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Selection makes a difference? An overview of the selection 

procedures of two Saturday Schools 
 

Introduction 
 

More and more learners are seeking to try and bridge any perceived gaps in their schooling in 

Mathematics and Physical Science.  These subjects are seen as the key subjects to be passed at 

matric level as they lead to entry into university and, hopefully, success thereafter.  Several 

schools and programmes offering extra lessons in the afternoons after school and on Saturdays 

are presently being run, each targeting a different cohort of learners.  Last year, the Gauteng 

Department of Education (GDE) added a Saturday and holiday programme to the plethora of 

interventions with a programme called SSIP (Secondary School Improvement Programme) for 

schools that did not achieve 80% matric pass rate. The introduction of this intervention was a 

clear signal that a majority of schools were not meeting the required standards in Maths and 

Physical Science and that extra tuition for Grade 10 to 12 learners was needed with immediate 

effect.  

 

The intervention by GDE follows in the footsteps of programmes offered for many years by Non-

Government Organisations (NGOs) and also by what is known as the Outreach arm of 

independent, private schools.  To add value to what is now a significant intervention  BRIDGE 

decided to  investigate the selection procedure of three Saturday Schools in Gauteng that are 

offering Maths and Physical Science lessons to learners from a variety of schools across the 

province.  However, in the time available it was only possible to sample two Saturday Schools.  

The well-established schools of St Mary‟s School and St Stithians College (the latter running the 

Thandulwazi Maths and Science Academy) were chosen.  The choice of these schools was 

random and the only guiding principle was identifying and researching one school that selected 

learners for its activities and one school that did not: St Mary‟s and St Stithians were willing to be 

part of the research and offered access and time to the researcher. 

 

Approach to the investigation 
 

To guide the interview process a set of questions was drawn up that sought to answer the broad 

question:  What are the underlying reasons for pre-selection and does pre-selection make a 

difference to the matric success of learners who attend Saturday Schools and to such learners’ 

general competence in Mathematics/Physical Science? 

 

To answer this question the decision to review the two selected Saturday Schools as Case Studies 

and to try and identify the Theory of Change that underpinned the decisions to set up and 

develop each Saturday School was made.  Programme organisers, Maths teachers and randomly 

selected learners at each school were interviewed; learners are not identified by name in the 

report that follows. 

 

St Mary‟s Saturday School is identified as having a definite selection procedure which has been 

refined and is well established due to over several years of running the programme.  Thandulwazi 

Maths and Science Academy‟s Saturday School has also been established for many years and it 

does not have a formalised learner selection procedure.  The Academy will take those learners 

who are keen and willing to attend.  Both St Mary‟s and St Stithians are private, independent 

schools with a Christian tradition; St Mary‟s is an Anglican School and St Stithians has a 
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Methodist tradition.  Their Outreach programmes are based on the belief that all should benefit 

from good teaching and that as both schools have good teachers and a privileged environment in 

which to work, these resources should be shared, in some way, with others less fortunate. 

 

Before interviews were carried out a review of what has been written about selection procedures 

for support programmes/ Saturday Schools was undertaken and these are commented on below.  

 

 

Internet research findings 
 

For background information and to ground the approach adopted in this research, it was decided 

to look for other programmes that have tried to link education success to extra classes and to see 

what factors have been identified (if any) that make a difference to learner achievement. 

 

An internet survey showed that limited research has been completed in the area that looks at (and 

links) the two variables of selection criteria and /or learner selection.  However, there are more 

texts available about linking motivation and selection and the impact on learner performance as 

an outcome of extra classes.  Because of the latter, the internet search extended to looking at the 

phenomenon of extra classes and a variety of motivating factors for and variables associated with 

the efficacy of these classes in terms of learner performance, as well as selection criteria used to 

predict performance in other educational contexts.  

 

As reported below, issues around extra-classes and motivational factors were explored before 

looking at selection criteria as a predictor of success.   Limited South African internet research 

conducted around extra-classes was also looked at.   

 
Motivational Factors – Learners in Vietnam 

A paper, Extra Classes and Learning Outcomes of Eight-year old Children in Vietnam
1
, part of a 

longitudinal study conducted as part of the Young Lives Project around childhood poverty in 

Ethiopia, India, Peru and Vietnam attempted to test for an association between taking extra 

classes and learning outcomes (in this case numeracy, reading and writing skills).  In Vietnam, 

the school day is very short by international standards and so there are many legal, school-

organised, and even more illegal classes, in place. 

 

From the research, the following is presented as motivating factors for extra class attendance by 

both learners and parents: 

 

1. Not understanding lessons delivered by teachers 

2. Wanting to study well 

3. Wanting teachers to review old lessons and teach new ones 

4. Enjoying studying 

5. Wanting to prepare for exams 

6. Being forced to study by parents 

7. Success through learning (parents) 

In addition, it was acknowledged that other motivating factors for setting up extra classes are that 

disadvantaged learners receive the necessary tuition in order to be able to go back to class and 

                                                 
1
 http://www.younglives.org.uk/our-publications/working-papers/extra-classes-and-learning-outcomes-of-

eight-year-old-children-in-vietnam 
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keep pace with their peers and that good learners are given more information in order to succeed 

very well at exam time. 

 

The findings were as follows: 

 Rural children are more likely to attend extra classes than mountainous and urban 

children. Those who live in urban areas are twice as likely to perform multiplication 

correctly as those in other regions. 

 Children whose fathers had completed primary school were twice as likely to take extra 

classes as those whose fathers had not completed primary school. They were also three 

times more likely to write correctly if their fathers had completed secondary school (but 

no significant findings in terms of numeracy). 

 Children whose mothers had completed high school were 1.7 times more likely to attend 

than those whose mothers had not. No significant findings were found here in terms of 

reading, writing and numeracy regardless of mother‟s education levels. 

 Larger households (more than 7 people) were 60% less likely to send children to extra 

classes. Household size did impact on the child‟s ability to read and write correctly, with 

a more significant effect for literacy (bearing in mind that not all children receive mother 

tongue instruction). 

 Children with poor mental health were more than twice as likely to take extra classes as 

children with good mental health. 

Furthermore, when these factors were kept constant, the study concluded that extra classes did 

„not significantly increase eight-year old children‟s writing and multiplying ability.  However, 

children taking extra classes after school are more than twice as likely to be able to read correctly 

as children who do not take extra classes‟ (p.22) 

 

This raises some questions: 

 

1. Are there similarities between the reasons that SA learners attend extra classes and those 

of learners in Vietnam? 

2. Is family background a better predictor of learner success in school than the resources 

available at the school? 

 

If these questions are answered in a South African situation a similar conclusion can be drawn 

that the socio-economic status of children in this country impacts on learner performance. This is 

why the government has started feeding schemes in all needy schools, as well as making social 

grants available for child-headed households. 

 
Motivational Factors – Learners in USA 

A study by Katherine Stamler in 2007 on Learner motivation and persistence
2
 provides some 

insight into learner motivation and persistence. She categorises learners as follows: 

 

1. Long term students: students with few barriers and high motivation.  

2. Mandatory students: students who have a legal mandate to participate. 

3. Short-term students: students who have a quick goal and are usually motivated. 

4. Try-out students: students who stay long enough to try out but disconnect easily. 

                                                 
2 www.able.state.pa.us/fieldnotes07 
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5. Intermittent students: students who can get off track due to barriers but will return when 

those issues are resolved. 

This research argues that the practitioner has a role to play in helping learners manage barriers, 

see and achieve success and identify short and long-term goals. 

 

Questions raised are:  

 

 What profile of learner attends Saturday Schools? 

 What role does the teacher in a Saturday School play in keeping a learner engaged? 

 
Motivation and Academic Performance – Learners in Nigeria 

A study by Tella
3
 suggests a strong correlation between learner motivation and academic 

performance; with secondary school learners with high levels of motivation performing better 

academically than lowly motivated learners (p.154). This achievement behaviour depends on the 

„motivation to achieve‟ and „whether they expect to achieve and whether they fear failure‟ 

(p.152). The researcher argues that if there is a reasonable chance of success, the learner is more 

likely to work hard to achieve goals. Furthermore, high expectations for success on a task are 

linked to levels of persistence.  

 

Those children who have high expectations for success will persist at a task longer and perform 

better than children with low expectations.  The researcher indicates that gender, parental 

involvement/support and peer influence may also play a role in motivating learners. 

 

Questions raised are: 

1. Are all learners in Saturday Schools motivated to succeed and how do you know that? 

2. Should parents and peer learners assist in Saturday School classes? 

 

Self belief, Motivation and Academic Performance 
Another study explored the role of effective variables in Grade 10 & 11 Korean students on 

performance in Physical Science. Kim and Song
4
 concluded that learners‟ attitude towards 

Physical Science stimulates their school achievement (alongside topic interest) in this subject. 

 

The construct of self-efficacy (belief in personal capabilities for different levels of attainment) 

has been put forward as regulating student motivation across a range of academic tasks 

(Zimmerman & Martinex-Pons & Pintrich & Schrauben
5
).  Self-efficacy includes learners‟ 

confidence in their cognitive skill to perform academic tasks as well as their belief in their ability 

to learn and understand the content. Further to this is the learners‟ belief in their ability to 

influence outcomes; this is known as control beliefs.  

 

                                                 
3 Tella, A. (2007). The Impact of Motivation on Student’s Academic Achievement and Learning Outcomes in Mathematics among 

Secondary School Students in Nigeria. Accessed at: http://www.ejmste.com/v3n2/EJMSTE_v3n2_Tella.pdf on 10/06/2011 
 
4 Kim, M, & Song, J. (2010). A Confirmatory Structural Equation Model of Achievement Estimated by Dichotomous Attitudes, 

Interest and Conceptual Understanding. Accessed at: http://www.ejmste.com/v6n4/EURASIA_v6n4_Kim.pdf on 10/06/2011. 

 
5
 Zimmerman, B.J. & Martinez-Pons (1988) Perceptions of Efficacy and Strategy Use in Self-Regulation of Learning. 

Accessed at: http://books.google.co.za/books?hl=en&lr=&id=_W_-

z2TaabgC&oi=fnd&pg=PA185&dq=learner+self+selection+%2B+outcomes&ots=CMhPvPfN6N&sig=pI8LTQP7Yw

Yt2DlOUJEBPxObZgs#v=onepage&q&f=false on 11/06/2011 

 

http://www.ejmste.com/v3n2/EJMSTE_v3n2_Tella.pdf%20on%2010/06/2011
http://www.ejmste.com/v6n4/EURASIA_v6n4_Kim.pdf
http://books.google.co.za/books?hl=en&lr=&id=_W_-z2TaabgC&oi=fnd&pg=PA185&dq=learner+self+selection+%2B+outcomes&ots=CMhPvPfN6N&sig=pI8LTQP7YwYt2DlOUJEBPxObZgs#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://books.google.co.za/books?hl=en&lr=&id=_W_-z2TaabgC&oi=fnd&pg=PA185&dq=learner+self+selection+%2B+outcomes&ots=CMhPvPfN6N&sig=pI8LTQP7YwYt2DlOUJEBPxObZgs#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://books.google.co.za/books?hl=en&lr=&id=_W_-z2TaabgC&oi=fnd&pg=PA185&dq=learner+self+selection+%2B+outcomes&ots=CMhPvPfN6N&sig=pI8LTQP7YwYt2DlOUJEBPxObZgs#v=onepage&q&f=false
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The questions these concepts raise and the outcome of the research in terms of this report are: 

 

1. Do learners who self-select for extra Maths/Science classes have a personal belief in 

their ability to attain better Maths/Science results? 

2. Do learners who self-select (rather than those who are selected) believe they can 

influence the outcome, which in this case is their Maths/Science results and, 

therefore, achieve? 

3. Do only those learners with high levels of self-efficacy and control beliefs choose to 

self-select themselves into extra classes? 

 

The above research suggests that motivation and expectations are important factors in success in 

key subjects such as Mathematics and Physical Science but make no reference to the role of extra 

classes.  

 

However, those learners who self-select to attend an extra Maths class are generally highly 

motivated and are, as such, set for success. 

 

Efficacy of extra-classes – Learners in South Africa 
A longitudinal study conducted by the Human Science Research Council (HSRC) on Grade 8 

learners in Mathematics and English (in the Western Cape) suggests that the short-term effect of 

extra classes for these learners was not strong (Prinsloo
6
). However, after one year of extra 

classes the results were „more optimistic‟ with learners gaining 7.4% points more than a control 

group that had not had extra classes (Prinsloo
7
).  

 

The following variables were noted in the Prinsloo 2008 study as appearing to enhance the 

chance of learners benefiting from extra tuition: 

 

Learner Demographics: 

o Motivation levels (volunteering) 

o Age appropriateness 

o Access to books at home or in general 

o Exposure to increased opportunities to write 

o Having access to Mathematics textbooks 

o Not being over-extended in terms of expectations to do home chores and shopping 

o Taking responsibility to be punctual and disciplined (self-management) 

o Watching appropriate television content 

o Availability and use of a PC 

Parental background and factors: 

o Higher levels of support 

o Higher qualification levels 

                                                 
6 Prinsloo, C.H. (2008) Extra classes, extra marks? Accessed at: 

http://www.hsrc.ac.za/research/output/outputDocuments/5411_Prinsloo_Extraclassesextramarks.pdf on 10/06/2011 

 
7 Prinsloo, C.H. (2009) Extra classes, better marks … also later. Accessed at 

http://www.hsrc.ac.za/research/output/outputDocuments/5964_Prinsloo_Extraclassesbettermarks.pdf on 11/06/2011 

 

http://www.hsrc.ac.za/research/output/outputDocuments/5411_Prinsloo_Extraclassesextramarks.pdf
http://www.hsrc.ac.za/research/output/outputDocuments/5964_Prinsloo_Extraclassesbettermarks.pdf%20on%2011/06/2011
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o Improved /increased reading behaviours and opportunity 

o Higher levels of literacy 

o Exposure to worlds associated with higher socio-economic status 

Teachers: 

o Good curriculum management 

o Teaching fewer classes and/or learners 

o Making use of appropriate learning support materials 

The following were beneficial in terms of outcomes: 

1. Higher levels of attendance were conducive to higher benefits 

2. Good assessment practices and feedback were conducive to better learnings 

3. Sound curriculum management was conducive to better outcomes 

 

Prinsloo (2009) found the following over time: 

 

 
Figure 1: Taken from Prinsloo (2009), p. 11 

What the data from this South African research suggests is there is a possibility to remedy learner 

performance at levels as late as Grade 8 through a 6 month intervention for Mathematics.  

 

The following graph suggests the impact of English tuition on learner performance in attending 

learners in number-based learning areas over time and indicates that higher levels of attendance 

of the intervention had a beneficial effect on performance: 
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The above raises some questions for consideration: 

1. What of the factors identified by Prinsloo are in place in the Saturday School Case 

Studies that were examined in this research? 

2. Are extra lessons in English as important or more important in ensuring learner success in 

Maths and Science? 

3. Should all Saturday Schools assess and give feedback on a regular basis, as well as teach, 

or is there limited time for this? 

 

The internet research raised questions around learner motivation, staying power, English as a key 

subject area and the role of resources in Saturday School classes.  These points are reflected in the 

summary table below: 

 

Factor Question raised 

Family 

Background 
 Is family background a better predictor of learner success in a Saturday 

School?  

 Should parents and peer learners assist in Saturday School classes? 

 

Motivation  What profile of learner attends Saturday Schools? 

 Are all learners in Saturday Schools motivated to succeed and how do 

you know that?  

 Do incentives play a part in keeping a learner in Saturday School? 

Self-belief  Do learners who self-select for extra Maths/Science classes have a 

personal belief in their ability to attain better Maths/Science results? 

 Do learners who self-select (rather than those who are selected) believe 

they can influence the outcomes (which, in this case, are their 

Maths/Science results) and therefore achieve?  

Teacher vs. 

Learner 

relationship 

 What role does the teacher in a Saturday School play in keeping a learner 

engaged? 
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Self-control 

 
 Do only those learners with high levels of self-efficacy and control 

beliefs choose to self-select themselves into extra classes? 

 

English ability  Are extra lessons in English as important or more important in ensuring 

learner success in Maths and Science? 

 

 

When looking at the Case Studies, the factors that the internet research has highlighted will be 

considered for relevance and impact on learner success. 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Case Study – St Mary’s Saturday School, Waverley, Johannesburg 
 
The people involved in St Marys Saturday School and who were interviewed were: 

 Linda Giuricich, the Coordinator/Manager of the Saturday School and a teacher at  

St Mary‟s; 

 Cindy Len, a teacher of geography at St Mary‟s;  

 Gretha Roberts, a Grade 10 Maths teacher at St Mary‟s;  

 Two Grade 11 learners from Alexandra; and  

 Nicci Glanville, Grade 11 Science teacher from St David‟s Marist College, Inanda. 

 

Linda Giuricich 
 

Linda has had 8 years experience in running the St Mary‟s Saturday School. The focus of the 

School is „Outreach‟ to Alexandra and particularly to Grades 10, 11 and 12 learners.  Started in 

1991, the School responded to a „call‟ from the schools and others to help the Alexandra 

township learners improve their Maths, Physical Science and English language performance at 

matric level.  St Mary‟s is very near to Alexandra and so this is the natural Outreach arm for the 

school. 

 

Numbers: There are presently 232 learners, in 7 classes, in the Saturday School programme: 90 

in Grade 10, 66 in Grade 11 and 66 in Grade 12. Two thirds of all learners are girls.  All learners 

when they start with the Saturday School programme are attending a secondary school in 

Alexandra with approximately 98% of learners living in the area.   Movement from the 

programme to other Saturday Schools is small but some do leave for what they see as better 

resources and incentives. 

 

Competition: There is competition between all the Saturday Schools who are now servicing 

learners in the township and although St Mary‟s sees itself as the primary provider of extra 

support in key areas, other initiatives are increasing on an annual basis – all looking for the 

learners with the best potential. 

 

Linda believes the Leap School, a school in Bramley, supported by corporate business, is one that 

seems to have access to the best learners in Grades 10, 11 and 12. This school is full time and so 

there is a strong interest from learners to attend what is seen as a selective, „cream of the crop‟ 

establishment.  The fact that there could be competition between support initiatives for the best 

learners implies that there are few really good learners and that having the best will secure donor 

funding which is critical for the survival of all Saturday Schools, including that at St Mary‟s. 

 

Another initiative that is operating in Alexandra is offered by St. David‟s Marist Brothers College 

and focuses on Science practicals.  The teacher who runs this programme is also a Saturday 

School teacher at St Mary‟s and so there is synergy between these particular extra support classes.  

 

Linda believes that with so many opportunities in Alexandra, learners are not focusing on what is 

best for them but on what they can get.  They have more choices now as to which Saturday 

School to attend and often will be drawn to the School that offers better food or more textbooks.   

 

Selection Procedure: During the course of each year, St Mary‟s approaches each Alexandra 

Secondary school via a teacher who acts as a coordinator.  The coordinator lets all Grade 9 

learners (especially their best learners) know that there will be a testing process held over two 

Saturdays in September and that buses will pick them up to take them to the school.  However, 
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during 2010, it became apparent to Linda and her staff that some of the school coordinators had 

not passed on the message and a direct intervention into each school was made.  In anticipation of 

this happening again, later in 2011 fliers about the Saturday School will be given out in the 

schools to all Grade 9s.  The reasons that teachers do not pass on messages appear to be varied – 

either they forget or there are other initiatives coming to the schools which deflect from the St 

Mary‟s support programme.   

 

In 2010, approximately 300 Grade 9 learners were tested and 90 chosen, and approximately 40 

others were tested from Grades 10 and 11 to fill up spaces in the senior classes that had become 

vacant during 2010.  All potential new learners were given a test in Maths (Grade 9), a test in 

English comprehension (Grade 8) and asked to write a motivating letter about why they wanted to 

be part of the programme and some information about their family. 

 

The tests are invigilated and marked by St Mary‟s‟ senior girls (in the past some remuneration 

was given but this is no longer the case) with oversight from Linda.  The deciding factor can be 

the essay and how well the motivation for being part of the programme is articulated. 

 

Linda says that the selection procedure cannot be supported by reports or marks as these are not 

forthcoming in all cases and some teachers cannot be relied on to help in this matter. 

 

In the end, the number of places awarded is determined by the availability of funding. 

 

Results: The difference between the test results of the top learner and the bottom is vast.  The 

range was from 140 to 20 out of 200. Only 8 learners achieved 50% and above and Linda sees the 

standard dropping each year. The cut off point was 25% on the Maths test. 

The comprehension test is used as a factor to consider when making decisions as this test shows 

logical thought, analysis and the flow of ideas – all important factors when assessing potential. 

The essay is used to measure need and motivation. 

 

Attendance: If a learner is absent then they have to fill in a form with a reason for their 

absenteeism and this is captured on a computer so learners‟ progress can be monitored. (Data 

capturing is done by one of the senior St Mary‟s girls).  Generally, during Term 1 this year there 

was close to 100% attendance but this began to drop during Term 2 when catch up classes were 

run by some schools to compensate for extra days of holidays over the Easter period. During the 

July and September holidays some absenteeism is expected with some learners opting for extra 

classes which offer better food/resources/incentives.  Linda says that weaker learners are more 

distracted by extra resources whereas stronger learners stay the course at St Mary‟s.  They 

recognise that the programme is of a high quality and has a history of helping learners achieve 

excellent matric pass rates.  

 

Linda believes, as stated before, that the weaker learners do drop out. The culture of partying and 

getting drunk on a Friday night is on the rise in Alexandra and is another reason for absenteeism.  

Some learners absent themselves because of this, although this is not talked about directly.  

Saturday funerals are also cited as a major cause for not attending the Saturday School.  During 

the July holidays, some of the boys leave Johannesburg for initiation ceremonies in the Eastern 

Cape and this naturally reflects in the attendance registers. 

 

The socio-economic conditions of the home also play a major part in whether a learner regularly 

attends Saturday School.  Linda states that often in single parent/guardian homes, the eldest 

learner is required to look after younger siblings while the parent/guardian goes to town to do the 
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shopping.  Poorer learners have more obstacles to overcome, before they attend a Saturday 

session, than their better-off counterparts. 

 

The introduction of SSIP for Grades 10 to 12 is proving to be a challenge for St Mary‟s as this is 

a competing programme now being offered during weekends and the holiday terms, and 

consequently there are more absentees from the St Mary‟s programme. 

 

Three buses collect learners every Saturday from key points in Alexandra. They also return them 

to these points at the end of the sessions. 

 

Motivation: Good learners are still generally keen to attend St Mary‟s‟ School and this keenness 

is sharpened as they see their marks improve.  The need for learners to stay the course and to aim 

for the end result – a good matric – is a message passed to the learners on a regular basis.  The 

subjects offered are Maths, Physical Science, English, Life Sciences and Geography and these are 

presented in a four -week timetable.  St Mary‟s is considering offering Accountancy in the future 

and possibly Maths Literacy. 

 

In addition to academic subjects, learners have opportunities such as: 

 Access to a computer laboratory in Grades 10 and 11; 

 Entrepreneurial training in Grade 11 where the learners are taught how to make and sell 

chocolate and biscuits.  Kits are provided and learners are encouraged to start a small 

business while at school - to earn and supplement money they need; 

 Selected Grade 12 learners can attend the Grahamstown Science Festival and all learners 

can attend the Sasolburg Science Festival; 

 The 10 top girls are given a chance to attend a Maths camp; 

 Involvement in the Cell C „Take a Girl-Child to Work‟ campaign which gives selected 

learners an opportunity to see a work environment; 

 Life Orientation sessions that address topics such as Social Media, the African Academy 

and How to Cope with Rape; 

 Study Skills are provided in Grade 10; 

 A visit to Gold Reef City is offered to learners with 80% attendance or more at the end of 

the year; 

 Counselling which is offered to learners who experience traumas such as rape. 

 

These motivators are in place to entice learners to achieve even though they are part of an already 

select group.  In addition, textbooks are given to all learners but only in the latter part of Term 1 

where attendance is noted and settled and there is commitment from learners. 

 

Linda believes that the socialisation process that happens during breaks is also a motivator as the 

commitment of learners and the willingness to work is shared amongst (hopefully) like-minded 

youngsters. 

 

Food: Linda believes that the Saturday School should give food during the day as this helps with 

concentration and commitment. Classes start at 8h15 and finish at 14h00.  Fruit is given during 

the first beak and sandwiches plus juice (hot chocolate in winter) during the second break. 

 

Theory of Change: All programmes start with objectives, assumptions and outcomes. These are 

tested out over a period of time.  Linda‟s views on this are captured in the following diagram: 

Objectives  Assumptions Outcomes 

Grade 12 at Saturday School Learners are available and committed; Improved learner 
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Gaps in knowledge from previous years are 

few; 

Saturday Schools are all that is needed to 

get good learners to succeed at matric; 

No competition from other initiatives. 

performance; 

Excellent matric 

results; 

Weekday support Learners available; 

Learners not tired; 

Learners pay travel money to get to St 

Mary‟s. 

Better matric 

grades; 

Learners are keen to work 

and improve 

Learners will do homework; 

There is a thirst for knowledge, broader than 

what is offered; 

Learners will attend all sessions; 

Self discipline is good: 

English is fair to good; 

Learners are driven to be the best; 

Learners will study for assessment exercises 

Better matric 

grades; 

„Away‟ camps in holidays 

help consolidate learning 

Learners will use the opportunity wisely; 

Self discipline is good; 

Learners accept programme offered without 

criticism; 

Work ethic is strong. 

Better all round 

learner; 

Improved social 

skills; 

Improved 

communication 

skills. 

 

All of the assumptions have challenged Linda and she now says that most of the assumptions are 

incorrect.  Her greatest concern is that the work ethic of most of her learners has diminished and 

she wonders why? 

 

Support systems: In addition to providing teaching, mentors (on a 1:1 basis) from the broader 

Johannesburg community are selected.  These mentors provide support and help to motivate 

learners to work hard and to choose appropriate careers.  Career days and an application fee for 

one university are also provided to keep motivation and attendance high.   

 

Parents/guardians pay R100 per year for learners to attend the St Mary‟s Saturday School and if a 

parent cannot afford this, then exemptions are given.  There were 4 exemptions this year. 

 

Cindy Len 
 

Cindy Len is the Geography teacher on the Saturday School and was willing to share some of her 

insights into the programme. 

 

Selection procedures: Pre-selection is something that all Saturday School teachers want as this 

ensures that the „cream of the crop‟ is selected and then the role of the teacher is to enrich this top 

group even further and to see success in their matric results. Cindy would be unhappy teaching 

children who were not selected.  Having said that, not all learners each year are at the same level 

and she noted a poorer level of achievement in her 2011 Grade 10s. 

 

Motivation: Learners who are selected see themselves as long term achievers and believe that 

being in the Saturday School will help them to get to university and to be recognised as good 
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students. As a teacher, Cindy sees her role as helping these „not indulged‟ learners get a chance to 

meet their needs and expectations. She says a challenge is to deal with learners who, although 

handpicked, show different levels of ability in the same class.  She is aware that the learners go 

back to their schools and share information with others and she sees this as part of her learners‟ 

motivation to achieve. 

 

Support systems: Cindy believes that some of her learners will pass Geography at matric but she 

says that support systems at home are non-existent.  There is no encouragement to do homework 

from the family, and also homework is seen as „not cool‟ by learners.  There is a disintegration of 

family life in Alexandra and this has a detrimental impact on learners and their progress in 

school.  

 

Theory of Change: 

Cindy‟s views on how her assumptions about Alexandra learners have changed are reflected 

below: 

Objectives  Assumptions Outcomes 

Top learners from Alexandra 

will attend the Saturday 

School 

Only the best will apply; 

St Mary‟s is seen as a 

prestigious place; 

Increased ability to pass 

matric 

To reach out to the 

disadvantaged and offer them 

a better education 

All learners are poor; 

All learners live in shacks; 

All learners are poorly 

dressed; 

All learners are street wise; 

All learners need to be shown 

how to work. 

Disadvantaged children will 

achieve at matric 

 

In fact, Cindy‟s assumptions have been turned around as she has found her learners to be 

dedicated, well dressed, polite and not necessarily poor.  Cindy‟s ability to speak isiZulu has also 

helped her to connect with the learners. 

 

Gretha Roberts 
 

Gretha is the Grade 10 Maths teacher on the programme.  She says she started teaching at the 

Saturday School because of the extra money but now she is committed to the learners who are 

very different from her normal classes and have so many genuine needs. Gretha said she would 

continue to teach even if the learners were not selected. 

 

Selection procedures:  For Gretha it makes absolute sense for there to be a selection procedure as 

the standard of learner in her group is still not necessarily at a level where those chosen will 

succeed in matric Maths.  Gretha estimates that of her 50 learners, in two classes, based on 

present work patterns and tests, only 6 or 7 have the capacity to go on with university work.  She 

also says that about 15 should be doing Maths Literacy.  The rest are average and could improve 

in the next two years if they work hard and complete homework tasks etc.  Without selection, 

Gretha thinks the standard would be lower.  Tests at the beginning of the year show there is a 

deficit of about two years (tests are Grade 8), especially with regard to number concept.  These 

deficits can be traced back to poor teaching at Primary school. 

 
Attendance: 
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Generally, all learners attend regularly because there is an assumption that attendance equates to 

success and that practice and working hard out of the classroom is not that necessary.  This 

equates to a poor understanding of what learning means and what individual effort has to be in 

place for exam success.  Originally, 33 learners were selected for Gretha‟s classes but this has 

stabilised to 25.  Most dropouts happened in the first month of the year. 

 
Motivation: The learners are motivated by the chance to do well at matric.  St Mary‟s has an 

excellent record of success with learners who attend Saturday School classes; also learners feel 

„good‟ about being selected to be part of what is seen in Alexandra as a „top group‟. 

 
Support Systems: Even though the classes are small in number, Gretha uses peer support within 

the class to encourage learners to support and share what they have learnt.  She teaches by 

walking around and giving 1:1 support where necessary.  The classes mix well but the differences 

between the schools emerge as time progresses.  Her concern is that over the time she teaches the 

classes there is a consistent reluctance from all learners to approach Maths in different ways.  

This inflexibility to approaching new methods seems to be entrenched. 

 
Theory of Change: 
 
Objectives  Assumptions Outcomes 

To select the best from 

Alexandra learners at Grade 9 

The best will apply; 

The best will pass matric easily; 

The reputation of St Mary‟s will 

ensure the best learners come 

forward. 

Increased ability to pass 

matric 

To teach disadvantaged 

learners new methods around 

Maths 

Deficiencies can be solved during the 

Saturday sessions; 

Learners would not have too many 

gaps in knowledge; 

Exploring problems will give greater 

Maths understanding; 

Number concepts are grounded; 

Learners will practice. 

Disadvantaged children 

will understand maths 

better and what is 

required for matric 

success 

 

All assumptions have been challenged and Gretha is now very aware that the gaps in knowledge, 

the approach to learning and the expectations of success are not what she imagined.  She is 

recommending even more time with the learners and wished they could do afternoon classes as 

well. 

 

Learners 
 

Two learners were interviewed during a break; one girl and one boy. They are both very keen on 

the Saturday School classes, saying they heard about them from other learners.  A teacher in their 

school gave them instructions about the programme and then they had to write the set tests. They 

both believe the Saturday School is the best place for them and what they learn they share with 

others back in their formal schools. 

 

Some key points: 

 

 They feel they are with the best Saturday School; 
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 They like the small classes; 

 They are learning more than in their own schools; 

 They redo what they have been taught in formal school and this helps their 

understanding; 

 They believe they will pass matric; 

 Teachers are good. 

 

 
Nicci Glanville 

 

Nicci Glanville is a teacher of Physical Science from St David‟s Marists College in Inanda. She is 

in her fourth year at St Mary‟s Saturday School and also runs an „upgrade programme‟ at her own 

school.  The interview with Nicci was not very long because of teaching constraints but she made 

some interesting points which are captured below: 

 

 The learners need to practice on laboratory equipment and the Saturday School offers 

them that opportunity which is not afforded at their own schools; 

 Although selection does identify potential, if there was no selection process the best 

learners would rise to the top over a period of a couple of years. Those that may have 

registered as weak at first would also have an opportunity to shine; 

 The deficiency in understanding in Physical Science needs more than extra Saturday 

classes; 

 Those that absent themselves frequently are usually the weakest learners; 

 Learners learn as much from each other as the teacher – they share a common goal of 

wanting to succeed and will seek out work; 

 Language barriers are the biggest obstacle in effective learning in Physical Science. 

 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Case Study – St Stithians College Saturday School, (Thandulwazi Maths and Science 
Academy) Randburg, Johannesburg 
 

Bev Johnson and Zeph Khoza 
 

Bev is the Foundation Director at St Stithians College which hosts the Thandulwazi Learner 

Support Programme (part of the Academy) for disadvantaged learners.  Zeph Khoza is a teacher 

at St Stithians and also a Director of Thandulwazi.   

 

Bev was recently appointed to the position but has been part of St Stithians for many years.  She 

explained that the Thandulwazi Support Programme involves educational support for current 

Grade 10, 11 and 12 learners.  All learners are from previously disadvantaged backgrounds and 

generally attend schools which have limited resources and teachers.  The policy of Thandulwazi 

is to open its doors to anyone who wants to attend.  Before this year, the reputation of the 

Saturday School was so good that the number of learners attending was over 2500.  This put a 

huge strain on resources and so it was decided to cut back the numbers, on a first come first 

served basis, to 800 in 2011.  However, that figure was pushed up to 1037 (Grade 10 =268; Grade 

11 = 398; Grade 12 = 371) with „deserving‟ cases being included.  In addition, 10 learners per 

school from 24 „Dinaledi‟ schools are also being taught.  This part of the programme is sponsored 

wholly by Standard Bank. 

 

The Saturday School learners are from Greater Johannesburg and Soweto schools.  Maths 

Literacy is offered alongside Maths and Science but this subject will be phased out so as to focus 

on getting more learners through pure Maths.  In addition, Life Science, Geography and English 

are also offered.  These are what are referred to as core subjects. 

 

Selection procedures: Each year, SMSs are sent out to past and present learners asking them to 

tell others about the Open Day and that anyone can come and enrol on a „first come first served‟ 

basis.  134 feeder schools that have sent learners in the past are also contacted.  The grapevine 

also gets the message out to relevant people and places.  Learners are asked to bring reports and 

although these are not used for selection, they do give an indication of attendance and 

commitment of learners. 

 

Teachers at the Saturday School have asked for a selection process to be put in place as they find 

the levels between the learners in their classes are very different.  Teachers have reported that 

underperformers do not attend regularly and this does put a strain on how lessons are delivered.  

However, non-attendance is dealt with and followed up in all cases.  

 

To compensate for a range of learners‟ needs in the class, no more than 40 learners are selected 

for any one class.  In each class, peer tutors (St Stithians pupils) and assistant teachers (an ex St 

Stithians pupil attending university, and/or a university graduate) are also in the class; to assist 

learners in small groups. 

 

In addition to classwork, there is an opportunity to work outside of class with the assistant 

teachers who are the undergraduate students and during these sessions learners work through 

books and have a chance to discuss things in depth. 

 

Attendance: Besides weaker learners who tend to drop out fairly shortly after joining the 

Saturday School, attendance is usually a challenge during exam periods and when GDE has 

competing initiatives.  The introduction of SSIP has proved to be one such initiative and many 
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learners drop out on SSIP days as they want the notes, exam questions and books that are given 

out. 

 

Bev and Zeph mentioned that once learners have taken their exams it is really challenging to get 

results from them; building up a data bank of successes and impact information is very difficult.  

This applies to matriculants as well and so even though anecdotally there is evidence that 

suggests that the Saturday School is making an impact, in terms of raw data it is difficult to prove 

across all who attend the School.   

 

Motivation: The motivation of the teachers is very high.  Often teachers can be found working 

with small groups of learners after the School‟s formal sessions have finished.  In these sessions, 

specific problems are discussed and explored.  There is a real desire by teachers to give as much 

as possible as they say the deficit in learning is great.  Learners appreciate this but Zeph believes 

there is not a great understanding about what level of hard work has to be applied after the School 

in order to really entrench what has been taught.  Again, some learners believe that attending 

classes is enough for them to get through the exams. 

 

Bev mentioned that the learners have an opportunity to use the computer labs and also to practice 

their Maths on a self-paced learning system that is available on-line, called Mathletics.  Over the 

past few years, the demand for access to internet and computers has been as high as the requests 

for extra tuition. Bev said that there has to be greater control over the resources as many of the 

learners come just to do project work on the computers and do not attend the classes.   

 

Bev and Zeph also commented on what they see as the instant gratification angle that appears to 

dominate the learning experience.  Learners want to see results without putting in effort.  

Computer work gives them instant feedback but Maths practice is not viewed so positively.  This 

comment is often heard in other contexts and generally many teachers complain about learners‟ 

reluctance and almost resentment of doing extra work outside of class time.  This relates 

especially to homework. 

 

Their final comment was that the learners who do the best are determined and dogged in their 

approach to work.  They are the ones who put in extra time and effort and as they improve their 

motivation to continue to persist increases. 

 

Incentives:  The Thandulwazi Academy does not give food, travel money or stationery.  The 

number of learners who have attended the classes has been so great that to do so would have 

proved very difficult to manage and fund.  Some external funders have offered books for certain 

grades and these are given out as and when offers are made but there is no expectation of 

additional incentives.  The measurement of success for the School is that learners come and re-

register every year and so this is seen as positive feedback about what is offered to and what is 

taken by learners.  Zeph said he would like to know the precise the number of learners that pass 

matric.  Of those who wrote last year, around 250 gave their registration numbers to the Saturday 

School and of those about 50% showed good to excellent results.  Unfortunately, other learners 

did not submit their exam numbers and follow up on results proved too time -consuming. 

 

Theory of Change: 
Bev and Zeph had preconceived notions about what learners want and need and these are 

reflected below: 
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Objectives  Assumptions Outcomes 

To provide good teaching 

and the opportunity to learn 

to disadvantaged learners in 

a well-resourced 

environment 

 Good teachers create better 

conditions for learner success; 

 Learners who come to the School 

will appreciate what is being 

offered and will work hard; 

 Learners will show respect to 

their teachers and the School; 

 Learners will be disciplined; 

 All learners who want to attend 

will be accommodated. 

 

Improved understanding 

of key subjects which 

reflects in improved class 

marks and finally matric 

results. 

 

The reality for St Stithians in offering a venue for the Saturday School is that the reasons learners 

come for extra classes are many.  In fact, some learners come to attend what they see as a more 

normal place away from their homes which can be poor and very stressful.  The Saturday School 

is also a place where socialisation can take place and for many, it is a place of opportunity and a 

chance to be heard in a class which is of a reasonable size.  Saturday schooling is not just about 

improving knowledge and general subject competency but it is also about experiencing a new 

way of thinking and doing. 

 

Both Bev and Zeph admit that their assumptions about learners were wrong in many ways and 

this has led to some changes in the way the School operates. 

 

 

Pfarelo Mphaphuli 
 

Pfarelo is a Science teacher at St Stithians who has worked at the Saturday School for 5 years.  

He made the following comments: 

 

 „No pre-selection‟ works well for the Saturday School as those with commitment, and 

perseverance come to the top and will succeed; 

 Learners appreciate being in classes that are not crowded where they can get individual 

attention from the teacher and/or tutors; 

 Learners who share with others improve their performance (teaching others what you 

know helps to consolidate learning); 

 Those who are good at English have a better chance of doing well in Physical Science; 

 IEB papers were shared with learners but these are too advanced, so changed to DoE 

papers; however, there is a deficit of learner knowledge that has to be cleared before new 

topics are tackled – this is time consuming; 

 When learners are faced with Science practicals they have no idea what to do as this is 

not even attempted (it appears) in their schools – this leads to only basic demonstrations 

being shown during the School; 

 Expectation of what learners would do, and what they would study were very unrealistic; 

 Teachers in learners‟ schools are still teaching old curriculum topics which are not going 

to be examined. This message is sent back to the schools with an invitation for teachers to 

come to the school and learn but there has not been a positive response so far; 

 There is a need to run holiday classes but the holiday times of private and public schools 

do not coincide; 
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 Learners believe they will pass exams if they attend Saturday School without having to 

do further work - Pfarelo called this the “rights culture”; homework is only completed by 

those with commitment and determination; 

 The controlled influx of learners this year means that tracking learners‟ progress is better 

managed. 

 

 

Learner 
 

One learner from a school in Tembisa, who has been with the School for 3 years, believes he will 

do well in the matric exams at the end of 2011 as what he has learnt is more complete than what 

his school offers.  He came to the Saturday School because an older friend who was attending the 

School told him to apply.  During the past three years, the learner has seen his marks consistently 

improve in Maths, Physical Science and Life Orientation.   

 

What he appreciates most about the School is the discipline and rules which are very strict around 

attendance and time keeping; he does not miss a class unless there are special and extraordinary 

circumstances.  He says that this year there has been a tightening of rules and this he finds very 

useful, especially as there are now fewer learners.  There are also rules about not playing music 

and not taking drugs. 

 

The classes are conducted in English and the learner says the instructions are clear and there is no 

misunderstanding of what is required.  Teachers are very good and the tutors give a lot of support 

during the classes. 

 

Each year, the learner has had to apply back for acceptance and he has brought his results to the 

School for them to see.  These details have been recorded by the School.  The learner believes 

that selection is based on results as well as an eagerness to attend but this is his perception.  There 

is a contract to sign and each year; a renewed commitment to study well and to attend. 

 

From his school there are about 35 learners between Grades 10 and 12 at Thandulwazi Academy.  

The principal is keen on learners attending and teachers seem to accept this as well.  Sheets of 

notes that come from the Saturday School are shared at his formal school and with his teachers.  

In addition, as a Grade 12 learner, he is now attending SSIP classes which are rated as “helpful”. 

 

This learner also appreciates access to computers which help him find extra information and to 

complete projects. His final comment was that he felt privileged to be part of the School. 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

The matric success of learners at a Saturday School does not seem to rely on whether there was 

rigorous selection or not.  Neither St Mary‟s nor St Stithians have a data bank to prove that all 

who attended did better in their final exams when compared to others.  However, both Schools do 

have results for their top learners who did indeed do better than others.  The question raised is 

whether all learners achieved and how data can be gathered to prove this or otherwise.  Both 

Saturday Schools see the importance of tracking their learners, especially with Corporate Social 

Investment (CSI) funding being reduced.   

Both Schools say that those learners who attend all Saturday classes have a much better chance of 

success and these learners are described as committed, dedicated and with strong perseverance 
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traits.  Perhaps, it is these traits that are important and not the selection process itself, as it appears 

that those who commit themselves to doing better will do so.  This dogged commitment stretches 

across economic barriers with only the extremely poor, who cannot afford travel money or have 

to work on a Saturday, being marginalised as they tend to drop out during the course of an 

academic year.   

 

Interestingly all teachers and coordinators in the Schools talk about learners‟ belief that they have 

to do very little to achieve good exam results, other than attend classes.  For them, being at a 

Saturday School means they will succeed.  It would suggest that during the process of identifying 

learners for the Schools, the importance of self-reliance and doing extra work needs to be 

drummed in.   

 

What is also curious is that resources such as food, travel money and stationery are not 

necessarily incentives for choosing a Saturday School.  That might be a sweeping statement as the 

two Schools are not servicing the same geographic areas and therefore comparisons are difficult 

to make.  Learners appear to select a School because of the academic chances offered to them.   

 

This year, Thandulwazi will be monitoring attendance more carefully to see what motivates 

learners and keeps them part of the School, as the numbers have been severely cut back.   St 

Mary‟s‟ Saturday School learners appear motivated because of the prestigious nature of their 

Saturday School and incentives act as a positive reinforcement, but are not the main reason for 

learner attendance. 

 

What is evident in both Schools is that learners do self-select before coming to either St Mary‟s 

or St Stithians.  They recognise the academic standards of the Schools and this entices them to 

attend. 

 

It is possible that in the Alexandra schools teachers only inform average to good learners about 

the St Mary‟s programme and then this group asks about what is involved, talks to other learners 

at the formal school and then decides whether to write the tests and essay.  There has to be some 

level of confidence that they will succeed, or else they would not try.  It is at this level that 

motivation to succeed is first seen.  A similar process is seen with learners who try for a place on 

the Thandulwazi Learner Support Programme.   The feeder schools know the level of 

commitment needed and so learners are aware of what is required and they check details with 

previous learners so as to know what to expect. 

 

Teachers are saying that a competence in English is a good indicator of matric success, especially 

in Physical Science. It could be that using English as the predicator of success when learners 

begin the programme may be a better indicator of potential.  Certainly both Schools record 

English ability as an important factor in recognising those learners that will do well at matric. 

 

The input from the Saturday Schools suggests that the motivation of the learner and his/her 

personality profile are the most important factors that appear to predict success.  The Hardiness 

Model
8
 (which states that the three characteristics of Control, Commitment and Challenge 

combine to give a resilient personality) implies these are the common characteristics in all 

learners that succeed.  Those interviewed agree with this.  Resilient learners are in control of their 

lives, they are committed to success (shown in that they attend all classes) and they rise to the 

                                                 
8
 http://www.njlap.org/AboutStress/StressHardinessfullarticle/tabid/83/Default.aspx down loaded 6 July 

2011 

http://www.njlap.org/AboutStress/StressHardinessfullarticle/tabid/83/Default.aspx
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challenge of learning new, key subjects within a defined learning environment.  This profile of a 

successful learner is also alluded to in the internet research. 

 

The Hardiness Model is being applied, be it all unwittingly, in the St Mary‟s selection programme 

reflected in their move to use essays and interviews to confirm test results in Maths and Physical 

Science.  Similarly, the Thandulwazi Learner Support Programme has rules about attendance and 

punctuality.  By applying these rules strictly, those learners with high levels of motivation, and 

commitment persist and stay the course.  Resilient learners are able to tackle whatever is put 

before them and these appear to be the learners that succeed in both Saturday Schools. 

 

So considering the above and in answer to the research question posed, pre-selection does 

not necessarily give you the best learners.  Other factors have to be considered. 

 

Some consideration and further debate should be given to: 

 

 Assessing a learner‟s motivation to succeed; 

 Assessing whether pre-selection using English as a selection factor may be a better 

predictor of a learner‟s potential for matric success; and 

 Identifying learner potential by applying the Hardiness Model. 

 

 

Finally, the researcher would like to thank the staff and learners of the St Mary‟s Saturday School 

and the Thandulwazi Maths and ScienceAcademy for their openness and willingness to take part 

in this short research project. 

 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
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