teachers receiv-
ing a monthly taxable allowance of 
R130 to purchase laptops from serv-
ice providers approved by the gov-
ernment. Teachers will have to fund 
the difference between that allow-
ance and the monthly repayments 
on their laptops. The repayments 
will be effected by stop orders set up 
by the government’s teacher salary 
payment system Persal. 

But Heins Worst of the Education 
Labour Relations Council (ELRC) 
says the roll-out cannot proceed 
until stop orders have been set up 
and the treasury is still to complete 
its role in this. 

Progress has been made since the 
2008 announcement, Worst said. 
Service providers, which include 10 
top brands in the IT sector, have been 
identified and technical laptop speci-
fications have been determined.

The stop-order facility had been 
vulnerable to fraud in the past, 
Worst added. “The treasury is work-
ing on a stop-order code that can be 
accessed only by the identified serv-
ice providers.” The process needs 
to be integrated into Persal by both 
the treasury and the department of 
basic education, and this process 
takes time, Worst said.

The department of basic educa-
tion told the Teacher that the need to 
consult with the ELRC and teacher 

unions had also affected the readi-
ness of each provincial department. 
Spokesman Granville Whittle said 
the implementation of the plan and 
timelines for the roll-out vary from 
province to province. The roll-out 
will also depend on resources avail-
able to each provincial education 
department (PED). 

Some teachers and observers 
expressed disappointment about 
further delays in implementing 
the project, saying PEDs have poor 
records of implementing initiatives 
of such a complex nature. Last year, 
the Teacher reported on the wide-
spread administrative and financial 
weaknesses that resulted in budget 
overruns, and the inability to fill key 
administrative and teaching posts 
in most PEDs.

The national department has 
expressed confidence in the pro-
vincial departments’ capability to 
implement the project. It said in a 

statement: “The function for imple-
mentation of the initiative both 
legally and practically lies with the 
provinces. While the minister has 
the powers and functions to deter-
mine policy, the actual function of 
implementation together with the 
budget are with the PEDs. 

“The department has provided all 
the necessary support, including 
providing policy and administra-
tive guidelines, suggested systems 
and processes to facilitate the imple-
mentation.”

The project is part of the depart-
ment’s aim to integrate information 
and communications technology in 
classrooms to equip about 360 000 
teachers in South Africa with 21st- 
century IT skills. 

Teacher unions and other educa-
tionists support the initiative but 
have pointed out that some teach-
ers will need to be trained in the 
technology.

SA ready 
to take 
the TIMSS 
test again

The government’s promise to 
provide every teacher with a 
portable computer has not yet 
materialised, writes Thabo Mohlala

Lucky to have a laptop: The government’s initiative to provide all 
teachers with laptops is behind schedule. Photo: Lisa Skinner

The new editor 
of the Teacher, 
Primarashni 
Gower
When I was in high school, I had 
two career dreams: to become a 
teacher or a journalist. I had won-
derful teachers at Northbury Park 
Secondary School in Pietermar-
itzburg — Mr R Ramlal and Mr R 
Ramdeen — who fostered in me a 
deep love for the English language 
and an insatiable desire to read.

“Read more to read faster and 
read faster to read more,” was the 
mantra of Mr Abraham, the first 
principal of this school, which 
opened in 1984. 

The teachers worked hard, fearful 
that poor pass rates would damage 
their reputations. They took their 
jobs seriously and the teaching pro-
fession was viewed as a noble one.

My classmates and the rest of 
the matric learners were subjected 
to extra lessons in most of the 
subjects: early morning classes, 
evening classes, holiday and week-
end classes, despite the syllabus 
being completed early in the year. 
The result: the school has and con-
tinues to produce top results every 
year and has acquired Dinaledi 
(special government attention in 
maths) status, thanks in part to the 
role of the mathematics head of 
department, Morgan Pillay. I wish 
my own children and others could 
experience the care, discipline and 
dedication of these teachers.

Fate is a funny thing: I became a 
journalist, and ended up for most 
of the time writing about teach-
ers and the education system. The 
cherry on top of my career is now 
the editorship of the Teacher. 

This publication is 13 years old 
and is owned by M&G Media Ltd, 

meaning that we strive to offer 
quality journalism that has cred-
ibility. We are independent and 
have no links with any teacher 
union. Our role is that of a watch-
dog: to expose inefficiencies and 
systems failures. But we go one 
step further by offering solutions 
and best practice in classroom situ-
ations. We offer resources that may 
be used in the classroom to enrich 
your teaching experience, and 
bring about meaningful change.

We also highlight successes. 
Excellence does exist in the system 
and there are many unsung heroes.

There are times when we part-
ner with the department of basic 
education and other organisations 
in various campaigns yet we are 
simultaneously critical of the edu-
cation system. The criticism stems 
from our desire to see the system 
working. We want the lives of  
teachers, learners and communi-

ties to improve. We want teaching 
excellence and quality matricu-
lants who go on to make meaning-
ful contributions to society and the 
economy.

It is obvious that we deserve a func-
tional education system. Too much 
time has been lost while we have 
been in a constant state of crisis.

My aim now is to ensure that the 
content of this publication serves 
your needs and interests. I invite 
you to tell me what you would like 
to see in this publication. What 
are its shortcomings? How can we 
improve? What would you like to 
see more or less of? What issues 
are we failing to report on? What 
makes you tick as a teacher? What 
frustrates you in your profession?

Help me to help you to improve 
the education system by writing to 
me at primg@mg.co.za.

The best response will  win 
R5 000

Help us to help you improve education
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W
hen the magical 
world of theatre 
d e s c e n d e d  o n 
Ceres, a town in 
the Western Cape, 

it unlocked the dreams of young peo-
ple who usually don’t have access to 
the performing arts.

Singing, acting and ballet and 
other dance forms were part of the 
Cape Town-based Artscape Thea-
tre’s variety show held in the Ceres 
town hall recently. Before the show 
started, technical crew from Artscape 
unpacked on stage what happens 
behind the scenes and learners from 
the town’s high schools got a chance 
after the show to interact with the 
performers about pursuing theatre-
related careers.

It was no ordinary school excursion 
for André Morkel, a learner at Ceres 
Secondary School. Ceres has no thea-
tre and Morkel said he spent at least 
R140 to travel nearly two hours to Art-
scape to catch a show earlier this year.

“A whole lot of us rented a bus and 
we drove back home after the show. 
I just wish that we had more thea-
tre in Ceres. It’s a beautiful thing. It 
would be good even if we just had 
drama clubs or dance schools so 
that we didn’t have to sit at home on 
 weekends,” he said.

Finding out more about theatre 
also made him think about stage 
management as a career option.

Firdous Martin, another learner 
at the school, said that she would 
be interested in “doing make-up for 
actors”.

For both of them, that would inevita-
bly require leaving Ceres to study and 
work elsewhere. The small town’s role 
models for its majority farmworker 
communities comprise school teachers 
or social workers.

Jakobus Johnson, principal of 

the Welvaart Primary School in the 
town, said that “children don’t know 
much about theatre so this is a new 
 experience for them”.

“They get to meet new role models 
and feel inspired to develop in music 
or dance. We don’t have theatre and 
drama classes at most of our schools 
so this exposes them to new possibili-
ties,” he said.

Marlene le Roux, Artscape’s direc-
tor of audience development and 
education, leads the initiative that 
for the past six years has taken thea-
tre to rural towns. The aim is to build 
theatre awareness and audiences 
in small towns and to inspire young 
minds.

A multiracial youth dialogue ses-
sion addresses problems faced in 
everyday life. Besides encouraging 
racial interaction in towns where 
the status quo very often remains 
unchallenged, the initiative targets 
leadership potential. It encourages 
the youth to “be more critical and 
take action”, Le Roux said. “We come 
back after six months to see if they 
made friends across the race groups. 
They sign an agreement that they 
will do it so that we can change the 
parents’ mind-sets in the household.”

The bigger picture was about 
being able to “see the beauty in one 
another because we were taught 
and conditioned not to value one 
another,” she said.

“South Africans come from a very 
harsh background. In these small 
towns, we have a farmer with a 
 farmworker sharing the same theatre 
experience and then going home to 
realise that we are all human,” she 
said.

Work in the town began months in 
advance as they roped in municipali-
ties and civil society structures.

“We form a committee with school 

Artscape is taking theatre to the 
plattleland to broaden the horizons  
of young people, encourage friendship 
across the colour line and spark creativity, 
writes Yazeed Kamaldien

principals and faith-based organi-
sations. We engage people who are 
doing things for others. We get hold 
of the farmers doing good for their 
communities. We show that we can 
break down elitism in communities. 
We want to break down the poverty 
cycle. When we leave the town, we 
want those partnerships to go on.”

Le Roux said the project was worth 
the expense as it changed percep-
tions that “theatre is still elitist”.

“Theatre was historically only for 
white people so we need to make it 
an active part of people’s lives,” she 
said. “Now we need an education 
system that also values the arts. We 
have a losing battle in South Africa. 
We still need arts teachers. The arts 
create critical thinking.”

Grant Peres, a singer from Ceres, 
was part of this year’s show. He 

left Ceres 10 years ago to pursue 
drama, which led him to singing in 
Spain and Italy. Last year he moved 
back to Ceres to establish an “arts 
 initiative”. He knows what young 
people in Ceres need. More than arts 
 education, they need role models to 
inspire them.

“Growing up, we felt that there was 
nothing to do. You needed to leave 
Ceres to achieve anything. We had 
television, radio and music and that’s 
where I found my role models. Now 
young people are doing drugs. This 
town needs sustainable projects,” he 
said.

He moved home to “give kids a 
head start so that they don’t realise 
at 18 that they want to be a dancer”.

“I’m speaking to other artists who 
are also available to offer classes. 
There’s a lot that we can do with 

a start-up team and show smaller 
towns what they can do as well. We 
can do shows that we can take to a 
lot of rural areas.

“There is a lot of raw talent in Ceres. 
The arts are also a perfect platform to 
speak your mind. This is a space where 
people can be heard. Theatre can 
 capture the kids sitting on corners,” he 
said.

Nombasa Mhlati, a mayor whose 
municipal government manages 
five small towns comprising 90 000 
people, said they would support 
arts initiatives. Her office is in 
Ceres, the capital of the Witzenberg 
 municipality.

“This is a start. We have seen the 
hunger and excitement that young 
people have for the arts. We will 
have arts projects,” she said at the 
 performance.

High life: Learners in Ceres embrace the arts. Photo: Yazeed Kamaldien
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Dancing against drugs

Z
into Marketing Group 
and Westsiders against 
Addiction have teamed 
up to launch a campaign 
using “edutainment” 

as a weapon to fight the problem of 
drug abuse in schools.

Called Dance against Abuse 
(DAD), the campaign was launched 
recently in Johannesburg. As the 
name suggests, the campaign uses 
dance to communicate anti-drug 
messages to learners. The dancers 
plan to tour schools to educate chil-
dren about drug abuse.

Experts have expressed concern 
that drug abuse is endemic in South 
Africa’s schools where the age level 
of drug users has dropped from the 
teens to between nine and 10.

According to George Pappas, 
the founder and chief executive of 
Westsiders, it is estimated that 15% 
of South Africa’s population are 
dependent on some form of drug.

He said this translates to 7.5-mil-
lion drug users, adding that the 
recent United Nations World Drug 
Report has named South Africa as 
one of the world’s drug capitals. 
Pappas said one in two schoolchil-
dren admit to having experimented 
with drugs and alcohol.

Pappas started the organisa-
tion after his son became hooked 
on drugs. He said the boy started 
taking drugs at the age of 11 but 
that he became aware of his child’s 
addiction only when the young man  
was 20.

“I was shocked. I didn’t know any-

thing about drugs then. My son con-
fessed to using drugs and we immedi-
ately put him through rehabilitation 
programmes,” said Pappas. To wean 
his son off the habit was a monumen-
tal task that was worsened by the 
fact that he kept running away from 
rehabilitation centres. Altogether, 
he has been to eight centres across  
the country.

“But now I am glad that he has 
overcome the problem. He has been 
clean for 22 months, has found a job 
and is more focused,” said Pappas.

The main objective of the initiative 
is to empower other parents to be 
able to pick up the early signs of drug 
abuse in their children, said Pappas.

Michelle Combrinck, the chief 
executive of Zinto Marketing Group, 
said her company is well acquainted 
with school environments.

“We have been doing road shows 
for schools for 10 years and, having 

been a teacher myself for 10 years, 
I think we understand the sector 
pretty well. We have been hearing 
about drug abuse at schools and 
we feel the use of dance would yield 
better results because learners can 
relate to it very well,” she said.

Combrinck said the dancers would 
tap into various music and dance  
genres such as hip-hop, beat-box-
ing and break dance to appeal to the 
diverse taste of all learners. 

She said that, apart from impart-
ing serious messages, Zinto tries 
to identify and nurture talent  
among learners.

Combrinck said the campaign 
would pilot in Gauteng and, as more 
funding became available, would be 
expanded to other provinces. The 
campaign will culminate in a dance 
competition for all schools involved. 

In addition to this, Westsiders 
has been visiting schools to offer 

advice on the risks associated with 
substance abuse. Pappas said West-
siders has chosen Allen Glen High 
School in Weltevreden Park, west 
of Gauteng, as a guinea pig for the 
campaign. The idea is to replicate 
the model at other schools.

Combrinck said they hope the 
campaign would reach most  
Gauteng schools within five years, 
adding that the group would work 
closely with the education depart-
ment to identify schools experienc-
ing high levels of drug abuse.

To give the campaign gravitas, the 
organisers have roped in the depart-
ments of health and social welfare, 
the National Prosecuting Authority 
and the Central Drug Authority.

For more information on the project 
contact George Pappas: 011 022-
0521,  george.pappas@vodamail.
co.za or www.westsiders.co.za

A novel campaign 
using dance as its 
medium has been 
launched to fight 
drug addiction in 
schools, writes 
Thabo Mohlala

Thabo Mohlala

Nestlé, a multinational food com-
pany, has put together a “train-the-
trainer” programme for commu-
nity-based organisations to educate 
people on how to prevent the under-
lying causes of chronic lifestyle dis-
eases such as obesity, diabetes and 
high blood pressure.

As one of the companies that 
support the National Consumer 
Forum (NCF), Nestlé’s sponsorship 
is related to food as that is its area 
of speciality. The NCF personnel 
will be deployed to communities, 
primary schools in particular, to 
enlighten teachers about nutrition.

Connie Motau, a registered dieti-
cian and one of Nestlé’s facilita-
tors of the training programme, 
believes that healthy food is not  
necessarily expensive.

“We teach people about different 
food types and the nutrients they 
derive from eating each type,” she says. 
“We stress the importance of eating 
a balanced diet and that they should 
learn to eat in moderation, [they 
should] know how much to eat.”

She says the important thing to 
know is that food contains macro- 

The RedCap Foundation, in 
partnership with the depart-
ment of basic education and 

the SportsTec Foundation, is offer-
ing a series of educational articles 
to assist life orientation educators 
in teaching physical education 
(PE) at schools. Running over four 
months, these articles will help 
teachers enhance their weekly PE 
lessons.

Through the  YoungHeroes 
project, RedCap invests in the 
advancement of PE in primary 
schools with the aim of promot-
ing activity and healthy life-
styles among primary school 
l ea rner s  in  l e s s  p r i v i l eged  
communities.

There are many benefits for chil-
dren and society at large when 
physical activity is encouraged and 
cultivated from an early age. When 
children are active and fit, their 
health and wellbeing improves,  
their concentration gets better and 
their behaviour in the classroom 
becomes positive.

Research by the World Health 
Organisation shows that there has 
been an increase in the prevalence 
of chronic, non-communicable 
diseases that can be attributed to 
changes in lifestyle that include 
obesity, unhealthy and unbalanced 
diets, smoking and inactivity.

In South Africa, physical inac-
tivity is becoming a huge concern 
with research showing that 40% of 
young people are getting little or no 
vigorous activity each week.

The YoungHeroes project aims to 
fulfil this need in schools through 
its innovative approach by intro-
ducing regular PE lessons into 
public primary schools. The pro-
gramme is aligned with the depart-
ment’s life orientation curriculum 
and implemented by the RedCap 
Foundation’s partner the Sportstec 
Foundation.

A professional coach is placed in 
each school for a term to work with 
PE educators, transferring skills 
and imparting knowledge. Schools 
also receive training manuals and 
lesson plans to use during their 
weekly PE lessons as well as the 
necessary equipment.
l At the end of this series of arti-
cles, RedCap Foundation will 
launch a national competition in 
which one primary school in each 
of the nine provinces can win 
sports equipment for their school 
worth R10 000. All you have to do 
is read the articles in the next four 
editions, and implement what you 
learn from both the articles and 
your resource manuals. More infor-
mation on the competition will fol-
low in November’s theTeacher.

If you have not received your PE 
resource manual for the Founda-
tion Phase at your school, please 
contact Norman Mphake at the 
department of basic education on 
012 312 5165 or visit www.redcap-
foundation.org for more details.

The gift 
of play

and micro-nutrients that include 
fat, protein, water, carbohydrates, 
minerals and vitamins. Some are 
absorbed by the body in relation 
to its needs whereas others are 
discarded as waste. It is therefore 
important for people to keep track 
of what they eat and when. “Variety 
is key — do not eat too much or too 
little,” says Motau.

Teachers should encourage learn-
ers to take part in physical activity 
to be healthy. Part of the reason why 
so many schoolchildren are over-

weight or obese is because they do 
not exercise enough, says Motau. 

Teachers should also encour-
age learners to drink lots of water 
instead of soft drinks during the 
day. She says water ensures optimal 
functioning of the kidneys, help-
ing to cleanse potential toxins from  
the body.

Teachers should strive to involve 
parents so that they communicate 
the same message to their children, 
says Motau.

“What is the point of a teacher pro-

moting healthy eating habits in the 
classroom only to have this reversed 
at home?”

Regular parents’ meetings about 
the need for a balanced diet are an 
absolute necessity. Vendors or tuck 
shop operators should also be sensi-
tised to contribute to the culture of 
healthy lifestyles by stocking appro-
priate foodstuff for learners to buy 
during break times.

Motau says teachers could culti-
vate vegetable gardens on school 
grounds and the focus should not 
only be on producing fresh food 
but also foster a love of good food 
among the learners. “That way, they 
develop an interest at an early stage 
and also get to appreciate the signif-
icance of food,” says Motau. 

Motau suggests that healthy meals 
could include:
lA glass  o f  f resh  mi lk  (not  
powdered);
lBread with margarine and a fruit;
lSamp or beans with a small  
fat component; 
lBean soups;
lPlain scones opposed to vetkoek;
lMaking sure when preparing 
food that nutrients are not lost  
through overcooking.

Nutrition awareness is vital

A new campaign uses dance to communicate anti-drug messages to learners. Photo: Delwyn Verasamy

Dietician Connie Motau says variety is key for a good diet
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It’s rocket science
Thabo Mohlala

A 
South African branch 
of Honeywell Inter-
national, a diversified 
technology and manu-
facturing leader in auto-

mation and control solutions, has 
created a scholarship programme 

aimed at empowering teachers with 
innovative ways of bringing life to 
maths and science in a classroom 
setting.

Called Honeywell Educators @ 
Space Academy Scholarship, the ini-
tiative has been created in partner-
ship with the US Space and Rocket 
Centre in Huntsville, Alabama.

Each year, the academy awards 
scholarships to deserving science 
and maths teachers, who will visit 
the US to take part in astronaut-style 
training and simulations and other 
related activities geared towards 
promoting “lifelong learning in a 
classroom setting”.

All lessons and activities under-

gone during the scholarship period 
meet the requirements and stand-
ards of the maths and science cur-
riculum and are ready to use in a 
classroom situation.

The scholarship covers tuition for 
five days at the US Space Camp in 
Alabama, return-trip airfare, pro-
gramme materials and a flight suit.

Debbie Rae of Honeywell Home-
town Solutions South Africa said 
that, since 2004, the programme has 
attracted 1 100 teachers from 49 US 
states and 37 countries.

The training programme is divided 
into two beginners’ and one advance 
course. From 2008 to date, 10 South 
African teachers have been awarded 

the scholarship and 
this, according to Rae,  
i s  a n  e n o r m o u s 
achievement.

Teachers who want 
to apply for the schol-
arship are required 
to submit a 500-word 
essay describing the 
tools and techniques 
they use to motivate 
learners to study sci-
ence-related fields 
and pursue technol-
ogy-based careers, 
Rae said.

“Over the past few 
years, we have noticed 
a considerable short-
age  o f  sk i l l s  and 
resources in the engi-
neering fields that 
we rely on. For this 
reason, inspiring stu-
dents to study engi-
neering and science 
and to pursue careers 
in technology makes 
a lot of sense for a 
company with nearly 
25% of employees in 
technical jobs. We 
depend a lot on the 
best-trained, most tal-
ented engineers and 
scientists to design 
the innovations that 
meet our customers’ 
needs,” said Rae.

She  sa id  t each -
ers interested in the 
s c h o l a r s h i p  p r o -
gramme should meet 
the following require-
ments:
l They must be prac-
tising educators teach-
ing maths and science 
to learners from the 
ages of 10 to 14 and 
intend continuing to 
teach these subjects 
in 2010/11.
l They must be cer-
tified to teach in the 
state or private school 
systems.
l Interested teachers 
should not be married 
to or family members 
of a Honeywell or US 
Space and Rocket 
Centre employee; and
l They must not have 
previously attended 
Honeywell Educators 
@ Space Academy or 
a Space Camp educa-
tor programme.

Registration for the 
2010 scholarship has 
closed, but applica-
tions for 2011 will open 
in September 2010. 
For more information 
regarding the registra-
tion process or require-
ments, email debbie.
rae@honeywell.com.

Honeywell International, in partnership with the US Space and Rocket Centre, is awarding scholarships to teachers

2010 National Science Week

The 2010 National Science Week (NSW) will run from 2 to 7 August 2010 with 
exciting scientifi c activities planned for young and old alike.

The NSW is an annual countrywide event led by the Department of Science 
and Technology, and supported by the South African Agency for Science and 
Technology Advancement.

Themed “The role of science in economic development”, NSW aims to highlight 
the importance of science in everyday life and the need to encourage the youth 
to pursue science-related careers. 

The Minister of Science and Technology, Mrs Naledi Pandor, accompanied by the 
Eastern Cape Premier, Ms Noxolo Kievit, will launch the focus week on 29 July at 
Fort Hare University (Alice campus).

Watch this space for a programme of activities in your area.

For more details contact either 
Tebogo Gule at 012 843-6538 / tebogo.gule@dst.gov.za 

or
Jabu Nukeri at 012 392 9335 / jabu@saasta.ac.za

This website, www.saasta.ac.za, also provides plenty of information on the 
2010 National Science Week.

2010 National Science Week
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Why choose Wits?

COOL SCIENCE, HOT IDEAS!

Primarashni Gower

What do Pratley putty, rooibos tea, 
the Kreepy Krauly pool cleaner,  
and Mrs Ball’s chutney have in com-
mon?

They are South African inventions  
that are used all over the world 
— and they feature in Professor 
Mike Bruton’s fascinating book 
Great South African Inventions. The 
book is part of Cambridge Univer-
sity Press’s Indigenous Knowledge 
Library series and is accessible to 
young readers. 

Upfront, the book sets out the 
difference between the concepts 
“invention”, “innovation” and  
“discovery”. 

Readers are given insight into 
Africa being the “cradle of human-
kind” as some of the earliest humans 
evolved here. The role of fire among 
humans and the use of tools is 
explained. 

Furthermore, Bruton reveals that 
the earliest mathematical device in 
the world — the Lunar Stick — was 
found near the South African-Swazi-
land border in 1972. 

The counting device — a 7.7cm 
long baboon bone with 29 notches 
cut into it — is over 37 000 years old.

With ease, Bruton sets the scene to 
show how inventive Africans were, 
and then takes readers on a journey 
into inventions in science, biology, 
art, sport and farming. 

His entertaining writing is so clear 
that one can vividly imagine some 
of the old discoveries such as the 
baboon bone he writes about.     

In a succinct manner, he summa-
rises how Monty Pratley started the 
Pratley Manufacturing and Engi-
neering company in a rented garage 
in Roodepoort. He invented Pratley 
putty in the 1960s and this was used 
to stop the cracking in one of the 
main supports of the Golden Gate 
Bridge spanning San Francisco Bay 
in California.

The book is interactive as it poses 
questions like, “Do you think caf-

The MTN 
Sciencentre carries 
knowledge to 
schools and the 
public at large in an 
innovative way    

Thabo Mohlala

‘S
cience on wheels” 
is what some have 
dubbed the yellow 
MTN minibus that 
visits schools in and 

around Cape Town to promote a cul-
ture of science and technology among 
learners and teachers.

This is part of the Interactive 
Science Foundation, a non-profit 
organisation popularly known as 
MTN Sciencentre, an initiative to 
make available its state-of-the-art 
“edutainment” science facility to 
local school groups, national tour 
groups and the general public. 

The centre attracts more than 
245 000 visitors annually and, through 
its outreach programme in partner-
ship with the Western Cape education 
department, it visits schools across the 
province and attends national science 
fairs and expos. 

More than 20 000 learners, includ-
ing those from disadvantaged com-
munities, visit the science centre each 
year and learners in remote rural and 
peri-urban areas who cannot afford to 
get to the centre are included through 
the outreach programme. 

The centre seeks to deepen and 
promote the culture of science and 
technology by using various inno-
vative and interactive methods of 
teaching and learning. It also aims 
to excite youth and the general 
public about the significance of sci-

ence as well as offering educational 
support to learners and educators 
across the country.

The focus is mainly on curriculum-
based programmes and workshops 
that target learners from grades R to 
12. The centre encourages a hands-on 
approach to help teachers stimulate 
active learner participation in the 
classroom during science lessons.

Teachers hold regular workshops 
on a range of curriculum-related 
topics. This year a forum was estab-
lished to serve as a platform for 
teachers to discuss and share new 
ideas and methodologies on how to 
tackle difficult science concepts. 

During the holidays, programmes 
are designed to bring excitement to 
the general public and popular sci-
ence talks are organised throughout 
the year under the theme “Science 
Out Loud”. 

In its exploration of innovative ways 
to bring the latest science develop-
ments closer to the public, this July 
the centre will hold a hands-on exhibi-
tion on nanotechnology.

Although the centre strives to 

make science accessible to as many 
people as it can, funding remains its 
biggest challenge. The centre needs 
a steady injection of funds to help 
cover the costs of needy learners 
and teachers attending workshops 
and enrichment programmes.

Some of the teaching methods 
include:

• Interactive displays and guided 
tours;

• Workshops;
• Demonstrations and training 

sessions;
• Science shows and theatre;
• Science camps; and
• Participation in science fairs 

and expos.
Science-related subjects covered 

are mathematics, physical science, 
biology, environmental and geo-
graphical science, astronomy, tel-
ecommunications, space science, 
indigenous knowledge systems, 
engineering, technology, electronics, 
biotechnology and health science. 

For more information go to www.
mtnsciencentre.org.za

Science on wheelsA great 
book on
South 
African
inventions

feine and tannins are bad for your 
health?” and “Do you think geneti-
cally modified plants should be 
grown in Africa?”

It also highlights three South Afri-
cans who have won Nobel Prizes in 
science or medicine and is peppered 
with useful snippets on tsunamis, 
patents and the ionosphere. 

In a trip down memory lane Bru-
ton highlights some South Afri-
can food brands, past and present, 
including Appeltiser, Black Cat pea-
nut butter, Farmer Brown chickens, 
Grand Pa headache powders, Lion 
matches, Nik Naks, Marie biscuits 
and Pronutro.

Unique South African dishes 
include biltong, boerewors, melk-
ert, koeksusters, “smiley (roasted 
sheep’s head) and “walkie talkies”  
(fried chicken feet).

The book contains a useful glos-
sary that, for example, explains 
that “infrared” is a type of light that 
feels warm but cannot be seen. The 
glossary helps demystify scientific/
technological concepts to techno-
phobes. 

Bruton’s writing makes science 
and technology fun and after read-
ing this interesting book it’s almost 
impossible not to feel proud to be 
South African.

Five books  
to be won
Cambridge University Press  
is giving away five copies of 
the book Great South African 
Inventions. To win a copy,  
SMS “teacher” followed by 
“inventions” to 37406.  
(SMSs cost R2)

Artist 
Nicholas 
Hlobo’s 
favourite 
teacher
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That’s edutainment: The mobile Sciencentre brings science to pupils 

Young readers will find plenty to 
interest them in this book which 
makes science and technology fun

Standardise your curriculum with New 
Calculator Technology. 

For product info, or to become a pilot 
school call us at (011) 285 0028

Attention
Math/Science 
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TEACHERS CROSS TRANSFERS

Teachers P1 – P3 
who need partners for cross transfers, 

Mangoloi Transit can assist with 
suitable candidates. 

Call Griffith 073 645 4090 
or 

071 133 1429.
Thobile Mthiyane-Lekgoathi 

074 404 8476 

Telefax: 011 849 3226
Teach 001
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Cold heart

W
inter is the sea-
son when most 
peop le  spend 
t ime  huddled 
indoors, eating 

hearty meals and not exercising. 
It is, however, also the time of year 
when heart attack rates soar.

As part of an ongoing effort by the 
Government Employees Medical 
Scheme (GEMS) to educate existing 
and future members on a range of 
healthcare topics, we would like to 
provide you with some information 
on reducing the risk of heart attack 
in winter and advice on what to do 
in the event of a heart attack.

So why are the colder months 
hazardous to heart health? Stud-
ies have suggested that one of the 
primary reasons for increased risk 
of heart attack in winter is the cold 
weather, which causes arteries to 
tighten. This slows the flow of blood 
and reduces the amount of oxy-
gen going to the heart. This in turn 
causes the heart to work overtime to 
get enough oxygen, placing it under 
greater strain.

Researchers speculate that another 
reason for the peak in heart attack 
risk in winter is a result of changing 
activity patterns and greater intake 
of food. Weight gain from over-eat-
ing and lack of exercise in winter 
places additional strain on the heart, 
a serious danger for individuals with 
existing heart conditions.

Winter is the season for flu and 
colds as well, and although res-
piratory infections such as these 
do not normally pose any major 
health threats, they can be harmful 
to people with heart disease. This 
is because flu weakens the system, 
putting stress on the heart — espe-
cially if you embark on strenuous 
physical activities.

What can you do?
The first and best way to reduce the 
risk of heart attack is to try to pre-
vent it from happening in the first 

place by knowing your own risk 
factors and controlling or elimi-
nating them. It is also important 
to know how to react if someone is 
having a heart attack. By involving 
Emergency Medical Services (EMS) 
early on, treatment and diagnostic 
procedures can begin before reach-
ing hospital, so the sooner EMS is 
called, the better.

Know the risk factors
l Obesity. Calculate your body mass 
index (mass in kilogrammes divided 
by height in metres-squared). A 
healthy weight/height ratio ranges 
between 18.5 and 25.
l Sedentary lifestyle. Less exercise 
and more food intake may increase 
the risk of heart attack.
l Family history of heart disease.
l High cholesterol. Go for choles-
terol screening.
l Diabetes. Diagnosis and good 
sugar control by means of diet and 
insulin are essential.
l Hypertension. Diagnosis followed 
by appropriate lifestyle changes and 
medication is crucial.
l Seasonal flu. Take measures to 
prevent yourself from getting flu 
during winter such as having the flu 
vaccine and dressing warmly.
l Smoking. Stop now.

Just remember, cardiac disease 
can be present in some people even 
without these factors, so visit your 
doctor to get a check-up.

Recognising a heart attack early on 
and involving EMS increases your 

chances of survival. Although many 
different conditions can present in 
similar ways to a heart attack, it is 
better to overreact and investigate 
the cause than to ignore a possibly 
life-threatening medical condition.

Signs of a heart attack
The typical pain that is felt has 
been described as a central chest or 
abdominal discomfort — a squeez-
ing, tightening, crushing or pres-
sure-like pain. The pain may radi-
ate to the left shoulder, jaw, arm or 
hand. 

In many cases — mostly the eld-
erly, diabetics and women — the 
predominant complaint is of an 
abdominal/chest sensation accom-
panied by shortness of breath, 
excessive sweating, nausea, light-
headedness or just fatigue and 
profound weakness. The onset of 
these symptoms may be gradual 
or sudden and symptoms can last 
from minutes to hours. — Sources: 
www.mhg.havard.edu, www.health.
havard.edu and www.medicinenet.
com

Want to know more about becom-
ing a GEMS member? Visit www.
gems.gov.za. For members who have 
questions on heart disease, please 
phone the GEMS call centre on 0860 
00 4367 or send a SMS to 083 450 
4367. GEMS will assist you in every 
way possible to ensure your health 
and wellbeing as well as that of your 
family and loved ones.

Been to the dentist lately? No? 
Well, maybe you should do a 
quick rethink of the impor-

tance of dental health. Time was 
when going to the dentist was all 
about taking care of your teeth, and 
ensuring that you have a full set of 
pearly whites into your eighties  
and beyond.

As part  of  the Government 
Employees Medical  Scheme’s 
(GEMS) ongoing effort to educate 
our members and future members 
on a range of healthcare topics, we 
would like to provide you with some 
information on the importance of 
good dental hygiene and how it can 
improve your overall health and 
wellbeing.

Research evidence
Research conducted over several 
years clearly shows that the health 
and cleanliness of your teeth could 
play a critical role in the health of 
your whole body — and in making 
it possible to live into your nine-
ties. Several landmark studies have 
shown a clear connection between 
poor dental health and heart 
attacks, strokes, and miscarriages in 
pregnant women.

Some years ago Professor Mark 
Herzberg of the preventive medicine 
unit at the University of Minnesota, 
showed, in a series of experiments, 
that certain bacteria present in den-
tal plaque cause blood platelets to 
clot. If these bacteria are released 
into the bloodstream, they could 
easily trigger a thrombosis, the clot-
ting that creates the perfect condi-
tions for a heart attack or stroke.

The worst offender, according to 
Herzberg, is the bacterium Strepto-
coccus sangius that is found in huge 
numbers in the mouth — it’s the 
most common of all microorgan-
isms found there. And when people 
have a lot of plaque on their teeth, 
the numbers are much bigger.

“We know a lot about the risk fac-
tors for arterial sclerosis and heart 
attacks,” says Herzberg, “but noth-
ing about the triggers.” It seems 
they may have found one trigger in a 
place where no one thought to look 
before — in your mouth.

So there is a strong incentive to 
brush and floss regularly, right 
there. Does that mean you have to 
bite the bullet and visit your den-
tist? Yes indeed! These bacteria 
are released into the bloodstream, 
where they do damage, through 
exposed tooth necks or the soft 
gums that are symptomatic of peri-
odontal disease.

More than just triggering heart 
disease, once they are in the blood-
stream, the bacteria can cause havoc 
in the body. Pregnant women who 
neglect their dental care are prone 
to have more miscarriages — and 
pregnant women have a natural 
tendency to develop the softening of 
the gums that opens the gates to the 
bloodstream for these bacteria.

Risky business
There are other worrying connec-
tions that are being made by scien-

tists. Evidently smokers with dental 
plaque run a much higher risk of 
getting lung disease than smokers 
who have clean, cared-for teeth. 

Another factor that could affect 
your general health is if you have 
what is called a poor “bite” (badly 
aligned teeth) — or a nervous ten-
dency to grit or grind your teeth. 

People with these problems can 
end up with chronic neck and shoul-
der pain, or bad headaches, and 
never make the connection to their 
teeth. So if you have similar prob-
lems, it might be worth a trip to the 
dentist to find out whether they can 
be solved in the chair.

Nothing to fear
For some people, however, even 
the threat of a deadly disease is not 
enough incentive to head for the 
dentist’s chair. Perhaps you had 
a bad experience as a child, or just 
don’t like the idea of that dental 
drill. Bear in mind that most dental 
procedures are now so sophisticated 
that there should be no need to suf-
fer anything more than a little dis-
comfort when you go to the dentist. 
Real pain is a thing of the past.

Dentists are also not sadists. They 
have no wish to inflict unnecessary 
pain. So chat to your dentist about 
your fears and worries. He or she 
will probably be quite willing to 
work out a system of sign language 
that will enable you to feel in con-
trol, because you can indicate, at 
any point during a dental proce-
dure, that you want him or her to 
stop what he or she is doing.

Practise slow breathing through-
out the procedure, dissociate your 
mind from your mouth by visualis-
ing or even daydreaming, and you 
should be able to sail through your 
appointment. — Sources: Dental Dis-
ease as a Risk Factor for Cardiovas-
cular Disease, MW Meyer, K Gong, 
MC Herzberg, www.bracesinfo.com/
cardiovascular.htm, Genome of the 
Opportunistic Pathogen Streptococ-
cus by ukpmc.ac.uk, Journal List, 
Periodontal Disease and Cardiovas-
cular Disease by R Genco, adajour-
nal.com and jmm.sgmjournals.org

Want to know more about becom-
ing a GEMS member? Please visit 
our website www.gems.gov.za. For 
members who have any questions 
on heart disease, please phone the 
GEMS call centre on 0860 00 4367 or 
send a SMS to 083 450 4367. GEMS 
will assist you in every way possible 
to ensure your health and wellbeing 
as well as that of your family and 
loved ones.

A strong incentive 
to brush and floss

The risk of having a heart attack rises in winter. 
Know what to do if it happens to you

There is a clear 
connection 
between 
poor dental 
health and 
heart attacks, 
strokes and 
miscarriages 
in pregnant 
women

One reason why the risk of heart attacks rises in cold months is that people tend to exercise less during 
cold seasons. Photo: Tom Shaw/Getty Images)



In 2003, I was working for an 
adult basic education and 
training (ABET) centre at the 

Makgane Primary School in Ga-
Mogashoa village near Jane Furse 
Memorial Hospital in Sekhukhune, 
Limpopo.

I had a learner called Johannes 
Mogobane Tsoka. He was physically 
disabled and used a walking stick to 
help him cover a distance of about 
3km from his home to the centre. 

One day, Tsoka arrived at the 
centre at around 4.30pm, after our 
normal knock-off time. We were 
surprised by his late arrival and we 
advised him to return home as other 
learners were leaving. 

His response hurt: “Ke a bona gore 
le a nkgetholla ka lebaka la gore ke 
segole. Lenna ke nyaka go rutwa, ga 
ke ye felo (I can see you are discrimi-
nating against me because of my dis-
ability. I’m not going anywhere. I, too, 
want to learn),” he said.

I took a deep breath as I exclaimed, 
“Ja, nee!” I then requested my col-
leagues to attend to him. They were 
reluctant because they were already 
preparing to go home. I took the 
keys and opened one of the class-
rooms to teach the old man. He was 
naturally excited that I had decided 
to accommodate his request. 

Entering the classroom, he spon-
taneously rattled off the lines of a 
grade-one poem titled: “Nonyana 
tse pedi godimo ga sehlare” (Two 
birds on top of a tree). 

The reaction of my colleagues was 

N
icholas Hlobo was born 
in Cape Town in 1975 
and moved to Johannes-
burg in 1995 where he 
worked in the television 

industry as an extra and set-builder.
He explored art-making on his own, 

but later enrolled at the Artist Proof 
Studio in 1998. He also studied at the 
Technikon Witwatersrand (now the 
University of Johannesburg), obtain-
ing a BTech in fine art in 2002. In 
2006 he won, among other things, the 
Tollman Award for Visual Art. 

In 2009 he scooped the Standard 
Bank Young Artist Award for Visual 
Art. His exhibition, Umtshotsho, was 
on until early this year at the Stand-
ard Bank Gallery in Johannesburg. 

Hlobo draws on his Xhosa culture 
and heritage as well as on his experi-
ence as a black person in post-apart-
heid South Africa. He is also con-
cerned with gender and sexuality, race 
and ethnicity, and “anything that peo-
ple find embarrassing in society”.

Age: 34

How do you earn your living? 
I am an artist. 

Where did you grow up? 
I was born in Cape Town, but spent 
most of my childhood in Idutywa, in 
the Eastern Cape. 

What primary school did you 
attend? 
I started my schooling when I was 
six or seven years old in rural Trans-
kei where I completed standard five 
in 1988.

Secondary schooling?
I started high school in 1989 at 
Tiisetsong Secondary School in 
Thokoza, east of Johannesburg. But 
in 1993 I went to Milton Mbekela 
Secondary School in Umtata to com-
plete high school.

Tertiary education
I studied fine art at the then Tech-
nikon Witwatersrand and gradu-
ated in 2002.

Any favourite teachers? 
Yes ,  in  pr imary school  Miss 
Ntuthuza Ncanywa and Mrs Guma 
made an impression on me in those 
important first years. At high school, 
it was Miss Tshabalala at Tiisetsong 
and Mrs Gweba, Miss Jafta and 
Miss Vena at Milton Mbekela, who 
were all very encouraging. At the 
technikon, Bonita Alice and Leora 
Farber had a big influence on me, 
although at the time I fought with 

them a lot and found them to be 
very challenging.

Why were you so fond of them? 
At the time, I didn’t realise how they 
affected me but when I left school I 
began to see how their input helped 
me. They seemed like my enemies, 
but they unleashed the good in 
me. They challenged me and were 
always on my case, but their honesty 
helped me to realise who I am.  

How did your education influence 
your becoming an artist? 
When I was at school in the Transkei 
we often did extramural music and 
theatre activities. And, each year, 
we participated in competitions at 
the town halls. But in the Transvaal 
[now Gauteng] the focus was so 
much on politics — it was boring! 
The enjoyment I got from taking 
part in the creative and expressive 
activities helped to show me what I 
wanted to do with my career. 

What were your favourite sub-
jects and why? 
English, especially reading poetry 
and other literature, and writing 
essays and analysis of a subject. It 
allowed creativity and freedom of 
expression. I also liked geography 
and agriculture, learning about and 
understanding the land and how it 
works. I also found biology interest-

ing, but I disliked the “cramming” 
approach used. Xhosa was also my 
favourite, but it became too techni-
cal in high school when things like 
phonetics were introduced. 

What are the qualities of a good 
teacher? 
A good teacher challenges learners, 
but is not restrictive in how they 
choose to tackle a problem. During 
the old system of education in the 
1980s there was very little freedom 
of thinking encouraged. I found 
maths difficult because there were 
no real-life examples and I would 
find myself asking “What is x?” 
when we had to solve an equation. 
So a teacher should aim to make the 
subject accessible to students. 

What are the things a teacher 
should never do or say? 
Teachers should not put themselves 
above their students, but should allow 

learners to challenge them. They 
should never discourage learners from 
being curious. Teachers should allow 
learners to be dreamers.

What message do you have for 
teachers in South Africa? 
When I think of my own journey as an 
artist I realise there is a lot of work to 
be done in teaching culture. I encour-
age teachers to take on the responsi-
bility of educating themselves about 
art and different forms of expression 
so that they are useful sources of infor-
mation. They should read art books 
and attend exhibitions to build their 
understanding of the subject without 
needing to be prompted by the educa-
tion department.

Not much attention is given to the 
arts in educational supplements in the 
media — the focus is more on maths 
and science. It implies that everyone 
in this country should be wearing a 
white coat and carrying a syringe.
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Don’t neglect art 

Showing respect  
for older learners

lukewarm to say the least, judging 
by the expressions on some of their 
faces. Sensing the mood, I urged 
the old man to continue with his 
rendition. After he finished, I com-
plimented him and remarked that 
he could make a wonderful imbongi 
(praise singer).

I gave him some lessons and a 
class test afterwards, which he 
passed very well. He was so excited 
and said: “Wa bona! Ga ka tlela 
mahala fa, ke di kgonne” (You see, I 
didn’t waste time coming here; I got 
them all right). 

Today, Tsoka has achieved his goal 
— which was to be able to read and 
write. He is able to read the Bible to 
his congregation as well as write his 
identity number. His achievement has 
encouraged other elders in the com-
munity to register for ABET classes. 

The lesson I have learned here  
is that ABET educators need to  
have patience, show love, care and 
respect and always motivate their 
learners.

I enjoy working with adult learn-
ers because they always display com-
mitment despite the fact that their 
mental sharpness is a bit dull — and 
I say this with due respect. It is more 
like working with pre-schoolers or 
grade R learners — you need huge 
doses of patience, commitment, love 
and trust. I realised by working with 
them that if you come down to their 
level they open up and become recep-
tive to learning.

Caroline Ratau teaches at the Madi-
bong ABET Centre near Jane Furse 
Memorial Hospital. She was a run-
ner-up in the category of excellence in 
adult basic education and training in 
the 2008 National Teaching Awards

Nicholas Hlobo

Nicholas Hlobo: “Teachers should allow learners to be dreamers”. 
Photo: Suzy Bernstein

Caroline Ratau
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Sarah Meny-Gilbert

E
very year the country reliably goes 
through the ritual of breast-beat-
ing about the national matric 
pass rate, which is lamentable. 
And some education commenta-

tors point out that, if we take into account 
the number of learners who exit the school 
system before reaching matric, the picture of 
school completion is even more worrying.

One could be forgiven for thinking that 
large numbers of children roam the streets 
and communities with nothing to do, having 
dropped out of the schooling system. But this 
is far from the case.

A national household survey on education 
undertaken by Social Surveys Africa and the 
Centre for Applied Legal Studies (Cals) sug-
gests only 4% of children aged seven to 18 are 
not in school — a finding that is echoed by 
other household surveys. The Social Surveys-
Cals study was based on a nationally repre-
sentative survey of more than 4 400 house-
holds conducted in 2007.

But concerns about the dropout from the 
senior grades of high school are warranted: 
only 37% of youths aged 19 to 25 had com-
pleted a matric or equivalent in 2007. At first 
glance this raises a puzzle: 96% of our chil-
dren are in school, but our matric completion 
rates are abysmal. What is happening?

One of the reasons we have such high 
attendance rates for the ages seven to 18 is 
that learners take a long time to get through 
the schooling system. Just because you are in 
school at the age of 18 does not mean you are 
in grade 12.

The department of basic education’s age-
grade norms state that a child should be seven 
in grade 1, eight in grade 2 and so on. So at the 
age of 18, ideally Grade 12 learners will be 18 
years old: yet half of them are not.

In the households sampled by the survey 
every second grade 12 learner was older than 
18. Twenty-two percent of grade 12 learners 
were older than 20. Ten percent of learners 
across all grades were three or more years 
outside the age-grade norm.

This suggests that the “average” grade nine 
educator will teach children from age 14 to 
those in their early 20s. This is an enormous 
task even for skilled educators, who need to 
cater for children with large differences in 
pedagogic and social needs.

It also suggests that, while a number of 
learners in the schooling system are missing 
a year or more of schooling and returning, the 
biggest reason for the large number of over-
age learners in our system is grade repetition.

By grade nine 40% of learners had repeated 
a grade in 2007, the survey found. By grade 
12 50% had repeated a grade. Nine percent of 
grade 12 learners had repeated three times or 
more.

Breaking down these figures by race, the 
survey found that black children were six 
times more likely to repeat than white chil-
dren. It is not news that inequalities of out-
comes persist for (primarily poor) black chil-
dren, only 11% of whom attend private schools 
or the wealthiest top fifth of schools (what 
the education department calls “quintile 5” 
schools — mainly former Model C schools). 
More than 80% of white children attend pri-
vate or quintile 5 schools.

The survey suggests that children in poorly 
performing schools — overwhelmingly work-
ing-class and poor black South Africans 
— “persevere” in their education for years, 
sometimes up to the age of 25. Yet this culture 
of school attendance and years of investment 
by the state, households and the learners 
themselves do not translate into matric com-
pletion.

We gradually lose learners who drop out in 
senior high school years (grades 10 to 12) but, 
because some of them have taken a long time 
to get there, this dropout is masked by high 
attendance rates for seven to 18-year-olds.

High levels of grade repetition will remain 
as long as the quality of education provided 
to most South Africans remains poor. In the 
medium term, older children in each grade 
are here to stay. We need to think creatively 
about the role that older youth in our educa-
tion system can play: Is there greater space 
for creating roles of leadership and respon-

sibility for these learners, where being older 
than one’s peers is turned from a burden into 
an asset?

Multigrade classrooms in South Africa may 
be affecting a small percentage of schools, but 
multi-age classrooms are common. And many 
teachers might struggle to cope with this real-
ity. The curriculum for each grade is aimed at 
a particular pedagogic developmental stage 
— premised on children being of a certain 
age. How can the large age spread found in 
the Social Surveys-Cals survey and the differ-
ent pedagogical needs involved be incorpo-
rated into the curriculum and daily classroom  
management?

But some bigger policy questions are also 
raised by statistics on school efficiency and on 
completion rates for grades 10 to 12, where the 
consequences of a poor grounding in learn-
ing in the earlier school years really begins to 
show.

Year after year we lament the low matric 
pass rate and worry about dropouts from 
grades 10 to 12. But the Social Surveys-Cals 
survey raises several questions:

l What is our goal for education and train-
ing in the period after compulsory schooling, 
which ends with grade nine?

l Should attainment of a good basic educa-
tion (grade nine, with some form of exit exam-
ination) become a more important indicator 
of school completion than matric?

l Do we want to extend compulsory school 
attendance from age 15 to age 18?

l Is it appropriate to be pouring massive 
resources into trying to save our failing fur-
ther education and training colleges? 

The newly established Human Resource 
Development Council will have to play an 
important role in clearly articulating a vision 
and goal for post-compulsory school educa-
tion in South Africa. And the private sector 
and civil society must share in this task.

Sarah Meny-Gilbert was primary researcher 
on the Social Surveys-Cals Access to Educa-
tion Project. For more information, see www.
socialsurveys.co.za. This article was first pub-
lished in the Mail & Guardian 

SA learners too 
old for school
A recent survey suggests that 10% of learners across all  
grades are three or more years outside the age-grade norm

The lucky few: Learners celebrate passing matric, but little attention is given to the drop-out rate of learners or how many  
repeat grades. Photo: Lisa Skinner

your Matric
The brand-new PASS series of exam 
guides is designed to assist South African 
learners to prepare for their final exams.

Key features include: 

are under 112 pages in extent 

for passing final exams.

Each title in the series also contains 

mapwork exercises, letter formats, 

PASS Accounting Grade 12  
PASS English Grade 12   
PASS Geography Grade 12
PASS Mathematical Literacy Grade 12 
PASS Mathematics Grade 12  
PASS Othello Grade 12   
PASS Physical Sciences Grade 12

GeographyGrade 12

essential exam preparation made easy

GeographyGrade 12

essential exam preparation made easy

English
Grade 12

essential exam preparation made easy

English
Grade 12

essential exam preparation made easy

Physical SciencesGrade 12

essential exam preparation made easy

Physical Sciences
Physical SciencesGrade 12

Grade 12

essential exam preparation made easy

AccountingGrade 12

essential exam preparation made easy

Cambridge University Press
PO Box 50017, V&A Waterfront, 8002
Tel 021 4127800 | Fax 021 4198418 
Email info@cup.co.za

5795
each

R



Problem solved

23 

July 2010 theTeacherMathematics

Trying to make 
young children 
less anxious about 
maths? Solving 
simple problems 
may be the answer, 
writes Aarnout 
Brombacher

I
n my first column I suggested 
that many children expe-
rience mathematics as no 
more than the memorisation 
of facts, rules, formulas and 

procedures needed to determine 
the answers to questions. I also 
said that because, in most cases, the 
rules make little sense, these chil-
dren develop maths anxiety, partly 
because they feel powerless when it 
comes to mathematics. By contrast, 
children who experience mathemat-
ics as a meaningful, sense-making 
and problem-solving activity are less 
likely to experience these anxieties.

Having discussed the importance 
of a strong sense of number and 
ways of helping children to develop 
this, let’s look at the role of prob-
lems in developing mathematical 
confidence and competence.

Problems are often thought of as 
a reason for studying mathemat-
ics. Mathematicians solve problems 
and, to do this, they need to be able 
to “do” mathematics.

What is not as well appreciated is 
that problems also provide a way of 
introducing children to mathemat-
ics: learning the subject by solving 
problems. This is true for math-
ematics at all levels; it is particularly 
so for children in the early years.

Consider for a moment a young 
child, say four years old. The child’s 
mother gives her some sweets with 
the instruction to share them with 
her little brother. Chances are good 
that she will be able to make a plan 
that will result in the equal sharing 
of the sweets with her brother. Her 
strategy may well involve a “one for 
you, one for me, one for you, one for 
me ...” in dealing out of the sweets.

In mathematical terms the girl has 
divided the sweets by two and the 
number of sweets that she and her 

amagwinya were needed.
These two examples illustrated a 

problem that could, in mathemati-
cal terms, be solved by means of 
either addition or subtraction.

After a number of similar prob-
lems and appropriate discus-
sion of both Odwa’s and Asa-
velo’s approaches, the teacher’s role 
becomes one of introducing the 
mathematical vocabulary and nota-
tion associated with these perfectly 
natural problem-solving strategies.

My point is that, as a teacher, I 
can choose either to introduce a 
lesson (in the foundation phase) on 
addition and the rules and methods 
associated with the procedure, or I 
can present children with a problem 
that will provoke them into per-
forming an action that is referred to 
as  addition.

After that, it remains for me to 
introduce the vocabulary, symbols 
and conventions associated with the 
perfectly natural procedure.

T here is one more observation 
I want to share here. Notice 
that both Odwa and Asavelo 

were confident about their answers. 
They could check them against the 
context. They had accounted for 43 
children, they had used up the 27 
amagwinya available and they could 
justify the need for an additional 16. 
For many children, the only way 
they have of knowing whether or not 
their answer to the sums: 43–27= . . 
. and 27+ . . . = 43 is correct is to ask 
their teacher.

As Odwa’s and Asavelo’s number 
sense improves, so they will rely 
less on stripes and counters and 
become able to use numbers with 
greater confidence in solving the 
same problems.

I believe strongly that children 
who learn mathematics through 
problems will see the value of and 
be able to make sense of what they 
are doing far more easily than those 
who don’t.

In my next column I will take 
the discussion of problems and the 
teacher’s role in using them to good 
effect further.

Aarnout Brombacher is a private 
mathematics consultant

The problem

The tuckshop has made 27 amagwinya (vetkoek).
There are 43 children in the class. 

Are there enough amagwinya for each child to get one?
How many extra amagwinya are needed?

Odwa’s solution

First he drew a stripe
for each child of the
27 in his class who
would get amagwinya

She first counted out 43 counters
and counted out 27 from the 43
as if she was handing out the
27 amagwinya. Then she counted
out the remaining counters
and concluded that she still
needed 16 extra amagwinya.
Her solution was arrived at
by means of subtraction:
43—27=16

Then he drew a large
number of extra stripes

Drawing them
one by one and
assigning a stripe
to each extra child
he circled the
43rd stripe when
all the children
had a stripe each

Adding the extra stripes, he concluded by way of addition
that 16 extra amagwinya were needed: 27+16= 43

Asavelo’s solution

She first counted out 43 countersShe first counted out 43 counters
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Her solution was arrived atHer solution was arrived at

Graphic: JOHN McCANN

Here’s a problem I have used to 
good effect with children in a foun-
dation phase class. I posed the fol-
lowing problem: The tuckshop has 
made 27 amagwinya (vetkoek). 
There are 43 children in the class. 
Are there enough amagwinya for 
each child to get one?

After an enthusiastic classroom 
discussion, it was agreed that there 
were not enough amagwinya. I 
asked the children to determine how 
many more were needed.

Odwa solved the problem by first 
drawing 27 stripes to represent the 
27 children in the class and then 
he drew a large number of extra 
stripes. He then counted on from 
27: 28, 29, 30, and so on, to 43 and 
highlighted the 43rd stripe. Finally, 
he counted how many extra amag-
winya (stripes) were needed and 
concluded that 16 more amagwinya 
needed to be made.

Mathematically, we can summa-
rise Odwa’s solution as follows: 27 
+ 16 = 43. That is, we can think of 
Odwa as having added on from 27 to 
43 and, in so doing, he established 
that 16 additional amagwinya 
were needed.

Asavelo solved the problem by 
first counting out 43 counters. Next 
she counted out 27 from the 43 
— as if she were giving amagwinya 
to those to whom she could give. 
Finally, she counted the remaining 
counters and established that she 
still needed 16 amagwinya for the 
remaining children.

Mathematically, we can sum-
marise Asavelo’s solution as fol-
lows: 43–27=16. That is, we can see 
that Asavelo subtracted 27 from 
43 to establish that 16 additional 

brother each get can be determined 
by dividing the number of sweets by 
two. In mathematical terms the girl 
has completed a division problem 
and yet she may well be unable to 
count and may never have heard the 
word “division”.

Young children have a natural 
ability to solve problems that can be 
used to good effect in the introduc-

tion of mathematics. Not only does 
this offer a way of introducing math-
ematics and, in particular, the four 
basic operations (addition, subtrac-
tion, multiplication and division) 
of the foundation phase, but it also 
helps them see value in the work 
they do, thus gaining confidence 
that is important in helping them to 
succeed in mathematics.

Young children 
have a natural 
ability to solve 
problems 
that can be 
used to good 
effect in the 
introduction of 
mathematics

www.up.ac.za

The University of Pretoria offers three distance education 
programmes to teachers who want to advance their careers:

ACE: Education Management
“Internationally comparable” (introduced in April 2008)

ACE: Special Needs Education 

BEd (Hons) Education Management, Law and Policy 

We offer:
Excellent student support 
Fees covering all learning material – no hidden costs 
Exam centres and contact sessions throughout South Africa

e about the University’s distance programmes 
are invited to return this coupon to: PO Box 22041, Helderkruin, Roodepoort, 1733 or fax it to 
(011) 768-1248.  For further enquiries, kindly contact Andries Pelser at tel: (011) 760-3608 or 

cell: 073 232 3173  e-mail: edutel_upta@iafrica.com *www.edutel.co.za
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