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Background to the Tool 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.  
 
There is a Schools That Work Paper Series which is an easy-to-read version 
of sections of that report. 
 
This is a Schools That Work Tool Series which extracts key ideas from this 
report for use by teachers, schools leaders, and district support staff and 
policy makers. 
 
The full report can be accessed on the Bridge Social Network which can be 
found at www.bridge.org.za. The document is available to members of the 
“Three Province School Leader Support Programme” group. 
 
 
The Schools That Work report and paper series highlighted the characteristics 
of the schools in the study.  
 
The tools or checklists provide a full list of positive characteristics for:  

 Tool 1: General school characteristics; 

 Tool 2: Learners; 

 Tool 3: Teachers; 

 Tool 4: School leaders; 

 Tool 5: District support; and 

 Tool 6: Policy makers. 
 

http://www.bridge.org.za/
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Nine themes were identified in Schools That Work. 

 
1. The Schools That Work have highly committed principals, and 

teachers. This is one of the most powerful themes in the study. 
Community involvement and learner commitment are also notable in 
these schools. 

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

a. ensure tasks are completed on time on task and to provide extra 
teaching time; 

b. lead curriculum within the school and monitor progress 
continuously; 

c. manage difficulties with condoned passes; and 
d. these schools show real concern for the future of their learners 

both outside and after school. 
 

3. The Schools That Work have effective leadership and management 
structures. 

 
4. The School 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 feel that the implementation of the national 
appraisal, performance management and whole school evaluation 
processes is difficult. 

 
8. The Schools That Work are concerned about 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  

 
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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Tool 6: POLICY MAKERS 
 
This tool highlights the key policy related issues which were reflected on in the 
Schools That Work report. 
 
The following policy issues were identified as posing difficulties to Schools 
That Work. 
 

1. Primary Curriculum. The Schools That Work identified several 

failures in the primary school curriculum and, in particular, very poor 
levels of reading and numeracy. This was in 2007, and much progress 
has been made with regard to greater specification of the curriculum 
and a clear focus on literacy and numeracy in policy since then. 
 

2. Condoned Passes. The practice of learners having to proceed to the 

next grade despite not meeting the required standard was a serious 
concern. This has implications for: 

a. assessment practices (and whether age or attainment is the 
main organisor for grades in schools); 

b. special education needs and inclusion; and 
c. remedial support in schools to provide additional support to 

learners who have not met the standards of the previous grade. 
 

3. Poverty. Schools become a site of support for orphans and vulnerable 
children. The Schools That Work report reflects on the following which 
were in place in 2007: 

a. The primary school feeding scheme; 
b. child grants; and 
c. no-fee schools. 

 
There is the potential to have schools as the centre of government services 
for these children. This requires consideration for the following: 

 extending the national feeding scheme to secondary schools; 

 extending the national feeding scheme to cater for children during 
school holidays and on weekends; and 

 tighter relationships between the following departments to put the child 
(or learner) at the centre of service delivery: 

o Department of Social Services (administration of child grants); 
o Department of Home Affairs (to ensure that orphans and 

vulnerable children have identification documents to access 
grants); 

o The Department of Basic Education; and 
o The Department of Health (primary health care and vaccinations 

of children). 
 
Additional consideration should be given to supporting orphans and 
vulnerable children in relation to school clothing and shoes. Co-ordinated 
mechanisms for distributing clothing to orphans and vulnerable children 
through schools may be considered. Some teachers in Schools That Work 
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take on these roles, and these teachers should be encouraged and supported 
in their caring role. 
 

4. Learner Discipline. The Schools That Work report raised concerns 

about the mechanisms for disciplining learners. In particular, this 
related to the balance between learners’ rights and learners’ 
responsibilities. Concerns were raised about not being able to use 
corporal punishment and slow response from districts in supporting 
discipline processes. Schools require policy assistance in developing 
codes of conduct and implementing disciplinary procedures and clear 
and supported processes which are efficiently handled by the school 
leaders (and in some cases with the efficient support of the district) are 
required. 

 
5. Crime and Anti-Social Behaviour. Crime and anti-social behaviour 

were identified as problems in schools: school safety is a major 
concern. At community level, collaboration between the police station, 
education district office and schools are required: Schools That Work 
have good relationships with the police who come into the schools to 
conduct searches as required. Such relationships should be extended 
to all schools and these searches should be a regular feature of 
schooling. 
 

6. School Staff Appointments. The school leaders in Schools That 

Work emphasised the importance of being able to select and appoint 
their own staff. Policy frameworks should ensure that this responsibility 
vests with the school leadership (principal and/or SMT), and should not 
be delayed or interfered with by province or district. Also, the number of 
educators in acting positions is a concern. 
 

7. Professional Consequences. The leaders in Schools That Work 
complained of the difficulties they face in dismissing teachers who are 
not performing or who are unprofessional. Concerns about prolonged 
absenteeism, lateness, and general unprofessional behaviour are a 
concern. A school needs set human resource practices and processes 
which are easy to understand and follow and that enable them to 
dismiss non-performing teachers or staff. 
 

8. Focus on Teaching. A strong theme in Schools That Work is the need 
to focus on classroom teaching. Policies that create an onerous 
administrative burden on teachers detract from their central role of 
teaching in the classroom. Reporting on progress should be quick and 
efficient and not take away from teaching time and neither should 
professional development interventions or district support to schools. 
Such activities (unless they involve visiting and supporting a teacher in 
their classroom) should only take place outside of school time and 
during school holidays.  
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9. External Accountability. Measures to be accountable to the district 
and province are needed. However, these should build on an internal 
culture of accountability: they should not be onerous and time 
consuming, and should not detract from the central task of teaching. 
Districts need to be able to identify schools that are performing well 
and to reward and acknowledge their work. Schools that, with some 
support, could perform well should be targeted for additional support 
and reward (conditional on the improvements aimed for). Schools that 
are failing require drastic intervention (such as being placed under 
administration, closed down or completely re-staffed).  
 

10. Support Staff. Schools That Work described conditions of poverty and 

other related socio-economic problems as hampering their 
effectiveness both academically and socially. Schools need regular 
access to specialised support staff including: 

a. health care professionals; 
b. councillors (educational psychologists); 
c. occupational therapists; and 
d. remedial and/or special educational needs staff.   

 
11. School Infrastructure. Facilities at schools remain lower than 

necessary for conditions that are necessary for learning. There has 
been progress with regard to piped water and sanitation as well as 
access to electricity and these basic infrastructure initiatives need to 
continue. There are also concerns about the lack of school 
infrastructure necessary for completing the curriculum. This relates 
particularly to the following at secondary school level: 

a. school libraries, staffed with a librarian; 
b. Physical Science laboratories; 
c. enough classrooms for schools with very high class numbers in 

some schools so as to avoid overcrowding; 
d. ICT centres and access to computers – particularly for the 

teaching of Computer Application Technology and Computer 
Science; but also as ICT literacy is a fundamental skill for 
learners. 
 

12. Extra curricular activities. The Schools That Work participate in 
activities that support learners outside of the curriculum. Performance 
in these activities and events is an important source of achievement 
and pride in the school. These most commonly include choir and 
debating competitions (which do not require facilities). Schools should 
be further supported and encouraged in terms of: 

a. sport (facilities, coaches and school sports leagues);  
b. academic competitions (such as Olympiads); and 
c. excursions (to museums, educational outings and 

performances). 
 
Competitions, awards and events that acknowledge and reward schools and 
individual learners, teachers and school leaders are very important. These 
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have an important role in identifying and encouraging top achieving learners 
and can create a sense of agency and achievement within a school. 
Furthermore, collaboration between the Department of Basic Education, 
Department of Sport and Recreation, and the Department of Science and 
Technology is required in this regard. Like the collaboration around poverty, 
such collaboration should put the school at the centre of service delivery for 
school-going youth. 
 

13. Resource Mobilisation. Schools That Work are able to network and 
mobilise to access additional resources from both governmental and 
non-governmental sources. The governmental sources include the 
examples below. 

a. Participation in national projects such as Dinaledi Schools. 
b. Interaction and relationships with other government departments 

including the below mentioned. 
i. Social Welfare 

ii. Police 
iii. Health 
iv. Sport and Recreation 
v. Science and Technology; 

c. Relationships with foundations, non-governmental organisations 
and corporate social investment initiatives. 

 
Schools require access to these support networks: the role players in these 
networks (private and public) need to be supported to continue their 
engagement in ways that contribute to the provincial and district level visions. 
These networks can be used to provide support to schools and as a reward 
for improvements in targeted areas.  

 


