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Activating partnerships: The Schools Improvement 
Initiative at the University of Cape Town 
Patti Silbert, Jonathan Clark and Ferial Parker

The Schools Improvement Initiative (SII) was launched at the University of Cape 
Town (UCT) in 2012 as a response to the challenges and complexities of South 
African education (see Chapter 2, Clark). The purpose of this chapter is to describe 
the work of the SII, both conceptually and practically, as a framework for the 
subsequent chapters in this publication. 

As one of the university’s strategic initiatives, the overarching aim of the SII is the 
development of a strong university–school partnership as a vehicle for extending 
the university’s engagement in schooling. Drawing on university-wide resources and 
expertise, in particular those of the Schools Development Unit (SDU) in the School 
of Education, and the Department of Health and Rehabilitation Sciences in the 
Faculty of Health Sciences, the SII works in close collaboration with groupings both 
within and outside of the university, including in particular the provincial education 
authorities. The SII’s partnership with Metropole East Education District (MEED), 
which is responsible for the delivery of schooling in Khayelitsha, acknowledges that 
improvement of the quality of education requires working collaboratively with all 
those involved in the schooling system.

Re-imagining the geographies of the university
The implications of systemic inequalities for tertiary education manifest in different 
ways – a direct impact is limited access to higher education institutions, coupled 
with lower throughput and poor retention rates of students from working-class 
communities. 

South African universities have a critical role to play in addressing some of the 
challenges inherent in the schooling system and in improving access to tertiary 
education. The long-term impact of improved university access and throughput 
on advancements in research, employment and economic stability highlights the 
fundamental responsibility of the university both at the level of school improvement 
and increased access to tertiary education. 

Writing in the American context, Benson et al. argue that higher education 
institutions ‘should explicitly make solving the problem of the American schooling 
system a very high institutional priority’ (2007: 79). They elucidate this position in 
two corollary statements. Firstly, they maintain that solving the overall problem of 
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the school system must begin with changes at the higher education level. Secondly, 
they propose that solving the overall schooling problem would ultimately enable 
higher education institutions more effectively to carry out their dual mission of 
advancing and transmitting knowledge, and of producing well-educated citizens 
who are committed to building a truly democratic society. 

Within the South African higher education context, there is recognition of the need 
to address structural disadvantages and inequalities. At UCT this is reflected in the 
Strategic Plan 2016–2020, which was developed with a specific focus on redressing 
structural disadvantages and inequalities that continue to characterise South African 
society. Underpinning the Strategic Plan is the imperative to forge a new, inclusive 
identity, as articulated in its first goal:

To forge a new inclusive identity that reflects a more representative 
profile of students and staff, and the cultures, values, heritage and 
epistemologies of the diversity of UCT’s staff and students. (UCT 2016: 1)

The above overarching goal calls for a more diverse and representative graduate 
profile with an increased proportion of socioeconomically disadvantaged students, 
who will contribute to ‘[building] on the best of UCT’s present and past, while 
interrogating the historical values and assumptions that inform our institutional 
culture.’ (UCT 2016: 1)

The university is thus called upon to reconceptualise its institutional culture towards 
implementing deeper forms of social engagement with a clearly articulated social 
responsiveness agenda. The SII represents one articulation of this imperative.

The shift toward promoting institutional practices that prioritise and deepen social 
engagement and transformation signals a new ‘geography of opportunity’ (Cantor 
& Englot 2015: 21), with significant implications for how we (as university staff) 
do our work, where we do our work, with whom we work, and how we think 
about scholarship. An active re-orientation towards community engagement and 
engaged scholarship reflects UCT’s increased social impact agenda, as reflected in 
the university’s policy on engaged scholarship, demonstrated for example through 
strategic initiatives such as the SII. 

Drawing on Crain Soudien’s recent scholarship on transformation, the UCT 
2014–2015 Social Responsiveness Report highlights ways in which the Engaged 
Scholarship Policy calls for a new model for the university:

The transformational value of this policy, and the orientation it 
encourages, lies in an understanding of the fundamental role knowledge 
plays in confronting and changing the unequal and unjust ways in 
which society distributes rights and entitlements. In the South African 
context of race, class, gender and other forms of injustice, this positions 
the South African university in very particular kinds of ways. It cannot 
be just like other good universities around the world. It has to organise 
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itself to deliberately engage with its context. It is this that places 
socially responsive work within the university at the forefront of the 
transformation agenda. (Soudien 2015: 10) 

The university’s strategic aims articulated above acknowledge that our destinies 
are inextricably linked with the communities we serve (Harkavy & Hartley 2009). 
This entails a shift in the relationship between the university, the community and 
the school from what might historically have been limited community involvement 
to the establishment of deeply collaborative, sustained partnerships. Central to 
the notion of partnership is reciprocity and collaboration, and the development of 
mutually beneficial relationships (Nehring & O’Brien 2012) to strengthen capacity 
across both the university and the school. This requires that the university extends 
beyond its traditional knowledge base into different, as yet untested, areas of 
expertise to enable the development of innovative strategies and initiatives that 
individuals or organisations could not have produced on their own (Corrigan 2000). 

The notion of partnership within the SII refers to an ongoing generative, reciprocal, 
deeply engaged collaboration between UCT and a targeted group of schools. The 
purposes of the partnership are to strengthen capacity at all levels within the 
partner schools, to improve the life chances of post-matriculants from unequal 
and disadvantaged communities, and to embed into the university a culture of 
transformation and social responsiveness. 

University–school partnerships in the literature
There has been a growing trend at universities around the world to participate 
more actively in community engagement (Bawa 2015). In some cases these 
collaborations have taken the form of service learning (either for credit or non-
credit purposes), while in others community engagement is conducted for the 
purpose of students’ professional practice, constituting a mandatory component 
of the course curriculum. Most university–school/community engagements tend 
to be organised around a particular purpose for a defined period of time, such as 
pre-service teaching practice. The partnership model adopted by the SII represents 
deeper, longer-term engagements in which the university and the schools collaborate 
to create ongoing mutually beneficial programmes that bring value to both. The 
SII’s long-term vision of whole-school development resonates with aspects of the 
University of Pennsylvania's Netter Center’s ‘university-assisted community schools’ 
approach to sustained partnerships, which, in the case of their partner schools in 
West Philadelphia, dates back over 20 years (Harkavy et al. 2016; see also Li 2017).

Within the post-1994 South African context there have been numerous  
partnership-based interventions both within and outside of the university that  
have sought to redress the inequalities inherent in low income, under-resourced 
schools as a consequence of apartheid education. This acknowledges also the 
extensive contribution of the non-governmental organisation (NGO) sector (both 
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before and after 1994) in its efforts to bring about change in South African  
schools (Soudien 2013).

Sayed et al. (2013) offer an overview of some of the broader initiatives, many of which 
were based on different types of partnership. One such initiative, the Education 
Quality Improvement Partnership Programme (Equip), a whole-school development 
intervention, is one of the earliest examples of a public-private partnership (O’Connell 
2013). With its focus on context-driven whole-school development, this intervention 
helped inform the work of the SII, as illustrated later in this chapter. In addition 
to Equip, the interventions referred to by Sayed et al. (2013) supported school 
development through different types of collaboration and partnerships.

While, increasingly, school improvement partnerships have been forged between 
the public and private sector in South Africa, university–school partnerships that 
conceptualise interdisciplinary engagement as a strategy for social justice (Bawa 
2015) in conjunction with whole-school development, are new in the country. 
This may partly be due to the challenge, as Islam (2011) suggests, of ensuring that 
partnerships are mutually beneficial and relevant to the school while at the same time 
ensuring that the university engages in research and practice that is conceptualised 
to provide new knowledge and to address issues of inequality and disadvantage. 
Although there has been a growing interest in higher education institutions (HEIs) 
working in collaboration with schools and local communities, Islam (2011) cautions 
that poor conceptualisation or inadequate contextualisation of such partnerships can 
result in the hegemony of the university over the school.

Further afield, models of university–school partnerships have proliferated, as 
illustrated in the USA, over the past two decades (Harkavy 2006; Harkavy et al. 
2011; Pecheone et al. 2006; Thorkildsen & Scott Stein 1996). Despite the increased 
scope for university involvement in school improvement, Stoll and Fink (1989) 
maintain that there is no blueprint for improvement and that no two models are 
identical. Similarly, when it comes to the definition of partnership, there is an 
absence of consensus (Islam 2011). The concept of the university–school partnership 
is complex and evolving, and as Islam (2011) suggests, its practice varies according 
to the different contexts and conditions of the partnership, as well as its purpose. 

In keeping with a context-specific approach, we support Deppeler’s (2006) assertion 
that the university–school partnership must be adapted to the needs of the particular 
institutions within their broader contexts and, more specifically, to the contexts of 
the individual schools. Positioning itself within the university–school partnership 
literature (Deppeler 2006; Nehring & O’Brien 2012; and others), the SII holds 
that, through purposeful, context-specific collaboration between the university, 
the education district, community organisations and the school itself, a deeper,  
more effective whole-school intervention can be implemented and sustained.  
The need for partnership within the SII is based furthermore on the assumption that 
the school-based intervention strategy is constructed in context, in close collaboration 
with the principal, school management team (SMT), school governing body (SGB), 
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teachers and learners. This whole-school development strategy implies a multi-level, 
interdisciplinary focus, as illustrated later in this chapter, and in the chapters that follow.

Identification of the SII partner schools
It was with a focus on relevance, application and context (Islam 2011) that the SII, in 
consultation with the MEED and the SDU, identified a number of potential partner 
schools in the township of Khayelitsha. The SII’s partnership with five schools 
was informed by the Netter Center’s focus on the same number of schools in West 
Philadelphia, which has enabled their school-based strategies to be deeply engaged 
and embedded within the different sectors of the school community. In addition to 
the five core partner schools, 100-UP  is based in all twenty secondary schools in the 
community. This will be discussed in more detail later in this chapter. 

The decision to work in Khayelitsha followed extensive deliberations of Edulab, a 
university-wide consultative forum established in 2010.2  Recognising a widespread 
need amongst many schools across the Cape Town Metropole, it was concluded 
that it would be particularly beneficial to both the university and the schools if the 
institution’s resources were brought to bear on assisting those in a single geographic 
area. After considering a number of different options, Khayelitsha was identified. Of 
key importance was the fact that it is a sizeable, yet contained community that has 
historically been under-represented at UCT. 

The schools’ choice to partner with the SII was central to the establishment of  
the partnerships. Additional key factors considered for school selection  
include the following. 

Firstly, data based on the preceding four years of Grade 3 and 6 Systemic Test3  
results was analysed. Schools that had demonstrated patterns of improvement 
over this period of time were eligible for inclusion, as this suggested both a level 
of commitment by teachers and school managers to the improvement of learner 
performance, as well as increased capacity to follow through on this process. 

Secondly, a factor for consideration of the partner schools was based on data drawn 
from the SDU’s in-service professional development courses reflecting teachers’ 
and/or SMT members’ enrolment (either previously or at the time of selection of 
schools) in one of the university-certified Advanced Certificates in Education (ACE) 
courses.4 Involvement by teachers or school managers in the SDU two-year part-time 
courses illustrated a commitment to in-service professional development. In the case 
of school managers, even though graduation from the Education Management and 
Leadership Development (EMLD) ACE required a basic level of competency, it did 
not necessarily imply that graduates displayed high levels of confidence in their 
ability as a school manager.5 

Both the above factors for school selection support Fullan’s (1992) research that 
schools that foster a learning orientation amongst their staff and students are 
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more likely to implement and sustain improvements – at both a curriculum 
and organisational level. In the schools identified for the partnership, their 
existing commitment to professional development suggested that newly introduced 
interventions would have a greater chance of implementation and sustainability, and 
indeed that these schools had already begun to embark on this process.

The SII’s approach to change
The SII’s approach to whole-school development is contextually driven, and 
implemented over an extended period of time. Framed within a university–school 
partnership and in close collaboration with the education district, the interventions 
are developed in response to the schools’ needs and are tailored to the context 
of the individual schools. These interventions require multi-level approaches 
supported by school-based partners as well as by partnerships and networks outside 
of the immediate school context. This approach is based on the need to harness 
the strengths of the school, and develop its capacity internally as well as through 
quality external support (Correnti & Rowan 2007; Li 2017) at an organisational 
and management level as well as at a classroom level, as determined by the needs 
of the school (Fullan 1992; Harris & Bennet 2001; Hopkins et al. 1994; Hopkins 
& Harris 1997; Mitchell & Sackney 2009). As a corollary, reciprocal ownership 
of the interventions is key to effective school improvement. Furthermore, if the 
interventions are contextually driven and based on the needs of the school, and if the 
capacity of principals, school managers and teachers is developed, then traditional 
forms of practice may be shifted, producing enhanced professional practices that 
support and strengthen teaching and learning. 

Initiation of the SII partnership
Signalling the work of Fullan (1982), the initiation stage of the partnership laid the 
foundation for subsequent engagement, and it was through the methodology of the 
case study (Silbert et al. 2015), conducted over a two-week period, that data was 
generated to identify the needs of the school.

In 2012, the SII project manager and director held introductory meetings with 
the school principals and deputies, and thereafter a follow-up meeting took place 
with each of the SMTs. These two initial discussions comprised the first points of 
engagement, offering the opportunity to share information about the SII and to 
outline the initial stage of the partnership. If, as highlighted in these engagements, 
there was interest on the school’s part in partnering with the SII, the principals, 
deputies and SMTs were asked to consult with their teachers and the SGBs. 
Agreement from these role players that the partnership should go ahead led to 
the commencement in each school of the needs enquiry (Silbert et al. 2015). This 
marked a significant stage in the ongoing partnership, enabling trust to be developed 
through observation, consultation and listening. Commitment to building trust and 
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consideration for positionality is regarded as central to the SII in its engagement 
with the partner schools, as is the importance of working with participants who are 
willing to embrace change (Westraad 2011).

During the two-week needs enquiry, semi-structured interviews were conducted 
with the above-mentioned role players and the non-teaching staff, and – in the 
secondary schools – focus group discussions were held with learners. Questions 
focused on participants’ perceptions of the school’s strengths and challenges, and 
their suggestions for improvement. The focus on strengths supports an affirmative 
stance to school reform, as advocated by King and Bouchard (2011), rather than a 
deficit approach.

In each school, SII staff observed assemblies, staff briefings, staff meetings, parent 
meetings, SMT meetings, departmental meetings, lessons and extramural activities. 
Key school documents were analysed, including the vision and mission statements, 
policies and the school improvement plan (SIP). Interviews were audiotaped, 
transcribed and examined using a discourse analysis approach. Participants were 
informed that all responses would remain anonymous. Observations and findings 
were then compiled into a comprehensive report that was fed back to the principal, 
SMT and teachers, in consultation with whom key development priorities were 
identified. Feedback took the form of interactive workshops that included all 
representatives of the school community. This engagement provided an opportunity 
at each of the partner schools for clarification and discussion of the findings, and for 
a process of strategic planning to be agreed upon.

The process of feeding back within a public forum constituted another crucial stage 
of the enquiry, offering participants an opportunity to express their concerns and 
engage in critical dialogue. The importance of this being facilitated by an external 
agent supports Hopkins’ (2001) view that information gathered by outsiders is often 
valued over information that is available to those within the school community. 
The case study enquiry therefore provided a method to generate an understanding 
of the school context, to build trust and buy-in, and to initiate dialogue (Senge 
1990). The outcome of this feedback was collaborative strategic planning, beginning  
with revisiting the school’s vision and mission. In translating the school’s  
individual vision into a shared vision, the collaboration sought to foster a 
commitment to a set of agreed-upon principles and guiding practices that would 
inform the school’s development.

Following the vision-crafting process, key development priorities were agreed upon 
and prioritised across several development areas. Diagnosing and prioritising the 
school’s development needs, and selecting appropriate improvement strategies 
constituted a critical step in the school improvement process (Harris & Bennet 2001). 
Examples of key development priorities identified across the primary and secondary 
schools included support for leadership and management, teacher professional 
development, and curriculum support. Strategies to address discipline and parent 
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involvement were also identified. Across the partner schools the overarching goals 
focused on creating an environment that would support and strengthen teaching and 
learning. This is highlighted in the SII’s five key objectives (Figure 1.1). 

Implementation of the partnership: The five objectives
Within the broader scholarship on school reform there is consensus that effective 
school change requires multi-level approaches, and that the development of 
reform strategies must impact simultaneously at the whole school, department and 
classroom level (Fullan 1992; Harris & Bennet 2001; Hopkins et al. 1994; Hopkins & 
Harris 1997; Li 2017; Reynolds et al. 1993, among others). Hopkins (2001) and West 
and Hopkins (1996) suggest that, in adopting a whole-school approach, emphasis 
should not be placed on one element of the school such as staff development, 
organisational development or leadership training, but on developing the capacity of 
the school at an organisational and management level as well as at a classroom level. 

The SII’s five strategic objectives were conceptualised after the completion of the 
initial case study in each of the partner schools, a process that to a large extent 
informed and shaped the five objectives. In addition to attempting to address the 
overarching needs of the schools, each of the objectives foreground the central 
aims of the university–school partnership, integrating professional development, 
interdisciplinary collaboration, service learning, community engagement and 
engaged scholarship.

Figure 1.1: The five objectives of the SII

SCHOOLS IMPROVEMENT INITIATIVE OBJECTIVES

SCHOOL OF EDUCATION-BASED 
ENGAGEMENT

BROADER INSTITUTIONAL               
ENGAGEMENT

EXTERNAL 
ENGAGEMENT

OBJECTIVE 1

Teacher  
professional 

and 
school  

organisational 
development

OBJECTIVE 2

Professional 
practice schools

OBJECTIVE 3

STAFF 
Engaged  

scholarship

STUDENT 
Volunteerism and 
service learning

OBJECTIVE 4

University     
recruitment

100-UP

OBJECTIVE 5

Partnerships  
and  

collaborations

Source: Compiled by authors
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Objective 1: Teacher professional development and school  
organisational development 

The SII’s focus on teacher professional development coupled with school 
organisational development represents the first objective of the initiative. In 
Chapters 6 (Meyer et al.) and 7 (Wylie & Silbert) of this publication, the authors 
discuss the significance of continuing professional development, reinforcing the 
simultaneous need for leadership and management development on the one hand, 
and teacher professional development on the other. The importance of the classroom 
as an integral component of the school rather than an entity that can be worked with 
outside of the school organisation echoes the work of Muller and Roberts (2000: 1):

Unlike an earlier cycle of interventions where ‘curriculum’ or ‘teaching’ 
interventions took place in an isolated or ‘stand-alone’ form, the 
‘classroom’ is now seen in an embedded nest of systems including the 
school, the school support environment, the district, the province, and the 
national department.

The SII's emphasis on professional development is therefore intentionally linked 
to organisational processes and capacity building within the school’s management 
structures. As described in Chapter 7, organisational activity is critical to support 
teaching and learning through building structures of accountability, collaboration 
and curriculum management. 

The SDU in the School of Education is responsible for delivering the various forms 
of teacher professional development and school organisational development offered 
to the SII partner schools. The unit’s approach to teacher professional development 
constitutes a combination of university-approved short courses of varying lengths, 
in tandem with on-site school-based support. In addition to meeting subject-
specific content needs, courses have a strong emphasis on developing pedagogic 
knowledge. Sustained learning is encouraged through courses being context specific, 
and providing support to teachers as they seek to apply what they are learning to 
their own classrooms. The SDU’s experience in this regard has found that teacher 
professional development is most effective when groups of teachers from the same 
school participate collectively in professional development opportunities (see 
Chapter 6, Meyer et al.). 

The unit’s organisational development approach follows a similar model, with a 
focus on mentoring and coaching individuals as they seek to function optimally 
as school leaders and managers. As highlighted by Wylie and Silbert in Chapter 7, 
the establishment of an inter-school community of practice for school principals is 
regarded as a beneficial model for encouraging the sharing of organisational and 
leadership expertise. This is particularly valuable in contexts within which principals 
have to operate in relative isolation from their peers.
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Improving teacher training through university–school partnerships has been widely 
advocated as an effective approach to strengthen the links between student teachers 
and practising teachers (Deppeler 2006; Mutemeri & Chetty 2011; Ramsey 2000). 

The second of the SII’s objectives, namely the establishment of professional 
practice schools, aims to build mutual benefit and reciprocity in both the partner 
schools and the university. As Silbert and Verbeek highlight in Chapter 13, 
while teachers’ in-service professional development needs are addressed through 
exposure to innovative methods and pedagogies, pre-service teachers undertaking 
their postgraduate certificates in education are able to broaden and deepen their 
experience in the classroom. 

Objective 2: Professional practice schools 

In collaboration with the Faculty of Health Sciences, the SII has extended the 
notion of the professional practice school to involve students from a number of 
disciplines across the university, in addition to those from the School of Education. 
This includes fourth-year occupational therapy students, audiology students, 
physiotherapy students and speech- and language therapy students from the Faculty  
of Health Sciences, who undertake the practical component of their qualification  
in the partner schools. In addition, social work students from the Faculty of 
Humanities also complete their professional practice in the SII partner schools.  
The two practice domains of occupational therapy that are involved in the 
partner schools are community development practice (CDP), and child learning, 
development and play (CLDP). 

Objective 3: Engaged scholarship and service learning

In all the above-mentioned disciplines, service learning constitutes a key component 
of professional practice. The establishment of professional practice schools is 
therefore directly linked to service learning, the third of the SII’s five objectives, and 
constitutes an important focus of this book. In conceptualising service learning, 
we distinguish between traditional service learning and critical service learning. 
Mitchell (2008) describes traditional service learning as placing the emphasis on 
service without attention to systems of power and structural inequalities. Critical 
service learning on the other hand is ‘unapologetic in its aim to dismantle structures 
of injustice’ (2008: 50). Butin (2010) describes critical service learning as a strategy 
of disturbance, as it allows a space for disciplines to interrupt conventional practices 
and to reimagine the traditionally held ways of conducting research, practice and 
teaching. A critical service learning approach requires that students examine ways in 
which historical, social, economic and political factors shape the daily experiences of 
learners. This is elucidated in Chapters 8 (Peters & Galvaan), 10 (Galvaan & Silbert) 
and 11 (Abrahams et al.). In each of these chapter contributions from the Faculty 
of Health Sciences, the individual profession is informed by particular theoretical 
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frameworks and methodologies that define and delineate the domain of practice 
within each profession. At times there is overlap between these theories, but the 
nuanced application across different chapters illustrates the points of coherence 
and divergence in generating new, as yet untested, interdisciplinary practices. These 
practices were realised through embedding the disciplines in the school context, and 
placing this context at the centre rather than the periphery.

Within the partner schools, the strategy of service learning attempts to disrupt 
normative power relationships between universities and communities by creating 
more reciprocal partnerships that bridge the gap between professional education and 
communities (Krause 2007). Mitchell (2008) suggests that fostering relationships 
in which power hierarchies are replaced with partnerships is central to critical 
service learning. Service learning in the SII schools is therefore based on collective 
empowerment, and allows for long-term engagements that address social and 
political issues inherent in the context.

In a number of the chapters of this publication, efforts to apply interdisciplinary 
approaches to professional practice and service learning are examined. This marks 
a shift in the ways in which students engage on site. Instead of approaching their 
practice from the perspective of their individual disciplines, as was traditionally 
the case, they are encouraged to collaborate with fellow students from different 
disciplines and to share strengths and expertise, which they then apply to their 
professional learning practice. This on-site interdisciplinary engagement is explored 
by Silbert and Galvaan in Chapter 5, in which they examine the process of developing 
contextually relevant interdisciplinary collaboration between students in the Faculty 
of Health Sciences by considering how critical service learning generates new 
possibilities for shifting practices both within the university and school contexts. 
The focus in this chapter on critical service learning and interdisciplinarity in many 
ways provides a centre point for this publication, as it is through these forms of 
learning that new insights were developed and conceptualised. This suggests the 
influence, as illustrated in Chapters 11 and 12, of university–school partnerships  
on the academy. 

Similarly, in Chapter 11, Abrahams et al. examine the efforts within the speech-
language therapy division to engage fourth-year students in interdisciplinary 
professional practice. In both Chapters 5 and 8 (Silbert & Galvaan; Peters & Galvaan), 
the authors discuss the different ways in which students are encouraged to interrupt 
and challenge their normative roles and assumptions so as to develop a professional 
practice that is sensitive to the context, and responsive to the school’s needs. Using  
an occupation-based community development framework, Peters and Galvaan 
(Chapter 8) probe new ways of engaging with parents within the school context.

The emphasis, as outlined above, on service learning and interdisciplinary 
collaboration highlights the SII’s commitment to promoting engaged scholarship. 
Objective 3 demonstrates the significant shift within the SII since 2014  
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towards deepening and broadening academic scholarship by university staff 
members who are interested in a conception of practice that situates students’ 
community engagement within systems of social inequality (Mitchell 2007). In all  
of the chapters our intention in presenting the perspective of academic staff 
members and students is to highlight a new way of conceptualising engagement that 
disrupts normative practices. 

Student volunteerism, the third component of this objective, is conceptualised once 
again as a form of engagement through which complex socio-political systems of 
power operate. Rather than adopting a traditional, altruistic view of volunteerism 
as the provision of services and charity, the student volunteerism model in the SII 
applies a more critical lens. Students are encouraged to reflect on prevalent social 
issues, and to consider the roles they are able to play in engaging and partnering 
with communities ‘to transform and shape a different social landscape’ (Catlett & 
Proweller 2016: 68). Critical service learning and student volunteerism recognise 
the relationship between theory and daily practice, and provide opportunities within 
the partner schools for students to critically reflect on their practice in view of the 
structural inequalities and socioeconomic divisions that characterise South African 
schools. At the time of writing this book, student volunteerism within the SII was in 
its early stages and thus is not a focus here.

Objective 4: University recruitment

UCT is recognised as one of Africa’s leading universities, and is accordingly an 
institution of choice for many students, both locally and internationally.6 Competition 
for places is high7 and, given the continued under-performance of many schools in 
the state education sector, it is not surprising that representation from schools such 
as those located in Khayelitsha is low.8 In 2010, only 24 Matriculants from 11 of the 
20 secondary schools in the township secured places at UCT from a Grade 12 cohort 
of just under 3 000 learners. An awareness of the extent of under-representation of 
students from such a large community in the Cape Town Metropole prompted a 
response from the university, and hence the 100-UP programme was initiated. 

From the outset the programme had a number of goals – most significantly to ensure 
that a greater number of Khayelitsha matriculants are in a position to compete  
for places at UCT. A longer-term goal is to use the programme to build  
institutional knowledge and experience of how to best support students from low 
socioeconomic status communities similar to Khayelitsha to cope with the demands 
of tertiary study. 

Equal representation of learners from all 20 secondary schools in Khayelitsha is an 
intentional feature of the programme, and one that signals UCT’s commitment to 
forging links as widely as possible across the community. Five Grade 10 learners with 
high academic achievement are identified each year following a selection process 
that actively involves each school. Given the fact that internal assessment standards 
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vary considerably from school to school, a key element of the selection process is a 
UCT-administered language and mathematics test that is written by up to ten short-
listed candidates from each school. 

Once selection has taken place, the subsequent three years of the 100-UP project 
see the five successful learners from each school involved in a comprehensive 
programme. This comprises a number of different and complementary elements 
including Saturday-school programmes, residential holiday camps held on campus, 
and participation in a range of workshops and activities – many of which are organised 
and run by UCT staff and students. As is often the case in South African township 
schools, the standard of teaching and learning in subjects such as mathematics, 
the sciences and English9 is generally low. Consequently, the additional academic 
support provided to 100-UP learners is a key component of the programme and a 
significant drawcard for many of the learners. 

Of equal importance is the range of life skills interventions, which prepare them for 
the challenges of tertiary studies. As research has shown (Badenhorst & Kapp 2013; 
Kapp et al. 2014; Pym & Kapp 2013), young people from low socioeconomic status 
backgrounds face numerous challenges as they seek to navigate the world of tertiary 
studies. They often lack the range of coping skills and strategies available to their 
counterparts from more privileged backgrounds. The challenges multiply for these 
students who, in addition to not being fully proficient in English, hail from print-
impoverished homes and schools that have not facilitated close, critical engagement 
with texts, and where self-directed learning is seldom actively developed or 
encouraged (Christie 2008; Kapp 2004; Slonimsky & Shalem 2014).

The majority of students who enter UCT from poorly performing schools often 
struggle to decode and interpret a tertiary environment and its academic discourses, 
which are far removed from – and in many instances in direct contrast to – their 
school and home environments. Challenges in adjusting to tertiary life often 
negatively influence their confidence and self-esteem in ways that leave them feeling 
demoralised and isolated (Pym & Kapp 2013). This in turn may impact on academic 
performance. Badenhorst and Kapp (2013) argue that in order to successfully 
negotiate this markedly different learning and institutional environment, students are 
required to reconstruct a sense of self. In support of this, 100-UP intervenes prior to 
the commencement of university studies by offering a range of workshops facilitated 
by UCT staff and student organisations. The intention of these programmes is to 
harness individual agency in ways that build confidence and a sense of belonging. 
Of crucial importance, furthermore, is the inclusion in the 100-UP programme of 
mentors (university students) who come from similar backgrounds to the 100-UP 
learners, and who increasingly are drawn from previous cohorts in the programme. 
They have much to share of their own experiences both as previous 100-UP learners 
and as students new to tertiary studies. The value of such peer learning is well 
recognised in the literature (Kagee et al. 1997).
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With the number of learners per school capped at five per grade, it was always 
acknowledged that there were likely to be potential university candidates in the 
Khayelitsha schools who were not part of the 100-UP programme. In response to 
this gap, and based on their mid-year examination results, matric learners who score 
university-entrance grades are therefore recruited onto an additional programme 
referred to as the Gill Net Programme. This programme runs alongside 100-UP 
with learners receiving intensive academic support and, critically, assistance with 
the UCT application process, which includes the writing of the National Benchmark 
Tests (a requirement for the university), and sourcing of funding and residence 
accommodation. With regard to the annual offer of places of study at the university, 
and the processes that follow, both the 100-UP and Gill Net learners are subject to 
the same entrance requirements as all other first-year students. 

The 100-UP project was, at time of writing (2017), in its seventh year of operation 
with its first UCT intake in 2014. The Khayelitsha Gill Net Programme commenced 
in 2013, and was extended to 15 secondary schools in the neighbouring community 
of Mitchells Plain in 2015. 

Between 2013 and 2016, a total of 778 Grade 12 learners participated in the 100-
UP and Gill Net programmes. In 2016, all but one of these passed Matric, and 709 
(91.1%) passed with B-degrees, the minimum requirement for university study. A 
total of 311 participants took up offers of places to study at UCT, and a further 326 
had enrolled at other universities, both locally and further afield in South Africa. In 
total, the university enrolment of the 100-UP and Gill Net programmes amounts to 
637 students, which represents 89.8% of those obtaining B-degrees and 81.9% of the 
total who have passed through the programme over the past six years. 

From the Khayelitsha Matric class of 2016, a total of 72 students, drawn from 19 out 
of the 20 secondary schools, entered their first year of study at UCT in 2017. This 
represents a three-fold increase from the numbers enrolled in 2010. This is viewed 
as a clear indication of the success of the programme.

Objective 5: External engagement

The SII’s final objective signals a commitment to external collaboration, and the 
forging of partnerships with education-based groupings within and outside of the 
university for the purpose of strengthening the internal capacity of the school. Once 
again we are reminded that capacity building requires a multi-level interventional 
approach, and one that must be extended to establishing partnerships and networks 
outside of the university and school contexts (West & Hopkins 1996) in addition to 
those established within the university.

Two key initiatives to date illustrate this objective. The first, the Library and 
Language Partnership is a collaborative intervention comprising partners within the 
university, namely the Library and Information Studies Centre (LISC) and iKwezi,10 
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as well as external partners such as Rotary,11 Nal’ibali12 and The Bookery.13 The 
overarching goal of this partnership is to support library and language development 
in the partner schools through the establishment of highly functioning libraries in 
the SII partner schools. 

The need for school libraries was articulated during the needs enquiry (discussed 
earlier in this chapter) conducted collaboratively by the SII in the initial stages  
of engagement with the partner schools. The school libraries established through 
the partnership are regarded as a pilot model where best practice has been –  
and continues to be – developed, shared and rolled out in other schools across the 
district, and ultimately across the province (Chapter 9, Silbert & Bitso). To date, 
the libraries are fully operational in all of the partner schools, with each class in the 
school visiting the libraries on a weekly basis. Furthermore, the library assistants 
(who manage and operate the libraries on a full-time basis) have assumed a 
leadership role within their schools with regard to supporting reading programmes 
offered through the partner organisations. Library assistants meet on a monthly 
basis for ongoing support and capacitation offered through the SII, The Bookery  
and LISC. This collaborative support model, premised on harnessing  
capacity through building a positive and supportive community of practice  
(Silbert & Bitso 2015), is based on the notion of community development as enabling 
positive learning, leadership and growth. The development of a handbook by 
speech- and language therapy students to support the library assistants in building 
strategies to strengthen language and literacy is discussed in Chapter 11 (Abrahams 
et al.). The collaborative library support model is regarded by all involved as an 
effective and sustainable model for the establishment of functional libraries in 
under-resourced schools, and has been extended into the rest of The Bookery’s 
libraries in the Western Cape. 

The second initiative linked to Objective 5 is the COSAT14 Wellness Centre, 
implemented as a pilot project in January 2016. Managed and coordinated by a 
qualified social worker, the COSAT Wellness Centre’s key objective is to forge strong 
interdisciplinary and intersectorial links with other partner organisations in order 
to offer psychosocial wellness, personal and developmental wellness and physical 
wellness to learners at the school. Full-time psychosocial support is offered by the 
social worker as well as by second-, third- and fourth-year social work students. 
Psychosocial support by the social worker takes place through individual counselling, 
group counselling and family reconstruction therapy. The COSAT Wellness Centre 
was initiated by the SII in partnership with MEED, Metro District Health Services of 
the Western Cape Government, and a number of community-based NGOs. Given 
the need for, and success of, the COSAT Wellness Centre, psychosocial support has 
been extended to include all five SII partner schools.

In addition to partnering with community organisations, close collaboration with the 
education district (and health district in the case of the COSAT Wellness Centre) is a 
key imperative of the SII (Earl et al. 2002) across all five objectives. As Fullan (1993)  
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suggests, at a macro level, collaboration involves building the capacity ‘to work in 
organisations that form cross-institutional partnerships such as school district, 
university and school–community...’ (1993: 18; see also Li 2017). This aligns 
with Nehring and O’Brien’s (2012) study on university support for school level 
improvement, in which they found that district level collaboration is crucial to 
sustained improvement efforts.

Paving the way
University–school partnerships have traditionally been conceptualised around 
a particular objective such as teaching practice or service learning and, as such, 
typically operate for a defined period of time. The SII’s engagement in its partner 
schools extends beyond this framework, and is operationalised through ongoing, 
sustained interdisciplinary collaboration between the university and the partner 
schools. Considering the notion of the school as community, the SII brings focus 
to community engagement in the South African context, and to the ways in which 
collaboration within the university – and between the university and the school – 
influences, disrupts and shifts practices within both structures.

In keeping with the literature drawn on in this chapter, together with the SII’s 
theory of change and its five objectives, the work of the SII has been introduced 
as a university–school partnership whose purpose it is to partner with schools in 
strengthening the schools’ capacity while embedding into the university a culture 
of transformation and social responsiveness. As one of the university’s strategic 
initiatives we have attempted to outline the different ways in which the university 
engages with the partner schools. With a dual focus on interdisciplinary collaboration 
and community engagement, the school is positioned as an integral component of 
the community, and a central agent in the partnership.

What follows in the subsequent chapters of this publication is a description of various 
initiatives that have been informed by the professions and partners that constitute 
the SII, illustrating its collaborative approach to partnership and interdisciplinary 
engagement. Through involving multiple disciplines, and examining new theoretical 
and practical insights into arrangements and systems that challenge and disrupt 
normative practices, both at the level of the university and the school, the way  
for new approaches to partnership, transformation and social responsiveness  
has been paved.

Notes
1  100-UP is one of the SII’s key programmes, focusing on recruitment of matriculants from all 

twenty secondary schools in Khayelitsha to UCT and other HEIs. It is called 100-UP as five 
learners from each of the twenty schools are identified for the programme from Grade 10. 
These learners continue in the programme until the end of their matriculation year.
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2    The name was inspired by the CityLab initiative of UCT’s African Centre for Cities. Edulab 
brought together different role-players in the university – both staff and students – with an 
interest and involvement in school education.

3  In the Western Cape Province, mathematics and language systemic tests are written annually 
by all Grade 3, 6 and 9 learners in public ordinary schools, and independent schools receiv-
ing a state subsidy. The equivalent annual national assessments (ANAs) mandated by the 
Department of Basic Education were suspended in 2015, following representations  
from teacher unions.

4  The Advanced Certificates in Education (ACEs) were, at the time of partner school selec-
tion, the major vehicle for formal teacher professional development on offer by South 
African universities. They have been replaced by Advanced Certificates in Teaching (ACT) 
in the latest teacher qualifications framework.

5 For example, although six SMT members in two of the partner schools had successfully 
completed the EMLD ACE course, all of them regarded themselves as novices in their 
capacity as school managers, and expressed the need for ongoing mentoring and support.

6  Whilst figures vary from faculty to faculty, in 2015 around 15% of undergraduates were 
designated ‘international’ students, the majority coming from other African countries.

7  In 2017, there were 26 533 applications for the 4 200 first-year places.
8  First-year students in 2017 were drawn from over 1 000 schools.
9 As noted elsewhere (see Chapter 2), the home language of virtually all the inhabitants of 

Khayelitsha is isiXhosa. Whereas English is the language of learning and teaching (LoLT), 
this is designated as a second language in school curriculum terms.

10 iKwezi is a primary school language and mathematics project located in the SDU. The 
project was operational in the SII partner primary schools as well as at a district level from 
2014–2016 (see Chapter 6).

11  Rotary’s objective within the partnership is to develop leadership skills amongst young 
people through the development of the Rotary EarlyAct clubs. In an attempt to align the 
library and reading programmes, Rotary and Nal’ibali formed a partnership in 2014.

12  Nal’ibali is isiXhosa for ‘Here’s the story’ and is a national reading campaign of the Project 
for the Study of Alternative Education in South Africa (PRAESA). One of Nal’ibali’s goals 
is to initiate and support reading clubs in the schools as a reading promotion strategy. Each  
of the SII library assistants has attended a two-day training course to become Nal’ibali  
reading club leaders.

13  Established in 2010, as part of Equal Education’s campaign to create school libraries in 
under-resourced communities in the Western Cape, The Bookery became an independent 
non-profit organisation in 2013. To date The Bookery has established over forty libraries in 
the Western Cape.

14  COSAT, the Centre of Science of Technology, is one of the SII partner secondary schools.
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