
Donor funding has enabled Silikamva High to increase its teaching staff by 50%. Picture: RUVAN BOSHOFF

Silikamva High School doesn’t look like the sort of institution where students fail. Classes are held in red-

brick buildings that surround a spotless quad, the tarred road leading to the main gate runs through a leafy

estate, and the air is crisp and clean. But in 2019, its matric pass rate was only 40%.

The view from the school’s top floor offers a hint of the challenges its students face. Just a few hundred

metres away lies Imizamo Yethu, a densely populated informal settlement clinging to a steep slope in

picturesque Hout Bay. Most people in the community live in tightly clustered shacks, unemployment is

rampant and gangs operate with impunity. The majority of the school’s 910 learners are cared for by single

parents who depend on welfare grants. Free school meals are often their only food for the day.

Schools like Silikamva face a double whammy: their learners confront stresses that children from better-off

families seldom encounter. The poverty of the communities they serve means there is little scope to draw

on parental resources to bolster those allocated by the state.

SA spends more than 6% of GDP on education, a high percentage by global standards, yet the patterns of

inequality etched by apartheid largely remain. The performance of most schools serving SA’s poorest

communities, still largely black, lags by far that of former whites-only schools attended by children from

wealthier families. In an attempt to narrow the divide, the Western Cape education department opened the

door in 2015 to the private sector with a “collaboration school” model that mobilises donor funding and

brings in a nonprofit operating partner to improve the management and governance capacity of no-fee

schools in marginalised communities.

“We pushed the idea of collaboration schools because we felt the pro-poor financing strategy of the

education department was wholly inadequate to deal with the gulf in performance [between rich and poor

schools],” says DG Murray Trust (DGMT) CEO David Harrison. “The vicious cycle of under-resourcing and

poor management needed to be broken, by replacing the underperforming leadership and build new forms

of social capital those schools don’t have,” he says.

State schools are divided into five categories based on the income demographic of the area they serve,

which determines how much extra state funding they get above their core budget allocation for staff,

infrastructure, school nutrition and scholar transport and whether they can charge fees. Schools in

quintiles 1 to 3, which serve the most impoverished areas and can’t charge fees, were allocated R1,602 a

learner for 2023. Fee-charging schools in quintiles 4 and 5 were allocated R803 and R277, respectively.

The income schools derive from fees eclipses these extra funds by far. Camps Bay Primary School, for

example, charges each pupil up to R45,850 a year. Westerford High School in Rondebosch charges up to

R62,850.
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Silikamva High principal Siphathiwe Nkala-Nkola rose through the ranks to assume a leadership role. Picture: RUVAN BOSHOFF

Not only do these extra resources enable wealthier schools to invest in libraries, sports fields and

computer labs, and to hire additional teachers to reduce class sizes, but principals can draw on the

professional skills and networks of the parents who sit on their school governing bodies. In contrast, the

poorest schools remain saddled with inadequate infrastructure, overworked teachers and crowded classes,

with principals that derive little external support.

The DGMT oversees three operating partners — Common Good, Education Ally and Acorn Education —

that work with seven of the 13 no-fee schools participating in the collaboration schools project in the

Western Cape. These schools have to date received more than R300m in donor funding from the DGMT,

the Michael and Susan Dell Foundation, the Millenium Trust and the Maitri Trust. Upwards of R110m has

been added by independent donors.

But it is not just about money. Operating partners get half of the seats and votes on school governing

bodies, a measure supporters regard as a crucial governance intervention that prevents community

interest groups from capturing the boards and exploiting their position to further their own financial or

political interests. Collaboration schools remain state schools, overseen by the Western Cape education

department.

“School operating partners offer intensive support to teachers and principals through training, additional

resources, performance monitoring and regular feedback. The aim is to substantially improve educational

outcomes for learners in these schools, over and above the norms and standards received by the school

from the department,” says the department’s director of communications, Bronagh Hammond.

Critics see the involvement of the operating partners in the school governing body as a worrisome dilution

of the influence usually wielded by parents and learners. The model has faced sustained opposition from

SA’s biggest teacher union, the SA Democratic Teachers Union (Sadtu) and civil society organisation Equal

Education. Both organisations took legal action to have collaboration schools scrapped, and are now

seeking leave to appeal against a July high court ruling dismissing their applications.

Equal Education’s main issue with collaboration schools is the diminished role of parents.

“A public school must have parents, learners and teachers on its governing body, and parents must hold the

majority in terms of section 23(9) of the SA Schools Act. Given that the governance composition for ...

collaboration schools allows up to 50% and even more, when conversion occurs parents and learners lose

some of their voting rights. You can’t have 50% voting rights afforded to an operating partner or donor

without watering down and thus disenfranchising existing members of the school governing body,” says

Tarryn Cooper-Bell, senior attorney at the Equal Education Law Centre.

“We view education as a public good, which means responsibility for state schools should lie with

government. We are not opposed to donors funding schools, but parents should have the biggest say,” says

Sadtu’s Western Cape provincial secretary, Sibongile Kwazi. The union’s position is informed by issues

brought to it by teachers, says Kwazi, who has yet to visit a collaboration school herself.

Sadtu also is concerned that teachers hired on contract by school governing bodies, who are not provided

with the benefits accorded to civil servants such as subsidised medical scheme membership and pension

enrolment, may lack the discipline to save for retirement. “In a country like ours where we are not very

good at saving ... pension deductions are a safety net for teachers,” she says.
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The National Professional Teachers’ Organisation of SA, a rival teacher union, sees collaboration schools in

a different light.

“Access to quality education, mainly for working-class children, remains elusive. There are backlogs in

infrastructure delivery and resource provisioning, and class sizes remain, on the whole, larger at schools in

poorer communities than at schools where parents can fund additional posts,” says Naptosa Western Cape

CEO David Millar. “If education is to improve the lives of children from poor communities... then

transformation through alternative school models must be seen as a breath of fresh air,” he said.

“One only has to look at schools such as Jakes Gerwel Tegniese Skool or Apex High School to see the

difference that the injection of expertise, financing and human capital makes to quality education

provisioning,” he says, referring to two new schools that followed the collaboration school model from the

outset and have reported sterling exam results.

Turning around existing struggling schools has however proved more challenging, and three schools have

exited the programme entirely.

“The biggest issues have been dealing with the labour complexities of underperforming personnel and the

deficit with which children enter schools,” says Harrison. More than a quarter of SA’s children under the

age of five are stunted, meaning they will not meet their full growth or developmental potential, and there

are no books at all in 43% of SA households with young children, Unicef data shows. These deficiencies,

combined with poorly trained teachers in under-resourced classrooms, help explain why 81% of grade 4

learners cannot read for meaning, according to the 2021 Progress in International Literacy Study.

“This project goes right to the heart of the management of state schools. Typically the academic results go

down in the first year, but by year three or four they start to show consistently improved results,” says the

DGMT’s state schools partnership project lead, Anthony Hall.

Silikamva High deputy principal Zanele Hene, right, oversees a constantly evolving school improvement plan. Picture: RUVAN BOSHOFF

At Silikamva High, the matric pass rate has see-sawed since it became a collaboration school, dipping from

92% in 2016 to a low of 40% in 2019, before steadily rising to reach 87% last year, a performance that puts it

on a par with top-performing no-fee schools.

There are clear signs of a strong hand on the tiller: breakfast is served promptly at 7.30am the gate closest

to Imizamo Yetho is firmly locked at 8am, and each child lines up outside their classroom for a brief

moment of reflection with their teacher before attendance registers are taken and teaching begins.

Learners no longer move between classrooms for different subjects, a cellphone ban is strictly enforced,

and children who commit minor transgressions must help clean the school rather than sitting in aimless

detention, says deputy principal Zanele Hene.

Behind the scenes Silikamva’s operating partner Common Good has been supporting staff with mentoring

and training. “What stands out for me is the coaching for the school improvement plans,” says Hene, who

just like principal Siphathiwe Nkala-Nkola rose through the ranks to assume a leadership role. “They’ve also

trained me in data analysis and presentations, which has really helped me with the grade heads,” she says.

The school monitors an array of statistics, ranging from the percentage of children who arrive on time to

the attendance of its grade 12 Saturday classes, that inform its constantly evolving school improvement

plan, she says.
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Donor funding has enabled Silikamva to increase its teaching staff by 50%, a crucial change that has not

only led to smaller class sizes but also lightened the teaching load borne by the principal and her two

deputies, giving them more time to devise improvements to the school.

Everywhere at Trevor Manuel Primary School in Fisantekraal there are signs of efforts to improve the school. Picture: RUVAN BOSHOFF

Sixty kilometres north east of Silikamva High School, on the edge of the Cape winelands, lies Trevor

Manuel Primary School in Fisantekraal. It too serves a desperately poor community, and its staff are

stretched to the limit. Built for 800 children, it currently accommodates more than 1400, and staff and

learners alike must contend with the extreme poverty and violence that’s rife in the gang-ridden

neighbourhood.

But everywhere there are signs of efforts to improve the school and provide a safe environment for

students and staff, thanks to its partnership with Education Ally. Teachers now lead foundation phase

children from their classroom to the school gate in orderly lines when the bell rings at the end of the day

to ensure they don’t hide on school property; a gate has been installed in a passageway to stop learners

running noisy laps around an indoor quad; and the school has secured donations of locally reared beef to

supplement the meals provided by the government’s school feeding scheme.

Education Ally has helped principal Absalome Chimuka to gauge the impact of interventions such as its reading campaign. Picture: RUVAN BOSHOFF

“We realised many children could read but didn’t understand what they are reading, so we changed the

timetable to build in daily reading time,” says principal Absalome Chimuka. At the same time, Education Ally

has helped the school improve its data capturing and monitoring systems, enabling it to gauge the impact

of interventions such as this “drop everything and read” campaign. It has also provided coaching and

mentorship to boost the skills of the school’s management team “I used to be a much harsher manager, but

I have developed a more consultative manner,” says Chimuka. “Our modus operandi isn’t to fire, but to

upskill and develop teachers,” he says.

One of the best ways to gauge the impact of collaboration schools is to track a cohort of children as they

progress through the system: in five of the six primary schools involved the pass rate of the grade 3 classes

of 2016 showed improvements of 10%-30% by the time they reached the grade 6 class of 2019. And
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participating high schools showed a 15% improvement in marks by 2020, court papers show. These may

seem like modest gains, but for a historically underperforming school they are huge.

“The long, hard slog of turning around underperforming state schools still has to be done. What this

initiative has shown is that it is possible,” says Harrison.

Correction: September 7 2023

A previous version of this story erroneously left out the fact that public schools receive a core budget

allocation to cover staff, infrastructure, school nutrition and scholar transport. Additional funds are

provided per learner per year, based on which quintile the school falls into.
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