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The fifth main meeting of the Bridge maths and science learner support community for effective practice took 
place on 3 November 2011 at the Wits School of Education.  

Linda Vilakazi, CEO of Bridge, introduced the event by pointing out that this was the first anniversary of the 
formation of the community. She recapped the community’s history: the group started to work together in 
November 2010 following Bridge’s research process and members made a commitment to work 
collaboratively at that point. In January 2011, presentations were made on the CAPS for maths and physical 
science and then, in May 2011, the group carried out the hippo exercise, where it started to identify the issues 
above the line in education (the “discussables”) as well as those below the line (the “undiscussables”). August 
2011 saw the community explore actions to improve systems performance. Throughout 2011, the four focus 
groups of the community have been meeting regularly and working on key actions, she said. 

Linda went on to say that the community has experienced some of the successes of collaboration, but has also 
learnt that collaboration takes work, especially as bringing multi stakeholders on board is not an easy feat. She 
spoke about the difficulty the group has had bringing government and unions to its meetings, although she 
lauded the impressive consistency from donors in the community. She also noted the different levels of 
expectation among innovators in the community; some are impatient for action while others agree on a need 
to create shared a vision and common purpose. She said that the work of the focus groups has shown us that 
change is possible. 

What is systems change? 

Linda went on to summarise a system, describing it as: 

– A collection of components that interact with one another to function as a whole; and 
– Inter-connected multiple parts working together for a common purpose or goal. 

She said that systems have sub-systems. She described the need for change in a system when it has a lack of 
synchronised relationships, weak links or fragmentation. She spoke of the need to develop strategies that do 
not contradict each other but instead bring about harmony among elements of the system for improved 
performance. 

Recapping the work done by the group in May and August 2011, she said that tackling the following issues had 
been identified by the group as being central to system’s performance: 

 Teachers 
 Curriculum 
 Basic language foundations 
 Unions 
 Socio-economic issues 
 Inadequate and disjointed sub-systems within DBE and other government structures 
 Disjointed support and interventions offered by public and private entities 

Finally, summarising the group’s purpose for the day, she stressed the need to develop actions to be followed 
by the community in addressing identified impediments within the system. She also spoke of the need for the 
group to determine how to operate beyond its first anniversary and to describe its way forward. 

A short presentation was then given by members of the community on the work of the focus groups in 2011.  

Then, Mothomang Diaho took over and divided the group into three sub-groups, which focused on the issues 
of teachers, unions, and curriculum respectively. The groups were asked to describe these issues and make 
systemic suggestions pertaining to these areas of education. 
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The teachers group summarised their discussion by saying that, while teachers often have sufficient cognitive 
ability, they have low morale and sometimes poor qualifications as well as issues with competency. Our 
support programmes disable teachers, it was said, and lack of accountability allows teachers to become 
victims. A call was made for behaviour change and consciously to identify teachers with potential, just as the 
system does with learners. The group agreed that sometimes, as service providers, we allow ourselves to be 
held hostage and that we should demand more of teachers and schools. It agreed that there needs to be 
teacher accountability, but the group wondered who will ensure this. There was a call for learners to take a 
stand and for the DBE to take a role in ensuring educators deliver the service they are paid for. Improved 
teacher training and creative ways of checking impact were called for. And issues to do with teacher unions 
were raised, with the group claiming that teachers often believe they are workers and not professionals. It was 
agreed that communities of practice for teachers would allow for the development of centres of teaching 
excellence. Nevertheless, it was noted that teachers have training fatigue as many programmes have not 
delivered benefits to them in the past, and that initiatives should do a proper needs analysis which looks at the 
circumstances of the teacher not the school. 

 
The group focusing on unions called for the depoliticising of education and for government to take 
responsibility. It spoke of a need for advocacy among parents and learners and for them to be given tools with 
which they can report delivery that is not taking place. We need to mobilise our communities to demand 
education and have an Arab spring in the classroom, it was said. It was agreed that we need professional, 
independent people to appoint staff and that higher standards are needed for recruitment as there is a need 
to raise the status of the profession. Thus, policy needs to be reviewed on how recruitment should be done in 
teaching.  
 
The curriculum group bemoaned the lack of resources for curriculum support as well as constant curriculum 
changes. The intention is always to make things better, but it seems that not enough time is taken for change 
because of electoral cycles, and so on. Learners are shifted from system to system and there are gaps and 
interruptions when the curriculum changes, yet curriculum is designed to be delivered as a coherent piece. The 
group agreed that we need to go back to the foundation phase and then we may start fixing the problem. The 
group also agreed that training – both in-service and pre-service – is problematic, and that universities and 
teacher training programmes are not always equipped to deal with the realities on the ground. It spoke about 
the lack of resources in schools, homes, libraries, labs, etc. Resources support curriculum, and resource 
development would be the best place to start. The group called for the following: 
 

1. Make resources accessible. 
2. Make sure teachers can use them. 
3. Create resources where there are none. 
4. Help schools learn how to select resources. 
5. Form teachers’ communities of practice.  
6. Create a mechanism for corporates to come together and pool their funding and support. 

 
Linda brought proceedings to a close by asserting that the community is pushing towards action, but still 
struggling to take off its problem analysis hat and move to action. She said that a succinct report of 
proceedings would be produced by Bridge and that the next meeting (February 2012) would take this work 
forward into action. She thanked the members of the community for their participation and said that the work 
done in the meeting had broadened the community’s scope.  


