
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Case Study  
 Policy and Practice 



 

BRIDGE is a registered non-profit organisation that was established in South Africa in 

2009 with the aim of linking people and sharing working practice and knowledge in key 

leverage areas in the education system. From 2013 - 2015, Khulisa Management Services 

(Khulisa) conducted a developmental evaluation of the Bridge Community of Practice 

(CoP) model and methodology. As part of this evaluation, Khulisa conducted a series of 

case studies on three distinct themes that emerged from the evaluation’s research 

questions. These themes include (1) “innovation”, (2) “policy and practice”, and (3) 

“knowledge generation and management”.  

 

One of BRIDGE’s intended outcomes is to create a link between practice on the ground 

and provincial and national policy creation and implementation. In the final phase of 

the developmental evaluation, Khulisa investigated the extent to which BRIDGE has 

shared the work of the community of practice to help spread effective practice, and 

generate a link between policy creation/policy implementation and practice. The “policy 

and practice” case study provides an example of where and how vertical integration is 

taking place in the Maths and Science Learner Support CoP’s Tertiary Access Focus 

Group. This case was selected as a result of participatory engagement with BRIDGE, 

whereby the particular case was identified as the best illustrative example that provides 

insight into the link between policy and practice in the BRIDGE context. 

 

 

 

     OVERVIEW 



 

BRIDGE CASE STUDY: 
POLICY & PRACTICE 
 

This case study investigates the concept of “practice and policy change” in the Tertiary 

Access sub-group of BRIDGE’s Maths and Science Learner Support Community of 

Practice (CoP). The study follows up on a previous interview with a member of the 

Tertiary Access Focus Group who explains the link between policy and practice within 

the sub-group and how it has evolved over time. The case also incorporates the 

perspectives of other stakeholders, including various donors and BRIDGE. 

 

The key findings are (i) BRIDGE has an important role to play as an “honest broker” 

that brings government, donors and the NGO sector together in a first step towards 

effecting policy and practice change (ii) actively involving policy makers in the process 

of generating knowledge can facilitate their engagement and strengthen the link 

between policy and practice; and (iii) practice and policy change is ideally bi-

directional, with practice influencing policy and vice versa. 

 

This is an illustrative case study. It is descriptive in nature and intends to provide insight 

into the link between policy and practice in the BRIDGE context. Data for this study 

was collected through a variety of sources including key informant interviews with a 

representative from SAQA/DHET, a representative from the Sasol Inzalo Foundation, a 

representative from BRIDGE, and a review of relevant documents and records.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

In an interim evaluation of BRIDGE and its 

perceived role in linking practice and policy, 

respondents acknowledged that; 

 

“Influencing policy is a complex and long 

term endeavour and… policy is influenced in 

many ways. It’s influenced in terms of 

implementation, relationship building with 

government through joint projects; 

stakeholder groups that feed back to 

government as well as by hosting 

government participants at BRIDGE 

meetings”1. 

 

The role of BRIDGE in achieving this kind of 

influence has gradually evolved from an 

opportunistic approach towards a strategic 

plan to enable the vertical integration of policy 

and practice. As articulated by a BRIDGE staff 

member interviewed for this case study,  

 

“It’s a deliberate strategy on our part. We’re 

looking at what’s happening… in the policy 

environment. We’re looking at what’s  

 

happening at national government. We’re 

engaging. We’re making sure we make the 

linkages…” 

 

Policy is often considered in the literal sense of 

‘public policy’. However, in the context of 

Communities of Practice (CoPs), Hearn and 

White2 argue that policy: 

 

“… refers to more than just public policy to 

mean ‘a purposive course of action followed 

by an actor or a set of actors in dealing with a 

problem or matter of concern’ (Anderson, 

1975). This definition includes the policies of 

international institutions, bilateral agencies 

and NGOs.”  

 

From this perspective, influencing policy is 

about facilitating deliberate action at multiple 

levels, not just government.  

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

The Tertiary Access Focus Group (tertiary 

access group) is a sub-group of BRIDGE’s main 

Maths and Science Learner Support 

Community of Practice (CoP). Established in 

2010, the main CoP runs quarterly main-

community and sub-group meetings. The 

tertiary access group held its first meeting in  

2011 and consists of a group of individuals 

from within the larger CoP who are specifically 

interested in post-school issues such as 

                                                 

 

 

 

 

opportunities and pathways to tertiary 

education. The main activities that the tertiary 

access group engages in include: 

 

1. Sharing resources – both physical and 

intellectual 

2. Coordinating activities 

3. Sharing best practice 

 

 

Introduction 
 

Background 
 

1 Interim Evaluation, Khulisa Management Services, January 2014. 

1 Hearn, S. & White, N (2009). Communities of Practice: Linking Knowledge, Policy and Practice. Overseas Development Institute Background Note. Retrieved 18.12.2014 from 

http://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/odi-assets/publications-opinion-files/1732.pdf 

http://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/odi-assets/publications-opinion-files/1732.pdf


Early on, BRIDGE invited the South African 

Qualifications Authority (SAQA) to join the 

sub-group as a parastatal government 

representative organisation responsible for 

tertiary access projects and programs in the 

country. More recently, the tertiary access 

directorate moved from SAQA to the 

Department of Higher Education and Training 

(DHET) and government representation at the 

sub-group changed accordingly. However, 

although government participation is 

represented at the tertiary access group, a 

representative from the Sasol Inzalo 

Foundation (in-kind funders of the sub-group) 

points out that; 

 

“These things are sort of person-dependent. I 

can’t say that it’s systematic or that the 

organisations are committed or that they 

participate” 

 

In other words, it is individual people from 

government that participate rather than 

government itself in an organisational sense. 

In addition, the participation of these 

individuals is not yet systematic. 

 

On the other hand, according to a government 

representative who was interviewed for this 

case, participation in the CoP, particularly in 

the tertiary access group, allows government 

be in the same room as NGOs and funding 

organisations operating in this space; 

 

“When we saw BRIDGE… it provided a place 

where both a number of NGOs as well as 

funding organisations came together. Not 

that they coordinated or that they 

collaborate, they’re just together… in one 

room but at least sharing best practice and 

some of that rubs off” 

 

According to the government participant, 

BRIDGE is a forum whereby government can 

participate and gain insight into what civil 

society thinks about maths & science and how 

it relates to learners’ tertiary career choices. 

Even one representative is able to take back 

what is learned to the larger organisation. 

 

Different stakeholders within the tertiary 

access group have divergent opinions 

regarding the current status of the group. 

According to the government representative 

interviewed for the case, the tertiary access 

group has begun to develop into its own 

community; 

 

“I think over time the need for some kind of 

coordination, some kind of sharing of 

information, sharing of best practice, well 

that’s what Communities of Practice are all 

about and it’s beginning to be expressed with 

a stronger voice by the participants” 

 

According to this informant, the tertiary access 

group has begun to build trust and 

collaboration among its members, evolving 

from a collection of individuals towards a 

maturing and active community as articulated 

in the following comment: 

 

“I see… trust developing because people can 

now say, ‘look, I don’t know anything about 

this. I’m just here to learn’… to be able to say 

that in a group, there must be some element 

of trust that you feel okay to say it… and 

that’s beginning to be noticed. At least, I 

notice that more clearly nowadays.” 

 

The statements above reflect a big departure 

from an interview one year earlier with the 

same government representative. At that time, 

the representative felt that, “There is a bit of 

mutual distrust, both from government and 

from NGO sides”. Later in the current 

interview, the government representative 

articulates how the tertiary access group is 



now beginning to share practices and lessons, 

building a more trustful community: 

 

“It’s in all of those groups that this exchange 

of ideas and saying ‘look, sorry, I don’t know 

anything about this’… and then also the 

anecdotal stuff, some of it is personal 

experiences… of what happened in this 

school and that school. So to share that - 

both the successes and those things that 

have not been that successful – is crucial. So 

people are saying ‘I got stuck here and I 

didn’t know what to do. Is there anybody 

here that can say how I get out of this’… 

Those are what Communities of Practice are 

about – sharing best practices, getting 

different views of the problems we face and 

the solutions. So, ja, it’s beginning to work” 

 

On the other hand, the representative from the 

Sasol Inzalo Foundation feels that because the 

same people are not participating in the 

tertiary access group regularly, it signals that 

the people attending do not get value out of 

participation in the group, as described in the 

comment below; 

 

“If people were really getting value out of it 

wouldn’t they keep coming back? The fact 

that we have such a turnover… there is 

continuity in the work, but I can’t help 

wonder… why people don’t come back” 

 

Different stakeholders in the group seem to 

feel differently about their participation, and 

about the overall value of the Tertiary Access 

Focus Group.

 

 

 

 

 

According to the government representative 

interviewed for this case study, the Maths and 

Science CoP has built a strong relationship 

with the Gauteng Department of Education as 

voiced below; 

 

“…the maths [and science community of 

practice] and a bit of the tertiary access 

[group] have had a strong partnership or 

relationship with the GDE [Gauteng 

Department of Education] and so there is 

already a kind of ‘working with government’ 

with those providers … and I think that’s the 

strongest thing that’s happening in the 

Province. There is some work being done by 

organisations in Limpopo, in the Eastern 

Cape, but you don’t get the sense that the 

department in those provinces are as strongly 

involved as they are in GDE.” 

 

 

This perspective has changed over time as, in 

an interview one year prior, the same 

representative did not feel that BRIDGE had 

actively built sufficient ties with government.  

 

A BRIDGE representative interviewed for this 

study acknowledges that links between policy 

and practice are finally beginning to become 

evident. One of the most interesting examples 

of this is the fact that the tertiary access focus 

group members are working together on the 

tertiary access chain and this collaborative 

work is beginning to have an impact on policy. 

In the words of the BRIDGE representative; 

  

“I think we’ve seen some interesting instances 

where policy has been influenced by practice, 

out of BRIDGE. So, you know, the famous 

example of the tertiary access chain…my 

understanding is that it has had a direct link 

Practice and Policy  
 



into what DHET’s doing around policy to do 

with career advice and preparation for tertiary 

and post-tertiary and that the tertiary access 

chain has become a kind of a developmental 

pathway that they’ve used to inform their 

thinking. So, I think that’s really exciting that 

it’s being taken into a government 

department like that.” 

 

The government representative echoes this 

statement with the following; 

 

“Following through from the last interview... 

the project that used to be with SAQA is now 

with the Department of Higher Education and 

Training [DHET] so that’s where it’s located. 

So the chances of facilitating a national 

footprint are increased. So, we’re busy setting 

up an initial meeting with… BRIDGE… and the 

department… because the ideas that have 

come from the Community of Practice are 

really percolating in the policy development 

team” 

 

The government representative goes on to say 

that this exchange of ideas and sharing of best 

practice has led to action within the 

department: 

 

“The ideas that are coming from the 

Community of Practice are finding their way 

into the drafts of the policy, the national 

policy for careers development.” 

 

Regarding the role that BRIDGE could play in 

facilitating this link between knowledge, policy 

and practice, the government represented 

noted that, 

 

“I think that’s a key role – a kind of ‘honest 

broker’ role – that is accepted by both sides 

as having, really, the interest of the kids in the 

system at heart and is not... motivated by 

other things. So clearly that’s a role they can 

play. The other thing, and this is why we have 

a sustained relationship with BRIDGE, is that 

when, as this policy is developing and 

consultations have to occur (and 

consultations is written in the policy…)… the 

NGO sector is not organised. So, if we want 

to speak to an NGO then we have to contact 

all of them… and BRIDGE is the closest thing 

to such a ‘working together on a voluntary 

basis’ through NGOs mainly involved in 

education.” 

 

From this perspective, BRIDGE plays two 

important roles in linking policy and practice: 

(1) brokering relationships between 

government, donors and civil society and (2) 

actively bringing different groups together in 

a neutral space.  

 

The government representative explains that 

the policy-practice link is not uni-directional. 

Although practice certainly can have an effect 

on policy, policy can affect, and has affected, 

practice too. This kind of bi-directional effect 

is reflected in the comment, below: 

 

“One of the outflows is that the Tertiary 

Access Group is now speaking of the ‘post-

school system’, not just tertiary entrance. 

Now that’s a direct linkage to the white 

paper, because the white paper speaks of a 

post-school system. And so even the 

language is being taken up… and now 

somebody [might] say ‘Ag, come on. 

Semantics’. But it’s not. It’s quite a big shift 

when you move from the one to the other 

because… it also has elements of ideological 

shifts” 

 

In a previous interview, the government 

representative interviewed for this case 

purported that although BRIDGE had the 

potential to play a role in supporting a link 

between practice and policy, they had no clear 



strategy to do so. In the current interview, 12 

months later, the representative noted: 

 

“The fact that BRIDGE is now saying, ‘let’s 

have a meeting, and we’re busy arranging the 

meeting. It’s going to happen in November’... 

is saying...  there’s the beginnings of a 

strategy.” 

 

From BRIDGE’s perspective, they are in the 

process of implementing a deliberate strategy 

to strengthen the link between practice and 

policy on the basis of prior recommendations, 

as noted by the BRIDGE representative 

interviewed for this study: 

“It’s a deliberate strategy on our part. We’re 

looking at what’s happening… in the policy 

environment. We’re looking at what’s 

happening at national government. We’re 

engaging. We’re making sure we make the 

linkages… We’re trying to keep the 

knowledge flow going between government 

and the community of practice. And then 

when a policy comes out actually taking it to 

the community and saying ‘do you have a 

response on it?’… and I think it makes people 

feel quite empowered” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The case presented above provides a number 

of interesting insights into the link between 

policy and practice in BRIDGE. Firstly, the 

government representative pointed out the 

fact that BRIDGE has an important role to play 

in linking government and CoP members and 

practitioners as they are seen as an “‘honest 

broker’” in the system. By playing this role, 

BRIDGE provides a conducive environment 

where trust is built and practice and policy 

change can occur. 

 

Another point raised during the interviews is 

the fact that BRIDGE actively brought 

government and the NGO sector together in a 

focus group to facilitate the vertical 

integration of policy and practice. In this case, 

it was important for government not only to 

be a passive bystander but rather to be an 

active participant in the focus group. 

Government representation and participation  

 

in the focus group had a direct effect on 

government’s career development services 

project, which supports the progress of career 

development polices in South Africa as 

reflected in the statement “The ideas that are 

coming from the Community of Practice are 

finding their way into the drafts of the policy, 

the national policy for careers development.” 

The government representative interviewed 

for this case made the important point that it 

is not only policy that was affected through 

the tertiary access focus group, but that 

practitioners have, in turn, changed the way 

they think about policy as reflected in the 

statement, “the Tertiary Access Group is now 

speaking of the ‘post-school system’, not just 

tertiary entrance. Now that’s a direct linkage to 

the white paper, because the white paper 

speaks of a post-school system.” In this sense, 

policy was able to influence practice, and 

practice changed policy in return. 
 
 
 
 

Discussion 
 



 
 
 

The key findings of this case study are 

summarised as follows: 

 

1. BRIDGE has an important role to play as an 

“honest broker” that brings government, 

donors and the NGO sector together in a 

first step towards effecting policy and 

practice change 

2. Actively involving policy makers in the 

process of generating knowledge can 

facilitate their engagement and strengthen 

the link between policy and practice; and  

3. Practice and policy change is ideally bi-

directional, with practice influencing policy 

and vice versa. 

 

 

 

The case presented suggests that linking 

practice and policy should be a two-way 

endeavour. Although the focus is on using 

best practice to influence policy, it is evident 

that policy, in turn, should then influence 

practice. In this win-win scenario both 

government and civil society affect, and are 

affected by, one another, sharing best practice 

and learning from one another.  

 

The case reveals, however, that there is still 

work to be done in bringing the tertiary access 

group members together towards a common 

perspective. 

 

 

 
 

 

Findings 
 


