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 Setting the scene 

This year we have focussed on the Integrated Strategic Planning Framework for Teacher Education 
and Development in South Africa 2011-2025 (ISPFTED), which puts forward a range of education and 
development opportunities for teachers and student teachers aimed at improving the quality of 
teaching and learning in schools. To read the meeting highlights from that Community of Practice 
(CoP), click here. 
 
Several CoP members indicated that they and/or their organisations could contribute towards the 
implementation of the plan, and would like to be involved. Many NGOs have expertise in aspects of 
teacher development and could assist the department. There is a need for greater collaboration 
between providers, and between providers and the different government departments. 
Stakeholders who have expertise in certain areas should join together to work on issues in those 
areas. If these groups take on different parts of the system, the problems could be solved.   
 
With this in mind, the CoP encouraged NPOs and NGOs involved in teacher development to share 
what they are currently doing to add value. The goal was to generate collaboration and partnership 
to add even more value to the teacher development arena. 
 

This meeting had a different format from our regular CoPs. Participants formed a circle and engaged 

in discussions led by Raymond Nettmann of ecl South Africa. The circle emphasised the equality of 

all the participants, and ensured all opinions and inputs were seen as equally valuable. It also 

created a safe space that encouraged people to share what they knew, thought and felt with each 

other. The circle invited people to look beyond their current positions, towards an exploration of 

new ideas and possibilities together.  

Overview of presentation 

 
The ecl Foundation works with schools and communities to 
enhance children’s lives and learning.  Ecl’s approach is to 
develop children’s emotional wellbeing and self-worth, which 
unleashes their creativity, and enhances their desire and 
capacity for learning. Ecl has realised that in order to impact a 
system, one need not do much, one need only do the “right 
thing”–  and this small intervention then creates an effect that spreads through the entire system. To 
describe this effect, ecl used the metaphor of a small pebble thrown into a pond that causes ripples 
to form and spread across the pond.  
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“We need always act in the 

best interests of the child 

while protecting the teacher.” 

 

 

 
Presently, the various organisations represented in the CoP (with some notable exceptions) tend to 

worked in silos, all throwing their own pebbles into the pond, causing ripples to spread in all 

directions, creating waves and cancelling each other out.  If a single pebble of collaborative action 

could be dropped into the pond, this would create a ripple of impact that could spread across the 

entire system. This effect was demonstrated by the video “How wolves change rivers” which 

describes what happened in the Yellowstone National Park in the USA when wolves were 

reintroduced after an absence of many years. 

https://www.google.co.za/search?q=how+wolves+change+rivers&ie=&oe  

This video highlights the power of small changes to cause significant differences.  

This introduction was followed by a round of checking-in. CoP members described what initiatives 

they and/ or their organisations were currently involved in and gave members a sense of their values 

and concerns as they relate to the broad spectrum of teacher development.  

 

Overview of discussion 

Following the presentation, members discussed some of the realities and challenges faced by 

teachers, how these relate to teacher development and opportunities for collaboration within the 

CoP.   

● Children have 5 basic needs, which are to be 

seen, heard, respected, to feel safe and to have a 

sense of belonging [cf Future-proof Your Child 

(Penguin, 2008) co-authored by Nikki Bush and 

Dr Graeme Codrington]. If these needs are not in 

the home, children look to the school to meet 

them. These needs have to be met before 

teachers can even begin to teach, and children learn. Teachers need to be able to do this 

without becoming ‘the parent’. 

● We should acknowledge that we do have split loyalties – our loyalties are to both the 

teachers and to the learners. Splitting our loyalty does not mean we give less to either of 

them, or favour one over the other.  

● We need to explore how we can collaborate to support both teachers and children. Our 

focus as a CoP is mostly on teacher development, and correctly so, because in order for 

learners to learn better, we need teachers to perform better and to be responsive to what 

learners need. Supporting teacher development ultimately means supporting the learners.   

● DBE does not have a clear programme for equipping teachers holistically to cope in difficult 

conditions. This is particularly problematic for teachers posted in rural areas where they 

don’t have access to resources or support.  What can this community do to support teachers 

https://www.google.co.za/search?q=how+wolves+change+rivers&ie=&oe
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“What is really stopping this 

CoP from working together?” 

 

 

in this situation? Collectively we have so much expertise and could make an impact, 

provided that we work together and, most importantly, do not compete with one another. 

In exploring the possibilities for collaboration, we need to ask ourselves: 

● Am I open to collaborating?  

● If I am open to collaborating, what does that look like?   

● How do we build the bridges that will enable effective collaboration? 

 

The discussion highlighted the complexity of collaborating in teacher development in this CoP.  It is 

important to acknowledge the magnitude of what needs to be done and resist jumping to quick 

solutions. Instead, the “ecl approach” recognises what can be done collectively to impact teacher 

development in the same way that a single pebble dropped into a pond would create a ripple that 

spreads across the pond.     

CoP members formed small groups to discuss the issues further and generate the following 

questions: 

1. What would it take to make inspire parents to 
be involved? 

2. How can we create an “African Forum”? 
3. How can my organisation support a school that 

is ready for change? 
4. What would it take for education service providers to be collectively resilient? 
5. What is the common language of education in our country? 
6. What is the role of this CoP and what is stopping us from working together? 
7. What is missing to enable teachers to teach effectively? 

 
In any successful collaboration, there is always an element of chaos in the beginning (no agenda, no 

leader). Later, a structure develops, but the chaos must go on long enough for people to work 

through it and to find a way to make it work. This is difficult for teachers -  they are structured and 

like to know what they are doing. However, teachers need to be wary of developing a structure and 

direction too quickly as this leads to premature closure, and shuts down the brain and creativity. 

 

  Facilitator Reflection on the CoP  

From the discussions, one senses that there is a great deal of expertise within the CoP, as well as 

distinct silos that people quickly revert back to. While this is intended as a neutral observation, it 

raises questions about the CoPs readiness for collaborative action. Is this even what is wanted? Is it 

enough to be a forum for sharing ideas, which it does very well?  

It is also possible that all that is required to activate collaboration is greater awareness, and that this 

meeting will provide sufficient stimulus.  
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Possible Next Steps for the Teacher Development CoP 

The wide-ranging discussions explored the role and purpose of the CoP, its processes, aspects of 

collaboration and practical steps that may be taken to produce tangible outcomes. 

● We want to move out of our silos, but as NGOs we are all fighting for survival in terms of 

funding. 

● Is the department ready for collaboration? Haroon Mohammed (Director for Continuing 

Professional Development in the Department of Basic Education) has invited NGOs and the 

CoP to address the many gaps in the system, for e.g. the lack of standards for teaching. The 

CoP has expertise and resources, so it is up to us to just jump in and do this.  

● If our end goal is teacher development for quality education, then our question should be 

designed to work towards that goal, even if the result is unexpected (provided we have 

followed the process).  

● Individually, there are many teacher development programmes taking place that have been 

stimulated by these sessions. Collaboration is already taking place, but it is not being 

documented.  

● Should this forum be a place where we are resourced and supported so we can carry on 

doing our work?  Should the focus of coming together be on supporting ourselves, and to 

have a loose network that connects for particular issues? 

● Could we create a tangible product specific to this group out of the discussions that take 

place here? We have enough to develop a framework of problem areas which impact on 

teachers and teaching.    

● We should also map the teacher development terrain. This would make visible how 

everyone’s work fits in. 

● A questionnaire will be sent out to CoP members to collect information on what each 

organisation does, in which space, and the skills and products each can offer to create a 

common database that everyone can access.   

To sum up 

Facilitator’s closing remarks 

Having people say what is missing and how to put it in place (i.e. the organisational information, 

teacher development terrain, problem areas) is a practical embodiment of a process that is working. 

The information on what organisations do could be a trigger. Including a question on where 

organisations want to get to could suggest possibilities for collaborating.  

 

 


