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Executive Summary 
 

This document provides guidance for those involved in the implementation and 

management of mentoring within the education system, with a specific focus on 

the mentoring of principals. 

It is given that the authors do not have answers to many of the questions. Issues 

of teacher professional development continue to be debated world wide.  

Debating these issues and the conversations around what will work best, led to a 

number of different approaches to teacher professional development.  Some 

focus on improving the education system while others focus on supporting 

individual teacher needs. In this respect, much had been written in the past thirty 

years about teacher professional development. Mentorship is one approach to 

teacher professional development that can be used at various levels to support 

the work of teachers amongst others.  The mentor and mentee embark on a 

journey to improve the practice of the mentee. 

The relationship between the mentor and mentee is based on the knowledge and 

experience that the mentor brings to the table. For example, an experienced 

principal with a proven record of school success provide the mentee with the 

necessary guidance to improve his or her practice. Yet, Knowledge and 

experiences are necessary but not a sufficient condition for a good mentor. 

Mentors, however, can be trained. Mentors working with adults take cognizance 

of how adults learn and improve. Hence, the training assists in providing 

experienced and skillful mentors those skills necessary to guide other adults. 

Defining Dysfunctional Schools and Systems – Desktop Research 

1. The dysfunctional school – Uncomfortable truths and awkward 

insights on school, learning and teaching 

Here is a book that looks at schools from the inside, from the point of view of a 

classroom teacher who has spent a career trying to understand how schools 

work – and don’t work. 

In a collection of short reflections, the author describes some of the dysfunctional 

attitudes and behaviours that diminish learning and hurt children. 

The Dysfunctional School is a call to all adults responsible for the care of young 

people to question the traditional approaches of what Michael Reist refers to as 

“factory schooling.” 



“The processes of school have lead to the loss of the love of learning in most 

students. If you go into any kindergarten class, you will see a hive of enthusiasm 

for learning – a sea of hands raised for every question posed by the teacher. 

Fast forward to the grade 12 class. You see stress, fear, apathy and “acting out.” 

What has happened in between? School has happened.” 

“Institutions become dysfunctional when they do not accomplish the purposes for 

which they were created. Schools were created to be places of true learning, 

places where the true natures of children would be allowed to grow and flourish. 

By this definition, there are too many students for whom school is not ‘working.’” - 

from The Dysfunctional School 

2. Keshni (2005), THE LEADERSHIP OF A FUNCTIONAL SCHOOL IN A 

DYSFUNCTIONAL AREA (PhD – UJ) 

Dysfunctional schools are schools in a state of chaos (Shipengrower & Conway, 

1998, p.xv). Chaos is a word used to describe a system that is unstable (ibid.). 

“The current turbulent environment of education requires a response so different 

from the traditional approach of diagnose-plan-implement-evaluate that only the 

term chaos expresses the dynamism, fluidity, and extraordinary complexity that 

contemporary educational administrators face” (Shipengrower & Conway, 1998, 

p.xvi). 

Altogether, the South African education system consisted of fifteen separate 

departments of education, which were linked through weak co-operative 

arrangements and separated by marked resource imbalances. This resulted in 

the absolute inadequacy of black schooling. This inadequacy has led to, among 

other things, dysfunctional schools. 

Consequently, racial inequalities could be one of the many factors that have 

resulted in dysfunctional schooling, especially in schools that were previously 

classified as Department of Education and Training (DET) schools. 

Dysfunctional schools, known as “failing schools” are usually found in the poorest 

neighbourhood, where children are mostly black or immigrants who are not 

proficient in English (Wolk, 1998). What goes on inside these institutions creates 

a tenacious culture of failure. Wolk (1998) answers that there are no goals, no 

sense of mission, and little positive leadership in dysfunctional schools. The 

schools are usually mismanaged, and use their resources inefficiently and 

unwisely. They are usually larger than average, with larger classes, and 

educators know little about their learners. Many of the educators are first year 

novices who are ill-prepared for the challenge confronting them. Educators do 



not know how to reach children who arrive in class unready to learn and often 

“wounded”. Parents of these learners in dysfunctional schools are missing 

partners. 

On any given day, one out of every five dysfunctional school learners may be 

absent, and, in average, a student in the worst secondary schools may be absent 

a quarter or more of the school year. When they come to school, they are likely 

to sleep in class or roam the halls creating disciplinary problems (ibid.). 

According to previous research (Bipath, 2002, p.55), the major characteristic of 

dysfunctional schools was “low socioeconomic background”. In one of her cross 

tabulations analysing the socio-economic status of the learners in school and the 

functionality of the school the following was proved. 

There are no quick fixes for dysfunctional schools. Indeed, the only sure way to 

transform dysfunctional schools into functional schools is to build capacity in 

them – to provide strong leadership, a mission clearly and intensely focussed on 

children’s learning, highly competent, committed teachers, clear lines of 

responsibility, adequate financial resources and a culture that fosters 

collaboration, trust and continuous learning (Wolk, 1998). 

The Concise Oxford Dictionary (Sykes, 1984, p.301) defines dysfunctional as 

“abnormality or impairment of function”. Dysfunctional schools seem to be 

associated with poverty, material deprivation and disruption of communities 

which may have contributed to the breakdown of teaching and learning in these 

schools. Four categories of problems have been identified in dysfunctional 

schools: poor physical and social facilities; organisational problems; poor 

school/community relationships and poor relationships between the education 

department and the schools (Christie, 1998, p.289). 

As a dysfunctional school is characterised by many different aspects, it was 

decided that a practical and useful construct would be that a dysfunctional high 

school in South Africa is a high school that achieved a 40% and lower pass rate 

in the SCE in the year 2000 (Pretorius, 2000b, p.2). Dysfunctional school 

problems have been largely external and poverty related. However, some 

schools with no water, electricity and running water have managed to achieve a 

functional status relative to the SCE. A dysfunctional school in this research 

project is thus a school, which has achieved a 40% and lower pass rate in the 

matriculation examination, known as the Senior Certificate Examination (SCE). 



3. Green and O’Sullivan (2009), Dysfunctional schools: Why talented 

educators leave 
The term dysfunctional school is defined as a school, college, or university where 

an educator—professionally qualified, self-motivated, and effective in 

professional performance—is unable to work to full professional capacity 

because of one or more conditions present in the organization. The determining 

quality of a dysfunctional school is that the educator chooses to leave (or 

desperately wants to leave) because the educator found (or finds) one or more 

aspects of the organization intolerable 

Dysfunction in Schools 

Uline, Miller, and Tschannen-Moran (1998) encouraged us to examine at least 

two dimensions of effectiveness in schools. They labeled these as instrumental 

functions and expressive functions. The instrumental functions have to do with 

student achievement, while the expressive functions relate to teacher and 

administrator trust and to overall school health. Uline, Miller, and Tschannen-

Moran asserted that there are many factors beyond student achievement that 

denote a high functioning school. Indeed, while the expressive functions are 

nebulous, they are vital to the instrumental ones. According to Uline, Miller, and 

Tschannen-Moran, achievement will be related to school climate. 

Climate issues in schools have been studied extensively. Climate instruments, 

such as the Kettering School Climate Scale and the Likert Profile of a School 

(Johnson & Johnson, 1992) listed factors, such as trust, high morale, continuous 

growth, cohesiveness, and opportunity for input as being important to a healthy 

school climate. Hoy and Tarter (1997) defined climate as the organizational 

personality of the school, and they recognize that the distinctive feature of a 

healthy school climate is authenticity. Teachers, administrators and students are 

all behaving in trusting and trustworthy ways. Ryan and Bolin (1999) listed similar 

concerns in what they term as the negative ethos of a school. These conditions 

include the lack of a shared vision, intense competition, little opportunity to serve, 

lack of traditions, and neglect of school property. 

Climate issues have also been linked to school effectiveness by Ellett, Hill, Liu, 

Loup, and Lakshmanan (1997). They found a positive correlation between 

teacher effectiveness and their perceptions of the learning environment of their 

schools. Sweetland and Hoy (2000) were also able to link school climate with 

school effectiveness in middle schools with teacher empowerment being the 

important link. Finally, Friedman (1991) correlated high teacher burn-out with 

several factors all relating to climate in some way. These factors included a 

heavy emphasis on test scores imposed from the outside, a lack of trust, a 



confining environment, and isolation. In Friedman’s study, low burn-out was 

associated with teachers who perceived themselves as more autonomous 

professionals. 

4. What is effective teaching in a “dysfunctional” school? by Kelly 

Vaughan 
 

After a talented co-worker left their “dysfuctional” Brooklyn public school to work 

at a charter school, he told Ariel Sacks: 

I didn’t fully realize it before, but all the craziness that was constantly going on 

around me was clouding my teaching. With all of that gone, I can identify my 

weak points and improve on them. 

Sacks ponders what that “craziness” looks like — computers that don’t work and 

no money to pay a technician, chronic absenteeism among students — and how 

it forces teachers to plan for unexpected obstacles. What does it mean to 

compare teacher effectiveness in such different environments, she asks: 

Teachers at schools like mine get used the multitude of x factors. In fact, we stop 

expecting everything to be “just so” and start going out of our way to plan for all 

of the unexpected things that might happen. Does this make us less effective? 

Maybe it does, in a way. It is harder to address problems quickly and effectively, 

when new problems present themselves simultaneously. But is it fair to call us 

less effective? Is it actually fair to measure my effectiveness in the same way my 

former colleague’s teaching is now measured, when the playing field is not level? 

Is the job of teaching in these very disparate environments even the same? 

If the quality of my teaching is measured by my students’ scores on the same 

test that Joe’s students also take, and soon, I am compensated based on this 

same determination, then tell me—why should I keep on working at a school that 

can’t provide me everything I need to reach my full potential as a teacher? 

5. SAVING DYSFUNCTIONAL SCHOOLS 
The DA’s six point rescue plan for 20% schools -Democratic Alliance 16 January 

2007 INDEX 

STEP 1: A National Task Team for 20% schools  

STEP 2: The Buck Stops with the Principal 

STEP3: Tracking Educator Appointments 



STEP4: A Mentoring Programme 

Each of the 20% schools needs to be allocated a mentor. The government needs 

to make provision for a budget for an hourly rate to be paid to a dedicated mentor 

for each school, who will spend a few hours a week helping the school to develop 

better systems of management and administration. 

Retired headmasters might be a good source for the skills necessary for this job. 

Alternatively, currently employed principals from functional schools might be 

persuaded to devote time to this task. 

These mentors would help schools to put administrative systems in place, 

manage finances, adopt a code of conduct, establish disciplinary systems and 

school routines, and improve the school environment. 

The mentors would, in conjunction with the provincial MEC and the school’s 

principal, compile detailed three-year improvement plans. To ensure that focus is 

maintained, these mentors and principals should be held accountable, year by 

year, for achieving the targeted improvements. 

STEP5: A good school is a safe school 

STEP6: A “good poor schools” analysis 

6. Hlatyway MA (2008), The principal’s role in implementing the EAZ as 

an intervention strategy (M.Ed - UJ) 

 

In post Apartheid South Africa the pressure on schools to develop and to perform 

well has never been greater. The introduction and the adoption of the EAZ 

intervention strategy by Kader Asmal in 1999 is, therefore, aimed to promote the 

purposes and practices of effectiveness in the so-called dysfunctional schools in 

the implementation of such an intervention strategy can, therefore, not be 

underestimated. The literature on school effectiveness will show that the role of 

the principal is one of the core important criteria in promoting and enhancing 

school effectiveness. 

• the culture of teaching and learning has deteriorated in many township schools,  

• many principals do not share their school vision and mission with educators, 

learners, as well as members of the governing body,  

• underachievement in some schools is caused by communication breakdown 

between the school management and the teaching staff,  



• schools fail to achieve good results because of decisions taken single-handedly 

by  principals,  

• teamwork does not exist in many schools, and  

• many schools are not financially viable. 

  



7. Policy Space and Intervention: The Education Roadmap in South 

Africa – Graeme Bloch 
Key Issues highlighted 

The Roadmap highlighted key areas that hold back education; 

Social disadvantage: Parents are often uneducated, relatively powerless and lack 

information. Social disadvantage is reproduced across generations. 

Teachers: Teachers are key to education improvement. A range of issues affect 

teachers, from poor subject knowledge and teaching practices, to insufficient 

numbers in training to little performance evaluation. 

Dysfunctional schools: Schools mostly do not achieve acceptable outcomes, 

reinforced by confusion over OBE. Schools are badly managed and supported. 

The departmental Foundations for Learning Campaign begins to address issues 

of reading and numeracy at primary and foundation level, where it counts most. 

Resources: Despite massive improvements, there are still huge backlogs: lack of 

libraries, labs and computers, and poverty effects from nutrition to AIDS orphans 

to gang violence. 

Responsibility and accountability: far stronger national intervention is needed to 

overcome inefficiencies as policy drops down to provincial delivery levels. District 

support systems and management in particular need to be fixed to give impetus 

to school level improvement. 

The Roadmap identifies three levels, for analysis and intervention. Most 

important is the in-school level, what happens in the classroom between teacher 

and learner. There are issues of ‘support to school’ where the principal and 

departmental district ensure that schools are managed, resourced and function 

well. Lastly, ‘societal’ issues mostly impact on the readiness of students to learn. 

Poverty and backlogs are a real heritage of apartheid. All 3 levels need to be 

identified and tackled together. 

8. Teachers, moral agency, and the reconstruction of schooling in South 

Africa - Aslam Fataar and Andrew Patterson 

The ‘dysfunctional’ school 

The situation is quite different at the dysfunctional school. Usually, but not 

exclusively found in working-class non-white neighbourhoods, this type of school 

is characterized by what has been termed ‘the lack of a culture of learning and 

teaching’ (Chisholm and Vally, 1996). The impact on the school of youth and 



gang subcultures operating in its immediate external environment distracts 

attention from the school’s primary function as a learning institution. The school 

is confronted with having to deal with student welfare concerns emanating, for 

example, from disadvantaged socioeconomic circumstances or disrupted family 

structures. Through a combination of historical disadvantage, and the impact of 

working-class and youth cultures, teachers in dysfunctional schools are caught 

up in the daily grind of survival. 

Students’ indifferent or apathetic orientations to school are shaped by their 

exposure to attractive youth subcultures and the lack of educational support 

structures, sport and recreational facilities. High current levels of unemployment 

and negative perceptions of future employment prospects cause students to 

discount the value of school attendance as a means of securing jobs. They carry 

these orientations into the classrooms where their lack of motivation results in 

disruptive behaviour that impacts negatively on learning. The abolition of corporal 

punishment, instead of creating a human rights friendly learning climate, has 

added to the breakdown of order and discipline in these schools. Numbers of 

teachers feel exposed and vulnerable. 

The dysfunctional school is characterized by a disorderly, if not chaotic, 

environment. There are intermittent interruptions in the school’s daily 

programme. Starting and closing times are seldom consistent. The shortened 

school day becomes more of a norm that an exception. Latecoming by students 

and teachers is a perennial problem. Bunking by students, who either do not 

come to school at all, or abscond in the middle of the day, prevents teachers 

from establishing learning continuity. 

The imperative to generate a healthy learning culture is frustrated by the absence 

of a consistent and stable routine in the student population. In communities with 

low levels of school experience and adult illiteracy, parents lack confidence to 

intervene in the school because of their unfamiliarity with the institution, and out 

of deference to the academic status of teachers. Teachers are faced with the 

daunting task of having to innovate and implement system change against this 

background. There is potential for teachers who conduct their activities in such 

an environment to be highly pressured (Weekly Mail & Guardian; 12–18/6/98). 

To stop here would be to avoid looking beyond the socioeconomic context and 

behind the surface appearance of chaos in many schools. It is necessary to 

consider whether dysfunctional schools display consistent patterns of thought or 

behaviour that represent individual and institutional responses to the new policy 

demands. 



9. Guest VM (2008), THE IMPACT OF THE EQUIP PROGRAMME ON 

SCHOOL MANAGEMENT TEAMS IN TWO RURAL SCHOOLS (Med – UKZN) 
 

Before examining what constitutes effective schools, a distinction should perhaps 

be made between dysfunctional, functional and effective schools. It is believed 

one could define dysfunctional schools as those in which there is total chaos and 

where there exists absolutely no culture of teaching and learning. A functional 

school, on the other hand, could be defined as one where daily teaching and 

learning activities do take place, but there is no organisational culture that 

promotes the delivery of quality education. An effective school could be 

described as one that achieves its educational outcomes. The factors that 

constitute school effectiveness in achieving quality educational outcomes mainly 

concern academic analysts, policy makers and professional decision-makers. 

10. Book review done by Gallie M. - Leithwood K., Harris A. and 

Strauss T. (2010), Leading school turnaround – How successful leaders 

transform low-performing schools, Jossey-Bass, CA. 

The book focuses on a very important area within the education management 

and leadership research discipline, namely the notion of school and education 

systems failure.  In particular, the evaluation of school failure is measured 

against the high number of student attrition from the entry grade of schooling up 

to the final grade 12.  Most education systems in the world, with the exception of 

a few, are struggling to retain most of their learners within the system, let alone 

the low number of pass-rate during the final schooling examination.  These 

education success-rates are low in most countries, and is estimated at about 

10% in South Africa.  This percentage is based on the throughput rate of less 

than 50% (in 2010 it was 42%), and the high percentage of students passing with 

only a ‘school leaving’ certificate (more than 2/3 of students passing the 

examination). 

Given the current reality of school failure, this book is well crafted by three 

respected academics and practitioners, who synthesized the leading turnaround 

sources from three countries, namely Canada, USA and UK.  They organized the 

information in a systematic and systemic way, which will assist readers who are 

unfamiliar with this domain, to follow the logic of their turnaround strategies.  

They exposing the reader to the (i) reasons for schools failure, (ii) the three 

stages of school turnaround, with case studies to these stages, (iii) and what 

leaders do to ensure this turn around through (a) creating a shared sense of 

direction in their schools, (b) fostering capacity development among their 



teachers, (c) redesigning their schools, (d) and improving their school’s 

instructional programme, (iv) the characteristics of turnaround leadership, (v) how 

schools move from turnaround to “stay around”(sustainability), and (vi) how they 

reach high performance. 

The authors have gone far beyond their previous work of theorizing school 

turnaround, into the practicalities of turnaround, as well as stating strategic 

interventions to make it happen.  Although they urge the reader not to see their 

work as a ‘recipe’, my experience within the domain of school and education 

system failure gives me a sense that they covered the main issues very well, 

especially if we compare this work against similar work that has been released 

the past few years (Murphy and Meyers 2008).  In particular, this book goes 

beyond the ‘what’ of school turnaround to the ‘how’.  They expose the reader to 

interesting, practical, powerful and insightful strategies and frameworks on how 

to empower school leaders and teachers in influencing student learning.  They 

organized their arguments in a way that makes the understanding of school 

turnaround, which is a very complex challenge to most school leaders, very easy 

to read.  The use of data and the voices of practitioners make it a piece of work 

that will particularly resonate with practitioners at school level. 

This book will certainly be a useful tool to most school leaders and policy makers 

who are interesting in the process of turnaround dysfunctional and 

underperforming schools.  I will however caution school leaders and policy 

makers within developing countries, with specific reference to South Africa, to 

look deeper into the domain, since our countries have an added challenge 

namely, the components embedded in the education systems which were 

designed to produce failure – I call this notion ‘dysfunctionality by design’.  These 

are practices that were encouraged during the colonial and Apartheid eras.  This 

notion include systemic arrangements and practices that are regarded as 

‘normal’ such as the catering for absenteeism through ‘substitute rosters’ in order 

to make the chaos seems like normality; the perception among education officials 

that once the policy has been promulgated, that people will change their behavior 

in line with the expected requirements of the policy; that the lowering of pass 

percentages will result in an increase in learner pass-rate; etc.  The notion of 

‘turnaround’ is therefore such a powerful description of what needs to be done – 

turn 180% in order to face the ‘solutions’ rather than starring at the ‘problems’ all 

the time.  Therefore, most of the examples and strategies indicated within this 

book will be difficult for those who are looking to ‘money’ rather than ‘different 

ways of thinking and doing’ as the solution. 

Despite the cautionary note above, I have no hesitation in recommending this 

book to those who care about all children, especially those school leaders and 



teachers who service students coming from poverty stricken and disadvantaged 

communities, in order to see in practical terms, that turning around their schools 

is possible, and has been done by numerous other colleagues with similar 

situations like theirs. 

Mentoring Policy Guidelines 

Alignment with Organisational/Business Strategy 
 

The organisation strategy has been articulated as follows: 

“The Education Department’s intent is to improve the performance of all schools, 

and particularly those of underperforming schools. This intent is manifested in a 

strategy to provide appropriate and effective mentoring for principals to improve 

their leadership and management effectiveness.” 

The HR and People Development strategy has been articulated as follows: 

“We recognize that principals play a critical role in the success of schools. Their 

leadership and management can make the difference between under 

performance and acceptable performance. We are therefore committed to 

developing and supporting principals so that they may improve their 

effectiveness.” 

The business strategy and the HR/People Development strategy are aligned as 

follows: 

“Coaching and mentoring are  elements of our organisation and HR/People 

Development Strategies, and this policy is to ensure that our strategies are 

achieved as effectively as possible.” 

Definitions 

There is a need to distinguish the differences and similarities between coaching 

and mentoring. 

We apply the following definitions: 

Coaching 

The word ‘coaching” has become an umbrella concept, with many meanings and 

interpretations. 

Coaching in the modern world consist of two nested concepts – a macro/meta 

understanding and a micro process. 



Macro 

The macro understanding of coaching is that it is a philosophy, a way of thinking, 

a belief system and an approach to human beings and their potential. A closely 

allied concept is that of “ubuntu”, which recognizes that all who are human 

beings are equally worthy of respect and dignity, and filled with potential. 

Coaching is based on positive psychology, which, while it recognizes 

pathologies, is concerned with healthy human beings and how they can grow and 

develop positively. 

The coaching approach or style thus is a way of relating to others with deep 

respect for their individuality and potential. It does not see others as inferior, but 

as equals. It believes that, if we can think better, we can behave better, and live 

better. 

Coaching is built on a diverse body of knowledge and best practice as a way of 

working with people and enabling change. 

Coaching thus infuses all relationships. The coaching style is to pay respectful 

attention to others. It develops deep and compassionate listening. It engages by 

means of questions which help others become aware, and thus enables them to 

explore and change their thinking – to make choices and take informed 

decisions. It believes that we all have the capacity to think for ourselves. 

It is the non-directive style – the opposite of the autocratic, command and control 

style: typified by  the “my way or the highway” approach.  

Micro 

At a micro level, coaching is a process and a competency. The process concerns 

conversations.  A coaching conversation is a skilled conversation that enables us 

to think more clearly for ourselves. A coaching conversation can be brief or it can 

occur over many sessions, over many months or years. The process starts with 

rapport and trust building and moves towards exploring thinking. It could end with 

change and implemented personal action plans.  

In professional coaching there is usually a coach and client (also called coachee 

or player) 

The competency of coaching includes the ability to build rapport, to build  

constructive, positive relationships.  The coach asks incisive questions which 

raise awareness and challenge thinking. The coach listens with deep 

understanding and reflects what is heard so that the thinker can evaluate their 

thinking. The coach is a sounding board for the thinking of the coachee. The 



coach helps the coachee to formulate a personal action plan, and holds them 

accountable for its implementation. 

As a broad generalization, coaching has two main applications within modern 

organisations: 

An individual (sometimes called the client or coachee) is coached by an external, 

professional practitioner coach. The coaching relationship or programme usually 

extends over time, with a minimum of 3 months and norm of 12 months, during 

which a number of coaching sessions are held. The focus of the coaching may 

be on achieving business objectives and/or personal effectiveness. Outcomes 

are agreed by the coachee and the client organisation. 

Within organisations, leaders/managers coach their team members/staff through 

coaching conversations. The focus of the coaching is on performance 

improvement and may be an integral part of a Performance Management 

process. Managers may also apply coaching for learning, change or sales 

improvement. Coaching ideally is not an event, but becomes part of the culture of 

the organization. 

Emerging is a process termed “team coaching”, which applies coaching concepts 

and processes towards working with a team, rather than an individual. The focus 

is usually on improving performance, but may also be towards conflict reduction, 

effective communication, decision making, problem solving etc… 

We distinguish between the following 3 applications of coaching: 

External coaching: making use of practitioner, professional coaches on a project 

to project basis. We do work with individual coaches but prefer to work with a 

coaching company which provides project management and supervision 

services. 

Internal Coaching: making use of those employed by our company, who have 

been developed as coaches, and who have other roles, and who coach our staff 

in addition to those roles. 

Workplace coaching: is a role of all managers to coach their team members, both 

as a leadership/management style and towards improved perfromnace. 

Mentoring 

A mentor is a more experienced person willing and able to share their knowledge 

and experience with someone less experienced, in a relationship of trust. 



A mixture of parent and peer, the mentor’s primary function is to be a transitional 

figure in an individual’s development. 

Mentors are people who, through their action and work, help others to achieve 

their potential. 

 Coaching Mentoring Counselling Consulting Training 

Expertise A coach does 

not claim to be 

the expert in 

the profession 

of the client, 

but rather 

expert in 

learning & goal 

attainment 

A mentor is an 

expert in the 

field of the 

client. It is 

thus a 

hierarchical 

relationship 

A counsellor or 

therapist holds 

role of expert 

in 

psychological 

health 

A consultant 

holds an expert 

or advisory 

role. This often 

leads client to 

form a 

dependency on 

the consultant 

A trainer is 

expert, 

holding 

authority 

and setting 

the agenda 

Who sets 

agenda 

Client typically 

sets the 

agenda for 

discussions 

Either client or 

mentor sets 

the agenda for 

discussions 

Counsellor 

follows client 

Agenda often 

determined by 

formal products 

and processes 

Learning 

agenda 

formally set 

Proactive 

Reactive 

Proactive Proactive Reactive Reactive or 

Proactive 

Reactive or 

Proactive 

Power Transparent 

process, where 

client and 

coach share 

power 

Mentor holds 

power 

Counsellor 

holds power of 

interpretation 

Expert role 

assumes 

power 

Expert role 

assumes 

power 

Process Facilitate Pass on 

experience 

Facilitate Tell Teach 

 

 

 

 

Mentoring Coaching 

Ongoing relationship that can last for a long time Relationship generally has a short duration 

Can be more informal and meetings can take 

place as and when the mentored individual needs 

Generally more structured in nature and meetings 



some guidance and or support scheduled on a regular basis 

More long term and takes a broader view of the 

person. Often known as the 'mentee' but the term 

client or mentored person can be used 

Short-term (sometimes time bounded) and focused 

on specific development areas/issues 

Mentor usually passes on experience and is 

normally more senior in organisation 

Not generally performed on basis that coach needs 

direct experience of clients formal occupational role 

The focus is on career and personal development Focus generally on development/issues at work 

Agenda is set by the mentored person with the 

mentor providing support and guidance to 

prepare them for future roles 

Agenda focused on achieving specific, immediate 

goals 

Revolves more around developing the mentee 

professionally 

Revolves more around specific development 

areas/issues 

 

Designing Menetoring Interventions 

We make use of the 5 step model when designing coaching or mentoring 

interventions. 

Step 1: OUTCOMES 

Step 2: CONTEXT 

Step 3: MENTEES 

Step 4: MENTORS 

Step 5: PROCESS 

External mentoring Interventions 
We recognize that there are three current formats for mentoring interventions: 

Random 

Pool 

Managed team 



Mentorship and Support Structures 
 

Taking into account the various tiers of support and using mentorship as a way to 

enhance their effectiveness disengages role plays from existing patterns or work 

into unexplored ideas of working with each other. Restructuring current practices 

through mentorships takes into cognizance the grand vision for teacher 

professional development. Unconnected mentorship support is likely to continue 

to entrench notions of teacher isolation. In other words, support will be mentor 

driven and will reflect ideas strongly tied to their vision. Hence, in structuring the 

mentorship program grand ideas and specific ideas linked to one framework of 

development taking into account all levels enhances the likelihood of producing 

the coherence that is lacking in teaching environment.  

What is needed at each level? 

 

Better teachers produce better learner outcomes and head of departments 

support teachers in producing better learner outcomes. When considering these 

roles, supporting better learner outcomes acts as the single most important 

criterion for the existence of teachers, heads of department, deputy principals, 

principals, subject advisors, district officials, provincial officials and national 

officials. Hence, levels refer to the different supporting structures for education 

from the teacher in the classroom to the director general in the Department of 

Basic Education. These include other stakeholders especially those who support 

professional development in some way. 

Relationship 

 

The relationship between the mentor and mentee serves as a platform for 

intervention and change. The mentor creates an environment for the mentee to 

reflect, make mistakes and put forward ideas in a safe space without fear of 

ridicule. For example, a mentee approaches a mentor and talks about a teaching 

and learning idea he or she would like to try in the classroom. Discussing the 

idea with the mentor alone helps the mentee think through new ideas. The 

mentor, however, takes into account the context within which his or her work is 

done and recognizes the legitimate authority structures in the school and 

department.   

Authority  

 



Working within authority structures and promoting interaction and collaboration 

promotes sustained interaction. When considering different levels, the roles of 

the mentor in enhancing these and in some case forming these define their work. 

As mentioned, the existence of the department of education is to improve learner 

outcomes. Defining authority in these terms clarifies to some extent the roles 

stakeholders at different levels.  

Systematic Changes 

 

Sustaining the mentor and mentee relationship over a longer duration provides 

the basis for establishing relationships within which the work continues. The 

longer duration also enables the mentor and mentee to deal with day to day 

interaction and related problems. Mentorship, ultimately, changes or improves 

practice. In some professional development activities, the development happens 

outside the work environment.  Implementation is therefore left to the individual 

who attended the professional development activity. For example, changing one 

aspect of the school impacts on other aspects and this is where the mentor and 

mentee relationship is useful.  Making nuanced changes within the system 

enables actors to collaborate in better ways. 

Successful Schools and Improving Low Performing Schools: What 

has been done before? 
 

This paper looks at the experience in South Africa of successful and not so 

successful interventions in schools and districts which are ‘failing’ or seen to be 

low performing. It uses a number of projects that I have been involved in as the 

basis for an analysis of what works and what does not. The list of ‘do’s’ is long 

and indicates how complex such interventions need to be to ensure success. 

I have used a number of publications and unpublished documents for this 

analysis.  

Project Sample for Analysis 

I draw on a number of national and small scale projects to inform this analysis. 

The projects are: 

District Development Support Programme (USAID funded inclusive of many 

NGOs managed by RTI, operational late 1990s - early 2000s working in 4 

provinces) 



Integrated Education Programme (DDSP stage 2. Mid – late 2000s. USAID 

funded. Working in same 4 provinces with less of a district focus and more direct 

school focus) 

Quality Learning Project (late 1990s – early/mid 2000s, strong district and school 

focus, across the country, managed by JET Services with Business Trust 

funding) 

3Rs (HSRC co-ordinated, Netherlands funding, consisting of loosely linked series 

of school and data/performance related projects each run by different set of 

NGOs) 

Soshanguve School Development Project (Late 1990s – early 2000s. British 

government funding, partnership between Link Community Development and 

Gauteng Department of Education) 

Northern Cape District and School Development Project (early 2000s, LCD 

managed partnership with Northern Cape Department of Education funded by 

DDSP/Northern Cape Department/British government. District and provincial 

planning focused). 

Thousand Schools Project (mid 1990s, NGO driven project, funded by Education 

Foundation? Schools focus) 

Imbewu (late 1990s – early 2000s. Eastern Cape school improvement project, 

funded by British government) 

Mpumalanga Primary School Improvement Project (mid 1990s – late 1990s, 

British government funded) 

School Performance Review projects (undertaken  by Link Community 

Development in Limpopo, Gauteng, Eastern Cape and KZN schools as well as a 

number in other African countries, funded by a range of funders including British 

Lotteries, DFID, and a number of foundations). 

While this is by no means a complete compendium of seminal or major project in 

the last 17 years they include those that I had direct engagement with and where 

I think that learnings were generated that are relevant to this discussion.  

General Points on Impacting on Learner Results 

 

Before listing the findings it is worth noting that most of these projects failed or 

struggled to impact on learner scores in the particular subjects they targeted or 



across the schools in the project. This has been a major weakness of most 

education interventions in South Africa during this period. It is acknowledged that 

learner scores are a weak proxy for impact, but as most of these project lacked 

deep baseline studies and impact evaluations these are the best proxies we have 

across all the projects – and let us be honest, if an intervention worth millions of 

dollars in many cases, such as the Thousand Schools Project, fails to improve 

learner results, then we have to be concerned over what it did achieve. Put 

another way if a school’s management and governance improve in efficiency and 

effectiveness then learner scores improve, if the district office impacts more on 

schools then the learner scores improve, if the teachers spend more time on 

constructive work in the classroom then the learner results improve... The point is 

that most interventions which lead to broad based (i.e. not specific to a single 

teacher or subject) improvement in the functioning of a school will impact on 

learner performance. The better conceived and planned projects in the above list 

– such as DDSP, the Northern Cape District and School Development Project 

and SSDP – all did so. Many others did not impact on learner results as 

anticipated or the learner results fluctuated such that it is hard to draw 

conclusions and be convinced that there was sustained improvement.  This 

situation is further complicated in schools where there were multiple interventions 

going on at once and so attribution is impossible. This was the case with QLP, for 

example. 

A further general point is that the cost of the projects, or the amount spent per 

school, is not a good indicator of impact.  Some of the lowest cost projects, such 

as SSDP, seem to have had the greatest impact. 

Brief Findings from these Projects 

 

The following seem to the main lessons from these projects concerning the role 

of management in schools and the impact of the projects on improving school 

performance: 

It is attractive but counter-productive to target very low performing schools for 

initial interventions. Such schools are often highly resistant to improvement, 

usually require high level bureaucratic or political intervention (e.g. to remove the 

principal) and are entirely risk averse. This leads to the next point; 

Interventions should aim at creating a critical mass of improving schools led by 

schools which other schools will look to for leadership and emulate. This means 

that starting with relatively well organised schools which are not risk averse and 

have a minimum level of functionality pays dividends. Lower performing schools 



in the same locality will look to such schools for guidance and assistance and so 

a critical mass starts developing. 

Entry point is critical in any intervention. Making a mistake at the start may 

prejudice the success of a project. It is therefore worth spending real time on 

setting up the project (DDSP, QLP and SSDP both took over a year just to build 

the alliance of commitment needed to initiate them). Generally the natural entry 

point into a school is the principal, but if the principal is seen as compromised in 

some way then s/he is not the best entry point. Careful thought has to be given to 

how to bring the unions in from the start. 

 The major unions must feel they have a vested interest in the intervention and 

that they have been involved in the genesis of the project, have been listened to 

and are able to add constructively to the design and delivery processes. This 

means that sensitive discussions need to be started early on – starting a 

successful school intervention project is as much a political as education 

process. 

There needs to be overt political support for the intervention in writing. School 

staff and managers are wary of pursuing an NGO led agenda. In all the 

successful projects detailed above considerable time was spent marshalling 

political support (e.g. SSDP had a letter of support from the Gauteng MEC: 

Education; NCDSDP had overt involvement of the SG at every stage; DDSP had 

marshalled national government and provincial government support. In contrast, 

QLP struggled with legitimacy as it appeared to be an NGO led project).  

Overt and explicit partnership is critical with the government partner taking the 

lead. All NGO led projects listed have failed to make any real impact. Schools 

listen to government in a very different way than they do NGOs, even if both are 

saying the same thing. 

The principals of schools in the intervention must be respected and listened to.  

They are the entry point to the communities and the schools but are often 

sidelined in projects – particularly if they appear to act like gatekeepers. 

All the successful projects had a holistic approach. Where they focused on 

classroom intervention they also had district and school management 

components and ensured that as far as possible the principals and district were 

responsible for the classroom level interventions – in other words they leveraged 

involvement of the appointed officials to undertake work which is within their 

competence and job description, but which often they were not fulfilling, often for 

fear of taking risks or from fear of teacher resistance. 



The most successful projects did not start with a rigid idea of what would be done 

but followed an organisational development approach where the participating 

schools and districts helped define the needs and the response process and 

played an active role in meeting them. The role of the project was more to create 

the space for inclusive planning, guiding and opening up possibilities and 

alternative solutions rather than delivering or actively sorting out problems. This 

is the base on which sustainability is built as this is the basis for mainstreaming 

of the project activities in the system in an organic and natural way. 

The successful innovations included the planting of competent individuals by the 

external partners in the bureaucracy with a clear mandate (agreed with the 

district or department) that they would play that role, while being part of the 

management team for the district or province.  This ensures that the innovations 

are managed from within the system, counters some of the more intangible 

aspects of an organisational development approach, ensures that everyone in 

the relevant part of the education system is constantly aware of the project and 

its progress and ensures that concerns about NGO assertiveness etc. are picked 

up early and countered quickly. 

These projects also supported and mentored district staff and the district staff 

replicated the same techniques to support schools and teachers. In other words 

the delivery team modelled the approach that was then used at other levels of 

intervention. These projects created an excited, risk friendly environment, where 

participants were supported when they struggled rather than being blamed and 

where they knew that support was always available according to a clear 

timetable of support visits or on request. 

The successful projects focused from early on in the delivery process on what 

would be sustained through thinking through how they would be mainstreamed. 

This was not an internal conversation but one which involved government and 

key decision makers as well as the project and district staff. 

Some of the more successful projects (but not all) included strong and innovative 

use of school and district created data, which was then used creatively to 

improve the schools with community involvement. This was the case with 

NCDSDP, DDSP and the SPR project. Such ‘irrefutable’ evidence of teacher and 

school performance seemed to convince teachers to engage and improve. 

Some of the successful projects carefully involved the community in the schools 

such that improvements could not be reneged on later and so that future school 

staff would be expected to behave in a similar way to those that had left. 



The successful projects tended to include some quick win and long term 

improvement elements so that participants could feel a sense of success from 

early on while knowing that there was a long journey to reach their goal. Some of 

the quick wins were cost free such as getting teachers and learners into school 

on time and in class during lesson time, ensuring that teachers had prepared for 

each class etc. The environment had to be created at the same time to ensure 

that these changes could be supported and sustained. 

Finally all the successful projects had a clear underlying philosophy or 

conceptual framework even if they were OD driven. Hence, at the very least, they 

saw their task as helping school and district staff identify and solve their own 

challenges so improving the lives of the bureaucrats and educators involved, 

rather than complicating their lives.    

The projects which have left little or no mark on our education landscape tended 

to be NGO driven, failed to get political and bureaucratic commitment (so they 

felt like an external imposition), added to district and school worries rather than 

alleviating them often by being too clear about what they were ‘going to do to’ the 

schools, were problem rather than solution driven, were often subject or 

classroom specific without realising that an effective teacher in a dysfunctional 

school supported by a dysfunctional district office will soon run out of energy and 

find herself isolated and shunned, and gave too little attention to what happens 

after the project funding is finished.   



Comparison of the results of candidates enrolled for the ACE in school 

Management and Leadership and the National Senior Certificate (NSC) 

results  

It is of concerned that the university performance of principals and the grade 12 

results of the schools that they manage show incongruity. A statistical analysis of 

data that reflects the academic performance of candidates enrolled for the 

Advanced Certificate in Education (ACE: School Management and Leadership) 

2010 proves that there is no correlation between the ACE results and that of the 

candidates schools. 

At UJ we are aware those other variables that could have influenced the results 

of 2010, such as: 

 The level of competence of the class of 2010 when they entered the 
school at grade 8.  

 The impact of the socio economic conditions on learner performance.  

 The quality of teaching and the work ethic of educators.  

 The impact of the industrial action and the subsequent “work to rule” 
action 

 The pre-industrial action loss of teaching time  
We however present the preliminary findings of the statistical analysis below: 

Comparison of individual Z-Scores (M&L) with z-score of school marks  

A summary of the school marks from 2007 to 2010 is provided in Table 1.1. They 

vary from a low average of 52.81% in 2009 to 60.66% in 2010. The average over 

the 4 years is 56.57% and the improvement between this average and the 2010 

mark is 3.89%. It is also better to compare like with like and hence one could 

compare these schools with one another. Unfortunately this does not consider 

the individual value that the school has added to the learners and a value added 

approach to this is suggested (multi-level analysis). If one does this then the 

value that each school adds to the learner (besides his/her inherent potential can 

be determined).  

 

 

Table 1.1: Descriptive statistics of NSC marks 2007 to 2010 

 Statistic Std. Error 

year07 Mean 57.3115 5.45018 



95% Confidence Interval for 

Mean 

Lower Bound 45.4366  

Upper Bound 69.1865  

5% Trimmed Mean 57.6128  

Median 56.0000  

Variance 386.158  

Std. Deviation 19.65089  

Minimum 20.20  

Maximum 89.00  

Range 68.80  

Interquartile Range 27.97  

Skewness -.230 .616 

Kurtosis -.293 1.191 

year08 Mean 55.5077 6.34554 

95% Confidence Interval for 

Mean 

Lower Bound 41.6820  

Upper Bound 69.3334  

5% Trimmed Mean 55.6197  

Median 60.8000  

Variance 523.456  

Std. Deviation 22.87916  

Minimum 14.00  

Maximum 95.00  

Range 81.00  

Interquartile Range 38.10  

Skewness -.212 .616 



Kurtosis -.491 1.191 

year09 Mean 52.8077 5.22459 

95% Confidence Interval for 

Mean 

Lower Bound 41.4243  

Upper Bound 64.1911  

5% Trimmed Mean 51.8085  

Median 49.0000  

Variance 354.852  

Std. Deviation 18.83753  

Minimum 30.60  

Maximum 93.00  

Range 62.40  

Interquartile Range 31.85  

Skewness .588 .616 

Kurtosis -.067 1.191 

year10 Mean 60.6615 4.96771 

95% Confidence Interval for 

Mean 

Lower Bound 49.8378  

Upper Bound 71.4852  

5% Trimmed Mean 60.2350  

Median 60.0000  

Variance 320.816  

Std. Deviation 17.91133  

Minimum 33.00  

Maximum 96.00  

Range 63.00  



Interquartile Range 29.70  

Skewness .380 .616 

Kurtosis -.210 1.191 

 

As all normal z-distributions are similar, a particular z-score will be in the same 

relative location on any distribution.  In order to compare scores on different 

tasks (comparing apples with oranges) we need to transform the raw scores to z-

scores. One cannot compare the raw marks obtained by schools with marks 

obtained by persons involved in the management and leadership programme. 

One needs to transform the raw scores to z-scores. This is achieved via: 

( )
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X

X

X X
z

S

whereX Raw Score

X Mean scores

S Sample s dard deviation










 

PASW 18.0 was used to determine the z-scores and a scatter-plot of the two sets 

of z-scores indicates poor correlation between the two sets of z-scores. The 

normality tests in Table 1.2 indicates that there is no significant deviation from 

normality (p>0.05) and hence parametric tests can be used. 

Table 1.2:  Tests of Normality 

 
Kolmogorov-Smirnov

a
 Shapiro-Wilk 

Statistic df Sig. Statistic df Sig. 

year07 .115 13 .200
*
 .983 13 .990 

year08 .185 13 .200
*
 .964 13 .816 

year09 .130 13 .200
*
 .924 13 .288 

year10 .140 13 .200
*
 .973 13 .923 

a. Lilliefors Significance Correction 

*. This is a lower bound of the true significance. 



 

The two average z-scores were plotted against one another in figure 1.1 below. 

 

Figure 1.1: Z-scores of academic school pass rate versus individual 

(person) marks 

An R2 of 0.11 indicates that only 11.0% of the mark obtained by the individual in 

the various subjects can be explained by the average mark obtained by the 

schools over 2007 -2010. There is thus a medium effect size (r= 0.30 - 0.49). 

However, 89% of the variance present in the school marks is not explained by 

the individual mark obtained by the person attending the leadership and 

management program. There are many other variables besides academic ability 

that can explain the variation in the marks obtained by the schools in the NSC 

and the learners own contribution as well as that of the teacher and parents 

needs to be considered.  

 

Table 1.3 provides relevant scores, z-scores. One can see from the table that 

person no. 9 was ranked 1 with respect to the schools performance but his/her 

individual performance was ranked 4. These rankings correlate poorly (r=0.015; 

p=0.960) and the effect of one on the other is . . ( . )4
2 157 10 0 0002157


and is 

insignificant. The effect of individual academic performance on school NSC 

results is as expected negligible. However, one can investigate the correlations 



between the various NSC marks to see if there are significant correlations 

between the NSC school marks which are indicators of the influence of learner, 

teacher, parents and environment. In this case it would seem that all schools 

come from a poor SES background and hence this could be considered to be 

more or less constant. 

 

It is thus highly likely that other characteristics besides the marks obtained by a 

person in a course will influence the NSC marks obtained by the school. It is not 

the academic knowledge per se that is important but what the person can do with 

those skills that he/she has acquired in the course and how they use those skills 

to influence teachers, learners and parents.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Table 1.3:  A table indicating school average marks for 2007 to 2010, the average over the time and the z-

scores.     Individual marks obtained by participants in management and leadership 

programme are also shown   

 

 

 

Name 2007 2008 2009 2010 Average 

Z-

SCORE Z-Rank % mark 

Ind. 

rank 

Z-

score(M&L) 

1 Mr A 45.2 60.8 42.5 72.0 55.13 -0.007 7 67 2 0.674 

2 Mr B 31.0 47.0 49.0 83.0 52.50 -0.175 8 66 3 0.637 

3 Mr C 80.8 72.1 65.8 76 73.68 1.173 2 57 9 0.304 

4 

Mr. D                56.0  

       

14.0  31.0 56.6      39.40  -1.008 12 0 0 -1.804 

5 

Mr E                65.6  

       

61.9  32.0 44.1      50.90  -0.277 9 51 11 0.082 

6 

Mr F                68.7  

       

31.1  

     

36.10  

     

40.5       44.10  -0.709 11 60 8 0.415 

7 

Mr. G 45.3 

       

31.9  30.6 33.0      35.20  -1.276 14 0 0 -1.804 



8 

Mr H 52.0 

       

69.0  61.0 63.0      61.25  0.382 5 61 7 0.452 

9 

Mr I 89.0 

       

95.0  93.0 96.0      93.25  2.418 1 64 4 0.563 

10 MrJ   First marks in 2010 38.0      38.00  -1.097 13 57 9 0.304 

11 

Mr K 20.2 

       

33.0  62.0 61.9 44.28 -0.698 10 62 5 0.489 

12 

Mr L 62.7 

       

66.0  66.0 58.0 63.18 0.505 4 76 1 1.006 

13 

Ms M 77.75 

       

59.5  47.0 44.5 57.19 0.124 6 62 5 0.489 

14 

Mr N                50.8  

       

80.3  70.5 60.0      65.40  0.646 3 0 0 -1.804 

  57.31 55.51 52.81 59.04    48.79   



 

The percentage of 48.79 for the leadership and management program is with  

3marks missing (they were assigned 0 for purposes of analysis). If one ignores the 

missing marks then the average is 62.1%. When examining only the school marks 

there is a significant correlation between the 2008 and 2009 years (r=0.762; p = 

0.002) and the one mark explains 58.1% of the variance in the other which is a large 

effect. The other significant correlation is between 2009 and 2010 (r=0.711; p=0.006) 

and the variance explained is 50.6% which is large. 

The appropriate tables and graphs are shown in Tables 1.4 and 1.5 and in figures 

1.2 to 1.4. 

Table 1.4:Descriptive Statistics of NSC marks in 2007 - 2010 

 Mean Std. Deviation N 

year07 57.3115 19.65089 13 

year08 55.5077 22.87916 13 

year09 52.8077 18.83753 13 

year10 59.0429 18.24334 14 

 

Table 1.5: Correlations between NSC marks from 2007 -2010 

 year07 year08 year09 year10 

year07 Pearson Correlation 1 .492 .268 .077 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .088 .377 .802 

N 13 13 13 13 

year08 Pearson Correlation .492 1 .762
**
 .533 

Sig. (2-tailed) .088  .002 .061 

N 13 13 13 13 

year09 Pearson Correlation .268 .762
**
 1 .711

**
 

Sig. (2-tailed) .377 .002  .006 

N 13 13 13 13 
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year10 Pearson Correlation .077 .533 .711
**
 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .802 .061 .006  

N 13 13 13 14 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 

 

Figure 1.2: Scatter plot of NSC marks 2007 versus 2008 
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Figure 1.3: Scatter plot of NSC marks 2008 versus 2009 

 

 Figure 1.4: Scatter plot of NSC marks 2009 versus 2010 

This data possibly indicates an improvement in NSC marks in the 2008 to 2010 

marks for all 13 schools involved. The effect size increases from 0.242 in 2007 and 

2008 to 0.581 in the 2008 and 2009 comparison. The effect size in the 2009 to 2010 

combination is 0.51. Both the last two comparisons would be classified as large.    

Conclusion 

The marks in the NSC have improved especially between 2008 and 2009 and 

between 2009 and 2010. The learners themselves, their teachers and parents 

probably play an important part in this performance. It would also seem that there is 
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no significant relationship between the academic mark obtained by the person 

involved in the management and leadership program and the mark obtained by 

his/her school in the NSC. However, the sample was small and no generalizations 

can be made to the population.   

Conclusion 
 

Mentorship produces new relationship that allow teachers to rework the mentee’s 

practice and in the case of teachers instructional practice. Sustaining acquired skills 

and knowledge means working within existing structures and consolidating those. 

Hence, respecting existing authority structures develops opportunities for long term 

changes. Tying grand and specific aspects of the mentorship produces coherence to 

counter multiple trajectories in support efforts. Concomitant systematic changes and 

individual changes support coherence and assist in thinking differently about what it 

means to mentor those in different levels. 

There have been some very successful education projects in our 17 year post-

election history, however even the more successful ones have made only marginal 

improvement in the system – either at a provincial or district level. The way that 

Northern Cape while involved in provincial wide planning and school development 

processes saw its results improve dramatically only to return to their former level 

after the departure of the SG and the end of the intervention indicates that even 

successful projects may be ephemeral and hard to sustain even when all the above 

conditions for success are met. For me this is why the SSDP is so important.  

10 years after almost all intervention ceased and the NGO facilitator left the N4 

Soshanguve district and almost 10 years after the district director was moved, and 

with a division in the district and an influx of new staff the Soshanguve township 

schools are still ensuring that their district performs among the top three districts in 

one of the highest performing provinces in the country, and have done so since 

1999! In 1997 it was the worst performing district in the province. In 2010 it was 

again the highest performing district in Gauteng in the Matrics. This proves to me 

that district wide school improvement is possible and can be sustained. To 

summarise, for this to happen the critical elements are the involvement of the local 

community round the school (and not just parents), political support, an OD 

approach which is led by the district and schools, union involvement and 

commitment and most of all success. Once this failing district experienced and 

celebrated success no one wanted to go back to the space they had been in before. 

Individual school case studies indicated that this was true for the schools as well – 

the only schools that went backwards were ones where there were accusations of 

financial irregularities unrelated to the project. Perhaps most significant is that the 

improvements across the whole district happened over a 2 year period. This seems 
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to run against much of the literature which indicates that change in schools is a slow 

process.  


