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Policy Considerations

I have often said that the most profound challenges to South Africa’s development and democracy can be found in its rural hinterlands. These areas, systematically and intentionally deprived of the most basic resources under apartheid, continue to lag behind the rest of the country in the post-apartheid era.

We have to work together to ensure that decision-makers targeting poverty alleviation and social development have access to the voices of the very people that who are supposed to benefit from these policies

Nelson R Mandela, 2005

Introduction 

In early 2003, Nelson Mandela Foundation commissioned a study which culminated in a report entitled Emerging Voices to examine the relationship between rural life, schooling and poverty, based on the Foundation’s conviction that rural education and its potential for development is deeply connected with the problems of poverty. In most rural communities one cannot speak of schooling without understanding the context within which schooling takes place and how rural communities experience education. 

The study was carried out in three provinces, Limpopo, Eastern Cape and Kwazulu Natal. These provinces have within their boundaries former homelands. They also have the highest levels of unemployment and poverty, the highest levels of adult illiteracy and youth unemployment and the lowest levels of educational achievement. Out of 11.4 million learners in South Africa, 2.6 million are in Kwazulu Natal, 2.0 million in the Eastern Cape and 1.7 million in Limpopo

In this paper we present some of the critical issues raised in the report and highlight the implications for policy, research and advocacy. We also outline the Foundation’s response to these issues. We contend that in responding to the challenges of rural schooling, policy makers need to elicit the voices and participation of rural communities to understand their experiences better. By listening carefully to and engaging with what rural people themselves have to say about their reality and their hopes for the future, it is possible to generate new and more complex understandings of rural communities and the challenges of development.
Background

Since the early 1990’s Mr. Nelson Mandela has facilitated the building and renovation of over 120 public primary, secondary and high schools throughout South Africa through smart partnerships with the business community in South Africa and abroad. Mr. Mandela’s initiative has focused deliberately on rural areas of South Africa as these are the most deprived and vulnerable, and struggling from the combined effects of poverty, unemployment, poor health and welfare conditions as well as the overriding effects of apartheid and specifically Bantu education. In some rural communities, education continues to be undermined by the lack of basic physical resources such as appropriate classrooms, teaching and learning materials, libraries, toilets, electricity and safe running water. 
In 2001 and 2002, the Foundation undertook two major studies to determine the statistical and qualitative profiles respectively of these schools in terms of how many they are, where they are located, what resources have been provided in these schools and what they are doing to move towards achieving quality education and becoming centres of service for the communities in which they are located
. Both studies found that while some schools showed exciting innovations others were grappling with the complex challenges of school-community relations, school management and governance, teacher development and pupil performance. Both studies also confirmed that while the provision of infrastructure, equipment and resources provides hope and uplifts the spirits of the deprived communities, it would require more than just buildings and state-of-the-art equipment to attain a well-functioning rural school. 

The conclusions of both studies prompted the Foundation to understand the factors that affect the quality of schooling in rural communities. The Foundation sought to understand how children in rural schools are learning, what they are learning and what difference is it making to their lives and those of their parents.   

Emerging Voices  

In 2003, the Nelson Mandela Foundation commissioned a study to examine the relationship between rural life, schooling and poverty, based on the Foundation’s conviction that rural education and its potential for development are deeply connected with the problems of poverty. Poverty is so pervasive in most rural communities that one cannot speak of schooling without understanding the context within which schooling takes place and how rural communities experience education. The scarcity of resources and the sheer poverty of rural communities limit the possibilities that might be achieved through education. 

The study which was informed by a research conducted for the Public Report on Basic Education (PROBE) in India
 has culminated in a report, Emerging Voices: A Report on Education in South African Rural Communities. The study was conducted in three provinces; Eastern Cape, Limpopo and Kwazulu Natal. These provinces have within their borders former homelands. They also have the highest levels of poverty and unemployment, the highest levels of adult illiteracy and youth unemployment and the lowest levels of educational attainment. Out of a total of 11.4 million school-going population in South African public schools, more than half go to school in KwaZulu Natal (2.6 million), Eastern Cape (2 million) and Limpopo (1.7 million).

The primary research comprised a survey and participatory research. The survey was conducted in 595 households and 144 primary schools with a total of 4 305 respondents to the questionnaires. The respondents included teachers, learners, principals, and caregivers. 

Nine community sites, three in each province, took part in the participatory research. Community Reference Groups and Youth Research Teams were established in each community site. These structures were vital in promoting the transfer of power to local communities with respect to knowledge-generation, problem solving and action. Through these structures communities were able to develop selection criteria for community researchers and participate in providing feedback and reflections on the research process. 

The Youth Research Teams provided the opportunity for young people to engage with one another to examine issues that were of particular interest to rural youth. Through ongoing support and training, community researchers carried out a range of community-based research activities such as conducting oral histories, taking photographs and documenting a journal of community conversations.

After the completion of the study, the researchers “took the report back to the communities” that had taken part in the study to share the conclusions of the study with them. The report was tabled through the structures that had been set up for the study, that is the Youth Research Teams and Community Reference Groups, where community members critically engaged with the conclusions of the study. In all the nine communities, these structures were still operational.   

The report raises critical issues that have implications for policy, implementation and research and these are presented below.  

What does the report tell us?   

Emerging Voices provides a comprehensive overview of rural education in South Africa. A number of issues arise out of a critical engagement with the report.   

The first issue relates to the definitions of rurality. What counts as rural or even urban are extremely difficult to define. This is especially so given the deep, continuous and intertwined relationships of urban and rural in South Africa
. Rurality highlights “isolation, vulnerability, lack of opportunity ….” It also represents “… a sense of community and a commitment to traditional values.”  Descriptions of poverty and rurality are seen in relation to urban as that which denote, on the one hand, opportunities and wealth and on the other a sense of deficit and strength.  

This seeming contradictory view of the relationship between rural and urban, point to the strengths that exist in rural communities; the non-economic strengths which are usually hidden behind the tendency to view rural areas in terms of what they do not have. The report shows that despite the ‘dust and deprivation’ that rural communities experience, there is evidence of people helping one another and sharing resources. Central to this view is to recognise rural areas for their liveliness and strengths and not only define them in terms of their economic or material resources.

Advocating for quality rural education that is responsive to the realities of rural communities does not imply that rural communities should be prepared solely for rural livelihoods. If anything, rural education has to prepare young people for a complex and interspersed world of rural and urban life. And thus seeing rurality and urban as part of a continuum of complex relationships challenges us to rethink and re-imagine what that education might look like.      

The Minister of Education, Mrs. Naledi Pandor notes that for purposes of targeted interventions such as providing conditional grants for rural schools and increasing resources, it is important that “the demography of rural schools” is established.
 

Second, the report captures the importance of giving prominence and listening to the voices and experiences of rural communities. Underlying this view is the recognition that rural communities through their experience, knowledge and understanding of rural life, schooling and development, have the potential to shape a better future for themselves. Perhaps most importantly, this way of working with communities is linked with an emerging attitude of assertiveness of the communities about their knowledge, views, and decisions vis-à-vis those of outsiders. In some communities, members became bold enough to demand the services that were due to them. On several occasions, they called their councillors and officials from the local municipality to report on the progress on projects such as running water, roads and electricity.

Just as important are the methodologies used to elicit the participation and voice of these communities. The study used participatory action approaches to facilitate active engagement by the communities in “exploring and analysing their own experiences of rural education and of rural living.” 

This methodological approach helps to unleash the potential communities have, to critically analyse their own situations, find meaningful solutions and unlock new possibilities for action. In one community, through the study, members became aware of the impact that domestic chores and other responsibilities have on their children’s progress at school. For example, one of these is a practice called ukutshintsha (children from the same families taking turns attending school and looking after livestock). The parents took a decision to combine their flocks so that they themselves could take turns looking after their livestock. In a follow-up visit to this community a year later, the teachers reported that school attendance had improved. In addition, the community identified other possibilities for increasing time for learning such as; taking livestock for dipping during weekends, encouraging children to try and do their homework whilst at school and securing electricity supply for the community so as to minimise the amount of time children spent collecting firewood. 

We believe that the participatory action approach will add depth to our understanding of the relationship between rural life, poverty and schooling. It will enable us to analyse what rural schooling is all about, what the key barriers to learning might be, identify possible strategies to deal with these immense challenges and what as a country we should best advocate and promote. 

Third, the report draws attention to the sheer scale and depth of poverty of rural life and how it impacts on children’s participation in schooling. This is reflected in the everyday realities, language and activities of people living in rural communities. Whilst a learner in Bizana laments the lack of basic resources such as additional classrooms, electricity and school fence, a teacher in Siyandhani notes that “children’s education can only be improved if this government can provide employment for their parents. Then they will be able to pay school fees and when children go to school … they will have eaten, even if the feeding scheme is not operating.” A community member adds that, “… it would be better to teach agriculture. A child could live from it whether he or she passes or fails.” Another says, “[t]o have a better education, we need plenty of learning and teaching materials …. we need laboratories and libraries.” 

The lack of drinking water is highlighted. Of the 144 primary schools surveyed only 45% have access to drinking water, only 43% access to electricity, and only 22% access to a telephone. This is a critical commentary on the state of public provision and the scale of the problem handed down to the new state by the apartheid regime. 

The inability of parents to pay school fees, children’s participation in household chores such as fetching wood, looking after siblings, taking part in traditional ceremonies and the generally poor conditions under which teaching and learning take place limit children’s participation in schooling. Household decisions to send children to school are interconnected with economic, social and cultural contexts. While these pressures are real they nonetheless infringe on the children’s right to education. Children’s rights to and through education are compromised by family demands for children’s labour. Poorly trained teachers with few incentives to stay in rural communities, also limit children’s rights within education.    

In June 2005, the Minister of Education, Mrs. Naledi Pandor launched a Ministerial Report on Rural Education which contains “.....practical recommendations to help the Department of Education (DoE) and the Provincial Education Department (PEDs) develop an integrated multi-faceted plan of action for improving the quality of schooling in rural areas.” This is a promising step by government to deal with the difficulties confronting rural schools and communities. The committee’s report which was based on submissions solicited from the public and education departments and Emerging Voices provide a resource for informed dialogue and action on the challenges of education in rural communities.  

Lessons Learnt 

Emerging Voices has achieved some significant milestones which have important policy implications. A number of implications for policy, research and advocacy arise out of the report.   

Policy Makers 

The report deepens our understanding of the relationship between rural life, schooling and poverty. It highlights the complexity and interconnectedness of the challenges that face rural communities and education and affirms the notion that addressing the general conditions of poverty will ensure that schools and communities can better serve each other. For example, such an understanding could inform policy makers on how best to incentivise rural education to ensure that teachers are attracted to teach in rural schools and stay amongst the communities they serve; and that children have access and stay in schools.

The report suggests that any efforts to transform rural education should recognise the role that education can play in rural development “… alongside and integrated with other social policies aimed at addressing inequality and poverty.” The report therefore calls for an integrated and inter-sectoral response to these challenges, in particular the questions facing rural schools and community development, reaching to new imaginations for rural development and new conceptions of schooling. Such a response has implications for current institutional arrangements for dealing with the challenges of poverty, schooling and rural development. 

Schools are inseparable from the communities they serve. Policy makers need to take into account the need to foster meaningful school community relationships. Thoughtful planning, resourcing and ongoing research are necessary and unavoidable if schools and communities are to be drawn closer together.  

The report has the potential to assist policy-makers to make meaningful policy change and programmatic interventions to deal with the problems of rural schooling.   

Research Communities 

The need to better understand the experiences of the poor and most disempowered and respond appropriately to the problems they face remains one of the most important challenges for democratic South Africa. According to the 2001 census, 19 million out of a total population of 45 million people live in rural areas. Of the 19 million about 13 million live in the former homelands where generally the levels of poverty and unemployment are high. 

The methodologies used in the research point to the need for quality and purposeful research that draws on the voices and experiences of rural communities if governments are to make an impact in the lives of these communities. The language used to solicit the communities’ knowledge and understanding of the challenges of poverty and schooling, the fact that the researchers were accommodated in the communities during the site-visits, a variety of approaches used to collect information (essays, photographs, interviews, survey, songs and dance) and the various community groupings (learners, teachers, women and youth) set up to ensure active community participation, attest to the significance of using complementary research methodologies that enable us to understand the complex relationship in rural schooling.  

Full participation of communities cannot be overemphasized. Mr. Nelson Mandela observed that often the efforts to improve the quality of rural education overlook the “…. immense, untapped potential of rural communities to take the lead in shaping a better future for themselves
”     

In some communities that took part in the study, even after the completion of the report, Community Reference Groups have continued to function as a forum for issues relating to the school improvement and development more generally. The Foundation is in conversation with other research projects about school community relationships. The research being conducted by the Education Policy Consortium about Community Education Forums grew out of a stimulus provided by Emerging Voices. The work of the Consortium will make an important contribution to a general body of knowledge about community participation in addressing education and development challenges. 

Advocacy 

The report has the potential to serve as a platform upon which a new discussion on the conditions under which a large number of South Africans live and learn. Such an engagement, if it is to be an authentic one, should be sensitive to and respect the complexity of the voices of those we deem to be rural
. 

The report is being used to enhance informed public discussion, debate and important discussions on the issues relating to rural education and development more generally. This report and others we believe, can develop the democratic project in South Africa further because of its general orientation to public participation in development discourses, in the actual practices of development agencies and the state and through the methodologies which are used for enquiries relating to the question of sustainable and democratic development

In response to the need for a dialogue platform to engage with issues in rural education, the Minister of Education, Mrs. Naledi Pandor has set up a Forum on Rural Education in conjunction with the Nelson Mandela Foundation to support a continuing focus on rural education.  

With the launch of Emerging Voices and the establishment of a Unit for Rural Schooling and Development discussed below, the Foundation will continue to advocate for the improvement of rural education and development.    

Nelson Mandela Foundation’s response 

As a direct response to the critical issues raised in this report, the Foundation has established a Unit for Rural Schooling and Development, based at the University of Fort Hare. This Unit, the first of its kind in South Africa is a dedicated facility established to: demonstrate innovative models and approaches that offer possibilities for improving the quality of rural education; facilitate networks; and forge strategic partnerships in rural education and development.

From Emerging Voices, it is evident that in order for rural schools to become responsive to the realities of community life, schools and communities must know each other better. Also, sustainable change in rural schools may depend upon a methodology that builds on and trusts rural communities to come to a better understanding of the development challenges they face and mobilise them into action for change.
The Unit is thus tasked with rethinking and rebuilding education that is responsive to the realities of rural communities. This will include exploration of broader inter-sectoral approaches that are necessary for community development. It will also require the use of methodologies that recognise and harness the capabilities of rural communities to effect change in their own communities. 

The work of the Unit is organised around three core streams of work. First, Organisation for Innovation and Learning which focuses on the creation of an innovative learning organisation responsive to the dynamic context of rural schooling and development. Under this stream, the Unit has initiated a fellowship programme which seeks to build critical intellectuals and improve post graduate research in the context of rural schooling and development; seminar series which deepens the public discourse on issues of freedom, democracy and development; and a demonstration institute which models new possibilities for rural schooling and development. 

Second, Methodologies for Innovation and Social Change explores the use of sustainable and generative methodologies for social development that depend on facilitation of local agents and effective organisational forms of action, reflection and learning. This stream of work comprises; school community organising strategy which forms the central organising strategy of the Unit to build a sustainable action and learning model for school and community change; youth change agent programme designed to mobilise young people as agents of change; local economic development and educational provisioning which focuses on building methodologies and systems for linking school provisioning (school feeding scheme, uniforms and infrastructure) to sustainable local economic enterprise.  

Third, Learning and Teaching – Curriculum, Tools and Pedagogy which focuses attention on shifting schools into centres of excellence, fun, care and community development. This stream of work seeks to build a model for curricular and teacher educator methods suitable to the rural context, and share these within a network of teacher educator developments in sub Saharan Africa. It also focuses on the use of a range of information and communication technologies as sustainable and creative investments in the context of rural schooling.
The Unit became fully functional in May 2004. While its work in still in the early stages, useful lessons are beginning to emerge. 

One of the Unit’s flagship initiatives is the Youth Change Agents Programme. Part of revitalising rural schooling is to understand the processes (skills, knowledge, values) that young people require to find ways around complex problems they encounter in rural communities. The youth mobilisation programme engages young people (inside and outside school) in an exploration of how young people can become agents of change and organise themselves within a network of community builders. Whilst the results are still forthcoming, early signs show young people organising themselves as community builders, forming youth development forums for action to advance and fight for their needs. 

They engage with local leaders, school leaders and local municipalities to create the kinds of changes they think are important for the lives of young people in rural communities. Many elders have said, for them the biggest heartbreak is a young mind not utilised. Seeing action in the youth provides motivation for younger children, educators, community leaders and the wider community.

Another initiative of the Unit that is showing early signs of success is underway. The Unit is engaging in community conversations with clusters of four to five schools to explore ways to move towards what we have termed a Madiba School. This is a school that would embody and express the values and living legacy of Mr. Nelson Mandela. Representatives in these conversations include traditional leaders, women leaders, youth (in and out-of-school), school governing bodies, school principals and district officials.   

In these conversations schools and communities explore what it means to be a Madiba School, what resources they as communities have and what the plan would be for achieving that status. The Unit has identified three levels that schools would need to achieve. The first level, Basic Right School is where a school would meet minimum requirements to deliver quality education. Such requirements may include sanitation, furniture, teaching and learning materials. The second level is a Child Friendly School which draws on the work of the Foundation with UNICEF. 

A Madiba School is a highest level and constitutes an exemplar of educational excellence and a centre for community service. It is a school that would help others to achieve that the same status.      

Conclusion 

In conclusion we recognise that policy makers need to adopt a long term view of the possibilities for change where the problems of democratic development are both complex and deep. Government needs to commit resources over a long term period, engage in careful planning and ensure the active participation of communities in efforts to deal with the challenges faced by these communities. This implies an approach by government which ensures that the various parts of government are engaged to act in a coherent way to deal with a multiplicity of issues arising from such contexts.
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