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Paper1: What is a School That Works? 
These Schools That Work Series are papers for teachers, school 
leaders and policy makers in education. They cover sections of 
the 2007 Ministerial Report on South African Schools That Work 
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Background to the Paper Series 
 
In 2007 the Minister of Education formed a ministerial committee to 
investigate Schools That Work in South Africa.  
 
Pam Christie, Dawn Butler and Mark Pattering visited 18 middle quintile 
secondary schools which performed well in the 2006 Senior Certificate 
examinations. They explored what these schools had in common.  
 
This Schools That Work Paper Series is an easy-to-read version of sections 
of that report. 
 
You can read their full report Schools That Work at: www.bridge.org.za 
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PAPER 1: What is a SCHOOL THAT WORKS? 
 
A School That Works is a normal, public secondary school in South Africa that 

was chosen by the researchers to be in the Schools That Work study.  

 

There are 18 schools in the study. These schools are meant to be examples 

of schools that work in the normal schooling system in South Africa. These 

are not all the schools that work in South Africa. 

 

To choose the 18 schools, the researchers used the 2006 Senior Certificate 

results as a starting point. They knew that this could be a problem because 

Senior Certificate results tell only one part of a school’s story. For example 

these schools may: 

 make learners drop out of school in Grade 10 and Grade 11; 

 make learners take easier subjects to get good results; 

 drill rote-learning for examinations; 

 not have Science laboratories or libraries; 

 not have extra curriculum activities like sport, debating or choir;  

 not have computers or  the Internet;  or 

 not offer excursions. 

So their results may be good, but the overall quality of the education they offer 

may be poor – or worse than the quality offered at other schools. 

 

The mainstream or “normal” schools in South Africa are “black” schools in 

relatively poor socio-economic circumstances. Almost all of the teachers in 

these schools teach in English, which is not their own home language nor the 

home language of those they teach.  Normal schools are not resourced with 

laboratories or sports fields; they have running water and electricity, but most 

have pit latrines and no internet facilities for learners.  At one edge of normal 

are schools in communities so poor that fees and associated costs of 

schooling are simply not affordable; at the other edge are the majority of 

schools formerly known as “white” schools, with a legacy of varied resources 

and a majority of teachers trained in environments formerly known as “white” 



Introduction  Paper 1 
 

 4 

or open colleges and universities, teaching in their mother tongue. However, 

most schools in South Africa are not like this.  

 

The schools chosen to be in the Schools That Work study are “normal” 

schools; what makes them different from other “normal” schools is that they 

perform very well in the Senior Certificate examinations.  

 

The average pass rate in South Africa in 2006 was 70% Therefore; seven out 

of every ten learners in Grade 12 passed the Senior Certificate examination. 

The average university endorsement rate was 18% Meaning that almost one 

out of every five learners in Grade 12 passed with a university endorsement. 

 

The schools chosen as Schools That Work had Senior Certificate pass rates 

of 85% or better. Some schools had low university endorsement rates, like an 

endorsement rate of 5%, while others had a 100% endorsement rate. 

 

The 18 examples of Schools That Work are not “the best” or “excellent” 

schools; in such schools all the Grade 12 learners pass with university 

endorsement. The best or excellent schools are usually well resourced, 

previously “white” or “Indian” schools that charge parents school fees. These 

schools are exceptions in the South African system; they are not the norm in 

South Africa.  

 

The 18 schools that were chosen are from different former Apartheid 

departments:  

 African schools: Department of Education and Training (DET);  

 Coloured schools: House of Delegates;   

 Indian schools: House of Representatives; and  

 White schools: House of Assembly.  

Also, there are schools from all nine provinces in South Africa.  

 

Schools in South Africa are classified into five quintiles depending on the 

socio-economic status of the communities that they serve. Quintile 1 is the 



Schools That Work Paper Series  2011 
 

 
 

5 

most poor, and quintile 5 is the least poor. The Schools That Work are from 

quintiles 1-5, mostly in quintiles 2 to 4.  

 

The schools are in different contexts: 

 seven are rural schools;  

 six are in regional centres;  

 four are in city townships; and  

 one is in a suburban city. 


