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Background

Thandulwazi Saturday School is a programme of the Thandulwazi Maths and Science Academy, operating out of St Stithians College, Johannesburg.  The Academy also runs an Educator Development Programme, a Learnership Programme and a Scholarship Programme.  

Directly relevant to this submission are the Educator Development Programme and the Saturday School which has over 1500 Grade 10 to 12 learners registered from over 100 schools in Gauteng.. The Educator Development Programme has approximately 500 GETC teachers registered from selected Gauteng Education Districts as well as Limpopo Province.  The Educator Development Programme has been running for 5 Years and the Saturday School for 20 years.  

The project is entirely funded by corporate donations and all learners are accepted, regardless of previous achievement.
The Saturday School offers tuition in the sciences (Physical Science, Life Science and Physical Geography), Core Mathematics and Mathematical Literacy and Accounting.  Formal lessons as well as small group and one-on-one tutorials are offered. We have a staff of 18 professional teachers and 22 tutors (mostly very able university students and retired teachers).  In addition we provide mentorship to the learners through volunteers from the corporate environment.

The wide range of abilities and back-grounds present in the School has given us significant insight into the conditions under which these learners are being educated within their communities.

Identified challenges and priorities.

Through report backs by learners, educators and tutors and by personal communication with many educators in all education contexts in South Africa, we submit the following observations with regard to secondary education:

1. 
Scientific language proficiency and basic numeracy are by far the most important underlying causes of lack of achievement in public examinations.  An estimate of learner errors by tutors shows that mistakes are far more frequent in simple computation than in the actual concept that is being assessed.  
2. 
The tendency to push learners towards Core Mathematics instead of Mathematical Literacy has done untold damage to the confidence and career opportunities of otherwise able students.  Only a small proportion of society in even the most technologically advanced country needs mathematics at the level demanded by Core Maths. Pass rates in both Core Maths and Maths Literacy should be close to 100% if this choice is being made correctly.  It is interesting to note that the learner distribution at Thandulwazi has shifted from about 75 to 25 % Maths to Core Maths to closer to 50-50. in the last two years.  
3.
Educators lack confidence and are unwilling to admit to areas of weakness.  The result is that large sections of the curriculum are simply omitted. In one school in 2008, no chemistry was taught in Physical Science to either Grade 11 or 12.  

4.
Grade 10 girls in particular do not feel safe in their classes.  Male dominated gangs are disruptive and make it difficult for diligent learners at all levels.  By far the majority (70%+) of the Saturday School compliment are girls, indicating that it is the girls who are most anxious to achieve.  There is no pressure or compulsion from the Saturday school that in any way encourages more girls than boys to attend, so this is a very significant statistic.  It also says a lot about the attitudes of boys and the peer pressures that boys face.

5.
In learner feedback surveys, many learners reported that they understand the lessons, but not the examinations.  Lessons will frequently be conducted in a mixture of vernacular and English, allowing for the subtleties of English to be explained and bypassed.   For example, a time – distance problem may ask ‘how long…’, referring to time, while a second language English speaker will often interpret this as ‘distance’.  It is extremely difficult to set assessments so that the bias of language are eliminated.  Simplification may well be more difficult to understand. For example: ‘traffic congestions’ is a well understood phrase, whereas the simpler and more colloquial ‘traffic jam’ is unknown.
6.
Access to resources is in many cases nothing short of woeful.  That a single school does not have a functioning library is tragic … that very few schools have functioning libraries is nothing short of a national disgrace.  


There are a number of reasons for this:  

· Educators themselves are not well read and are scared of children becoming better read, so showing up the educators’ inadequacies.

· Librarians are seen as luxury appointments, rather than the single most important educator in a school.

· Internet connectivity is as important as access to a good, well-managed reference library.  Computer rooms, if present, are under-resourced in terms of maintenance and not integrated with the library service.  
· In many schools the management is so intimidated by the need to account for books, audio-visual equipment and computers that these are kept under lock and key, never being made accessible to either educators or learners, so that there is a 100% audit at year end.  The present author is aware, by both first hand experience and through anecdotal reporting, that a high proportion of schools never issue text books to learners, despite the fact that the texts are issued to schools.

7.
Related to the lack of resources is the impractical nature of many assignments, given the lack of resources and general scientific literacy.  In a recent example in Grade 10 Geography, learners are asked to build a working weather instrument.  For learners who may never have seen a thermometer, let alone an anemometer, hygrometer or barometer, this is a well nigh impossible task, resulting in cardboard cut-out models of instruments that have no functionality, but that do look something like the illustration in the notes.  This type of assignment serves no purpose whatsoever, but is the norm in many schools.  It would be far better to make sure that all schools have functioning weather instruments that the children can take daily measurements with than trying to get them to build something that is beyond their basic scientific understanding.
8.
Access to hands-on laboratory work and meaningful field work is almost completely absent in most schools from which our learners originate.  While there are many educators who produce well structured and up-to-date notes and work-sheets, the learners lack a practical ‘feel’ for the sciences.  Many educators argue that there is insufficient time for such activities, but in so doing miss the point of motivating the learners to be interested in science.  Many educators themselves have had little or no experience of hands-on laboratory work, so undermining their confidence of doing it in front of a class.

9.
Learning and social support structures, such as learning circles, tutor groups, vertically integrated academic clubs and societies and mentoring systems are almost entirely absent in state schools whose history is embedded in the Apartheid structures of the past.  

10
The division of schools into manageable sub-units of ‘houses’ and tutor groups, creating a caring and competitive environment in which educators are able to relate more closely to learners needs, likewise is rare in state schools.
11.
Related to the previous two points is the lack of parental involvement in most schools.  Successful schools often have an active and supportive parent body.  This can be extended to the local business community.  
12.
Very few learners have any understanding of the huge variety of jobs available in the market place, most expressing the desire to be doctors or engineers, when clearly their Maths and Science marks do not suit them to such careers.

Recommendations

While there is no denying the history that created a dysfunctional education system, one has to look to the future.  Politics, universities, parents and corporate employers all demand a quick fix.  There is no such thing as an educational quick fix as one of the main predictors of educational achievement is the parental education level.  We are dealing with a problem that will take at least a generation to fix unless some really imaginative solutions are found.  On this basis the following recommendations are made:

1. 
A massive national literacy and numeracy programme targeting all age groups from early learning to adult is established.  

2.
Just as medical and other graduates are expected to do community service, ALL university students should be expected to mentor or tutor younger learners in Grades 10 to 12.  Similarly, High School learners should be expected to mentor learners three or four years their junior.  This has the added advantage of improving their own basic education.  The Thandulwazi Saturday School operates on this basis and as the programme expands, so, anecdotally, it is achieving great success.  
3.
Mentoring is not just about tutoring in numeracy and literacy, it is also about safety and a sense of belonging.  Schools that are divided vertically into functioning houses with structured tutor groups are universally successful with far less influence of gangs.  Mentoring of this nature also supports those children who do not have the advantage of educated parents.  
4.
Cell phone and internet technology offers huge opportunities if properly managed, so long as it is understood that the possession or installation of the hardware is only 10% of the job.  (See next item)

5.
Every school to be equipped with adequate, properly staffed libraries.  In smaller communities, a single central library based in the local high school can serve surrounding primary and pre-primary schools as well as ABET initiatives, using mobile libraries and local library assistants, who may well be retired professionals for example. This includes a properly connected computer room.  The ratio of learners to work stations should be of the order of not more than 10 to one.
6.
In some instances where girl child safety is a major issue, the establishment of single sex middle-schools should be considered.

7.
Education delivery should be structured around the idea of ‘Learning Communities’, based on a single high school and its surrounding feeder schools.  Educational ‘buy-in’ by local politicians, parents, professional educator bodies and student representative councils would then create a motivated society that would not tolerate absenteeism by either students or educators, would expect achievement, making the whole community responsible for all the children in the community.  This approach is being pioneered by the Penreach Programme in Mpumalanga, and while it is still early days, anecdotal reports are extremely encouraging.  

8.
Sport and cultural societies are just as important a part of school life as formal intra-mural activities and should be supported financially by central government through either the Department of Sport and Recreation or the Department of Education.  The promotion of sport and culture will greatly stabilise the least advantaged segments of society, eliminating the fertile ground of boredom and underachievement in which gang culture thrives.
Conclusion

Since well before HF Verwoerd’s infamous ‘Bantu Education’ speech to the white parliament in 1954, South African education has tottered on the brink of disaster.  The damage done by decades of prejudice cannot be fixed overnight, but there are schools with a short history, with proper resources, that show us that in ten or twenty years we could ‘fix’ the situation.  There are under-resourced schools lead by great educators that, in terrible circumstances, achieve wonderful results that show us that with accountability comes success.  History has shown time and again that governments increase education spending (the USA is a classic example) expecting to see better results, without addressing the fundamentals.  Most of the above recommendations do not involve significant new spending, but rather a change in attitude and management priorities.
Until society as a whole embraces education as a responsibility cherished by all, then no amount of spending and new curricula will solve the problems we face.  Give communities the resources, the responsibility, the accountability and the technical support and we can and will achieve great things.
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