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Policy ideas distilled through a university–
district partnership: Lessons from 
the iKwezi Lead Teacher Project 

 Susan Meyer, Kaashief Hassan, Diane Hendricks, Cally Kühne  
 and Gary Powell

School systems are complex, multilevel organizations in which units and 
people within them have different responsibilities and roles, different 

levels and kinds of authority, different histories in the organization and 
in education, different knowledge and different views of the problem of 

improving student learning. As a consequence, they will unite their work 
only through shared visions and principles communicated and sustained 

by leadership at all system levels.  
Talbert (2010: 569)

The iKwezi Lead Teacher Project was implemented as a three-year partnership 
project of the Schools Development Unit (SDU) and Metropole East Education 
District (MEED) primarily intended to develop the capacity of lead teachers in  
the district. Implemented concurrently with SII, the project was established in  
2014, and concluded at the end of 2016. This chapter offers a description of the 
project and reflects on the experiences from the perspectives of the project staff and 
the district. 

The relationship between SDU and MEED evolved over several years. In 2011 and 
2012, teachers from schools in the district received bursaries from the Western 
Cape Education Department (WCED) to register for UCT’s Advanced Certificate 
in Education (ACE) courses and, in 2012–2013, the district contracted the SDU 
to offer a series of mathematics short courses. On the basis of these pre-existing 
engagements, in 2014 the district approached the SDU to form a partnership, 
the main purpose of which was to establish a lead teacher programme within the 
district’s curriculum management structure.

The notion of developing and deploying lead teachers is not new in South Africa, but 
it warrants systematic investigation as a possible mechanism to support curriculum 
implementation, and to strengthen teaching practices in public schools. A substantial 
body of empirical research has documented an extensive need for effective continuing 
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professional development of teachers (CPTD), especially in poor-performing schools 
(ORT SA CAPE 2016; Spaull et al. 2016; Taylor et al. 2012; Venkat & Spaull 2015). In its 
2013 report on teaching and learning in rural primary schools, the National Education 
Evaluation and Development Unit (NEEDU) identified a shortage of subject advisors 
across South Africa who are able to raise teachers’ level of practice to the required 
standard for effective curriculum implementation. Experience in the iKwezi project 
suggested that even urban districts like MEED, with its relatively well-resourced 
advisory services struggle to meet the needs of teachers in this regard, a point made by 
Clark and Mbobo in Chapter 3.

The rationale for capacitating lead teachers is to develop and sustain an additional 
human resource pool to extend the district office’s reach in the professional 
development of teachers. The general understanding among role players involved 
in iKwezi was that a lead teacher’s role could involve mentoring colleagues in their 
own school and assisting subject advisors with teacher training (including peer 
mentoring of teachers) in the district. Thus the iKwezi partnership was intended to 
enable the district to extend many formal and informal learning opportunities to 
larger numbers of primary school teachers than had previously been the case.

iKwezi drew on insights from two prior SDU school improvement projects – the 
Rural Education Project (REP) and the iKwezi pilot. A general model for school-
focused teacher development emerged from these projects. This involved an 
integrated approach of support at several levels in the education system (Gamble 
& Kühne 2010). A key element of this approach is the partnerships that are forged, 
both at the level of the district and at the school. Herein lies the focus of this chapter. 
Before addressing this, what follows is a brief account of the project.

The iKwezi Project: An overview
The three objectives of iKwezi were: 

1) to strengthen processes of collaboration with MEED at the level of curriculum 
management in support of the implementation of the district improvement plan; 

2) to increase capacity of Foundation Phase (FP) and Intermediate Phase (IP) 
language and mathematics lead teachers; and 

3) to improve curriculum delivery in a selected number of schools1 by focusing on 
FP and IP language and mathematics lead teachers.

In 2013 prior to the implementation of the project, the district provided the iKwezi 
team with a list of 72 mathematics and language FP and IP lead teachers who had 
assisted the WCED in curriculum orientation training over the previous few years. 
These volunteer teachers were largely self-selected and were mostly drawn from 
a relatively small number of well-performing schools in the district. The aim of 
iKwezi was to expand this pool of lead teachers to include exceptional teachers from 
schools serving poor communities. Consequently, at the beginning of 2014, the net 
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was cast as wide as possible and all FP and IP mathematics and language teachers 
in MEED (including a number of former and current UCT ACE students), were 
invited to participate in the project. At an information session held early that year, 
prospective participants were informed that the intention of the project was to add 
to the district’s pool of potential lead teachers, and that this would be achieved by 
involving them in a programme of university-approved and SACE2-accredited short 
courses, which would be run by the SDU in close collaboration with the district’s 
advisory services. 

The primary purpose of the short courses was to strengthen teachers’ subject 
knowledge, with a secondary focus on improving teaching methods. To this end, a 
three-year (2014–2016) programme of courses was put together in each subject area. 
The expectation was that teachers would commit themselves to participating in the 
short-course programme in their area of subject specialisation, at the end of which 
they would have accumulated 54 hours of professional development. These were 
supplemented by a number of short courses on general topics for which a need was 
determined in discussion with the district. Further, it was anticipated that the short 
courses would provide a platform for teachers to ‘shine’ and show their curriculum 
leadership qualities. 

In addition, project funds were allocated to bursaries for teachers from MEED 
to enrol in the formal two-year, part-time Foundation and Intermediate Phase 
Curriculum Leadership Advanced Certificate in Education (ACE), which was to be 
run concurrently in 2015 and 2016. 

A further key strategy in the first year of implementation was to establish subject 
forums in the district. The aim of these structures was to bring potential lead teachers 
together to discuss curriculum matters and to share classroom implementation  
strategies. In the third term of 2015, three subject forums were established in 
geographic clusters across the district. The subject forums were scheduled to meet 
quarterly, with parallel language and mathematics sessions arranged to take place  
in adjacent venues. As planned, the SDU education specialists initially took  
responsibility for establishing and arranging the subject forums. During the 
project, subject advisors would take over this role, as these structures became more 
institutionalised, and more like the subject committees envisaged in the Department 
of Basic Education’s (DBE) strategic planning framework for teacher education and 
development (DBE 2011).

In response to Objective 3, eight schools were selected as focus schools, to serve 
as demonstration sites for mentoring and utilisation of lead teachers and peer-led 
professional development at school level. A memorandum of understanding was 
signed with each of the focus schools to secure all language and mathematics teachers’ 
in-principle participation in iKwezi activities – short courses, subject forums and 
classroom-level support. The SDU-based project staff also provided support for the 
principal and school management team (SMT) to put in place processes for teachers 
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to discuss subject matters, and to share best practices across grades and phases. As 
noted earlier, the three SII partner schools in Khayelitsha were among this group.

Reflections on the iKwezi partnership: Opportunities  
and challenges
Research and practical experience of project implementation in South Africa 
suggests that partnerships between education districts and external agencies such 
as NGOs and universities can be productive, but they require considerable time and 
energy to establish. As suggested by Fleisch (2003), and a number of chapters in this 
publication, successful partnership requires that partners develop a relationship of 
mutual trust while aligning their work within a joint project. Separately and together, 
project teams working in collaboration must attend to a range of administrative, 
technical, and conceptual matters, such as the theory of change informing the 
project; institutional capacity; project design; and alignment of structures and 
programmes and effective use of data to drive improvement. Given the scope of the 
challenge, iKwezi generated valuable lessons for university–school partnerships, and 
education development initiatives more generally.

Strengthening collaboration at district level
From the outset, the intention of both the project and MEED was for the project to 
be aligned with national policy and other provincial teacher development initiatives 
being run by the district. In support of this, MEED management took a number 
of steps to create a conducive environment for iKwezi to function as a partnership 
project, rather than the more typical client–service provider relationship. These steps 
are highlighted below:

• The district undertook to contribute directly to the project operating costs by 
paying for the university-approved short-course programme. 

• In accordance with the district improvement plan, processes of collaboration were 
formed at the level of curriculum management, and structures such as subject 
forums were established for peer-led professional development of teachers. 

• The district director mandated that the 15 subject advisors responsible for 
the target subjects and phases should attend iKwezi short courses, and report 
monthly on lead teacher activities as part of their regular work programme. 

To foster take-up and sustainability of the lead teacher programme, measures were 
taken to incorporate the project’s peer-led approach in curriculum management 
functions at circuit and school level. Meetings were planned annually with the focus 
school principals to provide feedback, and to discuss teacher participation and progress 
at school level. In addition, meetings were planned for the third year of the project to 
include circuit managers of the participating schools. Furthermore, the UCT iKwezi 
project manager and the district general education and training (GET) coordinator met 
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monthly to plan project activities. In this way open communication was maintained 
between the groups and individuals who had to collaborate on implementation. 

Important to acknowledge here are the inherent contextual limitations. A key factor 
in this regard concerns the aging demographic profile of district officials and teachers 
in South Africa. Whereas this has been noted as an issue at the school level (see Van 
Der Berg et al. 2016), the impact that this has elsewhere in the system may not always 
be understood. This is well illustrated at the MEED district level where, in 2016, four 
of the 15 subject advisors (including a senior manager) who had been participating 
in iKwezi, retired. This reality, together with the promotions and new appointments 
that accompany such retirements, raises challenges with regard to continuity. It also 
brings into question the extent to which knowledge gains and good practices generated 
within a project such as iKwezi can be sustained at a district level going forward. 

Teachers’ participation in project activities 
Over the three-year period, 341 teachers from across the district completed one or 
more of the short courses that were offered by the project. These teachers represent 
34% of the 999 teachers in the district who participated in project-related activities. 
Slightly more than two-thirds of teachers in the district who participated in iKwezi 
activities (686 teachers) attended one or more of the nine subject forums offered 
over this period. 

Through their engagement with iKwezi, a considerable number of teachers 
demonstrated noticeable professional growth and, by the end of the project, SDU 
staff identified 136 teachers as emerging lead teachers in the district. Many of these 
teachers have made presentations about their own teaching at subject forums and 
other iKwezi-based and/or district meetings.

Deployment of lead teachers in large-scale teacher  
development projects
In 2014, 25 lead teachers were selected by the district in consultation with iKwezi 
staff to work alongside subject advisors in the roll-out of WCED’s Emergent Literacy 
Programme (ELIT).3 This is a two-year intervention designed to train Grade R 
teachers across the province in emergent literacy. In MEED, the ELIT training was 
managed as part of the Lead Teacher Project and all FP subject advisors, as well as 
the iKwezi project language team, participated. The involvement of iKwezi-trained 
teachers as lead teachers in this project has demonstrated the value of an available 
pool of competent potential lead teachers, upon whom the district can draw to build 
collegial support and peer learning for large-scale interventions. 
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The partners’ different perspectives and expectations
The district management’s commitment and contribution to administrative aspects 
of the project was not always carried through to collaborative engagements with 
teachers on the ground. With a few exceptions, subject advisors’ involvement in 
iKwezi teacher development activities did not always meet the expectations of their 
partners at the SDU. It proved a major challenge to align the iKwezi lead teacher 
activities with subject advisors’ existing work schedules and participation in short 
courses. Subject forums appeared to depend largely on the commitment and 
enthusiasm of the individuals concerned.

Having said that, it needs to be acknowledged that subject advisors have the 
challenging task of trying to meet a number of competing demands on their time. 
Invariably, their first priority constitutes the various national and provincially 
mandated initiatives; two of which are worth mentioning. 

The first is the WCED’s literacy and numeracy (LitNum) intervention implemented 
from 2009 to 2015. In a series of two-year phases more than 8 000 primary school 
language and mathematics teachers across the province received intensive training 
and school-focused support. Over and above their usual duties, subject advisors 
were required to participate as trainers, to monitor implementation, and to provide 
follow-up support to schools. In MEED, these activities targeted virtually all 100-odd 
primary schools in the district, which consequently placed an additional burden  
on subject advisors. 

The second is the province’s systemic tests (annual provincial standardised tests 
in language and mathematics that have been conducted since 2002). All learners 
in the province are assessed in Grades 3 and 6, and (since 2010) Grade 9. These 
assessments serve as a benchmark for schools to set academic targets for the 
following year. The results are a key reference for district support and monitoring 
of schools’ performance. According to MEED subject advisors, their main priority, 
as indicated in the district improvement plan, is to monitor and support teachers 
at schools identified as being ‘at risk’, based on poor performance in the systemic 
tests. Consequently the focus of their interventions falls mostly on identifying ways 
to strengthen lines of accountability within the schools. Schools ‘at risk’ have to 
be visited at least twice per term but subject advisors generally visited them more 
frequently, leaving little time for other duties. 

When it comes to participation in the short-course programme, five subject advisors 
completed one or more of the 12 short courses that were offered through iKwezi, and 
were awarded certificates accordingly. However, the data shows that participation 
was uneven across subjects and phases. Two FP advisors completed six courses each, 
while IP advisors participated to a lesser extent, with none in mathematics. Different 
reasons might account for IP advisors’ limited participation in the short courses. 
Some might not have considered the course content to have been directly relevant 
to the work, given the two groups’ different approaches to teacher development. It 
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has also been suggested that subject advisors might be reluctant to attend training 
alongside the teachers whose work they supervise, to avoid revealing gaps in their 
own subject knowledge. Whatever the reasons, the ideal of building a common 
in-depth understanding of teachers’ and learners’ conceptual development was not 
fully realised. 

While the average attendance (82%) of subject advisors at subject forums was 
encouraging, transfer of responsibility for coordinating the meetings to the subject 
advisors took far longer than originally envisaged. These structures were established 
in August 2014, but subject advisors only took charge of this component late in 
2016. Also, their input in terms of mentoring teachers to deliver presentations at the 
forums was minimal. However their influence was felt in other ways. During the 
last six months of the project the focus of the subject forums started to shift away 
from deepening teachers’ subject knowledge towards an emphasis on curriculum 
management and administrative issues such as lesson planning – the more 
conventional domain of the subject advisors’ work.

The SDU’s approach to teacher professional development focuses on strengthening 
teachers’ subject knowledge. This approach has grown out of the unit’s work over 
many years in the field. This is in contrast to methodology training, which limits 
teachers’ knowledge gains to proceduralised processes that teach them ‘recipes’ 
to engage with subject content (Gamble & Kühne 2010). The SDU’s education 
specialists working in iKwezi therefore focused on challenging teachers to develop 
their understanding of concepts to enable them to mediate conceptual learning 
for learners. This concept-based pedagogy approach resonates with the findings 
of major South African research studies, such as the National School Effectiveness 
Study (Taylor et al. 2012), which suggest that training that focuses on teaching 
methods alone can bring about short-term efficiency gains, but that there is a ‘low 
ceiling’ on these effects in terms of improving learner achievement. 

The divergent approaches that surfaced in the iKwezi project may in part be 
attributed to subject advisors being compelled to focus on teaching methodologies. 
This approach may yield some immediate positive results, but it is of questionable 
value in strengthening teachers’ practice in the long term. What this meant in 
practice is that subject advisors and SDU education specialists took very different 
approaches to providing classroom support to teachers. Subject advisors’ job 
descriptions and reporting responsibilities place the emphasis on holding teachers 
accountable for curriculum delivery. Subject advisors, when visiting teachers, are 
tasked to focus firstly on administrative aspects of teaching, such as curriculum 
coverage. The demands of subject advisors’ monitoring functions, together with the 
substantial numbers of teachers and schools they must support, seem to leave little 
or no time for teacher development. Experience in iKwezi accords with international 
research that shows that curriculum monitoring and teacher development are 
distinctly different functions that cannot readily be combined in one job description 
(Carron & De Grauwe 1997; Villegas-Reimers 2003). With very few exceptions, 
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subject advisors were unable to combine the roles of monitor and mentor, even if 
they expressed a desire to do so.

On the other hand, iKwezi’s emphasis on concept-based pedagogy as the most 
appropriate platform for developing lead teachers, accords with the multi-level 
‘change knowledge’ approach developed by Fullan (2006) and Elmore (2004) in 
system change initiatives aimed at improving standards of teaching and learning 
in the USA. This approach challenges and supports teachers to work with new 
knowledge in their own work environment and creates many opportunities for 
practice, reflection and refinement. As Elmore (2004: 73) puts it, ‘improvement is … 
a function of learning to do the right things in the settings where you work’. 

Elsewhere, Fullan (2006) and Fullan and Langworthy (2014) argue that ‘deep 
learning’, accompanied by ‘change knowledge’ taken up by a critical mass of change 
agents at school, district and state levels, is the only CPTD approach that has proven 
effective. However, they acknowledge that this approach is not a quick fix, and Fullan 
points out that policy makers in the USA and Canada only adopted the deep learning 
approach after five decades of attempting a range of less intensive CPTD approaches 
that seemed to hold the promise of short- to medium-term results, but ultimately 
failed to do so.

Furthermore, it cannot be assumed that a lead teacher who has demonstrated 
competence in his/her own classroom will automatically acquire the confidence and 
professional credibility to take on the role of peer mediator. It is worth noting that 
international research has shown that peer-led CPTD, including an approach aimed 
at establishing and supporting professional learning communities (PLCs) in and 
among schools, takes time and requires ongoing support (Feldman & Fataar 2017; 
Joyce & Showers 2002; Talbert 2010).

To sum up, as has been the experience in other district-level collaboration projects 
aimed at system change, the partnership between the SDU (as an outside agent) 
and the district, fits Talbert’s (2010: 568) characterisation of the prevailing ‘dynamic 
tensions between bureaucratic and professional perspectives and strategies’.

The partnership with the SII partner schools
Although iKwezi had considerable success at district level in terms of providing 
professional development opportunities for teachers, the partnership was not an 
unqualified success at the school level.

For a start, it proved difficult to persuade teachers in the focus schools to commit 
substantial time to participate in, and follow through on, attending short courses 
and subject forum meetings. Although a Grade R teacher from Intshayelelo was 
one of the three lead teachers from the Khayelitsha schools who presented at 
subject forums, attendance and participation by teachers from the three SII partner 
schools was irregular. Members of the SDU project team attribute these teachers’ 
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limited engagement in project activities to the process through which the focus 
schools were selected to participate in iKwezi. Education specialists point out that 
none of the selection criteria were specifically linked to teachers’ willingness to 
engage in professional development activities, except for one school, where six FP 
teachers had all previously successfully completed the curriculum leadership ACE at  
UCT. It should also be noted that teachers were not obliged to attend short courses 
or subject forums. 

Individually, several teachers in the SII partner schools demonstrated impressive 
professional growth during their participation in the iKwezi project. A Grade 6 
language teacher at Intshayelelo is a case in point. She obtained the UCT ACE 
qualification in 2013, and went on to attend all the short courses in language that 
were offered between 2014 and 2016. Despite the effect of instability at the school due 
to contested appointments in promotion posts, she continued her efforts to support 
colleagues and develop the English department. Early in the project, she transformed 
her classroom to a print-rich learning space, and welcomed input from the iKwezi staff 
about other ways to strengthen her teaching. After a visit by members of the district 
circuit team, the principal reported, ‘Mrs Booi4 was the star of the day!’

While the focus of the ACE programme and accredited short courses was on 
strengthening teachers’ professional knowledge and classroom practice, the iKwezi 
Lead Teacher Project also sought to intervene at the interface between teacher 
development and curriculum management in schools. If CPTD is to contribute to 
system-wide improvement in education, the challenge is to extend its impact beyond 
benefitting individuals. The experience of Sivuyiseni Primary School has illustrated 
the collective strength and energy that can be generated by developing teams of 
teachers. During 2012 and 2013, six FP teachers from this school, including one head 
of department, completed the ACE qualification, and subsequently worked together 
to apply new subject knowledge and improved methods in their classrooms across 
the phase (Grades R–3). Their commitment paid off and learner achievement in the 
Grade 3 WCED systemic tests for both home language and mathematics improved 
dramatically. The percentage of learners who passed the isiXhosa test increased from 
54.3% in 2012 to 64.8% in 2013, and stabilised at 59.5% in 2014. In mathematics, the 
pass percentage jumped from 55.1% in 2012 to 74.6% in 2013, and increased further 
to 76.2% in 2014. The school received a financial reward from the WCED in 2014 in 
recognition of these improvements in learner achievement.

This success, however, had unintended negative consequences in creating tensions 
between the FP and IP teachers. Due to a lack of continuity between the two phases, 
learners who left the FP having been well prepared, failed in the subsequent grades.

Thus we are reminded that improvement in schooling requires not only various 
forms of input to develop individual teachers or groups of teachers, but also requires 
linkages between different parts of the system or within institutions. 
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A further context-related challenge was that some teachers who had demonstrated 
impressive professional development through their participation in iKwezi were 
unwilling to take on a peer leader role, especially within their own schools. In all 
three SII partner schools, there were cases of teachers rejecting developmental 
initiatives led by colleagues, and there was evidence of SMT members impeding 
teachers’ efforts to share good practices with their colleagues. A caution from 
research outside of South Africa seems relevant to our work in these schools. Based 
on their research in schools in the USA, Joyce and Showers (2002) commented that 
peer mentoring is a complex CPTD approach that challenges even well-performing 
schools – with traditional school management structures and cultures – to adopt far-
reaching innovations to accommodate co-operative planning and collective learning 
among teachers.

Apart from school-level factors, a variety of personal considerations could also 
account for teachers choosing to hold back (Levin & Schrum 2017). For example 
some teachers might do exemplary work in their classrooms, but are introverted by 
nature and would by choice avoid the limelight associated with a more public role. 
Particular circumstances such as family obligations may preclude some from taking 
on additional responsibilities associated with a curriculum leadership role. 

In a review of research on in-service professional development of teachers in Sub-
Saharan Africa during the 1980s and 1990s, Monk (1999) refers to a series of studies 
that highlighted the value of teachers reflecting on their own practice. The main 
findings are that 

1) [reflective practice] is best done with the help of colleagues in school; 
2) local support groups are a necessary complementary strategy; and 
3) inputs from advisory staff can be supportive. 

If Monk’s list is interpreted as a ranking of recommended strategies, the order 
seems entirely logical. However, in the SII schools our experience showed that 
school cultures may not be sufficiently collegial to support reflective practice. Often, 
emerging lead teachers found a receptive environment for sharing professional 
practice at cluster and district forum meetings, and not in their own schools.

As with some of the other focus schools, the three SII partner schools were, in general, 
slow to take up the new curriculum management ideas that arose from iKwezi’s work 
with individual teachers – one example being concept progression across the grades. 
However, after three years of engagement with the project, there was evidence that 
mathematics and language subject committees were starting to meet on a regular 
basis at schools, and that teachers were discussing common teaching strategies across 
the phases. Given this long gestation period, it is debatable whether the time and 
effort invested by the SDU support staff over the three-year lifespan of the project 
was the best strategy. Perhaps a more cost-effective alternative in these schools  
might have been a sequenced approach in which management and leadership 
interventions are introduced to stabilise school governance and organisation 
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before curriculum-focused professional development support is offered. Such a 
differentiated approach has been advocated by David Hopkins and his colleagues, 
and is based on their school improvement research in the United Kingdom (see 
for instance Hopkins & MacGilchrist 1998). Research in African countries (see for 
instance, Monk 1999) has also highlighted the need to strengthen school management 
as a prerequisite for school-focused interventions aimed at professional development 
of teachers. Issues that should be addressed include effective delegation of curriculum 
management functions to HODs and – particularly – the role of the principal as 
instructional leader. While a few individual teachers in one of the partner schools 
demonstrated substantial professional growth during the course of the iKwezi project, 
three years’ participation in the project seems to have made no major difference to 
the school’s culture of learning, or to curriculum management practices. Despite 
repeated assurances that the school needed and welcomed the project, it proved 
difficult to arrange SMT meetings, and the principal was mostly not available to meet 
with the iKwezi team. On three occasions during 2016, the iKwezi team were advised 
upon arrival that the school or teachers with whom classroom support visits had 
been arranged were not ready to receive SDU staff in their classes. The reasons given 
included that teachers were fully occupied with learner assessments or preparing for 
visits by district officials to discuss assessment results.5 During another visit, the entire 
management team with the exception of one member, was involved in a meeting that 
lasted more than two hours during instructional time. 

A theory from the literature on school effectiveness in developing countries may 
help to explain the school’s inefficient work culture and general unresponsiveness 
to iKwezi. Harber and Davies (2002) observe that many schools in developing 
countries strive to achieve the efficiency that bureaucratic organisation promises, 
but often with limited success.6 They argue that a ‘bifocal’ management culture 
prevails in schools and the education bureaucracy in many developing countries. 
This equivocates between two sets of norms, namely those norms inherited from 
the authoritarian colonial power, and those embedded in the indigenous culture. 
The common tendency is for schools to compensate for their inefficiency by 
becoming authoritarian. According to this theory, many schools in developing 
countries can best be described as ‘inefficient authoritarian bureaucracies’, as the 
authoritarianism inherent in bureaucracy predominates when schools struggle to 
cope with socio-political and educational demands. Under pressure, principals and 
officials emphasise control and order in an attempt to enforce minimum standards 
of curriculum delivery, or simply to present the image – or façade – of an orderly 
learning environment. Teachers and learners receive imperatives from ‘above’ and 
are expected to act upon these unquestioningly. In such authoritarian institutions, 
learners and teachers are discouraged from taking initiative and, because teachers 
are excluded from management decisions, divisions develop between school 
managers and teachers. This often results in resistance to initiatives by management 
to improve the school.
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Often, residual cultures and practices from South Africa’s history are superimposed 
on the fragile state of affairs described above. This ‘toxic mix’ (see Bloch 2009) can 
further entrench inefficiency and ineffectiveness, rendering a school dysfunctional. 
Soudien (2007) traces the roots of the management and curriculum delivery 
problems that plague many schools in townships such as Khayelitsha back to state 
neglect and community resistance during the apartheid era. He observes that ‘it is 
unlikely that managerial interventions and increased external accountability will 
resolve the complex set of interacting variables that render many black schools 
ineffective’ (Soudien 2007: 191). 

The institutional perspective on school ineffectiveness and resistance to change 
in developing countries presented by Harber and Davies (2002) is paralleled by a 
corresponding teacher perspective emanating from research on teacher professional 
development. Studies in South Africa, as well as other developing countries  
have found that teachers in the public school sector often resist change to their 
teaching practice and/or easily fall back into teaching the way they were taught 
(Akyeampong 2013; Fareo 2013; Monk 1999; NEEDU 2013; Villegas-Reimers 2003).  
Fataar and Feldman (2016) employ the conceptual work of Bourdieu to analyse 
in-service teacher development in a professional learning community (PLC) in 
South Africa, and show how teachers’ professional biographies and school culture 
can work in mutually reinforcing ways to entrench ineffectual teaching practices that 
reproduce inequality in working-class schools.

Towards the end of 2015, the SDU team reviewed the project as a whole, and decided to 
change its support model in the focus schools. During the project’s final year, classroom 
support for individual teachers was phased out. Instead, the education specialists 
concentrated on facilitating peer-mentoring activities in the schools, particularly the 
establishment and functioning of mathematics and language subject committees. In the 
final months of the project, all the focus schools had established subject committees, but 
the longer-term functionality of these structures is yet to be determined.

Questions about replicability and sustainability
Overall, the iKwezi partnership with the district appears to have been successful 
in providing CPTD opportunities for individual teachers who were motivated and 
willing to invest in their own development. In the absence of any extrinsic incentives 
or sanctions, levels of teacher participation in the short courses and subject 
forums were encouraging. This part of the iKwezi model holds promise for further 
refinement and replication in the future. And it may be that demand for formal and 
informal teacher development will increase as the SACE professional points system 
is fully implemented (NAPTOSA 2016).7

Two of the three SII partner primary schools showed signs of improvement towards 
the end of their engagement with the iKwezi project. Our experience in these schools 
resonated with research that suggests that school improvement and school-based 
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CPTD takes time, and requires a sustained collective effort (Fullan 2006; Joyce & 
Showers 2002). However, the lack of progress at the third primary school supports 
the findings of researchers who argue that curriculum-focused CPTD may not be 
a cost-effective entry point for development in unstable or dysfunctional schools. 
Based on their review of the evidence, the iKwezi external evaluators concluded that 
‘assumptions about continuing professional teacher development necessarily being 
school-based need to be reconsidered’ (Gamble & Spies 2017: 60).

Key questions and challenges posed by senior WCED management are still to be 
addressed within the project scope: 

1) To what extent did the district ‘internalise’ the lead teacher programme? 
2) To what extent did the subject advisors ‘own’ the project? 
3) How has the partnership with SDU benefitted the district?

The external evaluation report yielded positive answers to the first of these 
questions, but not to the second and third (Gamble & Spies 2017). The evaluators 
found that MEED benefitted in two ways from the iKwezi partnership. Firstly, the 
project contributed significantly to building the broader knowledge and skills base 
of language and mathematics teachers in the district. Strong quantitative, as well 
as qualitative, evidence showed that iKwezi succeeded in ‘facilitating a deepening 
and enhancing of teachers’ subject content and pedagogic knowledge, and that 
this led to observable experimental and sustained change in classroom practice’ 
(Gamble & Spies 2017: 49). Secondly, while teacher attendance and participation in 
project activities did not meet the SDU staff ’s expectations, ‘the district’s intended 
partnership outcomes of developing teachers who can “lead” in language and 
mathematics from Grade R to Grade 6, were achieved’ (Gamble & Spies 2017: 59).

The evaluation confirmed that iKwezi did not grow into the substantial partnership 
between university and district that was envisaged by the project’s founders. A 
number of factors were found to have contributed to the limited participation and 
‘take-up’ by subject advisors, and the evaluators suggest that this initial vision was 
unrealistic. They recommend that ‘alignment between the work and contribution of 
subject advisors and the subject and pedagogic input offered by external consultants 
needs to be achieved and not assumed’ (Gamble & Spies 2017: 68).

Conclusion: Lessons learned in the iKwezi partnership
The following insights may be highlighted from the iKwezi experience, which could 
inform other partnership initiatives in teacher education and school improvement.

The proverbial primrose path8 has proven to be no more than a mirage in teacher 
development. Successes and challenges in the project have repeatedly shown that 
there is no substitute for developing a sound subject knowledge base and depth of 
experience to grow teachers’ professional competence, which is in turn a prerequisite 
for developing lead teachers. 
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Our experience confirms the international research findings (see for instance 
Joyce & Showers 2002) that showed that teachers require multiple opportunities 
to engage with newly learned knowledge or teaching methods before these are 
fully incorporated into their general practice. Providing various kinds of learning 
opportunities appears to be the most effective approach to professional development. 
These could include initial training, followed by opportunities for guided and 
independent practice, feedback, peer learning and critical reflection.

Some good teachers naturally progress to become lead teachers, but not all good 
teachers are willing to step forward as lead teachers. As teachers consolidate 
their subject knowledge and gain confidence, some naturally become noticed as 
curriculum leaders and start to take the role of lead teachers in their own schools 
and/or in the district. Others on the other hand do not come forward to be 
considered as lead teachers, for various reasons. 

Lead teachers move in and out of curriculum leadership roles. In iKwezi, the role 
of the lead teacher is not a permanent designation (WCED post) at the school, 
but typically relates to a temporary assignment, such as assisting subject advisors 
in a particular training programme, or presenting at a teacher conference. Such 
loose identification of lead teachers might frustrate administrators, but could 
prove advantageous in practice because it would leave the door open – in principle 
– for any teacher to be identified and given recognition as curriculum leader in  
his/her school, cluster or district. Either way, the notion of the lead teacher  
needs to be clearly defined at the start of a project such as this to create conceptual 
coherence, and to ensure that roles and expectations are consistent across the schools 
and the district.

A further insight is that school-led teacher development may not be viable where 
there is no culture of collegiality or professional collaboration. It is sobering to note 
that lead teachers who came forward and took up peer mentoring roles in iKwezi did 
so at the district and cluster levels, but not within their own schools.

Selecting schools for participation in development projects contingent on the 
expertise of lead teachers should be approached with care. Our experience resonates 
with school improvement work elsewhere. This suggests that management systems 
in underperforming schools – even apparently ‘functional’ schools – might not be 
sufficiently stable to take on curriculum innovations such as those expected in the 
iKwezi project. Upon reflection, iKwezi education specialists have suggested that 
it would have been more appropriate to apply self-selection as the criterion for 
identifying focus schools. Our experiences have underscored the importance of 
securing the commitment of the SMT and a critical mass of teachers upfront for any 
external support initiative to ensure maximum participation and impact.

An important insight that emerged from this project is that greater success would be 
ensured by establishing a district-level collaboration in which district management 
supports the innovation. The collaboration between UCT and MEED provided 
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a conducive setting to test a new teacher development model. This subsequently 
informed the design and implementation of at least two large-scale provincial and 
national programmes (ELIT and R-Maths).9

Lastly, as suggested in Chapter 1, partnerships require the bringing together 
of organisational structures and cultures, which may result in a complex set 
of challenges. Expectations of a formal partnership are much greater than of a 
conventional client–service provider relationship. Our experiences in iKwezi 
illustrate that mutual goodwill and agreement at management level about common 
objectives are not sufficient to align divergent work philosophies, conceptual 
approaches and organisational cultures. What initially appeared to be minor 
differences in style between subject advisors and university staff, turned out to 
be philosophical fault lines that often impeded collaboration in practice. Finally, 
partnership projects should be framed by modest expectations, and should focus 
throughout the duration of the project on clearly stated objectives. 

Notes
1 A total of eight primary schools, amongst whom were the three SII partner schools in 

Khayelitsha, were chosen. These are hereafter referred to as the project’s focus schools.

2 South African Council for Educators.

3 ELIT was the name adopted in the Western Cape for the national STELLAR programme. 
STELLAR stands for ‘Strengthening early language and literacy teaching in Grade R’.

4 Pseudonym used.

5 iKwezi visits were arranged with schools at least a month in advance.

6 This point derives from Fuller’s theory of ‘fragile states’ (Fuller 1991), which he defines 
as states that have limited legitimacy and limited institutional capacity to ensure effective 
service delivery and implementation of policies.

7 For an overview of the intended system, see: http://www.naptosagp.org.za/index.php/
bulletin-bored/378-do-you-understand-the-sace-cptd-points-system

8 A course of action that seems easy and appropriate but can actually end in calamity, or applied 
here in the context of CPTD, one which is inadequate to meet its proponents’ expectations.

9 R-Maths is a two-year (2016–2018) pilot project for a planned national programme to train 
Grade R teachers in emergent numeracy, implemented in the Western Cape.
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