
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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 

 

DOING EDUCATION DIFFERENTLY: CURRICULUM ASSESSMENT FOR THE 21st CENTURY 

In his keynote address, Dr Nic Spaull drew a vivid picture of the fast pace of change in the 21st century world of 

work, and questioned whether we should not be rethinking the curriculum and how and what we assess – in fact, 

whether we should not be rethinking the  

 

 

 

 

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 3 in the series, DOING EDUCATION DIFFERENTLY: LEADERSHIP LESSONS FROM EFFECTIVE SHOOLS 

was held on 18 May 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.  
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entire academic project – to ensure that we 

are preparing children for this future.  

Schools can only help children develop 21st 

century skills – the ability to communicate 

effectively, to work collaboratively in 

teams, to think critically and creatively – by 

building those skills into the process of 

learning.  
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This would mean facilitation rather than traditional 

teaching, a cross-curricular approach with project-based 

(or phenomena-based) learning, and a focus on 

developing socio-emotional skills. These soft skills include 

skills relating to achieving goals (curiosity, perseverance, 

self-control and passion for goals), working with others 

(sociability, respect and caring), and managing emotions 

(self-esteem, optimism and confidence). 

Input from the Panellists 

The theme of doing education differently was explored further by the panellists who have all overcome challenges 
relating to introducing new ideas and new ways of doing things in their respective schools. 

Panellists were asked to respond to the following questions: 

 What distinguishes your school from others and contributes to its effectiveness and success? 

 What role have you as the leader played in achieving the goals of your school? 

 What were some of the leadership challenges you encountered and how did you deal with them?  
 

Ms Nonhlanhla Masina of the African School for Excellence described the challenges of founding an independent 

school in a community that had not seen privatised education before – of convincing parents to come aboard and 

pay to send their children to a new, unfamiliar model of school. There were also challenges associated with 

registering the school, as it was unclear whether the Department would agree to the new model.  

The response from parents has been very encouraging. Parents want to engage with school issues, and are involved 

to the extent that “parents have largely crafted what the school would be”.  The school has an open door policy with 

the Department and district officials are showing interest in developments.  The meaningful use of technology in the 

classrooms is a major contributor to the school’s effectiveness.   

As co-founder, Nonhlanhla’s role is to innovate and evaluate. She notes that “the students we are teaching now are 

different to students 10 years ago”, which drives the school to continue innovating to meet this change. Accounting 

to parents also forms an important element of her role. 

 

Bearing in mind that “what is assessed is what gets taught” (Sergiovanni & Starratt, 2007), there would have to be a 

corresponding shift in assessment towards larger tasks and open-ended challenges. 

All this can only happen if learners have well-developed foundational skills and a strong grasp of basic content.   

There is a hierarchy in learning, and one cannot skip the basics. 

Given the great disparity within South Africa’s schooling environment, is it even worth thinking about 21st century 

skills? The possibility raises many tough questions as it would mean differentiation based on school context – 

although schools that have mastered the basics should think beyond their NSC results and getting the highest 

possible number of bachelor passes, and look for ways to help their learners develop the higher-order thinking skills 

and the soft skills, values and attitudes they will need in the future. 

 
Dr Spaull’s 

presentation is 

available on the 

BRIDGE 

Knowledge Hub 
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Mrs Almarie van Zyl’s key challenges as principal of Midrand High School related to taking over a school where no 

policies and procedures were in place, and managing increasing diversity in both the classroom and the staffroom.  

The solutions lay in “giving the learners a vision for their own lives”, a focus on the “old fashioned” values of 

manners, integrity, respect, accountability, negotiation and determination, and an emphasis on professional 

development. Almarie attributes the school’s scholastic standards to its committed staff members and to the school’s 

efforts to empower parents, some of whom are illiterate, to become meaningfully involved in the education of their 

children (citing as well the empathy that her own position as a parent gave her for the parents and their issues). She 

also notes that “as a public school, there is huge pressure on the limited resources available, so you have to be 

creative in using those resources”. 

Establishing her leadership was initially difficult, as was achieving a balance between her family roles and that of a 

role model for her teachers. Almarie found support through developing herself professionally and becoming involved 

with the South African Principals’ Association (SAPA). She describes principalship as “a lonely position”, and highlights 

the value for principals of sharing and collaborating. 

 

The LEAP model has several distinguishing features. Students play a crucial and active role in the learning process, 

with teachers enabling and activating the knowledge in the students. LEAP engages the community, creates 

awareness among students of issues occurring in their community, and encourages students to get involved in 

actively solving problems in the community. The Life Orientation curriculum is given a central position to enable peer 

learning in a space where students feel safe and there is trust. Students sit in a circle, with the teacher facilitating, to 

engage on issues, reflect and hold each other accountable.  

 

For Mr Paul Mumba, principal of LEAP School, 

Diepsloot, the key challenge as incoming principal 

was to “really deliver, not just preaching, but 

modelling what we wanted to accomplish”.  

Parents resisted the change of leadership and there 

was a need to communicate and achieve 

understanding of the school’s different approach. He 

also had to deal with the challenge of meeting 

expectations with “a very inexperienced staff”. 

The solutions lay in bringing in an external facilitator 

to assist with unpacking the issues, and in 

differentiating the various kinds of challenges and 

how to address them. This is about “holding things 

together” which requires humility and vulnerability 

on the part of the school leader.  

 

 

 

 

The panellists, Mrs Almarie van Zyl of Midrand High School, 
Ms Nonhlanhla Masina of the African School for Excellence, 

and Mr Paul Mumba of LEAP School, Diepsloot 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Buzz Group Questions and Panel Responses  

Members of the audience formed groups to discuss issues and formulate questions. Here is a selection of questions 

and panel responses that explore more fully some of the issues raised by the speaker and the panellists.  

How do we assess and measure soft skills? 

 There are as yet no definitive measures, but there is some literature which shows that innovative thinking is 

happening, and some exploratory efforts are being made. An example relating to interpersonal skills involved 

showing children photographs of their peers in the playground and asking questions about the play situations.  

How can we close the gap between the old way of teaching and the need to teach 21st century skills? 

 To close the gap, schools that are lagging need to improve at a faster rate than high performing schools.  

 We can fast track but not bypass the basics – the outcomes don’t change, and irrespective of the teaching 

approach, children still need to acquire the basics. 

As we rethink our teaching methods, how do we move towards collaborative learning and facilitative teaching? 

 The shift has to begin with the way we train our teachers. Currently there is a massive disconnect between how 

we train our teachers and how we expect them to behave in practice.  

 We need to marry professional development with teachers' classrooms, so that teacher development forms an 

integral part of day-to-day activities in the classroom.   

 We also need to consider how we structure our classrooms, which currently do not encourage development and 

feedback, and find ways to support teachers who want to develop a more facilitative approach.  

 Facilitative teaching is especially difficult in public schools where there is a huge lack of discipline – it would be 

easier if we could overcome this first hurdle. Teachers would need to be given clear guidelines, to feel confident 

and to have a very good understanding of the subject content.   

How can schools encourage parents to be involved in their children’s education?  

 We need to start by looking at what opportunities we are giving parents for collaboration.  In no-fee schools that 

provide food and uniforms there is no room for parents to be involved.  If you give parents an opportunity to help 

and lead, they will come in and support you.  

 Parent meetings can be an effective way of reaching out to parents. These can be held for example with small 

groups, using visual presentations, on topics such as parenting issues. There are barriers to be overcome such as 

difficulties with transport, but this type of meeting works well once parents have developed trust and confidence.   

 

QUESTIONS AND RESPONSES 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How do we fast track provision of quality education and move from teaching 1st century skills to 21st century 

skills?  Has this been done in the schools where the panellists are principals and how successful has it been? 

 The African School for Excellence has been able to fast track learning by limiting the number of subjects being 

taught.  Grade 7 focusses on Maths and English. In Grades 8 and 9 more subjects are added (Maths, English, 

Science, History and isiZulu as second language).  As an independent school ASE is able to be more flexible in 

terms of the curriculum.   

 This approach is proving successful with learners who on entering the school (in Grade 7) are barely able to read 

and write, and who struggle with a massive language barrier.  

  It is also important to develop problem solving skills early on, well before university, to get learners comfortable 

with having things they don’t know (and teachers not providing all the answers).  

How can we make quality education accessible to everyone?  

 It is a question of creating more innovative finance models. There is an assumption that money equals quality 

(and that a lack of money necessarily means a lack of quality), yet the African School for Excellence is showing 

how much can be done with relatively little money.  

How do we balance the interference of the Department against the need to move in the direction of preparing 

learners for the 21st century? What role does the school leader play in supporting educators to prioritise curriculum 

coverage against the department’s prescriptive approach to curriculum coverage? 

 

How do you convince a community not used to paying for education to pay fees? 

 It is important not to isolate the school from the community. The cost to the African 

School for Excellence is R700 per learner per month.   Parents are taking innovative 

approaches to meeting their portion of the costs, for example through stokvels.    

How do we get teachers to collaborate? 

 LEAP Schools have turned their staff rooms into classrooms where teachers 

collaborate on activities and take turns facilitating. True Communities of Practice are 

also very important.  Teachers also need to share a common vision that looks 

beyond matric results and celebrates the children who will one day become 

members of South African society.  

 

 There is a need for strong principals who, with 

the backing of their SGBs, can stand up to the 

Department.  

 There is also a great need for high performing 

independent schools to articulate what they are 

doing. The African School for Excellence is very 

open about what they are doing and how they 

are doing it - they have an open-door policy with 

the Department and are in regular contact with 

their District Director.   

Panellists, Programme Director and Key Speaker 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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

Thantshi@BRIDGE.org.za 

 

  

 

  

CLOSING THOUGHTS 

In drawing together the various threads from the keynote address and discussions, Dr Lee Rusznyak’s summation 

focussed on what teaching to prepare young people for the 21st century means – and what it does not mean.  

The principal’s key role in setting a vision for teaching and learning in the school, and getting parents and 

communities to buy-in to this, is affirmed – as is the critical importance of ensuring that children acquire a strong 

foundation of essential skills and knowledge.  

But for those schools that are mastering the basics, the crucial issue is: what next?  

Given how easily learners with access to technology are able to find information for themselves, the role of the 

school should then be to help learners develop the capacity to engage with that information and turn it into 

knowledge.  Advocating the development of 21st century skills does not mean promoting self-directed learning, nor a 

return to OBE. Instead, it means working with deep knowledge – the underlying principles, and not the superficial 

facts.  Phenomena-based learning is only possible when learners have all the basic skills in place and have built up a 

good understanding of the subjects, and when teachers have a sophisticated understanding of their subject and how 

to teach it.   

The different way of teaching needed to develop 21st century skills would also mean a radically different approach to 

assessment based on sustained tasks built up incrementally over a period of time.  

If this were done well, there would be enormous benefits.   
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