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 Introduction 

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I have used a number of publications and unpublished documents for this analysis.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

Conclusion 

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 
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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 to run 

against much of the literature which indicates that change in schools is a slow process.  


