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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: http://www..  
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PAPER 4: What was found in the SCHOOLS THAT 
WORK? 
 
What did the researchers find in the 18 schools they visited? 

 
The Schools That Work battle social conditions of poverty (like hunger, 

AIDS orphans, pregnancy, substance abuse etc), but;   

 are highly motivated schools with dedicated teachers, and busy 

learners; 

 they do all they can to focus on achievement in the Senior Certificate 

exams; and 

 they celebrate their achievements to motivate themselves further.   

 

These schools are remarkable in their vitality and social cohesion, their goal 

orientation and focus, their hard work and their achievements, where others 

have failed.   

 

The Schools That Work have good leadership structures; they are mostly 

led by principals and/or School Management Teams (SMTs) who strive to 

‘play the game’ and achieve success for their schools under difficult 

conditions.  By their energy and effort, they succeed and use this success as 

motivation.   

 

The Schools that Work get support from many places; their external 

agencies include donors, NGOs, Departments of Health and Welfare, the 

Police, and textbook publishers.  Some Schools That Work are supported by 

districts and departments, but many are not.  They receive little, if any, special 

treatment from their districts and many of them give and receive support from 

other schools. 

 

The Schools That Work face common problems; they cannot control their 

learner intake, they have high staff turnover and do not have stable staffing, 
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they struggle to find and keep good teachers and their resources – generally 

inadequate – are stretched to the limit.   

 

So many 

questions... 

So few clear 

answers. 

 

There is not 

one answer 

which applies to 

each school. 

 

 What is the cost of these 

remarkable efforts on the part of 

staff and principals?   

 Are these conditions sustainable?   

 Can they be replicated in similar 

schools?   

 Are their Grade 12 achievements 

at the expense of teaching in 

lower grades, or do they build on 

foundational teaching in lower 

grades?   

 To what extent is success in the 

exam an indicator of good 

education or of extensive exam 

‘drilling’?  

 Do they open pathways for their 

learners?   

 What are their sources of vitality 

and resilience?   

  

 

People that were interviewed at the various Schools That Work said that they 

are doing nothing out of the ordinary and that they are simply doing what they 

should do:  principals being principals, teachers teaching, and learners in 

classes learning. However, the researchers know that this is not true; for them 

to achieve what should be happening – as ordinary – under their 
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circumstances is extraordinary. They perform much better than average 

regardless of the fact that they exist in poorer and difficult contexts.  

 

Nine themes stand out: 

 
1. The Schools That Work have highly committed principals and 

teachers.  
 

2. The Schools That Work organise teaching and learning well. 
 

3. The Schools That Work are effectively lead and managed. 
 

4. The Schools That Work acknowledge, praise and motivate learners 
and teachers in public ways for good performance. 

  
5. The Schools That Work do not have enough resources to offer a 

well-rounded education. 
 

6. The Schools That Work generally do not value and/or get support 
from their districts.  
 

7. The Schools That Work felt that the implementation of the national 
appraisal, performance management and whole school evaluation 
processes was difficult. 
 

8. The Schools That Work are concerned with the quality of the 
curriculum in primary schools. 
 

9. The Schools That Work are concerned about the socio-economic 
conditions and anti-social behaviour in their communities. 
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Learners

Teachers

Schools

Districts

Schools That Work

Are committed 
Set personal goals
Know their achievements

Care about their learners
Are proud of their learners
Follow achievements after 
school

Set  their own goals and 
targets of excellence
Motivate themselves to 
achieve these

Strive to continuously 
improve
Are proud of their 
achievements (like Dinaledi
school status)

Do not have ongoing or 
thorough relationships with 
these schools  

 
 
Below, each theme is explained in more detail. 
 

THEME 1: The Schools That Work have highly committed 
principals, and teachers.  
This was one of the most powerful themes in the study. Community 
involvement and learner commitment were also notable in these schools. 

 
In each school, teacher ‘dedication’, ‘commitment’, and work ethic is stressed: 

getting good results is a task above the ordinary and it requires extra time for 

teaching as well as a clear purpose and a focus on teaching. 

 

The Schools That Work community strongly feels it owns the school; it is 

their school.  

 

The Schools That Work principals, teachers and learners are all 

committed to the school. They share responsibility for making it a good 

school and they all feel that they belong to the school. 
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In Schools that Work teachers take responsibility for teaching and 

teachers are motivated to achieve.   

Schools That Work school leaders strategise to select and appoint their 

own staff; they have strict selection processes for teachers. 

 

Schools That Work find it difficult to find and keep good staff (especially 

for Maths and Science). They blame this on the salaries, the lowered status 

of the teaching profession and the ‘poaching’ of teachers by the district 

office. 

 

Schools That Work do not have all the staff they need; many have staff in 

acting positions. 

 

 
 

THEME 2: The Schools That Work organise teaching and 

learning well to; 

o ensure tasks are completed on time and to provide extra 

teaching time; 

o lead curriculums within the school and monitor progress 

continuously; 

o manage difficulties with condoned passes; 

These schools also show real concern for the future of their learners both 

outside and after school and they collaborate amongst their staff, and with 

other professionals. 
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Schools 
That Work 
ensure 
tasks are 
completed 
on time 
and they 
provide 
extra 
teaching 
time. 
 

Schools That Work know and show that time is precious. Time 
must be spent on teaching.  
 
Schools That Work know that good results need hard work and 
time studying. 
 
Schools That Work use extra teaching time, especially for Grade 
12s to produce good results. They teach during free periods, offer 
early classes, afternoon classes, evening classes, Saturday 
classes, Winter Schools, September Schools, or teach through 
holidays. 
 
Some Schools That Work finish the Grade 12 syllabus by May 
or June of that year and then spend the remainder of the year 
revising.   
 
Extra time may be used in different ways and for different reasons. 
For example;  

 to drill for exams;  

 to make up for time lost in the day/year;  

 to provide an enriched curriculum; and/or 

 to allow for extracurricular activities.   
 
Schools That Work revise, drill for exams and focus on exam 
preparation. 
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Schools That 
Work lead 
curriculums 
within the 
school and 
monitor 
progress 
continuously 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Schools that Work all have a system for organising and 
managing the curriculum in their school. How they do this is 
different for each school. 

 A principal, head of department or active teacher can 
lead curriculum. 

 The School Management Team can monitor 
curriculum. 

 Meetings can be held weekly, monthly or quarterly. 

 Meetings can be informal or formal and minuted. 

 Quarterly assessments show areas that need support.  
 
In Schools That Work there are frequent meetings and the 
sharing of information between teachers in the same 
learning area or subject. These meetings can be short and 

informal. 
 
In Schools That Work there are strong teachers who are in 
the classrooms teaching (at the chalk face). Some schools 

allow teachers to focus on sections that they are exceptionally 
good at teaching. 
 
Schools That Work support teachers in developing their 
teaching knowledge and competence.  
This can be done in different ways: 

 encouraging teachers to teach afternoon classes, and 
to go to workshops and winter classes to sharpen their 
content-knowledge; 

 encouraging teachers to use available materials such 
as The Star newspaper supplements; and 

 allowing senior staff to be cluster leaders, and act as 
models for teachers in other schools in the area.   

 
Schools That Work expect learners to be independent and 
to be involved in extra-curricular activities. For example 

learners; 

 participate in debates; 

 go on excursions; 

 commit to any extra classes on offer;   

 make use of libraries and other resource centres to 
find information for themselves; and 

 engage with current affairs and the news.  

 
Many Schools That Work use “conventional” teaching, with 
much “chalk and talk”.   
 
In Schools That Work many teachers are confident and 
competent in their subject knowledge.   
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Schools 

That Work  

manage 

condoned 

passes
1
  

Several Schools That Work  tend to focus on Grades 11 and 12. 

This may impact negatively on Grades 8, 9 and 10.   

 

Other Schools That Work actively focus on lower grades. 

 

Many Schools That Work seem to have high failure rates and 

drop out rates at Grade 10.  

    
Drop out rates in 4 Schools That Work (2007): 

 G10 G11 G12 

School O 542 261 148 
School C 459 234 116 
School P 323 220 142 
School L 270 189 139 

 

 

Schools That Work strongly deny selecting learners who are more 

likely to pass Grade 12. But there is some evidence that Schools 

That Work have strategies to maintain their high pass rates, for 

example: 

 they encouraging weaker learners to transfer to other 

schools; 

 they register weaker learners as “private candidates” for 

Grade 12 examinations so that the school examination 

centre number does not include learners likely to fail; 

 they de-registering weaker learners; and 

 they discourage weaker learners from staying to Grade 12. 

 

                                            
1
 A condoned pass is when a learner fails a grade but is promoted to the next grade on 

the basis of their age. 
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Schools That 

Work show 

real concern 

for the future 

and welfare 

of their 

learners 

outside or 

after school 

This is seen in the following examples: 

 Schools recognising education as a route out of 

poverty. 

 Schools supporting learners who had won the 

opportunity to travel abroad; this was also a source of 

school pride. 

 Regularly inviting motivational speakers to talk about 

careers and generally to motivate learners. 

 Only offering subjects at Higher Grade (2007) to ensure 

endorsement/ exemption for university.   

 

Schools That 

Work 

collaborate 

amongst 

their staff 

and with 

other 

professionals 

 

Schools That Work collaborate with other schools, through 

activities such as cross-school or district clusters; hosting other 

schools for professional development and sharing of relevant 

information; running Winter Schools and Saturday classes for 

several schools; convening education forums; and participating in 

a principals group. 

In Schools That Work teaching is not treated as the private 

work of individuals. 

In Schools That Work teaching is seen as serving the 

common good of a community of schools and not just that 

particular school. 

In Schools That Work the principal (or other education 

professionals) can walk into any classroom at any time.  

In some Schools That Work new teachers are mentored, 

supported and encouraged to observe experienced teachers’ 

lessons. 
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THEME 3: The Schools That Work are effectively lead and 
managed. 
 
In all the Schools That Work there is effective leadership and they are 

clearly well-managed. Quality leadership – of different sorts – is a key 

dimension of success.   

The type of leadership is different across the schools. Some schools have 

strong leaders as principals and others have dispersed leadership in the 

form of School Management Teams (SMTs), and Heads of Department 

(HODs). 

 

Principals in Schools That Work; 

 understand the history and identity of the school; 

 have a deep commitment to the community in which the school is 

located; 

 work with staff interpersonally (in different ways);  

 effectively use the strengths and talents of teacher;   

 are committed to the lives of young people and understand their 

needs;  

 see themselves as role-models; and  

 promote values such as respect and honesty. 

Several principals in Schools That Work do not do any classroom teaching: 

they feel that they need to be available to handle any crisis. Schools That 

Work do not always have a “heroic” principal. The key lesson here is that 

school leadership is complex and can be handled in different ways. 

 

Many Schools That Work have shared leadership structures such as; 

 SMTs; 

 being team-oriented—strong teams that empower and release 

leadership potential in others; 

 the principal being a role-model; 
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 having well-organised planning systems for every aspect of the school 

activities; and 

 having one deputy principal responsible for academics, and the other 

for administration. 

 
The staff in Schools That Work have confidence in their leaders and 

support them. In most Schools That Work there are good relationships 

between principals, management and teachers.   

 

All Schools That Work have high expectations of their teachers and of 

their learners And they have a culture of caring for teachers and learners.   

 

THEME 4: The Schools That Work acknowledge, praise and 
motivate learners and teachers in public ways for good 
performance. 
 
 
Schools That Work make an effort to acknowledge, praise and motivate 

staff and learners in public ways for good performance.  This can be 

done by the SMTs or the school principal. This may be a celebratory function, 

a certificate of acknowledgement end-of-term gatherings, outings to a 

restaurant, or a special meal. Non-monetary but formal rewards are very 

important in Schools That Work.  

 
Schools That Work are proud of their achievements: they display their 

trophies and certificates. These are in the foyer or the principal’s office and 

include sporting and cultural achievements such as choral or debating 

competitions.  

 

Schools That Work create their own–internal–ways of recognising and 

publically acknowledging achievements. This can be done in the following 

ways; 

 having competitions between their own classes; 

 prize-giving functions; 

 assemblies; 
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 publishing achievements in schools newsletters; and/or 

 giving discounts on school fees for academic achievement. 

 

Some Schools That Work receive external rewards from the province or 

Minister of Education, the local chief or embassies however, there may not be  

many external rewards. 

 
 

THEME 5: The Schools That Work do not have enough 
resources to offer a well-rounded education.  
 
Most Schools That Work do not have enough resources. They:  

 teach science and biology without laboratories; 

 do not to use textbooks systematically; 

 use photocopied notes and write notes on the black board for learners 

to copy into their books; 

 do not have adequate classroom spaces or have classrooms that are 

in poor conditions; 

 do not have practical equipment and space; and 

 get external support to provide more resources. 

 

Several principals in Schools That Work network in order to raise funding or 

donations (from international and national agencies or companies),organize 

expert assistance and arrange particular resources needed by their schools 

like extra classrooms, laboratories and libraries.   

 

Schools That Work focus on achieving good examination results although 

they do not have the resources to offer a well rounded education. 

 

THEME 6: The Schools That Work generally do not value 
and/or get support from their districts.  
 

Most Schools That Work do not have a thorough and ongoing relationship 

with the district office. Principals and Management staff in Schools that 
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Work expect to get expert support from district offices but they do not get this 

support. They would like this relationship to include training, advice, and 

inspections as this would help systemic accountability and improve the 

system. The district offices know which schools are Schools That Work, but 

they focus their attention on other schools.  

 

Some of the Schools That Work have complaints about the district 

support that are as follows:  

 they do not get much subject advisory support from the district; 

 they are not visited enough by the district; 

 they lose their best staff to the district office; 

 the district training provided on the curriculum (especially National 

Curriculum Standards - NCS) was too little and of poor quality.  

 
Some Schools That Work proactively arrange training and support from 

other places (like from NGOs’ or book publishers).  

 

THEME 7: The Schools That Work feel that the implementation 
of the national appraisal, performance management and 
whole school evaluation processes is difficult. 

 
IQMS (Integrated Quality Management System) is a major project to improve 

the quality of education in South Africa. It was initiated by the National 

Department of Education and includes appraisal, performance measurement, 

and whole school evaluation).  

The Schools That Work have mixed views about the IQMS. Some principals 

are positive about it because it helps with developmental appraisal, it includes 

appraising individual teachers and their remuneration, as well as whole school 

evaluation. Other principals are negative as they do not know how to use it, 

find that completing it is difficult, and they feel that it creates tensions in their 

school community. 

 

THEME 8: The Schools That Work are concerned about the 
quality of the curriculum in primary schools. 
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Most Schools That Work complain about the quality of learners coming 

from primary school. Some learners come to secondary school and they do 

not know how to read and write properly, they do not have basic subject 

knowledge and they find secondary school very difficult. 

 
Teachers in Schools That Work complain that the primary curriculum was 
not working; they feel that teachers in learners’ primary schools were not 
accountable for their learners’ performance. It became evident that poor 
primary school preparation is not a problem in combined schools as these are 
schools that have primary and secondary schools on one premises. 
 

THEME 9: The Schools That Work are concerned about the 
socio-economic conditions and anti-social behaviour in their 
communities. 
 
Schools That Work are worried about many social problems in their 

communities. Problems such as; 

 poverty; 

 lack of parental support.; 

 personal safety and crime; 

 discipline in school; 

 underage pregnancy; 

 HIV/ AIDS and tuberculosis; and 

 substance abuse. 

 

The learners in Schools That Work live in difficult conditions and are often 

faced with some of the social problems listed above as well as many others: 

most of them, experience these social problems as well as having to live in 

poverty.  

 

Schools That Work find it difficult to collect school fees. While several of 

the Schools That Work are “no fee” schools, most of them did collect minimal 

fees from parents who would pay anything between R500 and R300 per 

annum.   
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There is little parental support and care for learners in Schools That Work: 

learners in rural schools are better cared for and supported than those in 

urban and township schools. 

 

Many Schools That Work are concerned about safety and are threatened 

by crime: this is especially relevant for after-hour classes.  

 

Many Schools That Work struggle to enforce discipline at school. 

Principals feel that learners often have more rights than teachers do and this 

is often blamed on the lack of family structure and control, and on not being 

able to use corporal punishment.  However, some Schools That Work still use 

corporal punishment and others do not but principles would like to use it. 

 

Schools That Work want appropriate strategies for disciplining learners 

and they believe that these should not take up too much time. The Provincial 

department and/or district offices should offer more assistance with schools 

regarding discipline issues. Schools That Work do not understand and 

support national policies on discipline; they say that these policies do not 

fit in with local community practices.  

 

In many Schools That Work, processes on suspension and expulsion are not 

well known and understood and some principals would like to insist that 

school uniform is worn. 

 

Some Schools That Work do not have many problems with learners being 

absent or coming late while others lock the gates to prevent late learners 

entering the school.   

 

Several principals in Schools that Work are worried about substance 

abuse.  

 

Many Schools That Work have good relationships with the police and 

collaborate with police stations.  
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Many principals in Schools That Work are worried about underage 

pregnancies; they worry about how pregnancies disrupt the school and 

impact on its performance. As a result, some principals feel that these 

pregnant girls should not be allowed to come to school.  

 
Educators in Schools That Work do not speak openly about HIV and AIDS. 

Almost all Schools That Work have learners who are AIDS orphans. These 

learners depend heavily on the school nutrition programme in primary schools 

and some young children share their school meals with older brothers and 

sisters. In Secondary Schools some teachers contribute clothes and money to 

these learners. 

 
All schools are required to develop HIV/AIDS policies: some schools run 

awareness-raising programs and assist HIV/AIDS orphans to get social 

support grants. 

 

Some Schools That Work are concerned about drug-resistant TB. 
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