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despite his upbeat tone about the state of the South African economy in the
2005 mid-term budget, Trevor Manual cautioned that extra cash in the fiscus
means little when there is insufficient capacity to spend it on much needed

socio-development and infrastructural projects. Deputy President Mlambo-Ngcuka
sounded the same warning when she contended recently that if the skills short-
age problem is not attended to as a matter of urgency, it could undo ‘all the gains
of the past 11 years’. Further underlining the seriousness of the matter was her
government’s announcement a few days later that it is to cast its net abroad to
attract skills that are desperately needed to sustain economic growth. 

The message can hardly be clearer: without skills, particularly within the fields
of maths and sciences, South Africa can forget about capitalising on the current

period of robust economic growth. And without growth the eradication of our nation’s deep
inequalities will become an increasingly distant objective.

While the reasons for the skills dilemma are wide-ranging, it does not require a specialist 
to realise that at the heart of it lies the past and present content of our national education out-
puts. Apartheid should carry the blame for the dividends of Bantu Education that we continue to
reap today. Not only has it had a disastrous impact as far as the limited skills of consecutive 
generations of learners under apartheid are concerned, its inherited infrastructure deficits will,
in all likelihood, also affect the future prospects of the current crop of young South African learners. 

The transition from the old to the new system also presented its own set of problems. Eighteen
racially divided departments, which included those of the old homelands, had to be integrated
into nine provincial ones; budgets had to be restructured; and new curricula had to be devised
and implemented. All these developments have inevitably had an impact on governance within
the system, but also on its outputs.

In the coming month, matric results will be announced, and once again intense discussions will
follow, reflecting on the state of public education. How far have we come in addressing the
inequities of the past and how ready are we to face the challenges of the future? 

This edition of the SA Reconciliation Barometer Newsletter, although pre-empting the release of
the results, pauses to contribute to this discussion by looking at education in our public schools.
It reflects on those disparities between education policy and practice, as well as those that seem
to exist between budget inputs and outcomes. It asks what South Africans think about the national
education system and to what extent they have confidence in its ability to provide quality educa-
tion. A number of assumptions are challenged and policy practicalities are questioned. But it also
looks at another facet of education in post-apartheid South Africa – the role of education as a
catalyst for the promotion of tolerance between young people from different backgrounds. 

While these contributions highlight accomplishments in the restructuring of education over the
past 11 years, they do, nevertheless, caution that we may still be some way off from achieving a
consolidated dispensation that produces excellence across the width and breadth of the country.
Given the backlogs that exist, we do not have the luxury of time to attain this crucial goal. 

Jan Hofmeyr is a Senior Researcher and Coordinator of the 
SA Reconciliation Barometer at the Institute for Justice and Reconciliation.
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I
n South Africa, more than in any country in the region, the skills 
and knowledge that learners are able to gain in school – and thus
their ability to find long-term employment and contribute towards
growing the economy – are affected by their socio-economic back-
ground. Transformational schooling requires the education system

to provide optimal learning, despite the disadvantages students suffer. 
That is our great challenge. 

Yet, evidence from a watershed survey testing 12-year-old learners’
(Grade 6) reading and mathematics skills shows that the majority of
South African schools have an opposite effect: in poor (historically
black) schools, children with a middle-class background perform as
poorly as their less well-off fellow students. This, despite massive 
reallocation of resources to such schools over the past decade. 

The SACMEQ II surveys (undertaken by the Southern African

Consortium for Monitoring Educational Quality, working with Unesco
with the aim of supporting worldwide educational development) of
Grade 6 learners in 14 southern and east African countries provide 
an opportunity for understanding the interplay between educational
outcomes, learners’ socio-economic status (SES), school resources and
processes, school location and teacher inputs. 

The findings of this study suggest that appropriate strategic action is
urgently required. Despite the fact that South Africa is a much richer
country than most others in the region – with more resources, a larger
urban population share and a more sophisticated economy that requires
a more skilled labour force – Table 1 shows, nevertheless, that South
Africa performs in the bottom half of the countries on both tests 
(reading and mathematics), and that the average South African scores
are in both cases below the average score of 500. �
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THE SCHOOLING
SOLUTION:

PRIMARY SCHOOL PERFORMANCE IS THE KEY

Source: Indicators on the SACMEQ website <www.sacmeq.org/indicate.htm>
Note: SES is measured here using a proxy for affluence based on answers on household possessions obtained from the pupil questionnaire

TABLE 1: Mean score, score of low SES and high SES pupils on SACMEQ II Grade 6 reading and mathematics tests by country

READING MATHEMATICS

Country Low SES High SES Mean Country Low SES High SES Mean

Seychelles 561.8 594.4 582.0 Mauritius 550.0 607.7 584.6 

Kenya 525.3 577.5 546.5 Kenya 546.9 587.1 563.3 

Tanzania 528.8 575.2 545.9 Seychelles 532.4 567.8 554.3 

Mauritius 508.3 555.1 536.4 Mozambique 527.5 532.6 530.0

Swaziland 519.1 541.0 529.6 Tanzania 509.0 545.5 522.4

Botswana 502.5 543.6 521.1 Swaziland 511.3 522.2 516.5

Mozambique 510.5 523.0 516.7 Botswana 498.9 529.8 512.9

South Africa 440.2 543.6 493.3 Uganda 496.3 519.2 506.3

Uganda 472.3 495.5 482.4 South Africa 446.8 524.3 486.3

Zanzibar 468.1 492.2 478.2 Zanzibar 474.0 483.9 478.1

Lesotho 449.2 454.5 451.2 Lesotho 448.6 444.9 447.2

Namibia 421.5 486.1 448.8 Zambia 425.5 444.8 435.2

Zambia 423.6 456.5 440.1 Malawi 428.2 4442.2 432.9

Malawi 422.9 440.7 428.9 Namibia 408.7 461.3 430.9

Average 500.0 Average 500.0
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To what should we ascribe this below par educational
performance of a relatively well-resourced state? 
An analysis of the SACMEQ data demonstrates that
socio-economic differentials still play a major role in
educational outcomes at the primary school level in
South Africa. However, in South Africa the magnitude
and direction of the impact of learner socio-economic
differentials on educational outcomes depends on
school mean SES, much more than is the case for any
other country in the region, and arguably for the rest
of the world. 

For the top layer of schools (historically white and
Indian schools), individual SES and school-level SES
interact positively to produce improved outcomes.
Schools with a lower mean SES (historically black
schools), on the other hand, on average not only fail
to transform the future of children from poor socio-
economic backgrounds, but also reduce the chances
of children from better backgrounds maintaining or
improving their status in later life. These results 
confirm analysis using matriculation data from the
secondary-school level showing that historically white
and Indian schools still far outperform historically
African and coloured schools. 

A surprising finding is that outside of the richest
schools SES has only a mild impact on test scores,
which are low in the SACMEQ context across most 
of the SES spectrum. A threshold effect appears to
operate that holds back even the middle class from performing 
well outside schools for the rich. This finding is supplemented by the 
lower explanatory power of models relating to school inputs such as
teachers, textbooks and equipment when the reduced sample of poorer
schools is considered. The SACMEQ data show that more resources
do not necessarily or unqualifiedly improve school performance, although
some resources (equipment at the school, for example) appear to play
a role. There is a relatively large divergence in the ability of schools to
convert resources into outcomes. The message from this study appears
to be not that resources do not matter, but rather that resources 
matter conditionally. 

What does this all mean for policy? Equity in educational outcomes
between population groups is an important transformation objective,
particularly given the long history of educational disparity and its 
contribution to current socio-economic inequality. The study shows that
continuing inequality in educational outcomes is driven by unequal
school performance, and debate has tended to focus on the top end.
However, the future of 80% of South African youth is bound up with 
the mostly poorly performing schools that serve poor and middle-
income South Africans. The difficult task is to turn around this shaky
majority so as to open up opportunity to youth who would otherwise 
be excluded from choice and the world of work. The importance of the
main primary education system in producing skilled candidates for the
labour market means that the preferable route (with possibly higher
returns) to improving equity is focusing resources on remedying the
poor performance of the struggling 80% of schools. Poorer schools
serve the bulk of the population: they should be systematically assisting

learners to overcome socio-economic disadvantages, rather than the
present situation where they have the opposite effect of reinforcing
disadvantage. 

The data shows that to change outcomes at matric level, interventions
need to be made at an early age – South African pupils fall behind their
counterparts in other African countries even at a young age. 

It is clear from the regression analyses that poor schools would 
benefit from specific resources, particularly textbooks and equipment,
even more than from additional teacher numbers or from improving
teacher qualifications, which do not necessarily mean the same as
improving teacher quality. However, merely increasing resources is not
sufficient: the large efficiency differentials between poor schools and
historically advantaged schools in converting resources into educational
outcomes means that resources on their own are not sufficient.
Interventions that address school effectiveness are also required. 

The great variation in performance between similar schools in this
data set again emphasises the need for better testing in order to identify
good and weak performers, to target interventions and to improve 
the accountability of the school system to the public, of principals
and teachers to the parent and pupil community, and even of pupils to 
parents. It is vital that we have information on the relative performance
of individual schools, and this information needs to be made 
widely available, preferably provided in comparative form, to ensure
the accountability of this essential service to our future.

Servaas van der Berg is a professor in economics at the University of
Stellenbosch. This is an edited version of his article that has appeared in
IJR’s Economic Transformation Audit 2005.
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t
here are few nations in the developing world
that spend more money on education, that have
enjoyed more international goodwill in the form
of external funding for the post-apartheid 
education system, that have more sophisticated
education policy positions, and that have more
advanced institutions to support the implemen-

tation of education policy. 
Yet, despite significant investments in education, 

and the formal equalization of education expenditure, 
educational outcomes are not only hugely unequal
across schools, but also far below standard in compar-
ison with other middle- or lower-income countries. This gap between
policy and practice requires explanation. Curriculum policy provides a
case in point. 

There are six main reasons for this disarticulation between policy and
practice in the field of curriculum.

The first is the hopelessly utopian ideals embedded in policymaking,
especially in the first five years of our democracy. The curriculum, as
one of the most potent signals of a new democratic order, enjoyed 
considerable symbolic status during those years; but this came at the
expense of a corresponding investment in implementation capacity.

The second reason, which is derived from the first, has been the 
complete absence of the discipline of curriculum planning within the
new structures of the bureaucracy. As government departments were
flooded with young, black and inexperienced personnel, the resort 
to idealistic rhetoric displaced concerns about curriculum planning
expertise and capacity.

The third reason was the sheer complexity that defined the new 
curriculum, then and now. An impenetrable new curriculum lexicon; 
a host of new learning outcomes and assessment criteria; and a 
complicated ‘qualifications framework’ together conspired to alienate
experienced and well-meaning teachers. This drift towards complexity
was largely a direct consequence of the lack of skilled and experienced
bureaucrats who understood the first principles of curriculum planning.

A fourth reason for the policy-practice gap is the sheer level of 
dysfunctionality in, especially, black schools in South Africa, and what
this implies for curriculum change. The formal curriculum, placed within
dysfunctional schools, is meaningless if there is not full coverage by
competent teachers following a predictable timetable and delivered to
full classes of learners, with supporting learning materials in classrooms
that are conducive to learning.

The lack of depth preparation on the part of teachers as curriculum
implementers is a fifth ground for the credibility gap between curriculum
policy and practice. It is now well-established that the information-
sharing workshops that continue to characterize INSET (inservice 
education of teachers) are a huge waste of public resources. One- to
three-day workshops hardly begin to alter the beliefs and behaviours
of teachers, or disrupt their familiar routines of teaching. A curriculum
premised on progressive principles – such as interactive classrooms,
student-initiated learning, continuous assessment and critical inquiry –
would require a long-term training and development plan for teachers.
This has not happened since 1994.

The sixth reason for the spectacular failure of curriculum policy in
South Africa was the dismissal of expertise and experience already

resident in the schools. The young and energetic new bureaucrats 
basically entered the curriculum fray with a message to experienced
teachers that could roughly be paraphrased as follows: ‘forget every-
thing you know; this is completely new.’ Not only did this arrogant
approach exemplify one of the most basic errors in planning curriculum
change, it inevitably invited resistance from those whose professional
status and personal self-worth were tied up in their knowledge of 
practice. 

A number of steps should be taken to rectify these discrepancies
between curriculum policies and outcomes:

� Design a simple curriculum that is accessible to teachers and 
yet profound in its educational consequences.

� Acknowledge the wisdom of practice held by teachers, and 
build on it in implementing the new curriculum.

� Create the basic conditions that support curriculum change – 
such as adequate classroom infrastructure, and basic learning 
materials.

� Install a new model of teacher development – such as in-depth 
training that supports teachers over long periods of time within 
their classroom contexts.

� Recruit experienced curriculum-change agents; these must be 
teacher leaders who not only know more than ordinary teachers, 
but who also have the wisdom and humility to work with their 
colleagues in ways that improve implementation.

� Hold schools accountable for strong, reliable and excellent 
teaching – but this can only be enforced if high standards of 
accountability are accompanied by high levels of support.

Curriculum theorists are fond of making the distinction between the
official curriculum (the ideals or guidelines formally established by 
governments), the enacted curriculum (that which is actually introduced
into the classroom by teachers), and the experienced curriculum (that
which students eventually learn as a result of exposure to the curriculum).
But that line from intentions to enaction to experience is not simple,
and the capacity in education systems for disruption and derailment of
original intentions is not inconsiderable in the real life of schools and
classrooms. However, the problem of matching curriculum ideals and
curriculum experiences is made much more unattainable in contexts
where some of the basic principles of curriculum policy and planning
are not taken seriously.

EXPLAINING 
THEGAP BETWEEN POLICY

AND PRACTICE IN
SOUTH AFRICAN
EDUCATION By Jonathan Jansen

Professor Jonathan Jansen is the Dean of Education at the 
University of Pretoria.



g overnment programmes that require processes to deliver out-
puts invariably have to confront the issue of expenditure mixes.
In South Africa, following historic wage agreements in the 
public sector in 1996, policy planners began to speak explicitly
about credible budgets. Credible budgets in education imply an
ideal mix of personnel and other resources that would allow

effective service delivery to take place. Credible budgets also require a
commitment from spending agencies to remain within pre-set spending
envelopes. 

Such credible budgets were, therefore, invoked in a context where 
personnel expenditure was regarded as consuming most of the real
growth dividends in education expenditure, thus leaving little space for 
the expansion of other key expenditure items. Between 1996 and 2000,
education budget planners were required to secure a better expenditure
balance between personnel and other categories, while managing the
expansion of policy implementation within budgets that sustained
consecutive substantial declines. 

The academic year 2000 allows a first glimpse into the results of these
policy and fiscal actions. Traditionally poor provinces such as the Eastern
Cape and KwaZulu-Natal experienced a large increase in their personnel
component, while the Western Cape and Gauteng shed an alarmingly high
number of teachers. Table 1 provides information on three key summary
inequality measures for the periods 1995, 2000, and 2003.

WHY 
RESOURCES 

CONTINUE 
TO MATTER

Formidable infrastructure
backlogs still an obstacle
to quality education
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Table 1: A summary of key inequality measures in provincial education
departments: 1995/96, 2000/01, and 2003/04

Source: Wildeman (2005)
Note: The average poor provinces are Eastern Cape, KwaZulu-Natal, Limpopo 
and Mpumalanga. The average rich provinces are Gauteng, Northern Cape and 
the Western Cape

Table 1 unmistakably paints a picture of declining per capita inequal-
ities, irrespective of the measure of inequality used. The columns 
‘average rich’ and ‘average poor’ refer to the average per capita
spending by provinces defined as rich or poor. We see that the rich
provinces' gains on the national per capita average were gradually
whittled down, while poor provinces were progressively gaining on the
national average.  The net gains of poorer provinces would have been
greater had it not been for the zero change in the relative position of
the KwaZulu-Natal education department. This tells an important story
in its own right, because it suggests that near per capita convergence
in 2000 was the outcome of opposite expenditure movements in 
rich and poor provinces. Given the ‘provincialisation’ of expenditure
allocations since the new Constitution of 1996, one would assume that
such expenditure decisions were not co-ordinated, but reflected internal
provincial resource decisions. Thus, any notion of a central hand, guiding
expenditure equalisation across provinces, would be misguided. It 
was personnel reductions in provinces such as the Western Cape and
equivalent gains in poorer provinces that drove greater inter-provincial
per capita equity. Given the complexities of inter-governmental
processes, it must follow that the present convergence of per capita
expenditure levels is largely un-theorised and unplanned. 

The fact that these numbers have been interpreted as a policy
achievement is surprising, especially in light of the reservations raised
above. We also need to concede the possibility that the per capita
expenditure numbers may, in fact, represent strong spending. Such
claims can only be substantiated if we are able to show that resource
inequalities were visibly affected by growing per capita convergence.
Table 2 shows the percentage of early childhood development (ECD)
sites that fall below three measures of infrastructure quality.

Table 2: The percentage of ECD sites that fall below three national
infrastructure index poverty lines, by province

Source: Wildeman and Nomdo (2004)

Table 2 shows that young children who live in the traditionally poor
provinces attend school at sites where buildings are below accepted
standards. Even if we use the modest poverty measure of 50% of the
national median, approximately 32% of sites in the Eastern Cape and
KwaZulu-Natal fall below this poverty line. Limpopo follows with 24.4%
of its sites falling below the first poverty line, while the Western Cape
has the lowest incidence of sites below this poverty line. The extent 
of the physical infrastructure deprivation is even more evident in 
the second poverty line, which is the national mean. In Eastern Cape 
and KwaZulu-Natal, approximately 65% of their sites fall below the
national average poverty line. The share of Limpopo is 68.4%, while 
the Western Cape only has 17% of its sites below that poverty line. 
At the national median poverty line, 48.2% of all sites across provinces
fall below this poverty line. In Limpopo, 75% of ECD sites fall below 
this poverty line, and this figure is approximately 70% in KwaZulu-Natal.

The data above demonstrates the weak link that exists between 
per capita convergence in provincial education and the destruction of
historical inequalities in access to resources. Similar evidence exists
for infrastructure deficits in public schools and other key education
programmes. What makes these numbers stand out is the fact that 
the post-2000 policy agenda in education relied heavily on the non-
personnel spending bases of education departments. But these are
precisely the areas where traditionally poor provinces are weak, 
thus explaining the slow pace in the destruction of infrastructure and
other backlogs.  The slow pace at which backlogs are destroyed and 
the now familiar schism in quality outcomes suggest that the system 
is still in need of additional resources. It is a mistake to regard the
need for additional inputs and desired quality outputs as being in 
fundamental opposition.

Province Poverty line 
(50% of median)

Poverty line
(national mean)

Poverty line
(national median)

Eastern Cape 31.9 65.3 69.4

Free State 5.0 29.4 35.8

Gauteng 2.5 13.5 18.9

KwaZulu-Natal 32.1 64.6 69.8

Limpopo 24.4 68.4 75.0

Northern Cape 2.4 14.9 19.9

North West 9.7 47.4 53.9

Western Cape 1.2 17.1 23.1

Total 16.4 42.6 48.2 

Per Capita 
Gini Coefficient

Coefficient 
of Variation Average Poor Average Rich

1995 0.083 0.278 0.84 1.49

2000 0.046 0.158 0.91 1.25

2003 0.027 0.13 0.93 1.18

Russell Wildeman is a senior researcher for the Budget Information
Service of the Institute for Democracy in South Africa (IDASA).
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t
he politicisation of the language issue in South African education 
should not contaminate real debate about the merits of mother-
tongue education in our schools. Recent continental research shows
that this approach to education should not be dismissed out of hand.
While African countries have embarked on new education policies
and curriculum changes after Unesco’s 1990 World Conference on

Education For All, education success for the majority of children on the 
continent remains elusive. 

A draft report of a study on language education research was recently
debated at the Conference on Bilingual Education and the Use of Local
Languages in Windhoek, attended by education officials and experts from 
19 African and five European countries. The draft report was compiled by
organisations such as the Unesco Institute for Education, the Association for 
the Development of Education in Africa, and the Deutsche Gesellschaft für
Technische Zusammenarbeit. 

A final report will be submitted to the Association for the Development of
Education in Africa Biennale in Gabon, in March 2006.

The study shows that although language education policies diverged across
sub-Saharan Africa during the colonial period, post-colonial development are
showing a remarkable convergence towards a one-language model. Tanzania,
Ethiopia and Eritrea are the only countries with other models. 

The former French, Portuguese and Spanish colonies used only the colonial
language in education. Post-independence shows increasing movement from
zero mother-tongue education to between one and three years of learning in
the mother tongue, followed by a transition to French and, in Mozambique,
Portuguese.

In contrast, African languages were transcribed by missionaries in the 
former British colonies and used as the medium of instruction in education
for four to six years. Since independence these countries have tended to
whittle away at mother-tongue education (MTE) and either eliminate it or
reduce it to a maximum of three years. 

Today, with a few exceptions, there is a convergence towards similar 
language education models across sub-Saharan Africa. In most cases,
children receive up to three years of MTE, followed by a switch to education
in the former colonial language.

But research in psycholinguistics and second-language acquisition shows
an inherent design flaw in such models. Children are expected to learn
through a second language before they have developed sufficient proficiency
or competence in this language to make this possible.

One of the reasons for the design flaw is that language-education models
used in African settings have their origins in second-language programmes
designed in Europe to teach students a second language, such as conversa-
tional skills, writing tasks and some literature – not to prepare them to learn
mathematics, science, geography or history through the second language.

A second reason is that the language-programme designers have not kept
up to date with contemporary research between the cognitive development
of children and language learning, and how children use language to learn all
areas of the curriculum. And lastly, because these programme designs do not
originate in African settings, they do not accommodate the multilingual
nature of the continent.

It is almost impossible for pupils to learn enough of the second language 
in three years to switch to a second-language medium of instruction by 
Grade 4. In countries where there are well-trained teachers and sufficient
classrooms and schoolbooks, children usually need between six and eight
years to learn a second language before they can use it as a medium. This

THE 
MERITS OF

MOTHER-TONGUE  
EDUCATION

By Kathleen Heugh
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means under optimal conditions they should not switch language medium
before Grade 7. 

In less well-resourced schools, the research evidence shows that it may 
be possible to switch medium in Grade 9. Switching medium several years
earlier results in educational failure, as countless studies demonstrate.

The draft report sets out an analysis of a vast set of apparently incontro-
vertible data that is likely to shock governments across the continent. Studies
from Africa range from the earliest internationally significant study of bilingual
education, which took place in South Africa in the late 1930s, to a Nigerian
study in the 1970s, an HSRC study headed by Carol Macdonald in 1990, 
and more recent studies in Niger, Mali and Ethiopia. Longitudinal studies 
of bilingual and English second-language programmes in Nigeria and North
America were cross-checked against many shorter-term studies, to establish
what education planners can expect from different types of language-educa-
tion models. 

Insignificant differences in literacy development among different language
models are evident between Grades 1 and 3. Any model that is implemented
by well-trained teachers and accompanied by good teaching materials will do
better than a model that lacks these resources.

But when children are tracked over a long period from Grade 4 onwards,
significant gaps begin to appear between children who continue MTE and
those who have switched to a second-language medium. We can now predict
that most students who switch from mother-tongue medium to another 
language by Grade 4 are likely to achieve only between 30% and 40% in their
second language by Grade 12, even though they seem to have had longer
exposure to this language. 

In contrast, students who have learned in the mother-tongue medium for at
least six years are likely to reach 50% or more in the second language. Those
who have MTE throughout (Grades 1 to 12), plus the second language taught
as a subject by a teacher who is proficient in the language, are likely to
achieve 60%. 

So, despite popular wisdom, the longer students have MTE plus well-
resourced second language as a subject, the better they will perform in this
language. They are also more likely to achieve well in mathematics, science 
and their own home language than those learners in models with an early
transition to an international language.

The report also dispels the notion that MTE is more expensive than second-
language education.

Early transition to the second language is the most expensive to resource,
since it requires all teachers to develop native-like proficiency in the second
language in order to teach well in it.

In South Africa, this would mean about 200 hours of English second-
language development tuition for 200 000 teachers. If a country were to opt
for this the return would still not be worth the investment. Nowhere has it
been demonstrated that a mainstream education system can be successful if
it is based on the second language, particularly when this language may be
the child’s third, fourth or even fifth language. 

The most economical scenario is to equip a corps of teachers with what is
known as ‘native or near-native like proficiency’ in English to teach English 
as language-subject specialists. This corps would comprise about 15% of 
the teachers from Grades 4 to 12. The return on investment for this model
promises far greater rewards, both economically and in terms of educational
outcomes for students. 

A compromise would be to have MTE in Grades 6 to 8, followed by the 
transition to English. The returns are high but the costs are greater.

Dr Kathleen Heugh is a chief research specialist in the
Assessment, Technology and Education Evaluation Research
Programme at the Human Sciences Research Council. 

This is an edited version of an article that appeared in the 
September 2005 issue of the HSRC Review
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South Africans regard income inequality as the single most 
divisive feature of our society. According to the latest round of
the SA Reconciliation Barometer, which was conducted in April
and May this year amongst South Africans aged 16 and older,

30% said that differences between the various income groups remain
the biggest obstacle to the creation of a common nationhood. 

While it is a legacy of our broader socio-political past, respondents
regarded the role of unequal access to education under apartheid as 
particularly crucial in the understanding of our current social inequities.
According to the survey results, 82% of respondents attribute income 
differences today to unequal education opportunities in the past. This
is a view shared by majorities within all population groups, although
white South Africans, with 59%, have shown a significantly lower level
of agreement than black Africans, Coloureds, and Indians with 86%,
89% and 84% respectively.

But how does the current government perform in providing a good 
public education system? Would the same question, if asked in twenty
years time, not elicit a similar response, or would the current generation
of learners be able reflect on an educational system that has managed 
to narrow social inequalities. The vast majority of respondents appear,
at least for the present, to believe that the latter is the case: 76%
replied that national government is doing well in addressing the 
educational needs of all South Africans. 

While 60% (see figure 1) agreed that the quality of education that
their children or the children of friends receive is high, there is a 
distinct difference in responses between different racial and social
classes. Just more than two thirds, or 67%, of black African respondents
concurred with this assertion. Affirmative Indian and coloured responses
were far fewer, at 41% and 47% respectively, while only a third of white
respondents thought that their children or those of friends receive 
education of a high quality.  

When using the Living Standards Measurement (LSM) categories as
an indicator of social class, the lowest measurement level, Category 1,
and the two highest levels, Categories 9 and 10, appear to be the most
sceptical about the quality of education. While 52% of respondents in
Category 1 agreed with the statement, the corresponding figures for
Categories 9 and 10 were 37% and 42% respectively. Most approval 
for the quality of educational outputs came from Categories 3 to 6,
which represent those sections of the population that could be regarded
as falling within the working and lower-middle classes. The responses
within these categories varied between 66% and 71%.

While the sceptical response of poor South Africans in Category 1
may be understood within the context of the inferior schooling that 
is still a feature of the country’s most underdeveloped areas, the
response of the two most affluent categories, 9 and 10, may possibly
provide a clue to this group’s increasing preference for private 
education over public schooling. The comparative positive rating 

that has emanated from the lower-middle categories, on the other
hand, can potentially be attributed to the post-apartheid movement of
black African learners from townships to better schools outside these
neighbourhoods. As Crain Soudien from the University of Cape Town
indicates in an HSRC publication, Changing Class: Education and Social
Change in post-apartheid South Africa, this learner ‘migration’ may 
not have been predominantly from black African township schools to
formerly white schools, as is commonly assumed.  Such movement, he
argues, may have been ‘as strong as, if not stronger from formerly
black schools to Indian and coloured schools’.

The responses above reflect opinion on the current levels of quality 
in the education system. But should the status quo be interpreted as 
the product of an improvement or a decline in standards? Respondents
were asked about their opinion on a statement, which purports that 
‘government policies over the past 12 months have worsened the 
quality of education to my children or the children of friends.’ Responses
to this statement were less clear-cut: 31% agreed, 39% disagreed, 
20% were uncertain, and 10% did not give a response. This does reflect
a degree of ambiguity in public perception of the kind of trajectory that
the education system is following. While the majority of South Africans
may be happy about the quality of education at the moment, it is less
clear whether they believe that government policy will continue to
improve standards in the future. 

Whether educational standards are high or not, the litmus test for the
education system remains whether it is able to impart the skills that
are required in the job market. The Reconciliation Barometer Survey
has attempted to gauge opinion on this issue, by seeking a response to
the following statement: ‘The education system prepares your children
or the children of friends to find jobs.’

Nationally, 58% of respondents agreed that this is indeed the case.
Here the racial response pattern also repeats itself: 64% of black
African respondents agreed, while 52% of coloureds and 41% of
Indians did the same. Just 30% of white South Africans believed that
the system equips their young with appropriate skills.

Does education in South Africa make
the Grade? A PUBLIC PERSPECTIVE

By Jan Hofmeyr
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Figure 1: The quality of education of your children or the children of friends is high
(in agreement)

Continued on page 12
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I
n March 2004, the Institute for Justice and Reconciliation (IJR)
together with the Department of Education published a set of
seven booklets entitled Turning Points in History. Intended as a fresh
look at the debates about the South African past, for use by Grade
10 to 12 teachers and their students, six such historical turning

points were identified, beginning with ‘Ancient civilizations and global
trade’ and ending with ‘Negotiation, transition and freedom’. The 
booklets, accompanied by a teacher’s guide, were written by 22 South
African authors and edited by a committee under the leadership of
Professor Bill Nasson of the Department of Historical Studies at UCT.

The set of the booklets was sent to all high schools in South Africa. It
was realised, however, that on their own the books would probably not
be enough to attract all teachers. Consequently, twelve lesson modules
were developed from ideas in the teacher’s guide, to demonstrate how
the content of the series and its teaching approaches could be used.
They were put on a CD-Rom that contained a multimedia introduction,
together with the text of the books – possibly a first in South African
educational publishing. Two-day workshops were arranged by IJR, in
close association with provincial officials, to introduce history curriculum
advisers and selected teachers to the materials. Initially they were
held in four provinces, but proved so popular that nine such work-
shops, involving around 500 people from all provinces, have since been
conducted.

The workshops invited participants to reflect on ‘turning points’ in
their own lives as a means to introduce them to discussion about 
turning points in history (and how contested this might be). It was an
opportunity to share with strangers, possibly for the first time, events
that had shaped their lives. For some, the incidents were traumatic ones,
some had been the result of their own agency, and some had found
themselves dictated to by circumstances. The advisers and teachers
responded enthusiastically to looking at history in a questioning way
and to fostering discussion, an indication of how keen they were to 
use history teaching as a means of mediating the past and present. 
For many, this was a new approach and a challenge to change their
teaching methods.

The workshops helped break down a very real fear of Outcomes-
based Education (OBE) and the terminology of the new National
Curriculum Statement (NCS) for the Grades 10 to 12 curriculum.
Teachers were willing to adapt to changes, but had, for the most 
part, neither appreciated the potential positive benefits they held, nor

understood well what was expected of them. Much of the workshop
time was spent demonstrating how the ‘apparatus’ of the curriculum
(the learning outcomes and the assessment standards) was intended
to operate. The explanation that assessment standards were not
designed for assessment alone, but to show how the curriculum should
be taught, was often a revelation. The assessment standard: ‘Explain
why there are different interpretations of historical events, people’s
actions and changes’, means, in practice, that teachers are obliged 
to teach in such a way that they offer more than one explanation or 
perspective of the past.

Two features were used to build the confidence of teachers and to
help them appreciate the accessibility of the new curriculum. One was
to employ simple teaching methods that are equally appropriate in 
primary-school classrooms. An exercise on ranking the major turning
points in the 1980s and 1990s from one to ten, for example, always
resulted in intense discussion within groups about the nature of the
events of the period, and the report-back sessions that followed showed
a very wide range of opinions present. The other was to avoid any
methods that depended on having photocopiers, overhead projectors
and multiple copies of the booklets, to demonstrate that the same 
quality of thinking, discussion and writing could be achieved by using
the chalkboard and notebooks only.

A highlight of each workshop was the debate held at the start of 
the second day, with participants being divided into two teams to 
argue the motion: ‘That it was internal pressure rather than external 
pressure that brought an end to apartheid’. The debates were always
passionately contested, and teachers displayed an ability to weigh and
deliberate. In this way, participants began to appreciate how OBE
works in a teaching context.

The issue that most teachers wanted assistance with was extended
writing. Matric history examinations have always required essays, but
there is general acceptance that students do not write well and that
rote learning is still a problem. Participants were encouraged to use
oral activities (such as debates) to help students to argue issues and
then put them in writing. Other strategies presented at the workshops
showed how writing skills can be practised and ‘scaffolded’ (by
providing the initial wording of paragraphs, for instance), and how the
students’ ability to select information, to arrange it, and to classify it,
can be developed by classroom activities. The workshops gave teachers
some of the tools that they needed to develop writing skills, but there
remains a desperate need to develop these language skills across the
curriculum in high schools.

History teachers are excited by the opportunities they now have 
to make critical questioning and discussion a central part of their
teaching and have seen how they can assist students to contextualise
the present in South Africa in terms of its past. These workshops, 
however, were just the beginning of what needs to be a much more
sustained process of professional development in history teaching.
There is a widespread need for training of this kind that goes beyond
the introductory NCS training provided by the education departments. 
A very important place remains for NGOs, who have developed material
alongside the departments, in popularising the new curricula among
advisers and teachers.

Professor Rob Siebörger is an Associate Professor at the 
University of Cape Town’s School of Education.

A 
TURNING POINT

IN HISTORY
TEACHING?

By Rob Siebörger
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THE SA RECONCILIATION BAROMETER 
TRACKING SOCIO-POLITICAL TRENDS 
The SA Reconciliation Barometer project of the Institute for Justice
and Reconciliation is a longitudinal study that monitors the reconciliation
process. Through regular audits of actual social, political and economic
transformation; annual national surveys and ongoing anecdotal analysis of
socio-political trends, the Barometer seeks to find some answers to the
question of how the country’s reconciliation process is progressing.

For further information contact the Institute: 
Tel: +27 21 659 7128 or E-mail: info@ijr.org.za
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CONFLICT AND GOVERNANCE*
Edited by Susan Brown

Economic justice is now at the top of the South African transforma-
tion agenda. How to go about realising it effectively, and spreading
benefits to the majority, is the key national debate of today. From
government to private sector, policy-makers to private citizens, 
transformation is now a pivotal issue.

Economic Transformation Audit 2005 – Conflict and Governance is the
second in a new series of transformation audits published by the
Institute for Justice and Reconciliation. The series interrogates 

the manner in which South Africa’s economy is transforming the
country’s political and social landscape. It scrutinises the data for
directions of development and pointers for future policy.

Issues spotlighted are:
• The changing shape of the economy
• Shifts in employment, with a case study 

of the Western Cape garment industry
• Education policy effectiveness
• Poverty, conflict and governance 

at work in three municipalities

The Transformation Audit is an essential 
tool for business people, professionals

and investors; social analysts and policy-makers; and friends and
observers of South Africa worldwide.

*Available in bookshops countrywide

THE THEATRE OF VIOLENCE
Edited by Don Foster, Paul Haupt and Marésa de Beer

This profound and deeply compassionate study
aims to reach into the complexities of political 
violence and to expand our understanding of the
patterns of conflict that almost drew South Africans
into a vortex of total disintegration during the
apartheid era.

While many accounts have focused on the victims
of state repression, this unique volume documents

the often contradictory and confusing stories of those who acknowl-
edge having committed some dreadful deeds. Individuals on various
sides of the apartheid divide, from state security structures to the ANC,
PAC and grassroots activists, tell their own stories.

The authors also offer the first critical examination of the TRC’s
amnesty process, show how media representations of perpetrators
inform public perceptions, and scrutinise international scholarly reflec-
tion on the issue of political violence.

Suggestive and intriguing, The Theatre of Violence attempts to address
a range of questions that are not often considered, and perhaps 
cannot be considered, in a dispassionate way.

No one interested in understanding political violence can afford to ignore this book.
Professor André du Toit, Political Philosopher

The Theatre of Violence is, without doubt, one of the most important accounts of political
violence in South Africa to be published in recent years, and is a major contribution
to the psychological literature on the subject.

Professor Pumla Gobodo-Madikizela, 
award-winning author of A Human Being Died That Night

A more varied perspective emerges when responses to the same 
question are viewed through a social class lens. A comparison of the
LSM groups shows that only Categories 2 to 6 register a positive
response of more than 60%. This response largely corresponds to
feedback mentioned above on the question of the present quality of 
the education system. Again, the lowest level of agreement comes
from the poorest of the poor in Category 1, with 49%, and the most
affluent categories 8, 9 and 10, with corresponding responses of 39%,
40% and 33% respectively.

While these findings may, arguably, not be reflective of the actual
state of education, it is important to take cognisance of the extent to
which citizens rate its outputs. Our perception about the quality of 
education does impact on what we regard as reasonable personal 
aspirations as individuals. A nation needs individuals that aspire
towards excellence. This is only possible if they believe that they 
are equipped to do so. Most South Africans, according to the 
SA Reconciliation Barometer, do show this confidence in the quality of our
public-education system. A big challenge, however, remains to extend
this confidence to the most marginalised amongst us.   

Jan Hofmeyr is a Senior Researcher and Coordinator of the SA
Reconciliation Barometer at the Institute for Justice and Reconciliation
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