
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Principals Upfront Dialogue Series 

A series of public dialogues addressing the leadership role of school principals 

Hosted by the Matthew Goniwe School of Leadership and Governance, Wits School of 

Governance, Catholic Institute of Education, Sasol Inzalo Foundation and BRIDGE 

 

WHAT ARE THE RESULTS THAT MATTER?  

In her keynote address, Professor Mary Metcalfe showed how the National Senior Certificate (NSC) statistics are 

built on many complex issues. If we are really to understand the achievements, challenges and barriers, we need to 

avoid drawing superficial conclusions. The key to understanding the results – and the national priorities for 

improvement – is to ask the type of questions that will uncover the deeper issues.  

Some of these important questions are: 

 

 

 

Principals Upfront seminars are a platform designed to acknowledge the contribution made by principals and to 

provide a space in which principals and other educators explore the roles, responsibilities and challenges of school 

leadership. 

Dialogue 2 in the series, THE RESULTS THAT MATTER: LEADING FOR QUALITY EDUCATION IN SOUTH AFRICA 

was held on 3 February 2016 at the Wits School of Governance. 

This article highlights some of the key themes and issues discussed, aimed at giving readers a taste of the 

perspectives and concerns of the speakers, the panellists and the audience.  

 

 

Panellist: 
 Wandile 

Makhubu, 
Principal, Unity 

Secondary 
School, 

Daveyton 

Keynote Speaker: 
Professor Mary 

Metcalfe, 
Programme to 

Improve Learning 
Outcomes (PILO) 

and Adjunct 
Professor, Wits 

PDM 

Programme 
Director: 

Mduduzi Qwabe, 
Catholic Institute 

of Education 

THE CHAIR, SPEAKERS AND PANEL 

Keynote Address 

 What is the quality of the passes? 

 Who is present? In other words, 

which young people stayed in the 

system and wrote the NSC 

examination, and which were 

excluded or dropped out? 

 How does socio-economic status 

affect results? 

Panellist: 
Mrs Rhona 
Mostert, 

Principal, John 
Orr Technical 
High School, 

Braamfontein 

Panellist: 
Pieter Steyn, 
Head, LEAP 
Schools and 

former 
Principal, 

Masibambane 
College, Orange 

Farm 

Summator: 
Associate 
Professor 

Peliwe Lolwana, 
Visiting 

Professor, Wits 
University 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What processes do I follow when results are released? 

Celebrate success? √ 

Support candidates who failed? √ 

Assist with applications for further study and 
bursaries? 

√ 

Act as an intermediary with foundations and 
corporates? 

√ 

Facilitate supplementary exams and interventions 
to improve marks? 

√ 

Analyse the results? √ 

 

Here is a selection of responses from the panel giving an insight into this 

process:  

 We compare our projected results (based on our internal assessments) 

with the actual results for each child. This tells us about the quality of 

our teaching and assessment, and how robust our systems are. If our 

learners do less well than projected, this is a red flag. 

 We engage constructively with our subject teachers to help them reflect 

on their own practices, to determine what worked, what did not, and 

why, and what they can do differently.   

 Ask the question “Why?” for both success and failure. This is the key to 

identifying and understanding the issues that hinder performance.  

Highlights and Key Themes 

“We see this as an opportunity to change 

perceptions about township schools and 

raise expectations.   

As a township school, we want to be seen as 

an equal partner. We are in same world, but 

we have a different education system – we 

lack resources, but poverty is no reason for 

poor performance.” Wandile Makhubu, 

 

What are the 2015 results telling me about teaching, learning and assessment at my school?  

 

 To improve our maths results, we are doing rigorous interim assessments throughout the year.  We are 

developing our staff capacity to design high quality assessments that provide meaningful data, and to analyse the 

results so that we understand what the issues are and can target areas for teaching.  

 We are engaging deeply regarding maths and science. This includes looking at longer term strategies going back 

to Grades 8 and 9, to bring in new approaches and improve teaching methodology.  

 The long hours that teachers in the higher grades spend covering the maths curriculum leave little time for 

attending workshops. We are looking at other ways of reaching our teachers and how we can best support them, 

for example by using communities of practice, and getting weaker teachers to engage with stronger teachers. 

Members of the audience 

Receipt of the results introduces a process of analysis and reflection when 

schools look carefully at their failures and successes, and identify and design 

remedial measures and improvements. Reviewing the results generates an 

impetus to interrogating practice and strategizing for the next year.  

 

LEADERSHIP RESPONSE TO THE 2015 RESULTS 

 

The topic of maths was a recurring feature of the conversation. This reflected both its significance to panellists and 

the prevalence of the narrative around the importance of maths as a subject. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The focus on mathematics  

Is increased participation in maths commendable, even if it doesn’t lead to an increase in the number of maths 

passes? Is a high number of maths passes commendable, even if the quality of these passes is questionable? 

The NSC statistics show that the two provinces with the highest participation rates (KwaZulu-Natal and the 

Eastern Cape) also have the lowest pass rates.  Over time the performance in weaker provinces has deteriorated, 

and there is a bunching of results in the 30-39% range.  

School 

success 

Language is still a major barrier to performance.  

Regional dynamics relating to English usage in classrooms impact significantly on learner performance and need 

to be understood.  

In provinces where teachers routinely use African languages for explaining, learners are at a disadvantage when 

they write their exams in English. Gauteng learners benefit from a greater exposure to English: so many African 

languages are spoken in this province, that English is widely used in classrooms. 

There are further complexities in respect of maths. Teaching maths in African languages presents its own 

challenges. Would it be better to teach maths in English from Grade 1? This would mean capacitating Foundation 

Phase teachers to teach in English. 

 

What are the 2015 results telling us about changes required in the national education system? 

This question prompted some diverse and interesting responses from the panel:  

 We have noticed that our learners’ final results for African languages (as home language) are always much better 

than their results for the year. This suggests that the national standard is less robust than it should be and needs 

to be interrogated.  

 Retiring teachers with proven track records of excellent achievement are an untapped resource. Bringing them in 

as mentors to help struggling teachers would build self-esteem and improve teaching skills. This would help to 

address some of the challenges facing the system. 

 Vocational schools that provide training in basic practical skills (such as bricklaying) should be brought back. This 

would assist learners who struggle to meet the academic demands of ordinary schools, especially the writing of 

exams.  TVET Colleges are not a viable alternative for these young people as they are also too challenging 

academically.  

 The maths curriculum is over-loaded and the Department needs to look at reducing its volume. We have to 

maintain the rigour of extra classes in the afternoons and on Saturdays and Sundays, simply to cover the 

curriculum and to get the results that we do achieve. Is this fair to learners?  

“It doesn’t help to change the participation 

rate without also changing the 

circumstances of learning!” Professor Mary 

Metcalfe 

In her summation Professor Lolwana alluded to an 

alternative approach: “There is a lack of understanding 

of what Maths Literacy is about and what it should do.”  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THROUGHPUT, RETENTION AND PARTICIPATION  

These issues underline why it is crucial to ask the right questions:  

 What do the results tell us in relation to throughput and dropout rates before Grade 12? The number of learners 

who drop out increases dramatically in Grade 11. ‘Dropouts’ are mainly learners who have failed repeatedly. 

Learners in this situation are also at risk of ‘weeding’ by schools wanting to avoid compromising their results. 

 Why do some provinces have massive numbers of ‘repeaters’ while others have only one or two? Why do some 

provinces have large numbers of ‘part time’ candidates?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 What do these provincial quality and practice differences mean for the young people they impact – and the 

country?  

 

 

HOT TOPIC – Progressed learners 

This topic inspired much comment.  Professor Metcalfe described as ‘courageous’ the Minister’s decision to keep 

learners who had not qualified to pass within the system.  Are the difficulties that schools experience in coping 

with progressed learners worth it? Is this a contribution socially that we have to make? 

 The performance of progressed learners was 37% lower than that of non-progressed candidates.   Yet 30% of 

progressed learners passed. Some even attained bachelor passes. One principal said: “We have to ask 

ourselves – if this had not been forced on us, where would those learners be? Probably on the street.” 

 Problems associated with progressed learners were much more significant in Maths.  

 It is important for the policy to be implemented properly at district level – for example, ‘learners’ who absent 

themselves from school for long periods should not be progressed. 

Marked regional differences in candidate numbers reflect provincial adult education policies:  

In provinces with high numbers of ‘repeaters’ (such as Limpopo and the Eastern Cape), adult education only goes up 

to Grade 9. NSC candidates who fail and wish to try again are kept within the school system.  

In provinces with many part time candidates (such as Gauteng), adult education goes up to Grade 12. NSC candidates 

who fail but want to try again mainly do so within the adult education system.  

 

Is the Department’s action in modularizing progressed learners to their benefit, or is it 

just to take them away from the school?  (Buzz group question)  

“We need to look at our own role as professional people.  We must not gate 

keep and then just do the same things over again: it stalls the life of the child. 

One of our progressed learners – a boy who failed both Grades 10 and 11 twice 

– got an exemption.  I spoke to him every day, and made him my ambassador.” 
Wandile Makhubu 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

WHAT DOES ‘QUALITY EDUCATION’ MEAN? 

Quality in education is about so much more than academic 

outcomes. Good quality education is holistic and enables 

young people to develop the skills they need to move 

forward successfully, whatever their options and 

circumstances.  

Here are some of the views expressed: 

 . 

 While we recognise the role of formal studies, it’s also 

not about chasing the paper – we need to look at 

translating the formal learning into reality. 

THE QUALITY OF ASSESSMENT 

Opinion was divided on the impact of common assessments.  

Some of the benefits are:  

One of the unintended consequences of matric 

results isthey serve as a proxy by which to judge 

the quality of the school and the principal. 

 How do we define quality in education? 

 Quality education is not about content knowledge or pass rates – it is about giving learners skills for life such as 

person-to-person skills, and preparing them to deal with their own situations. 

 Our aim should be that learners leave school ready to become successful citizens. 

 What we must do is ensure that those students who cannot go to university can make a good life. 

Buzz Group Questions and Panel Responses  

Participants were invited to pose questions to the panel.  This was an interactive session with participants forming 

groups to discuss their concerns and formulate questions. Below is a selection of questions and panel responses.  

 Teachers overwhelmed by the curriculum load find it a great help.  

 It has created a common standard, which makes it easier for principals and HoDs to raise the standard in their 

schools.  

 The high standard of the common assessments has highlighted the need for teacher development in this area.  

Some negative aspects are: 

 Common assessments detract from teachers’ professionalism and skill, as teachers are not given the opportunity 

to develop their own assessment skills.  (“In townships, the Department supplies the lessons, and the 

assessments – this takes all the joy and the skill out of teaching!”) 

 There is a lack of control: leaking of papers can be a problem where there are several schools in an area, and 

they write the same test on different days.  

“Quality education is about 

being open to our learners and 

respecting them.  

We will not be judged on 

whether 50% of our learners do 

maths, but on the quality of the 

relationships we have with the 

children in our care.” Pieter Steyn 

 

Has the practice of departments setting 

common assessments affected teachers’ 

ability to assess?   



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How do you deal with unions? 

Unions are legislated. The key is to find ways to use and work with 

shop stewards in your school and avoid antagonising them.  Unions 

can negotiate with the employer in ways that a principal can’t. 

Always be cognizant of policy, and if conflicts do arise, refer to the 

department for decisions.  

For more information on the Principals Upfront Dialogue Series, contact Thantshi Masitara at 

Thantshi@BRIDGE.org.za 

 

CLOSING THOUGHTS 

Professor Peliwe Lolwana rounded off the discussion with a reflection on the meaning of equity in education. Equity 

is not about equality but about the equitable treatment of all learners.  

How do we strive for this? Principals need to know their schools really well – the staff, learners and parents.  They 

need to get each year’s learners through the system so that going forward, all these young people have a chance of 

being effective in life. Equity starts with collecting the right information about the learners – they are not all the 

same. This data is the basis for finding the gaps that will prevent their progress, and designing interventions that will 

work for them and take them forward. 

This notion of equity formed the core of the dialogue. 

MORE BUZZ GROUP QUESTIONS 

Here are more examples of participant questions, and the panel’s responses:  

Do study camps yield results? 

Study camps can be very 

beneficial. Learners enjoy them 

and find them motivating - they 

can ‘turn around’ unmotivated 

learners.  

We use a structured approach 

to develop focus and good 

study practices. There are also 

opportunities for learners to 

have one-on-one engagements 

with teachers. 

 

Are you open to learners using cellphones or tablets to 

access material during class? 

Technology is an integral part of teaching and learning in a 

21st century classroom, but there have to be policies for 

usage.  Learners should be encouraged to use sites such as 

Kahn Academy to access information when needed. This can 

be motivating as learners respond well to screen time.  

A red flag: having access to information and downloading can 

give a false sense of learning – learners have to understand 

that they still need to engage with the content.  

How do you help Grade 8 and 9 

learners select subjects appropriately? 

We have discussions with parents half 

way through the Grade 9 year, and 

explain the need to be sensitive to the 

future of the children when choosing 

subjects.   

We need to resist the narrative that 

learners will fail in life if they do not 

take maths. There are countless fields 

where maths is not required. 
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