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1. Introduction

The seminar on Education for Rural People comes at an opportune time when South Africa has just celebrated ten years of democracy in 2004 and this year marks 50 years of the Freedom Charter which calls for the doors of learning and culture to be opened to all. In celebrating our liberation and the creation of a non-racial, united, and non-discriminatory education system in South Africa, it is imperative to reflect on the challenges we had and the achievements we made as well. Therefore, it would be appropriate to start by giving a brief background and history of South Africa’s education system.

2. Historical Background

South Africa inherited a fragmented and racially divided education system.  The policy of apartheid discriminated against certain racial groups and resulted in unequal education provision in terms of race and region. Economic and social discrimination against Black South Africans under apartheid left the country with considerable income inequality with public spending on each Black student as low as 20% of the spending on each White student. As late as 1986, the state spent nine times more on each white learner than it spent on learners in the worst off Bantustans, which were largely rural areas of the country. 

Since the new government came to power in 1994, South Africa embarked on an intensive national transformation programme aimed at transforming government, civil society, and the economy. Education in particular, has undergone a dramatic change: a single unified system based on the principles of equity and redress has been built from the formerly fragmented and racially divided education system.

To address the legacy of a racially and culturally segregated system the new democratic South Africa established a new legal and policy framework for education. The Constitution (1996) provides for a unitary system of education, managed by the Department of Education and nine provincial departments. The Minister of Education through the National Education Policy Act (1996) has the power to determine the national norms and standards for education planning, provision, governance, monitoring and evaluation. The Department of Education is responsible for education policy development and facilitating the implementation of education programmes and policies. Provincial Departments of Education through their regional and district offices are responsible for implementing education programmes aligned with the national goals (Higher education is the sole responsibility of the national department).  

New policies and legislative framework geared at increasing access to education, equitable distribution of resources to all including vulnerable children and women, redress of the past disparities with particular focus on improving the conditions for the previously disadvantaged, providing quality education for all and fostering values of democracy have been developed. Inevitably, principles of Education for All (EFA) goals and Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) underpin the policies and programmes of the new education system in South Africa. 

3. Review of education provision in the past ten years

As already indicated, South Africa’s education policies and programmes incorporate EFA goals and MDGs which seek to redress imbalances of the past and improve the lives of all people. In reviewing education in the ten years of democracy some gains have been made, South Africa through the equitable inter-provincial allocations of funds and education specific poverty targeting mechanisms, has been able to mobilise funds towards the elimination of backlogs in the provision of education to previously disadvantaged groups which include African people, women, people in rural areas, learners with special education needs, people from poor households. The legislative and policy interventions since 1994, have resulted in the following achievements for our education system:

Dealing with poverty. We have started a National School Nutrition Programme in our primary schools to provide a meal to children from poor communities. The programme enables participation and enhances learner achievement. We are currently working on abolishing schools fees in 20% of schools from the poorest communities. We have established a national financial aid scheme for tertiary education. Students receive financial aid through the NSFAS as bursaries or loans. The average annual increase in higher education enrolment has been just over 12, 000 per year since the mid-1990s while the average annual increase in the number of awards made by the financial aid scheme was almost 4,000 (a third of this average annual increase in enrolment). 

Curriculum reform and skills development.  Our government recognises that the curriculum influences the quality of education outcomes. The curriculum has therefore been modernised to make it more relevant to the needs of citizens of a developing country aiming to achieve sustainable economic and development growth. 

The development of scarce skills has been a major area of focus for us. Mathematics, Science and Technology have been identified as key development drivers for the country. The Department of Education’s contribution is to improve participation rates in these subjects. Dedicated schools of Mathematics, Science and Technology called Dinaledi schools have been established as part of a National Strategy for Mathematics, Science and Technology aimed at 1) - raising the participation and performance of Black learners (especially females) in Mathematics and Science at Senior Certificate level, 2) providing high-quality education in the three subjects to all learners, and 3) increasing and improving human resource capacity to deliver education in the three subjects. Schools of focused learning in the areas of Performing and Visual Arts and Sports have also been established in some provinces. In addition to the Dinaledi schools a White Paper in e-Education and an implementation strategy have been developed to consolidate these interventions in the system, and to create a corps of learners and educators who are fully ‘e’ competent. 
Dealing with HIV/AIDS in Education. As part of the curriculum, HIV/AIDS education is responsible for the greater awareness on this subject The Department of Education has developed and produced HIV and Aids resource guides that will be used by schools to prepare an action plan to respond to the pandemic. A Peer Education Programme aimed at assisting learners to develop knowledge, skills, values and attitudes required in making responsible choices is offered at secondary level. A study is being completed now to identify the factors affecting the supply and demand of educators including the impact of HIV and AIDS. 

Near-universal compulsory education. Our education interventions have resulted in the sustained participation of over 95% in schooling since the mid to late 1990s and sustained increases in enrolment in all age groups at education institutions. These participation rates are comparable to those in the most industrialised countries.   

Early Childhood Development programme has had a 12% growth in participation in the reception Grade year since 2000, signifying the expansion of access to quality foundation for education by 5 year-olds country wide.
Progress made in Adult Basic Education. The uptake of the ABET programme has been improving at a very slow pace as has the retention rate. However, the adult illiteracy rates for South Africans are not high and have shown improvement over the years. Adult literacy rate for adults (15 years and above) was 14.6% in 1991. Huge strides were made post-1994. The literacy rate for the adult population (15 years and above) increased from 67% in 1996 to 89% in 2004.

Girls are performing well. In the Grade 12 Senior Certificate Examination and assessments, girls seem to be doing better at key competency tests. More girls participate in higher education. At higher education institutions, the female share of enrolment has increased over the years from 44.1% in 1993 to 51% in 1999 to about 54% 3.5% in 2001. Participation in mathematics, science and technology for female learners is improving, as is participation in higher education of female learners. This augurs well for the creation of knowledge, skills development, research and development envisaged in the Human Resource Development Strategy. 

Teachers. We have a dedicated National Teacher Development strategy which will consolidate gains made after the transition. Since 1994, we have been able to achieve a 30% increase in the proportion of qualified teachers in South Africa. School Improvement and National Teaching Awards are presented annually to acknowledge excellence in the education system. 

Rewarding good performance. A new performance related appraisal system linked to the IQMS has been established. The system will reward teachers that perform well within the public sector whilst keeping them in schools.

Fewer out of school youth. We have been able to attract more youth back to the school. In 1996 the percentage of out of school youth who should have been in compulsory schooling was 10.6% by 2003, this percentage had dropped to three per cent.
Values in education.  The focus of the values in education initiative will be on familiarising learners with Constitutional values and symbols. The revised National Curriculum, completed in 2003, places emphasis on the principles of Social Justice, a Healthy Environment, and Human Rights and Inclusivity. The important role of History in encouraging respect for heritage and diversity in the broader population (in addition to learners) is also recognised.  Language in education policy. The Revised National Curriculum enhances multilingualism, diversity and respect for different language traditions in a national context and provincial departments of education are obliged to make the necessary arrangements to ensure that the language requirements of learners are met at local level. 

4. Educational Needs of Rural People

In spite of the gains in the education and in the fight against poverty, rural development remains a challenge in South Africa and at the centre of this challenge is education for rural people. This was evident in a study conducted by government called the Social Development Indicators Survey (a sample study) aimed at measuring rural development in 13 specific areas identified by President Mbeki for accelerated rural development.  The objective of the study was to provide baseline information on the current levels of the need, access and use of services in those areas, and to provide easily measurable indicators for monitoring poverty and the effects of government programmes, projects and policies on the living standards of the people in the nodal areas.  The plight of rural people was further highlighted in two other studies on rural education one by the Nelson Mandela Foundation (NMF) which resulted in a report called the Emerging Voices (which is a study that draws a link between rural poverty and education), the other study on rural education is by the Ministerial Committee on Rural Education (MCRE) commissioned by the Department of Education.  For the purposes of this Paper, focus will be mainly on the MCRE study which was aimed at investigating the challenges facing rural schooling and provide the Department of Education with recommendations that will promote quality education for all learners in rural areas in ways that are consistent with the government’s integrated approach to poverty eradication and rural development. 

4.1 Defining Rural Education 

The definition of “rural” still eludes us because the term is ambiguous and the distinction with urban tend to be arbitrary, thus no concrete definition has been agreed upon. For the MCRE a more acceptable definition, therefore, is one provided by Statistics South Africa in the 2001 Census, a spatial definition identifying Traditional Authority (TA) primarily community owned areas and formal rural areas which are primarily commercial farms in erstwhile white areas of South Africa. It should be noted that South Africa has diverse rural areas and therefore certain social, economic, educational and cultural factors need to be considered in enhancing the definition of rural education. The following features are examples of the rural profile:

· Distance to towns

· Topography (conditions of roads, bridges to schools etc)

· Access to communications and information technology

· Transport infrastructure (roads, buses, taxis)

· Access to services and facilities (electricity, water, sanitation)

· The health, educational and economic status of the community

· Access to life long learning opportunities

· Social conditions in the community 

· Activities of political and civil society organisation

All the above features pose a serious challenge to delivery of quality education in rural areas.

4.2 Challenges Facing Rural Education in South Africa

South Africa has a population of 44.8 million people according to Census 2001, more than 41% of the population is in rural areas. The Department of Social Development found that nearly 99 000 households are headed by children aged 10 to 17. In essence, about 18 million people live on less than $2 a day which is far below the Living Standards Measure (LMS). In terms of the Constitution of South Africa, everyone has a right to basic education and the government of South Africa acknowledges the role of education in the social and economic development of the country. The challenges experienced by rural communities are well captured in the research by the Nelson Mandela Foundation and been summarised as follows:

· Lack of basic services (water, electricity, roads, sanitation) affect access to and quality of schooling

· Inadequate physical and infrastructure conditions of schools – buildings, toilet facilities, telecommunications and equipment a problem

· Distances travelled to school – children walk long distances, and no adequate transport provision available

· Quality of education in rural schools- lack of qualified teachers, irrelevance of curriculum, large classes, lack of teaching aids, higher LE ratios are a major challenge

· Curriculum relevance – need for Maths Science and Technology, understanding of local and global environment, need to promote critical thinking, need for useful skills

· Approaches to learning – rote learning still rife, no understanding of teachers and text books, teachers largely use monologue although exceptions exist

· Curriculum 2005  - teacher qualifications, large classes, limited resources learners do not understand teachers and text books, expensive to implement, confusing

· Language of teaching and learning a barrier

· Lack of ECD education

· Lack of capacity of SGBs- Does not focus on curriculum and quality of education, teachers dominate

· Poverty- cost of fees and uniforms a barrier to education (low salaries parents)

· Competing priorities between education and domestic chores (child labour) undermine support for schooling 

· Hunger, sickness and diseases affecting education 

· High attrition and drop out rate at secondary level

· Educational disparities for girls and boys infringing the right to education

· Practice of corporal punishment extensive

· Inappropriate conditions of service for teachers 

· District support minimal

· Role of traditional leaders and concept of democracy to be understood in context

The MCRE report responds to these issues in a thematic fashion and provides 82 recommendations that are practical for implementation purposes. The themes discussed in the MCRE are poverty eradication, funding, governance and management, size and shape of rural education, curriculum reform, educators, farm schools and roles and responsibilities of the provincial and national Departments

5. Intervention Strategies for Education for Rural People in South Africa

The problems experienced in the rural areas of South Africa, though to some extent unique to rural education, are in fact widespread at varying degrees in schools in the previously disadvantaged communities. In order to enhance impact, the current programmes and policies geared towards redress, access, equity and quality clearly need further intervention in the rural areas. The MCRE suggests that to address the complexities of rural development and education in particular, the intervention strategies should be aimed at:

· Ensuring consistency in government’s rural development strategy whereby access to economic activities is expanded in order to reduce poverty

· Investing in human right and social justice to improve living conditions

· Developing partnerships with civil society organisations

· Addressing gender inequalities

· Promoting well being and healthy life styles

· Investing in infrastructure and human capital, building skills and knowledge beyond agriculture.

· Making state institutions responsive to poor people

· Monitoring and evaluating key indicators of socio-economic activity

The MCRE’s suggested interventions for rural education are in line with the broad objectives of the Integrated Rural Development Strategy (IRDS) announced by our President in 2001.  

6. Conclusion

Like other developing countries in Sub Saharan Africa and elsewhere in the world, South Africa’s rural communities remain disadvantaged compared to their counterparts in urban areas. Evidently, underlying the gains of our young democracy, are the challenges that are experienced by rural communities. The investigations by the MCRE and NMF indicate a need for greater collaboration and an integrated approach to finding solutions to address poverty and under development in rural areas. The IRDS provides a holistic strategy to address the social and economic ills dogging rural life, however the pivotal role of education in development should be emphasised. The need to work with the rural communities in their development has been noted as critical and so is the need for all stakeholders to work as partners in bringing about sustainable development. The Department of Education has started talks to work with the Nelson Mandela Foundation to create a forum that will focus on the development of rural education. Through the IRDS the Department collaborates with other state organs to bring about change in the lives of rural people. To achieve the goals of EFA and the Millennium Development Goals, collaboration with Sub-Saharan Africa and other developing countries will strengthen South Africa’s efforts to increase access to quality education to all people and subsequently improve the lives of all people irrespective of their geographic location.
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