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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..  

 

This executive summary provides a high level overview of Papers 1-6. 
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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.  

 

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

schools.  They were chosen to be from different former departments under 

apartheid. They are from different socio-economic contexts (mostly in quintiles 

2 to 4), some are rural, some are in regional centres, some are in townships 

and one is in a city suburb.  

Paper 2: What do we know about SCHOOLS THAT 
WORK from other studies? 
 

We already have a wealth of information about what makes some schools 

work better than other schools.  

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.   

 

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 how to 

have more of these.   
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The core of educational practice – teachers in their classrooms – is 

rather difficult to reach and/or to change.   

o Good classroom practice depends on 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 teacher professional communities as a lever, but these 

may also consolidate poor practice; and   

o are influenced by the way the school does things. This is known 

as the school culture (which is also not simple 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 The quality of education 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. 

 

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

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

schooling for the majority of the population.   

o The best results are achieved by historically privileged schools 

(quintile 5 which are the least poor schools), and there is a  large 
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gap between these schools and schools that are ‘historically 

disadvantaged (quintile 1). 

o Inequalities in black education are extreme. 

PAPER 3: What do we know about Schools That Work 
from Senior Certificate Results? 
 

There is an inequality regarding a school’s performance in terms of the 
school’s socio-economic position.  

This is measured by quintile. Low quintiles are most poor, high quintiles are 

least poor. On average: 

 The richer the school (in top quintiles) the higher its pass rate. 

 The poorer the school (in bottom quintiles) the lower its pass rate. 

 
There are exceptions to this pattern in all quintiles:  

 There are schools with 100% pass rates in all the quintiles.  

 There are very poor schools that have 100% pass rates. 

 There are schools with 0% pass rates in quintiles 1, 2, 3 and 4.   

 There are no schools with 0% pass rates in quintile 5, however, there 

are some quintile 5 schools that perform very badly.  

 

There is an inequality regarding a school’s performance in terms of the 

school’s former department under apartheid.  

 
There are exceptions to this pattern in all former apartheid departments, but in 

general: 

 Former “white”, “Indian” and “coloured” schools perform much better 

than former black African schools.  

 Schools in former homelands perform the worst. 

 

Socio-economic background clearly has an overriding effect on results, as 

does a school’s former department under apartheid.  The school that a learner 

attends has very strong effects on their likely results.  
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Former apartheid departments were funded differently – and unfairly under 

apartheid-- but this funding was reversed after 1994. The poorest schools now 

receive the most funding. However, they seem to perform the worst. Under 

apartheid these schools were formerly designed for “black” African learners.  

 

The research does not answer why this is the case but the researchers think 

that in general: 

 There still seems to be the strong presence of organisational patterns 

and cultures that were established under apartheid by the former 

departments.  

 Former “white” and “Indian” schools seem to have an organisational 

culture that supports achievement whereas schools in other former 

departments do not seem to support achievement.  

 It seems that daily life in schools, in terms of organisational practices 

and the culture of expectations of teachers and learners, has not 

changed much since the apartheid era.   

 The Language of Teaching and Learning may have a strong influence 

on school performance. 

 

Former departments were classified by race – of teachers and learners. This 

is no longer the case. The researchers think that:  

 “White”, “Indian” and “Coloured” schools may have become racially 

mixed. 

 Most teachers in these schools are first language English or Afrikaans 

speaking.   

 The “white”, “Indian” and “coloured” learners in these schools are 

probably learning in their home languages.   

 “Black” African learners in these schools are likely to have adults at 

home with high aspirations for their children, and the resources to pay 

higher fees.   

 

The Schools That Work research does show that: 

 there are exceptions to these patterns; 
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 these patterns may be changed through human effort and agency; and 

 in succeeding schools, the way schools do things (their organisational 

culture) supports achievement. 

 

But it must be noted that these Senior Certificate patterns are deep and 

changing them is not easy. 

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; they take what 

support they can from external agencies such as 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.  
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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, 

they struggle to find and keep good teachers and their resources – generally 

inadequate – are stretched to the limit.   

   

 

The people 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 

class learning.  

 

But the researchers know that this is not true. For them to achieve what 

should be happening – as ordinary – under their 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. 



Schools That Work Paper Series  2011 
 

 
 

9 

 

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. 

 
 

 

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  
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Focus on their primary task of teaching and learning with a sense 
of purpose, responsibility and commitment

Carry out their tasks (teaching and learning, supported effectively 
by management and leadership) with competence and 
confidence.

Have organisational cultures support hard work, achievement and 
success

Have internal accountability structures which help them meet the 
demands of external accountability (like Senior Certificate 
results.)  

Schools That Work

 

PAPER 5: Analysis of the SCHOOLS THAT WORK? 
Four ways of doing things - dynamics - stand out in Schools That Work: 

 

Schools That 
Work focus on 

their central 
tasks of 

teaching, 
learning, and 
management. 

Schools That 
Work carry out 
their tasks with 

competence and 
confidence

Schools That Work 
have organisational 

cultures that support 
hard work, expect 
achievement, and 

acknowledge success; 

Schools That 
Work have 

strong internal 
accountability

systems.
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PAPER 6: Recommendations from the SCHOOLS 
THAT WORK research 
 

Recommendation 1: Support, reward and stabilise schools that perform 

well: assist them to be sustainable. Slowly increase the number of schools 

that perform well. 

 

Recommendation 2: Build the capacity of teachers, both through pre-

service preparation and in-service development. National and provincial 

departments, together with Higher Education Institutions, should provide 

high quality pre- and in-service teacher education. Enhance the status of 

the teaching profession and attract good new teachers. 

 

Recommendation 3: Focus on the functioning of primary schools: 

reading, writing and numeracy should be the essential task of primary 

schooling. This must be evident in all Learning Outcomes and Assessment 

Criteria of all other subjects. The Language of Learning and Teaching 

must be clear in the curriculum and assessment. 

 

Recommendation 4: Simplify and improve how schools report to district 

offices for external accountability.  

 

Recommendation 5: Improve the resources for schools by spend more 

of the allocated funding on improving the infrastructure of schools.  

 

Recommendation 6: Provide additional psychological and social welfare 

support for schools in difficult circumstances especially township schools.  

Increase and provide specialist support services in all districts.  

 

Recommendation 7: Encourage schools to build their own networks of 

support, as part of their capacity to address the problems they face.  

Develop and extend the links between the Departments of Education, 
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Social Welfare, Health and SAPS to offer support to schools.  “Full service 

schools” could be a positive part of community development. 

 

Recommendation 8: Support schools as nodes of care for orphans and 

vulnerable children.  Give care and support for all children in poverty. 

Extend school feeding to secondary schools and continue feeding 

schemes during school holidays.   

 

Recommendation 9: Assist schools with discipline. Make sure that 

disciplinary procedures are fast and effective. 

 

Recommendation 10: Develop and communicate further learning and 

employment pathways for learners who pass the Senior Certificate in 

schools in poor communities, including rural and remote communities. 

Talent should not be lost. 

 

Recommendation 11: Bring together the principals from Schools That 

Work to discuss their hopes and achievements with the Minister of 

Education.  Establish a professional network or community of Schools 

That Work.  

 

 

 


