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Setting the scene 

In order to promote co-ordination and the sharing of knowledge at both national and provincial levels, 

BRIDGE has built strong links between its Western Cape Teaching and Learning Community of Practice 

(CoP) and its National Teacher Development Community of Practice in Gauteng. The former hosted a 

meeting on the 17th of October, which began with a brief background of the journey that the Teaching 

and Learning CoP has undergone up to this point, and introduced the plan for the session. 

Presentation 

Marrietjie Vosloo, a consultant for BRIDGE, presented on the Mckinsey report which focuses on 20 

education systems which have shown consistent improvement in standardized tests. It is a descriptive 

study which is a follow-up to previous work completed in 2007. 

● Brian Schreuder was a key informant and the Western Cape was one of the education systems that 

has shown significant improvement. 

● They note that dramatic progress is possible in 6 years, and what needs to be done is common, but 

how to do it is context specific. They note that you 

can prescribe adequacy, but you need to unleash 

excellence.  

● Continuity of leadership (political or strategic) is 

critical. 

● McKinsey suggest that the quality of an education 

system cannot exceed the quality of the teachers. 

● Most of the issues which are listed in this report exist 

beyond a specific classroom (which has been the 

focus on the teaching and learning document up to 

this point). The context determines what happens at 

every level. It’s a complex system. 

● The Mckinsey report suggests that there is no one best approach to education, but rather that there 

are different stages at which different issues become important to consider. Thus, it is not helpful to 

borrow strategies from environments that do not have the same educational context as South 

Africa.  

● The report clusters organizations in different categories moving from; poor to fair, fair to good, good 

to great, and great to excellent. The Western Cape was categorized as ‘poor to fair’. This was due to 

the achievement of the basics in numeracy and literacy. It highlighted the specific and on-going 

challenges of getting all schools to a minimum quality level, getting learners into class, providing 

motivation and scaffolding for unskilled teachers. 



● Focusing on literacy and numeracy is important, but we need to take into account the growing need 

for 21st century skills. 

● Teacher freedom and salaries are different within each of these clustered groups. 

 

To see the presentation, click here. 

Kayin Sholtz, from the South African Education and Environment Project (SAEP), presented on the 

UNICEF working paper defining quality education. 

UNICEF clusters quality effects into five broad categories: learners; learning environments; content; 

process; and quality outcomes. 

● Learners need to have good health and nutrition, early childhood psychosocial development 

experiences, regular attendance and family support for 

learning. 

● Learning environments should have: quality school 

facilities; interaction between school infrastructure 

and other quality dimensions; reasonable class sizes; 

peaceful and safe environments (especially for girls); 

teachers’ behaviours that allow for safety; effective 

school discipline policies; inclusive environments; and 

non-violence. Finally, they noted that learning 

environments need to provide health services. 

● Quality Content should be/have: learner-centred; non-

discriminatory; standards-based curriculum structures; 

uniqueness of local and national content; literacy; numeracy; life skills and peace education. 

● Quality Processes aimed at: professional learning for teachers; teacher competence and 

school efficiency; on-going professional development; continuing support for learner-

centred learning; standards-based participation methods; teacher feedback mechanisms; 

teachers’ beliefs that all learners can learn; teachers’ working conditions. Schools also 

require administrative support and leadership. Learners require access to languages used at 

school. The use of technologies should decrease rather than increase disparities.  

● Quality Outcomes should: be focused on achievement in literacy and numeracy; use 

formative assessment to improve achievement outcomes; sought by parents; related to 

community participation, learner confidence and life-long learning; employ experiential 

approaches to achieve desired outcomes; include health and life skills outcomes. 

 

To access Kayin’s full presentation, click here. 

 

 

 

 

http://bit.ly/2hmPane
http://bit.ly/2z0XZNi


What needs to be 

done is common, the 

how is context specific 

Overview of discussion 

Class size is a debated issue. While some suggest it doesn’t help to have classes smaller than 25 learners, 

others suggest 40. How much classroom size matters seems to depend on the cultural context, the 

quality of the teacher, and the age group of the learners.  

● While teachers need to believe that children are capable of learning, the entire system needs to be 

set up with this belief.  

● Systems thinking should remind us that dysfunctional systems are sometimes dysfunctional because 

someone prefers them that way. 

● Classes can be set up to allow learners to proceed at different 

paces. Based on the litmus evaluation it was noted that learners 

may be at 3 different ability levels (on grade level, a year behind, 2 

years behind), thus “multi-grade” teaching is the norm. Providing 

flexible streaming routes for learners to receive teaching at 

different levels was discussed and seen as potentially valuable but 

also debatable. 

● Intervening early is necessary. Learners get more marginalized the longer the system provides 

inadequate support and opportunities to learn. 

● Teacher training can either be deep and thorough, or it can focus on teaching specific techniques 

and behaviors. While the techniques and behaviours can work in the short-term, the efficiency gains 

from this approach level out quickly. Longer-term gains require a more intense and expensive 

commitment and may require strengthening content knowledge. 

● The curriculum is too ambitious, and not all elements of the curriculum have been created equally. 

Rather, there are threshold concepts. Insightful teachers focus on teaching these threshold concepts 

and may not always attempt to teach the entire curriculum. This indicates the difficulties of thinking 

about the education system at different “levels” as the first level seems to focus primarily on 

accountability and getting the basics in place, however focusing on these things may prevent 

excellent teaching in other spaces.  

● Thinking about the inequalities in the SA schooling system, if we recognize that wealthy schools and 

poor schools may benefit from different interventions (in line with the McKinsey report), how do we 

prevent this from perpetuating a “bantu” style education system (separate but unequal)? 

● Teachers need teaching strategies that help them differentiate learners in their classes, and assist 

them in addressing barriers to learning early on.  

 

Next Steps: 

 
 

 

● Kayin to circulate final draft of teaching and learning document. Final opportunity to 

provide feedback, to confirm whether your organization is happy to subscribe to the 8 key 

principles that have arisen from the document.  

● Next CoP on the 22nd of November. 
 


