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A CRITICAL PERSPECTIVE ON GDE’S PERFORMANCE OVER LAST TEN YEARS

John Pampallis

Background 

Gauteng has a special place in South Africa. Historically, it led the country on the path of industrialisation and modernisation, bringing people together from all over the country – and indeed the world – to live here. It is the home of the country’s capital and of its financial and industrial hub. It is the wealthiest province and the most densely populated. It is home to four of the country’s leading universities, making it a thriving centre of intellectual activity. Most of the national media are based here and as a result it is most influential in shaping the nation’s ideas and ideologies.

Gauteng also has a special place in the SA education system and in the history of resistance to apartheid education. While we were but one part of a truly interdependent national struggle it is probably safe to say that, to a large extent, Gauteng led the way through events like the Soweto Uprising of 1976 and the establishment of the Soweto Parents Crisis Committee (which led to the establishment of the NECC in the mid-1980s). In many ways Gauteng continues to be an educational leader among South Africa’s provinces. This is largely because of its relatively privileged position compared to most other provinces, a position that we owe largely to the greater material, intellectual and human resources available to us. This gives us a special responsibility to ensure that we succeed in building an education system to be proud of.

When we examine the resistance to apartheid education, we see that it was part of the resistance to the whole apartheid system of oppression. It was not aimed mainly against the forced use of Afrikaans in schools or over the issues of corporal punishment or the lack of textbooks or any other single issue. It was aimed at the whole structure of apartheid, a racist system of institutionalised inequality which was particularly offensively manifested in the education system. So we have a duty to our people to tackle the issue of educational inequality very seriously. And today when we have a system based on equality for all citizens before the law, we need to ensure that this equality becomes substantive and real and not just a formal equality.

In order to do this we need far-sighted policies which recognise the diversity of our system and its various needs. We also need effective and flexible management and administration and, above all, excellence in teaching throughout the system, and especially in those schools which have the most need of improvement. This also points to the fact that equality is not much use without also improving quality. Equal education of low quality is of no use to anyone, so we must to strive to achieve the goals of both quality and equity simultaneously. 

As we seek to achieve these goals in Gauteng, we should bear two things in mind. Firstly, we are part of a national system of co-operative governance. We take our lead from the national Department of Education which is responsible for national norms and standards, but we also participate in process of developing and informing those national norms and standards. Secondly, we also have the leeway to take our own initiatives which will inform and influence other provinces also well as the national Department of Education. Thus, while we remain a component of a larger system, we are not helpless pawns or victims of higher authority. We have developed a rather decentralised system of education in this country and we all retain a level of autonomy – both at provincial and at school level. While some of our problems and our achievements may stem from national decisions, the province itself is a part of that national decision making process and in addition has a large sphere where it controls in own destiny. Individual schools in South Africa also have more autonomy than schools in most other countries.

Achievements

So what have we achieved since 1994? I believe that the achievements have not been inconsiderable. Let me list a few that come immediately to mind.

· Apartheid’s ethnically and racially based education departments have been abolished and have been replaced by a single, fairly competent, education administration in the province. While our new arrangements will not necessarily produce greater equality or a more rational system of using resources, it created the possibility for the establishment of a more equitable and rational education system. This was not possible in the previous system which was designed to produce inequality.


· The old curriculum has been phased out and a new, more progressive one is in the process of being phased in. Although there were serious weaknesses in the initial design of Curriculum 2005, this was soon recognised and the curriculum has been revised and strengthened, making it more teacher-friendly (and therefore also better for the learners).


· The culture of learning and teaching in schools has improved. Disruptions such as student boycotts and teacher strikes have become rare, instead of the norm that they were in black schools less than a decade ago. The discipline of both teachers and students has improved. Despite occasional problems, lessons generally start on the first day of the school year and it is now normal for textbooks to be delivered on time. Preparatory exams are now written by all matric students instead of only those at privileged schools and special programmes (mainly at secondary schools) have been introduced to help poorly performing schools.


· The introduction of new quality assurance and quality management systems (in particular the Integrated Quality Management System recently agreed-upon between the Education Departments and the teacher’s unions) has laid the basis for further improving the quality of learning and teaching, although it could be convincingly argued that this is a long overdue development. 

· Racial integration of learners in formerly racially exclusive, relatively privileged schools has been relatively trouble-free and has provided opportunities for a growing number  of black children
 although more subtle forms of discrimination still appear to continue in schools. In contrast to the situation with pupils, the racial integration of the teaching force has been much slower
.


· The GDE has pioneered new ways of carrying out its mandate with the establishment of semi-autonomous organisations such as Gauteng Institute for Education Development (GIED) and the Matthew Goniwe Institute of Leadership and Governance. This has allowed the provincial education system to operate in key development areas such as curriculum and capacity-building for managers and school governors, drawing more efficiently and flexibly on the assistance of civil society and external funders. Other provinces and even the national Department of Education have been considering whether to emulate the example set by Gauteng.

Shortcomings and Challenges

Despite such significant achievements, there have also been some serious disappointments and challenges. The following are among the most significant:

· The issue of funding equity continues to blight our education system in Gauteng as in the rest of the country. As mentioned above, while the creation of a single educational administration created the possibility for establishing of an equitable education system, this does not mean that our current system will necessary produce equity. In fact, as we all know, inequalities have persisted: there is still a vast gap in the resources at formerly white schools and those at formerly black schools; and the best predictor of learners’ performance is probably the ex-department of the school which they attends. Why is this? Is it because of something that is built into the structures that we have created or is it merely a question of time – the fact that inequality take time to overcome.

It is a common assumption in many circles in SA – including government circles – is that the current inequalities in the school system are somehow temporary and that they will be (or at least could be) countered over time by a gradual increase in state funding for the poorer schools. An American researcher, Daria Roithmayr (2004), raises the possibility – even the probability – that this will not happen because the system of school fees has locked inequalities into the structure of our system because the costs of changing it substantially are unacceptable to government. 

This is of course open to debate
. Personally, I find Roithmayr’s view rather too pessimistic and deterministic. But, one must admit that there is some merit in the argument and that it maps out one possible scenario. Given the centrality of equity in the aims of the South African liberation movement and the aspirations of most of our people over the past century, this matter needs to be given serious attention. 

At the very least we need to look at the improvement of the conditions of the poorest learners. The national Department of Education has already begun to do this with its Review of the Financing, Resourcing and Costs of Education in Public Schools published in early 2003 (DOE, 2003a) and the follow-up Plan of Action (DOE, 2003b) which aimed at ameliorating the conditions of the poorest learners and their parents – which must be the first step towards a more equitable system. This included a proposal to that schools in the two lowest quintiles (as set out in the School Funding Norms (DOE, 1998)) would be obliged to seek Departmental approval for the  charging of school fees and that additional state funding should ‘ensure that no poor school should need to charge school fees owing to inadequate public funding’ (DOE, 2003b). This is really the minimum that needs to happen if we are not to continue making education a serious financial burden for our poorest communities. But it has not happened in 2004 as proposed in the Plan. The question which our government must face is whether it is serious about creating a more just education system and whether it is prepared to structure its budgets to ensure that this happens.


· Chapter 2 of the Constitution (the Bill of Rights) gives all South Africans the right to basic education, including adult basic education (Section 29 (1)). It also gives them the right to further education, although it implicitly acknowledges that the state’s resources are not immediately sufficient to do this: the state, it declares, must make further education progressively available and accessible. The right to basic education, though, is an unqualified right and adults have as much right to it as children. This right for adults – millions of whom are functionally illiterate – has been shamelessly ignored in practice by the education departments. 

While the GDE is one of the better of the provincial education departments in this respect, the latest annual report puts the number of learners in public adult basic education institutions at less than 60 000 (GDE, 2003:22). By contrast the ABET unit at the University of South Africa (Unisa), run on a shoestring budget mainly derived from overseas funding, had approx 270 000 adult basic learners last year and gave them a seven month literacy course (with classes 3 times a week) for an average of R270/learner
. Keeping in mind that literacy is not Unisa’s core business, it is rather amazing that it puts to shame the state’s ABET provision. And while it is true that the Sector Education and Training Authorities (SETAs) are there to tackle the education and training of adults, they deal almost exclusively with those adults who are employed in the formal sector.

ABET (and especially literacy training) is an important political, developmental and humanitarian objective for a democratic SA and the state needs to be centrally involved in meeting the demands. The deprivation of the right to literacy is a major denial of human rights and the persistence of large scale illiteracy in SA is an indictment of our democratic state and the departments of education whose responsibility it is to tackle it. And, I hasten to add, it is not so much an indictment of adult educators or ABET directorates as of the leadership who set priorities and allocate budgetary resources. 

· Apart of the above issues, which are mainly issues of policy, challenges associated with of administration and management also loom large. The implementation of Curriculum 2005 was fraught with problems stemming from both its initial design and poor planning resulting from an underestimation of the complexity of the task. This resulted in repeated delays in the implementation timetable with deadlines being pushed back a number of times. Despite this, it was still introduced with most teachers insufficiently prepared, having had too little training and with inadequate materials to support the learning and teaching process. One should recognise, though, that the GDE, through the GICD, did have the forethought to have the entire implementation process monitored and evaluated by independent professionals and to learn from its mistakes. Evidence shows an improvement over the years in the curriculum implementation process, including improvements in teacher in-service training and in the quality of learning support materials
.

A gross deficiency in planning has resulted in the FET OBE curriculum not being ready for implementation when the first OBE learners completed grade 8. These learners have had to revert to the old curriculum in Grade 9. Here the weight of criticism should fall on the national Department of Education, but it should be said that we did not hear howls of criticism from any of the provinces. Nor, to my knowledge, did the provincial representatives in the CEM or HEDCOM sound alarm bells to warn of the impending disaster. Government, in my view, is lucky to have got away with this with so little public criticism and censure.

Another concern - not strictly a curriculum implementation issue – is that special school-improvement interventions appear to have been focussed largely on secondary schools – possibly because of the public pressure to improve matric results and the chaotic situation inherited by many secondary schools from the period of struggle against apartheid. In the long term, however, secondary school improvements will not be sustainable without improvement in the quality of education offered in primary schools. Perhaps we also need to consider additional interventions aimed at the weaker primary schools.

· The system still lacks the capacity (both human and material) that it requires. It remains clear that, while there is ongoing training of officials and educators at all levels of the system, the system still has some way to go before skills are at a level adequate to the needs of the GDE. Although the GDE’s administrative infrastructure has developed steadily and its authority has been stamped on the schooling system, the ability of the department, and particularly its district offices, to provide support to the schools remains limited.

Material capacity, too, remains a problem. Despite some improvements in the infrastructure of schools – for example in access to water, toilets, telephones and computers – major challenges remain. The School Register of Needs showed that in 2002 the classroom shortage was actually 26% – 2% higher than in was in 1996 (GDE, 2003:37) and the number of schools whose condition was described as ‘week’ or ‘very weak’ increased from 123 to 312. In 2002, 35% of schools were still reported to have no power source – only a very slight improvement over 1996. While some improvements have been made since 2002, it is clear that there is still much to be done. Many schools still do not have laboratories and nor do they have adequate libraries or librarians, although access to information has no doubt been somewhat improved by the introduction of the mobile library service and GautengOnline which is still in its infancy but offers great promise. 


In conclusion, it is worth taking note of the fact that we have come a long way over the last ten years. While it is true that a large number of challenges still face us, we should take heart and gain confidence from our achievements. Our progress has been made in the context of very high levels of popular expectation. Our people have looked to our schools and our teachers to help them to overcome the burdens placed on them by apartheid and to give their children the knowledge and the skills necessary to build a democratic and prosperous South Africa. This has placed intense pressure on our educators, education managers and policy makers whose responsibility it is to meet these expectations. But the high levels of public expectation have also been a source of inspiration and encouragement as well as a source of pressure. With resolve and dedication, a willingness to recognise and tackle our problems, to look for new solutions, to collaborate with all those with a broad interest in improving our education system and to work tirelessly towards our goals both as individuals and as teams, we should, in another ten years, have an education system that we can be proud of. 
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� In 2002 about 43% of learners in former TED schools in Gauteng were black; 39% were African and 4% Coloured and Indian. Approximately 30% of African learners in Gauteng no longer attend former DET schools. The trend is towards an increasing integration of the former TED, HOD and HOR schools. (Sujee, 2003). 


� In 2002 the teachers in the ex-TED schools in Gauteng were still 92.4% white. (Sujee, 2003)


� For further discussion on these issues, see DOE, 2003a and 2003b); Karlsson, McPherson and Pampallis, 2001; Motala, 2003; Pampallis 2003; Sayed and Carrim, 1997; Sayed, 2002.


� Telephonic interview with Professor Veronica McKay, March 2004. While it is true that this Unisa project is nominally a partnership with the Department of Education’s South African National Initiative (SANLI), in reality it is driven and organised almost entirely by Unisa. 


� An evaluation, commissioned by GIED, of the implementation of Curriculum 2005 has been conducted annually from 1998 to 2003 by CEPD and Khulisa Management Services. 
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