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Thabo Mohlala

 E
thel Phiri developed an 
interest in science at a 
young  age and today 
her interest in research 
includes genetics, biodi-

versity,  conservation, invasive spe-
cies and their influence on   ecosystem 
functions, and climate change.

She was born in  Nelspruit, 
Mpumalanga, and attended four pri-
mary schools in the province because 
her  family relocated several times. 

 After completing  matric she 
enrolled for a bachelor of  science 
degree at the University of 
Johannesburg, then known as  Rand 
Afrikaans University, majoring in 
botany and biochemistry. 

She graduated in 2002 and 
the  following year  completed an 
 honours degree in botany, with 
plant biotechnology and medicinal 
plant use as additional courses. 

She worked at the Sci-Bono 
Discovery Centre in Newtown, 
Johannesburg, for a year before 
 travelling to remote Marion Island in 
the South Atlantic on a  sub-Antarctic 
expedition.

There she spent 13 months study-
ing towards a  master’s degree in 
 science  specialising in sub-Antarctic 

ecology through the University of 
Stellenbosch. She was awarded a 
 South African Association for the 
Advancement of Science  medal   for 
the best original research in 2009.

Phiri works part-time as an 
 academic writing consultant at the 
university’s   Writing Laboratory, 
helping students to improve their 
 academic and scientific writing skills 
— all this while working towards a 
doctorate  in zoology.

What sparked your interest in science? 
I suspect I was inspired after I 
 germinated a bean in cotton wool 
  when I was in primary school. For 
years after that I tried to germinate 
almost every seed I came across.

Was there an  event or person that per-
suaded you to pursue your career?
I am naturally curious but I also had 
the best grade 10 biology teacher 
in Mrs Andrews. She played an 
important role in stimulating my 
 interest in  chemical signals in plants 
and  animals, which is why I chose 
 biochemistry at university.

A passion for research
Inspiration  from  germinating  a bean in 
cotton wool led  Ethel Phiri  to pursue
a career  in environmental  science 

What is your field of science all about?
It is about the genetics and 
 biogeography — the historical 
 distribution — of crabs living in 
freshwater or aquatic habitats, rivers 
and lakes, in the Afrotropical region. 

The basis of my research is to 
use genetic techniques to find the 
 historical time period in which  crabs 
may have inhabited specific fresh-
water habitats in this region. 

I am using this information to trace 
their dispersal  patterns in order to 
infer the  historical  distribution of 
their ancestors, which may have 
 originated from the sea.

How can young people get into  your 
area of  specialisation?
Together with a passion for the life 
sciences,  they need to work hard at 
school and do maths and science to 
be accepted into a bachelor of  science 
programme at university. 

At university they  can choose 
courses such as genetics, biochem-
istry, biotechnology, botany, zoology 
and molecular systematics, among 
others.

What is your message to science 
 teachers and learners?
Teachers should make use of the 
resources they have, however 
 limited, to encourage learners to 
become interested in science and 
 technology. 

If resources are not  available, 
teachers should be  inventive to make 
science fun for the learners. 

In addition, they should teach with 
passion, because this is what sparks 
an  interest in the minds of young 
people. 

 Science is great because … 
It helps us to understand details often 
overlooked in our daily lives. For 
example, although bacteria are often 
regarded as bad, we enjoy yoghurt 
because someone discovered how to 
put bacteria to good use. Through  the 
application of science and technology, 
hearing aids were invented. 

What do you do  in your spare time?
I enjoy photography, the outdoors — 
hiking and cycling — and  watching 
nature DVDs and television  shows.

Naturally curious: Ethel Phiri on remote Marion Island in the South Atlantic where she spent 13 months studying towards a master’s degree in science

Triumphing against all odds
Welcome to our first issue of 2012. It 
is back-to-school time yet again and 
we hope that the year ahead brings 
challenges that can be resolved, as 
we strive for better education for 
learners and environments that sup-
port teachers in their daily work.

Although it would be advisable 
to leave the 70.2% matric pass rate 
behind us, it could be beneficial for 
us to take lessons from last year’s 
matriculants, especially those who 

triumphed against the odds.
theTeacher went out to find young 

people who beat the odds and came 
top of their class, and they all attrib-
ute their success to a teacher or men-
tor. We bring you three distinct sto-
ries of how teachers can contribute 
to their learners’ success. The matric-
ulants whose stories we share credit 
their teachers as pivotal to their 
achievements. They also acknowl-
edge the sacrifices they made to help 

them through. We at theTeacher rec-
ognise the hard work you put into 
teaching. 

Eric Mubai’s story — he grew up 
in Diepsloot, taught himself maths 
and got five distinctions — is remark-
able. Then there is the miracle of 
Jo-Li Kotze, a drug addict since 
the age of 13, who shed the habit 
and achieved distinctions in all the 
subjects she wrote.

It is also in order to celebrate 

excellence where it exists. The Oprah 
Winfrey Leadership Academy for 
Girls achieved a 100% pass rate with 
girls who came from diverse back-
grounds and who may otherwise not 
have been afforded the opportunity. 
But Winfrey, the talk-show host and 
philanthropist, believes that educa-
tion makes a person and her acad-
emy is testament to that.

Our message at theTeacher is: Keep 
up the good work. — The Editor
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1 January
21 March
22 March
29 March
1 April
27 April
1 May 
16 June
17 June
9 August

16 December
25 December
26 December

SCHOOL CALENDAR FOR THE 2013 ACADEMIC YEAR: [INLAND] SCHOOL CALENDAR FOR THE 2013 ACADEMIC YEAR: [COASTAL]

Public and School Holidays 2013 January 2013 February 2013 March 2013 January 2013 February 2013 March 2013
S M T W T F S S M T W T F S S M T W T F S S M T W T F S S M T W T F S S M T W T F S

New Year’s Day 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 1 2 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 1 2
Human Rights Day 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
School Holiday (Coastal) 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 10 11 12 13 14 15 16
Good Friday 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 17 18 19 20 21 22 23
Family Day 27 28 29 30 31 24 25 26 27 28 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 27 28 29 30 31 24 25 26 27 28 24 25 26 27 28 29 30
Freedom Day 31 31
Workers’ Day
Youth Day April 2013 May 2013 June 2013 April 2013 May 2013 June 2013
Public Holiday S M T W T F S S M T W T F S S M T W T F S S M T W T F S S M T W T F S S M T W T F S
Women’s Day 1 2 3 4 5 6 1 2 3 4 1 1 2 3 4 5 6 1 2 3 4 1

24 September Heritage Day 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
Day of Reconciliation 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 9 10 11 12 13 14 15
Christmas Day 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 16 17 18 19 20 21 22
Day of Goodwill 28 29 30 26 27 28 29 30 31 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 28 29 30 26 27 28 29 30 31 23 24 25 26 27 28 29

30 30

July 2013 August 2013 September 2013 July 2013 August 2013 September 2013
S M T W T F S S M T W T F S S M T W T F S S M T W T F S S M T W T F S S M T W T F S

1 2 3 4 5 6 1 2 3 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 1 2 3 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
7 8 9 10 11 12 13 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 8 9 10 11 12 13 14
14 15 16 17 18 19 20 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 15 16 17 18 19 20 21
21 22 23 24 25 26 27 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 22 23 24 25 26 27 28
28 29 30 31 25 26 27 28 29 30 31 29 30 28 29 30 31 25 26 27 28 29 30 31 29 30

October 2013 November 2013 December 2013 October 2013 November 2013 December 2013
S M T W T F S S M T W T F S S M T W T F S S M T W T F S S M T W T F S S M T W T F S

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
6 7 8 9 10 11 12 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 8 9 10 11 12 13 14
13 14 15 16 17 18 19 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 15 16 17 18 19 20 21
20 21 22 23 24 25 26 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 22 23 24 25 26 27 28
27 28 29 30 31 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 29 30 31 27 28 29 30 31 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 29 30 31

GROUP 1: INLAND PROVINCES: FREE STATE, GAUTENG, LIMPOPO, MPUMALANGA AND NORTH 
WEST

GROUP 2: COASTAL PROVINCES: EASTERN CAPE, KWAZULU-NATAL, NOTHERN CAPE AND 
WESTERN CAPE

Term Duration No. of 
weeks No. of days No. of public 

holidays
Actual no. of 
school days Term Duration No. of weeks No. of days

1 (7) 9 Jan – 20 March 11 (53) 51 0 (53) 51 1 (14) 16 Jan – 28 March 11 (54) 52  

2 9 April – 21 June 11 54 2 52 2 8 April – 21 June 11 55

3 15 July – 20 Sept 10 50 1 49 3 15 July – 20 Sept 10 50

4 1 Oct – 04   (06) Dec 10 (49) 47 0 (49) 47 4 1 Oct – 04 (06) Dec 10 (49) 47

TOTAL 42 (206) 202 3 (203) 199 TOTAL 42 (208) 204

No. of public 
holidays

1 + 1

2 

1

0

4 + 1

Actual no. of 
school days

(52) 50

53

49

(49) 47

(203) 199

MINISTRY OF BASIC EDUCATION
NATIONAL EDUCATION POLICY ACT, 1996 (ACT NO. 27 1996)

2013 SCHOOL CALENDAR FOR PUBLIC SCHOOLS

I, Angelina Matsie Motshekga, Minister of Basic Education, hereby publish in terms of section 3(4)(K) of the National Education Policy Act, 
1996 (Act No. 27 of 1996) the 2013 school calendar for public schools as detailed in the accompanying schedule. 

Mrs Angie Motshekga, MP
Minister of Basic Education

Erick Mchome

W
hen four  pupi ls 
of the Kwadedan-
g e n d l a l e  H i g h 
School in Soweto  
were selected to 

form an investment group in March 
last year, they had no idea what 
the business of shares entailed. 
For them, following share prices at 
the JSE was boring and they even 
thought they were too young to 
worry about investing.

What they did not know was that 
they were taking their first steps 
towards success. Eight months later, 
they  were each given real shares for 
winning the income portfolio sec-
tion of the JSE/Liberty Investment 
Challenge. Their group mentor, com-
merce teacher Violet Mapeka, was 
also rewarded.

The challenge is a game that aims 
to teach South African pupils about 
investing on the JSE and the larger 
role that such investments play in 
the country’s economy. It helps those 
participating to learn the funda-
mentals of investment strategy and 
encourages them to research and 
plan issues concerning the trading 

of JSE-listed shares. Participants 
test their share trading skills with 
an ongoing annual simulated “ghost 
training” programme. 

Each team is given an imaginary 
sum of R1-million to invest in JSE-
listed shares. Their performance is 
tracked and measured in a competi-
tion against other teams taking part 
in the challenge.

At Kwadedangendlale, 12 teams 
took part in the challenge. The win-
ners were the Bears — Phumla 
Mahlangu (14), Sinethemba Dlamini 
(15), Slindokuhle Thando Ndlanzi 

(15) and Zukiswa Stemele (15).
“It was very confusing in the begin-

ning. We understood nothing about 
shares,” said Mahlangu, a grade nine 
pupil and leader of the Bears. “So it 
was ,like, let’s give it a try.”

She said it was hard for them to 
do anything at first because they 
had no idea of what it took to par-
ticipate in the business of shares, 
but a volunteer from the University 
of the Witwatersrand came to give 
them guidance. After a few lectures 
from the university student, the four 
developed an interest in the business 

— and there was no turning back.
According to Mapeka, the internet 

was another challenge the group 
conquered in the process of win-
ning the award. And “they had to 
buy newspapers every day to follow 
up on what was happening in the 
market and which companies had 
the best dividends so that they could 
trade, something that they could just  
do online.” 

Mapeka said that, for young peo-
ple to do better in anything, they 
needed to be motivated and that was 
part of what she did for her team as 
a mentor.

The Bears totted up an imaginary 
income of R66 628.27, which won 
them the prize. The Aurora Girls High 
School, also in Soweto, managed an 
income of R60 171.36 and the Emdeni 
High School team came third with 
R59 711.67.

Each of the four members of 
the Bears was given shares worth 
R4 000, the school was given R1 000 
and Mapeka was also given a sub-
stantial number of shares.

Now that they have learnt how 
important investment can be, it is 
no surprise that the Bears are not 
planning to spend all their prize 
money — being young, they will not 
put the entire amount into savings 
or investments. “It is important to 
save, but I am going to spend half of 
it,” said Dlamini, who wants to be a  
civil engineer.

The girls’ winning has motivated 
their fellow pupils and now more 
groups from the school are planning 
to participate this year.

“We have told them to overcome 
anything coming their way, because 
you never know where you can suc-
ceed,” said Stemele.

Mapeka said she was especially 
proud that the group’s win had pro-
moted the school. There were about 
360 teams from different schools and 
universities and the winning Bears 
had not even turned 18 yet.

The JSE/Liberty Investment 
Challenge is open to all South 
African high school pupils who 
compete in three categories 
— income, equity and specula-
tor. Separate categories are 
set aside for university and 
independent college students. 
To enter the 2012 challenge, 
contact the co-ordinators on 
011 520 7116/7344 or check 
the JSE/Liberty Facebook page 
(facebook.com/#/!pages/
JSELiberty-Investment-
Challenge/352982065154).

Bears rule the market
Soweto team live up 
to their name in JSE 
shares challenge

Investment 
challenge in a 
nutshell

Learners from Kwadedangendlale High School in Zola, from left,  
Slindokuhle Ndlandzi, Phumla Mahlangu, Sinethemba Dlamini and 
Zukisa Stemele, won the stock exchange challenge. Photo: Oupa Nkosi
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Good Teacher?  Qualifi ed?  Experienced? 

SEARCH ASSOCIATES’  700 approved member International Schools worldwide off er you and your family small 
classes, excellent salaries, benefi ts, fl ights, your children’s tuition, housing, family health. SEARCH places 2000 
selected teachers each year through our 13 worldwide job fairs (60%) and database (40%). At our 2011  Jo’burg Job Fair  
25 leading International Schools hired 50 Search-registered teachers her in South Africa .  In 2012  –  now  it’s your turn . 

MARCH ‘12 INFORMATION SEMINARS: Your Career in International Schools:  South Africa’s Teachers

To request your invitation to attend an obligation-free information Seminar email: 
Gez Hayden, Senior Associate, Search Associates:  ghayden@searchassociates.com  

DATES & VENUES: Jo’burg/Pretoria March 15,16,17; Durban  March 18,19,20; 
P.E. March 21,22;   Cape Town 23,24,25  . 

APPLICATION & info:   www.searchassociates.com

Why  Teach  Overseas?
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of being part of the process of shap-
ing the lives of other individuals 
and that a good teacher could only 
add value to the world. I decided I 
wanted to add value to the world.

Why do you think teaching is a 
cool profession?
With a great school experience, I 
knew first-hand the value my teach-
ers had added to my life. 

There were the obvious tensions 
of integration and assimilation, lan-
guage politics and hair politics in 
a school that was previously segre-
gated. But, in spite of the bittersweet 
experiences of being in a school 
within a society in transition, I 
became convinced that teaching was 

a “cool” profession. 
My teachers always had time for 

me. They knew my interests and gave 
me opportunities that allowed my 
talents to blossom. And I wanted to 
do the same for the next generation.

Who was your first teacher?
My first teacher was my mother. She 
taught me how to be and how not 
to be in the world through stories. 
A few years ago, I sat in a lecture 
by former president Thabo Mbeki 
and listened to him hail his science 
teacher, “Mash”, as one of his favour-
ite teachers. 

As he described that teacher I real-
ised he was talking about my grand-
father, Mr Mashologu. These narra-
tives convinced me that teaching was 
worth a consideration even though 
my friends, who were studying for 
BCom degrees, convinced me I would 
be poor and stressed all the time.

How did you know you wanted 
to become a teacher? 
As a student, I became a volunteer 
and began to work in schools. The 
reality of the inequalities in South 
African schools punched me in the 

face. I worked with learners in grade 
10 who could not read and write. I 
sat in schools where teaching was 
disrupted because of the lack of 
functional infrastructure, as broken 
 toilets caused a ghastly smell across 
the school.

As the years progressed, I have 
realised that the teacher shortage is 
catastrophic. The implications of this 
situation become clearer every time 
I read about the education system in 
provinces such as the Eastern Cape.

You are working on your mater’s degree 
research. What is its focus?
My research is looking at the teach-
ing of reading in grade one classes, 
which has confirmed that, without 
good teachers, the future of South 
Africa is precarious. If the opportu-
nity to learn is being eroded in grade 
one, the hope of engineers and doc-
tors in the country is very dim. And 
I do not want to be part of a country 
where I will wonder: “Why didn’t we 
see it coming?”

What does the future hold for you?
I wanted to be a teacher because, 
beyond the limitations of the class-
room and the challenges we face 
every day, teaching is about being 
part of the growth of other individu-
als. I want to be a teacher because it 
is the one profession I have realised 
requires me to live with my heart on 
my sleeve, unapologetically.

Athambile Masola is a teacher at 
Claremont High School in Cape Town. 
Masola is a Mandela-Rhodes Scholar 
and is completing a master’s degree in 
education at Rhodes University

Why I chose teaching
Teaching adds value to the world and it is 
a cool profession, says Athambile Masola

The following 
words resonated 
within me: “I am a 
teacher. I was born 
the first moment 
that a question 
leaped from the 
mouth of a child”

Touching lives: Athambile Masola believes that teaching ‘is about being part of the growth of other individuals’. Photo: David Harrison

I 
grew up believing I could be 
anything I wanted to be in 
the world. I was able to use 
my imagination because I 
was exposed to various ideas 

throughout my learning at school.

Did you think you would become
a teacher when you were in grade one?
My grade one teacher convinced me 
that I was a writer. I have been glued 
to books ever since because of the 
experience of reading and writing in 
her classroom. 

As a child my interests varied from 

astronomy, archaeology, history and 
jewellery-making to smatterings of 
science.

When did it strike you that you 
would become a teacher?
In high school, I began to think 
about careers and a poem by John 
Schlatter convinced me that I 
wanted to be a teacher. The following 
words  resonated within me: “I am a 
teacher. I was born the first moment 
that a question leaped from the 
mouth of a child.” 

The poem made me realise the joy 
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A nurturing disciplinarian

T
hebe Ikalafeng is among 
the most respected brand 
experts in South Africa 
and beyond. He is also 
an adviser, an author, 

 commercial and political commen-
tator and a thought leader. 

He has founded a range of award-
winning  companies and initiatives 
such as the Brand Leadership Group, 
the Brand Leadership  Academy, Brand 
Africa and Public Sector Excellence.

When he was head of Nike Africa, 
the company won more than 75 
local and global awards. These 
included 10 Cannes Lions, Marketing 
Company of the Year, Marketing 
Services Agency of the Year and the 
2011 Rebrand 100 Global Award for 
Effective Brand Transformations.

He has led a number of rebranding 
projects for blue-chip clients such as 
Unisa, Transnet and the Passenger 
Rail Agency of South Africa, as 
well as repositioning and branding 
Ghana’s ruling party, the National 
Democratic Congress.

Ikalafeng is vice-president of the 
Brand Council of South Africa and 
holds a string of  qualifications — a 
BSc in business administration and 
an MBA from Marquette University 
in the United States. He has 
 completed executive leadership edu-
cation in finance at Wits Business 
School and Harvard Business School, 
and is a chartered marketer.

How old are you?
I am 45. 

How do you earn a living?
I advise, teach and speak globally 
on commercial, political, national 
and personal branding and related 
matters.

Where did you grow up?
In Kimberley in the Northern Cape.

Where did you do your
schooling?
I started primary school in 1978 at 
St Boniface Boys’ High, a Christian 
Brothers’ college. I also did my high-
school education there from 1981 
until 1985.

And your tertiary education? 
I studied at the University of the 
Witwatersrand but left in 1989 on an 
Institute of International Education 
scholarship to study at Marquette 
University — a Jesuit university in 
the United States.

Did you have any favourite 
teachers? 
It would be Brother Donald Madden, 
an Irish Jesuit, who was my English 
teacher and later became a school 
principal. He was the one constant 
teacher throughout my high school.

Brother Donald 
Madden did not only 
care about how well 
one did in school 
but also in life

Green paper open to input
A green paper released by Higher 
Education and Training Minister 
Blade Nzimande envisages that 
more than 4.5-million students a  
year will be enrolled in universi-
ties, colleges and other post-school 
institutions.

According to the green paper, 
which was released in Pretoria, 
university enrolment needs to be 
increased from almost 900 000 at 
23 universities in 2011 to 1.5-mil-
lion in 2030.

The focus in higher education 
would now be on further educa-
tion and training (FET) colleges, 
according to the paper.

The government aimed to have 

four million people enrolled at col-
leges or other tertiary  institutions 
by 2030. “The key area of focus for 
expansion must be the public fur-
ther education and training college 
sector. Strengthening and then 
expanding the colleges will play 
a central role in building a larger 
and more vibrant college sector.”

There are 50 multi-campus FET 
colleges around the country, which 
were formed by the merger of 152 
technical colleges.

According to the green paper, 
the FET colleges have to become 
the institution of choice for 
school-leavers.

The problem with these instit- 

utions at the moment is that they 
lack any real connection to the 
workplace. According to the paper, 
“one factor, which has played a role 
in preventing the strengthening of 
the college sector has been regular 
changes in their mandate”.

In terms of quality, the universi-
ties are the strongest.

Among the issues highlighted 
were racism and transformation, 
which Nzimande planned to tackle 
by forming “a permanent oversight  
committee” that would submit an 
annual report to him.

The public has until April 30 
to comment on the green paper. 
— Sapa

Why were you so fond of him?
He was a disciplinarian who did not 
just care about how well I was doing 
in school but also in life.

What influence did he have on 
you?
He placed tremendous confidence in 
my leadership skills and  encouraged 
and supported me to explore and 
use all my other talents. He was a 
 nurturing teacher.

Do you still have contact with 
him? And if yes, how?
Rarely. He has retired. I last saw him 
when I was guest speaker at the 50th 
anniversary of the school.

What were your favourite 
 subjects and why?
I was excellent in maths and science, 
but was also an all-rounder and top 
pupil throughout my schooling. 

From your point of view, what 
are the qualities of a good 
teacher?
Teachers play the role of guardian 
in between the time you leave home 
and return home. 

They are the sage guardians who 
mould very impressionable minds 
and guide them to know and under-
stand their passions and pursue their 
goals, as well as giving them the basic 
tools to be able to make informed 
choices.

In your view, what are the 
things a teacher should never 
do or say?
A teacher is not your parent, but 
merely a guardian. Although they 
should be cordial, they are not your 
friends either. 

They cannot make decisions about 
what direction your life should take, 
but they should give you the guid-
ance and tools to be able to make 
informed life choices.

What message do you have for 
teachers in South Africa?
Considering the great work they 
do, their profession is the most 
 undervalued and underrated. 

In my view, teaching is the most 
 important  calling in the world next 
to the medical profession. Teachers 
 soldier on despite being poorly paid 
and doing more with less.

I applaud their selfless 
 commitment to the profession, youth 
and the future of the country. 

We all need to do something 
to raise their profile, increase 
their resources and thank them. 
Everybody who is  somebody had 
a teacher in life —  formally or 
informally.

Accomplished: 
Thebe Ikalafeng 
applauds the 
selflessness and 
 commitment of 
teachers
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Dries de Beer

W
hen I was appointed 
to my present job I 
felt really good. “Of 
course I deserve it 
and I will, of course, 

be an excellent manager,” I thought.
“I hold a master’s degree and I have 

ample experience from all the time I 
spent at some of the best schools in 
our area,” I told everybody who cared 
to listen. I was ready.

But when I got to the new school 
and I entered my office, I felt over-
whelmed and a little unsure of myself. 
When school started I rolled up my 
sleeves and did what a principal had 
to do. I began to enjoy my job.

However, there is one particular 
day that will linger in my memory. 
It was on a Friday when two pupils 
entered my office. They had been 
trying to come and see me but I was 
always busy when they came. 

But on this day they insisted on see-
ing me. I will never forget the way 
they made me feel that day or the pro-
found impact their actions had on my 
life as a principal.

“Sir, we are here to pray for you, if 
you feel comfortable with it,” they said. 
I did not feel comfortable with it at all 
but I lied, saying I would be delighted.

They came around to my side of 
the desk and asked that I hold their 
hands and one started praying. She 
thanked the Lord for bringing me to 
the school and asked that He sees to it 
that miracles  happened through me.

I was overcome by a whole range of 
emotions unknown to me. I felt elated, 
 uncomfortable and responsible. I 
 immediately hauled out a journal to 
record the extraordinary incident.

Then light broke through my 
clouds of uncertainty. I learnt more 
about people and how human rela-
tions affected the equilibrium of the 
school. I started to live the ethos of 
the school. I got to know the school’s 

Miracle of my 
angel pupils
After they came to 
pray in my office I 
felt things suddenly 
fall into place

dynamics and I started to distinguish 
pupils from one another. Teachers 
became characters and I got to know 
their  passions and longings.

I also became aware of the hard-
ships experienced by some of the 
pupils and how some were really 
struggling to survive both mentally 
and physically. I got to appreciate the 
fact that success was not a destination 
but a never-ending journey. 

Today, thanks to the power of 
prayer through the lovely “angels”, 
I know the importance and reality 
of daily miracles. I now know that a 
school is a relationship organism.

Since that day more pupils came 
to pray for me. I think about that 
day often, especially on days when 
I turn into the typical principal who 
 disregards others’ feelings. But I also 
remember many days when problems 
seemed to solve themselves so easily 
that I started to wonder how it could 
be. I am a privileged person. 

Dries de Beer is the principal of 
 Hoërskool Schoonspruit in Klerksdorp 
in the North West. He was a finalist in 
the  category of excellence in Secondary 
School Leadership in the 2010 National 
Teaching Awards

Thabo Mohlala

When the bell rings for lunch at the 
Zuurbekom Intermediate School, the 
pupils can expect hot meals prepared 
from the fresh produce picked in the 
school garden.

It is the same garden that helped 
the school to win the Community 
Nutri tion Award, sponsored by Nestlé 
South Africa, last year, which earned 
the school R60 000 in prize money. 

Benjamin Vinger, principal at 
Zuurbekom Intermediate in western 
Gauteng, expressed his excitement.

“This is very encouraging to us. It 
shows that the hard work that we 
put in was worth our efforts. Our aim 
now is to grow the project.” 

Vinger said that, when they started 
the garden two years ago, it was just 
a dry patch of land. “With dedication 
we tilled it and, with the help of the 
provincial departments of health, 
education and agriculture, it was 
transformed into a fertile and pro-
ductive piece of ground,” he said.

“The Japanese International 
Co-op eration Agency and South 
Africa’s Joint Aid Management also 
came to the party and provided tech-
nical support in the form of a tractor, 
seeds and shading.”

Vinger also highlighted the role 
played by the local elderly people, 
mostly women, who are part of a 
government initiative known as the 
Community Work Project. 

He said they were a critical compo-
nent of the project and that they even 
looked after the garden during the 
school holidays.

The vegetables are sold to the pub-
lic and the surplus augments the 
food supplied by the national school 
nutrition programme.

Vinger said: “We have adopted a 

Growing 
farming skills

local orphanage called the Philani 
Com munity Development Centre. 
They also benefit from our surpluses. 
We regularly donate food parcels and 
sometimes we even cook them fresh 
meals.”

The school has developed learning 
materials to teach children about the 
importance of food gardens, how to 
start one, and what and how to plant, 
Vinger said.

Kgothala Chisale, a grade six pupil 
at the school, wants to pursue farm-
ing as a career. She said she would 
like to follow in her grandmother’s 
footsteps. She is a farmer.

“What I enjoy most is getting 
involved in all the stages, from plant-
ing seedlings to hoeing, watering and 
harvesting,” said Chisale.

Nestlé has been running the com-
munity awards for the past 17 years. 
Company spokesperson Ravi Pillay 
said food gardens not only helped to 
alleviate poverty but also promoted 
farming as a career and entrepre-
neurship among pupils as they were 
taught how to market surplus vegeta-
ble to the public.

For more information on the com-
petition, schools can contact Nestlé 
South African directly at corporate.
affairs@za.nestle.com or call the 
company on 011 514 6638.

“What I enjoy most 
is getting involved in 
all the stages, from 
planting seedlings to 
hoeing, watering and  
harvesting”

Touched by angels: Principal Dries de Beer



9

January 2012 theTeacher

Breaking the shackles
Eric Mubai

I
, and my three siblings, was 
raised by a single mother. I am 
now 18 years old, the young-
est in the family, and have just 
completed matric. We live in a 

five-roomed RDP house, right in the 
middle of the poverty-stricken and 
crime-ridden Diepsloot. 

Even under such circumstances I 
knew that an education was impor-
tant to get me out my situation.

I started and completed my 
schooling in Diepsloot.

Bad conditions in school
The conditions at my school 
were dreadful and certainly not  
conducive to learning. This 

contributed largely to poor pupil 
performance. 

At times teacher morale would get 
low but things got worse when I was 
doing grade 10 because we did not 
receive textbooks. We also did not 
have a maths teacher. We were left 
to fend for ourselves.

I got a distinction in maths
Fortunately for me, I was always 
curious and had an enormous pas-
sion for maths. I had got myself 
a copy of a grade 12 maths book, 
which I would read and start to 
solve some of the problems on my 
own and this gave me a head start. 
In that year, most pupils failed 
maths dismally but I managed to get 
a distinction.

My foundation for maths was 
laid by Mr Mogodi in grade eight. 
Although I was good at maths I did 
not do particularly well in algebra 
but with his help I later mastered it. 

Mr Mogodi heightened my under-
standing, love and appreciation of 
all aspects of maths.

Another teacher who deserves 
mentioning is Mr Nxumalo who 
taught me maths in grade 11. He dis-
played the same passion and enthusi-
asm for maths and became my pillar 
of strength. He played a pivotal role 
in sharpening my love of the subject. 

He was selfless and always willing 
to go an extra mile to help us. He did 
not mind sacrificing his weekends or 
public holidays just so that he could 
assist and guide us. Because of these 
two teachers’ commitment, I always 
came up tops in all the school-organ-
ised maths competitions and this 
help built my confidence even more. 

My secret to success
My secret in doing better in maths 
is based on practice and more  
practice. I spent most of the time 
solving complex maths ques-
tions and, where possible, I even  
set myself difficult questions to 
solve. 

I was also more willing to 
help other pupils who struggled  
with some sections of maths, and 
this helped me immensely because, 
in the process, I also learnt quite a 
lot.

I still recall when I was thrown 
into the deep end during the 2010 
teachers’ strike. The majority of the 
grade 12 pupils were stranded and 
there were a few weeks to go before 
they would sit for their final exami-
nations. I did not hesitate to lend a 
hand and most of them were grate-
ful for my assistance because they 
did well.

Believe in yourself
So when it was the time for me to 
write my examination it felt like 
it was a continuation of what I 
had always been doing. But I must  
hasten to add that writing the  
final exams was not a walk in the 
park.

There was pressure and anxiety 
that one had to wrestle with but all 
I had to do was to believe in myself. 
I stuck to study methods and strate-
gies that worked well for me during 
the course of the year. 

I dedicate my achievements to my 
hard work, my maths teachers, as 
well as my family — especially my 
mother, who was always there to 
provide moral support.

Eric Mubai was a grade 12 pupil at the 
Itirele-Zenzele Comprehensive High 
School in Diepsloot, north of Gauteng. 
He got distinctions in five subjects

Despite all the odds being stacked against 
me, I managed to grow into a shining star

Eric Mubai: ‘I ascribe my achievements to my hard work, my maths teachers, as well as my family.’ Photo: Madelene Cronjé
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T
he Johannesburg area 
was privileged to have 
been visited by a world-
renowned expert in pri-
mary maths education, 

Professor Mike Askew from Monash 
University. 

Askew has worked for many years 
in research and teacher development 
in the field of primary maths  in the 
United Kingdom and Australia and 
is the author of several books for 
primary maths teachers and par-
ents. In the two weeks Askew was in 
Johannesburg he shared a wealth of 
wisdom and ideas for primary maths 
teaching.

Foundation-phase teaching
In a workshop with foundation-
phase teachers, Askew proposed that 
the two things he would like to see 
children completely fluent with early 
in the foundation phase were: 

● Bonds to 10; and
● Adding 10 to a number.
He argued that these skills were 

crucial building blocks for number 
sense and that they should be prac-
tised every day. 

He demonstrated the way he 
would do this in a class, using work-
shop participants as guinea pigs. 

 
How it works
First, he wrote the numbers 53, 17, 72, 
81 and 49 on the board. Then he got 
participants to partner with the per-
son next to them. One person in each 
pair chose one of the numbers from 
the board to start with and then the 
pair, taking turns, counted up from 
that number in 10s. Everyone man-
aged it successfully. 

He then got them to repeat the 
exercise, but this time had them 
counting up in 10s while clapping 

their hands, then clapping hands 
with their partner. There was much 
hilarity as many of them made an 
occasional stumble or stutter as they 
tried to co-ordinate the two. When 
he added the final component — one 
partner getting to control the pace of 
counting in 10s by either speeding 
up or slowing down the clapping — 
there was even more laughter. 

The purpose
Askew said that this simple (and fun) 
activity had a number of purposes. 
The regular practice of counting 
up in 10s (starting at any number) 
was important for getting learn-
ers entirely fluent in adding 10 to a 
number. Once children were fairly 
comfortable doing the counting up 
in 10s, he added the clapping and the 
speeding up and slowing down to 
internalise the counting and make it 
“automatic”. 

He argued that no one could co-
ordinate the clapping and counting 
if they had to think about or work 
out the next number. Also, the fun 
element of the activity enabled learn-
ers to laugh about their mistakes and 
 created a classroom environment in 
which mistakes were not shameful, 
but part of learning. 

If learners are completely fluent 
in counting in 10s and their bonds 

to 10, then Askew’s next set of sug-
gested activities enables learners 
to add two two-digit numbers 
easily. He suggests that learners 
should be given calculation strings 
to practise regularly and that they 
should use an empty number line 
to represent them. For an example, 
see “Internalising mathematics: 
Examples of calculation strings”.

Practice makes perfect
Askew said he had observed over 
and over again that, if learners were 
given enough of these calculation 
strings to practise regularly, the ideas 
became automatic . A learner faced 
with calculating 35+24 would be 
able to calculate first 35+20=55 and 
then 55+4=59 in their heads to reach 
the answer. Faced with 27+25, they 
would be able to do 27+20=47 and 
then see 47+5 as 47+3(+2)=50+2=52. 

After Askew took participants  in 
the workshop through a number of 
calculation strings, he gave them 
some to do mentally. He asked them 
to calculate 64+28 in their heads and 
to place a thumb on their chest as 
soon as they had the answer. 

This is a nice way for a teacher 
to get an idea of how everyone is 
doing without the fastest distract-
ing or discouraging the others. In the 
workshop of more than 30 teachers, 
one of the fastest mental calculators 
was one of the teachers’ 11-year-old 
daughter. It was probably best no 
one could see how much quicker she 
was than the rest of them.

 At the end of the workshop, interested 
primary mathematics teachers had 
the opportunity to sign up to be part of 
an email discussion group where they 
can share information, activities, and 
questions and answers about primary 
maths teaching. If you would like to 
be part of the discussion group, please 
email primary.maths@wits.ac.za 
or visit www.wits.ac.za/academic/
humanities/education/14097/pri-
mary_maths.html

Question 1:
There are three closed boxes in 
front of you. One box contains only 
red balls, one box contains only 
green balls and one box contains 
a mixture of red and green balls. 
Each box has one of the following 
labels on it: green balls, red balls, 
and red and green balls.

However, each box is incorrectly 
labelled. You must choose one 
box and reach in (without looking 
inside) and grab one ball. After you 
have done this you must relabel the 
boxes correctly. Explain which box 
you must choose in order to be able 
to do this and why this allows you 
to relabel the boxes correctly. 

Question 2:
You have three jugs. One holds 
eight litres, the second five 
and the third three. The 
eight-litre jug is full of water. You 
need to measure four litres. How 
can you pour liquid between the 
jugs to end up with exactly four 
litres in one of the jugs? Solutions on page 16

Getting a hand 
on double digits

Children should be fluent with bonds 
of 10 and adding 10 to a number

Below are two typical calculation strings, along with what we would want 
the learner to write on the empty number line to represent them:

With practice, children learn to group the multiple 10s together into one 
jump, building efficiency, as shown below. They can also break down 
units to work through 10s, rather than having to add in ones — as shown 
below:

In these calculation strings, the first number is kept whole and the sec-
ond number is split up. To do 56+37, we calculate 56+30+4+3. In schools 
it is common to teach learners to split both numbers up into 10s and 
units (50+6+30+4). Mike Askew said that keeping the first number 
whole provided a better strategy for mental calculations, as it extended 
easily to subtraction. For example, 54–36 is easy to do as 54–30=24 and 
then 24–6=20-2=18. But if we split both numbers, we get 50+4–(30+6) 
and children get confused over whether this is 50–30+4+6 or 50–30 and 
4–6, or others.

Internalising mathematics: 
Examples of calculation strings

Maths challenge

One of the fastest 
mental calculators was 
one of the teachers’ 
11-year-old daughter. 
It was best no one 
could see how much 
quicker she was

56 + 30

+30

56 86

56 + 34

+30

56 86

56 + 37

+30

56 86

+4

90

90 93

+4 +3

34+10

+10

34 44

34+20

34+24

+10

34 44

+10

34 44

+10

54

+10

54

+4

58
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Homework is for children
Parents who do it 
for them deprive 
learners of a chance 
to develop life skills

Sameerah Karolia

M
ost parents sometimes 
feel as though they have 
returned to the class-
room as they spend 
hours doing homework 

with their children. 
“Isn’t that why we pay school fees, 

so that our children can learn at 
school?” asked  Farhana Ganchi, of 
Melrose in Johannesburg.

Shereen Dindar, education special-
ist and trained Demartini life coach 
and facilitator from Mpumalanga, 
described homework as being a 
means of “re-enforcing what the 
pupil  has learnt at school and to 
 cultivate a habit of being able to 
work independently, which requires 
discipline, for future projects once 
out of the school environment”.

Benefits of homework
“Homework teaches perseverance, 
self-discipline and internalises new 
concepts,” said Shanette Tiquin, 
 principal of the Carleton Jones High 
School in Carletonville. An added 
benefit was that it drew parents and 
guardians into the school life of the 
child. 

 Soraya  Modan, head of department 
 at the Star International Prim ary 
School  in the Western Cape, said that 
“doing homework is important in 

order to ascertain whether the pupil 
 understands the work or not”.

Modan said parents should be 
 involved in homework  as “family 
involvement in education is crucial 
if parents want their children to suc-
ceed in school and throughout life”. 
However, it was important for par-
ents to be “aware and understand 
how to help without crossing the 
line”. “Parents must make a con-
scious effort to limit their help to the 
bare minimum,” said Modan.

“There is a major difference between 
assisting with homework and ‘doing’ 
homework. I believe that parents are 
supposed to assist with homework in 

order to guide their  children in sift-
ing out important and relevant infor-
mation required to complete certain 
homework tasks,” said Dindar.

Let the child do the work
 “Pupils  accomplish nothing if their 
parents do their homework for them. 
In fact, the self-esteem and per-
severance of the child can be eroded. 
Parents are simply fooling them-
selves as the child will not be able 
to cope in the exam if the  parents 
have been doing all the homework,” 
said  Tiquin. 

“Tasks done by parents and care-
givers and not done independently 

by the pupils  are reflected in the 
classroom as children do not get the 
opportunity to  practise what has 
been learnt in class. On the other 
hand, children who spend time 
on their homework, on average do 
 better in class and then in school as a 
whole,” said Modan.

Dindar said that “parents who 
continue doing their children’s 
homework also deprive the child 
of being able to think indepen-
dently or develop their mental skills, 
since their creativity and personal 
 opinions are being stifled and their 
true worth would not be known,  let 
alone be developed”.

• Designate a specific place for 
the children to do homework, 
away from distractions.
• When frustrations set in, 
 parents can combat this by 
helping children to get and 
stay organised by encouraging 
good study habits, talking and 
brainstorming a task before it is 
tackled.
• Re-enforce what has been 
learnt in other practical ways to 
develop long-term memory.
• Attend to signs of stress in a 
calm way. 
• Recognise and offer  emotional 
support where needed.
• Work together to review, check 
and help correct tasks.
• Encourage children to 
 complete homework.
• Encourage children to take 
pride in their work and make 
available all possible resources so 
that children can conduct the nec-
essary research.
• Carefully monitor whether or 
not they require assistance.
• Give children few guidelines 
and then leave them to work 
independently. They should only 
ask for assistance if the they are 
unable to understand the require-
ments.   —  Shanette Tiquin, 
Shereen Dindar and Soraya 
Modan

How parents 
can assist — 
effectively 

Efficient trauma 
counselling is vital
Schools play a critical role in identifying  teenagers 
struggling with mental issues  and helping those pupils  
diagnosed with a mental illness, such as depression 
to reach their full potential socially, academically and 
extramurally. Also attention must be paid to school 
policy and teacher training with regard to the handling 
of a traumatic event,  such as the death of a few pupil  or 
a teacher. 

  
Difficult to handle
Any death at school is difficult for pupils  to handle and 
often also hard for teachers to cope with and explain. 
So it is crucial that procedures are put in place before 
these events occur, according to the South African 
Depression and Anxiety Group . 

“For many of us, talking about death is rather uncom-
fortable,” said educator Janine Shamos. “There is also 
the belief that talking to child ren about death can make 
things worse. 

“However, in our experience, this is actually vital in 
controlling and combating the misinformation and 
confusion that a death often brings.”

When it affects teachers and staff
The death of a pupil  or teacher affects a school’s teach-
ers and other staff, its pupils , their parents and other 
community members. It is very important that schools 
should have policies in place that deal with: 

• Informing the school of the death and talking to 
parents and stakeholders;

• Providing grief and trauma counselling to those 
who need it;

• Deciding on whether to hold a memorial and how 
to handle funeral services; and

• Liaising with the family and handling media 
enquiries.

The roles of the principal and the team
“A principal faced with such a situation needs to 
assume a strong leadership role and create a safe envi-
ronment that offers pupils  support and facilitates the 

healing process,” said the depression group’s  opera-
tions director, Cassey Chambers.  The organisation rec-
ommends the  creation of a crisis response team  made 
up of teachers, counsellors and parents. All team mem-
bers must be aware of their roles in a crisis. 

Offering assistance
The team should assist with training, setting up a pol-
icy for the school and managing the flow of informa-
tion and the technicalities in dealing with a tragedy, 
especially if it occurred  at school , as well as ensuring 
that those grieving or battling to cope with the trauma 
receive adequate care.

The team should also set up a  list of educa-
tional psychologists, social workers and trauma 
counsellors who can be contacted in the event of 
a tragedy. Information relating to the death should be 
provided as soon as possible. 

 “It is important to offer  pupils  and teachers emo-
tional support,” said Chambers.  People grieve in differ-
ent ways depending on their age, previous experiences 
with death, relationship with the affected person and 
the circumstances surrounding the death.

Common responses to grief
• Academic — changes in school performance;
• Behavioural — acting out or aggressive;
• Emotional and social — crying or feeling blue and 

withdrawing from friends;
• Physical and spiritual — headaches or stomach 

pains; questioning religious beliefs
It is vital that learners are monitored  after a tragedy 

 to identify those who may be at high risk of depres-
sion or even considering suicide.  “Learners who have 
a history of mental illness, have recently experienced 
another tragedy and have a poor support structure at 
home are more likely to struggle to cope,” said Shamos .  

Supplied by the South African Depression and Anxi-
ety Group. For queries contact Dessy Tzoneva or Cassey 
Chambers on 011 262 6396. Website: sadag.org

Helping hand: Family involvement in education is essential if parents want their children to succeed at 
school and throughout their lives. Photo: Lisa Skinner
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Thabo Mohlala

W
hen two Cape Town 
mothers, Kashiefa 
Gallie and Rebecca 
Felix, learned that 
their children had 

reading difficulties, they went into 
panic mode. 

Although they came from differ-
ent parts of the city, Lansdowne and 
Crawford respectively, they knew 
that reading was a critical skill for 
children to master at the foundation 
phase. 

Gallie said she first noticed that her 
eight-year-old daughter Haaniem, in 
grade two at the time, had developed 
problems was soon after her father’s 
sudden death at the beginning of  
last year. 

“She presented decreased motiva-
tion and drive, was always despond-
ent and insecure, and required 

constant supervision to complete 
her school tasks,” Gallie said. “Due to 
her emotional state, her reading and 
learning ability regressed.” 

A qualified occupational therapist, 
Gallie said she was at first in denial 
about her child’s challenges. She said 
she didn’t know how she was going 
to help her child when her emotions 
were involved.

Felix also experienced similar emo-
tions when she noticed that nine-
year-old daughter Emily-Jane, also 
in grade two, had difficulties with 
reading and reversed numbers and 
letters. She said the realisation was 
sobering and she sprang into action. 
“I was motivated to get as much help 
for her as she needed.” 

The two mothers embarked on sep-
arate and lonely journeys in search 
of a facility that could address the 
underlying causes of their child ren’s 
poor reading skills. Their search 

pointed them to Edublox, a reading 
and learning clinic based in the city. 

Zainu Allie, a master tutor who has 
been with the facility for the past six 
years, assured them they had come 
to the right place. 

The clinic has 30 years of practical 
experience in teaching reading and 
50 years of intensive research in this 
field. 

Allie said Edublox differed from 
its competitors in that it tackled the 
causes of underlying cognitive skills 
that impaired a child’s reading abil-
ity. “We focus on the child’s cogni-
tive skills development to see how 
the brain functions, particularly with 
regard to concentration, percep-
tion, memory and how to process 
information.”

When a child is enrolled, the clinic 
conducts a thorough assessment to 
determine which ability he or she 
lacks. Once established, the child is 
put through a series of co-ordinated 
classroom activities, such as sequenc-
ing, colour identification, listening, 
memorisation, and processing and 

recalling information. 
“If a child has any of these weak-

nesses, he or she would find it 
extremely difficult to cope with 
schooling, which is why it is impor-
tant to address the problems early,” 
said Allie. 

Four months after enroll-
ing Haaniem and Emily-Jane at 
Edublox, Gallie and Felix are excited 
about the outcome. 

“Haaniem has demonstrated 
remarkable improvements. She is 
once again able to work indepen-
dently. Her teachers have noticed 
the difference. Seeing the progress in 
such a short span of time is signifi-
cant,” said Gallie.

Felix said: “The experience to date 
with Edublox has been very pleasant. 
Emily-Jane enrolled for about four 
months and I could see the improve-
ment in her reading and concentra-
tion. She is more willing to do home-
work now. 

“My daughter is definitely more 
confident with her reading and writ-
ing and will ask me if she can read 

books to me, which was not happen-
ing a while ago.”

For more information on Edublox, 
visit thereadingclinic.co.za. Below 
is an example of an enrolled child’s 
marked improvements over an  
eight-month period

Building on reading
When there is a problem with this 
essential foundation skill, help is at hand

GAUTENG
Doringkloof, Centurion: 
Louise Huisamen 
Tel: 012 667 2252 
Cell: 083 230 7230 
Email: louise@edublox.com

Wierda Park, Centurion: 
Corine Howell 
Tel: 012 653 5599 
Cell: 083 230 7968 
Email: corine@edublox.com  

Johannesburg, West Rand: 
Monique van Heerden 
Tel: 011 764 5824 
Cell: 082 531 7200 
Email: monique@edublox.com

Kempton Park: 
Alison Bourbier 
Tel: 011 391 3215 
Cell: 082 303 2299 
Email: alison@edublox.com 

Pretoria East, head office: 
Susan du Plessis 
Tel: 012 345 1480 
Cell: 083 390 7964 
Email: info@thereadingclinic.
co.za 

Vaal Triangle, Vereeniging: 
Marietha Mare 
Tel: 016 423 7215 
Cell: 082 789 5238 
Email: marietha@edublox.com

KWAZULU-NATAL
Ballito: 
Yolande Scholtz 
Tel: 032 586 3411 
Cell: 072 125 0606 
Email: yolande@edublox.com

Durban, Upper Highway: 
Marj Arslanian 
Tel: 031 764 3226 
Cell: 084 799 5807 
Email: marj@edublox.com 

WESTERN CAPE
Claremont, Cape Town:
Zainu Allie 
Tel: 021 671 2409 
Cell: 083 786 8383 
Email: zainu@edublox.co.za

Help is on 
the way

Practice makes perfect: Reading is a critical skill for children to master when they are young
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S
chool principals often 
feel overwhelmed by 
their isolated struggle 
to lead teachers, par-
ents and pupils. But an 

 initiative that partners principals 
with business minds intends to help 
them succeed.

The School @ the Centre of 
Community project is run by the 
non-profit organisation Symphonia 
for South Africa with support 
from the South African Principals’ 
Association. Its Cape Town-based 
founder, Louise van Rhyn, said since 
the start of 2011 they had partnered 
school principals with business 
 leaders as “thinking partners”.

How the partnership works
The principal and the business 
leader sign a partnership agree-
ment to work together for a year. 
Furthermore, they undertake 100 
hours of training, which focuses on 
 leadership and change management. 

Before launching the project, 
Van Rhyn worked with Ridwan 
Samodien, principal of Kannemeyer 
Primary School in Grassy Park, Cape 
Town, in April 2010.

She agreed to work with the school 
for a year, but that partnership has 
become an ongoing relationship. “I’ve 
become a member of the community. 
I can’t imagine myself walking away 
from this school,” said Van Rhyn.

“The initial idea was that 
the school is at the centre of a 
 community. We have been work-
ing to create a stronger sense of 
 partnership between the school, par-
ents and the community.”

Van Rhyn has since expanded the 
project to include 29 schools in vari-
ous provinces. She aims to have 120 
participating schools by June.

Involving parents
“Louise challenged us and we dis-
covered that there are a few par-
ents who are interested in getting 
involved. We needed to look for them 

Thabo Mohlala

As the country recovers from the 
shocking results of the Annual 
National Assessments’ literacy and 
numeracy tests in which nearly six 
million grades three and six pupils 
took part, Jenny Taylor, the director 
of Read for Africa, reckons that not 
all is not lost.

Taylor believes innovation and 
creativity are the key elements that 
can help to turn the situation around 
in improving learners’ proficiency 
in reading and spelling. She said the 
 problem of “reading failure” among 
pupils, particularly at the founda-
tion phase, presented a serious 
 challenge to the country’s  education 
system and it warranted urgent 
intervention.

Taylor was addressing about 
500 teachers, parents, therapists 
and other professionals gathered 
at Kingsmead Junior School in 
Johannesburg to tackle the national 

assessments’ results as well as how 
teachers can assist in  avoiding simi-
lar catastrophic  outcomes in future 
tests.

“Schools need better ways of 
teaching reading and spelling. 
Most teachers are still using an old 
approach like spending too much 
time  teaching one isolated letter 
instead of using an integrated and 
 stimulating approach,” said Taylor. 
Pupils lose interest quickly when 
they are not taught in a creative and 
engaged way, she said.

Taylor said most people and 
 companies donate books to schools 
often to promote a culture of read-
ing among pupils. But, she said, 
this alone did not go to the heart 
of the problem because, “ without 
the skill of reading, these books are 
meaningless”.

Teachers and parents are the 
most important resource and it is 
what they do with the text that will 
 ultimately determine how effectively 

a child or new reader responds to 
reading, said Taylor.

Train the teacher first
Her organisation has been involved 
in training teachers on the best 
method to use to improve pupil 
 performance in reading and  spelling.

Taylor said the method used is 
based on the American model, called 
Phono-Graphix, and some schools 
had already adopted it with great 
levels of  success. Kingsmead Junior 
School is one such school.

“The school has combined the 
important skills in reading, writing 
and oral work through the use of 
the Phono-Graphix reading method 
in its foundation phase and has also 
been successful in ensuring that 
pupils develop the necessary skills 
while promoting a high level of 
 interest and love for reading among 
their pupils,” she said.

Phono-Graphix is based on the 
theory that there is a connection 

between sound and picture and 
this, according to its proponents, is 
the foundation of written English. 
It equips teachers with the skills 
needed to help children access the 
English code and to teach these skills 
in keeping with the way  children 
learn. One of its  principles is that 
“letters are pictures of sounds”.

Taylor said Read for Africa had 
mastered this skill and was in a 
 position to empower teachers and 
parents to teach their children in 
an effective way. “We believe we 
 developed an approach that ensures 
that pupils learn how to read and 
spell in the easiest, fastest and most 
cost- effective way,” she said.

Start early
Over the past decade, South African 
pupils have lagged behind their con-
tinental and global counterparts 
in international assessments tests. 
Announcing the national assess-
ments’ results, the Minister of Basic 

Education, Angie Motshekga, said: 
“This [poor results] is  worrying 
precisely because the critical 
skills of literacy and numeracy are 
 fundamental to further education 
and achievement in the worlds of 
both education and work.

“Many of our pupils lack proper 
foundations in literacy and 
 numeracy and so they struggle to 
progress in the system and into 
 post-school education and training.” 

She said the problem was that as 
a country we use the performance 
of pupils at the end of their 12-year 
schooling to measure the health of 
our education system.

Motshekga said that this cannot 
be right because it “does not allow us 
to comprehend deeply enough what 
goes on lower down in the system on 
a year-by-year basis”.

For more information, visit:  
www.readforafrica.com or call  
011 482 2399 or 082 322 0608

Literacy and numeracy can be enhanced

Like a well-oiled machine
Principals must 
be empowered 
to manage their 
schools as if they 
are businesses

and enrol them and others to help 
the school. It was a chance to value 
the parent and get them involved,” 
said Samodien. He said they invited 
 parents to school meetings and 
 created an environment for them to 
engage in conversation.

“We have created a space for par-
ents to have their voices heard and 
the energy rises. The ripple effect 
from that is awesome. The whole 
energy of the school has changed. 
It went from being depressed to 
 optimistic,” said Samodien.

Running the school with a 
partner
Having someone to listen to him, 
said Samodien, helped him to “think 
creatively about opportunities to 
explore at the school”. He said that 

he stopped feeling “lonely with no 
one to share the dreams for the 
school with.

“I had a thinking partner and 
developed as a person. Sometimes 
one feels that one is drowning 
because the bureaucracy and work-
load in education is unbelievable. 
Building a community is way down 
on your list of priorities.”

Training workshops helped
André Pretorius has been the princi-
pal at Heathfield Primary School in 
Cape Town for the past 18 years. He 
partnered with Sue-Anne Bakker, 
a personal performance coach who 
runs Perspectives Coaching and 
Facilitation.

Pretorius said training work-
shops helped him and his staff to 

“take time to think. We needed to 
slow down. Even the way we speak 
to each other has changed. We look 
at the strengths of everybody at the 
school. We started talking a different 
 language,” said Pretorius.

“We start meetings with a ques-
tion. We share the things that we 
were grateful for in the past month. 
This is about building trust. We work 
better as a team. We turn to each 
other and thank each other.”

He said that his “school has 
changed because we are looking at 
the possibilities”.

“We have talked to parents because 
they are citizens that must accept 
ownership of the school. Rather 
than looking at what must be fixed 
all the time, we focus on people’s 
strengths.”

The results are energising 
Bakker said she initially thought 
the commitment to assist a school 
principal to succeed would be over-
whelming, but it “energised” her.

“You get engrossed in the school. 
I saw that the principal’s job 
seemed isolated and lonely. He had 
to be a leader for his teachers, but 
also take flak from the education 
department. Managing a school 
is more than just running a class-
room,” said Bakker.

“Principals need to run their 
schools like businesses, but they 
are educators. I shared my business 
skills with the principal.

“I set up the 40-year-old school’s 
first website. We also secured a cor-
porate to sponsor a sports field at the 
school,” said Bakker.

Partnering school principals with business leaders gives the principals a more business-focused means of running their schools
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Oprah’s shining stars
The first graduates 
of TV star’s 
academy are ready 
to take on the world

Donna Bryson

J
ohnson Mncube remem-
bers the first day at Oprah 
Winfrey’s boarding school 
for underprivileged South 
African girls, when 11- and 

12-year-olds were crying at the 
thought of being separated from 
their families. He says he almost 
wanted to put his own daughter in 
his pocket and take her home.

Five years later, Mncube is grate-
ful she stayed. On graduation day 
he gazes proudly at his  daughter, 
dressed elegantly in white , for 
the f irst  graduation ceremony 
at Winfrey’s school. Bongekile 
Mncube, who has secured a place to 
study politics and economics at the  
University of Johannesburg, vows 
one day to help to “build the econ-
omy of this country”.

“We are so thankful to Oprah,” 
said her father, a pastor and small- 
business owner who never had the 
opportunity to go to high school. 

E d w a r d E l g a r ’ s P o m p a n d 
Circumstance rang out on Saturday 
J a n u a r y 1 6 a s t h e g r a d u a t e s 
marched in, some unsteady on new 
high heels. The ceremony was filled 
with cheers and tears, including 
Winfrey’s own.

T h e s c h o o l i s a n a t t e m p t t o 
wield philanthropy and celebrity 
against South Africa’s social and 
 educational crises.

High-achieving  students from 
poor families were admitted after 
a rigorous application process in 
which Winfrey was deeply involved 
and she has  visited South Afrioca 

regularly to counsel the girls. 
Winfrey told reporters after the 

ceremony that her girls would 
 continue to be able to rely on her 
support. A counseling unit had 
been set up to help the graduates to 
budget time, money and priorities 
during their study in university.

In her graduation speech, Winfrey 
praised the teachers, administra-
tors, social workers, psychologists 
and family members she said had 
ensured the students succeeded. 

Winfrey said she has learnt 
it takes a team to support stu-
dents,  especially those who have 
 experienced poverty and personal 
trauma. She regarded the  students 
as her daughters and listed the 
blows they have experienced — 
divorce, violence, molestation, 
the loss of one parent, the loss of a 

 second parent, sorrow, sadness as 
well as grief.

Of the original 75 students in the 
first intake, 72 have graduated. They 
are headed to universities in South 
Africa and the United States.

Across South Africa, more than 
half a million members of the 
 country’s class of 2011 disappeared 
before the remaining 496 000 wrote 
their final exams. Only a  quarter of 
those who graduated in the coun-
try did well enough to qualify for 
 university study, according to 
 figures released by government.

“I’m one proud momma today,” 
said Winfrey, who was dressed in a 
flowing green gown — the school’s 
official colour.

Quoting Maya Angelou, she called 
the graduates “phenomenal, phe-
nomenal, phenomenal women”.

Graça Machel, whose husband,  
former South African President 
Nelson Mandela, inspired Winfrey 
to open the school, called on the 
 graduates to change the world. 
Mandela has retired from public life 
and did not attend the ceremony, 
Although he attended the opening 
of the school in 2007.

“You are leaders,” Machel said 
in her graduation speech. “But be 
humble. Listen. Learn. Try, and try 
again,” she advised the graduates.

Winfrey, one of the  wealthiest 
women in the world, spent $40- 
million to build the school, giv-
ing it facilities that are the envy of 
many South African universities. 
She said the school owed its suc-
cess to teachers who came early 
and stayed late, social workers 
like one who travelled hundreds of 

 kilometers to rescue a student who 
had  encountered violence during a 
visit home, as well as parents who 
instilled discipline despite difficult 
lives.

Winfrey asked staff and  family 
members to stand for applause 
 during the ceremony.

She encouraged all South African 
schools to raise their  expectations, 
saying the experience of her school 
indicated that young people would 
respond by excelling.

From the start, Winfrey’s students 
were told they should set their sights 
on university.

Despite the money and intentions, 
the school has had some  trouble. 
Soon after opening, a woman 
 working as a dormitory matron was 
accused of abusing students. She 
was acquitted in 2010.

W i n f r e y , w h o h a s s p o k e n o f 
b e i n g a b u s e d a s a c h i l d a n d 
called the  allegations against the 
matron crushing, has said the 
trial’s outcome was “ profoundly” 
disappointing.

Winfrey settled a defamation 
lawsuit filed in Philadelphia by 
the school’s former headmistress, 
Nomvuyo Mzamane, who claimed 
Winfrey defamed her in remarks 
made in the wake of the scandal.

Last year, a baby born to a student 
at the school was found dead.

Winfrey said there were times 
when she was discouraged, but that 
“I always held the vision that this 
day was possible.”

Winfrey noted that the  gradates 
were born in 1994, the year 
 apartheid ended, “into a nation that 
said: You are free. You are free to 
rise. You are free to soar.”

Graduate Bongeki le Mncube 
took Winfrey’s words to heart. “The  
world should watch out,” she 
said. “We’re about to take over.” 
— Sapa-AP

Bring it on: Excited graduates of the Oprah Winfrey Leadership Academy for Girls

Honoured: Oprah Winfrey addresses parents, graduates and guests at the Oprah Winfrey Leadership Academy School for Girls’ first-ever graduation ceremony
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