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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. 
 
The full report can be accessed on the Bridge Social Network which can be 
found at www.bridge.org.za. The document is easily accessible and is 
available to all members of the “Three Province School Leader Support 
Programme” group..  
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PAPER 2: What do we know about SCHOOLS THAT 
WORK from other studies? 
 

We already have a large amount of information about what makes some 

schools work better than others; this information is published in different fields 

of educational research: 

 

 Effective schools research looks at what makes a school work well. 

 

 School improvement research looks at how to change the way schools 

work.  

 

 Studies on disadvantaged schools looks at schools in difficult contexts.  

 

 Classroom practice research looks at what teachers do in the classroom 

to support learning. 

 

 Schools as organisations or institutions looks at the dynamics within 

the various schools as well as the education system. 

 

 South African quality of education research looks at the South African 

context for these issues. 

 

The big ideas from these fields are presented in the full Schools That Work 

report under Section 2. The main points noted from this research that guide 

the Schools That Work study are as follows: 

 

There is an established literature that may guide South African educators on 

what to expect in studying Schools that Work.   

 

School performance is strongly related to social context.   
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There are features that make effective schools different from ineffective 

schools in similar social contexts.   

o Exceptional schools do perform under difficult circumstances.   

o There are examples of schools that do meet their mandates to 

deliver quality teaching and learning, and the challenge is finding 

ways to have more of these.   

 

The core of educational practice – teachers in their classrooms - is very 

difficult to reach and/or to change.   

o Good classroom practice depends upon teachers and their 

knowledge, beliefs and assumptions. 

o Although the primary task of schooling may be clear, it is not 

necessarily simple to achieve. School change is difficult because 

school systems resist change. 

 

School changes; 

o depend strongly on the school capacity, including leadership;   

o cannot be forced; 

o depend on both capacity and will, particularly on the part of 

teachers and school leadership;   

o can use professional communities for teacher as a lever, but 

these may also consolidate poor practice;  and 

o are influenced by the way the school does things: this is the 

school culture (which is also not easily receptive to change).   

 

In South Africa the quality of education is a major concern.  

o Both primary and secondary school performance is poor when 

compared to other countries.   

o This is particularly bad in Mathematics and Science. 

o Schooling is not effective in terms of learner results.   

o Schooling is not efficient in terms of how much is spent on 

education. 
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In South Africa the inequalities in education is a major concern.  

o Access to schooling has improved, but there is not enough access 

to quality schooling for the majority of the population.   

o The best results are achieved by historically privileged schools 

(quintile 5), and there is a large gap between these schools and 

schools that are ‘historically disadvantaged (quintile 1)..   

o Inequalities in black education are extreme. 

 Effective Schools Research 

 

A very important study was done in 1996 in the USA, it has been named The 

Coleman Report.  

 

The Coleman Report investigated why African American and minority 

students in America did badly in school tests and examinations. Remember 

that this report was focused on the black minority in America in the 1960s, 

whereas in South Africa there is a black majority and ‘disadvantaged learners’ 

are the majority in “normal” public schools. 

 

The Coleman report hoped to find what 

problems at various schools could be 

corrected.  Instead, it found that the 

problems were in the students’ homes and 

families and not in their schools.  

 

They found that the home and family 

circumstances of a child has a much bigger 

impact on their performance at school than 

which school they attend. Thus, it seems 

that schools make children even more 

unequal. 

 
Schools bring little influence to 
bear on a child’s achievement that 
is independent of his [or her] 
background and general social 
context….the inequalities imposed 
on children by their home, 
neighbourhood and peer 
environment are carried along to 
become the inequalities with 
which they confront adult life at 
the end of school  
(Coleman et al., 1966:325). 
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Some have agreed with The Coleman Report while others have criticised it. 

This report, and many studies that followed it, made it clear that home 

background is highly important in performance at school.   

The Coleman Report found that: 

 

Schools do not overcome unequal backgrounds; ‘out-of 

school-school factors’ (poverty, home, family, society, 

peers) have the biggest impact on performance at school.  

 

School tests are not neutral and they are also not 

culture free.  

 

Schools do not help disadvantaged learners catch up 

with privileged learners; inequality widens as children get 

older; disadvantaged learners’ marks worsen in comparison 

to the marks received by their more privileged counterparts. 

 

Schools have the biggest impact on the most 

disadvantaged learners; facilities, curriculum and 

particularly teachers have a greater effect on disadvantaged 

learners than they do.   

 

Good teachers have the biggest impact on all learners; 

The most important ‘in-school factor’ for all learners is good 

teachers. Good teachers have the greatest effect on the 

most disadvantaged learners as this can be seen in an 

improvement in their marks.   

 
 
 
Schools cannot 
compensate for 
society (Basil 
Bernstein,1971) 

 
 
 
Upgrading 

teacher quality 
will have the 
most effect on 
achievement in 
underprivileged 
areas  
(Coleman et al., 
1966:317). 

 
 
 
 
Minority pupils 
have far less 
conviction than 
whites that they 
can affect their 
own 
environments 
and their 
futures. When 
they do, 
however, their 
achievement is 
higher than that 
of whites who 
lack that 
conviction 
(Coleman1966:3
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Disadvantaged learners do better at school when they 

feel that they are in control of their own future. They 

must feel that they are able to make changes in their lives; 

they must have agency. Agency is feeling in control and 

being able to make changes yourself and this as an 

important in-school factor. 

21).  

 

 

Learners’ attitudes and achievements are strongly influenced by their 

peers. 

There is an abundance of other research work that looks at social inequality in 

different contexts and it reaches the same conclusions; schools help form and 

continue inequalities in society. Schools must actively target disadvantaged 

learners and invest more in them to help overcome this social inequality. 

The very nature of schools automatically privileges some 

learners and disadvantages others and this is a major 

challenge for South Africa: access, quality and equity are 

key goals for the education system.  Decades of research 

show that historical legacies within the system may get 

smaller over time. However, the historical inequality will not 

disappear on its own; there must be targeted interventions 

to address these inequalities.  Furthermore, research 

shows that there are no easy solutions to addressing these 

inequalities in society or in schools however, the power of 

existing inequalities must be not be ignored.   

 

By treating all 
pupils, however 
unequal they may 
be in reality, as 
equal in rights and 
duties, the 
educational 
system is led to 
give its de facto 
sanction to initial 
cultural 
inequalities 
(Bourdieu 
1976:113). 

 

The Schools That Work achieve better results than other schools with similar 

backgrounds and societal factors; these schools and their communities have 

shaped positive social patterns. These schools show what is possible – and 

also some of the costs of achievement. 
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Following The Coleman Report there has been even more research to show 

that schools do make a difference, and how they do so.  

The following factors make a school effective: 
1. Professional leadership 
2. Shared vision and goals 
3. A learning environment 
4. Concentration on teaching and learning 
(time on task) 
5. High expectations Positive reinforcement 
 

 
 
6. Monitoring progress 
7. Pupil rights and 
responsibilities 
8. Purposeful teaching 
9. A learning organization  
10. Home-school  
11. Partnership 
(Sammons et al, 1995) 

 

There has been research comparing the situation in developing countries with 

the situation in developed countries: 

 Schools in developing countries have a greater effect than those in 

developed countries.  

 In developing countries, parental push for schooling makes a difference 

to a school’s effectiveness.  

This diagram shows the dimensions of schools and how they fit together: 

 

  The School:         

  
Factors Related to 
Effectiveness    

  
          

SUPPORTING INPUTS  
   SCHOOL CLIMATE      

Strong Parent and     High Expectations of Learners.      
Community Support.     Positive Teacher Attitudes.      
Effective Support from      Order and Discipline.      

the Education System.     Organised Curriculum.    STUDENT OUTCOMES 
Adequate Material 

Support.     Rewards and Incentives.    Participation. 

  
        Academic Achievement. 

Frequent and 

Appropriate    ENABLING CONDITIONS     Social Skills. 
Teacher Development 

Activities.  
  Effective Leadership.     Economic Success.    
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Sufficient Textbooks and  
  A Capable Teaching Force.        

other Materials.  
  Flexibility and Autonomy.       

Adequate Facilities.  
  High Time-in-School.       

  
          

  
   TEACHING/LEARNING PROCESS      

  
   High Learning Time.    

CONTEXTUAL 
FACTORS 

CHILDREN'S  
   Variety in Teaching Strategies.    International. 

CHARACTEISTICS  
   Frequent Homework.    Cultural.  

  
   

Frequent Learner Assessment and 
Feedback.    Political.  

          Economic.  

 

   

(Heneveld & Craig, 1996)   
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Effective Schools Research has shown 

that: 

 

Schools do have an effect that can 

be measured; more effective schools 

can achieve results 5-15% better than 

less effective schools, in similar 

circumstances.  

 

Individual teachers have a powerful 

effect; effective teachers can affect 

marks by 35% to 55%.  

 

Leadership is a key feature of 

effective schools. However, the effect 

of principals is not direct; it depends on 

other school factors such as teachers.  

 

Effective Schools Research has been 

criticised as it does not focus on the 

largest issue; social context. Remember 

that the largest “effect” remains 

outside of schools, in students’ 

homes and social conditions.  

Another weakness in Effective Schools 

Research is that it does not explain how 

schools come to be effective; it does not 

examine how to make non-effective 

schools effective and it does do not look 

at learners and their learning.  

Through Effective Schools Research we 
have learned that: 
 

 School education cannot compensate 
for society. 
 

 Schools can make a difference. Being in 
an effective school can change a learner’s 
life. 
 

  “Effects” are complex and multilayered. 
Schools can make a difference and 
departments and teachers in classrooms 
can make even more difference. 
 

 Learners experience schools differently. 
Achievement is not simple; it changes over 
time, is influenced by peers and learner 
expectations. Race, class and gender play 
an important role in a learner’s experience. 
 

 National culture can influence school 
effectiveness; parents, learners and teacher 
motivation are important factors. We can’t 
just borrow remedies from other countries: 
we need to find ones tailor-made for the 
South African learner.  
 

 We are learning about how schools 
improve and what kind of support is most 
appropriate, but we still have much to learn. 

 

 Schools must become confident in using 
their own and other data: they must be 
more self-critical and use research and 
evaluation tools. 
 

 We still need a deeper understanding of 
how people learn and how we can help 
them learn more effectively.  
 
(Rephrased from Macbeath and Mortimore, 
2001:2). 
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 School Improvement Studies 

School Improvement research focuses on particular schools; it examines how 

these schools change and improve. Some studies also look at system 

changes.  

School improvement research has shown that: 

 

School change is complex.  

 

School change takes time; it takes about three years to change a primary 

school, and five to change a secondary school depending on the school’s size 

and complexity.   

 

Change involves structures as well as school culture, and the school 

culture is much harder to work with and change.   

 

School culture strongly influences a learner’s, and subsequently the 

school’s, performance.  

 

Schools cannot just be told (or expected) to change as powerful teaching and 

learning depend on a range of internal relationships in the schools. These 

relationships must all be engaged with as part of the change.   

 

Leadership and a teacher’s capacity to carry out changes are important 

factors to change. 

 

Teacher beliefs about the change are very important; teachers need to 

believe, in their professional opinion, that the change will be better than what 

already exists.   

 

Teachers sharing their practices and professional knowledge can be 

difficult because they usually work alone. Furthermore, this sharing can only 

be rewarding provided it is the sharing of practice that is professionally sound. 
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Schools at different stages of development and effectiveness require 

different school improvement strategies.  

 

Schools are complex social institutions. There are no short-cuts and easy 

techniques to bring long lasting change. 
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Studies on Disadvantaged Schools  

This research focuses on schools that struggle “against the odds” and 

manage to survive or even thrive where others fail.  

 

In the UK these are known as schools in “challenging circumstances”, In 

Australia there is work on “disadvantaged schools”. In the USA research is 

done on students “at risk”.  In South Africa there has been research done on 

“disadvantaged schools”, “dysfunctional schools” and on “resilient schools”. 

This work involves both school effectiveness and school improvement 

research.    

 

It is important to note that the international research in this field focuses on 

schools that are in the minority. In countries like the UK, Australia and USA, 

these schools are exceptions to what is normal: these schools are at the edge 

of the mainstream of their systems. In South Africa challenging and difficult 

circumstances are the reality for the majority of schools: they are norm in 

South Africa. Regardless of these circumstances, there are schools that 

perform better than others schools that are in similar circumstances. 

Key features of resilient schools (South 
Africa): 
 

Key features of disadvantaged 
schools that succeed in Maths and 
Science  
(South Africa): 

 

 Sense of responsibility and agency 

 Leadership 

 Centrality of teaching and learning 

 Safety and organization 

 Authority and discipline 

 Culture of concern 
 
These features were expected – but were 
not found - in the resilient schools: 

 Governance and community 
relationships 

 Parental involvement 

 Relationships with education 
departments 

 
(Christie, Potterton et al, 1998) 

 

 Competent use of traditional methods 

 A firm belief that disadvantage can be 
overcome 

 Recognising the school as a vital 
modern institution in a depressed and 
deprived environment 

 Subject knowledge of teachers is the 
key to teaching and learning 

 Promoting hard work and discipline 
are important 

 Motivation on the part of the principal, 
head of department, teachers and 
learners plays a positive role 

 Positive ethos is critical – even more 
than physical resources 

 
(Malcolm et al, 2000)   
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Classroom Practice Research 

Classroom Practice Research has shown that: 

 

Schooling systems around the world resist change thus reform in 

education is very difficult. 

 

Some changes are easier to make than others. First order changes (or 

quality control measures) are easier to make than second order changes 

(which change the design of the system or challenge the power relations).  

 

Changing an education system in fundamental ways requires major political, 

social and economic shifts outside of education.  

 

Change must be negotiated, it cannot be imposed.  Both levels are 

important and these levels are the macro level of the system and the micro 

level which involves the schools, teachers and classrooms.  

 

The core of education is the teacher in their classroom. To make lasting 

and effective changes this core must be changed however, this it is, often, the 

hardest part to change.  

 

The core of education can be reached through; 

o a clear theory of change;  

o changing incentive structures so as to encourage teachers not  to 

work alone and to change their practice; and   

o providing exemplars of good practice that teachers can learn from. 
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The core of education
Learner 

performance

Teacher in their 
classroom

School

District, 

Province

Country

 

 

‘Teacher’ includes: 

 Teachers’ views 
of knowledge;  
 

 Teachers’ 
assumptions 
about how 
learners 
learn;and   
 

 Teachers’ 
assumptions 
about how these 
should come 
together in 
classroom 
practice 

 
 

(Elmore, 1996) 

 

 

The smallest unit of the system – teachers and learners in classrooms or 

“the core” – is hard to reach from the top. There are multiple layers in 

education systems and change at the level of the smallest unit requires a 

strategic balance of pressure and support. 

 

Change involves both people’s capacity and their will. Capacity may be 

changed relatively easily but beliefs and motivation are far harder to change 

or alter. 

 

The way teachers work with each other is important for change: the 

different ways in which teachers work with colleagues affects what and how 

they teach in classrooms, how they understand their work with their learners, 

and what they expect of each other and of those they teach. 
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The classroom triangle

Subject matter

Beliefs about the 
learners in the 

classroom

Notions of 
effective 
pedagogy

 

(Talbert and McLaughlin, 2001) 

 

Strong professional communities can help the process of 

change. Professional communities play an important role in 

establishing “norms for teaching”: they inform expectations that 

teachers have of learner performance.  A strong service ethic 

can improve learner performance however: 

o Professional communities cannot be falsely 

imposed onto teachers because communities 

depend on the experience of shared goals and 

common work.  

o What is shared in professional communities 

depends on the members’ subject content and 

pedagogical knowledge thus it is possible to share 

poor classroom practice. 

 

  
Building strong 
professional 
communities with high 
expectations of 
themselves and their 
learners might be “a 
primary unit for 
improving education 
quality” (Talbert & 
McLaughlin, 2001). 
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Research on Schools as Institutions or Organisations 

Institutional and organisational research has shown that: 

 

Schools appear to be similar, in form, to institutions and organisations. 

Schools work in standardised formats and they are rigid or inflexible 

structures. This makes it hard for them to be flexible in practice.  

 

National policies treat schools as all being the same, but;  

o schools differ in their conditions and character; and 

o schools differ in how they interpret and implement policy. 

Schools cannot all be treated as the same. 

 

Schools are complex organizations: their patterns of behaviour depend on 

things like non-rational and unconscious forces, micro-politics, emotions in 

workplaces, power relations, and organisational culture.  

 

Schools that fail in their primary task do not go 

bankrupt or close down: they find different ways of 

dealing with “failure” like denial, task avoidance, 

demotivation, lowering expectations of self and others, 

projection of blame, a sense of powerlessness and lack 

of agency with regard to bring about changes 

themselves.  

 

Schools that do not experience success find it hard 

to focus on their primary task; taking active 

responsibility to change a school is possible but a 

change of personnel, or external assistance might be 

needed.  

 

An organisation’s 

primary task is the task 

an organization must 

perform to survive.  

Market-based 

organizations will go 

bankrupt if they do not 

succeed at their primary 

tasks. Voluntary 

organizations will close.  

Neither happens to state 

institutions like schools or 

bureaucracies. 
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Just saying what must be done and achieved (the normative primary 

task) is not enough: in an effective organisation, all three primary tasks are 

aligned.  

 

In many schools the three primary 

tasks are not aligned:  

 Teachers may believe that they 

are working towards the primary 

task of the school, yet behave in 

ways that undermine this.  

 Teachers  may have different 

interpretations of the primary task 

from those who formulate the 

goals publicly. 

 Teachers may have different 

interpretations to each other.   

 People may think they are doing 

the same task but they have 

different values, views and levels 

of competence which impact on 

their actions and beliefs. 

 People may believe – consciously 

or unconsciously – that the 

publicly stated goals cannot be 

achieved under their 

circumstances. 

There are three types of primary 

tasks:  

1. The 

Normative 

Primary 

Task 

The publicly 

stated goals. 

 

2. The 

Existential 

Primary 

Task 

 

The task 

people believe 

they are 

undertaking 

and what they 

experience. 

 

3. The 

Phenomenal 

Primary 

Task 

 

The task that 

can be seen 

from what 

people actually 

do and how 

they behave, 

which is often 

not conscious. 

 

To be effective all three types of 

primary tasks should be aligned. 
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Individuals in organizations operate in formal and informal groups to do 

their work: organizations have an interpersonal as well as an inter-group life 

where there are cross-cutting social relations and contested power relations.  

 

Energy must be focused on real work: there can be tensions between the 

demands of social relations (“psychopolitics”) and the demands of the work 

task (“real work”).  

 

Changing all schools in a system is difficult because each school 

functions differently; policies developed at a distance from individual 

schools and their specific conditions ignore the organisational context.   

 

There is no proven way of changing the dynamics of individual schools 

other than working closely with them. 
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 South African Education Quality research 

Much research has been published on post-apartheid Education in South 

Africa. Several studies focus on the performance of the system.  

 

There have been some improvements in 

South African education: 

o Enrolment rates increased between 

1996 and 2001. 

o The majority of students aged 7 to 15 

were in school in 2001. 

o Primary school enrolments were 

almost complete. 

o Secondary school enrolments had 

increased, but enrolments were 

dropping off in later years.  

 

 However, inequalities remain within the 

South African system. 

 

 

Children are moving through 
the education system at 
differing rates, which vary 
noticeably by population 
group.  In particular, some 
“black” African children in 
the more rural provinces are 
moving through the system 
rather slowly.  Some 
“coloured” children are also 
moving rather slowly 
through the system.  The 
quality of education in 
schools, especially those in 
the former homelands, 
requires further research 
(StatsSA, 2005). 

 

 

South Africa has performed very poorly in international benchmarked 

tests: 

o In the 2003 TIMSS test on Maths and Science proficiency at Grade 

8 level, South Africa came last of the fifty participating countries 

(see Reddy, 2006, 2005).  

o In the 1999 TIMSS test, South Africa came last of the thirty 

nineparticipating countries.  Less than 0.5% of South Africa’s 

students reached the top 10% international benchmark (Howie, 

2001). 
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o On SACMEQ tests administered in 2005, South Africa scored ninth 

out of fourteen countries in the region (Taylor, 2006); top 

performers were Seychelles, Uganda, Kenya and Tanzania.  South 

Africa’s results were worse than Swaziland, Botswana and 

Mozambique, but better than Lesotho, Namibia, Zambia and 

Malawi.  Many of the countries that performed better than South 

Africa spent less on their education systems than South Africa did 

at the time.  

o In the UNESCO Monitoring Learner Assessment (MLA) tests for 

Grade 4 in 1999, South Africa’s numeracy score was 30%, a lower 

score than Mauritius, Senegal and Malawi (Reddy, 2005).  

 

South Africa’s own systemic testing has confirmed the very low 

performance: 

o The Grade 3 Systemic Evaluation (2001) found low achievements 

in literacy and numeracy across all provinces (Kanjee, 2007).   

o The Grade 6 Systemic Evaluation (2004) also pointed to low levels 

of performance across Language of Learning and Teaching (LOLT), 

Maths and Science.  The evaluation found a vast differences in 

performance between urban and rural learners, and between those 

whose LOLT was the same as their home language, and those for 

whom the LOLT was different. 

 

South African schooling is not effective in terms of learner results.   

South African schooling is not efficient. South Africa performs less well 

than most of its neighbours, who spend less on their education systems.  

 

South Africa has improved access to 

schooling, but it has not provided access to 

quality schooling for the majority of the 

population.  In South Africa the best results are 

achieved by historically privileged schools 

The problem does not lie in 
the performance of “black” 
learners from better socio-
economic backgrounds. 
Rather, it lies in the abysmal 
performance of the largest 
part of the former “black” 
school system and its failure 
to improve educational 
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(quintile 5), and there is a large gap between 

these schools and historically disadvantaged 

schools (quintile 1) as these lower quintile 

schools also have very low performance rates.   

 

In South Africa inequalities in “black” 

education are extreme. 

outcomes rapidly among the 
poor so as to overcome the 
legacies of the past.  Policy-
makers appear to be 
insufficiently aware of this  
(van der Berg, et al, 2002). 

The quality of education is a major concern. 

Teaching and learning within the South African 

system as a whole are in crisis. Of greatest concern is 

poor performance in Mathematics and Science:  

o At most 20% of South Africa’s schools 

were functioning adequately according to 

the South African tests.  

o The other 80% of schools – schools 

serving poor African communities – were, 

“essentially dysfunctional”.   

South Africa faces 
a serious problem:  
“the inability of 
most schools to 
provide young 
people with the 
attitudes and 
intellectual skills 
required to build a 
modern state” 
(Taylor, 2006).   

 

 

Five Major Factors That Might Improve Learning in South African 

Schools. 

1. Home-level Factors, 

Including Language. 

 

 
When schools teach in the language of the home, especially in early years, 
learning is improved.  Learning is also improved when children read at 
home and do homework. 
 

2. Time Management. Many teaching hours are lost through absenteeism, lack of punctuality, 
and the scheduling of activities such as choir and sports competitions.  
Increasing teaching hours would bring notable improvements. 
 

3. Curriculum Leadership. This entails the principal or heads of departments ensuring that the 
curriculum is covered, monitoring student assessment and undertaking 
quality assurance measures, and managing books and stationery.  Sound 
curriculum leadership would improve school functioning. 
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4. The Teaching of 

Reading 

In many cases, confusion over curriculum requirements meant that 
teachers were not actually teaching basic reading and writing. 
 

5. Teacher Knowledge Teachers need stronger content knowledge, and also knowledge of how to 
teach particular subjects. 

(Taylor, 2006) 


