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The Present Crisis t

Political perspectives on the current crisis in the education and training systemare wel

I

known. In fact, the argunents are. rehearsed so often that, not only can we recite themi

n

our sleep, but there is the danger that they will lose their edge through sheer over use.
I

donlt want to deny that the roots of the educational inpasse are fundanentally political
nor

do | want to shift the search for solutions out of the political donain. But | do want to

attenpt a slightly different perspective on the problemin the hope of linding fresh ins

ghts

for the way forward. | want to look at the problemin terms of a crisis of resources.

It seens to me that four kinds of resources are needed for any successful educationa

endeavour. These are : hunan expertise, the financial neans, know edge of various Kkinds,

and finally, tinme. | want to look briefly at each of these in turn

Human experti se

This is by far the nost inportant resource needed for any social enterprise. Dedication a
nd

i ngenuity can do much to overcone shortages of other type of resources. But education, in

turn, is one of society’s chief neans of nurturing and directing the noral inclinations a
nd

technical skills of its citizens. Ideally, there is a reciprocal relationship between edu

cation

and training, on the one hand, and the skills base, on the other

In the South African situation, where this relationship is operating at mninmal |evels of

efficiency, the key questions are:

- which skills do we prioritise in order to client our society towards the future?

- what structures are best for sparking the synergy between education and skills?
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Fi nanci al neans
Money on its own can be the crudest of blunt instruments, capable of effecting nore har
m
than good, or of sinply disappearing into the indifferent sands of misdirection and folly

This point is amply illustrated when one | ooks at the growth in educational expenditure

n

South Africa since 1976. Wil e spending has renai ned above the rate of popul ation increas
e

for the past 15 years, the growh in quality has been negligible. Wile new school s have
nmushrooned, their doors and roofs have been carried off to build squatter settlenents, ra

t her

than nurturing the production of engineers for thinking about issues of affordable housin
g and

orderly urbanisation. This is a telling nmetaphor for the inefficiency and illegitimcy of
our

education and training system

The first question in relation to financial resources for education is not how to increas
e the

pool, but how to spend what we already have nore effectively.

Know edge

The questions | have posed so far in relation to both hunman and financial resources revo

ve

crucially around questions of knowl edge. On what basis do we deci de how and which skills

to prioritise, and where to spend our nmoney? There is a double problemin answering these
ki nds of questions. First, the answers are extrenely conplex and difiicult. And, second,

the search for answers is distracted by the red herrings of easy generalisations nmasquera
di ng

as obvious truth.

For exanple, export-led gromh and competitiveness on international markets is w dely be
ng

heral ded as the solution to South Africais economc wes. Wile this may be true, an equa
I

priority should be attention to the basic needs of the di spossessed, not only for noral
reasons, but al so because wi thout these, the anger and desperati on of the undercl asses ma

destroy whatever basis we may have for staging any kind of econom c recovery.
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Anot her widely touted slogan is the need for nore science and technol ogy. But what does
this nmean? More of the kind of science that is badly taught with the best of intentions

n our

townshi p schools, or that is effectively taught for perhaps the worst reasons - success

n the

matn’ ¢ exam - in our suburban schools? Mire specifically : what is the relationship betwe
en

sci ence, technol ogy and econom c grow h? And what are the curricular inplications of this
relationship? In getting to grips with these kinds of questions it is necessary to distin
gui sh

bet ween t hree categories of know edge.

First there is knowl edge about the devel opnment context for education and training. In
defining a vision of devel opnent for South Africa we need to | now nore about alternative
pat hs, the characteristics of each, their respective inplications for education and train
i ng, and

above all, the contextual features which nmight predict success in inclining towards one o
f

these scenarios. It is one thing to glibly advocate adoption of the Tai wanese nodel in So
ut h

Africa. But in Taiwan economic liberalisation over the |ast 40 years has been carefully
controlled by an authoritarian government. Is this appropriate for South Africa? Is it
possi bl e?

A second ki nd of know edge needed to guide practice involves gathering information on and
anal ysis of different nodels of education and training. We need to characterise nore
specifically what exists, what works, and how successful nodels may be replicated.

And finally, and closely related to both categories descri bed above, are guidelines for p
olicy.

Policy may be described as know edge in action. It needs to be | ocated within a vision of
nati onal devel opnent, and it shoul d take account of political considerations, theoretica
possibilities, econom c opportunities, bureaucratic constraints and the realities of exis
ting

systens and capacities.
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Time : the resource that canit be hurried

The passage of tinme is such an obvious elenment in any educational project that it often t
ends

to be overlooked. There is a Murphyts Law of Tine that goes something like this:

Di sasters al ways happen nore quickly than we fear.

Dreans, particularly educational ones, always take |onger to

fullil than pl anned.

In short, if things are going to go wong they catch you unawares, and if they go right,

t hey

take a generation to achieve. The |l esson fromthis seens to be that, while all projects m
ust

be placed within a | ong-term devel opnent goal, the best way to attain this is to set

achi evabl e, concrete taxgets in the short term

A Way Forward for Corporate Sector Initiatives

| hope that my focus on resources serves to concretise the problenms we face in education
and

to point to directions forward. At the sanme tinme, stepping back and surveying the terrain
in

this way al so has the effect of rendering the task so conmplex and large as to be

i nsurnountable. It was all so rmuch easier when we could blame apartheid for our problens,
and hope that a solution would automatically follow the institution of a legitimte gover
nment .

But it is becoming increasingly clear that the only resource that nmay increase at that ti
me is

perhaps a slight inprovement in the supply of noney, courtesy of international aid agenc
es

such as the World Bank and, as | have argued above, finding nore noney is not our princip

a

problem The challenge for the future is the optimal utilisation of all our resources. In

dwd,

this is a particular problemin relation to international aid, if we want to have anythin

gto

show for it in the long term apart froman increased debt burden

Let me turn fromthe abstract now towards our experiences in the Joint Education Trust (J
ET)



in getting to grips with these issues. | want to highlight five paraneters which guide ou
r

activities.

1 Keeping in view what is possible

JET was launched in 1992 with a total of R500 mllion in its pocket, bent on naking

a visible difference to the education crisis within a space of five years. RL00 million
a year is less than 0,5% of the annual education budget, and five years is a drop in
the ocean, considering the sort of tine it takes to effect educational change. Cearly,
in order to maxim se the inpact of this very small resource we need to think carefully
about ways of adding val ue.

2 Acting in concert

The first step in adding value is to bring different kinds of human resources to bear
on planning and nmonitoring the spending of these funds. Towards this end, the JET
Board i s composed of an equal number of donor representatives, on the one hand, and
menbers of trade unions, popul ar education bodies and political organisations, on the
other. The corporate representatives bring to this table know edge about the efficient
depl oyment of resources and sone feeling for the needs of the econony, while the
menbers of the nass-based parties offer legitimcy and the concerns and aspirations

of their constituents.

These skills are conplenmented by small panels of assessors in each of our areas of
focus, who offer advice on matters of policy and the assessment and eval uation of
grantees. The choice of these panellists is based on the assunption that no expert
know edge is disinterested : the panels have been constituted so as to reflect the

per spectives of |abour, business, the academ c donain and formal education

Furthernore, recognising that the formul ati on and eval uati on of policy and practice
are activities that grow and devel op over tinme, we are attenpting to build | ong-term
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rel ati onships with our panels of experts, rather than utilising their advice in an ad hoc

snapshot fashion.

Working within a devel opnent vision

From ny argunments above it should be clear that any educational initiative that is not
| ocated within a scenario of econonic and social devel opment is like sailing across the
Atlantic without a navigator. Yet, while the term devel opnent is on everyone’'s |ips,
no one has anything nore than the barest bones of such a vision

This is not a nmajor problemin the short term in fact the absence of a detailed plan
may even be an advantage at this stage since the sketchy outlines that do exist find
broad agreenment across a range of actors who might begin to tight about details.
Furthernore, such skeletal plans converge with respect to their inplications for
education and training. Consequently, the identification of three policy areas in which
to focus JET activities was achieved with relative ease in debate anongst Trustees.
Adult Basic Education (ABE)

There is consensus that the achievenent of literacy is a

prerequisite for participation in a denocracy, and for further

education and training. In view of the fact that at |east half of the

adult popul ation of South Africa is illiterate, the provision of ABE

is an urgent concern.

| mproving the Quality of Teaching

There is al so agreenent that inproving the quality of the

schooling systemis essential to the production of internediate and
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hi gh | evel skills needed for ’'both social and economc

devel opnent.

Yout h Devel opnent

The inefficiency of the school system coupled with high |evels of

viol ence in schools over the | ast decade and nore has resulted in

many young peopl e | eaving school without the skills required to

enter the job market in anything but a menial capacity, or to

embark on further education or training progranmes. The

devel opnent of productive capacities anpbngst this grow ng group

of young people constitutes JETS third priority.

Finding a creative tension between i medi ate action and the devel opnent of |ong

term policies

VWile the identification of areas of priority within the broad outlines of a devel opnent
plan is relatively unproblematic, the initiation of projects within these priority areas

is anore difficult task. Sooner or later the growh of such projects will neet the
details of the energing devel opment scenari os. How can we be sure that they wll
conver ge?

Allow ne to illustrate the point by way of an exanple in the field of ABE. The
woeful |y i nadequate literacy services which do exist are provided by a handful of

ni ght school s run by the BET, a simlar nunber of industry-based private sector
projects, and scores of tiny NGOs which typically serve a few dozen adults each.
Their good intentions notw thstanding, the capacity within the majority of these NGOs
is such that we have decided to set up Regi onal Support Agencies to assist themin
strengt heni ng and expandi ng their services, by means of activities such as teacher



trai ni ng, managenent devel opment and the like. The need is too pressing to wait for
the energence of national policy on this issue, and we have no alternative but to
establish these as independent NGOs. A future government may decide to establish

an identical set of services under the auspices of regional departnments of education
Under these circunstances, counterproductive conpetition between the two bodies is

a possibility.

Wil e we canlt guarantee an absol ute avoi dance of such situations, we can

conmi ssi on our agencies within an understanding that they develop in concert with

the energence of national policy. No doubt this is easier said than done, but the first
step is to be mndful of the problem Furthernore, it is nobst probable that nationa
policy devel opnents will draw on the experience of projects such as JETS Regi ona
Support Agenci es.

Simlarly, in the area of in-service teacher training - which is doninated by mat hs and
sci ence progranmes - we need to locate our interventions within a hard | ook at
effectiveness. MIlions of rand and person hours are spent annually in running

courses for teachers, yet there is little evidence of any change in classroom practi ce,
| et alone of inproved student performance. Talk is turning to whol e-school nodels

of devel opnent, which involve all the teachers in a school, the principal and ot her
staff, and even community initiatives, which include the parents. Hard-nosed research
and eval uation nust acconpany such experinents, in order to optimse their |essons.

Mai nt ai ni ng a system c perspective

The South African education systemis one of the nost fragnented in the world. My

brief description above of one feature of the ABE sector illustrates the point.
Diversity per se is not necessarily undesirable; in fact, a degree of diversity is the
engi ne of innovation and creativity. But the kind of diversity which results randomy
in duplication in sone areas and silences in others, and which | eaves a sector so
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fragmented that certificates of achi evenent have no yardstick of conparability, and
hence no currency, is clearly wasteful of precious resources.

A degree of systemmtisation is required to pronote rationalisation and coherence

within the sector, and to align the ABE sector with other conponents of the education
system The trick is to find systenmi c devices which allow for diversity of delivery,

whil e ensuring conmensurability of outcones. Certification is an obvious nmechani sm

for achieving this balance, and for this reason JET is supporting the IEB in its attenpt
at devel oping a systemof certification for ABE

Turning to a second exanple, it is comobn know edge that the enphasis within the

DET on upgradi ng the paper qualifications for teachers, as opposed to focusing on
progranmmes which prioritise inproved classroom performance, has done nore harm

than good to the cause of teacher devel opnent. At the sane tine, however, in-service

traini ng programes nust take questions of accreditation seriously if they are to be

| ocated within a holistic notion of the professional devel opnent of teachers. In this
respect, we are beginning to investigate the possibility of accrediting in-service

training within a nodul ar systeminvol ving partnershi ps between the universities,

teacher coll eges, NGOs and teacher organisations.

Concl usi on

In conclusion, | want to return to the issues of that nost intangi ble resource, tinme. W
al ways seemto have enough of it. Wiy hurry? Besides, by the time the full devel opnenta
effects of our initiatives bear fruit, we are unlikely to be around to savour them What
incentive is there for m ddl e-aged bureaucrats |ike nyself to be accountable to the futur
e?

If we think of the future not as something our children inherit fromus, willy nilly, but
rat her

as somet hing we borrow fromthem then perhaps our goal should be to return that |oan, wi

th

as much interest as we can engi neer



