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Principals Upfront is a series of public dialogues addressing the leadership role of school principals 

and giving principals a voice and a platform to share working practice and information about 

different facets of school leadership. 

Principals Upfront is presented by the Matthew Goniwe School of Leadership and Governance, Wits 

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

The Principals Upfront Dialogue series usually follows the format of a structured panel discussion 

with a question and answer session. This event was structured differently, in that the authors of the 

book A School Where I Belong took the audience through key elements of the book in the form of a 

workshop. This worked well and was innovative and interesting. Members of the audience were fully 

engaged, and had opportunities to ask questions as well as share their experiences in their different 

roles and contexts. The authors structured discussions through three key themes: (i) Deliberately 

including; (ii) Facing the past; and (iii) Battling Bias. 

 

 

Roy Hellenberg has spent over 20 years in education 

as a teacher and also as a school leader in both 

under resourced and well-resourced schools. For six 

years he has been working with Shikaya and Facing 

History and Ourselves, designing and running school 

national training programmes. One aspect of his 

work also addresses exclusion and discrimination in 

schools across South Africa. Roy is also a cofounder 

of FutureProof Schools which assists schools to 

ensure that they remain relevant and that they are 

teaching 21st century skills.  

Dylan Wray is the cofounder and director of Shikaya – a non-profit that supports teachers and school 

leaders so that young people leave schools thinking critically and more compassionately. Shikaya 

engages learners as democratic citizens. He has managed and implemented the Facing History and 

Ourselves partnership in South Africa. He has worked globally as a teacher, facilitator, materials 

developer and author for the past 20 years. 

 

 

Two years ago Dylan and Roy started researching their book which deals with inclusion and exclusion 

in South African schools, based on their experiences of these issues in education. Both have worked 

with teachers on issues of identity, especially in relation to facing our past and developing 

democratic citizens. This goal is not achieved by chance; it comes about because of deliberate 

approaches and the belief that schools can be instrumental in this. In writing this book, the authors 

spoke with past and current students and teachers from former model C schools and private schools, 

and explored their views on the future of schooling. The interviews and the book itself were 
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structured around 6 areas: facing the past, battling bias, seeking out difference, leading for change, 

and fostering civil discourse.  

 

 

1.  

 

 

This session acknowledged the racial history in South Africa’s past and how model C schools have 

opened their doors to people of colour. It goes on to explore the questions ‘have there been active 

efforts to deliberately include these learners in the school culture and norms?’ Have schools asked 

themselves, “What does this mean to us as an 

institution, and what does it mean to our learners? What 

do we as a school need to do to make learners of colour 

feel more comfortable, more at home and more like 

they belong in a place that has excluded them for so 

long?” The discussion around this theme focused on 

whether inclusion in schools has been done deliberately, 

and if these practices have been visible. 

Two important points emerged from these discussions: 

 Exclusion is not just about racial differences but cultural differences as well, as xenophobia seems to 

come into play more 

frequently.   

 Inclusion is the easy 

part. We are all 

sitting in the same 

room therefore we 

are included. It is 

about socially 

connecting and 

having a feeling of 

belonging.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

“A minority group is not a minority 

group because they have the 

fewest number of members in that 

group; a minority group are those 

that don’t have social power.” 

3 KEY THEMES 

1. DELIBERATELY INCLUDING 



Our present is linked to the past. We cannot deal with the problems we currently face without 

reflecting on the past. We need to acknowledge where we come from in order to deal with the racial 

inequalities and divisions that we currently face. Schools are built on a racially divided past, and 

those that opened the doors to people of colour in 1994 were previously attended only by white 

students. This has had an impact on the school culture as there have been certain practices linked to 

this history. An honest reflection on how the past has shaped us is an important step that needs to 

be taken not only in our communities but in our schools as well. By not taking a look at school 

traditions that may be entrenched in the past, we will be disabling new inclusive traditions. 

*Passage from the book A School Where I Belong  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

South African schools are covered in the dust of our past; it 

rests on the picture frames of principals and students that 

came before. It is blown through their open windows or 

slips in through the cracks of those we don’t want to open 

and we walk it in through the corridors and into the 

classrooms. You see the thing about dust is that it sticks to 

us, sure we can brush it off but that’s the point, unless we 

actually do, the dust settles on us. It is not just the 

institution that must face its past. All the adults in the 

school have to face their pasts – painful as it may be, it is 

necessary to ensure that our past does not unwittingly 

again wield its prejudicial power in the present. We as the 

teachers and leaders in our schools need to brush off some 

of that dust. Today many of these former white schools 

remain as the better schools. Their success, even if 

inadvertently, reinforces the same message about who can 

achieve great things. Their well-maintained buildings and 

sports fields are still located in neighbourhoods that are 

wealthier. Their traditions validate and honour a past that 

was fractured and split and for the majority of the teachers 

that are still white, the past is all too familiar in the 

present. Schools in South Africa need to face the past with 

honesty and courage until we face the fact that many of our 

schools in South Africa were not just silent bystanders in 

the oppression of others they were indeed active 

participants. We cannot see a future in which we have a 

responsibility to educate for all and for all children and 

ensure that every child feels at home in their school. 

2. FACING THE PAST  



 

 

Racial biases that are unconscious are more dangerous. We all walk around 

with our biases towards people, situations and places. These are not always 

conscious. We see something and someone and immediately make certain 

assumptions or associations. While this is natural, we need to be aware of our 

assumptions. The first step in working to correct these biases is to acknowledge them. However, 

acknowledging our bias is not a “get out of jail free card”, it is taking a conscious step to work 

towards correcting something that has been entrenched in our past. It is important that teachers, 

principals and parents in the school community acknowledge all their biases.  

Roy encouraged participants to challenge their unconscious bias by taking the Implicit Association 

Test found here and encourages schools to use this test as a tool. 

 

 

 Roy and Dylan closed off the day by asking members of the audience to reflect on how they can 

implement the learnings shared in the session. We need to face the past and how that has affected 

our own contexts and spaces in order to move forward. This starts with us looking at our spaces to 

see if we are deliberately including others, and make the effort to do so, as this does not just 

happen. We need to acknowledge our own bias and understand others and their different contexts 

and backgrounds. Principals are the key agents of change in schools and need to lead by this 

example. The authors extended to principals, an opportunity to engage with them and invite them 

into their respective schools.   

The book A School Where I Belong, is available at bookstores nationwide as well as on online 

platforms such as Takealot and Loot.  

The next Principals Upfront dialogue will be held on 15 May 2019. 

 

 

 

 

 

To view the full 

presentation, click here. 

3. BATTLING BIAS 

Principals Upfront welcomes your input for planning future seminars. If there are any burning issues you would like to have 

addressed, or if you would like more information on this dialogue series, contact Patience Voller at patience@bridge.org.za  

CONCLUSION 


