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Setting the Scene 

This session of the Maths and Science CoP focussed on starting a discussion around an association for teachers 

of science – one that is active, vibrant and ongoing, able to empower science education practitioners and to 

give them a voice in matters that concern them professionally. 

Prof Marissa Rollnick, professor emeritus at the Wits School of Education, introduced the topic by tracing the 

history of developments in science education and science organisations since the 1980s, and describing the 

formation of SAASTE, the South African Association of Science and Technology Educators.  

This was followed by Dr Batseba Mofolo-Mbokane, lecturer in Mathematics Education at the University of the 

Witwatersrand, who described some of the features contributing to the success of AMESA, the Association for 

Mathematics Education in South Africa.  

Dr Angela James of the School of Education at the University of KwaZulu-Natal led the CoP in considering the 

potential benefits of a national association for science education practitioners, as well as some of the factors 

that might inform the association’s activities.  

 

Overview of Presentation 1  

Tracing the history: looking back on developments in science education and science 

organisations for teachers – Professor Marissa Rollnick 

In sketching this background to the situation that SAASTE, the South African Association of Science and 

Technology Educators finds itself in, Marissa expressed the hope that sharing this information would lead to 

people stepping forward and helping to revitalise the organisation.  

Marissa described the early 1990s, when South Africa was just emerging 

from apartheid, as an exciting time when the country faced a promising 

future and people were eager to be part of the new order – including science 

and maths education professionals keen to contribute their energy, ideas 

and experience.  

Black education had been in turmoil for 15 years, with little normal 

schooling taking place.  The late 1980s saw the establishment of the 

National Education Crisis Committee (NECC) and the rise of the concept of 

‘people’s education’.  An unfortunate development was the marginalisation 

of maths and science – these subjects were misunderstood, and many 

believed that they had no place in peoples’ education.    

In response, the NECC formed a commission to look into the revitalisation 

of maths and science education.  Within a short time this body separated 

into two:  the commission for maths went ahead, while that for science did not.  The maths commission was 
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able to evolve, successfully joining with the uniracial Maths Association of South Africa (MASA) to form AMESA, 

the Association of Mathematics Educators of South Africa.  AMESA continues to thrive, holding well-attended 

conferences, publishing an accredited journal, providing value to its members and enjoying wide support from 

the academic community.  

The science commission, in contrast, was unable to conclude unity agreements with the two science education 

organisations of that time, SAATPS (the South African Association of Teachers of Physical Science) and SAATOB 

(the South African Association of Teachers of Biology). Some of the dynamics at play were the constraints 

placed on the science commission by it limited access to funding, the presence of powerful NGOs in science 

education, and a lack of direction on the role of science education (science as a neutral body of knowledge vs 

the social and political elements of people’s education).  

A new organisation, the South African Association of Science and Technology Educators (SAASTE), was 

eventually launched in 2002. Since then SAASTE has held a number of national conferences (most recently in 

2016) but has not succeeded in establishing itself sustainably.  Some factors holding it back appear to be (or 

to have been) limited capacity and funding, logistical obstacles (e.g. transferring bank account signatories), 

factionalism and internal politics.  There continues to be some activity at branch level. This is driven largely by 

provincial education department subject advisors taking the initiative to develop teacher capacity.   

 

 

 

Overview of Presentation 2  

Features contributing to the success of AMESA, the Association for Mathematics 

Education in South Africa – Dr Batseba Mofolo-Mbokane 

Dr Batseba Mofolo-Mbokane, lecturer in maths education at the University of the 

Witwatersrand, shared some of the features that contribute to AMESA’s strength 

and have enabled it to attain a position of influence in South African maths 

education.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Local activities are the key to a successful teachers’ association.  Local teachers need to be the key holders of the 

organisation, to ensure that branch activities are relevant and to avoid branches collapsing when key people move.” 

More information can be found here:  

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/319093368_The_Growth_of_Science_Education_Organizations_in_the

_Old_and_New_South_Africa   

 A permanent office provides stability and continuity (payments, e.g. for 

congresses hosted in different provinces, are centralised through the main 

body to obviate changing bank account signatories)  

 Events and publications cater for maths education in all phases, as well as at 

TVET colleges  

 An active WhatsApp group encourages people to give their input, and helps to 

identify people who could play a larger role in the association’s activities  

 Support from HEIs and involvement of academics in a supportive role, i.e. not 

in the forefront of running the organisation 

 Local activities attract an active membership (including subject advisors).  
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AMESA’s biennial congresses address topical and relevant themes, and attract large numbers: 1700 members 

attended the 25th Annual National Congress in KZN during July 2019. Care is taken to ensure relevance and to 

foreground practice (“we always look at where our learners are and how they will be able to engage”).  A 

popular item on the congress agenda is ‘How I teach’. This draws a good response from teachers eager to 

share their experiences and to learn from one another.  AMESA encourages participation by providing teachers 

with opportunities to present at district level ‘mini-conferences’, to build their confidence and accustom them 

to presenting.  

Between national congresses, various lectures, training opportunities, newsletters and a journal help to 

sustain member interest. The journal (Pythagoras) is accredited, which helps to attract support. Teachers and 

senior post-graduate students are encouraged to contribute, again using a developmental approach of starting 

with shorter pieces and progressing to longer papers. Many of AMESA’s members are from rural schools, and 

appreciate the contact and opportunities to increase their knowledge. 

The information on classroom experiences and teaching practices that is shared through AMESA activities 

and publications is also helpful in teacher education, particularly at post-grad level. 

Batseba observed that while 

research would be needed to 

answer definitively, informal 

feedback had been positive.   

 

Overview of Presentation 2  

Purpose, benefits and features of an association for science education practitioners: 

sharing ideas to stimulate thinking – Dr Angela James 

Dr Angela James is a senior lecturer in science education at the University of 

KwaZulu-Natal, and is involved in community engagement and promoting 

sustainable development.  Angela strongly supports the concept of a national 

association for science teachers, and shared some of her thinking on the role 

and benefits of such an organisation.  

To open the discussion, the CoP looked at some of the functions an 

association might fulfil: 

 Sharing information; motivating and encouraging  

 Capturing and disseminating the voices of teachers who are working for 

change in their own areas 

 Adding value for young teachers, e.g. by bringing them into contact with 

more experienced peers who understand the issues and can help in 

practical ways  

 Building competence to improve learner performance and achievement, 

especially in under-resourced schools where it is most needed 

 Bridging the gap between education research and classroom practice, and vice versa. 

 

 

Crucial questions:  

 What are the teachers’ experiences of being engaged in AMESA?  

 What has been AMESA’s impact on maths education?  

 What has been AMESA’s impact on the progress of learners?   
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Elements to be considered when setting up a national association for science teachers: 

Opportunities and possibilities –  

Broadening the perspective to look at what opportunities and possibilities an association might present or be 

able to tap into:   

 What opportunities are out there to enhance the learning of our learners? 

 What opportunities are out there to enhance school communities (teachers, parents/ guardians, 

management)? 

 What are the different possibilities that it could link to? 

Some ideas can be gleaned from what is being done elsewhere in 

the world. One such example is the International Organization for 

Science and Technology Educators (IOSTE). Another is Lumia, a 

Finnish organisation that networks with academics and teachers.   

Based on her experience of these and other organisations, Angela drew attention to two main issues: 

Firstly, the importance of addressing what the association will do for its individual members. Angela observes 

that: “What an association does depends on who is in charge. This is an alarm bell we need to have in our 

heads.”  It is important to look at who would join, their reasons for joining, and what they would want to 

enhance within themselves and their contexts. 

Secondly, involving industry in supporting the association has a ‘multiplier’ effect on what it can do in terms 

of supporting and enhancing science and technology education.  

The identity of the teacher –  

Teachers are significant role players in society, and their identity is informed by their role.  Although teachers 

are expected to impart ‘knowledge, skills, attitudes and values’, their role is so much more than this.   

 

 

An association would need to find a balance of “valuing teachers while also challenging and motivating them 

with regard to how much more they can do, and how differently things can be done”, and to share these 

messages with others throughout the association. An association would need to look at “the whole process 

and function of learning”, including equipping teachers to action or implement that learning, once they leave 

the learning setting.  This would involve helping teachers develop a true understanding of “who they are and 

what their potential is”. 

With regard to challenging teachers to ‘do more’, Angela observes that this challenge also applies to learners.  

Citing the example of projects submitted to the Eskom Expo, Angela advocates encouraging learners to choose 

project topics that relate to real problems in communities1. Directing the learners’ attention towards the 

                                                           
1 The Finnish organisation Lumia holds an annual international competition that South African learners could enter. Submission is by 

means of 2-minute videos and learner journals. For details of the criteria and some examples of projects, contact Angela at 

jamesal@ukzn.ac.za  A recent example of a winning project from India: In an area susceptible to flooding, a group of boys developed 

an alarm system to alert communities to imminent flooding.  

“Anything we do has to recognise that 

learners are in a particular context – and 

to recognise the networks and linkages 

that exist within school communities.” 

. 

 

… to be interactive 
… to empower others 

… to motivate 

… to discipline 

mailto:jamesal@ukzn.ac.za
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impact on that community of whatever they are investigating or demonstrating, would both provide context 

and motivate the learners to go further in their thinking.    

 Professional development – 

Professional development would form a key role. Some ideas on what an association could do are:  

 Provide teachers with ongoing developmental experiences, where they begin as novices working with 

more experienced mentors, and gradually develop towards being mentors themselves, as mature 

individuals who can work more extensively and enhance themselves even more 

 Provide induction programmes for new teachers (as the DBE does not appear to be making progress in 

this regard)  

 Bring together various role players (teachers, subject advisors, university staff) to share a common 

message about learner performance.  An organisation of this kind could even develop locally relevant 

testing procedures to assess learner performance. 

 Consider ways of ‘Africanising’ science education 

 Introduce ways of using science education to stimulate creativity and raise the level of learners’ thinking  

 Promote reading competence through the teaching and learning of science (reading competence is 

particularly important in terms of learning for, and making meaning of, the 4th Industrial Revolution) 

 Support teachers dealing with unfamiliar topics (e.g. the message of climate change) 

 Provide a link between science education and science education research, to make sure that research 

findings make their way to practitioners, and to assist researchers with a realistic view of practice. 

Other pertinent points: 

 Having teachers earn SACE points for participating in association activities would be a big plus. 

 Look into the possibility of tapping into 

SETA funding for skills development (e.g. 

ETDP SETA).   

 

 

Group Discussion 

Discussions took place in plenary. This selection shows the variety of perspectives:  

Making contact with SAASTE, to start a conversation aimed at understanding the issues that affect its 

functionality, and to explore a possible way forward.  Some issues to be looked at are: 

 Whether to try to revitalise SAASTE, or to start a new association  

 If starting a new national association, how would it differ from SAASTE?  Would it be similar, thereby 

running parallel and competing on the same terms, or would it come from a different perspective?  

 If a new association were to be formed, what would happen with SAASTE? 

 

“For any development, we depend on people’s desire and will 

to really improve things.  We need to have a common 

purpose. We also have to start here, now, with the people who 

are present.”  (Dr Angela James, concluding her presentation) 

 

. 
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Learning from AMESA – not trying to mimic AMESA, but foregrounding the experience and real needs of 

science teachers 

Building on an already functioning base:  

Science fairs and expos offer opportunities for partnering, getting people on board, and developing a common 

purpose.  Many involve teachers, so could provide a way to reach teachers and bring them together to discuss 

challenges. The Eskom Expo for Young Scientists takes place nationally, with a network of regional expos. There 

are several others as well. A concern is that it tends to be top schools that participate in/ attend these events 

– an association would need to reach teachers in schools that are not well-resourced. 

Science centres also offer possibilities e.g. those at Pretoria University, Scibono and Pelindaba (NECSA) visitors’ 

centre (which is located near a rural area with many schools). 

Partnering with NGOs, such as Uplands Outreach in Mpumulanga. 

Subject advisors are an important resource, and are well placed to reach teachers (but are often 

overstretched).    

The new White Paper on Science, Technology and Innovation, published by the 

Department of Science and Technology in March 2019, notes government’s intention to 

increase and broaden support for science education.  Could a national association for 

science education tap into this?   

https://www.dst.gov.za/index.php/legal-statutory/white-papers/2775-white-paper-on-

science-technology-and-innovation  

The need for a clear vision to guide activities (what are the aims to be achieved, who will benefit, which 

areas are to be targeted?). This should include reaching out to teachers in rural areas. 

The role of the association’s constitution. 

Drawing up a list of people willing to contribute, to help organise, to provide information.   

Setting up a committee – suggestions include: someone from each province; people knowledgeable about 

SAASTE and AMESA; subject advisors; committee members to be participants in the practice of science 

education, and committed to this process.  (Some names put forward: Marissa, Monde, Angela.) 

Using social media – setting up and coordinating a WhatsApp group for science teachers in South Africa 

– this initiative would need to include subject advisors, as they could assist in providing useful content. 

Starting small by organising a local event that would appeal to teachers who have difficulty accessing 

support – it would not require many resources and could be repeated in different areas. This would give a 

sense of how an association would be received, and provide a basis to build on.  Some considerations would 

be: providing sufficient substance to make the event attractive to teachers, and identifying a suitable location.  

The importance of catering for different levels of expertise and experience, and of bringing people on 

these different levels into contact with one another. 

 

https://www.dst.gov.za/index.php/legal-statutory/white-papers/2775-white-paper-on-science-technology-and-innovation
https://www.dst.gov.za/index.php/legal-statutory/white-papers/2775-white-paper-on-science-technology-and-innovation
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Moving forward 

Obtaining input from science teachers 

The facilitator issued a challenge to everyone present at the session – as well as to readers of these Meeting 

Highlights – to reach out to science teachers and engage them on what kind of organisation would speak to 

their needs and really help them in their teaching, and to bring these ideas back to the CoP.  

 

The CoP would revisit the discussion early in 2020, having: 

 Engaged with science teachers to gain a better understanding of what an association might do  for them  

 Contacted SAASTE regarding its position  

 Put out feelers to science fairs/expos regarding possibilities. 

The aim would be to set a single goal / clear way forward. 

 

Other arrangements: 

 Identifying volunteers / champions – Benter could help by identifying CoP participants in other 

geographical areas.  

 Marissa undertook to assist with information regarding SAASTE. 

 Benter would act as a central point for communication and coordination (benter@bridge.co.za ).  

BRIDGE does not have the resources to organise events, but could coordinate local efforts to reach out 

to science teachers.   

 Angela committed to working on behalf of the initiative in KZN. She will bring her work on climate 

change into the effort – this gives her contact with science teachers, including teachers in rural areas. 

Angela is willing to share the climate change booklet (written for grade 11) that she uses, and will try to 

obtain further resources (powerpoints).  Contact Benter regarding these resources. 

o The intention of making these resources available is to do the kind of thing that a science 

education association would, i.e. sharing so as to benefit and develop science teachers generally, 

not only CoP members.  

 Phillip would look into setting up a WhatsApp group.  

 Peter would meet with Benter to work through the ideas and suggestions. Details of the meeting would 

be communicated to the CoP and anyone interested would be welcome to attend.  

 

Facilitator’s Summing Up 

Peter thanked the speakers and participants for sharing their ideas, and helping to get the initiative started. 

Although the CoP didn’t yet have specific suggestions, it did have the seeds of suggestions.    

 

 

mailto:benter@bridge.co.za
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Attendees 

 

 

 

 

Surname Organisation Email

Angela James UKZN james1@ukzn.ac.za

Batseba Mofolo-Mbokane Wits batsena.mbokane@wits.ac.za

Benter Okelo BRIDGE benter@bridge.org.za

Bonamelo Moloi LASEC Foundation bonamelo.moloi@lasec.co.za

Boy-Boy Ndlovu Uplands Outreach bndhlovu@uplands.co.za

Christiaan Visser UJ dutoitvisser@hotmail.com

Elby Kabamadondo Brighter Futures elby@brighterfuture.co.za

Lester Lalla St Stithians College llalla@stithian.com

Margie Vorwerk BRIDGE margie@bridge.org.za

Marissa Rollnick Wits marissa.rollnick@wits.ac.za

Monde Kazeni UJ mondek@uj.ac.za

Nkhensani Baloyi BRIDGE nkhensani@bridge.org.za

Nokubonga Mpinga St Stithians College Nmpinga@stithian.com 

Noma Shange St Stithians College nshange@stithian.com

Nyiko Masinga LASEC Foundation gud.zoey@gmail.com

Peter Glover Facilitator 

Phillip Pare Necsa ptpare@lantic.net

Takalani Mulidzi St Stithians College tmulidzi@stithian.com

Tanya Nel ECD Upliftment Projects and tanya@ecdupliftmentprojects.co.za

Violah Moya Uplands Outreach vmoya@uplands.co.za


