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Thank you for your interest in our school and the congratulations conveyed on our academic performance.  We are a very small, privately run, non-profit making school in deeply rural KZN and as such, we are extremely proud of our achievements – 100% pass rate for the last 12 years.

Our school has a total enrolment from Grade 1- 12 , of just over 100 learners and we face many of the challenges faced by rural schools in our country.  Our district is poor and hard hit by the AIDS epidemic.  Many of our learners are AIDS orphans and residents at the local children’s shelter.  Few of our learners live with parents and so have little support in their studies at home.  Since we rely on fees to run the school, the small enrolment and poverty of our learners means we are a poor school.  We have few resources, a shortage of classrooms, classes often have to double up and teachers are paid less than half of what teachers at government schools receive.  Teachers also face an exceptionally high burden of administrative work as we lack the staff to take on these duties for us

However, all is not doom and gloom.  Despite the difficulties we work under, we consistently excel academically, and so perhaps we can provide some hope to other poor rural schools.  In our submission, we have divided our recommendations, ideas and comments into 3 sections - Foundation Phase, Grades 4-7 and then High School, since each area has its own unique concerns.

FOUNDATION PHASE

Recommendations

Curriculum Content

The Curriculum content in the Foundation Phase  should cover all the basic  concepts  required to empower children to cope with challenges they may face in the intermediate and senior phases.

Numeracy- 

All basic concepts need to be taught thoroughly using methods and aids available.  At this point it is felt that the numeracy curriculum in the Foundation Phase needs to be revised.  It is not supported by sufficient textbooks or materials to allow for practice and consolidation in an organized manner.  There are very few text books which allow the children to develop a really firm foundation in a modular form.  Exercises jump from one aspect to another in a haphazard fashion.  Small children need to develop a really firm foundation in an organized and hierarchical manner.  It seems that the knowledge base has been broadened and there is not enough time to perfect, revise and practice basic numeracy skills of addition, subtraction, multiplication and division

Language -  

The focus should be on basic concepts in Grammar, Creative writing, Comprehension, Spelling, Phonics, Reading and hand eye co-ordination in working from the board. Many of the Assessment Standards in the Curriculum for English First Language are too advanced for children in the Foundation Phase.  Many children are not from English speaking families, but their parents have chosen to have them educated in English, feeling that it is a better option for them.  These children deserve to be supported and assisted, and time allocation should be adjusted in these circumstances.  Assessment Standards should be adjusted according to the needs of these children as they are being pushed at a pace that many find too demanding.  More time is needed for consolidation.  Many are capable of meeting the ASs in due course, but need smaller steps to get there.  This will allow children to experience success at each step- a great motivator- and to enjoy learning.

Life Orientation, Writing Skills, Physical education, posture and General Knowledge all need to be addressed.

All subjects need to be integrated across the curriculum.

Teachers’ files

Teachers are still overwhelmed by administration and paperwork which impacts on actual teaching in the classroom.  An experienced teacher should not have to waste time drawing up detailed lesson plans for every subject – Preparation should be short, concise and flexible.  Preparation should be done weekly, as planning too far ahead can cause problems when dealing with very young children.  If a concept is not grasped it needs to be re-taught the following week.  You cannot move forward until the base knowledge is secure

Testing

There should be regular testing to ensure pupils have mastered the material.  All tests should be done in test books so there is a continuous record of the pupils’ progress.

Records of each pupil’s progress need to be kept.

Class sizes

In Foundation Phase, class sizes need to be small.  Learners need a great deal of individual attention to master the skills they will need to move on into the Senior Phase.  Reading and writing fluently are skills that have to be fully mastered, but  are time consuming to teach

Challenges

Teacher development

Many courses, workshops and even initial training are run by people who are not actually involved in hands-on teaching in the classroom and who are not required to put into practice what they are telling teachers to do.  Many of their ideas are not really practical or achievable.  On paper their ideas are ideal, but very time consuming and need to be simplified for the classroom situation.

We need to more successful teachers to be involved in planning and leadership.  They are more likely to suggest achievable, effective methods of organization, planning and record keeping .  Teachers would then have more time for teaching instead of being bogged down by mountains of unnecessary paperwork.

What so often happens is that the conscientious teacher will try to achieve all that is expected of them in the administration and record keeping, but the lazy, de-motivated teacher could have perfect files, but make little effort in the classroom.  A quality file does not reflect quality teaching or learning.

Managerial capacity at schools

Many good teachers are promoted out of the job that they do best.  They are then lost to the pupils who need their expertise and input.  There should be promotional posts within the system where  experienced teachers could benefit financially and  the school could benefit from the expertise and experience of such teachers’ leadership.  This is not to detract from people being promoted to headships if this is their strength.  A two-teir system would allow for the better use of strengths and skills.

Social problems

Most of our learners arrive at school with little or no English.  Many come from abused backgrounds and demonstrate inappropriate behavior.  They lack social skills and self-discipline.  Such learners need a tremendous amount of individual attention, love and security.

Comment

We attribute our success in the Foundation Phase to a combination of discipline and caring.  Homework has to be done, uniform has to be correct, routine is followed, bad behavior is not tolerated.  No child may be absent without a written explanation.  If a problem develops academically or socially, parents or caregivers are called in immediately.

Grade 4 – 7 
Recommendations  

1. All subjects should be taught using English as the medium of instruction so that learners can fully master the language before high school.

2. Homework must be emphasized and given daily.  Parents/ guardians must check and sign.  This will ensure good study habits are learnt.

3. Reading must be emphasized and book reviews done regularly.

4. A spelling schedule must be introduced from grade1 and emphasized in all 

Grades up to matric. Vocabulary must be improved.                      

      5.   All lessons must be attended and teachers must follow their timetables.

6. Marking should be regular and there should be thorough supervision from 

HODs.  Book checks and lesson observation should be carried out regularly.         

      7.   Corrections should be done after every exercise

       8.   When a topic has not been understood, remediation must be carried out

             Extension work should be given to those who excel.

HIGH SCHOOL

Many of the problems and challenges faced by the other phases are also present in the High School.   The introduction of OBE has seen many learners arrive at High School lacking the firm foundations of rules and grammar needed for successful higher education..  Times tables, spelling rules and general knowledge seem to be neglected.  Emphasis on group work and discussion allows many malingerers to hide behind class mates who do the bulk of the work for them.  When it comes to exams, the weak learners come horribly unstuck

We need to return to the basics, the nuts and bolts.  Rules need to be memorized before they can be utilized.  If we do not insist on this we are doing our learners a grave disservice.

Assessment standards seem to be erratic, with a huge leap in outcomes between grades 9 and 10.  Many of the department set grade 9  final papers would have challenged a matric student and bear little relation to the level that has been prescribed for the year.

Textbooks are on ongoing problem.  They are constantly changed and updated which proves costly to learners.  Each change in the syllabus means that previous textbooks become redundant and schools are filled with piles of outdated books which can not be used. Even so , teachers are forced to supplement with photocopied notes as textbooks are still inadequate. This is costly and time-consuming

The changes to the portfolios and teacher files are no more than window-dressing.  They do not create less work.  The teacher is required to now only have one file for all the subjects taught, but the information contained therein is still the same ,so instead of several small orderly files, one now has one large, chaotic , unwieldy one.  In many cases, where a teacher teaches more than one subject and grade, it is totally impossible to keep it all in one file.

The learners’ portfolios have been scrapped, but this is mere semantics. The same amount of work is been done and evidence is still required to be kept, it just is no longer called a portfolio.

Comments

The success of our High school can be put down to many factors;

The learners are taught all subjects in English.  Those who have done all their education with us have learnt in English since Grade 1.  This means they are able to read and understand the exam papers and express themselves adequately when answering.  It has been our experience that learners may often have the necessary knowledge, but without the mastery of English cannot express this knowledge in the matric exam and are thus disadvantaged. The importance of early instruction in the medium of English cannot be over-emphasized.

As in other phases, there is discipline.  Discipline over uniform, neatness, politeness and homework, spills over into creating hard working, responsible learners.

Laziness is not tolerated.  Learners who fail to submit assignments or do homework are required to sit detention on a Friday afternoon until the task is completed.   There is no tolerance for homework not done.  Students who fail tests are “given the opportunity to study at break” before sitting another test.  Revision is constant and ongoing and time is allocated for individual assessment.

Our small class sizes allow individual attention and we get to know our learners well.  Individual help with problem areas can be given promptly.  Again, academic or social problems are dealt with promptly with parents or care givers being called in.

Overview

Perhaps the biggest reason for success in our school can be put down to the teachers.  They are hardworking, dedicated and compassionate.    Despite our low wages we have never been on strike.  Teaching time is never neglected for any reason.  Workshops are attended, ideas are shared .  Work does not end at 2pm.  We care about our learners as people and will go the extra mile for them.  When a child sees that you care, then they care, and that can make all the difference.

Recommendations

There are many small schools like ours, that, despite being termed “private “ schools ,are desperately under resourced.  Several years ago the department promised us computers as an acknowledgement of what we are achieving, however this has not materialized to date.  Our needs are great – we have no transport for our learners, we lack classrooms, science equipment, computers, sporting facilities.  It would be encouraging if we could receive  more support from the department.

