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Abstract 
 
This report describes the impact of the crisis of basic services in South Africa’s education system on 

eight schools situated in South Africa’s two poorest and most underdeveloped provinces, the Eastern 

Cape and Limpopo.  

 

In section one, the report positions this education crisis within the context of massive and increasing 

socio-economic inequality and as a direct consequence of the South African government’s adoption of 

the Growth, Employment and Redistribution (GEAR) macro-economic policy which has, since 1996, 

focused on, inter alia, fiscal austerity and the privatisation or corporatisation of state assets and basic 

services delivery. 

 

The report argues that government’s neo-liberal approach to transformation and development has, 

more specifically, been directed at the reform of the education system, encapsulated in the 1996 South 

African Schools Act (SASA). The impact of this piece of legislation has been principally to slash 

provincial education budgets and to render the delivery of education onto an under-capacitated local 

municipalities, a disinterested and inconsistent private sector, an under-funded civil society and 

communities themselves. The real burden of responsibility however, has fallen on those communities 

that are too poor to take up the challenge. Essentially, poor communities are the victims of a 

decentralised approach to education. 

 

Section 2 of the report details the ramifications of national economic and education policies for four 

primary and four secondary semi-rural and rural schools in the Duncan Village, Embekweni, Mt Frere 

and Qumbu districts of the Eastern Cape and four primary and four secondary rural schools in the 

wider Lenyenye district of Limpopo. 

 

Through interviews with principals, educators, learners, school governing body members, parents and 

questionnaires completed by community members, this section of the report tells the stories of school 

communities who, despite widespread unemployment and poverty, are obliged to pay for all kinds of 

educational ‘necessities’ such as transport, teaching and learning materials, school uniforms and fees. 

These interviews also highlight the impact of limited, or no, access to basic education infrastructure 

like classrooms, water, sanitation and electricity on schooling on a daily basis in all eight schools.  

 

The report concludes with the view that thousands of learners across the country are not able to realise 

their basic human right to free quality education. There is every indication that the crisis is deepening 

as disparities between former ‘Model C’ schools and township and rural schools grow. This feeling of 
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abandonment, leads to widespread hopelessness in schools and their surrounding communities, and 

concomitant behaviour such as school drop-outs, as learners at poor schools realise that their future is 

not likely to include employment or qualification. 

 

It is suggested that ways forward out of the crisis include; massive and immediate unbundling of the 

bureaucracy in the education department, an urgent ‘think tank’ regarding education policy, and a 

thorough overhaul of those schools in the system still suffering the effects of apartheid neglect in 

terms of basic services. Furthermore, government must rethink its relationships with civil society 

groups who are genuinely concerned to assist with the transformation of education in South Africa. 

And, most importantly, before conferring institutional autonomy on impoverished communities, 

government has a democratic and ethical duty to deliver basic services and authentically empower and 

capacitate poor communities. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Section One: Locating the Crisis 
 

The Realities of Poverty and Inequality 



 5

 

‘We are poor and we need more help … that’s the end of the story.’ 

  (Parent at Ramoba High School – Lenyenye District, Limpopo) 

 

This simple, yet profound, view of a parent from rural Limpopo goes to the heart of the crisis that this 

report seeks to understand and address.  However, it is not ‘the end of the story’, but rather the 

beginning.   

 

Our ‘story’ is presented in three sections. Here in Section 1, both the practical and theoretical 

basis/context of a dual (linked) crisis is analysed – the broader systemic crisis of neo-liberal 

capitalism in South Africa and the consequential crisis of  basic services in the country’s educational 

system. In Section 2, a wide range of empirical evidence – collected through numerous individual 

interviews and community questionnaires in four school communities (both primary and secondary) 

located in the Eastern Cape and Limpopo provinces - is used to elucidate the realities of basic service 

provision/delivery, the subsequent problems and challenges that these communities face as well as 

their efforts to deal with the crisis. The final section argues that it is the state’s failure of vision and 

will that must shoulder the predominate blame for the crisis and suggests practical measures that need 

to be taken to address the crisis, at its roots.  

 

The ‘story’ must begin by understanding that, first and foremost, the crisis of basic services in this 

country’s educational system is one which derives from the larger and systemic socio-economic, 

moral, political and economic ‘crisis’ of contemporary neo-liberal capitalism.  The reason for this is 

precisely because the macro-policies chosen by the state, to ensure practical redress of the South 

Africa’s historic ‘developmental deficit’ are informed by an ideological disposition (i.e., capitalist 

neo-liberalism) that seeks to realise people’s fundamental human rights and basic socio-economic 

needs (e.g. education) by relying on, and thus strengthening, those existing societal forces already in 

dominant possession of political and socio-economic power.  The results are not surprising – namely, 

the institutionalisation of an ever-widening class divide marked by the empowerment of a rapidly 

deracialising elite alongside the intensified impoverishment of the majority - particularly in rural areas 

- for whom life has become a constant battle of survival.  

 

Despite the various and more general social, political and economic advances that have been made in 

South Africa since the democratic triumph over apartheid in 1994, it is now crystal clear (if it was not 

before) that the fruits of such advances are only being enjoyed fully by a minority of citizens.  The 

state’s own figures for 2002 reveal that the poorest half of all South Africans earn just 9,7% of 

national income (down from 11,4% in 1995), while the richest 20% take 65% of all income (Statistics 

SA, 2002).   During the same year, the Committee of Inquiry into a Comprehensive System of Social 
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Security for South Africa1, provided the following picture of the extent and distribution of general 

poverty and socio-economic inequality (Everatt, 2003: 276-277): 

 

• Just under half the population lives on less than US$2 a day 
• 55% of South Africans live in conditions of poverty  
• While the number of people employed has grown from the late 1990s on, the number of 

unemployed people has grown by an even greater margin2 
• Almost half the population lives in rural areas, as does 72% of South Africa’s poor 
• Some 60% of the poor do not receive any social security transfers/grants 

 

Underlying this mass poverty and inequality is the widespread lack of quality basic services, 

especially in the rural parts of the country. According to the United Nations’ ‘South Africa Human 

Development Report’ (2003:8), the number of households considered deprived of access to ‘good’ 

basic services increased from 5.68 million to 7.24 million between the 1996 and 2001 censuses. 

Relative to the size of household population in 1996 and 2001 respectively, the percentage of the 

population deprived of such basic services increased from 63% to 65% of the overall population.  

 

When it comes to the most vulnerable members of society – i.e., children – the situation is even 

worse. Over 60% of South Africa’s children live in the poorest 40% of households, while three-

quarters of all children living in poverty can be found in rural areas (S. Cassiem et al., as cited in 

Everatt, 2003: 36-37).  Set against the fact that almost one third of all learners in South Africa reside 

in the provinces of Eastern Cape and Limpopo - 2 and 1,7 million respectively out of a total of 11,4 

million learners nationwide (Emerging Voices, 2005: x) – it is not difficult to appreciate the symbiotic 

linkages between the macro and micro/sectoral levels of crisis.   

 

It is within this overall context that the contemporary state of basic services in South African schools 

must be located.  By all accounts, and despite a certain level of ‘delivery’ over the last several years3, 

it cannot be viewed as anything other than a state of crisis.  The most recent, state-initiated, ‘School 

Register of Needs’ (November 2001) revealed that: 27% of schools have no running water; 36% are 

still without access to any form of telecommunications; 43% have no electricity; 80% have no 

libraries; 78% have no computers; less than one-third have flush toilets, while almost half still use pit 

latrines and about 10% have no toilets at all; 52% reported ‘bad gravel’ road access to schools; and, 

one-third of schools reported weak or very weak buildings (as cited in Vally, 2001: 9).  In specific 

                                                 
1 Popularly known as the ‘Taylor Report’ after its principal author. 
2 According to the ‘Emerging Voices …’ report,  unemployment in Limpopo stood at 49% while in the Eastern 
Cape the figure was 54,6%. 
3 For a ‘list’ of the basic services that have been ‘delivered’ see, John Daniel et al. (2005). It should be noted 
however, that there is serious contestation over the accuracy and applicability of some of these claims, most 
notably in relation to the degree to which the ‘delivery’ of basic services such as water, electricity, healthcare 
and education  has been sustained and thus, continues to be accessible and affordable to the poor. 
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relation to physical infrastructure, the Report revealed that since 1995, the number of school buildings 

in good condition declined from 9000 to 4000, with at least 12 000 buildings in need of repair 

(McLennan, 2003: 197) 

 

As Section Two of this study will show, the situation for those rural/semi-rural schools visited in the 

provinces of Eastern Cape and Limpopo is consistent with, if not worse than, the ‘needs’ picture 

painted for the entire educational system in the country by the state itself.  Even while President 

Mbeki has acknowledged that these two provinces (alongside KwaZulu-Natal) ‘have the highest 

levels of poverty and underdevelopment in the country’ (Mbeki, 2001), and the national Department 

of Education has likewise acknowledged that, ‘access to education is probably the single most 

important resource in addressing poverty’ (Department of Education, 2001), the research we have 

conducted points clearly to an ongoing crisis that is not being fundamentally addressed. 

 

 A Disabling Macro-Framework 
 

In order to appreciate fully, the origins and historical context of, the more contemporary crisis of basic 

services in South Africa’s educational system it is necessary to briefly trace the trajectory of the 

‘transitional’ macro-developmental framework within which this crisis was incubated and has 

subsequently grown.  

 

Despite a rich pre-1990 history of mass-based and student struggles for the provision of free, quality, 

public and ‘people centred’ basic services/needs (including education)4, as well as the 1993 adoption 

of a popularly-supported Reconstruction & Development Programme (RDP) by the African National 

Congress (ANC) that was broadly consistent with the key demands of these struggles5, the leadership 

of the ANC agreed to a range of compromises during political negotiations in the early 1990s that 

effectively undermined their practical realisation.  The compromises ensured that the inherited socio-

economic system of apartheid-capitalism would remain effectively divorced from the newly devised, 

institutional democratic framework.  Thus, while agreements were instituted that allowed for the 

institutional and textual affirmation of basic political, civic and socio-economic rights - through one-

person, one-vote elections and the formalisation of a democratic Constitution (inclusive of a Bill of 

                                                 
4 Struggles that were, by their very historically-situated ‘nature’, also linked to broader political struggles 
against the apartheid-capitalist state and its racially discriminatory policies. See Marx, 1992: 60-72. 
5  Amongst other things, the RDP stated that: all rural households should have a water supply ‘in the medium 
term (Section 2.6.7); ‘all schools and clinics must be electrified as soon as possible’ (Section 2.7.7); ‘an 
effective publicly-owned passenger transport system must be developed …’ (Section 2.9.3); and, ‘the 
democratic government must enable all children to go to school for at least ten years … we must ensure that no 
class exceeds 40 students by the end of the decade’ (Section 3.3.11.2). See ANC (1994), Reconstruction & 
Development Programme. 
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Rights which stated without qualification that, ‘everyone has the right to a basic education …’6) - 

there were no concomitant agreements that allowed for apartheid-capitalism’s socio-economic 

relations to be fundamentally addressed.  Two classic examples of this were the acceptance of status 

quo property relations and the in-place privatisation of key components of the public sector. 

 

In effect, the ANC leadership made a strategic, ideological choice to abandon the more radical socio-

economic demands that were part and parcel of worker, student and community struggles for 

meaningful redistribution of wealth and resources and for a new ‘people’s’ state to prioritise the 

delivery of basic needs and services to the dispossessed and marginalised majority.  As John Saul has 

elucidated, South Africa experienced a “dual transition” in the early 1990s.  On the one hand, a 

transition from racially driven, authoritarian rule to a more democratic (institutional) system of 

governance; on the other, a reintegration into the global capitalist economy along neo-liberal lines.  

The former was a huge achievement made possible by the struggles of millions of South Africa’s 

workers and poor, but the latter a serious barrier to the realisation of meaningful socio-economic 

change for that broad working class majority (Saul, 2001).   

 

The ANC’s decision to turn its back on past struggles and stated commitments7 to the majority of 

South Africans was then institutionally codified with the formal unveiling of the overtly neo-liberal 

Growth, Employment and Redistribution (GEAR) macroeconomic programme in 1996.  Amongst 

other things, GEAR committed the new democratic state to: slash government spending (as a means 

to reduce the budget deficit); keep inflation in single digits (through high real interest rates); provide 

tax holidays and other incentives for corporate capital as well as phase out exchange controls (to 

attract capitalist investment); create a more ‘flexible’ labour market and encourage ‘wage restraint’ (to 

bring production costs down and become more globally ‘competitive); and, speed up the privatisation 

and/or corporatisation of state assets and basic service delivery (in the name of efficiency, cost 

recovery and bureaucratic ‘streamlining’).   

 

Not surprisingly then, GEAR’s approach to education, despite lip service to empowering poor 

communities, is embedded in the neo-liberal obsession with a technocratically-driven and fiscally 

conservative governance that is in direct conflict with the historical vision of the majority of South 

Africans, supported through mass-based struggles, that education is a primary transformation and 

development tool in the hands of a dynamic and accountable state: 

                                                 
6 In addition to this, the Constitution provided that, ‘everyone has a right to  … adult basic education and … to 
further education, which the state through reasonable measures, must make progressively available and 
accessible’ [Chapter 2, Section 29 (a) (b)] 
7 Mainly captured in the RDP that had emanated from popular and democratic discussions/debate amongst a 
wide range of progressive political and social organisations prior to the 1994 elections, and that had then taken 
on the form of the ANC’s political manifesto for those elections. 
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‘With spending on education at nearly 7% of GDP there is a need to contain 
expenditure through reductions in the subsidisation of the more expensive parts of 
the system and greater private sector involvement in higher education. This will 
concentrate public resources on enhancing opportunities of historically 
disadvantaged communities’ (Department of Finance, 1996:14). 

 
 
It did not take long for the majority of South Africans to find out how GEAR’s neo-liberal vision was 

to ‘play’ itself out in relation to addressing basic service/needs delivery, including education.  Almost 

immediately, the state implemented basic needs policies that effectively turned such needs/services 

into market commodities, to be bought and sold on the ‘free market’ and framed by the pursuit of 

profit. This was facilitated by a drastic decrease in national government grants/subsidies to local 

municipalities and city councils as well as inter-governmental fiscal ‘transfers’ to provinces and 

support for the development of financial instruments for privatised delivery.  In direct relation to the 

educational needs of the poorest parts of the country, a cursory analysis of national budget 

expenditure trends from the mid 1990s to the early 2000’s, shows a real percentage decrease in 

educational expenditure over time, for both the Eastern Cape and Limpopo provinces (McKinley, 

2002)8. The overall effect has been to force local government structures to turn towards 

commercialisation and privatisation of basic services as a means of generating the revenue no longer 

provided by the national state (McDonald, 2000).  

 

For educational provision more specifically, such policies were neatly complemented by the 

introduction of the South African Schools Act (SASA) in the same year that GEAR was adopted.  

SASA is a piece of legislation rooted in the idea of ‘public-private’ partnerships as a means to fill the 

gap created by decreased education expenditure on the part of the state and thus, encourages the flow 

of private monies into the educational system in the form of (supposedly non-compulsory) school 

fees.  It also calls upon parents, teachers, community members and students (i.e. components of ‘civil 

society’) to take control of their schools through governing bodies that have been given the power and 

the responsibility to improve the educational quality at their schools through ‘cost recovery tactics’ – 

most usually the collection of ‘user fees’. As will be discussed in more detail below, such policy 

prescriptions have served only to exacerbate already existing spatial and class-based socio-economic 

inequalities of access and opportunity. They have also opportunistically devolved public/state 

mandates onto a ‘civil society’ which, for those areas/schools where there is the most need, is 

completely unable to assume such public mandates. 

 

                                                 
8 For an analysis of education budgetary trends for the period 2003/4 – 2006/7, which shows that of the 1,9% in 
expected real growth rate of education spending over 87% is contributed by higher education spending see, 
Wildeman (2004). 
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Another key piece of educational legislation – the National Norms and Standards for School Funding 

(1999) – has, in recognition of the vast disparities existing in per capita funding between provinces 

and socio-economic areas, sought to provide redress by requiring provincial education departments to 

direct 60% of their non-personnel and non-capital recurrent expenditure towards 40% of the poorest 

schools in their provinces. ‘In order to implement this, provinces are required to compile a list of 

schools based on their socio-economic levels of development and physical resources … [the list will 

then] be used to [determine] cost allocation’ to fund basic service and infrastructural needs as well as 

the purchase of learning materials (Karlsson et al., 2001: 159).  And yet, there is no provision in either 

SASA or the Norms and Standards for the allocation of ‘any money to pay for the so-called secondary 

fees related to education: transport, uniforms, textbooks, excursion fees and other related expenses. 

[Instead] … families are expected to bear these fees out-of-pocket, and, [such fees] often do not form 

part of the calculation of eligibility for attendance fee exemptions’ (Roithmayr, 2003: 391). As this 

study will reveal, even where the state has made positive gestures designed to facilitate a more 

equitable and just provision of public education expenditure, these do not, and cannot, address the 

much more urgent need for a complete overhaul of the macro-economic policies that frame the state’s 

overall approach to basic service delivery and its umbilical link to entrenched poverty and increasing 

socio-economic inequality.  

 

The cumulative impact of the disabling macro-framework as outlined above has not only been to 

widen the fault-lines of poverty, inequality, accessible/affordable basic service provision9 and 

enjoyment of the full panoply of human and constitutional rights, but also to substantively diminish 

the entire concept and experience of citizenship and thus also, of democracy. This is the case for those 

millions of poor who continue to be denied - in a significant and sustained way - the necessities of life 

(such as free, quality public education), precisely because ‘their capacity to engage meaningfully in 

civil and public life on the same terms as others’ is fundamentally compromised (Vally, 2003: 3).  In a 

similar vein, the commodified ‘private goods approach’ that lies at the heart of the state’s basic 

services/needs policies, ‘reduces citizens to individual consumers’, measured by ‘income streams and 

preferences’ in a societal and historical context in which a large portion of South Africans ‘have come 

to view quality of life as a matter for whole communities, not a question of individual preference and 

wealth’ (Cashdan, 2000).  Salim Vally has succinctly captured the contradiction: 

 

‘There is a disjuncture between active and formal democracy … [we are in] an era 
indicated by policy driven by pragmatism … where managerial imperatives 
emphasising the discourse of outcomes, the measurement of outputs, budgetary 

                                                 
9 In this regard, it has to be noted that since 1994, and as a result of the state’s ‘cost-recovery’ approach to basic 
service provision, millions of poor South Africans have suffered water and electricity cut-offs and according to 
McDonald, ‘ more than 2 million have been evicted from their homes for failure to pay service arrears’. See 
McDonald (2002). 
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parameters, normative guidelines and user fees holds sway over a rights-based 
approach, substantive equality and free quality education” (Ibid: 2) 

 

 

Whither free, quality public education? 
 

At almost the same time that GEAR and SASA were being unveiled in 1996, the Department of 

Education (DOE) came out with a document entitled, ‘Changing Management to Manage Change’ 

which provided the rationale for a policy of ‘decentralisation’ that was consistent with the neo-liberal 

programme of shifting the onus of educational provision away from the state. The documents authors 

authoritatively asserted that, in the context of ‘what we might call a culture of dependency’, there was 

a need for a ‘radical shift for schools and their established ways of working’.  ‘At the heart of new 

policy initiatives is a process of decentralising decision-making about the allocation of resources to 

school level and a significant process of democratisation in the ways in which schools are governed 

and managed’.  They went on to locate ‘these processes’ firmly within a global ‘trend towards 

institutional autonomy [where] … the move to school self-management is based on the understanding 

that decisions should be made by those who best understand the needs of students and the local 

community’ (Department of Education, as cited in Butler & Gultig, 1999: 4-7). 

 
Indeed, the global ‘trend’ at the time, and which has continued to be forcefully pushed by powerful 

Western governments and international ‘development’ institutions,10 has been the idea and practice of 

the ‘decentralisation of governance’, underpinned by a concomitant assumption of greater community 

ownership/ control over educational provision leading to a more relevant and quality education.  What 

this really means in practice though, as one of the leading intellectuals behind such an agenda has so 

honestly stated, is to create ‘a sense of community ownership of schooling [that] would make local 

communities more willing to take on the costs of education delivery and planning’ (Shaeffer, as 

quoted in McLennan, 2003: 186).  

 

Anne McLennan expertly dissects what lies behind this ‘decentralisation trend’ and what it has meant 

for those poor communities in countries like South Africa where there are massive and historically 

entrenched socio-economic inequalities. It is worth quoting her at length: 

 
‘… [they are] attempts to pass on the growing costs of education to local 
communities. These are disguised as attempts to improve management efficiency 
and democratic participation by extending responsibility and accountability 
(ownership) to local communities. However, most often these strategies exacerbate 

                                                 
10 These would include, amongst others, the governments of the United States and the United Kingdom 
alongside their respective ‘development aid’ arms as well as bodies such as the World Bank, International 
Monetary Fund and United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation. 
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a range of inequalities in and between communities, as impoverished communities 
worldwide tend to lack the social and economic resources required to support 
participative development processes …  there is no direct evidence to support the 
assumption that the decentralisation of power and authority improves democratic 
interaction or development at the school level’. 
 
‘… the adoption of the form or mantle of globalisation, without engaging the 
content or context of educational change in South Africa, seems to result in limited 
capacity at all levels in the system to achieve redistribution and democratisation. 
This raises the question of whether it is possible to achieve effective service 
delivery in impoverished contexts through decentralisation and minimal state 
intervention ... while responsibility and accountability were decentralised, 
autonomy and control were not …. Schools were expected to own the problems 
but not the solutions … (this) reinforced the tendency to privatise the costs of 
education delivery … In line with the depoliticising logic of managerialism, 
government was accountable for facilitating delivery, while school communities 
were accountable for actually achieving delivery’ (McLennan, 2003: 184-187; 
209).  

 

As our case study ‘stories’ clearly show, the knock-on effects of this push for decentralisation, 

buttressed by the GEAR-induced logic of cost-recovery for the delivery of basic services/needs in 

poor communities, confirms McLennan’s analysis.   The end result has been that poor school 

communities are forced into a situation in which ‘self-help’11 becomes the only practical means to 

ensure that their children even have a chance at receiving a decent education.  As members of the 

School Governing Body (SGB) at Kimbili Junior Secondary School in rural Eastern Cape understand 

only too well, the Department of Education’s plea for them to ‘meet us half way’ is a practical 

impossibility due to the deep poverty in the community (Interview with SGB members).  So, like the 

situation at another Eastern Cape school, Embekweni Primary, where only 25% of parents can 

manage the R30 a year/per child (formal) school fees, the school community tries its best to fill the 

gap through volunteerism and holding ‘fund-raising’ activities (Interview with teacher).  

 

Such realities though, are seemingly irrelevant to a state which has insisted from the very beginning 

that ‘civil society’ can, and should, act as a local ‘delivery’ substitute for the state itself.  In the DOE’s 

seminal ‘Changing Management to Manage Change’ document, the authors put forth the clearly 

ludicrous claim that various components of ‘civil society’ (besides the school communities 

themselves) not only exist in and around every school community, but are chomping at the bit to get 

the chance to come to the rescue of the poor.   “… In every province there are many other potential 

sources of support. These include tertiary institutions, non-governmental organisations, private sector 

organisations and professional associations. We believe that these organisations and institutions are 

both able and willing to be involved as providers and supporters” (Department of Education, as cited 

                                                 
11 As Hermien Kotze has noted, this represents ‘a return of the colonial (self help) discourse … the poor become 
responsible for their own “deliverance”’ (Kotze, 2003: 23) 
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in Butler & Gultig, 1999: 7). Yet again, and as our case studies will show, no school that we visited is 

receiving any meaningful and sustained support from such ‘organisations and institutions’.  

 

Meanwhile, the state is able to rationalise away its own popular, democratic mandate to deliver free, 

quality public education and simultaneously trumpet to those elites and education ‘specialists’ who 

like to hear such nonsensical but self-congratulatory things, that it is carrying out global ‘best 

practice’.  

 

 

 

A Note on Methodology 
The first and third sections of this report utilised both primary and secondary literature as source 

material (see comprehensive list of references at end of the report). The main section of the report that 

follows relies on empirical evidence collected through a range of interviews with school principals, 

teachers, parents, learners as well as government education officials conducted over a period of 

several weeks at four rural/semi-rural schools in both the Eastern Cape and Limpopo provinces (two 

primary and two secondary schools in each province) – see the list of interviews, numbering just 

under fifty, at the end of the report. These schools were specifically chosen, after consultation with 

various educational authorities/experts/researchers, because they are located in areas that are 

considered to be amongst the poorest in the country and are thus representative of the ‘coalface’ of the 

crisis which this report seeks to address.  These interviews were complemented by a general 

questionnaire – an average of twenty questionnaires per community were completed - that was 

distributed and collated amongst each community by local field workers (made up of secondary 

school students and community activists in the chosen area). 
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Section Two: Voices from the Ground 
 

 

Introduction 
 

On any given early morning in June, 4X4s peel off the teeming highways into the driveways and 

parking lots of wealthy, tree-lined East London and Tzaneen schools; scenes of bustling activity. 

Well-fed and well-dressed learners carrying bags full of books are deposited only meters away from 

their classrooms by parents who, because they can regulate the fees, can ensure the provision of 

resources to the schools their children attend. 

 

The road to Qaqamba High School in Duncan Village, bordering East London in the Eastern Cape, 

also carries learners to another day at school. Here, however, there are no Land Cruisers. Instead, 

1300 learners inadequately protected against the biting cold, straggle past the shacks to enter the 

school gate before it is locked at 8am. Some distance away in Embekweni township, Mdantsane, 794 

primary school students arrive in dribs and drabs to share a dry patch of land with noisy construction 

workers. In the hills surrounding Mount Frere, on the other side of the province, 113 more scholars 

are nearing the end of their 5km journey to reach a simple three-roomed structure adjoined by a mud 

hut staffroom, known as Dweba Senior Secondary School. And about 50 km away, outside the small 

town of Qumbu, Principal Lingani awaits the arrival of 354 young charges, some of whom have been 

walking since six that morning, many of whom have not eaten. 

 

In Tzaneen, in winter, the average temperature is 26° and irrigation systems sweep daily over lush 

palms. But just twenty kilometres outside town, the red earth has baked dry in the sun and for the 

average household much of the day is spent collecting water. Here, in the Lenyenye vicinity, the 

legacy of apartheid still governs settlement patterns. Dense concentrations of people are gathered into 

many small neighbouring villages connected by a proliferation of schools and small businesses 

sporting bright red Coca Cola signage boards. Thus it is that Ramoba High, Serurubele Secondary 
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School, Mogabe Primary and Modupi Primary12 are all situated in the same general district where the 

road is always busy with learners moving to or from schools in the baking heat. 

 

Learners and teachers at affluent schools in East London and Tzaneen know exactly what to expect 

from a school day. Their less fortunate counterparts at poor and under-resourced schools, however, 

have grown used to the fact that there is little they can depend on. Life in the community is hard. One 

improvises to survive. And at school, not much is different. 

 

One constant though is that these schools open stubbornly, day after day, so that learning and teaching 

might happen. In Duncan Village, Qaqamba High rose from the ashes of student uprisings in the 

1980s to present itself today as an imposing building with a formal entrance, flanked by open patches 

of veldt and facing interminable rows of shacks. Embekweni Junior Primary bears testimony to the 

persistence of a community determined to give their children an education, even though it has meant 

teaching in tents, under trees, and finally, in buildings that have risen at a snail’s pace since 2002, and 

are still unfinished.  Likewise, tiny but proud Dweba Senior Secondary is evidence of a community’s 

belief that one day, the doors of learning and culture will be opened. And far removed from the 

national road, Kimbili Junior Secondary is home to the hopes and aspirations of young South Africans 

eager to enjoy their basic human right to a quality education.  

 

In Lenyenye, Limpopo, Ramoba High, Serurubele Secondary, Mogabe Primary and Modupi Primary 

all struggle to operate with limited access to basic services and resources like electricity, sanitation, 

water and textbooks; yet they are peopled by communities who believe that education is the key to a 

better life for all. 

 

These eight schools, like so many others absent from sight, and therefore from the minds and 

consciences of politicians and policy makers, share many features. Perhaps the most admirable, is 

their refusal to disappear from the education landscape in the ‘new’ South Africa. They are on lists of 

statistics compiled in Pretoria, in Polokwane, in Umtata, in Bisho. They are earmarked as 

‘flashpoints’, and ‘presidential nodes’. They receive infrequent visits from educational ministers and 

district officers, global action groups, well intentioned NGOs, researchers and reporters. But when the 

dust settles, they remain, day after school day. They have learned to adapt, or die.  

 

 

                                                 
12 The full names of each school are given in this paragraph. Hereafter each school will be referred to simply by 
name; for example, Embekweni. 
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Eastern Cape 
 

“The government said we shall have free education, but now our parents don’t 
have enough money to pay our school fees. Education must be truly free.” - 
Learner, Kimbili Primary School, Qumbu, Eastern Cape 

 

Principals 

Resourceful school leaders are those who make adaptations despite access to limited resources, and 

who feel that it has become – ultimately – their responsibility to ensure that the rhythms of school life 

continue in some measure at least. Principal Bonnie Gaqa-Grey does so in her Qaqamba office 

surrounded by shining cups that tell a story about choir triumphs. Acting Principal Patricia Somlota 

does not have an office at Embekweni. She makes her plans in a room dwarfed by piles of unused 

textbooks. Principal Jacob George has a dimly lit mud hut in which to prepare his daily Dweba 

records, and Principal Lingani shares one of the few operational Kimbili classrooms with students and 

teachers. 

 

Principal Gaqa-Grey is a fighter, a veteran of student activism. “It’s a lifelong commitment,” she says 

of her job as principal, adding:   

 

“It’s in your veins; you need to be vocal about some of the issues… because there 
are many people who do not receive what they should be getting … the poorest of 
the poor. So much has been done in theory, but so little has been done in practice 
… because it is not cascading down to the lowest levels … to the delivery points at 
school level. The vision I have to turn around this situation, it’s stuck with 
me…because I don’t have the resources to do that…I don’t even have a computer 
at the office, I don’t have the Internet…I am running this school from my 
pocket…somebody else should be footing the bill for that ….” (Interview with 
Bonnie Gaqa-Grey, June 27, 2005). 

 

Acting Principal Somlota is caught in a bitter and unyielding dispute at Embekweni. Her predecessor - 

suspected of financial mismanagement - left under a cloud, and she is finding it hard to establish 

authority. It’s clear that without someone ‘permanent’ at the helm to shoulder the burden of 

responsibility in the absence of departmental support, progress at this school will be slow. 

 

In sharp contrast, there is wide consensus that Principal Jacob George, a native of Kerala, India, is the 

best thing ever to happen to the small school community of Dweba Senior Secondary. And at Kimbili 

Junior Secondary, it is clear that the atmosphere of quiet industriousness stems from the gentle yet 

determined leadership style of Principal Lingani.  
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All four principals must attend, on a monotonously regular basis, to the lack of decent basic school 

infrastructure. At Qaqamba there is a lingering sanitation problem. There are only forty toilets for the 

1300+-school population, and those that exist, have had their copper piping stolen, so that they 

regularly overflow and burst. Now, they represent such a health hazard, that learners like the Grade 10 

girl who urgently needs a kidney transplant, must use the veldt or find a way to survive the school day 

without using the ablutions at all (Bonnie Gaqa-Grey). 

 

Principal Grey also worries about the general state of the building. Now, in winter, behind the closed 

doors of the front façade, broken windows flap disconsolately in the wind. Their catches – copper, 

like some door handles – were pilfered when thieves broke through the roof tiles one night, secure in 

the knowledge that Qaqamba – like Embekweni, Dweba, and Kimbili - cannot afford a night 

watchman. And now, as an afterthought, although devoid of any equipment, the laboratory doors are 

padlocked. Electricity problems have also plagued Qaqamba. Despite the fact that the Department of 

Education (DOE) office in Mdantsane should be paying the bills, the school has more than once been 

threatened with disconnection due to non-payment. Principal Grey says: “These are basic, basic issues 

that should be dealt with by the Department” (Ibid).  

 

Basic infrastructure issues also complicate life for Acting Principal Somlota at Embekweni Junior 

Primary. Here, all wait for the building started in 2000 and funded originally by the Japanese 

government to be finished. They are used to waiting – after four classrooms had been built, things 

ground to a halt, and the school was forced to ask each parent for an extra R10 so that building could 

continue. Meanwhile, student numbers climbed, and teachers were obliged to adopt a shift system to 

ensure contact time for every learner. Now they still wait patiently as contractors dispatched by the 

DOE squabble amongst themselves and evidence of shoddy workmanship and inferior materials 

mounts. They wait sharing classrooms – about ninety to a room. When they are thirsty, children must 

ask for water from neighbouring houses, and they must queue to use the temporary bucket toilets that 

are only rarely emptied and cleaned, and have only recently been erected.  

 

Unfinished building also affects the quality of learning and teaching at Kimbili and at Dweba. At the 

former, an unfinished block of unplastered and unroofed walls stands to one side – a project stunted 

by lack of funds. When parents here were each asked to give an extra R5 each to complete the 

buildings, “the learners crossed the river to another school to avoid paying that money”, says Principal 

Lingani. A fund is on the go to finance the completion at least of the plastering, but, explains Principal 

Lingani, “It takes a very long time to collect that money” (Interview with Doreen Lingani, July 03, 

2005). Until the ‘new’ block is finished, therefore, two classes must be accommodated in each 

existing classroom.  
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While learners jostle for space in the classrooms, the walk to the pit latrine toilets – too few for this 

school - is a lonely one. The toilets are set far away for young legs to reach, and in the summertime, 

adults fear that students may be bitten by snakes that hide in the long grass. The toilet doors have been 

stolen, affording learners little privacy. And to satisfy their thirst, learners must undertake yet another 

journey. The water tank is broken, and water must be fetched from the river. Prepaid electricity exists 

in one classroom, and is used only when absolutely necessary to avoid exceeding R50 per month. Not 

only can teachers not use TVs or overhead projectors (OHPs); but also the lack of heating makes the 

cement floors an uncomfortable resting place in winter for learners without chairs.  

 

At Dweba, building has also been halted for the time being. The community slowly built the three 

classrooms, using school fund money. This scant accommodation houses both the commercial and the 

academic streams, but not at the same time. There is always one class that must study outside. The 

community also erected the twin tin roofed pit latrine toilets, but, says Principal George, learners must 

also still use the open veldt. There is a generator that was used to power evening sessions for the 

students, but that is now broken and there is no money to get it fixed. 

 

In areas of the country connected by well-developed access routes, principals do not battle 

infrastructure or basic service delivery problems alone. At least, they are assured of semi-regular DOE 

visitations. At Qaqamba, Embekweni, Kimbili and Dweba, reachable only via rough gravel or dirt 

roads, such rare visits warrant a general flurry of renewed hope. But this is hope deferred. Kimbili 

Principal Lingani admits that she does not feel supported by the DOE. Her confidence is failing. 

There are different officials for different requests, she explains, and the school is constantly referred 

from one official to another.  

 

At Dweba, Principal George’s wide smile reflects his refusal to give up hope. But he is starting to 

realise that he is caught in an insoluble conundrum. He has asked time and again for workshops in 

which to teach practical subjects like woodwork, for a boundary fence around the school, for a proper 

administration block, a laboratory, a telefax machine, and a library. He is willing to follow protocol, 

to procure, for example, three quotations for a fence. But the DOE insists that funds and assistance 

will only be forthcoming when the Grade 12 pass rate – currently at 17% - improves, and when 

enrolment numbers increase. “The department has said we need more learners before we make 

improvements … but if they see the improvement of the school, then more learners will come,” 

puzzles Principal George (Interview with Jacob George, July 02, 2005). 
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One of the reasons why more learners do not come at present is because of the long and dusty road to 

school. Principal George has filled in the necessary DOE transport scheme forms13, but he says, “I 

have heard nothing more from them” (Ibid). 

 

Everyone at Embekweni is tired of trying to get the attention of the DOE. The question – “when will 

the building be finished?” is never answered satisfactorily. In February this year, it was “April”. In 

June, “August.” Not even the School Governing Body (SGB) can expedite matters. 

 

School Governing Bodies 

SGBs do not only function as liaison committees between schools and communities. One of their key 

functions is to determine what school fees parents should pay. Several well-resourced public schools 

have made the news in recent years for demanding amounts that serve to drive poor learners away to 

under-resourced schools. At Qaqamba, Embekweni, Kimbili and Dweba, there are no plush 

boardrooms in which SGBs can deliberate. But these teams understand all too well the bread-and-

butter issues affecting their schools. They are used to the difficulty of having to force cost recovery 

mechanisms upon communities with empty pockets.  

 

These four Eastern Cape schools have all been classified as Section 20 institutions14. Each is required 

to submit to the DOE a budget that will clearly establish their needs before funds are released. But 

how does one budget when one cannot establish what the department has allocated? And how does 

one budget, when parents cannot pay the school fees, and the school fund is depleted before classes 

have even begun, because schools must attend to urgent issues like textbooks and broken toilets? 

 

At all four schools, SGBs meet on average twice a term to debate these problems. At Kimbili, they are 

compounded by the parents’ tendencies to move their children to schools that can claim the lowest 

fee15. The SGB chairperson says this makes records impossible to keep and budgets impossible to 

create. Furthermore, the parents, 90% of whom are unemployed, manage only to pay small amounts 

here and there. All they want, says the chairperson, is for the department to meet them half way; to 

give them some training, for example, and to release the allocated funds. The Kimbili SGB has 

                                                 
13 The DOE has initiated a scholar transport policy. Principals are required to complete and submit multiple 
forms, including application forms for transport subsidies. It is clear that not many schools know about this 
scheme, and that it is not in operation in large parts of the country – see section 1.7. Department of Education, 
Eastern Cape. 
14 Section 20 schools are deemed unable to ‘self-manage’ – the DOE is supposed to pay their basic services 
accounts and provide other funds from the national Norms and Standards account. 
15 The South African Schools Act (SASA), (1996), states that the national Minister of Education, after 
consultation with provincial ministers of education and the Minister of Finance, should determine standards for 
the funding of public schools. These standards have been recently revised, because not all the regulations were 
being adhered to. For example, a school may only impose school fees if the majority of parents support such a 
decision at a general parents’ meeting. 
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reached an uncomfortable impasse: the DOE wants to know how much they have collected from 

school fees an average of R35 per learner per year – before they will release any of the promised 

allocation. “They don’t want to release the money”, says the chairperson. “They think we will 

squander it” (Interview with Zolile Nogantsho and Nancy Zozi, July 03, 2005). The treasurer adds 

that only one quarter of the parents manage to pay any of the school fees. “Our people have no 

money”, she says. “Basic things – power, the phone and the fax and uniforms for our school should be 

provided by the Department … prepaid electricity is only good for those with money. Our parents 

thought education would be free … but now they must cough up” (Ibid). Threats to bar learners from 

writing examinations if fees are not paid in full by June do not change anything, she adds. Whether or 

not fees come into the coffers, monies must flow out, to cover the R650 registration fee for 

participation in local sport leagues, and the R1, 900 annual fee for participating in district choir 

competitions. Additionally, this junior school must fund its own stationery costs so that teachers can 

create learning support materials. They must also buy cleaning materials and ensure that there is some 

money available for the repair of windows, benches and desks. 

 

At Dweba, in the Qumbu mountains, the SGB has assumed the mantle of an advisory council that 

reports to the community twice a month about the same difficulties, time after time. Everyone feels as 

though the schooling problems facing a community without any employment prospects or 

governmental support are just too monumental to solve. Moreover, in the absence of help, all at 

Dweba now believe that the community and the SGB have become responsible for fixing the school’s 

problems. The R200 per learner fee is carefully divided: R50 goes towards building maintenance, R50 

towards sporting excursions, and R100 to maintenance. Additionally, the SGB uses the school fund to 

pay for a caretaker and one volunteer teacher16. Principal George foots the bill for several other 

necessities out of his own pocket; a roneo machine and a typewriter among them. Now and again, the 

Mount Frere QwikSpar owner donates foodstuffs and stationery to the school.   

 

The Embekweni SGB is also tasked with the unenviable task of extracting the annual R30 school fee 

from a community who depend largely on pension and child grants for survival. Because they are 

parents themselves, SGB members understand only too well that many other parents simply cannot 

pay. Nevertheless, they press on resolutely in their efforts to put some money in the coffers, 

organising fundraising events like Valentine’s Day and Jeans Day. Efforts to approach global 

corporates with a local presence like Coca Cola and Johnson & Johnson have yielded nothing to 

alleviate matters, and the SGB now feels compelled to threaten to withhold reports when school fees 

are not forthcoming.  

                                                 
16 SGBs may, with proper consideration of the Labour Relations Act, employ educators in addition to those who 
are paid by the government. 
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Parents 

Many parents are used to threats from schools if fees are not forthcoming. They are also used to sub 

standard conditions at many centres of learning caused mainly by a lack of basic service provision and 

resources. 

 

Mr Vika has a child at Qaqamba High in Grade 8. “Since my first child was here, the conditions have 

fluctuated. Now it is better. For the first time in the history of Qaqamba, on the first day of January 

2005, teaching and learning were happening”, he says, (Interview with Mr Vika, June 27, 2005). 

 

But, behind closed doors, responsibility is not shared equally, and chaos reigns, as Mr Vika observes:  

 

“The school is a tripod”, observes Mr Vika. “The three legs – the teachers, the 
learners and the parents must operate together, or the tripod will fall. We parents 
don’t make it a point to look at our children every morning to check that they are 
wearing their uniform … we don’t look at our children’s books when they come 
from school; we don’t say “what did you learn today?” We say it’s the educator’s 
job … but it’s not just the educators … it’s everybody’s….” (Ibid). 

  

According to Mr. Vika, textbooks have become part of the ‘job’ for parents, and they present an 

unnecessary additional financial burden. This year (2005), again, books were only delivered in April, 

so parents had to buy the required texts at the start of the year in order that teachers and learners could 

start the syllabi. 

 

At Kimbili, while the rhythms of rural poverty are slower, parents are nevertheless acutely aware that 

the public education system is short-changing them. Some try to support the school, but this attitude is 

not universal. All want at least basic education service delivery, so that their children might, for 

example, have safe places to play. Although illiteracy plagues them, these parents try to ‘look at’ their 

children’s homework books. They worry about their children’s futures; the ground for a local high 

school has been waiting for three years, but nothing has been built, and the ‘good’ high schools are far 

away and very expensive to reach. Uniforms are also expensive, they say, but they are prepared to 

sew the uniforms themselves if the DOE would provide the materials. 

 

Expensive uniforms are just one of the many necessary evils that beset Dweba parents. This 

community may have very little, but it does not diminish their resolve to do whatever they can to 

support the tiny school.  
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Parents at Embekweni also feel the weight of responsibility, but they are now angry because of the 

overcrowding in the classrooms. Those who are able have transferred their children to other schools. 

Others worry that the School Nutrition Programme (SNP) is not working properly - the children do 

not currently get their bread, jam and margarine because the DOE district office has failed to pay the 

baker. Some learners are so hungry that they faint in class. 

 

Teachers 

In many schools, whatever the degree of material wealth, teachers occupy an unenviable position. 

When results are good, they are often overlooked. But when things are bad, they are often the 

scapegoats. 

 

Pres Mdutwya has been a teacher at Qaqamba since 1985, and has moved with the school through 

many metamorphoses. Despite the challenges the school faces, she recognises how much better they 

fare than many rural schools. Regardless, Pres knows that even with the benefit of her dedicated 

teaching, there are scant opportunities for most of the Qaqamba learners after Grade 12. She says that 

she herself pays out of her own pocket to assist some learners with essentials, but on her salary this 

voluntarism is not sustainable. “If I had Naledi Pandor’s salary for one month, I could live for two 

years”, she says (Interview with Pres Mdutwya, June 27, 2005). In-service training is irregular, for 

Qaqamba teachers cannot always leave their classes or administrative tasks to attend workshops; but 

are often forced to make trips to other schools to borrow equipment to conduct, for example, 

experiments in the Science laboratory. In the twenty years she has been at Qaqamba, Pres has never 

seen a DOE official there.  

 

At Embekweni, teachers have had to face allegations made by the SGB that they spend all their time 

in meetings and are generally untrustworthy and unprofessional. They long for a leader to breach the 

gap between the teachers, the parents and the SGB. They dispute the allegation that they hit the 

students with lead pipes, arguing that poor socio-economic conditions “in the ghettos” lead to poor 

behaviour, so they are obliged to “tap some of the learners to wake them up” (Interview with Mxolis 

Ntwanambi and Xolani Jakajani, June 28, 2005). Many of the learners are too old for primary school 

they say, and this leads to bullying and other disciplinary problems. These teachers insist that they 

care about their learners, and want them to be able to play safely in a school with well-tended 

flowerbeds and lawns. While they are grateful to the SGB for putting a stop to truancy, they are 

frustrated because the ongoing lack of electricity means they cannot use resources like TVs and OHPs 

that lie damaged in storage. They believe that the DOE is responsible for financing and protecting the 

school, but their scepticism grows daily. “Some of it [support] is there, but not enough”, says one 

(Ibid). Their workload has increased because of the inadequate supply of relevant textbooks, which 

means they must spend more time writing out notes on the chalkboard than teaching. Xolani, the 
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Grade 5 Arts & Culture teacher, adds that teachers are not as confident as they would like to be about 

outcomes-based educational (OBE) approaches. 

 

While Principal George is full of praise for the dedication of Dweba teachers, he has seen the need to 

bring in more skilled assistance for Mathematics and Science Learners while the school waits for the 

DOE to deploy more teachers.   

 

Learners 

Learners are the innocent casualties when education policies are ineffectually implemented, and when 

crucial educational resources do not reach all schools.  

 

At Qaqamba, as at many under-resourced schools across the country, Grade 12 learners Siviwe and 

Bonga are in limbo; hoping against hope for a better future, but feeling trapped in a world without 

opportunity. They are particularly anxious in Science lessons; they struggle to follow the teacher, and 

fear that when they attend tertiary institutions to study Engineering and Town Planning, they will not 

be able to answer questions about things they should have learned at school. 

 

Their anxiety is compounded by several other factors: for example, only twenty of the current 250 

Grade 12 learners passed Grade 11 last year. They also worry continually about the R100 school fee 

and the threat that they might not receive a report if they have not paid, which will, in turn, affect 

applications for tertiary study. Other learners do not care, they say. They are given the money by their 

parents, but spend it on themselves. All students are also supposed to fork out a hefty additional R150 

for the Grade 12 farewell. “We don’t get guidance about planning for the future … some just go to 

school for their parents’ sake”, says Bonga (Interview with Bonga Zonke and Siviwe Xikwaya, June 

30, 2005). 

 

The Congress of South African Students (COSAS) has a presence at school, but they do not give 

counsel either.  “They only take up issues like the Valentine’s Day ‘bash’”, says Siviwe (Ibid). 

Moreover, they say, no one from the DOE has come to the school since 2001. Learners are also 

resentful of the fact that they must organise their own sporting activities and that they were expected 

to buy their own books. They also say that they feel abandoned by some teachers who lack 

commitment. Their reaction is one of open defiance, “many openly smoke and drink at school … 

especially the prefects”, reports Bonga (Ibid). They say they would jump at the chance to go a ‘white’ 

school in town, because they have facilities and regulations. Here at Qaqamba, they have been made 

to believe that poor people are condemned to suffer in poor schools, that post-school opportunities 

have to be fought for and that poor learners will only qualify for ‘piece’ jobs and not careers.  
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At Embekweni, the learners are much younger, but conditions are as bad, and the future seems as 

bleak. School is not a pleasant or exciting prospect on the whole; they would rather stay in bed in the 

cold weather. The general lack of basic services affects these young learners greatly; only the Grade 

1-3 learners qualify for the SNP, and older learners feel this is unfair - many of them are also hungry, 

but the teachers don’t ask them if they have eaten. So they sit still and try to avoid attracting negative 

attention, but sometimes they find it difficult to concentrate, especially when there are too many in the 

class. They tire of sharing textbooks, and yearn for a library, a laboratory and computers. Generally 

they say they can only rely on some teachers for help and kindness, and few family members for 

support. This does not interfere, however, with their dreams of becoming social workers, doctors and 

gospel singers.  

 

Ngcai and Mlondolozi are Grade 12 learners at Dweba. Like their classmates, they seem resigned to 

the fact that very few Grade 12 learners passed the June examinations. They were not taught large 

sections of work that appeared in the examination papers they explain, but quite whose fault this is, is 

not discussed. They enjoy the school environment and admire Principal George, but regret that there 

are too few teachers and resources. They do not have calculators, or enough writing books, pens or 

pencils and they must share textbooks. It is also sometimes hard to learn outside, in the baking sun, or 

the bitter cold, and rain drives them into the stuffy mud hut staffroom. They cite the long distance to 

school as a primary reason for irregular school attendance and high learner drop out rates. This 

situation is exacerbated by a high rate of teenage pregnancies, they say, although they will not 

disclose any connection to HIV-Aids here.  They say that the majority of learners are lazy and do not 

take school very seriously, in part because there is a paucity of post-school opportunities for 

communities in this forgotten part of the country. They feel that attitudes would improve if they were 

given the right equipment with which to do their practical subjects like woodwork, and if they had the 

necessary kit and other facilities for sports. They have not had the experience of career counselling or 

professional advice to assist them to apply for and achieve bursaries or scholarships. They long for 

everyone – the learners, the teachers, and the community at large - to be ‘empowered’ about education 

issues. “No information reaches this part of the world”, observes Ngcai (Interview with Ngcai 

Siphokazi and Mlondolozi James, July 02, 2005). 

 

Siviwe is one of the few Qaqamba students who belong to the local Rotary club that helps to feed 

indigent learners. At Qaqamba, Principal Grey has also appealed to the private sector for assistance, 

without any success. “At one time, the corporations indicated they were interested in giving 

bursaries”, she says. “We have got ESKOM, and Telkom and Daimler Chrysler but our results do not 

please them … the private sector is not doing anything for us because they say we are producing 

rubbish … they need workers … engineers and other things … Science and Mathematics become 

paramount in those situations ….” (Bonnie Gaqa-Grey). 
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At Kimbili, Principal Lingani has initiated ‘empowerment’ projects for women in the community that 

included poultry farming and candle making, but these have not been sustained because of a general 

lack of funds and capacity. 

 

Mr Thumekile Bhana is a community worker in the Dweba area. He says he is a liaison officer 

between Dweba stakeholders, the community and the government. He tries to assist with problems 

such as the transport situation for learners trying to get to school, and community members who must 

travel long distances to access welfare payments. He is also concerned to provide training for the 

community such as HIV/AIDS awareness workshops. He has also been instrumental, he says, in 

mobilising the community to assist the school by building toilets. 

 

NGOs 

Both Kimbili and Dweba have been recipients of the Global Teachers programme organised by Link 

Community Development (LCD), a teacher development institution that has been in existence for the 

past ten years in the Eastern Cape. Teachers from the UK have visited these schools to share 

experience and teaching strategies.17  LCD is also in partnership with the DOE to enhance 

management and governance at schools. The organisation also targets learners in deep rural areas in 

order to help them become self sufficient and self-reliant citizens of South Africa.  

 

LCD field worker Helen Maqubela confirms that they have encountered several problems with 

service delivery at many schools in the Eastern Cape. There is a shortage of learner support material 

and suitably qualified teachers to teach crucial subjects like Mathematics, Science and Technology. 

The lack of electricity in many schools is another hindrance, preventing the use of computers, for 

example. Unfortunately, there is generally minimum support from the DOE, says Helen. 

 

According to her, these basic service and resource problems continue to exist because of the 

imbalances of the past. Areas that were marginalised decades ago in the former Transkei Bantustan, 

still have to deal with basic infrastructural problems.18 The DOE still has to tackle an enormous 

backlog to address such issues. 

 

                                                 
17 Interestingly, LCD told Principal George that a ‘Global’ teacher would only visit Dweba again when 
conditions at the school had improved. On her first visit, the global action teacher only spent one morning at 
Dweba. 
18 Former Bantustan governments developed different funding policies for urban and rural schools. For the 
latter, parents had to raise the money themselves to build classrooms. Consequently, many schools in the former 
Transkei still have too few classrooms. 
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The DOE should be visible to all schools, says Helen, and should give support as much as possible. 

As a matter of emergency, they should also remove all the mud structures, build new schools and re-

skill teachers. Additionally, the DOE should ensure that all schools have electricity, laboratories and 

learner support materials. Likewise, civil society groups should form partnership with centres of 

learning and provide help and resources where necessary. In particular, NGOs should continue to 

work closely with the DOE  and “look at the problems together”, says Helen (Interview with Helen 

Maqubela, July 01, 2005). She believes that civil society groups should be part of DOE meetings at 

strategic level for the purpose of contributing valuable experience. She also believes that strategic 

partnerships should be formed between the private sector, civil society and the DOE to assist in school 

development. These partnerships should also focus on community development programmes. 

 

Helen thinks that the institutional mechanisms of engagement between the state and civil society are 

adequate to deal with the needs of the poor. She cites a new project formulated by the DOE around 

Health Advisory Committees (HAC) whereby communities will be trained to create school vegetable 

gardens. She also says that community members are often employed by LCD on a part time basis to 

assist with, for example, data collection. 

 

The Public Service Accountability Monitor (PSAM) is an independent research institute in 

Grahamstown, Eastern Cape, that provides an ongoing independent evaluation of the performance of 

public officials against the standards in South Africa’s democratic Constitution and its supporting 

legislation. The Performance Monitoring Programme within PSAM monitors major service delivery 

departments in the Eastern Cape, one of which is the DOE.  Researcher Debbie Dalton notes that the 

main problem areas in service delivery include basic school infrastructure, the SNP, learner and 

teacher support material, HIV/AIDS programmes, and a consistent failure on the part of the DOE to 

spend conditional grants. 

 

Dalton says that the main cause of the DOE’s failure to deliver adequate and timeous services in the 

Eastern Cape is their inability to curb over-spending on personnel.  When the DOE overspends on 

personnel, the money can only but come from the non-personnel budget, which provides for, inter 

alia, learner and teacher support material and infrastructure.  PSAM has noted that the Eastern Cape 

DOE has, in a recent summit on Education, admitted that the appointment of staff without budget, and 

over spending on personnel, have had a negative impact on service delivery.  Dalton believes that the 

DOE has a mandated role to deliver quality, equitable education, and if others take on that role, it will 

further weaken the DOE’s mandate.  “Any privatisation must not abdicate the Department of its 

responsibility to deliver basic services”, she says (Interview with Debbie Dalton, July 07 2005).   
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PSAM has noted that there is often a breakdown in communication between civil society groups and 

the state; either on the part of those civil society groups who (a) do not realise their role in engaging 

critically with the state, or (b) are unaware of the relevant legislation and its implications; or on the 

part of the state who may mistake the agendas of civil society groups and therefore resent constructive 

criticism. 

 

Dalton believes that the situation in the Eastern Cape will only improve if the DOE provides plans 

that are detailed, properly costed, time-bound, realistic and achievable in light of its capacity.  

Communication between the DOE (from the very top to the district and circuit managers), Principals 

and SGBs must be strengthened.  The DOE must also engage with trade unions who, says Dalton, 

while they may often disagree with the DOE, must also set as their goal the delivery of quality 

education in the province. 

 

Department of Education  
Mr Ngwanye, the new District Director responsible for three hundred and sixty schools in the Buffalo 

City municipal area, acknowledges that there are serious challenges facing the DOE, not least of 

which is the dense bureaucratisation of the department. He says that his office has launched a massive 

electrification and sanitation project in partnership with ESKOM. While claiming that 90% of schools 

in the district are electrified, he notes that: “toilets must be made technologically appropriate and 

sustainable” (Interview with W. M. Ngwanya, June 30, 2005). Because this district is a presidential 

nodal point, earmarked for urgent ‘development’, several other basic service delivery projects are also 

being planned or implemented. An urgent training programme for SGBs and school management 

teams is being rolled out, for example, in order to make all schools fully capacitated and ‘self 

managing’ within 3 years.  

 

Mr Ngwanye admits that nationally, the DOE “falls on two things; supervision and monitoring” 

(Ibid). He plans to increase the number of DOE officials who will travel to and advise schools, and 

has initiated a programme for all district managers to adopt schools and to develop them personally. 

 

Mr Ngwanye confidently claims that, “there are plenty of partnerships with civil society groups in the 

area” (Ibid). By way of example, he points to training assistance offered by groups like SIACA (South 

African Institute of Chartered Accountants) and Daimler Chrysler. Regional HIV/AIDS groups 

frequently work in local schools, and other organisations offer the use of their playing fields to 

schools without sporting facilities, says Mr Ngwanye. He also intends to take professors and teachers 

out of retirement to assist schools to up skill their educators and management teams. 
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Jennifer Mngambu is the new District Director for the Qumbu/Tsolo districts in the former Transkei. 

She spends much of her time travelling to schools “to see for myself … I am the overseer here”, she 

says (Interview with Jennifer Mngambu, July 01, 2005). She is under pressure to improve Grade 12 

results in the district19 because the DOE still assesses progress largely in terms of results. Mngambu 

says that part of the reason why Grade 12 learners fare so poorly in this district, is because there are 

too many temporary and substitute teachers at rural schools whose hearts are not in their work, and 

because there are too many unskilled principals trying to do the best they can. However, there are 

others, she says who are “highly motivated” (Ibid). She admires this motivation in scattered and 

isolated communities without basic amenities – even the district DOE office still has no water or 

lights. She regards the electrification of schools as more urgent than the improvement of sanitation 

and water resources, and also plans to carry on the building work that her predecessor had initiated at 

schools in the district.  

 

Mngambu also plans to tackle the serious transport problems that exist for learners and teachers in 

rural areas in this district. A sticking point in the DOE’s plan to contract transport out to taxi drivers 

has been that many of them are reluctant to use their Minibuses on the poor roads. 

 

Local Government 

Robina Mzantsi sits on the Ward Committee that services the Kimbili community. She says that the 

Ward Councillor has not initiated any development projects in this area. At Qaqamba, Mr Vika says 

that the ward councillor has been to visit the school, but Principal Grey feels there should be more 

cooperation between local government municipalities and the DOE. She has asked the municipality to 

assist with the sanitation problem, and also to mow the long grass in and around the school. Both 

requests have repeatedly been ignored. At Embekweni, SGB members feel slighted because they say 

teachers chose to invite the ward councillor to the prefect induction this year instead of them. He has 

not, they say, made any tangible efforts to assist the school, but has visited to “hear the problems” 

(Interview with Anton D. Yantyi, June 28, 2005). 

 

At Dweba, it is clear that the Ward Councillor, Mr Mzolisi has visited the school on more than one 

occasion. He says that in this vast ward, the challenge is to prioritise needs, which range from water to 

clinics. Once needs have been identified, they are forwarded to the O.R. Tambo Municipality, and this 

takes time. Information also takes time to reach people here, and it is not clear, for example when the 

electricity roll out will be completed. Because there is no clarity on these kinds of issues, Mr Mzolisi 

feels hesitant to report back to the community, although all ward councillors in the district meet once 

a month. 

                                                 
19 The persistently low Grade 12 pass rate has been well documented by the media over the past ten years. 
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Mr Mzolisi says that he is aware of the problems that Mr George, the staff and learners at Dweba 

must work around. He works closely with the SGB, and has, in the past, taken issues up with the DOE 

and other government departments on the school’s behalf. 

 

 

Limpopo Province 
 

“The man who owns all of the money can make education free … .” 
 

Robert Gaffane (Parent/SGB Chair - Ramoba High School) 
 

Principals 

Ramoba High School lies alongside the main road in Lenyenye, Limpopo. It is only ten o’clock on a 

late July morning, but students are streaming off the property and melting into the landscape. The four 

hundred and fifty-five students are on ‘a long break’, explains Principal Peu, because the renovations 

currently underway at this thirty-year old school are disruptive, and because the Grade 12’s are 

writing their preliminary examinations. It is unclear which students have left the schools grounds, or if 

any will return for more lessons today. 

 

This situation does not seem to perturb anyone at Ramoba. In fact, says Principal Peu, general lessons 

for the whole school are often suspended during examinations. Yet despite the fact that the required 

classroom contact time does not always happen, this school achieved a 92,5% Grade 12 pass rate in 

2004. Principal Peu attributes this to the hard work of the School Management Team (SMT) and the 

teachers who organise extra study sessions. “Learners do not leave this school for other schools … it 

has a well established reputation,” he adds (Interview with Mogoboya Shadrack Peu, July 25, 2005). 

The community also respects it, even more so since the razor wire fence was erected.  

 

Despite the excellent pass rate, and the repairs to the roof, windows and sanitation system currently 

being undertaken by the DOE, Ramoba still faces some serious challenges.  The ‘library’ houses some 

redundant textbooks in a few sad piles in the middle of a room, and through the dirty windows of the 

laboratory, lie a few scattered broken test tubes. There are not enough classrooms, desks or chairs. 

These problems do not, however, affect learning and teaching in any serious way, claims Principal 

Peu, because he and his SMT have devised the necessary systems, codes and procedures to ensure that 

the school will operate smoothly. He is “generally satisfied with everything” (Ibid); specifically, with 

the new toilets that are being built and that he has been told will be serviced by a septic tank system; 

and generally, with a DOE district office that “does their best” (Ibid) and who, he assumes is paying 
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the utilities accounts, and a national education system that “seems to be working” (Ibid). Principal Peu 

is also ‘satisfied’ with the two yard taps that are used by all of the learners, and with the school fees 

that he says most of the parents manage to pay at least in part. Every now and then, he says, the 

financial burden is eased by a shop in the immediate vicinity that sponsors the printing of the school 

reports.  

 

No such sense of satisfaction exists at eleven year-old Serurubele Secondary School, some twenty-

five km’s away on a dirt road. Despite the welcome board at the gate, a subdued atmosphere prevails. 

Acting Deputy Principal Modjela heads up the small management team on days when the principal is 

away from school as is the case on the day of our visit – on this occasion, after a perfunctory greeting 

- she has gone to celebrate the District Director’s retirement. 

  

The school, which has both a Science and a Commercial stream, has recently been re-established on 

the top of this steep hill, says Acting Deputy Principal Modjela and last year (2004) claimed an 83% 

pass rate, despite the fact that almost everyone in the Grade 11 class failed. Mr Modjela attributes this 

success to the holiday study sessions that are provided for the Grade 12 learners.  

 

Mr Modjela acknowledges that the school lacks resources (such as computers and a library), but their 

basic services issues remain their biggest challenges. Access to borehole water in the valley is 

intermittent and, when available, is difficult to transport up the steep hill.  Learners must bring their 

own drinking water to school – a water tank lies broken in the schoolyard. It also took eight years for 

the electricity problem to be sorted out, and it was only in May (2005), a prepaid meter was installed. 

Electricity is only used if and when it grows dark or cold outside, says Mr Modjela – the school 

simply cannot afford to use it regularly. Sanitation also poses a problem, adds Mr Modjela, pointing to 

the twelve corrugated iron structures far away from the boundary fence. All of the doors were stolen, 

and everyone at school would prefer toilets that use running water. 

 

The school, (which Mr Modjela thinks is a Section 20 institution) also has a serious capacity problem. 

A Deputy Principal was supposed to have been appointed, says Mr Modjela, but “the interview 

process has not yet been completed” (Interview with M.S. Modjela, July 28, 2005). There are 15 

teachers for the 542 students, but three are temporary, and 2 HOD posts have yet to be advertised.20 

 

Timeous textbook delivery does not happen here either, says Mr Modjela, but the DOE has laid the 

blame at the door of the publisher - the school filled out the necessary requisitions and sent them to 

the DOE in good time. The DOE district office has also promised them that this year they will take up 
                                                 
20 All the schools we visited noted the lack of a Deputy Principal, or HODs, and it is unclear exactly how the 
DOE decides these deployment issues. 
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some of the prevailing issues, the lack of laboratory equipment, and the urgent need for more 

classrooms to ease the problem of crowding almost one hundred students into one classroom at a time. 

 
Promises like these help keep everyone focused on the future, notes Mr Modjela. For him, it’s 

imperative that the state supplies “every single school with water” (Ibid) over the next ten years. 

Furthermore, he wonders what point education serves when there are no accessible post-school 

opportunities for learners. “How can you use a good education here?” he asks. “The government must 

develop learners further … there are no technical colleges in the area … they must build some … 

because when learners leave the [school] system, they end up sitting at home because there are no 

opportunities ….” (Ibid). 

 
Mr Shikhati, the principal at Mogabe Primary School, would like to celebrate the school’s 10th 

birthday but there is too much work to be done. He feels that rural schools have been largely forgotten 

in the transformation of education and that many politicians use these schools when it suits them to 

advance their careers. Widespread inequality in education persists, he believes because “the people 

who make the policies do not come to see the concrete problems at schools” (Interview with Shikhati 

Sydney Tinyiko, July 26, 2005). If schools were properly supported by government, he says, the 

curriculum could “unlock many possibilities for learners” (Ibid), although he has been led to believe 

that OBE is “part of the old curriculum”21 (Ibid). He is aware of the school’s rights and the 

government’s obligations, and is resolute in his pursuit of a boundary fence for the school saying that 

the lack thereof affects almost every aspect of school life for this small community. 

  

At Modupi Primary School, the happy buzz from classrooms, and the well-tended central garden are 

evidence of a stable school generally well supported by the community. It is a successful school22, 

says Principal Mawashu, partly because it has been in existence since 1926. Pride in longevity means 

that they have learned how to navigate around problems such as the toilets inexplicably set outside the 

boundary fence and frequently abused by some community members, and the absence of a designated 

administration block or kitchen in which to prepare the meals for the learners.  Another reason for 

Modupi’s success is the good working relationships that educators and learners have established – 

there are no real problems with any of the over two hundred learners, says Principal Mawashu who 

has been in her post for less than a year, and prefers working with youngsters instead of the high 

school learners she taught at Ramoba High. Modupi learners readily walk the short distance from 

home to school, and respond well to the responsibility of tending the fledgling vegetable garden that 

                                                 
21 We came upon this assumption frequently in Limpopo. Several teachers and principals seem to think that 
OBE is ‘the old curriculum’, and that the Revised National Curriculum Statements (RNCS) represent a different 
curriculum altogether. This assumption has caused schools to discard textbooks that are still of value to 
educators and learners alike. The truth is, of course, that the RNCS are still based on the principles of OBE.  
22 Christie and Potterton (1997) note that ‘resilient’ schools have moved from passivity and victimhood to active 
agency – they feel responsible to take initiatives themselves to solve problems. 
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will one day supplement the SNP meals. Providing food to learners is one of the success stories in the 

transformation of primary education, says Principal Mawashu23. Even though the Reception (first) 

Grade learners might not have enough stimulating toys to play with, at least at this school, they will 

have one hot meal per day. Another project that has been prioritised by Principal Mawashu is the 

democratic creation and active implementation of an HIV/AIDS policy – its code is proudly displayed 

in the ‘office’.  

 

Although no official has visited the school since she arrived, Principal Mawashu feels at least that the 

DOE district office “knows they are there” (Interview with M.A. Mawashu, July 29, 2005). She has 

attended a workshop conducted by the DOE, at which principals were instructed to use exhaustive 

protocols when making requests to the DOE. While the process seems daunting, Principal Mawashu is 

willing to give it a try if it will result in the improvement of basic service delivery to Modupi. In the 

meantime, she is instrumental in assisting learners whose parents have abandoned the family unit, to 

access social worker support.  

 

School Governing Bodies 

Each SGB member we interviewed is also the parent of a school-going learner. This dual 

responsibility makes each of them doubly aware of the impact of basic service delivery problems on 

schools. 

 

In the middle of our interview with Mr Robert Gaffane at Ramoba High School, he surprised 

everybody – including, it seemed, himself - with the sudden declaration that ‘he had just learned that 

he was the SGB chair’! (Interview with Robert Makatisa Gaffane, July 25, 2005). Despite this 

seeming confusion, it is clear that he feels strongly that the SGB has a firm grasp of the issues that 

affect the governance of the school. They have, for example, assisted in drawing up the key codes of 

conduct for the school, and they recognise the authority of Principal Peu. What is more, they have had 

communication with and assistance from, the district office. Consequently, says Mr Gaffane, he 

knows about aspects of the South African Schools Act and its particular implications for school 

governance. In short, Mr Gaffane feels that the government is doing enough to satisfy the needs of 

parents and learners in terms of education. 

 

Paulina Makgoba has been the Mogabe Primary School SGB Treasurer for three months. Although 

she has had no training, she is aware of the responsibilities of her position; she must sign cheques and 

give report backs to the community about issues that concern the SGB. The recent rape of a Modupi 

learner brought the SGB to the school for an emergency meeting to discuss the lack of school security 
                                                 
23 The World Food Programme (WFP) has noted that in some countries learners are given a ‘take-home’ ration 
in addition to a school meal on the condition that the learner attends school regularly. 
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with the principal, but “nothing was done”, says Paulina (Interview with Paulina Mmakgomo 

Makgoba, July 26, 2005). 

 

Although Paulina thinks the SGB works as a cohesive unit, she is not happy that they wait to be called 

to the school by the principal when trouble comes. SNP supplies have been stolen again, and at 

present, learners are not being given their daily meal, although no one knows why. The SGB has not, 

however intervened, because “we were not told on time by the Principal about this problem”, explains 

Paulina (Ibid). She feels that general conditions, systems and procedures at school have improved 

since the arrival of Principal Shikhati, although he has instructed them not to visit the district office 

without his permission.  

 

Her duty as a parent as helped her in her capacity as an SGB member, says Paulina.24 She admits that 

the SGB has “not planned well” (Ibid) when it comes to school trips – parents must fund these 

expeditions. She has also decided that the SGB must take up the stationery problem with the principal. 

Only one official pack is given to each learner per year, and parents cannot afford to keep buying pens 

and pencils. 

 

At Serurubele Secondary, the SGB seems to be tightly controlled by the Principal, who has excluded 

learners from the forum.  Elizabeth, the SGB Secretary, is of the opinion that governing body 

members should be remunerated for their services to the school. “We are very poor, and we work very 

hard”25, she says (Interview with M. E. Nkwane, July 28, 2005).  

 

Cynthia will soon step down as the SGB chairperson at Modupi Primary School.26 Here, the SGB, 

who are considered, says Cynthia, the ‘watchdog of the community’ (Interview with M. C. Machetela, 

July 29, 2005) has taken a more innovative approach to the school fee issue. Parents are encouraged to 

contribute to the care of the school by working in lieu of payment. And here, says Cynthia there are 

plenty of textbooks at the school – sometimes there are too many delivered, and the DOE has to send 

a truck to pick them up! 

 

Parents 

                                                 
24 The purpose of SGBs is to extend the democratisation of education by making all school stakeholders 
responsible for the running of schools. In this regard, it was interesting for us that in Limpopo, all the SGB 
members we interviewed, except one, are women. Jacklin (2001) makes the point that in the past, women 
teachers were not allowed to occupy permanent or high school teaching posts in South Africa, and were 
generally considered to be better caregivers than they were administrators. 
25 SASA determines that no member of a governing body may be compensated for the execution of his/her 
functions. 
26 The term of office of a governing body member is set at three years. 
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As a parent, Cynthia is grateful for the way that Principal Mawashu and her team make a real effort to 

include the community in both the running and development of Modupi Primary. The school is also 

willing to ‘cut parents a break’ wherever possible, says Cynthia – they have told parents to stop 

buying uniforms in order to relieve them of the extra financial burden for the time being. Modupi 

parents have not been as lucky with school fees, however. Cynthia feels trapped – although families in 

this community run out of money very quickly, she does not want the school fees to decrease, as this 

may mean a concomitant decrease in the quality of education. Parents also feel the pressure of having 

to supply all kinds of miscellaneous items like the wood for the fires that cook the food for the SNP 

and Cynthia wonders whether there should be schools for those without money, and other schools for 

those who are rich. 

  

Elizabeth recounts that not many parents climb the steep hill to see what goes on at Serurubele. They 

have been told: “you must trust in the Principal and the SGB” (M.E. Nkwane). Elizabeth 

acknowledges that this kind of pronouncement has isolated the community from the school, and 

eroded the confidence of the parents to lobby for better basic services provision. Elizabeth hopes that 

the education that her son will receive at Serurubele will help her son to become a mechanic – she 

believes that this career can only be crafted at university or Technikon.  

 

Modupi parent Paulina does not only dream of a career for her child. In order to escape from her 

impoverished environment, she wants to study for a computer skills certificate. Like many other 

parents of younger learners, she worries about the safety of Modupi learners. Some distance from the 

school, she shows us the toilets, where the rusted corrugated iron has given way to dangerous gaping 

holes. The small school is vulnerable to other dangers too, she says. Last year, a ‘mentally disturbed’ 

community member came onto the schools grounds, and his antics upset the learners. Without a fence, 

there is nothing they can do to prevent this kind of thing, says Paulina.  

 

Parents here also feel helpless about school fees, she adds. She budgets, but says she must first take 

care of her funeral society obligations and buy food for her family. To show their willingness to 

support the school even if they cannot pay, people in the community volunteer readily to cook food 

for the learners and for meetings. The SNP makes her anxious though; presently, learners are not 

eating, and parents have not been informed. Moreover, she has seen that while learners go hungry, 

“teachers sit and enjoy their lunch” (Paulina Mmakgomo Makgoba). 

 

Paulina is also anxious about the water situation at Modupi. According to her, the tank is only 

unlocked when volunteers come to prepare food, and in any case, the water went stale a long time 

ago. This means that learners must bring their own water, a hefty responsibility for a small person, 
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says Paulina. She says she has seen the water project under construction along the main road, but “it 

moves too slowly for us” (Ibid). 

 

Like many parents, Paulina feels an acute responsibility for her child’s education. She thinks that the 

Modupi teachers “teach well”, and diligently checks her child’s books. She wants to know though, 

like many other parents, “education news”, of which nothing reaches them. She also yearns for 

computers for everyone, not just the principal, and for a decent recreational area for the children to 

play, other than the hard-baked red earth.  

 

At Ramoba High, down the road, Robert tells us that as a parent he is “more than happy with this 

school” (Robert Makatisa Gaffane). He believes that Science and Mathematics are the keys to job 

security but does not explain why.27  

 

Teachers 

Elizabeth Phalane is also “more than happy” with conditions at Ramoba (Interview with M. E. 

Phalane, July 25, 2005). Unlike many teachers who have lost their commitment, her passion has only 

increased, despite the fact that she had to take on other subjects (in addition to Home Economics) 

when more colleagues were recently redeployed. She believes that teachers and the new revised 

curriculum are the driving force behind all educational development. She feels that several subjects in 

the new curriculum offer practical possibilities for entrepreneurship, observing that: “the market is 

now open” (Ibid) and that learning areas can also help students to build up their communities - for 

example, Life Orientation can educate learners and their families about HIV/AIDS. 

 

Elizabeth is 100% supportive of the DOE, saying that all those concerned about education “must have 

patience” (Ibid). She maintains that she has also benefited from regular contact with subject advisors 

and moderators28 from the district office, and from many workshops. She also feels supported by 

Principal Peu who, she says, holds them accountable to a high standard of performance. This 

management style, says Elizabeth encourages teachers at Ramoba to go beyond the call of duty, 

despite the lack of some basic services. She says that she is constantly on the lookout for 

extracurricular programmes and opportunities that will challenge and develop her learners. Moreover, 

such is her dedication that she sleeps in her Home Economics laboratory the night before moderation 

to ensure that everything has been properly organised. She is proud of the light and airy room with its 

3 new stoves, pots, pans and a refrigerator, but adds that she would dearly love some of the more 

                                                 
27 Many parents have absorbed fragments of DOE discourse on the importance of Science and Mathematics for 
the economic growth of the country. 
28 External moderators are dispatched to schools to assess pre-arranged tasks that will form part of students’ 
final results. 
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sophisticated equipment needed to really explore the syllabus properly. “My learners have never seen 

a coffee machine or a microwave”, she says (Ibid).  

 

At Mogabe Primary, Rachel is tasked with teaching Economic and Management Sciences (EMS).  

She too says that the absence of appropriate teaching aids affects the quality of learning. When she 

tries to explain, for example, what marketing is, rural learners here have no frame of reference to use 

to understand such concepts. While she has been to three DOE workshops in Polokwane, she does not 

meet with other teachers in other schools who could share strategies and ideas with her. Staff 

meetings at Mogabe Primary are also infrequent affairs, says Rachel, although Principal Shikhati 

continues to fight to make things better for everyone. For example, it is no longer necessary to hold 

lessons in the rusty old bus that lies in the schoolyard. And at least some information does reach 

school from the district office, most recently, a circular about the importance of road safety for 

learners. Like many other teachers, Rachel thinks her salary is not good enough. She is a union 

member, but she says this organisation only takes up salary issues intermittently. 

 

The teachers at Serurubele Secondary would not talk to us, and remained in a secretive huddle at the 

corner of a classroom block veranda. 

 

A teacher at Modupi Primary was willing to talk, but requested anonymity. He said: “our school is 

one of the best around” (Interview with educator, July 29, 2005), and feels that part of the reason for 

the success, is that decisions are made in broad consultative ways through committees. The school 

also continues to flourish under a caring leader, says this educator. The SGB took the process of 

interviews for a principal very seriously, and the result was Principal Mawashu, who inherited a rich 

legacy from her predecessor, but who has also come up with her own way of doing this for the school.  

 

“Everything here depends on the money from the parents”, he says (Ibid), but unlike most other 

educators interviewed, does not think things would work more effectively if school fees were 

abolished. “Where will the schools get funding from?” he asks. “The state would not be in a position 

to fund everything … the communities need to put something in so that that they can have that feeling 

of ownership … if everything is done by the state, the community will take a back seat, if something 

is damaged, they will say that is not our baby”, he adds (Ibid). 

 
He feels that in-service training is insufficient and does not keep pace with the all too frequent 

changes to, for example, the national curriculum. Consequently, it sometimes happens that learners 

are kept back to repeat a grade, because he says, not all of the educators here understand fundamental 

OBE principles. And sadly, learners whose parents cannot afford the extra money for school trips are 

simply not included in these excursions.  
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Learners 

At Ramoba High, Collen, Clarah and Edith are not deriving the full benefit of OBE because they always 

have to share textbooks in class, and there is always someone who cannot do their homework. Moreover, 

the books are ‘old’, says Edith. Ramoba learners also lament the fact that there are insufficient desks and 

chairs, that there are only four toilets, and that when it rains, it is impossible to hear the teachers over the 

drumming on the zinc roof – the classrooms do not have ceilings. Says Collen: 

 

“The resources that we get at school does (sic) not equal R200.29 We must have 
computers … textbooks, chalkboards … teachers must attend the classes … they 
run around outside talking … we don’t have enough teachers … some teach four 
classes and different subjects, that is why they don’t come … I had a teacher for 
Physical Science, he managed to teach Physics only … I wrote Chemistry, but 
there is nothing I understand … we must have experiments in the Lab ….” 
(Interview with Mogau Collen Gaffane, July 26, 2005). 

 

Before they even get to school, however, to endure these frustrations, they must first cover the long 

distance from home on foot. “Some of us walk for more than an hour,” says Collen. “If we are late, 

they close the gate, and we must wait for break … if we are tired in class, the teacher throws us out”, 

he adds, (Ibid).  

 

The school fee situation is a further daily frustration for many Ramoba learners. Edith describes the 

situation thus:  

 

“According to me, it is too much … two of us come to this school and my mother 
is not working, my father’s salary is not enough, we are always owing … we are 
not punished, but we are always thinking about it, that is why we fail … because 
when you reach the Assembly, they are always talking about the school fees, in the 
classes, the school fees, there is nothing we can do … we have attended the ERP 
(Education Rights Project) … they were talking about free education … I think it 
should be free” (Interview with Mosike Edith Phalane, July 26, 2005).  

 

It is these kinds of anxieties, say these learners, which contribute to poor results amongst the Grade 8, 9, 

10 and 11 learners. Also, says Clarah, the teachers concentrate their efforts on passing the Grade 12 

learners. For the others, “When you fail twice”, she explains, “You don’t come any more … most fail 

twice and they sit at home and do nothing, they come and steal here … we tried to speak to the principal 

… we don’t know if that is a rule from the Department [of Education], or this circuit office or this school” 

(Interview with Lebogang Clarah Phalane, July 26, 2005). 

                                                 
29 R200 is the school fee at Ramoba High School. 
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They have thus far not been able to get clarity on this issue. The Learner Representative Council (LRC) 

has not taken up the issue, and, says Collen, “You can spend a year here … and you don’t see the 

government” (Mogau Collen Gaffane). But despite these frustrations, and their admission that they would 

rather go to a school in ‘town’ (Tzaneen), Edith, Clarah and Collen say they will stick it out at Ramoba, 

because the Matric pass rate was “over 90% last year” (Ibid). 

 

At Serurubele, senior learners Dencell and Maria have a sad tale to tell about conditions at their school.  

First and foremost, says Dencell, the uniforms are very expensive. Learners who cannot afford the right 

clothes must report to the office or risk “being shouted at” (Interview with Dencell Stimela and Maria 

Raburabu, July 28, 2005). If the problem persists, then the LRC will be notified and finally “the parents 

will be called in” (Ibid). 
 

Being ‘in trouble’, says Dencell, is something Serurubele learners have become used to. Those who 

come late to school are locked outside the gate for 30 minutes, “even if you are a teacher” (Ibid). 

Many things can cause them to be late – for example, hunger30, excessive homework and insufficient 

rest. Dencell must rise at five to walk the twelve kilometres to school. When it rains, the road is 

reduced to “clay and mud” – on such days, some teachers don’t bother to come to school because their 

cars get stuck and when it rains too hard, says Maria, “they say ‘go home’, because the rain makes it 

impossible to reach the school up this big hill” (Ibid).  Even when school is in session, learners are 

often threatened by a local gang known as ‘The 18 boys’. They hang on the fence, shouting and 

demanding entry, and make going to the toilet a scary experience. “If you see them, you have to run 

… you must get inside the yard as quickly as possible”, warns Dencell, (Ibid). 

 

Other factors increase the feelings of vulnerability that learners live with every day at Serurubele. 

According to Dencell and Maria, the learners do not feel a sense of ownership or belonging here. 

They say that the origin of all these problems can be traced back to the management style of the 

principal. There are no students on the SGB, and the LRC is a meaningless forum – “there is no 

democracy here”, says Dencell simply (Ibid). Any attempts to question or complain, are instantly 

rebuffed. When parents raise issues at meetings, the principal shouts them down, and in any case, 

there has not been a single parent/teacher meeting this year.31 

 

Students have protested, for example the compulsory religious Assemblies, but the principal has said: 

“There is no other way” (Ibid).  No one can see the point of making people wait outside the gate for 

                                                 
30 Dencell and Maria also told us that many learners do not have anything to eat all day – they are not able to 
bring any food from home. 
31 Schools are required to have at least 4 teacher/parent meetings per year. 



 39

30 minutes in the morning, either. All it does is deprive learners of valuable lesson time. Learners are 

also fed up with a school trip that has been delayed several times, although learners have paid for the 

excursion. 

 

This approach to school management and discipline means that many learners fail a grade. Only five 

out of seventy Grade 11 learners passed last year, reports Dencell. Curiously, there are currently ten 

Grade 12 learners and over one hundred in Grade 11. Some of these learners “have been stuck there 

for three to five years”, says Dencell (Ibid). Maria adds that it seems that “the children of SGB 

members always pass” (Ibid). 

 

The failure rate is exacerbated by those teachers who don’t come to every class. “Some only come 

twice a month”, says Dencell, “and if you report this to the principal, she says “this is going to be a 

big problem for you now” (Ibid). Likewise, learners feel powerless to change the control some male 

teachers exert over female students. Some girls only pass because they agree to pay sexual favours, 

but, says Dencell, “this is a censored topic here” (Ibid). Other teachers victimise learners if they try to 

report problems. 

 
Learners do want to escape this situation, says Dencell, but they have been told that the R150 school 

fee at Serurubele is less than at other schools. They have also been told that: “other schools don’t want 

learners who need to repeat a whole grade” (Ibid).  Maria thinks there should not be any schools fees 

payable anywhere. Perhaps schools could also be businesses, she muses. Some could sell art for 

example.32  

 
Local Government 

We found that it was only at Serurubele that the local ward councillor has visited the school and 

promised to take up basic service issues on their behalf with the DOE and the local Municipality, 

although it is clear that such promises have, as yet, to yield any fruit. The Serurubele community is 

still waiting for his report back. 

 

 

 

Civil Society 

Lovelife has conducted some HIV/AIDS awareness workshops at Ramoba and Serurubele schools. At 

Mogabe Primary Principal Shikhati says that the organisation promised to sponsor a signage board for 

the school, but nothing has come of that promise. A local business sometimes pays for the printing of 

                                                 
32 Jacklin (2001) observes that in 1998 the Western Cape education department suggested that schools should be 
linked to, and run like, businesses.  
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reports at Ramoba, but when Principal Mawashu at Modupi Primary approached a neighbouring shop 

owner for sponsorship, none was forthcoming. At Ramoba, teacher Elizabeth Phalane has received 

some assistance from the Coach House and other similar lodges in the area who occasionally give 

learners the opportunity to practise their catering and hotelier skills. 

 

However, civil society assistance to schools in this area comes most readily from the Bathlabine Rural 

Development Trust (BRDT) based at the traditional authorities centre in Bathlabine/Lenyenye. BRDT 

was formed by passionate young community members who saw the need to monitor the delivery of 

basic services to impoverished rural communities, to build networks between such communities and 

to provide them with information about government policies and support. They describe themselves 

as “the eye of the community” (Interview with Shandane A Ramodile, Anthony Thobakgale and 

Stanley Letsoalo, July 26, 2005). Education is a special focus for BRDT. They have interacted with 

the Education Rights Project (ERP), and they take knowledge about learners’ rights into schools via 

workshops organised for LRPs.  

 

In their work with schools in the vicinity - they have “touched most of them” says Shandane (Shakes) 

Ramodile - BRDT members have discovered that many of them are not run democratically, especially 

with regard to school fees (Ibid). Their mission is to facilitate communication between the various 

stakeholders, says Anthony Thobokgale. They are also proud that they could co-ordinate funding 

efforts to ensure that a block of classrooms was built at Modupi Primary and that they have also been 

the driving force behind a new community computer centre. BRDT members work to address all 

aspects that affect the lives of communities in this part of Limpopo. They look to the past by 

conferring closely with the Bathlabine Traditional Authority on issues that affect the community, to 

the present by educating people about the power of mobilising around basic service issues, and to the 

future by making young people in the community aware of the impact of HIV/AIDS. 

 

Education Officials 

Eric Matsomame manages the Limpopo District Development Support Programme (DDSP) 

coordinated by the DOE and funded by the British Government’s Department for International 

Development (DFID). John Burmeister is currently involved in the Limpopo Integration Education 

Programme. They tell us that these projects, which deal with leadership, management and governance 

training for school SGBs and SMTs, will be extended in 2006. Workshops that have been developed 

by USAID around six focus areas, including whole school improvement, school development 

planning, financial management precede in-school follow-ups to check whether new procedures and 

practices have ‘trickled down’ to other school stakeholders. 
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Burmeister and Matsomame confirmed what we had found in the eight schools that we visited and 

their surrounding communities. For example, says Matsomame, where families must prioritise sheer 

survival on a daily basis, budgeting for school fees simply isn’t feasible. Yet, says Burmeister, the 

answer isn’t necessarily clear-cut. “At least if some fees are being collected and if there is sufficient 

training, most SGBs and SMTs will use their money usefully”, he says. “If there is nothing coming in, 

you would expect that there would be a larger allocation coming in from government, but even if that 

is the case, the question is, is it ever going to reach the schools themselves?” (Interview with Eric 

Matsomame and John Burmeister, July 29, 2005). 

 

Matsomame has also frequently encountered schools where a culture of institutionalised inertia 

reigns.33 Simply put, where schools must adapt to adverse conditions, to a general and continuing lack 

of basic service provision, attention and information, the quality of education suffers. But because the 

DOE still assesses school efficiency almost wholly in terms of Grade 12 final results, schools will do 

“whatever it takes” to produce remarkable ones in order to be noticed. While many learners 

undoubtedly do benefit from genuinely and consistently innovative and excellent teaching, many 

schools without the necessary resources resort to drilling their learners so that they can regurgitate the 

correct answers on cue in examinations. “This has negative implications for those learners a year on 

and makes a mockery of a system based on continuous assessment and ongoing skills acquisition”, 

says Matsomame (Ibid). Moreover, he has observed that many under-resourced schools tend to focus 

all of their attention on the Grade 12 learners and preliminary examinations from about September 

onwards, at the expense of learners in other grades, who can often be seen ‘on the street’ instead of in 

the classrooms.  

 

Both Burmeister and Matsomame agree that the DOE needs to take a step back to more accurately 

assess the needs of schools with regard to basic service provision. They also concur that internal DOE 

systems and procedures need a complete overhaul to ensure, for example, that District officials are 

actually getting out to schools, observing what they need, and making sure that they get what they ask 

for in a timeous fashion. 

 

 

Community Members – Eastern Cape and Limpopo 
 

                                                 
33 Journalist Brett Horner reported in The Sunday times (18/09/005) that the Nelson Mandela School Of 
Medicine (KwaZulu Natal) had recently found that 90% of home-based HIV care-givers in Limpopo were 
suffering from acute depression, due, in part to the lack of resources. The study in question also found that 
poverty has increased depression in rural areas. 
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The community members, in each area we visited, and who filled out our questionnaires, are generally 

negative about the current state of education in their districts; pointing to the lack of facilities and 

resources – infrastructural, human, technological and textual – as causes for the lack of development 

of individuals and communities. As one person in Embekweni put it, “From a distance, it seems to be 

chaotic … there seems to be no love for education” (Interview with Embekweni community member, 

June 2005). Others say they think that learners don’t know what they should, and wonder why it is 

still the case that learners can be seen on the streets when they should be in school. On a more positive 

note, some observe that more learners seem to be in school on a semi-regular basis than ever before. 

Many made the point that “on paper, the system may have changed, but practically nothing has 

changed in schools” (Interview with Duncan Village community member, June 2005). A recurring 

complaint is that information about many education policies – for example, OBE, does not reach 

communities, and that very few people know about changes to the system and their possible 

implications. In Limpopo, some people are pleased that Adult Basic Education and Training (ABET) 

is now a part of the education system. Others complain that the DOE “should stop changing the 

system so often, because it causes great confusion” (Interview with Limpopo community member, 

July, 2005). 

 

Many people feel that the main challenge to the efficacy of the system is the enormity of the task to 

truly transform education. While some applaud the DOE for unifying a stratified system into one 

department, they note also that no schools in rural areas or ‘townships’ can yet boast a racially diverse 

population. Many community members are pleased that the new curriculum encourages learners to 

communicate and investigate, that learners can now choose between more subjects, that corporal 

punishment is now illegal, that some learners at least get a one-off stationery package from the DOE 

and that many younger learners now get fed at school; although an equal number of community 

members wondered why the SNP has not been extended to older learners as well. Others note that 

despite cosmetic changes to schools, too many Grade 12 learners are still failing, and that “nothing 

goes farther for these learners after school” (Community member, Limpopo). Furthermore, many 

people note that far too many learners are dropping out of school altogether.  One of the reasons 

offered for this state of affairs is that there are still not enough schools to accommodate the growing 

numbers of learners. 

 

A large number of respondents believe that communities feel no real sense of ownership of schools, 

and in rural areas, that no real changes are visible in schools. In these areas particularly, many 

complain about the conditions of roads and the distances that learners are still expected to walk to get 

to school. Some people maintain that a further key challenge to the state in delivering quality 

education nationally is the absence of technologically appropriate communication systems that could 

link widespread communities together. Other challenges cited include a lack of motivation on the part 
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of teachers, and a lack of respect on the part of learners, insufficient training for educators, 

widespread corruption in schools, a lack of capacitation of SGB members, SMT teams and DOE 

district officers, the absence of district officials in many schools, as well as an inconsistent teacher 

redeployment system.  

 

Many community members echo the following opinion, given by a resident of Duncan Village: “The 

main challenge for the state is to invest more in education in order for disadvantaged persons to 

acquire the best education even if they don’t earn a cent” (Community member, Duncan Village) by 

the gap between the origin of education policies at national level, and the ability of provincial and 

local DOE offices to carry them out. Still others note the inability of the DOE to effectively monitor 

their own officials or to overcome the backlogs in education. As a community member from 

Embekweni put it, “The state should not only serve as a rubber stamp, but should see to it that all 

tasks and time frames are taken care of.” (Community member, Embekweni). 

 

There is widespread agreement that it has now become the responsibility of schools and communities 

themselves to deliver education to the nation’s children - “poor people are now supposed to stand up 

and do things themselves” is how one Dweba resident put it (Interview with Dweba community 

member, July 2005). Many also think that local government representatives are shirking their duty to 

form links between communities, municipalities and education officials/offices.  

 

In terms of community contribution to the improvement of schools, many people say that SGB parent 

representatives serve as community voices in schools. They expect SGBs to report back regularly to 

their communities. Additionally, where they are able, communities try to help to build classrooms or 

essential amenities at schools, and parents in the community try to attend meetings at schools. Some 

describe as their contribution their motivations for electricity at home through their local councillor, 

so that their children can at least study at night. Many consider it an important contribution simply to 

ensure that their children attend school. Others say they monitor schools for and report incidences of, 

vandalism. Others feel more hopeless about what they can do for schools, as does this Embekweni 

resident when he says: “Power mongers will always derail progress, and party politics discourages 

ordinary men and women from offering their services to schools. In-fighting in schools also prevents 

outside intervention” (Community member, Embekweni).  

 

Most community members say they are unaware of civil society interventions to improve schooling. 

In the Eastern Cape, a few have heard of LCD, others say they have heard rumours about youth 

groups who start vegetable gardens at schools. In Embekweni, a teacher said that building operations 

at her school had been sponsored in part by Spoornet, that furniture retailer Ellerines had printed some 

reports and that Clover SA had sponsored the school’s name on a board. In Limpopo, some are aware 
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of computer training initiatives. One Limpopo respondent has heard that LoveLife has “gone into 

some villages to conduct workshops around health issues” (Community member, Limpopo). 

 

While knowledge of DOE school fee regulations is widespread, only a few community members are  

aware that it is illegal to discriminate in any way against those who cannot pay and that poor learners 

may apply for exemption. Many say that discrepancies and exclusionary tactics still abound. Others 

say they just don’t know - “The Minister of Education doesn’t tell the general public about policies” 

(Community member – Duncan Village). Everyone however knows that our “Constitution entitles 

everyone to quality education” (Community member - Dweba), although several interviewees believe 

that education is a privilege rather than a basic human right. 

 

Many respondents think primary schools are making a difference to the life of some communities 

through the SNP, which reduces malnutrition in young children. Some say that the simple fact that 

information reaches more learners, means that communities are more empowered. 

 

Generally, ordinary South Africans feel that it is important for all children to go to school. Some note 

that “young brains are easy to cultivate” (Community Member - Limpopo) while others feel that it is 

the only way our country can “grow economically”(Ibid). At Dweba, a community member told us 

that “it is no more (sic) the main responsibility to bring bread to the table … we all have to be 

academically equipped to be safe today” (Community member, Dweba), and in Embekweni township 

some believe that education means that “[learners] should be able to develop [into] independent 

citizens who are creative, sociable and accountable” (Community member, Embekweni).  

 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

In 1995 writer Botshabelo Maja spent a year in a secondary school in a Gauteng township. He 

discovered many of the same problems in that urban environment, that have been documented in our 

case studies. Ten years on, conditions have not improved in hundreds of schools across South Africa. 

For those learners who dream of becoming pilots and lawyers, and for their parents who believe that 

education is the key to the future, it seems fundamentally unfair even to mention the words ‘change’ 

or ‘progress’. Quite simply, until every learner has access to clean water, electricity, and safe, 

stimulating learning environments, we cannot stop campaigning for the free, quality basic education 

that was dreamed of in the Freedom Charter. For the DOE, the challenge remains the struggle to 

match educational efficiency with equity and quality for all. 
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Section Three: Facing Realities and the Need for Change 

 

 

A Failure of Vision and Will 
 

‘Education reform can only be successful if it recognises that the basic physical 
conditions for effective educational change are not in place’ (Vally, 2001: 3). 

 

This research study confirms, both analytically and practically, the continued validity of Vally’s 

claim.  There can be no doubt that the ‘physical conditions’ in the schools we visited, and which 

represent a microcosmic picture of what prevails on a more extensive level in poor school 

communities across the country, are far from providing the kind of foundation needed for ‘effective 

educational change’ to become a reality. The result, as our study has shown, is the perpetuation of a 

crisis of basic services in South Africa’s educational system. 

 

Despite a raft of education legislation and government programmes aimed at dealing with, and 

overcoming, this crisis, the hard facts are that the democratic state has failed. At the heart of this 

failure is the state’s political/ideological understanding of, and practical approach to, development and 

democracy. Rather than seeing development as a metaphorical ‘house’ whose stability and habitability 

requires, first and foremost, the laying of a foundation of basic needs/services for the majority who 

live in it, the state has chosen to focus its attention on supporting and strengthening the upper ‘floors’ 

in the (vain) belief that doing so will not only make the house look more presentable but will 

somehow work its way down to the foundation. This reverse, neo-liberal developmental logic and 

approach is captured in President Mbeki’s ‘two-economy’ thesis, where the ‘first economy’ (which in 

real terms represents the upper floors of the developmental ‘house’) is seen as the foundation for 

development, and the ‘second economy’ (which in real terms represents the foundation of the 

developmental ‘house’) is seen as secondary construction: 

 

‘We must work hard to ensure that our centre, the first economy, grows and 
develops to generate the wealth we need to achieve the goal of a better life for all 
… poverty and underdevelopment [the second economy] act as a fetter on the 
further development of the first economy’ (Mbeki, 2003). 

 

The pursuit of this kind of developmental plan not only demands that the accumulative ‘needs’ of the 

capitalist class (the first economy) be the fount of growth and prosperity ‘for all’, but also that the 

enduring socio-economic conditions of the poor themselves be identified as the main impediment to 

such accumulation and thus to development itself (as opposed to the other way round).  This is hardly 
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a ringing endorsement for a meaningful democracy which surely requires that the ‘empowerment’ of 

the ‘people’ is grounded in meeting their basic needs, and no more so than in the field of education, so 

that they can participate actively in framing and building the developmental ‘house’.  What the state 

has done, is to falsely twin democracy to the needs of the capitalist market. In turn, this has produced 

an ongoing ‘crisis of democracy’ wherein institutionalised practices and forms of representative 

democracy such as elections and local government structures make little difference since the key 

societal (developmental) decisions are taken by the ‘market’ (Amin, 2001). As Neville Alexander 

presciently argued many years ago, it is impossible for such a neo-liberal approach to satisfy the 

material, social and political needs of the oppressed and impoverished majorities in places like South 

Africa (Alexander, 1993: 83).   

 

South Africa’s ‘transitional’ experience since 1994 bears this out, as does our study in direct relation 

to a more contemporary application to the country’s educational system. The failure of vision and will 

on the part of the state, to address fundamentally the roots of South Africa’s developmental, and by 

consequence democratic, crisis that are umbilically linked to the basic services crisis in the 

educational system, has resulted in an increasing developmental burden being placed on those least 

able to take on that burden. Poor communities are thus forced to try and fill the ‘gaps’ and offer 

whatever minimal capacity and resources they have34. Such a state of affairs is exacerbated further by 

the state’s unwillingness, even in the face of an overwhelming popular impetus, to ditch its macro-

economic framework which privileges fiscal, ‘market solutions’ over socio-economic justice and 

equality.  In the context of education, this has ‘institutionalised’ a widespread belief, amongst poor 

communities, that they deserve poor schools and that despite their consistent hopes, there is no 

meaningful connection between the education received by learners in those school communities and 

the ability to move out of poverty.  

 

Ultimately then, what has been bequeathed to South Africa’s poor - in the most ironic and tragic sense 

- is a ‘virtuous’ cycle of poverty.  As the poet/writer James Baldwin put it: ‘Not everything that is 

faced can be changed, but nothing can be changed if it is not faced’. What follows is a succinct 

summary presentation of those key things - which constitute the current ‘basic services’ crisis in the 

educational system - that need to be faced and some points on the way forward that can possibly lead 

to the change that is so desperately required. 

 

Key Findings/Conclusions 
 

                                                 
34 This ‘self-help’ approach is coupled with a failure to enforce real redistribution of resources to ensure that 
wealthy schools are prevented from practicing exclusionary policies/practices – i.e., a ‘backdoor’ privatisation. 
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The points that follow below are reflective of what we found in our field research trips to the case 

study areas, but which, in general, we believe apply to the entire landscape of public education in 

South Africa. The choice of areas in the Eastern Cape and Limpopo provinces was made precisely 

because these areas (most of all which fell under former apartheid bantustans prior to 1994) epitomise 

the struggles of the poorest and still most isolated communities across the country, to access basic 

services within the education system and communities. 

 

On the public educational system 

Levels of functionality across the education system differ greatly according to access to, and 

implementation of, basic services and resources. Bureaucratic over-load and a serious lack of strategic 

planning and policy implementation constitute one of the main reasons preventing the Department of 

Education - DOE (across all levels) from consistently fulfilling its constitutional mandate to all public 

schools. Consequently, a lack of consistent and properly managed provision of basic services to many 

schools, especially those in outlying rural areas, prevents a large number of learners from accessing 

quality education. 

 

Some of the key practical results of this state of affairs include: 

 

• The random application of school fee policies that cause a huge amount of confusion, 

frustration and conflict both within the school communities and between communities and 

local level Education officials;  

• Serious difficulties (as applied to school staff as well as School Governing Bodies - SGBs) in 

accessing funds and information from the Department of Education. For example, in relation 

to transport subsidies and school fee exemptions;  

• Widespread confusion amongst school staff and parents over the implications of sectional 

status for schools and what this means in terms of payment for basic services (such as water 

and electricity);  

• Mismanagement of, and lack of necessary facilities for, school nutrition programmes that 

often result in the breakdown of the programme or in inadequate provision of nutritious meals 

for learners;  

• The prevalence of corruption, cronyism, maladministration and a general lack of 

accountability (particularly in respect of the relationship between the DOE and school 

communities) across the educational system; 

• Lack of consistent, formal training for SGBs and School Management Teams (SMTs) on 

DOE policies/procedures and basic managerial skills that results in staff, parents and 
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(relevant) learners most often being unable to fulfil those tasks that have been devolved to 

them;  

• A generalised lack of regular communication and practical consultation between DOE 

officials and school staff/SGBs that has a tremendously negative impact on effective school 

planning as well as confidence and pro-active management. A good example is in relation to 

ongoing uncertainty and confusion over curriculum issues;  

• An enormous backlog of infrastructural and service provision that negatively affects every 

aspect of school and community life. While the continued ‘hang-over’ of the apartheid legacy 

must be noted, a lack of commitment, capacity and equality of resource distribution within the 

DOE has been central. 

• Failure to conduct up-to-date, accurate and participatory needs assessments of public schools 

that are then used to inform and guide infrastructural and service delivery programmes35. 

 

In turn, these practical problems have engendered:  

 

• An increasing institutional dsyfunctionality, coupled to a decline of morale in schools and 

their surrounding communities;  

• Feelings of resignation amongst poor communities that there is little they can do to improve 

the situation of their schools, accompanied by an creeping attitude of hopelessness that 

impacts negatively on the regeneration of a culture of learning and teaching;  

• A situation in which there are completely inadequate levels of material compensation for 

principals and teachers who work in rural, poor communities and who thus find it necessary 

to pay out of their own (very empty) pockets for school-related expenses;  

• A generalised lack of commitment on the part of substitute and temporary teachers, who are 

heavily represented in poor, rural schools, as a result of constant re-deployment and 

inconsistent remuneration; 

                                                 
35 Recently, the DOE has announced that from 2006, it plans to embark on a R12,5 billion, five year ‘strategy 
for the recapitalization of schools’ under the auspices of the, ‘National Quality Education Development and 
Upliftment Programme for Public Schools’. The DOE has been quoted as saying that the intention is to ‘provide 
desks, chairs, books, libraries, science labs and sports facilities’ for 90% of public schools (Naidu & Govender, 
2005).  Additionally, the DOE has announced publicly that through its ‘Education Laws Amendment Bill’ it 
intends to declare certain schools, especially in poorer provinces such as Limpopo and the Eastern Cape, ‘no-
fee’ schools (Bolowana, 2005). If indeed these plans/claims are true, then it would be a welcome development 
and a partial recognition by the state of the extent of the crisis of basic services in public schools and what it is 
going to take to deal with it. However, according to Salim Vally of Wits’ Education Policy Unit, a consultant 
employed by the DOE estimated (over five years ago) that to merely deal with the infrastructural and services 
backlog left over from apartheid days, will require the state to spend at least R3 – 4 billion a year for the next 
ten years, in addition to the annual education budget (Vally, 2000). 
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• An educational system that privileges a results-oriented approach (despite official claims to 

the contrary), resulting in most schools chasing Matric pass rates at the expense of across-the-

board quality education and skills acquisition for post-school employment.  

 

On the private sector 

Despite some highly publicised cases of large corporations providing resources to a few schools in 

poor communities around the country as well as scattered examples of small-scale, local businesses 

making occasional donations there is little evidence of sustained private sector assistance to the public 

education system at primary and secondary levels.  This is not surprising given the much closer 

relationship of the private sector to both private schools and tertiary institutions that can be 

influenced, through large donations and twinning programmes, to produce graduates that serve the 

private sector’s market-oriented skill needs. On both counts, the state appears to simply accept this 

role/approach and indeed encourages it. In direct relation to those areas in which we conducted 

research: 

 

• The private sector is, for the most part, simply not interested in forming ‘partnerships’ with 

poor schools due to the lack of a ‘fit’ with their own needs/demands as well as the general 

socio-economic peripheralisation of low-income areas;  

• The approach of larger corporations is to fund only those few schools that already have a 

track-record and continued capacity to produce the kind of graduates that they require to serve 

their specific skill needs and that serve a larger, profit-motivated agenda; 

 

On ‘Civil Society’ 

It is acknowledged that there are a range of Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) and 

Community-Based Organisations (CBOs) involved in the field of education more generally. However, 

our research found that there are precious few NGOs or CBOs that are actively involved in assisting 

poor schools in the communities we visited.  We believe that the main reasons for this can be ascribed 

to: the fact that the vast majority of NGOs working in the field of education are located in urban areas 

and have weak outreach programmes in rural areas; and, that the depth of poverty and social 

dislocation in poor communities acts as a poor incubator for the formation and sustenance of CBOs. 

The following, additional general trends also apply: 

 

• Where there has been some NGO support given to school communities, it has most often been 

temporary and lacks follow-up. This is linked to the sheer size and scope of the social and 

economic problems in poor school communities, which tends to result in an inability to effect 

lasting or visible changes. ‘Band-aid’ solutions become the norm; 
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• NGO involvement is based upon a priori organisational agendas as opposed to social 

objectives linked to the needs of the school communities themselves; 

• Direct and active involvement in educational capacitation appears to have a low appeal for 

most NGOs. This most often results in the adoption of a balkanised approach. For example, 

HIV-Aids interventions and distance monitoring predominate at the expense of practical 

assistance; 

• There is an unwillingness on the part of the state to form meaningful partnerships with NGOs 

and to pool resources/skills in a coordinated way so as to have maximum impact in the most 

needy areas. Coupled to this, is the tendency of the state, at all levels, to reject constructive 

criticism and advice;  

• A general lack of information, material resources and support from outside the community 

means that in most poor communities there is simply no foundation upon which to build a 

functioning or sustainable CBO;  

• Where CBOs do exist (for example, BRDT in Limpopo), their activities are regularly met 

with hostility from local bureaucrats and politicians because they hold the state responsible 

for basic service issues and try to educate the community about their rights and the potential 

effectiveness of mobilisation. 

 

 

Ways Forward 
 

In the context of the basic services crisis in South Africa’s public education system that we have 

outlined and analysed in this research report, the bottom line is that the state must fulfil its 

responsibility to deliver quality and equitable public education – it has a constitutional, electoral and 

political mandate to do so. There can be no devolvement of this mandate to either the private sector or 

to broader ‘civil society’ organisations, although active, progressive NGOs and genuine CBOs can 

play an important role in pushing the state to fulfil its mandate through critique, advocacy and 

mobilisation.  What is required if the state is to move forward towards a practical realisation of a 

quality, public education system? In this regard, in the medium-term, the state must: 

 

• Reverse its policy of de-centralising responsibility for school management and governance to 

school communities and instead embrace its constitutional mandate to deliver free, quality 

public education with the active support and involvement of those communities; 

• Prioritise the implementation of a sustainable, long-term and strategically planned approach 

to deal with the basic services and infrastructural backlog and ongoing needs in schools and 

make adequate provision for the necessary resources to be allocated;  
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• Unbundle the layers of education bureaucracy at all levels of the state, act decisively against 

corrupt and nepotistic bureaucrats and make provision to ensure that resources are released 

timeously into school communities; 

• Conduct an accurate and current needs assessment that would inform prioritisation of 

resource allocation and allow for more efficient and relevant infrastructural identification and 

provision; 

• Create an extensive and coordinated programme of information capacitation, that would allow 

school communities to be better prepared for carrying out a range of activities (for example, 

school budgeting, infrastructural repairs) as well as accessing available resources from the 

state; 

• Ensure that all DOE employees have a dedicated and action-oriented job description 

(especially in relation to local-level employees) and fulfil their respective duties accordingly. 

For example, district education officials must visit schools on a regular basis to conduct 

accurate and informed report-backs on basic service problems and offer ongoing support to 

school administrators and educators;  

• Put in place independent assessment and monitoring mechanisms that involve school 

communities themselves, to ensure accountability and encourage the political will to act; 

• Prioritise the coordination of the various education-related activities and programmes of 

different government departments - for example, social welfare, public works, water and 

forestry, education, local and provincial government - so as to overcome the present 

‘balkanised’ approach to dealing with the basic services crisis in public education. 

 

At a more practical, school - based level, the state must immediately:  

 

• Scrap all school and so-called ‘user fees’ as well as ‘voluntary work’ regimes;  

• Ensure that all permanent teachers in public schools are employed by government, are paid a 

living wage and enjoy non-discriminatory working conditions. Those teachers who are 

presently ‘employed’ as volunteers must be given full employment under the same conditions 

as permanent teachers; 

• Ensure the free provision of school uniforms in the context of productive work partnerships 

with local school communities;  

• Remove all pre-paid water and electricity meters from schools and prioritise the provision of 

free, quality piped water and adequate supplies of electricity to all public schools; 

• Provide alternative and sustainable sources of energy (e.g., solar panels) to schools in those 

areas where there is no access to the national grid;   
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• Undertake a programme to provide free public transportation for all public schools learners 

and staff who require such a service; 

• Implement a programme for the restructuring of sanitation facilities at schools (linked to 

regular, quality provision of water) in order to do away with the present situation of the 

unsanitary and unsafe pit latrine system. This must be accompanied by the provision of 

accessible facilities for personal hygiene (e.g., wash basins); 

• Undertake a construction programme, within the contact of a public works agenda, to provide 

all schools with adequate recreational grounds (alongside the provision of sports equipment 

and kits)’  

• Institute a comprehensive, long-term plan for the sustained and free provision of learner 

support materials and teacher aids (where feasible, in partnership with school communities) 

that would see the effective management and monitoring of delivery of materials and learner 

programmes (for example, textbooks, learning packages, lab and audio-visual equipment, 

workshops on HIV-Aids, skills updating for teachers). 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

For the crisis of basic services that exists in the public education system to be effectively confronted, 

there has to be a holistic, state-led programme to facilitate and encourage equal community 

participation - not simply in management terms, without the necessary resources and capacity - in all 

aspects of life (i.e., education, social services, productive employment and skills development). 

Dealing with the immediate material/service needs of poor school communities is only the first step. 

An educated and capacitated community is a mobilised and active community and the consequent 

impact can have a much longer-term and positive impact on reclaiming meaningful development and 

democracy.   

 

And yet, the present situation is one in which most all poor school communities have come to the 

conclusion that they are ‘on their own’, that the state has effectively abandoned them or does not 

consider their needs to be as important as those who already possess material and social wealth (with 

quality education at its core).  With all the evidence at hand, it is not an over-exaggeration to say that 

the dreams of poor learners (and those of their communities) have, in practice, been wrecked upon the 

rocks of state-centred ineptitude, mismanagement, greed and lack of political will to implement a 

democratic mandate for radical developmental change. Poor schools and the communities within 

which they are located, are not passive victims simply asking for ‘hand-outs’ from above, but they 

lack the base ‘developmental’ foundation that would allow them to take their place as equal citizens 
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and realise their full potential. It is the state that must stop being fearful of its own people, understand 

that its authority and legitimacy derives from those same people and must stand up and confront the 

challenges that now stare it in the face. 
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List of Interviews 
 

Eastern Cape Province 
 

Qaqamba High School 

 Bonnie Gaqa-Grey – Principal 

 Pres Mdutyulwa – Educator, English, Life Orientation, Grades 10-12  

 Mr Vika – Parent (Grade 8), SGB member, community leader 

 Bonga Zonke - Learner, Grade 12 

 Siviwe Xikwaya – Learner, Grade 12 

 

Embekweni Junior Primary School 

 Sindiswa Zisile – HOD – (Acting Deputy Principal’s Representative) 

 Vuyiswa Sikiti – SGB Chair 

 Anton D Yantyi – SGB Vice Chair 

 Mxolisi Ntwanambi – Educator: Mathematics, Life Orientation, Natural Sciences, Grades 6,7 

 Xolani Jakajani – Educator: English, Arts & Culture, Afrikaans, Grades 6,7 

 Nosibusiso Ngqaleni – Learner, Grade 6 

 Zandile Dyonashe – Learner, Grade 7 

 Bongiwe Naki – Learner, Grade 7 
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Dweba Senior Secondary School 

 Jacob George – Principal 

 Mr Masadala – SGB Chair 

 Mzolisi Macingwana – Ward Councillor 

 Thumekile Bhana – Community Worker 

 Mrs Mandisa Nomanene Ngceke – Educator, Xhosa 

 Mr Mashiya Alfred Ndlumbana – Educator, Woodwork and Mathematics 

 Ngcai Siphokazi – Learner, Grade 12 

 Mlondolozi James – Learner, Grade 12  

 

Kimbili Junior Secondary School 

 Doreen Mabel Lingani – Principal 

 Patrick Zolile Nogantsho – SGB Chair 

 Nancy Zozi  - SGB Treasurer 

 M. R. Mzantsi - Parent 

 I. M. Z. Benama Ntsokota – Parent 

 Wellington Bhala – Parent 

 Benama Xola – Learner, Grade 7 

 Mzantsi Andisiwe – Learner, Grade 6 

 Babalwa Mzckandaba – Learner, Grade 9 

 

Link Community Development (NGO) 

 Helen Maqubela 

 

PSAM – Public Service Accountability Monitor (NGO) 

Debbie Dalton 

 

Department of Education – Buffalo City District (East London)  

Mr Mgwanye – District Director 

 

Department of Education – Qumbu/Tsolo District 

Jennifer Mngambu – District Director 

 

 

Limpopo Province 
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Ramoba High School 

 Mogoboya Shadrack Peu – Principal 

 Makatisa Robert Gaffane – Parent (Grade 10) and SGB Chair 

 Elizabeth M. Phalane – Educator: Arts & Culture, Grade 8; Life Orientation, Grade 9; Home 

Economics, Grades 10-12 

 Mogau Collen Gafane – Learner, Grade 11 

 Lebogang Clarah Phalane -  Learner, Grade 10 

 Mosike Edith Phalane – Learner, Grade 9 

 

 

Mogabe Primary School 

 Tinyiko Sydney Shikhati – Principal 

 Mmakgomo Paulina Makgoba – Parent (Grade 3) and SGB Treasurer 

 Modikwa Rachel Makhubela – Educator: Social Sciences, Economic Management Sciences, 

Life Orientation, Home Language (Sepedi), Third Language (Afrikaans), Grades 4,5 and 7 

 Carnecia Ramosa – Learner, Grade 7 

 

Serurubele Secondary School 

 M. S. Modjela – Acting Deputy Principal 

 Elizabeth Nkwane – Parent (Grade 8) and SGB Secretary 

 Dencell Stimela – Learner, Grade 11 

 Maria Raburabu – Learner, Grade 12 

 

Modupi Primary School 

 M. A. Mawashu – Principal 

 M. Cynthia Machetela – Parent (Grade 2) and SGB Chair 

 Educator  Mathematics, English, Natural Sciences, Sepedi (requested anonymity) 

 Willy Rasemana – Learner, Grade 7 

 Marlyn Ramodike – Learner, Grade 7 

 

Batlabhine Rural Development Trust (CBO) 

 Shandane (Shakes) A. Ramodile 

 Anthony Thobokgale 

 Stanley Letsoalo 

 

Education Officials – Polokwane 
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 John Burmeister –  Coordinator, Limpopo Integrated Education Programme 

 Eric Matsomame – Regional Manager, District Development Support Programme  

 
 
(*In addition to these interviews, an average of 20 questionnaires were filled out in each school 
community we visited*) 
 
 
 

  


