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A snapshot of a partner secondary 
school: Usasazo High 
Patti Silbert and Patrick Barnes

In this chapter we provide a descriptive account of Usasazo Secondary, an SII partner 
secondary school. Building on Chapter 2 (Clark) and Chapter 3 (Clark & Mbobo) 
we now bring attention to a secondary school context. Although there are unique 
features in this particular school, in many respects it is similar to the other nineteen 
secondary schools in the township, and it is confronted on a daily basis with the same 
challenges as any other school in a working-class community such as Khayelitsha. 
Significantly, the school’s location in Site B, which is a densely populated part of 
the township with high levels of poverty and unemployment, renders it particularly 
vulnerable to crime.

In addition to providing a background and overview of the school, we illustrate 
the programmes and activities that have been introduced through the partnership. 
The differences in content between this chapter and Chapter 3 (Clark & Mbobo) 
relate to the differences between primary and secondary schools in general – both 
in terms of systems and structures, and with regard to processes and procedures. 
An important similarity between the two chapters, on the other hand, is the nature 
and integrity of the partnership that exists with the SII, and the roles played by the 
respective principals,1 teachers and school management teams (SMTs) in ensuring 
the implementation of the programmes. Despite Usasazo being the most recent of 
the five schools to have entered into a partnership with the SII, the strength of the 
partnership is demonstrated by the active engagement of key role players since the 
commencement of activities at the school in January 2016.

In August 2015, the SII project manager conducted a case study at Usasazo (see 
Chapter 1, Silbert, Clark & Parker) after the principal and SMT had expressed the 
wish to enter into a partnership with the SII. As discussed in Chapter 1, the purpose 
of the case study was to gain deeper insight into the school’s systems, structures and 
practices especially with regard to teaching and learning, as well as its ethos, culture 
and relational dynamics. During the case study, a number of observations, interviews 
and focus group discussions were conducted with a range of role players. These 
included the district circuit manager, principal, SMT, teachers, school governing 
body (SGB), ground staff, administration staff, learners and parents. Observations of 
practice took place at a number of different levels with the agreement of all involved, 
and included the observation of classroom teaching, staff meetings and briefings, 
and SMT meetings. Break-time activities for learners and staffroom activities for 
teachers were also observed.2 Focus group discussions involved groups of learners 
from Grades 8 to 12, as well as teachers, parents and ground staff. 
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Based on the interviews, observation and focus group discussions, a report that 
focused on the school’s strengths and challenges was compiled. The purpose of this 
report was to generate a sequence of discussions with the SMT and staff regarding key 
development priorities that were to inform a process of whole-school development. 
The report feedback took place on two separate occasions: first with the principal 
and SMT in the form of a meeting, and thereafter with the entire staff body in the 
form of a workshop. On both occasions, in-depth discussion was generated from the 
report, with the result that key development priorities that would inform the various 
programmes and interventions were identified (see Table 4.1).

Background and infrastructure
Usasazo3 Secondary was built in 2004. It is in Metropole East’s Circuit 3, and 
is a Quintile 2, Section 21 no-fee4 school. The school, previously classified as 
‘dysfunctional’, was established in 1995 in Maitland5 with only Grade 8 and 9 
learners. In 2004 the school moved to Khayelitsha and, in 2006, became an FET 
(Further Education and Training) school with Grade 10 to 12 included for the 
first time. The school was amongst those that received an award from the Western 
Cape Education Department (WCED) in 2011 for the greatest improvement in the 
number of students passing the National Senior Certificate6 (NSC) in the province. 
The current principal began working at Usasazo as deputy principal in 2012, and was 
appointed principal in January 2014. Since then he has implemented a number of 
new systems and structures, as highlighted in the sections that follow.

The public school building in Khayelitsha, which was commissioned by the 
Provincial Government, consists of 31 classrooms, a library, a consumer studies 
laboratory, a computer laboratory, a physical science laboratory and a computer 
applications technology (CAT) laboratory.

Designed by an architecture firm in Cape Town,7 the school was built to promote its 
focus, which was, and still is, entrepreneurial education. Subjects such as tourism, 
economics, business studies and CAT were therefore introduced, making Usasazo 
one of the few schools in Khayelitsha with this particular combination of subjects. 
Originally the classrooms on the street side were designed by the architects8 with 
hatches that opened towards the street to allow for interaction with the public.
The intention was that subjects taught in the school would function to service the 
community. However, when the principal was appointed, one of his immediate 
concerns was that these openings could be vulnerable points for criminal activity, so 
they were closed. With the notable increase in crime in the area, the need to secure 
the school was considered an urgent priority.

Similarly, soon after the principal’s appointment he installed a number of CCTV 
cameras throughout the school. These were linked to a computer in his office, 
allowing him to monitor different locations within the school at any particular time, 
and to capture and store information. 
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In a further effort to increase security, four security staff were appointed, two of 
whom are on duty seven nights a week, on weekends and during the school holidays. 
The SGB covers the cost of the security staff, mitigating risk, and preventing 
substantial costs resulting from potential break-ins. Similarly, the caretaker is 
paid a stipend to remain on the premises for an hour after school, allowing the 
teachers to stay at school later in the afternoon with reduced risk to their personal 
safety. These combined safety strategies have brought burglaries to an end. This is 
in contrast to the five primary schools in the same road, where there have been a 
number of incidents of theft and break-ins, particularly over the weekends and in 
the school holidays. The implementation of security measures by the principal was 
well supported by the parent body, as was the introduction of specific measures to 
address late-coming at the school, as outlined below.

In response to the historic problem of late-coming at Usasazo, soon after his 
appointment, the principal installed the ‘Real Time’ (clock-in) system to reduce 
learner absenteeism and late-coming. Every morning, on arrival, learners swipe their 
student cards. Learners who have not swiped their card are identified by the system 
and text messages are automatically sent to parents/guardians notifying them of their 
child’s absenteeism. Learners are monitored every morning by the security guards 
as they clock in to prevent swiping the cards of fellow students. Security fencing 
was erected for the purpose of channelling learners towards the kitchen area after 
swiping their cards, where they are served porridge between 7:30 and 8:00 a.m. 

The entire access system is monitored closely by the principal who communicates 
regularly with the contracted company. Technical adjustments to the software 
program are made when necessary to ensure that the system continues to address 
the needs of the school. One example of system adjustments was the introduction of 
a mobile clocking-in device, so that late-comers (who remain in a separate section) 
can clock in as they arrive. As a result of the functionality of this system at Usasazo, 
the school is used by the company as a model for other schools that may wish to 
implement the system. Learners are expected to pay R5 if they forget their cards, in 
which case they are given temporary access cards. They have a period of two weeks 
to recover their cards, at the end of which they must pay R50 for replacement cards.

Teaching and learning
There are currently 1 345 learners enrolled at the school, many of whom attended 
one of the five primary schools in the same road.9 Overall enrolment numbers are 
relatively stable and, as is typical of other secondary schools in the township (see 
Clark, Chapter 2), the gender parity index is skewed more towards girls. Although at 
Usasazo there is mostly parity across all five grades, in 2017 in total there were 662 
boys and 683 girls on the school roll. The grade enrolment profile10 is also similar 
to that of neighbouring schools with a significant drop-off between Grade 10 and 
Grade 12 (this point is explained further below). 
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There are 39 teachers, of whom one is employed by the SGB; two deputy principals, 
who were both appointed in 2016; and eight members of the SMT, including the 
principal and deputies. 

As with every secondary school in Khayelitsha, the language of learning and teaching 
(LoLT) is English first additional language (FAL). Virtually all of the learners are 
isiXhosa mother-tongue speakers with a small number of isiZulu and Setswana 
speakers. The periods are 50 minutes in length, with one 40-minute break. As at 
Intshayelelo (see Chapter 3, Clark & Mbobo), all members of the SMT are expected 
to teach. The deputies teach three classes each per day and the heads of departments 
(HODs) teach at least five classes. 

As mentioned earlier, the original intention of the school was to develop an 
entrepreneurial focus. Evidence of this is in the partnership with ‘Yes’ (Youth 
Entrepreneur Society) which was introduced at the beginning of 2016. This 
programme, which is sponsored by Eskom11 and ABSA,12 involves learners from 
Grade 8 to 12 who participate in producing and marketing products and services 
for the school and broader community. For example, during 2016 and 2017, learners 
involved in this programme collaborated, under the coordination of a teacher, to 
produce dustbins for recycling. They also operated a cleaning service, which they 
offered to the school. Furthermore, they designed and produced 100 graduation 
gowns for use by the matriculants at Usasazo, with a further 100 that were completed 
in 2017. In addition to saving the school R6 000 in 2016, the gowns are hired out to 
other secondary schools in the community, thereby generating funds. These projects, 
which learners presented as part of the ‘Yes’ competition, resulted in the school being 
placed second in the province, and second in the South African national competition 
for which the school was awarded R25 000. Inspired by the success of the learners in 
this programme, the school entered a further provincial competition, and was once 
again placed in second position, receiving R50 000.

Since the start of the SII partnership, support has been offered to Usasazo teachers in 
mathematics, physical sciences and English first additional language. These subject-
based interventions have taken the form of university-approved short courses 
coupled with classroom-based support (see Table 4.1 and Silbert, Clark & Parker, 
Chapter 1). In March 2017 a new physical science laboratory was launched by the 
SII, enabling ongoing support to be given to teachers in the sciences. Throughout 
the partnership, teacher professional development has taken place in conjunction 
with management support. In turn, capacitation of the deputy principals and 
heads of departments is closely linked to leadership support. Through the SII, 
principals from the partner schools convene every second month for a principals’ 
community of practice (COP) meeting. Through this forum principals are able to 
share best practice and expertise, while ensuring ongoing personal and professional 
development (see Chapter 7, Wylie & Silbert). 
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In 2015, the school was supported by the SAILI (South African Innovative Learning 
Institute) Target Project.13 At the end of 2016 the school received R38 000 from 
SAILI for their improvements in the 2015 results.

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, the school did not perform well in the final 
matriculation exams in the past. Recently, though, it has shown signs of improvement. 
For the years 2013 to 2016, the matric pass rates improved significantly from 73.6% 
to 93.3%, and over the same period bachelor passes more than doubled (from 12.8% 
to 27.3%).14 Among the 20 secondary schools in Khayelitsha, Usasazo was placed in 
sixth position in 2015 in terms of matric performance, and jumped to third place 
in 2016. At a provincial level, the school improved from ninth position in Quintile 
2 (out of 59 Quintile 2 schools in the province) in 2015, to fourth position in 2016.

This improvement in performance does however come at some cost, particularly 
when it comes to retention rates across the FET (Grade 10 – 12) phase. As indicated 
earlier, there is a significant drop-off in enrolments as learners progress across the  
phase. For instance, in 2015, there were 343 learners in Grade 10. This number 
dwindled quite significantly with only 186 remaining at the school in Grade 12 in 
2017. This represents a dropout rate of just under 50%, which is on the high side for 
township schools.

Each year the principal and teachers place a strong emphasis on improving Matric 
performance. This is reflected annually by a new target for matriculation passes 
which is displayed on a large banner mounted at the front of the school hall with 
colour coding for the various categories: red for national senior certificate (NSC), 
orange for diploma passes and green for bachelor passes. In 2017 the targets are 10% 
for higher certificates, 40% for diploma passes and 50% for bachelor passes. 

As is usually the case at secondary schools in Khayelitsha, there are very few extra-
mural activities on offer but, since 2015, there has been more focus on sport with 
soccer, rugby and netball being offered as options at senior level. Rugby has recently 
been introduced for girls. There are also after-school programmes in the form of 
the Grade 11 homework programme (see Chapter 10, Galvaan & Silbert) and the 
weekly Grade 11 computer literacy programme offered through the SII (see Table 
4.1). Furthermore, extra tuition is offered in the afternoons for the Grade 12s, and 
on Saturday mornings for the Grade 8s and 9s through TeachOut – one of the UCT 
student volunteerism programmes (see Silbert, Clark & Parker's Chapter 1 and Table 
4.1). Classes are also offered during the school holidays, and there is a Saturday 
morning programme for Grade 12s. It is compulsory for all matriculants to attend 
these extra tuition programmes, and learner attendance is monitored through the 
student cards. Usasazo teachers are recruited to teach economics, life sciences and 
Afrikaans15 on Saturday mornings, as are external tutors from other secondary 
schools in the community.
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Systems and procedures
The school day begins at 8:00 a.m. for learners, and the gates are locked at 8:05 a.m.  
As mentioned earlier, late-coming has been significantly reduced since the 
implementation of the student card system. From an average of 400 to 500 late-
comers on a daily basis, late-coming has reduced to an average of 30 or less per day. 
The few students who arrive late are not permitted to enter class during the first 
period in order to avoid disrupting the lesson. At the end of the first period the 
gate is opened and learners then join their class for the second period. Late-comers 
are expected to pay R1.00 or alternatively participate in community service such as 
rubbish collection. Most opt for the former.

With regard to the late-coming of teachers, this has reduced from 30% to 5% on 
account of the biometrics test. Teacher absenteeism has diminished due to the 
principal enforcing leave without pay in situations in which he deems the reason for 
absenteeism to be invalid. The decision to implement these measures was reached 
in consultation with the teaching staff in an attempt to identify strategies to address 
staff late-coming and absenteeism. In this regard, the principal negotiated with the 
teachers with regard to appropriate procedures for implementation. The agreement 
was reached collaboratively that if teachers were late for more than five days during 
the course of the term, progressive discipline would follow.

Meetings, briefings and assemblies
There has been a concerted effort on the part of the principal and SMT to strengthen 
communication at the school. In 2015 a bulk text system was introduced to improve 
communication with parents. This has proven successful in increasing the numbers 
of parents attending meetings. Similarly, the SMT members communicate with each 
other through a WhatsApp group, which is used regularly.

Communication at the level of professional engagement takes place through regular 
staff and management meetings. SMT and staff briefings are held on alternate days 
of the week, with the result that there are at least two SMT and three staff briefings 
a week. Briefings begin at 7:45 a.m. and end promptly at 8:05 a.m. in time for the 
first period at 8:15 a.m. (after a 10-minute administration period). Staff meetings, 
grade meetings and department meetings are held every second week, therefore 
taking place at least twice a month and are scheduled into the year plan. Teachers are 
informed of these meetings ahead of time, and are reminded prior to the meetings.

It is obligatory for minutes to be taken during all meetings. These are forwarded to the 
deputy, who compiles a synopsis which is forwarded to the principal. SMT members 
are committed to professional development, as evidenced by the fact that they all 
registered for the UCT-approved SACE-registered16 short course, ‘Leading and 
managing a curriculum-delivery team’ in January 2017 (see Table 4.1). This course 
was offered as one of the SII management support interventions. All curriculum 
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planning for the quarter is completed by the end of the previous term, and all tasks 
are submitted ahead of the new term so that the various HODs can monitor and 
moderate the curriculum. Tasks are then submitted by the HODs to the deputy 
principal for final approval. Improvement plans are put in writing for subjects for 
which interventions are needed, and all subject improvement plans are monitored by 
the HODs. One of the deputy principals oversees the subject improvement plans so 
as to assist with monitoring. Similarly the HODs monitor the Grade 12 teachers to 
ensure that the syllabus is timeously completed.

Communication with learners takes place at assemblies, which are held in the school 
hall every Monday morning in the school hall. The school makes use of a sound 
system, and announcements take place on the stage. Either guest speakers are invited 
to address the school, or teachers deliver devotions. Once a term, learner awards are 
held. The top ten learners for each grade are called onto the stage and awarded with 
a certificate of achievement.

Feeding scheme
Between 7:30 a.m. and 8:00 a.m. porridge is served to all learners from the school’s 
prefabricated container. Daily lunch meals are also provided, and prepared by the 
seven kitchen staff members. Non-perishable food is stored in a separate room that 
was renovated soon after the principal was appointed to prevent break-ins, which 
had previously been a common occurrence. 

For improved functioning of the feeding scheme, the principal introduced a crate 
system for the lunch-time meals. A crate was purchased for each class, and a lunch 
box was purchased for each learner in the school. Lunch is served into the lunch 
boxes by the kitchen staff, and these are packed into the crates. Each day at the 
beginning of break, two class representatives fetch the crate, which they carry to 
their specific class, distributing the lunch boxes to the learners. Lunch is eaten  
in the classrooms, and the crates are washed by learners according to a daily  
roster. The success of this system has resulted in the WCED wanting to replicate it 
in other schools.

Extra food from the feeding scheme is given to students who attend Saturday classes, 
as well as the holiday programmes. With the funds generated from the voluntary 
contributions, the school purchases meat and chicken which is served to learners as 
an incentive to attend the extra tuition on Saturdays. 

Conclusion
At Usasazo, it is the shared notion of mutuality and reciprocity that drives the 
university–school partnership. This is illustrated by the school’s commitment 
to, and involvement in, the various programmes (see Table 4.1) that have been 
introduced through the partnership. Each activity is coordinated by a teacher who 
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reports directly to the principal. Frequent meetings are held between the teacher 
coordinator, principal, SII project manager, and the programme coordinator to 
ensure that the programmes operate smoothly. When challenges arise, they are 
addressed through collaboration and consultation. Furthermore, programmes and 
projects are reviewed at the end of each year, or sooner if the need arises. This is in 
order to identify challenges that may impede the smooth running of the activities, 
and to determine effective strategies to strengthen them. It is through a whole-school 
development approach that the SII, in partnership with the school, seeks to bring 
about sustained school improvement. 

Table 4.1 Summary of SII activities at Usasazo High

Leadership and management Participation in principals’ Community of Practice. 
Organisational management support provided to SMT, 
including participation in UCT-approved short course.

Curriculum support Teacher professional development including classroom-
based support for mathematics, sciences and English first 
additional language teachers.

Learner support programmes UCT student organisations: 
Ubunye’s TeachOut: Grade 8 and 9s tuition 
Inkanyezi: Grade 11 career guidance
LAWCO: Grade 10 and 11 constitutional literacy 
Information studies honours students: Grade 10 and 11 
computer literacy
Grade 11 tutors involved in Ummangaliso 
Grade 6 and 7 homework programme

University recruitment (100-UP) Grade 10–12 learners
Infrastructural development Library: Established in collaboration with The Bookery 

and Rotary. Library assistant co-funded (with school) and 
provided with ongoing support.
Science laboratory refurbishment 

UCT professional practice Teaching practice: PGCE student teachers
Capacitation of Grade 11 mentors: Occupational Therapy 
CDP students 

Source: Compiled by the authors

Notes
1 The school principal of Usasazo Secondary, Patrick Barnes, is a co-author of this chapter.

2 For more information on this case study approach, see Chapter 1 (Silbert, Clark & Parker).

3 The name ‘Usasazo’ means ‘to spread’, as in ‘to spread knowledge’.

4 Although Usasazo is a no-fee school, learners are expected to contribute R420.00 annually to 
cover basic costs such as the student access card and photocopy paper.

5 Maitland is an industrial suburb located towards the east of Cape Town.
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6 The NSC (National Senior Certificate) is the certificate granted to learners on successful 
completion of the matriculation examinations.

7 The school was originally designed by Wolff Architects.

8 See http://www.wolffarchitects.co.za/projects/all/first/

9 One of these feeder schools is an SII partner primary school.

10 In 2017 enrolments per grade were as follows: Grade 8: 270; Grade 9: 273; Grade 10: 323; 
Grade 11: 293; Grade 12: 186.

11 Eskom is the national power utility.

12 ABSA is an acronym for Amalgamated Banks of South Africa, a financial services provider.

13 The SAILI TARGET project works in partnership with the Department of Education and the 
Michael and Susan Dell Foundation. The project focuses on schools that have the capacity for 
improvement, and that have been selected from a shortlist provided by WCED. SAILI con-
sults with schools to provide performance insight and to target improvement areas, including 
retention of learners from Grade 8 through to Grade 12; improving Grade 9 systemic testing 
results; and achieving Matric certificate and bachelor passes. The project provides schools 
with a financial incentive to improve their academic output.

14 For a comparison with other Khayelitsha schools, see Clark (Chapter 2).

15 The school is unusual in that around a quarter of the learners take Afrikaans as a second  
additional language up to matriculation level – this is a historical feature of schooling  
in Site B.

16 South African Council for Educators, the national regulatory bodies for teachers.
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