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The
show
goes
on

Kami and Zikwe, two popular characters of Takalani Sesame, in action during a symposium on early childhood development organised by the local producers of the internationally
acclaimed children’s programme to mark 10 years of the series on air. See Page 3
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FET
sector is
the class
dunce
College reform urgently needed as
two-thirds of first-year maths and
science students fail
Monako Dibetle

D

ismal pass rates were
recorded in the further
education and training
(FET) colleges sector
last year, with the low-
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est rates achieved in maths and science, the theTeacher can reveal.
The results, which have only now
come to light, follow the tabling of a
document at a recent ANC national
executive committee lekgotla that
blasted the FETs, saying they had
failed South Africa in the country’s
efforts to create jobs.
The document complained that too
few students had been admitted to
further education and training colleges and even fewer had passed.
Scrutiny of the results shows that
just 32.8% of first-year maths students at FETs nationwide passed their
final exams in 2009, out of a total of
30 955 who wrote them. Just 37.5%
passed physical science, out of a total
of 3 376 students, whereas of the 7 841
students who wrote first-year applied
accounting, just 34.31% passed.
Ironically, the maths result represents an improvement — in 2007, 24%
of 10 404 students passed, whereas in
2008, 28% of 19 000 students made it
through.
But the physics result shows a
marked deterioration from 2007,
when 48% of 1 935 first-years passed.
The 2009 pass rates for final-year
students are better: 52.1% in maths (of
1 596 students), 50% in physics (of just
76 examinees) and 53.04% in accounting (of 658 students).
The lekgotla document also queries

Grey area: FET
colleges admit
large volumes of
students yearly,
but this is not
improving the job
prospects of jobless
young people in
the country. Photo:
Oupa Nkosi

the credibility of the matric certificate
and says that it is not improving the
job prospects of South Africa’s young
people, considering that the majority
of 15- to 24-year-olds with matric are
unemployed.
Most jobless South Africans, it says,
are youngsters who still lack basic
skills in communication, numeracy,
comprehension, research and information technology.
There are currently 50 FET colleges
in the country, with a total of more
than 400 000 students. Colleges were
recapitalised to the tune of nearly
R2-billion from 2005 after the merger
of 150 technical colleges, and the government has also spent nearly R1-billion on FET bursaries.
In a major setback for the sector, a
new FET curriculum was introduced
in 2007 but failed to win the confidence of industry in the country.
Higher education and training director general Mary Metcalfe announced
late last year that the government was
willing to bow to industry’s wish for a
reversion to the old technical colleges
curriculum, but that companies would
have to pay for it.
University of the Western Cape FET
specialist Seamus Needham said that
in the context of surging youth unemployment — 2.4-million young South
Africans are jobless — it is imperative
that the sector admits more students

and introduces a range of essential
programmes to help them into the
working world.
Conceding that the 2009 results
were poor, Needham pointed out that
the sector is in transition and that the
curriculum is new.
But he added: “The R1.5-billion allocated to colleges was used more for
infrastructural development than lecturers’ salaries. FET lecturers earn less
than schoolteachers.”
However, the director of the Centre
for Education and Policy Development, Martin Prew, insisted that the
issue was “not the expansion of FET
programmes, but the high failure and
drop-out rates”.
College managers have had to deal
with overwhelming numbers of new
students every year, Prew said. “Also,
the sector is not meant to operate
solely as a basis for post-school qualifications,” he said. “There is a grey area
as to what its role is.”
Students can enter the system for
the first time after completing grade
nine at school, or after matriculating.
Prew said that FET colleges increasingly admitted many students from
schools in a bid to increase student
numbers. Yet exam results indicate
that those who already have a matric
certificate tend to do better, whereas
those without matric tend to drop out
or fail.
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A cut above
the rest
Why is Gert Sibande College performing better than many other
further education and training colleges? Thabo Mohlala went to
Standerton to find out

W

ith its head office
in the heart of
the busy town of
Standerton, Gert
Sibande College
offers programmes in engineering, administration and business.
Named after an ANC farm workers’
leader in the then Eastern Transvaal, it was formed after the 2005
merger of Ermelo, Evander and
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Standerton technical colleges.
Two more campuses, Sibanesetu
and Piet Retief, were added later to
extend its reach in the Mpumalanga
region.
The 2005 merger was part of the
government’s reconfiguration of the
technical education sector by merging 150 technical colleges to form 50
colleges. It was part of the government’s attempt to address the dire
shortage of artisans.
Nearly R2-billion was spent on
infrastructure upgrades and the old
national technical education curriculum was replaced with the national
curriculum vocational (NCV).
Matriculants or school learners
from grade 10 onwards may now
enrol for three-year courses and can
�
earn a certificate.
At the Gert Sibande College, the

Sibaneseftu campus specialises in
woodwork, Standerton offers hospitality courses, Evander focuses
on engineering-related disciplines
and in Ermelo the emphasis is on
technology.
According to Nick Balkrishen,
the college’s chief executive, what
gives the college an edge over most
of the others is that it has embraced
actively the changes that came with
the newly introduced NCV, which
gives students industry-focused
training.
Its engineering courses provide the background theoretical
and practical knowledge required
for the construction sector, says
Balkrishen.
“The practical component is
�
�
�� �� �� ��� �
offered in a simulated workplace
environment where students can
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Students at Gert Sibande College learn about electrical wiring. The
college has a high success rate with students. Photo: Oupa Nkosi

apply their theoretical knowledge.
These subjects respond directly to
the skills demands of the modern
economy.”
Balkrishen says there is nothing
extraordinary about what the college
does. Its college community meets
every year to formulate a clearly
defined strategic plan and staff are
driven by strong values of teamwork, commitment and selflessness.
A slogan in the boardroom echoes
this sentiment: “It takes teamwork
to make our dream work.”
To bolster performance, the
college has invested in e-learning —
a resource portal specially designed
to provide the latest relevant information to lecturers and students.
The portal forms part of Khuphula
(“to lift up” in Zulu), a support programme customised to offer valuable up-to-date data.
Tests and assignments on all
subjects are posted on the site.
The college’s board members
provide essential support because
they use their extensive networks
to secure resources for the college and additional funding to buy
equipment.
The courses are designed to
respond not only to national skills
needs, but also to the needs and
challenges of the poverty-stricken
surrounding communities.
“For instance, we work closely
with the big local industries like
Eskom, Sasol and the coal mines,
which open their facilities to our
students to do practicals,” says
Balkrishen.
Students concur that the college
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The college
community
meets every year
to fomulate a
strategic plan and
staff are driven by
strong values of
teamwork

environment supports their general
academic performance.
Gert Sibande College is certainly
making its mark in the post-school
education sector. Its students
attained overall averages of 70% in
subject pass rates for first-, secondand third-year levels of study in the
NCV exams in 2009.
Furthermore, 19 lecturers produced 100% passes in their subjects
at third-year, with 94% of students
passing office administration examinations at its Evander campus.
Indeed, Gert Sibande College has
been able to attain relatively good
results from the outset, in contrast
to the high failure and drop-out
rates at some institutions.
Three years ago it came third in
the country, obtaining a 65% pass
rate in civil engineering, and the
following year it was second with a
68% pass rate.
In 2008 67 students wrote exams
on construction plant and equipment at level three and 65 passed,
obtaining an overall 97% pass mark.
The same year, out of 89 construction material first-year students, 82
passed.
Another outstanding achievement
was that level-three drawing, setting
out, quantities and costing students
attained an overall pass rate of
71.64%.
In 2009, for the first time in the
short history of NCV, two students
obtained six As and a B in the NCV
first-year exam.
Vincent Pilane obtained an average of 83.4%, with 90% in mathematical literacy, and Pitso Rathaba
obtained an average of 82.2%, with
80% in mathematical literacy. Both
were office administration students.
The college supports its students
even after they graduate.
Makhosazana Khota (37), who has
completed her first year in hospitality, says she has been given a new
lease on life by enrolling with the
college.
“You are assured that you will not
be on your own when you look for a
job, which is the most difficult part
after completing studies.”

8

February 2010 theTeacher

Technology

Good laptops = great results
Educators must
choose their tools
carefully, writes RJ
van Spaandonk

T

EDUTEL
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he teacher laptop initiative remains shrouded
in mystery for many
teachers.
The programme was
gazetted in May last year. Subsequently its terms were altered by
the president and IT companies and
unions have been negotiating various laptop deals. But many teachers
are not clear how laptops will help
them become better educators.
Worse, it is not clear if the various
laptops offered are the best tools for
state-of-the-art teaching. Not much
attention has been paid to training
teachers on how to use laptops in
the classroom and privately.
What is absolutely clear, however, is that the initiative is not a
mandatory programme and that
the government will not buy these
machines on behalf of teachers. It
is a financial aid programme that
assists teachers to equip themselves
with laptops if they want them.
With the currently mooted R130
allowance over 24 months (totalling
R3 120) teachers will most probably
have to contribute their own funds
to buy a really effective laptop and
may have to take out personal loans
to fund the purchase.
Any good salesperson knows that
you sell your product only if a potential customer has a need for it and
wants your brand. At this point,
however, many teachers still doubt
the need to buy a laptop — some
wonder why they were not given
laptops in the first place if these are
an essential tool. The choice of laptop appears limited. So it seems that
a lot of discussion still needs to take
place.
Let’s try to answer the question
about how laptops would help
teachers turn young South Africans
into competitive global citizens,
how teachers could benefit personally from owning one and why they
should be allowed to choose freely
the technology they want.
To answer the first question:
teachers should be able to use

advanced laptops to remain comfortably relevant as the guardians of
our children’s learning.
We live in an era of “digital
natives”’. Whatever their socioeconomic background, for the past 15
years children have become able to
operate digital devices quickly, be
they cellphones, game consoles or
computers.
We need to accept that we live in
a world that demands that “creativity” be added as a third important
skill to the education foundation,
in addition to numeracy and
literacy.

We should therefore not treat technology only as a subject in the curriculum, but rather use it as a tool for
accelerated and collaborative learning. Just as adults use computers in
organisations, learners should apply
them, in teams, to do research on the
internet, synthesise data into information, prepare reports and present
their findings to an audience.
This concept of “challenge-based
learning” has proved to be very successful in various iSchool Africa
pilot projects around the country.
Children start to learn at an early
age how to do a “job” they could be

expected to perform in their future
careers.
For learners to operate at this level
of competency, they need to have
access in school to the best technology, on a par with their peers in
established economies. Seen in this
light, funding advanced laptops is a
small investment to make to equip
our youth with the skills needed to
succeed in a globalised economy.
Once we agree that our children
should be able to use multimediacapable computers to compete globally, it follows that teachers should
also be equipped with them.

RJ van Spaandonk is the executive
director of the Core group
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Teachers should not regard
laptops as a purely administrative
tool. On the contrary, blackboards
and textbooks could be displaced
by computers in the classroom,
and only superior mastery of the
new tool could allow teachers to
retain authority in front of their
learners.
And that is why there is a strong
argument that teachers should
embrace the laptop initiative and
get the most effective machines they
can.
Which brings us to the next
question: teachers should be able
to choose the technology that
best fits their circumstances and
ambitions.
Multimedia laptops have uses
beyond the classroom, especially for
private use. Moreover, these laptops
can be mastered quickly by teachers,
irrespective of their age and technological background, provided the
programs are carefully chosen.
Further, the IT world is changing rapidly into an “open standards” model, which means that files
should be interchangeable between
applications and computer platforms.
Instead of worrying about compatibility, teachers should insist on
using technology that allows unconstrained exchange of all their work
with others.
“Google Apps for Education” is a
good example of such open-standard software.
A well-chosen computer can have
many personal and professional
benefits. So much so that many
teachers may decide to spend more
on a computer than the initiative
allowance.
It is important to affirm that the
initiative is not mandatory and that
its success will depend on how much
flexibility the teachers are given in
their choice of technology and how
well they are educated about its
benefits.
If teachers are free to choose from
a wide variety of options and understand the value of owning a laptop
for professional and private use, the
initiative could be a great success.
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NAME:
ADDRESS:

SUBSCRIBE NOW and receive with your subscription:
* TOP PERFORMANCE “Your outcomes-based programme
on becoming a top learner”
other programmes to choose from:

MODERATOR, NQF 6 (10 Credits)
Lead & Manage People, NQF 6 (20 Credits)

FACILITATE LEARNING (OBE), NQF 5 (10 Credits)
Manage Teaching and Learning, NQF 6 (20 Credits)

Develop a Portfolio to Demonstrate School Management & Leadership Competence, NQF 6 (10 Credits)

Manage Organisational Systems &Physical & Financial Resources, NQF 6 (20 Credits)
Understand School Management & Leadership in the SA context, NQF 5 (10 Credits)
Manage Policy, Planning, School Development & Governance, NQF 6 (20 Credits)
We also offer: National Diploma Human Resources Management & Practices, NQF5 and the National Certificate & Diploma: OD ETDP NQF5

POSTAL CODE:
TEL (H):
(W):
(CELL):
Tel: (011) 760-4251
Fax: (011) 768-1248
e-mail: edutel@iafrica.com
website: www.edutel.co.za
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Schools

Feel right
at home
There are strategies to make newcomers
to a school feel welcome and involved
The new learner

Richard Hayward

G

oing to any school
for the first time can
be exciting, but also
stressful. Think of the
grade one child on his
or her first school day. There are
many smiles as photos are taken of
the child in a brand-new uniform.
Yet there’s also nervousness.
Moms and dads ask such questions as: Is the teacher capable and
caring? Is our little one ready for
primary school?
It’s not only the grade one child
who can be new to a school. Every
year sees new staff members and
children going into higher grades.
Quality schools welcome newcomers
and make them feel at home.
There are many benefits to putting
out the welcome mat.
If people are made to feel
welcome, they usually settle happily
and quickly into the routine. Happy
people often work better and with
greater enthusiasm.
When people are made to feel
welcome, they develop a sense of
belonging.
As soon as people feel they belong,
they gain the confidence to make
contributions to the school. A child
joins school activities; a staff member willingly provides skills and
knowledge. Parents become willing
helpers in the life of the school.
Newcomers bring with them experience from other places; invite
them to give ideas on how to add
even more quality to your school.
How do you make strangers
welcome? Some suggestions are:

G
IN
LL
A
L
C
AL ORS
AT
UC
D
E

l Have “Welcome to our school”
afternoons for grade ones in the
term before their arrival. In a fun
way, these pre-schoolers get a gentle
introduction to what awaits them at
school.
l High schools have “fun days” for
their incoming grade eights. These
days help to make grade sevens feel
welcome and give them a feel for the
“vibe” of high school.
l Have a buddy system. Every new
child is allocated a friend or buddy.
The buddy helps the newcomer
become part of a group of friends.
l Orientation camps or events are
arranged for a particular grade (for
example, grade eights at the beginning of the high school year). The
newcomers bond and identify with
the school’s ethos and values.
l Let the newcomer be taken on a
tour of the school by two learners in
the same grade.

The new teacher
l Give an information pack containing details about policies (for
example: a code of conduct and
discipline), staffing schedules, classroom allocation as well as the school
magazine.
l Give every teacher a mentor to
help him or her settle in.
l A walking tour of the school is

Meetings
highlight how
important it
is that the
child, parent
and teacher
work together

Traumatic first days at school can be avoided with an introductory programme in which new learners are
gently shown what to expect, and made to feel that they belong. Photo: Oupa Nkosi

given by a colleague in the same
grade or subject.
l Have a social function such as a
braai, brunch or lunch to meet new
colleagues.
l The principal has a one-on-one
meeting to establish a positive relationship and mutual understanding.
l Induction programmes are held
throughout the year.

The new parent
l Written information is given to
the parent. It provides such details
as extramural activities, fees (if
applicable), homework schedules,
subject choices, school rules and
uniform regulations.
l The parent is given the most
recent newsletter and, if the school
publishes one, the annual magazine.
l A guided tour of the school is
given by learners, such as children’s

councillors or class captains.
l New parents are invited to a function. The principal, senior management team, school governing body
and parent-teachers’ association are
introduced.
Include a social dimension, such
as a tea, where parents and staff can
interact.
l Grade meetings are held with the
teachers and learners at the beginning of term one.
Members of staff outline the year’s
programme. Include a question
time. These meetings highlight how
important it is that the child, parent
and teacher should work together.
l If the school has a website, invite
families to visit it to gain more
information.
l The class/register teacher or principal could phone the parents after
a week or two to ask how the child
has settled down in school.

UPSKILL YOURSELF IN
SCHOOL MANAGEMENT & LEADERSHIP

Edutel Skills Development in collaboration with
the University of Johannesburg
offers you the opportunity to upskill yourself in School Management
and Leadership. This is a Qualification pathway that leads to the

The South African Quality Institute
does school leadership and
management courses across the
country. Poor schools are sponsored.
Please speak to Vanessa du Toit
(012-349-5006) or Richard
Hayward (011-888-32620) for
details. His book Making Quality
Education Happen: A How-to Guide
for Every Teacher has been sponsored by Caxton and CTP. The cost is
R30 including postage

Complete & post to:
Edutel, PO Box 8210,
WESTGATE, 1734

Please send me info on the SCHOOL
LEADERSHIP AND MANAGEMENT
Programme:

NAME:
ADDRESS:

ACE: Education

(School Management and Leadership)

Finally, when welcoming newcomers, guard against information
overload. Too much information can
be overwhelming.
Feed information in quantities
that are easy to digest.
Give friendliness and warmth in
lavish helpings.
Do so and your newcomers will
feel most welcome in your quality
classroom and school.
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POST CODE:
(H):
(W):
CELL:


(011) 760-3668

fax (011) 763-4071

e-mail: edutel@iafrica.com
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Science

Meet the scientist
Tim Harrison
Age: 50

T

School attended: I attended
Croesyceiliog Comprehensive
School in Cwmbran, South Wales,
until I was 18. This was a 1 850pupil state school. I then studied
an honours chemistry degree
at King’s College, University of
London. After that I spent a year
on a postgraduate certificate
of education (PGCE) at the
University of Warwick, training
to be a chemistry teacher. I also
have a master’s degree in science
that I gained by distance learning
from the Open University. Later
this year I will register for a PhD
in chemical education from
Bristol University by submission
of research papers.

im Harrison is a revered
figure in chemistry circles. His passion for
chemistry dates back
many years to when he
was just 11 years old. Today he holds
a master’s degree in chemistry and
is working towards his PhD. His
interest is promoting chemistry,
particularly among people at school.
Harrison is the first Bristol University ChemLab School Teacher
Fellow at the School of Chemistry.
He was awarded a Royal Society of
Chemistry Schools Education Award
in 2005 and the 2007 University of
Bristol’s Engagement Award for the
faculty of science. Harrison visited
the Sci-Bono Discovery Centre in
Gauteng to do a presentation on “A
Pollutant’s Tale”.

Science is great because … it
allows people to make sense of
the world around them and to be
able to use scientific knowledge
to provide solutions to problems
and make the world a better
place to live in.

What sparked your interest in
chemistry?
Having transferred to secondary
school when I was 11, I was given a
chemistry lesson by the head teacher
(who was a chemistry graduate).
He took a bright orange solid and
heated it up. The products were a
silvery metallic liquid and a colourless gas that causes glowing spills
to relight. The compound was, of
course, mercury (II) oxide (seldom
used these days in schools because
of its toxicity). From that day I was
hooked.
Was there a particular person
or event that persuaded you to
pursue a career in science?
I was very fortunate to have had
many knowledgeable and enthusiastic teachers at school. The biggest
events that switched me on to science in its broadest sense were the
moon landings in the late 1960s and
early 1970s. It is my hope that the
next moon landings, currently being
discussed, will attract the attention
of a new cohort of youngsters, who

I admire … young people, of
whatever ability, who make the
most of their opportunities to
develop themselves into useful
members of society.

Sci-Bono events

From Bristol University to Sci-Bono: super scientist Tim Harrison. Photo: Delwyn Verasamy
will become scientists and engineers
in the future.
What is your field of science all
about and how can you make
the layman understand that
field of study?
My field of study is the public communication of science-specific

chemistry. As such my target is not
so much to make the layman understand science communication as to
make chemists or scientists understand what is needed for them to
be able to communicate effectively
with members of the public. If I
was to target a specific part of science that would enable me to spend

most of my time dealing directly
with the wider public, it would be
atmospheric chemistry and climate
change. The key to making this critical information available to a wider
audience is to use appropriate language and examples.
How can young people get
involved in your area of specialisation?
In the United Kingdom this is easy
to answer. But learners interested in
science and engineering should ask
their teachers, local science centres
and university departments to let
them know of opportunities to get
involved beyond the science experienced in their school lessons.
What do you do when you are
not working?
I like spending time with my family,
cooking, travelling and watching sport.
What is your message to science teachers and learners?
I would urge science teachers to
carry out as much practical work
with their learners as possible —
there is nothing better to inspire,
enthuse and excite learners than
experiencing hands-on science.
And I would encourage learners to start looking for examples
where science is used in everyday
life and to try to apply the science
they are taught in school to this,
whether it is the storage of food,
the use of materials, water purification or looking at animals in
their habitat.

February 15 to 19
Grade 10, 11 and 12 career
guidance festival
Learners get a chance to gain
invaluable information on the
world of work, career choices,
academic skills, post-school
study, bursary opportunities and
employment options.
March 1 to 5
Grade 8 and 9 career guidance
festival
This career guidance festival
is aimed at helping learners to
choose appropriate subjects in
grade 10, as well as motivating
grade 8 learners to do well to
get access to certain learning
streams. Bookings are essential.
March 8 to 12
Health Sciences Week
This programme will delve into
the topics of the day that affect
all of us: the H1N1 virus, obesity,
poor nutrition, HIV/Aids,
water quality and sanitation,
exercise, medical science versus
traditional healers. It will expose
learners to the range of careers
in the health sciences, where
they can study or get bursaries
and what subjects they will need
to study. The programme is
aimed at high school learners.

Brought to you by;
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For the love of
science
Diane Hildebrandt

D

iane Hildebrandt is one
of the few women who
have achieved much in
the science field. Little wonder that in 1988
she became the first woman in South
Africa to be made a full professor of
chemical engineering. The same year
she was appointed the Unilever Professor of Reaction Engineering at the
University of the Witwatersrand.
In 2003 she became the first woman
professor of chemical technology in the
Netherlands when she was appointed
part-time professor of process synthesis at the University of Twente.
Hildebrandt is also the co-director
of the Wits’ centre for optimisation,
modelling and process synthesis.
She has co-authored more than 70
scientific papers, supervised 40 postgraduate students and has been both
a plenary and an invited speaker at
local and international conferences.
She has received several awards,
notably the President’s Award from
the Foundation for Research and

Development and, in 1996, the Distinguished Researcher Award from
the University of the Witwatersrand.
Recently she won the Distinguished
Woman Scientist Award, as part of
the Women in Science initiative of the
department of science and technology.

my standard six maths teacher. Up
to then I had not really understood
maths and fractions were a nightmare.
However, she gave me one of those
“oh” moments, when the lights came
on. The second teacher is Mr Michael
Lingwood, who taught me science in
standard eight.

Name: Diane Hildebrandt
Age: 48
How do you earn your living?
I lecture at Wits University.
Where did you grow up?
I was born in Chingola, Zambia,
but spent most of my childhood in
Rustenburg in the North West.
What primary school did you go
to?
I began school from 1967 to 1972 at
Fields Primary, Rustenburg. In 1973
till 1977 I went to Grenville High
School. I enrolled at the University of
the Witwatersrand after completing
my matric.
Did you have a favourite teacher?
I was lucky. I had many good teachers in high school. But two stand out
in my memory. The first is Ms Smith,

Why were you so fond of them?
Because Lingwood believed “girls
cannot do science”, I worked very
hard to prove him wrong. Because of
that I became quite good at science
and finally I enjoyed and appreciated
it. And this worked also for my two
girlfriends, who both chose careers in
science as well.
How did Mr Lingwood influence
you?
Once he accepted we could do science, he encouraged us. I remember
him introducing the subject of gravity and my being confused about
how you can know that something
exists if you cannot see it or measure
it directly — and how you know that
there are no other theories that could
explain this phenomenon.
Do you still have contact with
him?

Diane Hildebrandt
The last time I spoke to him was
about 10 years ago. He has retired
from teaching and I have lost touch
with him now, unfortunately.
What were your favourite subjects
and why?
Maths and science in high school. I
liked them as, I suppose, I was good
at them. I liked the idea that there
are a few simple concepts and you
apply these to solve a huge range of
problems.
From your point of view, what are
the qualities of a good teacher?
A good teacher must be flexible, be
able to explain things in different
ways for different learning styles and
be able to modify and adapt the teaching for individual pupils in the class.

What are the things a teacher
should never do or say?
A good teacher needs to see and
respect the child who needs guidance.
However, we also have to respect and
nurture the potential and differences
in each child. Teachers should never
say learners ask dumb questions.
What message do you have for
teachers in South Africa?
Every day you have the ability to
make a difference in a child’s life.
You may be going about your normal teaching and not even know that
you have made a difference and have
changed a life. Remember that you
have this incredible power and that it
is actually a real privilege to have this
potential to make such a difference to
someone’s life.

Learning something new every day
Regina Mokgethi Molapo

I

t is not always easy for me as a
principal to choose a single day
that stands out from the rest. That
is because for the past 10 years as a
principal I have dealt with a lot of challenges each day and each, in its own
way, was unique.
But one day that comes to mind was
when I was attending a workshop in
2006 on “mentorship and coaching”,
organised by the North West education department in conjunction with
Unisa. The objective of the workshop

was to boost the morale of teachers
and encourage them to value and
appreciate the teaching profession, to
see teaching as a calling and not just as
a means to collect pay cheques.
During one session of the workshop
one of the facilitators realised I was
bored stiff and almost oblivious to
what was happening around me. He
approached me to find out what the
problem was, to which I answered: “I
have been through this stuff already
and know everything that is being
presented.”
Instead of blowing his gasket the
facilitator gave me an opportunity to
develop a skill that has made me an
asset not only to my school but to others in the region: he asked me to facili-

tate the next session the following day.
Not only did I enjoy doing it but I felt
that I excelled.
When I got back to my school, I
organised a similar workshop for my
staff. But I noticed their spirits were
down because they had been misinformed that principals often use
such sessions to help them with their
master’s degree theses. I resorted to
my leadership skills. I explained the
purpose and outcome of the exercise
and fortunately I was able to convince
them. Since then, they have never
looked back.
I remembered the words of educationist Jeanette de Klerk-Luttig, who
said: “Principals should revert to exerting control, they should contemplate

the core values of their schools and ask
themselves whether their management
styles accommodate disagreements
from junior staff when decisions do
not match core values.”
From then on all the teachers made
sure they took part in the “mentoring
and coaching” workshops that were
organised later. They enrolled with
Unisa, wrote assignments, did practicals and took part in group discussions.
In 2007 all my educators graduated
from Unisa and a big ceremony was
held at Bafokeng Secondary School to
celebrate their achievement.
That inspired teachers from nearby
schools and I was inundated with
requests for help. To date I have facilitated workshops in three schools in

Ledig, seven in Mokgalwaneng, two
in Phatsima, another two in Monakato and one in Ventersdorp. And
all the teachers who took part in my
workshops have attained their degrees
through Unisa.
What thrills me is to see that more
teachers have embraced the idea of
working hard to upgrade their skills
and qualifications as part of a broader
effort to take our education to the next
level.
Regina Mokgethi Molapo is principal
of Ratheo Intermediate School in Ledig,
Bojanala district, North West. She was
a runner-up in the excellence in primary leadership category in the 2008
National Teaching Awards
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A network for tweens
Innovative Teachers
Forum

services offered by businesses?
● To what extent do tweens influence the family budget?
● Do tweens believe they are taken
seriously as consumers and treated
as equals by service providers?
● Could tweens become discerning
users of technology?
● How can tweens become positive
ambassadors for the World Cup?
● Evaluate whether Durban could
offer a world-class service to tweens
who attend the event.

C

harli Wiggill received a
Special Judges Award
in the 2009 Microsoft
Innovative Teachers’
Forum Awards and was
invited to the Pan-African Innovative Teachers Forum in Mauritius.
His project entailed grade seven
learners setting up a user-friendly
website, www.tweenzite.com,
centred on the 2010 Soccer World
Cup, targeting young people.

How will it help the school?
The website was set up to offer
a service to all tweens who will
attend the World Cup, whether from
abroad or from other provinces in
South Africa.

Charli Wiggill: ‘I have endeavoured to encourage responsible use of
new technology’
Name: Charli Wiggill
School: Eden College, Durban
Teaching years: 24
Subject areas/grades: English,
economic management sciences
and life orientation
Project name: Tweenzite
— a tween-friendly network

What was your project about?
Grade seven learners created a
website — “Tweenzite — a tweenfriendly network” — targeting children aged between nine and 13 for
the 2010 World Cup.

The website provides useful information around the World Cup and
is safe for tweens to network.
Areas covered on the website include
general information about South
Africa; shopping centres in Durban
and their location; and accommodation in and around Durban.
Learners e-mind-mapped concepts related to generation theory,
completed research using books
and the internet, surveyed and rated
businesses and plotted coordinates
of establishments to create a directory of tween-friendly services available in Durban. They used Web 2.0

tools (Skype, Facebook and Mywebspirations.com), their cell phones
(Mxit, Twitter, SMS and cameras),
the global positioning system (GPS)
and PCs to complete the work.

Reason for the project:
This project was created to empower
tweens to help others in preparation
for the 2010 World Cup.
A number of initial questions the
pupils were asked inform the reasons for this project:
● Do we consider the needs of
tweens?
● Is there a generation gap in the

Requirements for the project:
● A willingness by the teacher to
learn new things and be taught by
the children.
● A firm belief that modern social
networking tools are a wonderful
development that can be harnessed
for positive and productive ends.
● Access to cellphones, GPS, computers and the internet.
● Software: MS Office (Word, Excel,
PowerPoint, Publisher, Outlook),
Windows Media Player, Adobe
Photoshop, Web 2.0 tools, GPS, website development software.

Lessons learned:
● Improved communication skills
— interviewing unknown adults,
listening, note-taking and writing
skills.
● Presentation skills — tables (Excel)
and PowerPoint.
● Experience of critical thinking
skills and theories — Maslow’s
Hierarchy of Needs, multiple intelligence, emotional intelligence, collaborative intelligence, Six Thinking
Hats, e-mind-mapping
● Integrating technology across the
curriculum — cellphones, GPS, useful web-based thinking tools.

Your interest in using ICT?
In the mid-1970s, television became
the new enemy of grammar teachers
across South Africa. Luckily some
enlightened teachers decided to harness this gargantuan monster in an
attempt to develop discerning viewers with critical thinking skills.
In similar vein, I have endeavoured to encourage responsible
use of this valuable but potentially
harmful resource — not just certain
aspects of it, but all of it.
A brief but exciting example:
Web 2.0 tools offer pen-pals or studybuddies across continents. These
e-pals can collaborate and complete
assignments while incorporating
their different backgrounds.

Join us on Kaya FM 95.9
Join Thabo Mohlala one of our esteemed reporters on
theTeacher and Thabiso Sikwane on her show Home
between 19:30 - 20:00 on the second week of every month
to talk about education issues.
We would like you to interact with us on these shows by
asking for advice or giving your input on issues.
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Look after
those kidneys

O

If TB isn’t treated there’s a 50% chance of dying from the disease. Photo: Oupa Nkosi

TB: Identify and
treat it early
Tuberculosis becomes a major problem only if it is left untreated

H

ave you been coughing for longer than two
weeks, having chest
pains, feeling tired and
weak, or experiencing
night sweats even when it is cold?
Have you lost your appetite and are
losing weight? Are you coughing up
flecks of blood? If your answer to
these questions is yes, you should
visit a doctor or clinic as you may
have tuberculosis, or TB as it is better known.
TB is a relatively common disease
and it is usually passed through the
air from person to person through
coughs, sneezes, talking and spittle. In most individuals the TB germ
affects the lungs, but in some people
it may affect other organs. When the
disease becomes active it usually
attacks and damages the soft tissue of the lungs, causing difficulty
in breathing. It can be very dangerous to one’s health, particularly if
it is not treated. In the past it was
known as “consumption” because of
the way that those who were suffering from it tended to “waste away”.
Although it was a merciless killer
in the past, today TB can be treated
with antibiotics. Treatment is free
in South Africa and anyone who is
displaying the above-mentioned
symptoms should be encouraged to
have themselves and their families
examined for the illness.
According to World Health Organisation (WHO) estimates, about two
billion people, around a third of the
world’s population, are infected with
the bacterium that causes TB. Fortunately not everyone who catches TB
becomes actively infected and it is
thought that only between 5% and
10% of people will actually go on to
develop the illness in its active form.
Nevertheless, the WHO estimates
that TB is killing more than 1.7-mil-

lion people around the world every
year. And, if the active form of the
disease is not treated, it kills at least
half of its victims.
There has been a worldwide resurgence in the disease in the past few
years partly as a result of the HIV/
Aids pandemic and because drugresistant forms of the disease have
developed.
HIV/Aids and TB co-infection is
common in Southern Africa and TB
is the leading cause of death among
people with HIV/Aids. But having
TB does not mean that an individual
has HIV/Aids and being HIV-positive does not mean a person will
develop TB.
Drug-resistant forms of TB are
more difficult to treat and require
increasingly powerful drugs to
destroy them. Drug-resistant forms
of the disease have developed largely
as a result of people not taking their
medicines as prescribed, the use of
poor-quality medicines and inadequate treatment regimes.
One of the problems with TB
treatment is that it takes a long time
— six months or more — to completely eradicate the bacteria from
the human body (although a person
stops being infectious two weeks
after starting the treatment). Some
people grow tired of the medicines
and stop taking them before they
should, or they start to feel better
and think they can give them up.
This is most unwise as the individual could develop a drug-resistant
strain that takes even longer and is
much more difficult to treat.

The TB bacterium has a tough
outer “shell” that can survive the
human body’s immune system. In
turn the body’s immune system
usually keeps the bacteria in check,
which is why many people do not
ever develop an active form of the
disease. Individuals usually develop
TB only after their immune system
is compromised by, for example,
HIV/Aids.
According to the KwaZulu-Natal
health department (www.kznhealth.
gov), those most at risk include people who have:
• Close contact with TB patients;
• Children less than five years of
age;
• Individuals with conditions such
as Aids or diabetes;
• Individuals who consume excessive amounts of drugs and/or alcohol;
• Individuals who suffer from poor
nutrition and a lack of food;
• Individuals who suffer from a
great deal of stress; and
• Individuals who live in poorly
ventilated, overcrowded rooms.
World TB Day is held on March
24 every year and has become an
increasingly important vehicle in
South Africa for spreading awareness about this deadly disease,
which requires early and appropriate treatment. If you have any
more questions regarding TB you
can phone the Gems call centre
on 0860 00 4367 or send an SMS
to 083 450 4367. Gems will assist
you in every way possible to

rgans such as the kidneys,
heart, liver and others are
vital to the functioning of the
human body and yet we think little
about them and how to keep them
healthy. Often we become aware of
just how important they are only
when they start to fail and we start
having health troubles, especially as
we get older.
The sad thing about this is that
if we had just shown a little more
care for our bodies when we were
younger we may not have had the
health problems in the first place.
The good news is that it is never too
late to start treating our bodies and
its amazing organs with the respect
they deserve.
The kidneys are among the most
important of our organs and are critical to our wellbeing. Our two kidneys
are not particularly large — about
the size of our fist — but they do the
amazing job of ensuring that our bodies retain the substances we need to
stay healthy while at the same time
keeping our blood free of toxins.
The National Kidney Foundation of South Africa says that 10 000
South Africans die from kidney disease and kidney failure every year
and the lives of thousands of others
are adversely affected by these conditions. About 10% of people around
the world suffer from some form of
kidney disease.
The Foundation says our kidneys
manufacture essential chemicals,
break down (metabolise) unnecessary or dangerous chemicals, retain
substances that our bodies can use
and eliminate toxic waste.
These are some of the functions
our kidneys perform:
• Removing drugs, medicines and
poisons in our body;
• Controlling the acid/alkaline
levels of the body;
• Providing the nutrients to take
care of our bones and joints;
• Producing chemicals that control our blood pressure;
• Producing chemicals that help
produce our red blood cells, which
carry oxygen to the body; and
• Destroying chemicals and hormones that the body no longer
requires, such as insulin.
One of the more important functions of the kidneys is to filter
wastes from the blood. Wastes
and extra water are processed into
urine, which travels through tubes
called ureters to the bladder. The
Foundation likens our kidneys to
a “swimming pool filter, which
never needs backwashing and will
rarely need an overhaul if you look

after your health”.
When doctors talk of renal function they mean kidney function, or
the efficiency of the kidneys to filter
blood. If the kidneys are functioning exactly as they should we talk of
100% kidney functioning. The health
of an individual starts to be seriously
impacted if functioning falls to 25%
or less. If it falls below 10% to 15%, a
person will need to be treated using
dialysis (blood cleaning treatments)
or a kidney transplant.
Kidneys fail for various reasons.
Sometimes they are damaged by
poison or an accident and deteriorate quickly. In other cases kidneys
are attacked by disease, such as
diabetic kidney disease, glomerular
diseases and inherited disorders,
such as polycystic kidney disease
or damaged by high blood pressure. In most cases of kidney disease
the deterioration in kidney function is relatively slow. This is called
chronic kidney disease or chronic
renal insufficiency. If the deterioration is not picked up by healthcare
professionals early enough, the kidneys may be permanently damaged.
Chronic kidney disease is often not
curable, but if it is caught early it
can often be slowed a great deal.
Most chronic kidney diseases in
South Africa are caused by high
blood pressure and type-2 diabetes.
Diseases such as high blood pressure and diabetes are often caused
or exacerbated by poor diet and
an unhealthy lifestyle. Improving
these in younger people could go
some way to help prevent individuals from developing these diseases
and, by extension, chronic kidney
disease. And what about those who
already have kidney disease? It is
recommended that they:
• See their doctor/specialist regularly and follow his/her recommendations;
• Watch their blood glucose levels
if they have diabetes;
• Watch and control their blood
pressure if they suffer from hypertension;
• Change their diet according to
the recommendations of their doctor;
•Give up smoking, which
increases the risk of kidney disease
and other problems; and
•Ensure that their cholesterol levels are not unacceptably high.
World Kidney Day is on March 11
and the National Kidney Foundation uses the day as a platform to
create awareness about this allimportant human organ and how to
keep it healthy

Give up smoking: it increases the risk of kidney disease and other
problems. Photo: Lisa Skinner
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For women, by women
The Government Employees Medical Scheme
offers benefits suited to specific needs

A

ccording to the South
African Journal of Education, the majority, or
more specifically 67.8%,
of South Africa’s educators are female.
Women also form the foundation
of the Government Employees Medical Scheme (GEMS) of which a total
of 63% of members and 70% of the
total staff complement is female.
Add to this the fact that two-thirds
of the executive committee members of the scheme are women and
there is little doubt that women are
a force to be reckoned with — not
only in education but also at GEMS,
South Africa’s youngest and fastestgrowing medical scheme.
The country’s second-largest medical scheme, GEMS was established
four years ago to broaden healthcare
access and affordability for government employees.
Since its inception the membership growth of the scheme has
continued unabated, especially
among employees who previously
did not have access to affordable
healthcare cover.
At present GEMS provides healthcare cover to one in every four
public service employees and 2% of
the South African population.
Even though the scheme now has
more than 430 000 principal members and well over one million beneficiaries, it does not intend resting
on its laurels. On the contrary, our
aim is to grow the membership base
of Gems much further.
The reason for the phenomenal
growth of GEMS is that government
employees know that the focus of

The GEMS maternity programme
How do I register for the GEMS
maternity programme and what
benefits does it offer me? – Mrs
Linda Dube, Alexandra*

GEMS offers a programme for
expectant mothers
the scheme falls squarely on providing members with “access to excellent healthcare that is both affordable and administratively efficient”.
What sets GEMS apart from other
medical schemes is its unrivalled
innovation and ability to design and
implement benefits that are truly in
line with the needs of its members.
Over and above some exceptional
benefit enhancements, such as
improved optical benefits, breast
reductions, new antenatal benefits
and substantially improved dental
benefits, GEMS also introduced
an attractive new maternity programme across all options in May
last year.
GEMS has something for everyone
with five attractive benefit options,
ranging from a comprehensive,
top-of-the-range plan to a networkbased option utilising mostly public
hospital facilities and private outof-hospital services. Members wishing to exercise more control over

All members of GEMS have
free access to the maternity
programme, which is designed to
provide support, education and
advice through all the stages of
your pregnancy, confinement and
postnatal period.
The GEMS programme, which
is headed by registered nursing
professionals with specialised
midwifery qualifications, has
been introduced to ensure that
expectant mothers receive highquality care throughout their
pregnancies. The programme

the use of their benefits can opt for
a personal medical savings account
using the Ruby option.
GEMS members’ needs and
requirements are of the utmost
importance to the scheme and feedback is appreciated and acted upon.
GEMS has a dedicated email
address (suggestions@gems.gov.

also aims to help reduce the risk of
possible complications.
As a registered member on the
programme you will have direct
access to a team of experienced
midwives who will assist you with
advice and general information.
You are required to register as
soon as your doctor has confirmed
your pregnancy. To register on the
programme or to obtain further
information please contact GEMS
directly on 0860 00 4367.
The programme offers:
l A pregnancy and birth book
that provides good information
that will come in most handy
during your pregnancy.
l In the third trimester of your
pregnancy (seven to nine months)

za) that members can use to communicate their suggestions to it. It
receives many good ideas and gladly
takes this advice where possible.
The scheme also receives many
excellent questions — especially
from female readers of the Teacher,
ranging from maternity to cancer
programmes, breast reductions and

I

Finding that you are suffering from
a cancer has a dramatic effect on
your life, as well as on the lives of
your loved ones.
The diagnosis opens up a barrage
of questions and concerns regarding
treatment, the effects on your personal life, the cost implication and
the emotional impact of the disease.
To help its members with the
clinical and emotional support
they need, GEMS has established
an oncology disease management
programme designed to provide
patients with information, personal
support and technical know-how
with regard to their condition and
treatment. To activate the oncology
benefit, members need to receive a
pre-authorisation number from the
scheme.
The oncologist working with the
diagnosed patient will forward his
or her clinical treatment plan to
the clinical authorisation group at
Gems, which will then issue a preauthorisation number.
This number will allow the

oncologist and patient to schedule
all required treatment, including
chemotherapy and/or radiotherapy.
The programme uses the South
African Oncology Consortium
(SAOC) in a clinical advisory capacity to ensure that affected members
receive clinically accepted cost-effective treatment.
More broadly, the SAOC was
established to facilitate cost-effective oncology treatment to the South
African population.
GEMS’ oncology benefit allows all
costs associated with the disease,
such as therapy, the oncologist’s
consultations, related pathology and
general radiology, to be covered by
the oncology benefit rather than the
member’s day-to-day benefit.
The oncology benefit also remains
active for 12 months after the completion of treatment.
By registering on the oncology
programme you will know that you
are getting “best practice” treatment, that you can afford the best
possible treatment.
You will have the back-up of a
knowledgeable support group that
will be able to guide you through
this very difficult time.Take heart
and remember: GEMS is here for
you at all times.
*Not her real name

how to ascertain your GEMS benefits.
With Pregnancy Awareness Week
falling in February, it seems more
than appropriate to address your
questions pertaining to the GEMS
maternity programme first (see box).
GEMS will also answer the questions of a recently diagnosed cancer
patient (see below).

Now there are more than 1 000 000 good
reasons why you can no longer wait to join GEMS

How GEMS helps fight cancer
am a mother of four children
and have just been diagnosed
with cancer. I have heard
about the GEMS oncology programme but what can it do for
me? — Lorna Moyo, Natal*

you will receive a practical gift pack.
l You will also receive a personal
care plan that outlines everything
you need to know as well as the
maternity services that GEMS has
put in place for pregnant women.
l You will also be given access
to good health information that
will help you to decide about
your health and birth choices in
consultation with your chosen
doctor or midwife.
l Best of all, you will be given
access to a phone support line that
will be handy during those first
few weeks of parenthood. This
will be particularly useful should
you encounter any problems or
difficulties.
*Not her real name

More than 400 000 public service employees have
already joined GEMS. We now cover more than
ONE MILLION South Africans. Each day several
hundred more join the GEMS family.

The facts are piling up!
GEMS is for all public servants
– especially you!
•

GEMS now provides healthcare cover to more than
2% of the South African population.

•

One in every four public service employees are GEMS
members.

•

In some provinces over 40% of public service
employees belong to GEMS – almost 1 in 2 employees
are GEMS members.

•

More than 55% of GEMS members are enjoying the
employer medical subsidy for the first time!

We’re here for you at all times!
Each day we handle almost 10 000 calls, several
hundred emails and well over a thousand walk-in
visitors. However, we are always ready to talk to
you. Don’t lose out, don’t delay – make a call to
GEMS today.
More reasons why GEMS is the Scheme for YOU!
• It offers an excellent healthcare subsidy, which was
recently increased to a maximum of R2 390. Find
out more about this from your employer today!
• There are five benefit options on offer, ranging
from comprehensive to more basic healthcare
plans - you can choose the one that best suits your
needs.
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Want to join GEMS?
Here’s how:
•

Call us on 0860 00 4367.

•

We’ll come back to you if you send an SMS with
your PERSAL/PERSOL number to 083 450 4367.

•

Email us at join@gems.gov.za.

•

Fax to 0861 00 4367.

•

SMS a “please call me” to 083 450 4367.

•

Alternatively, please visit our website at
www.gems.gov.za and download a GEMS
membership form.

11/3/09 12:21:47 PM

