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Experts praise Cape’s new
school partnerships

‘Collaboration schools’ unlock donor funds and expertise that state
schools desperately need, education leaders say
23 July 2023 - 00:00
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Pupils line up at Apex School in Eerste Rivier in the Western Cape.
Image: Supplied

While more than 1,100 pupils at Apex High School in Cape Town attend
face-to-face classes, an innovative education model funded by donors
means another full-time 137 pupils can follow “blended learning” lessons on
the premises.

The Western Cape education department has named the no-fee school in
Eerste River, which caters predominantly for poor pupils, as a
“collaboration” school — in this case collaborating with the department,
donors and operating partner Acorn Education.
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On Monday, the Western Cape High Court dismissed an application brought
four years ago by Equal Education (EE) and the South African Democratic
Teachers’ Union (Sadtu) challenging the provincial law that, among other
things, paved the way for such schools.
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EE and Sadtu contended that the Western Cape Provincial School
Education Amendment Act of 2018 violated national legislation by allowing
private nonprofit organisations to hold 50% representation on school
governing bodies.

The Western Cape education department told the Sunday Times the
province now had 11 collaboration schools, public schools that partnered
with an experienced, nonprofit school support organisation or operating
partner. Donors had contributed R325m to them.

‘ ‘ Sadtu’s real gripe is that the Western Cape Schools’
Evaluation Authority will evaluate its members’
performance in classrooms on two days’ notice

- Judge Andre le Grange

The programme is aimed at offering intensive support to teachers and
principals through training, additional resources and performance
monitoring.

One of the main differences between a collaboration school and other
public schools is that up to half the members of the governing body with
voting rights can be representatives of the school’s operating partner.

According to the judgment handed down by judge André le Grange, Sadtu
contended that there was no proof that the new system “would yield better
results or [is] justified, thereby resulting in an imbalanced education
system”.

It argued that the provincial act empowers the MEC of education to impose
donors and operating partners on the governing body “without the
governing body’s agreement and no proper guidance is provided for doing

»
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But the judge said the union was more worried about increased scrutiny of
its members’ work.

“Sadtu’s real gripe is that the WCSEA [Western Cape Schools’ Evaluation
Authority] will evaluate its members’ performance in classrooms on two
days’ notice,” Le Grange said. “The Western Cape education department
has a right to monitor how its employees perform. It has a duty to evaluate
how educators are teaching learners in the province’s classrooms, and to
seek to improve the quality of teaching where it can”


https://www.invibes.com/

He said the schools’ evaluation authority “is a reasonable and justifiable
mechanism to evaluate schools in the province”.
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Sadtu, among other things, had wanted the schools’ evaluation authority to
be declared invalid and inconsistent with the constitution.

Apex High principal Renate van der Westhuizen says partnering with Acorn
Education has boosted capacity at the Cape Town no-fee school.
Image: Supplied

Equal Education’s argument was that while collaboration and donor-funded
schools may be innovative, the model “gives donors and private entities
significant control of public schools in a way that undermines the principles
of democratic governance and accountability”. The group said it was
studying Le Grange’s judgment to decide whether to take the matter on
appeal.

The principal of Apex High, Renate van der Westhuizen, said the school
would not have been able to accommodate the extra blended-learning
pupils — 100 in grade 8 and 37 in grade 9 — without the assistance of Acorn
Education.

“We are a no-fee schools and our resources are limited. Through Acorn
Education, funds were raised to build a specially designed room for blended
learning.”

Each pupil is allocated a desktop computer which they use to study online,
with a teacher present to answer any questions they may have.

Acorn Education has so far spent R18.6m on the school.

Van der Westhuizen described the scope of the training that Acorn
Education provided for staff as “amazing”

Sinothando Ngceba, a grade 8 pupil, said she enjoyed the blended learning
class “because there is more accessibility to tools and platforms that can
help me improve my marks”

Acorn Education executive director Jana du Plooy said the organisation’s
initiatives included teacher and leadership development and coaching, the
blended learning programme, a maths and reading intervention and a
teacher internship programme.

Sadtu spokesperson Nomusa Cembi said the provincial evaluation authority
was duplicating the role of the department of basic education’s national
education evaluation & development unit. “This is a waste of taxpayers’
money.’
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Western Cape education department spokesperson, Bronagh Hammond,
said the aim of the collaboration schools was “to substantially improve
educational outcomes for learners in these schools”

She said that since the model was introduced, some schools have produced
excellent results, “with learners having access to incredible learning
opportunities”

Jonathan Jansen, professor of education at Stellenbosch University, said
South Africa, with its “broken” education system, needed experimental
models that brought communities and the private sector into collaborations
with the government.

“I cannot see the value of having only traditional public schools when there
are literally hundreds of other models and innovations that can benefit
education at the local level,” he said.

“I think the Western Cape’s openness to partnerships that bring different
skill sets and resources to the innovation and change table is something we
should value. State education on its own has been an unmitigated disaster
for the poor and so new ideas, new ventures are something that can
potentially improve education outcomes.”

Professor Loyiso Jita, dean of education at the University of the Free State,
said “more resources, more ideas, and better infrastructure are what
collaboration and donor-funded schools can bring to the system”.

“What the Western Cape has done is to put in mechanisms to regulate and
guide such initiatives. I think all provinces should [do so]”

Professor Labby Ramrathan from the University of KwaZulu-Natal said: “We
cannot rely on the state to provide good quality education. Their track
record speaks for itself. Without alternatives, we are stuck in a system that
is not improving the masses of our learners. I think such schools should be
encouraged across the country”
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