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Pupils set up 
for downfall 
Kamogelo Seekoei
& David Macfarlane

T
he 2010 maths and sci-
ence matric results rang 
alarm bells for some 
educationists, with one 
saying marks in these 

subjects often  set up learners for dis-
appointment when they entered uni-
versities.

Fewer candidates wrote the maths 
and science exams in 2010 than in 
2009. Maths recorded a 1.4% increase 
in passes and in science there was an 
11% increase in passes.

Basic Education Minister Angie 
Motshekga expressed disappoint-
ment at the maths results. “We are 
certainly not happy with the current 
number of passes in mathematics 
and have planned to continue invest-
ing signifi cant resources in ensuring 
that the pass rate as well as the qual-
ity of mathematics are signifi cantly 
improved this year,” she said.

 Diane Grayson, a professor of 
physics at the University of Preto-

• 67.8% of the 537 543 full-time 
matriculants passed 
• 642 001 learners wrote the 
exams. This fi gure includes 
104 458 part-time learners, as 
well as some candidates from 
independent (private) schools
• 23.5% of the full-time can-
didates achieved university-
entrance passes (up from last 
year’s 19.9%)
• 58 subjects were written
• Quality assurance body 
Umalusi retained “raw” marks 
in 39 of the 58 subjects 
• Umalusi took marks up in 
nine subjects and down in 10
• Provincial pass rates: 
Gauteng — 78.6% (last year: 
71.8%); Western Cape — 76.8% 
(75.7%); North West — 75.7% 
(67.5%); Northern Cape — 72.3% 
(61.3%); KwaZulu-Natal 
— 70.7% (61.1%); Free State 
— 70.7% (69.4%); Eastern Cape 
— 58.3% (51%);  Limpopo — 

57.9% (48.9%);  Mpumalanga 
— 56.8% (47.9%)
• Most improved province: 
Northern Cape (11% increase)
• 504 schools (out of 5 915 
nationally) achieved a 100% 
pass and 127 of these were in 
the three poorest poverty cat-
egories (that is, quintiles one 
to three)
• 18 schools recorded a 0% 
pass rate
• 263 034 candidates wrote 
maths and 124 749 passed 
(down from 133 505 in 2009)
• 280 836 candidates wrote 
maths literacy and 241 576 
passed (up by 44 910 from 
2009)
• 205 364 candidates wrote 
physical science and 98 260 of 
them passed (up from 81 356 
in 2009) 

First published in the Mail & 
Guardian

The 2010 results at a glance

ria, said that  focusing merely on 
 pass rates in these subjects was 
not enough . To enable more learn-
ers to become engineers, scientists 
and medical practitioners  it was 
necessary to improve their prob-
lem-solving skills and conceptual 
understanding in the two subjects, 
she said.

Grayson headed a study published 
last year showing “anecdotal evi-
dence” from universities  that stu-
dents’ problem-solving skills and 
conceptual understanding were 
worse than  in the past.

Nan Yeld, the dean of the Centre 
for Higher Education Development 
at the University of Cape Town, said 
it was “a real concern” that fewer 
candidates had taken maths and sci-
ence and that more had taken maths 
literacy instead. Of the smaller num-
ber of maths and science candidates, 
“only 29% obtained 40% or more in 
maths”, Yeld said. “In the physical 
sciences, again fewer students took 
the subject and of these only 30% 
managed to get 40% or more.

“The seriousness of this should not 
be underestimated,” she said. “As 
Professor John Volmink, past chair 
of the Umalusi Council pointed out, 
a pass of 50% in the NSC [national 
senior certifi cate] is equivalent to a 
pass of 40% in the old maths higher 
grade. The great majority of stu-
dents passing maths and science, 
therefore, are doing so at consider-

ably less than the old maths higher 
grade  40% level.”

Grayson said  that universities 
would face problems with the com-
ing cohort of students. And the 
downside of improving pass rates 
was that students became depressed 
when they did not perform well at 
universities, she said.

“We will be doing these learners 

an injustice if we do not develop 
their problem-solving skills and con-
ceptual understanding in these sub-
jects and we will not be doing the 
country any favours too as these are 
our future scientists and engineers,” 
said Grayson.

First published in the Mail &
Guardian

To enable more learners to become engineers, scientists and medical practitioners it is necessary to 
improve their problem-solving skills and conceptual understanding in maths and science. 
Photo: Oupa Nkosi

Thabo Mohlala

One of the important factors in 
understanding key concepts in the 
mathematics and science curricu-
lum is the profi ciency in the language 
in which these subjects are taught, 
according to Marc Schafer, FirstRand 
Foundation South Africa mathemat-
ics education chair.

Schafer was speaking at the launch 
of volume two of Understanding Con-
cepts in Mathematics and Science, 
a multilingual book that translates 
mathematical and scientific concepts 
from English to isiZulu, isiXhosa and 
Afrikaans. The book is published 
by Maskew Miller Longman while 
the Zenex Foundation funded the 
project.

The book targets grade 10 to 12 
learners and consists of 68 units 

Teaching maths and science in the vernacular

of concepts. 
Schafer said South Africa has only 

two standardised mathematics 
and science registers (language or 
discourse used in a particular field) 
in English and Afrikaans. This poses 
an enormous challenge to teach these 
subjects in indigenous languages, he 
said. “You cannot have sufficient con-
ceptual understanding of a subject 
without being proficient in the lan-
guage it is taught in,” Schafer said.

He added: “The development of 
a mathematics and science regis-
ter in all indigenous languages is 
fundamental to the realisation of the 
vision that asserts that each child 
should have the choice of his or her 
language of instruction.”

 M o s t  t e a c h e r s  r e s o r t  t o 
code-switching – the use of vernacu-
lar and English to explain difficult 
maths and science concepts. 

Schafer said that, even though 
after grade four the medium of 
instruction is English, teachers 
continue to use code-switching for 
the duration of schooling. This seems 
to overcome the language barrier. 

But, “the problem comes 
when  the  l earners  face 
examinat ions  presented 
in English and no facilita-
tion from teachers is per-
mitted. Hence, a thorough 
understanding of the subject 
matter in English is necessary 
to be realistically evaluated on 

their subject knowledge.”
Schafer headed a team that 

conducted research by observing 
code-switching during the lessons 
of two grade 10 maths Xhosa-speak-
ing teachers. He noted that, before 
the use of the book, the teachers 
used the vernacular when giving 
instructions but things changed when 
they started to explain and illustrate 

mathematical concepts and terms 
because they switched to English. 

After they used the book “the use 
of Xhosa increased markedly when 
asking questions, expressing self and 
explaining”. The use of the first lan-
guage increased and they appeared 
more confident using Xhosa in 
teaching mathematical concepts, 
said Schafer. 



From Page 3
It is worth noting that under Joemat 
the Northern Cape saw the biggest sin-
gle improvement in 2010 of any prov-
ince — 11% — and that KwaZulu-Natal’s 
improvement was just less than 10%. 
This would seem to indicate that once 
strong, stable leadership is in place mat-
ric results react positively.

The final trend, and one that I think 
has been becoming more pronounced, 
concerns the “language in education” 
policy and how it is being implemented. 
I am intrigued as to why the North West 
and to some extent KwaZulu-Natal 
have been consistently improving. We 
could also include the Free State in that 
analysis. 

The North West has seen high levels 
of political instability and the suspen-
sion of the head of the education depart-
ment, on what most informed observers 
consider to be trumped-up charges. So, 
based on the second of the trends I have 
identified, it should have been doing 
badly. However, it has been doing the 
opposite and moved up in 2010 from 
fourth to third place among provinces. 
How do we account for this? 

One possible explanation is that 
schools in the North West are largely 
monolingual and so learners are learn-
ing in their mother tongue for most of 
the primary phase, if not throughout 
their schooling life. Recent research 
that explored language teaching in 
schools that now border North West 
but used to fall under the North West 
showed that they are doing better than 
expected academically. The relevant dis-
trict office ascribed this to the fact that, 
unlike other neighbouring schools, the 
teachers — who, in the schools consid-
ered in this research, are all Setswana 
speakers — teach predominantly in Set-
swana until at least grade six. That must 
give those learners a strong ground-
ing in their mother tongue and make 
it easier to grasp concepts in a second 

language (English, in the case fo those 
schools). 

We only have to look at the com-
parative success of Afrikaans-medium 
schools — and the top five performing 
schools in Gauteng, the best perform-
ing province in 2010, are all Afrikaans-
medium — to see the positive impact of 
learning in one’s mother tongue for as 
long as possible. 

If we now look at other provinces that 
have been doing well — KwaZulu-Natal, 
Free State and Northern Cape — we 
find a similar scenario in that most 
schools draw on communities that are 
relatively homogenous linguistically. In 
these provinces the change to English is 
in practice often implemented relatively 
late and gradually because the teachers 
tend to continue teaching predomi-
nantly in the majority mother tongue 
for as long as possible. In KwaZulu-
Natal, most primary schools sustain a 
high level of language code-switching, 
with isiZulu predominating to the end 
of grade six. It is the same with Sesotho 
in Free State and Setswana and Afri-
kaans in Northern Cape. 

In contrast, Mpumalanga and Lim-
popo, the lowest-ranked provinces, 
have complex language situations and 
there is no sense that there is a single 
dominant provincial African language. 
Parents push for English to be taught 
from an early age, to the detriment of 
learners’ language acquisition. 

Finally, the provinces that saw the 
most improvement, the Northern Cape 
and KwaZulu-Natal, where the second 
and third trends are both strongly evi-
dent. This should be a lesson to other 
provinces: get your provincial manage-
ment and language policy sorted out 
and it could have a dramatic impact 
on your provincial matric results.  

Martin Prew is the director of the Centre 
for Education Policy Development. This 
article was first published in the M&G

Matric results make sense
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W
e are now a full dec-
ade into the 21st 
century, an exciting 
as well as a chal-
lenging time. South 

Africa is on the brink of a new curricu-
lum. A big focus is on the essentials 
of education: literacy and numeracy. 
But what does this mean in our times? 
Today reading and writing happens 
more in digital than in print. This is 
what we found when we surveyed 
60 teens in Langa and Gugulethu in 
Cape Town in 2009. What’s more, the 
writing is short, for instance sending 
SMSes or MXit chat messages. 

Core to developing literacy skills 
is reading and writing longer pieces. 
The respected research organisation 
JET Education Services, has often 
highlighted the need for learners to 
write extended passages, which con-
sists of writing paragraph length or 
longer, such as descriptions, expres-
sive passages or letters. Through its 
research in South African schools, 
JET observed that two-thirds of learn-

ers had completed fewer than three 
such extended passages over the year 
— hopelessly inadequate.

While we know that reading and 
writing extended pieces is important, 
we also know how difficult it is to get 
young people to do this. Through Yoza 
Cellphone Stories we have tried to 
tackle this problem.

Yoza publishes m-novels — short for 
mobile novels — on cellphones, and 
invites readers to comment on these 
stories. Aimed at teens and young 
adults, our stories make for compel-
ling, entertaining reading. Our philos-
ophy is to publish great content where 
the kids are at: on MXit.

Has it worked? Yes, for now. Below 
are statistics and feedback from our 
readers that show that it has worked. 
But there is still more to be done.

In the first year of publishing m-
novels, the stories were read 60 000 
times. If we include one of Yoza’s sto-
ries also published on Vodafone Live, 
then in a little over a year readers have 
left 40 000 comments on our stories. 
Many of these comments are short, 
but many are the type of extended 
writing that we want to see. We asked 
Yoza readers how we could improve 
the service. Here are answers, pub-
lished as is (please excuse the txt-
speak; more on that below):

“ur stories are very interesting and 
nice, when u start reading them just 
can’t wait till the next day in order to 

read the next chapter. Maybe u guys 
should release 2 chapters a day, and 
just try and make ur stories longer,” 
writes Phumelela. 

“Today its obvious that mostly teen-
agers use mxit and read the stories. As 
an 18 year old girl who went through 
a lot during high school, i personally 
think that the stories should be bowt 
real ‘dramas’ as some people call 
it. And have logical happy endings 
which can guide other teenagers and 
help them thru their difficult times,” 
by Kirthi.

While the comments above are in 
txtspeak, which unfortunately some-
times appears in school assignments, 
they also show that the commenters 
have read the stories, comprehended 
them and would like to read more. 
When we published the next story in 
our m-novel series, after a few weeks 
of waiting, Yoza readers said: “I cant 
w8 4 mre 2 cum. I lv this buk. Let it 
keep on cum :)” and “The comeback of 
a great story can’t wait to read more...” 
Any teacher would be happy to have 
his or her learners enjoy reading this 
much!

While Yoza has been a success, with 
more than 100 000 unique visitors 
in the past four months, there is still 
much work to be done. Given that so 
many young people are on cellphones, 
there should be a million regular read-
ers. You can help by pointing your 
learners to Yoza, encouraging them to 

read and write on it, as well as use it in 
your classrooms.

In October I was contacted by an 
English teacher at a very poor high 
school in the Western Cape. She 
told me how much her learners had 
enjoyed reading a Yoza story in class 
and she had asked them to write 
reviews of the story. 

When told about the prescribed 
Shakespeare plays that are on Yoza, 
she said that she was relieved about 
this because not all of her learners had 
books of the plays.

Yoza is available on MXit and 
onwww.yoza.mobi 

How to get Yoza:
• On MXit go to Tradepost > MXit 
Cares > mobiBooks > Yoza, or add a 
MXit Service contact called Yoza
• Point your phone or PC browser to 
www.yoza.mobi 
• Or follow it on Facebook http:/www.
facebook.com/YozaCellphoneStories– 

Steve Vosloo is the fellow for 21st-
century learning at the Shuttleworth 
Foundation. He has a technology 
background and focuses on youth 
and digital media. Contact him at 
steve.vosloo@shuttleworthfounda-
tion.org

Gr8 way 2 read
Yoza Cellphone 
Stories are doing 
much to foster a 
culture of reading 
among young 
adults, writes 
Steve Vosloo

Hooked: Yoza cellphone stories on MXit are a hit. Photo: Lisa Skinner
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School Representatives required to introduce 
cutting edge educational videos to schools. High 
commissions paid, between R500 to R2000 per 
school monthly. Training provided nationally. 

GREAT OPPORTUNITY, DON’T MISS OUT. 

Email a two page CV to:
 signmeup@trainyourbrain.co.za

School Representatives
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Gareth Stokes

At a recent career expo the 
department of education was 
touting R14 000 a month (gross 
before deductions) as a start-
ing salary for maths and science 
teachers. The reality is that thou-
sands of dedicated teachers with 
years of experience earn far less. 
Once deductions for medical aid 
and pensions are factored in, 
there’s not much left to balance 
the books at month end.

That’s why thousands of desper-
ate teachers joined the national 
public sector strike in August and 
September last year. 

“The fact that some striking teach-
ers acted unprofessionally during 
the strikes — does not change the 
fact that teachers are not assured 
of future remuneration sufficient to 
secure their ongoing participation 
in the profession,” says Kim Forbes, 
an ex-teacher who now works in the 
private sector.

What can teachers do to supple-
ment their income? 

Before tackling this question, 
it’s important to dispel certain 
myths around the teaching pro-
fession. The spare time the public 
believes teachers have is quickly 
eaten into by administrative tasks 
and extramural activities. Dedi-
cated teachers often spend more 
hours at work than the typical 
nine-to-five executive.

For those who have a few spare 
hours — perhaps saved by doing 
only the minimum four hours of 
extramural activities a week — the 
quickest and easiest way to generate 
extra funds is to offer extra lessons.

Teachers can earn up to R200 an 
hour for group maths and science 
lessons. Teachers can also generate 
extra income by offering coaching 
in their extramural sports.

There are other ways for teach-
ers to leverage their subject exper-
tise. Forbes notes: “I know some 
teachers who create learning 

material, either contributing to 
existing study guide publications 
or their own textbooks.”

Options outside the teaching pro-
fession are few and far between. 
A popular opportunity for women 
teachers is to sell one of many cos-
metic ranges to the extended net-
work they’ve built up while teach-
ing. Products that offer multi-level 
distribution channels include Avon 
(www.avon.co.za) and Annique 
(www.annique.co.za).

One of the disappointments of 
the current teacher remunera-
tion environment is the number 
of teachers who leave South Africa 
for lucrative teaching posts over-
seas. They head out in the hope of 
returning someday with enough 
money for a deposit on a home; 
but many don’t return. 

“Aspiring teachers who love the 
profession should be encouraged 
to enter into it,” says Forbes, “but 
they should accept that they will 
never be wealthy”.

A 
new year means the pos-
sibility of a fresh start.  As 
you start 2011, you will 
have a new class with chil-
dren you have not taught 

before. They don’t know what to expect 
from you and you don’t know much 
about each child and how he or she is 
coping with mathematics. The fresh 
year gives you the opportunity to estab-
lish the classroom culture anew and 
the opportunity to get to know each 
child in your class.

You need to learn the names of the 
children, their special needs and, 
most importantly, their developmen-
tal stages with respect to mathemat-
ics. A well thought through start will 
pay handsome dividends for the rest 
of year.

The culture of the mathematics class-
room defines the way in which maths is 
learned and experienced. Your sense of 
mathematics also shapes the culture. Is 
yours a classroom in which mathemat-
ics is regarded as the memorisation of 
the facts, rules, formulas and proce-
dures needed to determine the answers 
to questions? Or is yours a classroom 
in which mathematics is regarded as 
a meaningful, sense-making, problem-
solving activity?  

If you regard mathematics as only 
the memorisation of the facts, rules, 
formulas and procedures needed to 
determine the answers to questions, 

then you need to create a classroom 
culture in which children expect you 
to demonstrate how things are done, 
and they see their role as remember-
ing how to do what you have dem-
onstrated. In this kind of classroom, 
the teacher decides whether answers 
are correct and children accept the 
verdict of the teacher. Children learn 
that they don’t have to understand 
how or why things work — only that 
they do work. Children also learn that 
what is most valued in the class is the 
correct answer.

In this kind of classroom, you would 
do well to start the year with a test 
using the kinds of question you expect 
children coming into this grade to be 
able to answer. You should mark the 
test and rank the children from weak-
est to strongest and then set about cov-

ering the curriculum.
If you read my columns in 2010, 

you would know that the kind of 
classroom I have just described 
is not one in which I believe 
children can learn mathemat-
ics effectively. It is in the kind of 
classroom I have just described 
that children develop anxieties 
and fears about mathematics. 
My concern with the classroom 
described above is that it stifles 
the child. The classroom culture 
robs the child of being able to 
think for himself or herself and 
shows no regard for a natural 
ability for and interest in solving 
problems.

My ideal mathematics class-
rooms are those in which chil-
dren experience mathematics as a 
meaningful, sense-making, prob-
lem-solving activity; classrooms 
in which children have opinions 
and their opinions are valued; 
classrooms in which mathematics 
can be understood, appreciated 
and enjoyed.

So how does a teacher go about 
establishing such a classroom? 
The book Adding it Up (Helping 
Children Learn Mathematics) pro-
vides some useful suggestions and 
answers to this question. It can be 
downloaded at no charge from: 
http://www.nap.edu/openbook.
php?record_id=9822&w=1 or via 
the link in the downloads page at: 
www.brombacher.co.za. 

In Adding it Up (Helping Chil-
dren Learn Mathematics) the 
authors describe what they call 
“mathematical proficiency”. In 
particular, they describe five dif-
ferent strands or aspects to being 
mathematically proficient. If you 
are concerned about creating a 
mathematics classroom that sup-
ports mathematical proficiency 
then you may want to use these 
strands as a guide to creating the 
classroom culture.

As you create the classroom 
culture you should be concerned 
with children understanding what 
they are doing. In your class it is 

not enough that children choose 
the correct operation and produce 
the correct answer. You also want 
them to know what they are doing 
and why they are doing it. You 
will ask questions such as: “Can 
you explain why you did what you 
did?” and/or “Why do you think 
that will work?”

You should be concerned with 
children being able to apply 
what they have learned to solv-
ing unfamiliar problems. In your 
class, you pose problems expect-
ing that children can make a 
range of plans to solve them. You 
have faith in children’s ability to 
develop a strategy and give them 
time to do so. 

This last point is important. 
In many classrooms teachers 
pose problems and get impatient 
or want to “help” the children 
and so they give the children 
hints or even solve the problem 
for the children. Children quickly 
learn that  the  teacher  wi l l 
solve the problem anyway, so 
they stop trying.

You should expect children 
to reason about what they have 
done. In your class, children are 
expected to reflect on their solu-
tion, they are expected to decide 
whether the answer is reasonable 
or not and to explore ways of test-
ing the validity of their solutions. 
They are expected to be able to 
convince others about their solu-
tions, justifying their explana-
tion using logical argument. They 
are expected to make mistakes 
and to learn from them. Mistakes 
are valued as lessons and are not 
regarded as signs of weakness or 
incompetence.

It goes without saying that you 
expect children to be able to com-
pute. You expect them to know 
the number facts and calculation 
strategies that are appropriate to 
their grade and you expect them 
to know them fluently. The point 
is not that children shouldn’t have 
strong mental arithmetic skills 
and be able to perform the calcu-

lations that are expected at their 
grade level; it is simply that this 
alone is not enough.

Finally, you need to create an 
environment in which children 
want to engage, an environment 
in which children expect to work 
hard, to take risks and to struggle.  
You create this environment by 
modelling such behaviour yourself 
and by encouraging such behav-
iour in the children. 

The start of the new year offers 
you a wonderful opportunity to 
begin with the establishment of 
the culture described above. How 
better to do so than by means of a 
well-chosen problem. Maybe even 
an investigation. Investigations 
provide you with a window into 
the minds of the children in your 
class. They reveal their problem-
solving strategies, their attitudes 
and even their mathematical 
knowledge and skills.

In concluding today’s column, I 
would like to suggest an investiga-
tion that you might like to try in 
your class. I have suggested it with 
great success to teachers partici-
pating in courses I have presented 
who are dealing with children 
from the Intermediate Phase.

Investigate: 
What is the greatest product that 

can be made from the numbers 
that add up to a given number?

Let me get you started. Consider 
the number 8. 

8 = 1 + 2 + 3 + 2    and   1 + 2 + 3 
x 2 = 12

8 = 5 + 3    and    5 x 3 = 15
Now that you understand the 

question, we can ask:
• Is there a bigger product?
• What about the numbers 9 

and 10?
In my next column I will discuss 

a solution to this question and talk 
about how different children of 
different ages might respond.

Aarnout Brombacher is a private 
maths consultant. For more 
information go to www.brom-
bacher.co.za

Use your spare time wisely

Aarnout 
Brombacher 
emphasises 
the importance of 
establishing a new 
classroom culture

Mathematical pro�ciency
Five abilities that nuture an environment conducive to learning maths

Graphic: JOHN McCANN  Source: ADDING IT UP
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My ideal 
mathematics 
classrooms are 
those in which 
children experience 
mathematics as 
a meaningful, 
problem-solving 
activity

TEACHERS CROSS TRANSFERS

Teachers P1 – P3 
who need partners for cross transfers, 

Mangoloi Transit can assist with 
suitable candidates. 

Call Griffith 073 645 4090 
or 

071 133 1429.
Thobile Mthiyane-Lekgoathi 

074 404 8476 

Telefax: 011 849 3226
Teach 001
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Company:
Signature:
Size:
Cost:
Mail&Guardian cannot be held responsible for errors/

omissions not noted by the client
Date: 17/06/09       Time: 09:55 Corrections 0
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Bring the best in educational technology 
to your learners. Contact OES for latest 
catalogue. Widest range of calculator 

models: TI, Casio, Sharp, HP and Texet. 
For product information, call us at (011) 285 0028

Attention
Math/Science 

Depts:
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www.up.ac.za

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

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

ACE: Special Needs Education 

BEd (Hons) Education Management, Law and Policy 

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

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

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

Title: ................  Initials:  ....................  Surname ......................................................................

Postal address:  ........................................................................................................................

...................................................................................................................................................

Tel: (w):  .................................... (h)  ....................................... (cell) ........................................

Programme in which you are interested in receiving further information:......................................
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T
he University of Johan-
nesburg (UJ) in collabo-
ration with the Harvard 
Graduate School of Edu-
cation (HGSE) launched 

an ambitious three-year interven-
tion programme in December 
aimed at improving the quality of 
teaching and learning by strength-
ening school leadership and district 
offices. 

For the duration of the pro-
gramme its focus will mainly be on 
school principals and district offi-
cials in the Johannesburg Central 
district.

According to project leader Sarah 
Gravett, executive dean of UJ’s fac-
ulty of education, the centrepiece 
of the initiative is the Education 
Leadership Institute, with two inter-
linked components: the Principal 
Network and the Leadership Devel-
opment Programme. 

She said the institute will be based 
at the UJ’s revamped Soweto cam-
pus and will serve as a resource cen-
tre for principals, district officials, 
heads of department and ordinary 
teachers. 

Gravett said the programme came 
about after research highlighted the 
central role principals play in creat-
ing a positive learning culture and 
environment in schools. “Schools 
that have sound and dynamic lead-
ership produce good results. And 
if you want to enhance school aca-
demic performance, you need to 
look at all layers of [education] 
administration from school and dis-
trict to provincial level,” she said. 

The initiative was launched 
against the backdrop of similar 
efforts by both the provincial and 
national basic education depart-
ments also aimed at school leader-
ship development and the strength-
ening of district offices. 

Last year, Basic Education Min-
ister Angie Motshekga announced 
plans to streamline and boost the 
capacity of district offices to deliver 
quality education.

Her Gauteng provincial counter-
part, Barbara Creecy, handed out 
Blackberry cellphones to principals as 
a way of promoting and regularising 
communication between principals 
and the district offices. The National 
Teacher Laptop Initiative was also 
launched as a means of providing 
teachers with access to technology.

“The skills, knowledge and abilities 
of school leaders are thus central to 
the task of creating schools that pro-
mote effective teaching and learn-
ing for all students. And support for 
their work and the leadership and 
management roles they fulfil are a 
critical component of any school 
improvement initiative,” noted UJ’s 
document on the initiative. 

The Education Leadership 
Institute
Launched in June last year, the Edu-
cation Leadership Institute func-
tions as a unit of the department of 
education management and leader-
ship at UJ. It comprises a full-time 

A three-pronged initiative
An ambitious plan 
aims to strengthen 
school leadership 
and district offices

administrative team led by a UJ fac-
ulty member. The team’s responsi-
bilities are to organise all the activi-
ties, which include programme 
development and implementation, 
coordinating principal network 
activities and disseminating infor-
mation and research on the topic of 
school leadership.

According to Gravett, the centre’s 
physical space will be used for hold-
ing meetings, workshops and infor-
mal networking sessions. Work-
shops and meetings will take place 
about once a month. Gravett said 
workshops and meetings would be 
offered for free, but it may be nec-
essary sometimes to pay for certain 
short courses.

Principals, teachers and district 
officials residing outside Gauteng 
province could still benefit by visiting 
the faculty’s website. “At the moment 
we are in the process of constructing 
a separate interactive website for the 
institute and this should be up and 
running very soon.” 

The Principal Network
The Principal Network, which was 
launched last year with the sup-
port of the Development Bank of 
Southern Africa, serves as both a 
physical and virtual convener of 
school leaders. The aim is to create 
“communities of practice” to enable 
school leaders to work together and 
solve problems as they find ways of 
improving learning and teaching in 
their schools. 

The network serves as an “ongo-
ing resource” for school manag-
ers. Some of its expected benefits 
include: opportunities to build 
knowledge; development of impor-
tant leadership skills; accessing role 
models; encouraging innovation; 
enhancing professional confidence 
and competence; and reducing a 
sense of isolation that many princi-
pals experience. 

The Leadership Development 
Programme
This programme targets schools in 
the Johannesburg Central district. 
It will be a “sustained” and “system-
atic” intervention whose objective is 
to create structures and develop the 
capacity of school leaders as well as 
district officials. They will benefit 
from a series of structured activities 
designed to achieve organisational 
coherence and an alignment of 
activities within the system. 

The other key objective is to nar-

row the gap that exists between 
schools and districts so that they 
can agree on common measures 
for school improvement. Members 
from both UJ and HGSE’s educa-
tion faculties will co-teach on the 
programme to provide the theoreti-
cal knowledge and practical skills 
needed to improve schools. 

UJ vice-chancellor Ihron Rensburg 
said the university had made a huge 
financial investment in not only the 
physical infrastructure but also the 
content of the programmes to be 
offered at the Soweto campus. While 
Soweto residents will be immediate 
beneficiaries, people from the region 
will also use the centre as their intel-
lectual home. 

He added that as “this campus 
rises up, so will the community of 
the region” and that the campus 
community will “reflect the values of 
the broader society and promote the 
principles enshrined in the coun-
try’s constitution”.

Basic education department offi-
cial Palesa Tyobeka conveyed Mot-
shekga’s message of support for 
the programme and thanked UJ 
for revamping the Soweto campus 
and turning it into one of the best 
equipped learning institutions. 

The faculty’s website address is:  
www.uj.ac.za, click on the faculty of 
education and then on “principal 
network”

Leadership launch: Sarah Gravett (above left) is the leader of the 
University of Johannesburg’s programme that aims to strengthen 
leadership in schools. Speaking at the launch at the Soweto campus, 
the UJ’s vice-chancellor Ihron Rensburg (left) said as “this campus rises 
up, so will the community of the region”. Photos: Oupa Nkosi
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