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Meet Carbon and Oxygen. These newly created puppets are on a quest to make chemistry fun and interesting for young leaners. They are housed at the Sci-Enza Science Facility 
at the University of Pretoria and are a hit with young children. See story on page 13. Photo: Madele ne Cronjé
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David Macfarlane &
Kathleen Chaykowski

T
eachers bunking lessons 
with tacit union endorse-
ment is a major cause of 
learners’ poor academic 
achievement, a ground-

breaking study reveals.
The study, a three-way collabora-

tion between the Human Sciences 
Research Council (HSRC: research 
leader Linda Chisholm), Stanford 
University in the United States 
(Martin Carnoy) and the University 
of Botswana (Bagele Chilisa), also 
shows that teachers’ weak subject 
knowledge and their resulting lack of 
confidence in the classroom are also 
 serious barriers to learner success.

Still to be published, the study 
compared the maths performances 
of about 9 000 grade six learn-
ers in schools on either side of the 
North West province’s border with 
Botswana. The learners were tested 
twice in the same school year.

“The bottom line is that students 
in Botswana scored significantly 
higher on the initial test and made 
significantly higher gains over the 
academic year,” the study found.

Bunking teachers 
fail learners
Two-country study reveals shocking levels of 
absenteeism — condoned by some unions

... even though teachers’ scores are similar

Frequency of observed mathematics lessons in 2009

Botswana teachers are also poorly trained but do better in some maths tests 
Teacher mathematics test results, by test item in 2009

Botswana

Botswana

North West
province, SA

North West
province, SA

G
ra

ph
ic

: J
O

H
N

 M
cC

A
N

N
So

ur
ce

: N
O

RT
H

 W
ES

T 
PR

O
VI

N
CE

 A
N

D
BO

TS
W

A
N

A
 S

CH
O

O
LS

 S
A

M
PL

E 
20

09

25 Number of classrooms

Teacher test scores

20

15

10

5

0

0

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Fewer
than 35
lessons

35
to 50

51
to 65

66
to 80

Number of maths lessons re�ected in learners’ workbooks

81
to 95

96
to 110

111
to 125

More
than 140
lessons

126
to 140

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

Test item number

13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24

BotswanaBotswana

Why Botswana beats SA at maths ...
Botswana teachers don’t turn up for all maths lessons
but do so more often than SA teachers

“Like several other studies in 
recent years, [this one] tries to iden-
tify schooling factors in countries 
that affect student achievement sig-
nificantly,” said a draft of the report.

“This research, however, dis-
tinguishes itself by homing in on 
physically proximate, culturally and 
socioeconomically similar learn-
ers attending the same grade in two 
 different school systems.”

The report’s findings were based 
on data collected on learning, teacher 
skills, schooling processes and school 
environments during 2009.

The amount of time scheduled for 
teaching grade six maths and the 
time that teachers actually spent 
teaching was “disturbingly low in 
both countries but especially low in 
the North West”, it said. The South 
African teachers “did not teach 60% 
of [those] lessons” and the Batswana 
failed to teach 40% of them.

“Basically teachers say: ‘We bunk 
classes because we don’t like teach-
ing, and we don’t like it because 
we’re not confident, and we’re not 
confident because we’re not trained 
in the subject’,” said Chisholm.

Chisholm was paraphrasing sen-
timents expressed last month at a 

workshop for teachers involved in 
the two-country research.

She said: “They also said that 
‘we were trained to be jacks of all 
trades’ and ‘we have no maths 
specialisation’.”

The draft report said: “South 
African teachers are highly union-
ised with more than 80% of teachers 
in public schools belonging to unions 
and the vast majority of these to the 
South African Democratic Teachers’ 
Union [Sadtu] . Teacher unionism 
has for three decades been a major 
feature of the educational landscape 
in South Africa. It has become so 
only very recently in Botswana.”

Concerning the impact of unions 
on learner performance, the study 
referred to a number of analyses 
that suggested “in South Africa the 
expression of teacher unionism 
at local level constrains the abil-
ity of the government to pursue its 
policy objectives of improving lit-
eracy and numeracy and broader 
educational outcomes”.

That was among the “contextual 
features that help an understanding 
of  what happens inside classrooms”, 
it said. Other features included more 
rapid curriculum changes in South 
Africa than in Botswana and widely 
varying teacher qualifications in 
both countries.

The study found that neither 

principals nor teachers the research-
ers interviewed considered teacher 
absenteeism a serious factor. “The 
fact that this is not widely recognised 
as a major issue by teachers and 
principals makes the problem more 
difficult to solve. Most schools in the 
South African educational system 
have plainly and simply organised 
themselves to  produce something 
that is not  student achievement.

“That suggests that our recom-
mendations, evident as they may be 
to most reformers, represent more 
than just showing teachers and prin-
cipals how to improve their effective-
ness — it may require changing the 
underlying school culture from one 
that places first priority on teacher 
autonomy to one that focuses much 
more clearly on making students 
academically competent.”

The Mail & Guardian asked 
Nomusa Cembi, Sadtu’s national 
spokesperson, whether the union 
recognised that teacher absentee-
ism, often for union meetings, was a 
factor in poor learner performance. 

Cembi said: “We encourage our 
members to be at school on time but 
there is time given out [by schools] 
for us.” On the use of less than half 
of scheduled teaching time, Cembi 
said: “We do advise our members 
to go through [the curriculum]. We 
encourage them to remain on board.”

Cembi said that Sadtu recognised 
that the non-completion of the cur-
riculum was a problem but that hap-
pened because “our teachers never 
received proper training. We have 
been calling for it [an improvement 
in teacher training] for a long time.”

 Ezra Ramasehla, the president of 
the second-largest teacher union, 
the National Professional Teachers’ 
Organisation of South Africa, said: 
“Members engaging in union work 
during school teaching hours is 
behaviour we totally discourage. The 
time when the teacher is in front of 
the class is sacred.”

Chisholm said teachers at last 
month’s workshop were delighted to 
receive subject content training. This 
“showed us that training in content 
can be effective — and enjoyable — if 
it is done well”, she said.

Basic education department 
spokesperson Granville Whittle 
welcomed the study, saying: “This 
research could not come at a better 
time, following the recent release 
of the annual national assessment 
results [ANA — on numeracy and lit-
eracy in grades one to six].

“It will allow us to use those results 
and strengthen the areas of aca-
demic performance that have been 
 highlighted both in the study and in 
the ANA.”

Referring to the low utilisation of 
teaching time, Whittle said: “The 
accountability of all educators 
remains a concern to us. There are 
a number of ways in which we are 
addressing this … [including] intro-
ducing performance contracts for 
principals and deputy principals.

He said the department was 
“working closely with our union 
partners to ensure that we observe 
what President Jacob Zuma refers 
to as the non-negotiables in edu-
cation” — “being on time, in class 
and teaching”.

This article fi rst appeared in the Mail 
& Guardian’s July 15-21 edition
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T
o coincide with South 
Africa’s Literacy Week 
and International Literacy 
Day, theTeacher supports 
the CNA Readathon Cam-

paign, which was launched in June 
and runs until the end of Septem-
ber. Here are some ideas to inspire 
 everyone to read.

Readathon activities to do 
throughout the year:

• Read or tell a story to your class 
two or three times a week. Try to link 
the stories you read with themes and 
topics you cover in class;

• Set up a reading corner in your 
classroom. Make a poster promot-
ing reading and display it above 
the books. Explain the difference 
between fiction and non-fiction 
materials. Collect and store pam-
phlets, advertisements, articles and 
any other interesting resources;

• Organise a display area for 
themes. Learners can bring books, 
pictures, articles and objects relating 
to the theme. Link the theme to the 
subjects you are teaching;

• Learners can make their own 
reading-record cards to record the 
author and title of each book they 
read. Allow your learners time for 
silent reading;

• Give awards for reading 
achievement;

• Designate a special time in the 
day to “drop everything and read”;

• Publicise and distribute lists of 
recommended books for readers of all 
ages;

• Organise writing contests — for 
poems, stories or descriptions of 
favourite books;

• Create mock television and radio 
shows to encourage reading;

• Have children plan a campaign to 
get others to sign up for library cards;

• Invite older children to the class-
room or library to talk about their 
favourite books;

• Discuss the importance of look-
ing after books and how to do this; 
and

• Collect extra reading material, 
especially if your school is short of 
books. Ask parents and neighbours 
to collect old magazines and news-
papers from which you can cut out 
articles that are suited to your learn-
ers’ ages and reading levels. Paste 
these on to cards or put them in plas-
tic sleeves so they are easy to use. Set 
a few questions about each article so 
they can be used for activities.

Collect examples of different 
kinds of reading materials and 
list them in categories:

• Texts that give us information: 
labels, instruction sheets, signs, news-
papers, encyclopedias, non-fiction 
books, directories, manuals and 
dictionaries;

• Texts we read for pleasure and 
emotional development: adventure 
stories, fairy stories, folk tales and 
everyday life stories;

• Texts we read for fun: love stories, 
comics and magazines;

• Texts that help us grow as human 
beings: religious books, books that 
teach us how to study or how to 
improve our lives in some way; and

• Discuss each type of text — look 
at aspects such as layout, illustrations 
and font size.

Stories and biographies to read 
aloud:
The teacher reads to the class stories 
or interesting non-fiction texts that 
are above the learners’ reading level 
and discusses them. Favourite sto-
ries can be read again. Older learners 
will enjoy discussions about issues, 
characters and emotions in stories 
and relate to interesting information 

in non-fiction texts. Stories can lead 
to many exciting activities, such as 
using a story to:

• Write a dialogue; write a script 
and present a drama;

• Stimulate artwork by designing 
covers, illustrating a story, drawing a 
favourite character or making masks;

• Stimulate learners to make their 
own little books; and

• Give ideas for making “big books” 
with the class.

Where to find materials to read 
aloud:

• Readathon Teacher’s Handbooks 
— collections of stories in 2005, 2006 
and 2011; extracts from diaries and 

Teachers are reminded to enter 
the department of basic educa-
tion’s 2011 National Teaching 
Awards. The closing date for sub-
mission of nominations to the 
district offices is August 12 2011.

Juta Publishers is giving away a 
pack comprising the following 
Sholastic Press items:
l 2 X Wiggleworks mouse pads
l 1 X Juta memory stick
l 2 X Juta out of office signs
l 1 X Scholastic Dictionary of  
Idioms
l 1 X High Performers: Secrets of 
Successful Schools: It gives  
evidence-based guidance for 
school leaders on what some of the 
best schools have done to succeed.  
l 1 x Young, Gifted and Bored: 
Practical advice and guidance for 
dealing with these kids who often 
slip through the cracks or who are 
not reaching their full potential. 
l 1 x Inspirational Teachers, 
Inspirational Learners
l 1 x Improving Classroom 
Performance: Practical 
Applications for Effective Teaching 
and Learning: Practical tips to 
improving teaching skills, numer-
acy and literacy through activities.  

A teacher’s guide shows how to 
use and implement the strategies.
l 1 x For Real! English in Everyday 
Situations (worksheets can be 
photocopied for the Intermediate 
phase).

To win this prize answer the  
following question: Who is giving 
away a scholastic pack of items for 
use in schools? SMS your answer 
and name to 37406. The cost is R2 
for each SMS. The competition 
closes on September 12.

WIN WIN WIN

Have fun 
with books
There are many ways to introduce 
learners to the pleasure of reading

Don’t forget 2011 
Teaching Awards

Delight: Learners from Giyani Primary enjoy the outdoors and their reading material. Photo:Readathon

PG Moodley, headmaster 
of Parlock Primary School, 
KwaZulu-Natal won R5000 for 
his input on how to improve 
theTeacher.

Bright ideas

journals in 2010; and biographies in 
2009; 

• Newspapers and magazines are 
a source of interesting articles, inter-
views and stories;

• Travel magazines have articles 
about interesting places;

• Borrow books from the library; 
and

• Tell your own stories that you 
make up or describe exciting, posi-
tive experiences in your life instead of 
reading a story.

Drop All and Read (DAR) time
In time the whole school reads inde-
pendently for 20 minutes. Ideally, 
independent reading time should 

take place every day, but even once 
a week will improve reading levels. 
Each learner should make a reading-
record card to record the books he or 
she has read during DAR time. 
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Full marks for 
innovation

‘F
rom Australia with 
love” could be the mes-
sage from Philippa 
Wheaton, executive 
director of enke: Make 

Your Mark.
The initiative was formed after 

Wheaton and her friends Kathryn 
Maunders and Thomas Walsh vis-
ited South Africa to promote cross-
cultural interaction between the two 
countries.

During their visit they worked 
closely with schools near Umlazi 
and the Valley of thousand Hills in 
KwaZulu-Natal and they noticed 
most schools were poorly resourced. 
It also dawned on them that the idea 
of promoting cultural exchanges 
between South Africa and Australia 
was not going to have a direct and 
tangible impact on ordinary people. 
So, at end of their visit, they decided 
to launch the project with a view to 
helping young South Africans to con-
nect across racial, cultural, religious 
and linguistic divides.

“We want to teach the youth that 
they should not wait for someone to 
make things happen for them — that 
they, too, are capable of making a 
meaningful contribution in society,” 
said Wheaton. The project targets 
grade 11 learners and works closely 
with schools across the country.

Wheaton, who holds an hon-
ours degree in philosophy from the 
University of Sydney, almost got a job 
as a United Nations representative on 
climate change in Bangladesh. But 
she shelved the idea because “South 
Africa stole my heart”. Maunders and 
Walsh have since left the country but 
still maintain strong links with enke.

Wheaton said enke focuses mainly 
on creating a platform for learners to 
interact between themselves beyond 
their socioeconomic backgrounds; 
it equips them with necessary skills 
to access opportunities and inspires 
them to act and take the initiative.

Make Your Mark 
empowers learners 
to improve their 
communities, writes
Thabo Mohlala

Philipa Wheaton has created a platform for learners to interact among 
themselves beyond their socioeconomic backgrounds. Photo: Lisa Skinner

Join the club
Thabo Mohlala

Dendron High School in Mogwadi 
in Limpopo has become the latest 
addition to a growing list of schools 
that have adopted the Girls and 
Boys Education Movement Clubs 
(Gembem).   

The programme, which is fully 
funded by Unicef South Africa, aims 
to empower girls and boys with relia-
ble information and knowledge on a 
range of social issues such as human 
rights, dignity and mutual respect 
between the genders. 

Moloko Matsapola, the school’s 
principal, expressed excitement 
about the launch. “It is a worthy 
educational initiative that involves 
learners in dealing with and address-
ing a variety of challenges they face. 
Some of these include child abuse, 
rape, teenage pregnancy, HIV/Aids, 
drugs and poverty. Participating 
clubs receive booklets based on the 
themes. The programme equips 
them with relevant tools to address 
these social ills, which spill into the 
school environment,” he said.

He said that, although the 
programme is run by learners,  
teachers are still part of it because 
they provide support to them. 
“Because the programme is learner-
driven, it becomes easy for them to 
speak and interact with their peers 
on issues or challenges they would 
not ordinarily raise with us teach-
ers. They know which learners 
are orphans and those who come 
from needy backgrounds. Learners 
could also use it to gain practi-
cal skills such as public speaking,  
organising and leadership.”

On the day of the launch club 
members took charge of proceed-
ings, he said. They drafted the day’s 
programme and also decided on the 
programme director, while others 
entertained the audience with poems 
and other cultural activities. 

Matsapola said the club has 
already hosted its first community 
awareness campaign in the form of 
a march to highlight and educate 
the community about the growing 
incidence of sexual abuse. “Nothing 
could be more gratifying to us as edu-
cators than seeing young ones learn-
ing the ropes at an early stage. If all 
schools were to launch their own 
clubs we would certainly go places as 
a country,” Matsapola said.

With Dendron High School 
regarded as one of the top 10 schools 
in the country, the launch is set to 
inspire more in the area to follow suit. 

It is also one of the few schools in 
the country that accepts learners 
with disabilities and boasts facilities 
that enable it to accommodate learn-
ers with any form of disability.

Gembem is an international initia-
tive practised in many countries and 
was first launched in South Africa 
in 2002 and formally adopted by the 
department of basic education in 
2003.  

Granville Whittle, the department 
spokesperson, said 560 schools 
throughout the country have active 
membership clubs. Although 
schools are not compelled to have 
clubs, “given the voluntary nature 
of the programme” he said, they are 
encouraged to launch them. The 
benefits of Gembem include: 

• Gaining skills and knowledge 
that assist young people to prevent 
and deal with problems such as 
teenage pregnancy, gender-based 
violence, climate change;

• Exposure to different kinds 
of information to enable learners 
to make informed decisions and 
choices in life, including career 
guidance;

• Gaining social skills that con-
tribute to the development of posi-
tive self-worth, assertiveness and 
confidence; and

• Being involved in discussions 
and social activities with peers in 
an environment that encourages 
positive thinking and constructive 
behaviour and discourages self-
destructive attitudes.

Schools that are keen to launch 
the clubs can contact the depart-
ment on 012  357  3373 or email: 
mlambo.e@dbe.gov.za.

Every year enke convenes forums 
in which learners from across the 
country meet for a week to be taught 
a variety of skills, such as self-man-
agement or development and how 
to develop and manage projects, as 
well as emotional intelligence. More 
importantly, Wheaton said, enke 
ensures the community-action pro-
grammes that learners come up with 
relate to the challenges faced by their 
communities and that they are imple-
mentable. “We also help to link what 
they do with global and local ini-
tiatives such as millennium develop-
ment goals.”  

The forums are growing from 
strength to strength every year. The 
first year attracted 94 learners, in 
2010 drew 114 and this year 180 took 
part. So far Gauteng has been the 
host and the administrative hub of 
the project, but the intention is to 
decentralise it to other provinces as 
well, said Wheaton.

The project targets grade 11 learn-
ers because “in our view, grade 10s 
are still young and a bit immature” 
to be able to implement their pro-
jects effectively when they get home. 
“The content of what we teach them 
is aligned to the life-skills syllabus 
and the experience gained during the 
forums helps prepare them for the 
rigours of the grade 12 class. This, in 
turn, prepares them for post-school-
ing,” she said. 

Enke is proud that some of the 
programmes their graduates have 

launched not only have a significant 
and positive effect on their commu-
nities but are also sustainable. Two 
former learners of Dendron Senior 
Secondary School in Limpopo, 
Morukhuladi Maja and Tsakane 
Ngoepe, who took part in the 2009 
forum, launched a project aimed at 
improving their school’s pass rate 
from between 70% and 80% to 100% 
by identifying learners who excelled 
in some subjects to coach those who 
were battling.

Another graduate, Meghan Daniels 
from Wynberg Girls’ High in the 
Western Cape, came up with her 
own project to teach photography to 
underprivileged schools so that learn-
ers can use it as “a means of crea-
tive self-expression”. Nikon and Fuji 
Film sponsor her project. Another 
innovative project was devised by 
Paige Jenje of St Stithian’s Girls’ 
School, who launched an environ-
mental-awareness project at schools 
in and around Alexandra town-
ship, in the north of Johannesburg, 
to mobilise learners to tackle the 
enormous amount of litter in their 
neighbourhood.

Wheaton said enke is working 
closely with the corporate social 
investment divisions of high-profile 
companies such as Old Mutual, 
Investec, Engen, the Nedbank 
Foundation and AusAID, because 
“they see our programme as com-
plementing their existing work  
on education”.

Simba is giving away 15 ham-
pers valued at R500 each. 
Each hamper consists of: 

 
• Simba Baked Boardgames
• Simba Baked Froot Holders
• Simba Baked Frisbees
• Simba Baked Parent Guide   
     Booklet
• Simba Baked Products — one
     of each flavour x 3

To win a hamper, answer the 
following question: Who is giv-
ing away a hamper compris-
ing baked products and parent 
guide booklets? SMS your name 
and answer to 37406. The clos-
ing date is 12 September 2011. 
SMSes cost R2.00

for your CAPS classroom

ONLY THE BEST
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the knowledge that South African teachers have diverse needs in the classroom. 
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Each series ful� ls all your teaching needs to ensure a successful CAPS classroom.

Oxford books give teachers time to do what they  do best – teach. 

Contact us
Tel: (021) 596 2300

Fax: (021) 596 1222
oxford.za@oup.com

www.oxford.co.za

S O U T H E R N  A F R I C AJoin the move to Oxford.
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THE UJ FACULTY OF EDUCATION OFFERS POSTGRADUATE PROGRAMMES TO SUIT YOUR NEEDS:

1. POSTGRADUATE CERTIFICATE IN EDUCATION (PGCE)
The PGCE is offered either as a CONVENTIONAL WEEKDAY programme, or as a FLEXI-MODE BLOCK release programme (for 
selected subject areas only). Reliable internet access is required for both offerings of the programme.
PRACTICUM includes spending time in selected schools to gain school experience and to complete service learning. 

CLOSING DATE FOR APPLICATION: 30 OCTOBER 2011
Visit our website at www.uj.ac.za for more information or contact Mrs Michell Struwig 27 11 559 3587.
E-mail address: mstruwig@uj.ac.za.

2. BED HONOURS DEGREE
BEd Honours programmes are offered in different areas of specialisation with additional selection criteria.

CLOSING DATE FOR APPLICATION: 30 OCTOBER 2011
Visit our website at www.uj.ac.za for more information on additional selection criteria or contact Mr Gerald Mizah 27 11 559 3506. 
E-mail address: geraldm@uj.ac.za.

3. MAGISTER EDUCATIONIS DEGREE (MED)
Magister Educationis Degrees (MEd) are offered in course work and minor-dissertation as well as in full dissertation
in different areas of specialisation with additional selection criteria.

CLOSING DATE FOR MEd APPLICATION: 15 OCTOBER 2011
Visit our website at www.uj.ac.za/edu for more information on additional selection criteria or contact Ms Helen Selolo
27 11 559 2280.  Email address: hselolo@uj.ac.za.

After completion of the MEd degree, students may apply for the DEd or PhD Degree.  Additional selection criteria of the DEd or 
PhD registration is the attainment of a minimum of 65% in the previous degree. Students complete a thesis on an approved topic 
in the field of Education. Students must attend a short learning programme in research methodology.
We will make it worth your while. Any Masters or Doctoral students who register at the University of Johannesburg (UJ) 
for the first time as from 2009, and complete their degree in the specified  time (two years for a Masters 
and three years for a Doctorate), can apply to be reimbursed for their full tuition fees 
paid for the full specified term. Students will need to submit their graduate 
certificate in order to qualify for the reimbursement. This offer excludes all 
other costs, i.e. registration fees, ICT levy, residence costs, etc. and is not 
valid if you receive third party sponsorship towards your tuition. Don’t miss 
out on this opportunity to pursue your dreams.

FACULTY OF EDUCATION  | CARING, DYNAMIC, ENGAGED

Take a leap and be more ...

Judy Friedberg

N
eat rows of well-behaved 
grade nines collapse into 
giggles and cover their 
faces with their hands 
as, on the stage, Eng-

lish teacher Sam Berkson launches 
into a Linton Kwesi Johnson poem, 
Mekin Histri, in a startling Jamai-
can accent:

“Now tell me someting
“Mistah govahment man
“Now tell me someting ...”
What most of them don’t know is 

that, by night, Berkson is a perfor-
mance poet known as Angry Sam —
and he’s not about to be put off by a 
little teenage embarrassment. They 
are won over by his conviction and 
clarity and soon become mesmer-
ised. Berkson is not so much reciting 
the poem as rapping it and he gets 
them to chant the chorus:

“It is noh mistri
“Wi mekin histri
“It is noh mistri
“Wi winnin victri”
Berkson and art teacher Chris 

Beschi, another poet-by-night 
whose performance name is 
Curious, have organised a slam 
at Kingsbury high school, a huge 
state school in northwest London. 
They’re doing four poems from the 
grade nine syllabus in the style of 
a hip-hop contest and giving the 
school’s 300 grade nines the chance 
to vote for their favourite.

They have chosen poems about 
London, one thing their diverse 
group of pupils has in common. 
The earliest is William Blake’s 
London (1794), followed by William 
Wordsworth’s Composed upon 
Westminster Bridge (1802). The most 
modern is Kate Tempest’s Cannibal 
Kids, an extraordinary rap about the 
capital’s disaffected youth.

The teachers adopt the persona 
and speech patterns of each poet and 
say a little about themselves before 
they launch with gusto into the 
poems.

Poetry may once have been seen as 
a bit “girly”, but hip-hop has trans-
formed that. These days, teenagers 
are constantly listening to intricate 
rhymes written by the artists they 
admire, both American and British. 
They watch rappers compete to see 
who can outwit and outperform the 
rest. There is an energy, beat and rel-
evance that chimes with other aspects 
of urban culture: hip-hop dance 
styles, deejaying and graffiti art.

Beschi says: “A big part of mak-
ing the link between the academic 
poetry syllabus and the students’ 
love of hip-hop is having people per-
form it who understand poetry, who 
have a passion for it and who write it 
themselves.”

Do pupils identify poetry and rap 
as the same thing? “Not of their own 
accord,” Beschi says. “They under-
stand the link once other people 
make it.”

Berkson says: “Many kids are inter-
ested in lyrics and in writing lyrics 
themselves — and it’s not that differ-
ent from writing poetry.” What poets 
call “lines”, rappers call “bars”, the 
poets say. “Generally, kids will write 
16 bars,” says Beschi. “In their heads, 
they are hearing a 4/4 rhythm and 
writing to that.”

Berkson says: “The beauty of our 

approach is that it breaks down the 
barrier between what they’re already 
into and academic poetry.”

Judging by the attention of the 
pupils in the hall and the cheers that 
greet each poem, it’s working. Could 
other teachers do what they are 
doing, or would it just be embarrass-
ing if they tried?

Beschi says: “I would argue that it 
doesn’t work for everyone. You have 
an authenticity as a poet that comes 
into your work as a teacher. And I 
don’t think you can fake that. Being 
involved in the writing, performing, 
promoting process — there’s some-
thing important about artists teach-
ing and practitioners teaching.”

But age and accent are certainly 
not barriers, says Berkson: “It 
doesn’t matter if you are middle class 
or middle-aged, it’s just if you’ve got 
a feeling for poetry. And that comes 
from a deep involvement.

“Performing poetry is a chance 
to model the learning behaviour 
that you want from students,” says 
Beschi. “If you’re a white middle-
class person reading Linton Kwesi 
Johnson in a cod patois accent, 
you’re just reversing the role that 
you ask of your patois-speaking 
Jamaican student when you get 
them to read Blake.

“That’s really important, not just 
in teaching poetry but in teaching 
anything: modelling that kind of aca-
demic risk-taking. You’re saying: ‘I’m 
going to do something I’m not famil-
iar with because that’s what learning 
is — I try things I don’t know’.”

Berkson sees his teaching as a 
step-by-step process, starting with a 
grasp of what students already know. 
“You’ve got to work out where they’re 
coming from, what they under-
stand and then you’ve got to work 
out where you’re taking them to. 
Hopefully, you have a social empathy 
with the kids you’re teaching.”

Besides teaching art, Beschi is also 
Kingsbury’s behaviour support man-
ager and uses poetry to help pupils 
with emotional issues.

“Poetry can be a channel for frus-
tration and anger. When kids write 
rap and express their thoughts in a 
creative way, it’s cathartic for them. 
It’s a way of getting things off your 
chest,” he says.

Rap can be pretty crude, he admits. 
“A lot of the rap that kids listen to 
doesn’t come from record labels; 
it’s home-grown, recorded on your 
mate’s phone, put on YouTube. 
There’s no editing process — it’s 
really coarse.

“And what comes across is that it’s 
an expression of confusion. They’re 
not feeling empowered, but they 
don’t really know why. They have a 
sense that they’re part of a structure 
they can’t control. This is a way of 
getting some control.”

The government is keen that pupils 
study “useful” subjects such as sci-
ence and maths. But the teachers 
say that poetry teaches equally valu-
able skills. Pupils learn to analyse, 
to communicate and to believe in 
themselves.

“By giving people the opportu-
nity to perform poetry, you’re let-
ting them express their own ideas, 
which there isn’t much space for in 
the English curriculum,” says Beschi. 
“It’s empowering to have your ideas 
heard and discussed.”

Berkson says: “The benefit comes 
across as confidence. Often peo-
ple say about public-school kids: 
‘They’ve got a real confidence about 
them.’ Affluent kids go out and do 
things; they feel they have the right 
to ask for stuff and make things hap-
pen. And kids who aren’t from that 
background feel that their role in 
society is to follow. They don’t feel 
like they could be a leader of society. 
It’s vital to build their self-worth and 
give them a sense that there is a value 
to their thoughts.”

Performing verse, rapping, can give 
you status among your peers too, the 
teachers say. Being an urban poet is a 
pretty cool thing to be these days.

At the end of the slam, Mekin 
Histri wins convincingly. A group of 
pupils tells me: “We liked it when he 
did the accent. We were happy that it 
was something different, not formal 
English.”

“Using audience participation 
means they invested in the poem,” 
says Beschi. “And it’s a great poem — 
angry, but also uplifting.”

Says Berkson: “The last poem in a 
slam always wins.” — © Guardian 
News & Media 2011

Poetry gets 
into the groove
English is much more fun when there’s rapping and hip-hopping
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TEACHING IN TURKEY

Bilkent Laboratory High School, located on a campus 
in the city of Erzurum, eastern Turkey, was opened 
in September 2007 and for January 2012 requires 
native English speaking teachers in the following 
subjects at secondary matriculation level:

✓ Science ✓ Mathematics ✓  

English ✓ Economics

• The successful candidates will enjoy: • Class sizes of 
15 motivated students • State of the art classrooms 
and laboratories • A salary of up to R20 000 a 
month tax free • Superb rent free fully furnished 
accommodation on campus • Use of excellent sports 
hall • All utility bills paid with free satellite tv and 
internet connection • Free school lunches • Return 
flight at end of contract

School Website: http://obel-eng.bilkent.edu.tr
For further details contact: mike1959@telkomsa.net
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M
illions of people world-
wide are diagnosed 
with chronic illnesses 
every year — condi-
tions such as arthri-

tis, diabetes, lupus and multiple 
sclerosis, which can last for a long 
time and, although they can be 
controlled, they may not be cured. 
Chronic illnesses change your life 
and involve not only cost but also 
lifestyle changes that are often hard 
to accept.

For many people diagnosed with a 
chronic illness, depression is a real-
ity. In fact, it is estimated that up to 
one-third of people with a serious 
medical condition experience symp-
toms of depression. Depression can 
also aggravate the diagnosed condi-
tion but depression can be treated — 
and it should be.

It is not hard to understand the 
relationship between chronic illness 
and depression. “When we’re young, 
we take our health for granted,” 
says Johannesburg-based psycholo-
gist Colinda Linde. “Chronic illness 
means getting sick and being told 
it’s not going away. We lose control 
of the thing we thought we could rely 
on and that’s really scary.”

Serious illnesses may cause 
immense changes in lifestyle and 
limit a person’s mobility and inde-
pendence, making it impossible to 
do the things he or she wants or used 
to do. This can undermine self-confi-
dence and hope. “It’s not surprising 
that people who have been diag-
nosed with a chronic illness often 
experience despair, sadness and 
anger,” says Linde.

The risk of depression increases 
with the severity of the illness and 
the level of disruption it causes to 
the patient. Although 10% to 25% 
of women and 5% to 12% of men 
are generally at risk of depression, 
those with chronic illnesses face a 
much higher risk — between 25% 
to 33%. Research shows that 40% to 
65% of heart-attack patients, 40% of 
Parkinson’s patients, 25% of cancer 

Dragged 
down by 
chronic illness
Depression can develop after the diagnosis of a 
long-term illness, making patients feel hopeless

patients and 30% to 54% of patients 
with chronic pain syndrome develop 
depression.

In people with chronic illnesses the 
symptoms of depression are often 
overlooked by both the patients 
and their loved ones, because they 
assume that feeling sad is normal for 
someone struggling with a chronic 
disease. In addition, symptoms of 
depression are often masked by other 
medical problems that are sympto-
matically treated, yet the underlying 
depression is not.

Depression can aggravate the 
chronic condition. It can intensify 
pain and fatigue and cause people 
to isolate themselves even further. 
The treatment of depression in peo-
ple with chronic illness is similar to 
treating depression in other people.

“Early diagnosis and treatment 
is important to reduce the distress 
people feel and to help them adjust 
to their diagnosis,” says Cassey 
Chambers of the South African 
Depression and Anxiety Group 
(Sadag). “Treatment of depression 
can also help improve the person’s 
overall health and make it more likely 
that they comply with their treatment 
regime,” says Chambers.

Sadag’s helplines get many calls 
from patients who feel depressed as 
the result of a diagnosis or medical 
treatment. “Medication side effects 
can sometimes cause depressive 
symptoms, in which case they may 
need to be adjusted or changed,” says 
Linde.

Depression, disability and chronic 
illness form a vicious cycle: chronic 
conditions may bring on bouts of 
depression, which in turn interfere 
with the successful treatment of the 
chronic illness. But more than 80% 
of people with depression are treated 
successfully with medication, or psy-
chotherapy, or a combination of both.

Living with a chronic illness is an 
enormous challenge. Periods of grief 
and sadness are to be expected. Your 
diagnosis, the loss of your health, 
changes in appearance, mobility 
or independence, pain and fatigue, 
the illness itself or the medication 

you’re on as well as the social pres-
sure to appear OK can all trigger grief 
and depression. “It’s not necessar-
ily depression if you’re adjusting to a 
major loss [such as the] diagnosis of 
a chronic illness. Grief needs time to 
be processed. Allow yourself that time 
to mourn, to be angry and sad about 

what you’ve lost,” says Linde. If the 
depressive feelings persist, or you find 
that you’ve lost interest in things you 
used to enjoy, it’s important to seek 
help. Depression makes people feel 
exhausted, worthless and hopeless. 
With treatment, negative thinking 
fades. Take time to accept your new 

reality. If you don’t, grief morphs into 
depression and that can make physi-
cal illness even worse.

For more information contact the  
South African Depression and Anxiety  
Group helpline: 011 262 6396 or go  
to www.sadag.org

Four tips for coping with chronic illness
and the depression that may come with it

Be con�dent you have the right doctor
When you have a chronic illness your relationship with
your doctor is second only to your family. You must be
honest and to do that, you need to trust that your doctor
hears what you say. If you don’t have that kind of
relationship, get a second opinion. 

Protect your health as you would a small child
You are more than your illness. Look after the basics — sleep,
exercise and diet. But also learn how to identify when you’re
wearing your health thin. Signals such as lowered ability to
concentrate, neck and shoulder tension, irritability, no sense
of humour or exhaustion are warning lights and need to be
listened to. Stop, assess and make changes. Ignoring those
signals can cause a relapse. Be a �erce protector of your
health, set limits and say “No”!

Create a new measuring stick
To thrive despite having a chronic illness, throw out
your old habits and rethink your standards. If you
de�ne yourself by your 50-hour work week, not
being able to keep up with those demands can
make you feel miserable. Ask yourself whether this
is reasonable. Trying to do everything yourself is
unreasonable — learn to delegate. A lot of courage
is needed to address old pressures and to imagine
ways of doing things di�erently.
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De�ne your circle of support
Isolation leads to depression. It’s easy to isolate
yourself when you feel sick and sore and negative.
People may surprise you — acquaintances may be
terri�c support when those you thought you could
count on disappear. If someone inside the circle
asks, “How are you?” tell them the truth. When
someone outside the circle asks, lie, say, “I’m �ne”
and change the subject. Too often they can’t handle
the truth. If someone asks if they can help, accept.
One way someone can help you is to go to the
doctor with you. The extra eyes and ears
take the pressure o� you when the news is
emotionally loaded and important, even
when the news is good.
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