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This paper is purely reflective and is not exhaustive. It is by no means meant to cast aspersions on the effort of many hardworking educators and departmental authorities. My experience has led me to engage with the most amazing and passionate people in education. There are thousands of educators who struggle, sacrifice and continue to make a difference. This paper is a salute to them, for it is in their effort and their respective institutions where valuable lessons are being learned.
Introduction

South Africa, its historical challenges and its unique demographics has always provided a fascinating social canvass from which to study valuable lessons in social engineering. The writer, a psychologist and social scientist, has been extremely interested in studying the social forces that impact upon the way our society unravels and in the process create fascinating outcomes. It is therefore no accident that the author identifies the schooling system as the driving nucleus of societal energy. By studying the way schooling institutions operate, social scientists across the globe have developed valuable insights into what makes such systems work; what’s promising and what’s not. This paper is based on the careful study of schooling systems across the globe.  Many of the points mentioned in this paper are not new and unique and will often be instantly recognised by members in the education fraternity across the world. In this case the information is meant to validate and solidify certain points of view, while promoting an on-going debate towards a better life for all. The content outlined in this paper is also meant to stimulate a process of introspection and re-examining of current institutional and educational paradigms. It is therefore the writer’s vision that this paper should be read with an open mind and should be seen as adding to the constructive discourse in building a positive culture of education in South Africa.    
What Makes for a Successful School?
This paper will not be too pedantic and academic in its definition of a “successful school”. The write argues though, that in its simplest form, the definition of a “successful” school should be seen on a multi-dimensional scale. Outlined below, are the broad definitions and expectations inherent in assessing whether a school is successful or not.
Amongst Others the Role of a School in Any Society:
1. A successful school should deliver functional learners who contribute in a constructive way, by being part of a fraternity of people that delivers and contributes towards the positive needs (engineering, medical, financial needs etc)  of societies anywhere in the world ;

2. A successful school should promote the fundamental tenets of a healthy emotional balance. Such an emotional balance should consider peaceful and non-violent forms of interaction with the rest of society, including family, peers and the broader community; 

3. A school that equips learners with the ability to preserve the earth and promote a culture of care, empathy and love for the earth and all that lives within, is a successful school;

4. A successful school promotes the balance between work, family, psychological and physical health through embracing the love for arts and culture, sport, healthy nutrition and relaxation.
 And so What Makes for a Successful School?

Lesson One

Functional National and Provincial Education Departments Breed Successful Schools 
Since 1994, post-apartheid South Africa has gone through the type of social re-engineering that can only be described as a “wild rollercoaster ride”. In the process, amazing and valuable interventions were made, awesome lessons were, and are being learned and history has been written in many instances. There have been various phenomenal achievements, such as enrolling around 95% of South African children in schools across the demographic spectrum. This achievement can only be described as “awe-inspiring”.
On the other hand educationists have noted though, that this political re-engineering intervention has not meant that the quality of education has necessarily been enhanced. Compounding the “quality” argument is that there has been a huge skills loss in many government departments across the country, for reasons that are not necessarily the focus of this paper. The loss of skill has become a major problem and has meant that the quality of education has been affected by policies and practices that are now under scrutiny and hopefully under constant revision. 
In many provinces the education management and processes are driven by individuals who in many cases may have the right intentions, yet fall short of the career specific and technical skills to drive their section of the great education machine. Unfortunately, an ugly culture of nepotism, corruption and incompetence has also characterized many of the education departments across the country. Our post-democratic era has often been affected by the poor quality of strategic planning, policy confusion, policy reversals on curriculum matters, poor training approaches (content) and methodologies, non-data driven planning and resourcing (poor research), questionable human resource approaches, contentious salary debates, education misalignment with the economy’s needs and so forth. 

The many problems facing our young democracy have interacted to create a lethal cocktail of disillusionment in many areas of our society. There are many examples and stories of de-motivated head-office and district staff, dysfunctional school districts, confused and under-performing district staff abound and schools that strain to deliver on their mandate! There has also been a domino effect that has impacted on schoolteachers, parents and learners.  Resultant tensions ensue and predictably lead to damaging societal effects such as school drop-outs, unemployment, crime, dysfunctional families, poor interpersonal relationships, substance abuse, poverty and it’s never ending cycle of hardship. 
The writer has therefore come to the conclusion that “successful schools”, are profoundly affected by a highly functional and jacked-up education management system and is pivotal in allowing schools to meet the mandate of society.        
Lesson Two
Inspirational Teachers and Modern Didactic Methods are the Trademark of Successful Schools
The writer has trained thousands of teachers in various areas that affect school functioning. In certain workshops, he often asks teachers: “So which part of the body do you educate?” The majority often answer, “The brain, of course!” On further enquiry, he would ask them to complete a quiz on naming the parts of the brain and its associated functions. Without fail, at this stage, nearly 100% fail to name the parts of the brain correctly. This point illustrates that the training of teachers has not been sufficient in preparing them to deal with complex learners, their behaviour and the historical context that places huge behavioural demands on the psyches of learners in South Africa.   

According to an article that appeared in a Mauritian newspaper, penciled by an unknown author, though many parents today would place discipline on the highest rung of the hierarchy of merits of a school, one should underplay this contingency ad-hoc anxiety and insist that a successful school is one that constitute a “learning organization” which encompasses a number of elements to form a winning school. For example, a winning institution frowns upon uninspiring teachers who seem to work very hard in order to turn students into scapegoats and parents into fabricators of criminals. These are among the worst characteristics of a failing school - teaching is approximate and unchallenging. Parents and learners are often psychologically characterized as “them vs. us”. A great amount of time is often spent by the school in strategizing around dealing with errant parents and learners. The school sees itself in an authoritative role and who has to “punish” bad learners and their parents.  Such schools also reward and seem to favour compliant parents and learners with great fanfare via ceremonies and trophies. Often, an unsuccessful school neglects to understand the need for multilevel reward systems that should impact on every child every year. In unsuccessful schools, reward is often treated as a preserve of the well deserved and a climate is created for the “best only”. Children thrive and develop on praise. The unsuccessful school and its staff have not mastered the design (language) of a “praise and reward” system, beyond the obvious test, exam or sport achievement. For example, are their any rewards for kindness, empathy, friendliness and so forth? Failing schools have limited or no reward systems do not understand the fundamentals of human nature and completely miss the boat on what motivates young minds. 

Furthermore, pupils' learning styles are not taken into account - weak pupils and strong ones are treated alike. Facts and figures are regurgitated by such teachers as though “telling” a child the lesson is meant to foster understanding. Little or no interaction exists. Learning is note-taking - not the negotiation of ideas and the conversion of facts into received knowledge. Teachers would not even care whether under-performing pupils who are weak, have understood the lesson or not and are summarily dismissed simply because they do not know the correct answer. Poor teachers can hardly operate from mistakes made by pupils.  
Many schools fail to strive for improvement in terms of amassing learning aides. A school can often be described as a failed school where no learning organization exists. Its essential components are sorely lacking such as a library, the computer room as a multi-media resource centre, co-curricular activities are trivialized or have only a token, symbolic existence. It is interesting to note that many school principals and teachers alike complain that learners are not interested in education at all. The writer needs to remind such critics that a large number of South African learners live in a multi-dimensional, visually exciting and thrilling information environment underscored by television, ipods, cellular phones, newspapers, magazines and a three dimensional world that offer a powerful learning experience. Learners are often described as “bored” and “unmotivated” by educators. These are the same educators who refuse to expand their didactic repertoire and who insist on using the “chalk and talk” method as their primary learning approach. Learners in such instances are faced with a brain numbing two-dimensional experience in the form of the blackboard. It seems that it has not struck many such educational practitioners that the modern learner’s brain development has surpassed this uni-modal method of teaching. In order to underscore this point, please observe a group of teens anywhere in South Africa, using “Mxit”, the popular cellular phone chat room platform. The speed of such communication is mind-boggling compared with the slow level of writing on a board. Incidentally, this is one reason why one cannot compare current schooling and modern learners to that of previous generations. We are simply not comparing apples to apples when reminiscing about the past approaches to education. Humans have changed only because the amount, quality and speed of information have changed. Today’s learner often lives on the new and improved information highway (120km per hour?). The question is how many of our educators are still driving in the slow lane (40km per hour?) of the information highway!   
In a successful school every educator understands that the curriculum needs to be structured (and continually use their professional discretion and judgment) as to what will work best with certain classes. The provision of a highly-structured curriculum based on outcomes, but which is, for the most part creative and flexible, will ensure that a school is seen as successful in the eyes of its clients.  Poorly trained educators seldom have a good curriculum and classroom plan. Unsuccessful schools are also both victims and perpetrators in the systemic practice of using under-qualified subject educators – resulting in learners receiving poor lessons and academic guidance. There is the argument that this is of course the legacy of Apartheid, yet one must sadly acknowledge that an unsuccessful school therefore, because of this practice is set up for failure.     
Lesson Three
Successful Schools Steer Away from the Concepts of Groupings, Cliques and Clans 
Senior management team in many schools often find themselves in opposition to other members of staff and vice-versa. There are of course a number of reasons why a school staff and management do not sip from the same cup.  One reason that may be noteworthy is the system of promotions in schools in South Africa. The fact that a colleague is promoted from within the ranks either to being a head of department, a principal, a district official or head office staff member, often leads to severe disgruntlement and an active “crab syndrome culture” where anyone seen as escaping the “barrel” is fair game in toppling them or smearing their characters into oblivion. This is a bad feature in many institutions and often emanate from the perception that we all have the same skill and therefore deserve the same positions. This notion is unrealistic (that everyone is equal in skills) and has been informed in many cases by the lack of quality skill management and assessment systems, and a misunderstanding of the skill requirements for specific career positions etc.
Considering that in a time when “service” delivery has become the buzzword in a post-President Mbeki era and where a school needs transformational leadership, it is common to find poor leaders who are at loggerheads with their staff or who thrive on cliques. There are schools who are divided into groups or cliques, each seeking the best ways to get at others through often intentional and coordinated (and reckless) attempts at undermining the integrity and person of colleagues. In many instances, staff gossip about each other, spread malicious lies and rumours as well as refusing to deliver upon the mandate of the school. Many times, the reason for withholding labour effort and delivery is often characterized by ill-informed logic, strange arguments and irrational defense reactions. In many such schools, little academic atmosphere exists – only an unsmiling and tense group of people who all probably share the same goal: where they dream about the greener grass on the other side. Many educators in these tense circumstances of fantasize about the day when they leave teaching for a “better job”. In addition, the staff more times than most will not even endeavor to greet visitors in the foyer, nor offer customer service. The mention of extra-curricular involvement is met with sneers and the staffroom will often be characterized by a deadly silence or resonate with futile debates on everything else but education. Successful schools work hard at getting rid of these destructive group practices, i.e. through team building and conflict resolution sessions, for example.
Lesson Four

Successful Schools Have Good Pastoral Care Practices
Literature surveys indicate that a failing school is non-caring. There are absent or no consistent systems and policies in place that lead to a caring climate in the school. One intermittently or seldom hears questions such as, “How long has this pupil been absent? Is he in class? Why not? If his absence has exceeded a few days, why is it so? Does anyone know why? Why do so many pupils not bring their textbooks to class? Why do a few children fall unconscious during morning assembly? Are they eating? How many child-headed households do we have in our schools? What can we do? 
Many educationist will argue that caring is the empathy one shows by taking into account details that may escape a cursory eye. Unsuccessful school staff have a fear of becoming involved, probably often emotionally protecting themselves against the pain of seeing the children in their school suffer, or probably too emotionally wrapped up in their own individual and personal struggles. Could it be that in a country such as South Africa, educators are overwhelmed by the sheer size of the emotional challenges in their respective schools or are there other reasons for not being a caring educator? This last point should be part of our on-going debate. 
Accordingly, it is argued that the nature of schools that care is to ensure that there is infrastructure, motivation, academic requirements and tools towards meeting the academic mandate. One is acutely aware that South Africa is a country ravished by poverty and that it may be that resources are not in abundance and no one should ever pretend to be able to give what it can't. The notion of empathy and care, can of course, not be measured in monetary terms and is completely a function of human nature. A school that has caring educators is truly blessed and contributes to the notion of successful school in an immeasurable way. One can also argue that a non-caring school on the other hand treats students as units carrying an income per capita. The failing school views the educational upbringing of the learner as secondary. It would seem that the staff and management are in perpetual crisis mode or at worst an extremely disconnected laissez-faire approach. The task of running the education system is seen as an act of survival, where jobs are often protected at all cost. 
Lesson Five

A School Staff That Stays Abreast with Skills Becomes Connected to a Broader Professional Fraternity and Community for Greater Success
The education and up-skilling of staff within the education system has been an important goal of the South African government. The author is of the opinion that the execution of the training task has been liberating in some instances, yet in many ways has also been an abject failure. In trying to build skills, districts across the country conceptualize and are often given poorly defined mandates to execute certain forms of training. There are many examples where service providers are asked to interpret one-sidedly and subjectively, the training instructions received from head office. The author has often received request for training where no more than the topic is provided by the district as a guideline. With no concept guidance or directive, many a service provider of training and various other developmental and research services have to provide direction on the quality of professional development. One is loath to ask: “Who conceptualized this training instruction? Why was it conceptualized and why are there no details? Where the service provider is qualified there exist no problems in providing strategic direction. In many cases though, the provider may not be competent enough and ends up offering inferior services to the detriment of the whole system. This sets up a vicious circle of poor training leading to poor service delivery and unhappiness that in turns get reinforced with more bad training in trying to up skill educators. This leads to a downward spiral. The heavy reliance on, and scarcity of service provider skills in this case has become pivotal to the success or failure of professional development in schools.
 In many cases the educator fraternity has become resistant to the perceived poor educational guidance and training from the department. Educators and officials alike vote with their uninspiring attitudes, poor attendance and appear uninterested. In many cases, training is seen as a burden and not an opportunity. There are even observances where training participants are there simply to satisfy the authorities, sign the register and simply make an excuse to leave early! Needless to the say, it is understandable, sad and yet totally avoidable because the casualties are the very people the education authorities wants to uplift. The real victims though are the children who are saddled with a teacher that cannot properly implement the curriculum, struggles to name the parts of the brain, do not know where a psychologist fits into the school team and does not know what an occupational therapist does!  
Failing educators and specifically a failed school has lost the ability to generate the admiration of the community. Educators, who in the past, by virtue of the professional qualifications were often admired (if not just for the educational achievement) in terms of their ability to appear knowledgeable where community matters, are concerned. In many societies educators have lost the ability to give professional input and guidance in times of community crisis, for example.  We seldom see or hear educators providing guidance to parents where drug addiction, crime or violence problems are concerned. Instead, in many cases educators have appeared to make themselves part of the problem by failing to engage with broader community problems, utilizing the advantage of their professional skills and training. It seems that the respect of yesteryear that educators are often yearning for can be found among learners, parents and community of successful schools.          

Lesson Six

Successful Schools Have Educators that Set a Healthy Classroom Culture

In the experience of the writer and validated by the research, a school under-performs first and foremost in the classroom, where the essence of schooling takes place. Does the school leader care about the transactions in class? In a failing school, the teacher does whatever he wants and does it alone. There is often a lack of quality in many of the teacher transactions. A failing school is often characterized by the absence of quality in most areas: Quality of environment, quality of infrastructure, quality of teaching, quality  of assessment, quality of school leadership, and quality of discipline and quality of language spoken both in class and outside. In fact quality cannot be recognized by a failing school because of the absence of norms and standards as well as models. The writer has often walked into school grounds that are characterized by litter laying everywhere. The staff in that school will often tell him that they see nothing wrong with the quality of the school grounds! It appears fine to them!
Lesson Seven

Successful Schools are not Overcrowded and Have Educators that Inculcate a Professional Image
An underperforming school has teachers who lack motivation and self-esteem and whose professional image is always at risk with either pupils or with management. These are the educators whom children cannot place as role-models. Children are not sure if they must imitate them in a positive or negative manner. The child often asks “is it a case of do as I do” or, is it “do as I say” with this educator? There are educators who shout, bully, are disrespectful, derogatory and spiteful. They often smoke in front of children and appear to have very little pride in the way they project themselves physically and psychologically to children. Many educators appear in poor health, overweight, are poorly groomed and project a shabby image. In some instances, learners meet their inebriated (drunk) educators in local drinking taverns, pubs and entertainment night clubs.  There are tales abound of disciplinary actions against teachers who have crossed the relationship boundaries with learners. An unsuccessful school, sadly, may be saddled with the wrong blend of educators, having to accommodate many of these poor personalities as part of their teacher core.

Moral confusion reigns when the very same poor excuses for educators fight with learners when caught smoking, for example. These educators do not see the irony in criticizing learners either. It is a case of the pot calling the kettle black in many cases. The irony lies in the fact that the role-modeling is obvious in schools that are unsuccessful. Furthermore, a successful schools understand that overcrowding in a classroom will inevitably lead to loud noise, increase in classroom control problems, reduced oxygen intake (drowsy learners), uncomfortable seating and one very crabby and stressed out teacher. Unfortunately, in South Africa, the noble goal of putting as many learners as we can in to school, has lead to situations where our learner to teacher ratios have become unworkable and impractical in terms of securing the mandate of the school. 
Lesson Eight

A Successful School Does not Mistake Discipline as a Learner Only Problem 
In schools that are failing there is a general lack of consensus on issues of common interest. Confrontational relationships override the interest of the child. One must place poor discipline at its proper level in the hierarchy because in fact what is often meant by “indiscipline” today is the “violent and aggressiveness” nature of our youth.  In practice every lesson mentioned in this article interacts, informs and impacts on discipline.

According to many educationists, discipline involves discipleship. Many a failing school cannot recognize indiscipline when it is nascent. Problematic behaviour is condoned until the smallest misdemeanor gets transformed into cheap, abusive and violent behaviour. Do such schools notice the minor deviations from discipline in class? Does our tuckshop sell foods that hype our learners? Do we know enough about the types of food being sold to learners and what effects have we noticed on the behaviour and academic performance? Should we enforce better food policies? What do we do? 
There are allowable actions and those negative ones must be stopped so that the majority rule is followed. The moment we keep quiet we are giving free rein to the child to choose his type of behaviour. We are the adults and they are the children. The adults are obligated to get it right and find positive ways to fix the situation for the benefit of all in the school. Discipline implies that there are norms that are promoted, well advertised and annually workshopped with educators, parents and learners. If norms exist and are clarified, they must be complied with at all cost. Unfortunately indifference, lack of training in alternative methods of discipline, poor rewards systems, discrimination and even the lack of responsibility of the educator gives the prime boost to indiscipline in an unsuccessful school.

If a school cannot make a positive and constructive difference in a pupil, the school has lost its vocation and reason for existence. The child will then be nurtured at home, at the dysfunctional school and is exposed to the street. If the behaviour in the first two spheres fosters discipline, the street will have little impact. In a few cases, all three spheres have a deep and deleterious impression on the child. Then counseling and other therapeutic or corrective measures must be taken. The school as a government institution has the power to influence and guide the parent, child and broader community. Successful schools know this and create sustained efforts, platforms and programmes for such influence to take place. The unsuccessful school on the hand will give you more reasons than most on why the child, parents and community will never change! A successful school never gives up on the child and will try and try again for as long as it is “in loco parentis” – the parent in charge!
Lesson Nine

A Successful School Has Strong Community Roots

In many a failing school, what is clearly missing is a solid network that links the school to the community, parents and to relevant authorities. There is an absence of frank kinship. The school authorities are often found covering up weaknesses, hiding the truth or masquerading. There are even substandard schools that have on their timetable ghost periods that act as fillers. It is a constant hide-and-seek game with education authorities. 
The district officials in turn seldom visit the schools to provide guidance and oversight. This, by the way is often a case of poor skill, managerial and mentoring skills on the part of officialdom. Reports are fabricated on all sides, district managers are either misinformed, lied to or are themselves engaged in crisis mode, cover-ups etc. There is a lot of camouflage taking place at many levels and it is out of fear of mistakes or having faulted, (out of a vicious desire to please or political expediency) that the truth is never revealed. Such an atmosphere is vitiating and verges on administrative delinquency. 
Lesson Ten

Management of Change is not a Threat to a Successful School
In the writer’s experience, a failing school is afraid of change. Often in the course of a school's existence change is either developmental, corrective, reform-driven or crisis driven. Many educators are fast to claim acquired rights and they can constitute the hardcore of resistance. Schools have floundered because of the reticence of the staff to transform a losing situation into a winning one. In many districts across South Africa, provinces are disillusioned with the performance of many schools. Many school improvement plans are mooted for these failing institutions, very often service providers are contracted and brought in to assist and district officials move in to help with the management. In many unsuccessful schools, learners are often held up as the problematic lot (scapegoated) and in the majority of cases it turns out that the school staff and management are just as dysfunctional. In many such struggling schools, unions can sometimes be seen hovering in the background, either playing the protective or threatening role, vacillating between the good cops or bad cop role depending on the importance and nature of the agenda. Unions, in many cases can either assist a school in their change management strategy or they can serve a protective and legitimizing role for poorly performing members. In the writer’s experience, unions are often called upon to defend poorly performing staff members at no or very little consideration to the short, medium and long term impact on the lives of children. In some cases union personnel do care in order to assist change positively. Successful schools are aided by unions that value quality assurance and accountability. 
The management of change is often fraught with risks, nothing is guaranteed and yet it has to be a collective responsibility, a type of corporate endeavour. Successful schools understand this principle. When faced with change, staff in many unsuccessful schools seeks the support of learners to rebel against the principal, governing body or senior management team, who is unfortunately squeezed into a lost personal survival game and to pander to the dysfunctional demands. Consider too, that a failing school has either lax or autocratic leaders who cannot lead change. The school then rots in a status-quo that goes from one level of degeneracy to another: Schools that have closed down have gone through similar phases. Once again, a successful school recognizes the effect and tries to remedy the situation through on-going: teambuilding, conflict resolution, skills training, change management programmes, good strategic planning and so forth.
Lesson Eleven

A Successful School Promotes Strong Leadership and Solid Policies

Strong leadership does not mean top-down, dictatorial control. One is rather referring to a school that steers the focus and vision for all its members as to where it should be. For example, some schools are results driven, while others promote a culture of sport, volunteerism (service) or a reputation for producing business leaders. What really matters is that staff and learners in the school are working towards the same outcome. Parents in successful schools have a need to feel that those in charge are in control. 
Many argue that it has to do with respect. The leadership team needs to be respected by both the staff and learners and has an unambiguous reward and sanction system. 

The unsuccessful school also seems to pay scant attention to the development of solid policies that cover a range of institutional tasks and requirements. Many schools, of course are often victims (or survivors – if you like), of poor departmental guidance in terms of the development and monitoring of school policies. For example, many years later in our democracy, schools have not developed action guidelines and implementation strategies in line with the National Occupational Health and Safety Act, a parliamentary legislated act.  It is very disturbing to note that this act ensures that school institutions are functional, safe and promote healthy and risk free environments. Unsuccessful schools do not therefore have amongst others good codes of conduct, healthy nutrition/tuckshop policies, any HIV/Aids policies, cellular phone policies, pregnancy policies, substance abuse policies, maintenance policies, injuries policies etc.  In an unsuccessful school, staff fails to communicate these policies to learners and parents alike, often possibly responding to such policy matters only when a crisis hits the school! By the way, there is also no point in having policy after policy if it doesn’t work in practice! Monitoring tools and practices are therefore the hallmark of a successful school system. 

Lesson Twelve

Successful Schools Do Not Pay Lip Service to Strategic Planning and Teambuilding
Schools that fail to find the time to build a solid map or strategic plan tend to flounder embarrassingly in their performance. An unsuccessful school and its staff find the idea of sacrificing time to develop a good annual plan a cumbersome burden. As previously mentioned too, the quality or profile of the educator core in that school is tested when a school team takes time out to reflect, plan and re-commit to the cause. Interestingly, it is the experience of the author that it is during the school team break-away times that the crack seems to appear. Many “excuses” and “reason” are given for not being able to attend the planning sessions. Emergencies not withstanding, the annual planning session should be holy and non-negotiable. The author has facilitated strategic planning sessions with many schools and has noted that the unsuccessful school seems to be a victim of negative practices. Imagine trying to plan with each and every department in your school over a specially arranged weekend that had to be painfully negotiated with staff and then only to find that at anytime you are saddled with less than 75% of your team! If such a school goes ahead and plans, they are often accused of undemocratic planning and resistance is given towards the new strategy. For the planning team it is a case of damned if you do and damned if you don’t! Try to smoke on that one! 

None or poor attendance during strategic planning or team-building sessions, in many circles are of course seen as an act of auto-sabotage committed by non-attending and errant team-players. The child here is once again the victim and loser!
High conflict teams are of course, by their very nature self-absorbed and rarely pay attention to the needs of their constituency – the children. In fact, what is observed, are often aggressive and sullen educators, who more often than most sneer at any attempt at healing rifts in the team. They often blame others for the failure of team cohesion and start out sentences with words such as “You don’t know these people, they will never come right!” Here’s another favourite, “Good luck and may God be with you in trying to get them team right!” Many of these comments are of course, the hallmark of disillusioned personnel who have obviously experienced great pain in trying to stay alive in such a dysfunctional team. In many instances they have emotionally withdrawn – a type of fight or flight response. This is understandable when viewing the sheer size of some of the problems faced by certain schools. It is with great empathy that one notices that the sheer intensity of some of the interpersonal differences among educators is once again a guaranteed recipe that will make the school unsuccessful as an institution. A school that struggles along these lines allocates very little time to deal with these interpersonal conflicts. Teambuilding is often ad hoc and is often done incorrectly (often a timeout for cliques to gather at a weekend getaway, drink and reinforce dangerous schisms). The results of poor teambuilding practices are self-evident in unsuccessful schools.       
Lesson Thirteen

Successful Schools Have a Strong Brand Identity 
Schools, now more than ever, are businesses. For better or for worse they are institutions which are in the marketplace and competing for students (and therefore money). Having a strong ‘brand’ is therefore of paramount importance. Many successful schools emphasize the importance of brand identity at their assemblies. One can hear the reference to the importance of the school’s brand and how learners would be the ‘product’ of the school. Learners are constantly reminded about the importance of conformity, accountability and responsibility.

In this argument there is a clear reference to a shirt-tucked-in and a neat look, no matter what the poverty status. In unsuccessful schools, poverty and other reasons are used to underplay the importance of human dignity. In fact, one imagines that the poorer learner should feel insulted by the argument that “he/she looks unkempt because of poverty”. Instead, it should be argued that the doctrine of cleanliness and neatness - at all costs is a lesson that the school should be reinforcing as a mantra, no matter what the socio-economic status. By not emphasizing and promoting life skills unsuccessful schools produce a poor quality learner that society frowns upon when entering the world of work. It is rumored that many employers have even developed a database of schools that are seen as “wonderful producers of good learners”!
 Branding creates a strong sense of expectation and quality assurance for the school and wider community. The learners obviously see attempts at enforcing branding, rules and discipline as quite strict, yet, in the writer’s experience, if a school takes time out annually and in small classroom format and workshop the reasons and logic behind discipline polices and actions, a large amount of learners tend to respect the rules. Where learner participation is annually roped in, compliance ensues, underscored by a feeling among the learners that they have had a hand in constructing the type of rules that is needed to control them and that these should be respected. In unsuccessful schools, codes of conduct are written on a piece of paper in the principals office or hanging in some inconsequential space, where learners never see it, do not understand why and are often treated as empty vessels as opposed to living beings that need to annually be consulted and guided on the value of “values”.  
Certainly, schools that have a strong sense of identity contribute to making it successful, with the school logo splashed across buildings, notices, uniforms and pretty much anything associated with the school. One good thing is that when learners are aware and understand the logic behind the rules surrounding uniforms and other areas of discipline (and that these are strict and will be enforced), most of the conversations with learners can focus on learning-related goals. 

Lesson Fourteen
Successful Schools Views itself as a Tradition Promoting Institution 

Many a private and public school has made an indelible name in the league of education service delivery. All these schools have maintained a tradition of dignity and a solid reputation for hard work spanning a number of years. Many well-functioning schools have therefore established a tradition that is crucial for a school. Every school leader realizes that he/she plays a crucial role in a community. Such a leader should go beyond the lucrative aspect and become a provider of quality education. A failing school’s leader of course does not see the light. 

There are numerous examples where generations of the same family attend the school and carry the glory of a distinguishing and distinctive label, a brand. In fact many school leaders have been conscious of their branding. The tradition and honor has to be nurtured, fed and sustained. On the other hand unsuccessful schools take it for granted that benches will be filled by those who don't obtain a seat elsewhere. In the last couple of years, we have seen the emptying out of schools in historically disadvantaged areas such as in the urban areas, where learners depart for perceived “greener pastures” in the more advantaged areas. This of course, is all about brand perception and the fact that in many poorer areas, resource and other challenges have mitigated against the idea of a successful school brand. In many of these unsuccessful schools, where parents have voted with their feet, opting to rather suffer financially and the inconvenience of long journeys to the “greener pastures” – the message is clear: “We are not brand loyal to you – in fact we are loyal to the futures of our children only!” 
The writer once read that success and failure are often self-fulfilling prophecies: if you expect to do well, and work towards that end, you will do so. If, on the other hand, as the saying goes, you ‘fail to prepare’ then you ‘prepare to fail’. If a school generates the situation where the wider community sees the school as a ‘good’ one, then success is bound to follow. 

In many successful schools learners are often told how privileged they are to be there. Learners in successful schools are made aware that their parents want them to get a good education and therefore attend that school and in turn it is drilled into them that they must honour the expectation through good effort. And it also means that, given that their parents have made a reasoned choice, learners aren’t going to want to let their parents down.
As long as unsuccessful schools do not see themselves as a proud brand to be nurtured and protected, they will empty out. This is how it is across the world!     
Lesson Fifteen
Successful Schools Have Working Links with Feeder Schools

In unsuccessful schools; the staff knows virtually nothing about the learners entering the school apart from their results. Very little is known about the learner transferring between schools - especially with those who are likely to find the transition difficult or traumatic.

Successful schools provide reports or learner data from their previous school and a transition mentor as well as other staff who are there to find out data which is on a ‘need-to-know’ basis only. In unsuccessful schools there are no induction days for new learners, no orientation at all. The unsuccessful school does not see the need for creating a warm and welcoming climate that will aid learners in the transition. The inanimate assumption that learners are without emotions and that they need to adapt or die is perhaps tragic if not down-right insensitive. The world is moving into the direction of respecting human rights, mental health and meeting the needs of the child. Unsuccessful schools struggle to embrace this message and tend to find excuses everywhere, justifying the fact that the schools do not promote the tenets of a child-centered approach. 
Lesson Sixteen
Successful Schools Treat Learners as Developing Potential
Unsuccessful schools forget that children are children. Staff and management are often caught up in a process where they see and reason with learners as if they have the brain capacity of fully grown adults. Educators in these schools find themselves trapped in a cycle of frustration and unrealistic expectations. Children are expected to know the rules, have advanced insight and interpretative powers, are lectured and expected to be “told once only”, and so forth. Of course, being a lifelong student of learning behaviour and an educator by profession, the writer understands the frustration of educators in this regard. On the other hand reality and human behaviour experience dictates that children live by the dictum of repetition and the mantra of repeat, repeat and repeat again. Children learn through repetition and unsuccessful schools have developed unrealistic expectations in this regard, often setting themselves up for huge amounts of stress and failure.  
Developing children need movement. They need lots of it in order to develop neural (nerve) networks throughout the human body, especially the brain (as well as to calm down neuro-muscular tension often observed in fidgeting and restless behaviour). Unsuccessful schools do not promote movement in their curriculum, pay scant attention to sports, arts and culture and see it as a burden, divorced from the overall development of the child and how it links with the societal mandate. Struggling schools insist children sit still, look at the educator and board, refrain from talking and discussion, has limited play spaces and cannot see the relationship between learning, movement and academic performance. In fact, unsuccessful schools have taken the “fun” factor out of learning and promote learning in a dull fashion. These schools probably logically know that children are drawn and motivated by fun rewards, but are so caught up in the act of survival that the very mention of fun in schools, such as concerts, break time sports etc, are anathema to an unsuccessful school. Very often, an unsuccessful school will complain about the high absenteeism and bunking rate and complain that learners do not want to come to school. Furthermore, unsuccessful schools are bland, there are no interesting recreational facilities, no toys, no games, very little greening, often appear broken up with desks falling apart and are just generally not aesthetically pleasing. It is really hard to keep the community (children and parents) engaged when they see their education authorities make very little effort to improve the quality of the school. Imagine how many of these parents and children must feel when they watch other schools (often middle class), either on television or gatherings and compare this to their own environments!  

Lesson Seventeen
Successful Schools See Career Guidance as the Missing Link


Unsuccessful schools do not provide adequate career guidance, especially for the older learners. Learners are expected to be motivated against a backdrop of a lack of career development. These young minds are not sure why they are in school (other than pleasing their care-givers), cannot see where they are going and are unable to experience their vision and dream through career exploration activities. It is often baffling that in many school districts, authorities expect learners to enjoy the task of learning whilst they have a complete lack of insight on how the specific education task is connected to their respective futures. 
 Learning motivation in human beings is inspired by dreams, vision and hope. These are the fundamental tenets required for task completion and commitment. Successful schools know this and have developed systems and actions, career guidance and rewards to let the learners feel, taste, smell and touch the future. Unfortunately, unsuccessful schools are still struggling to come to terms with poor training and curriculum implementation, ill-resources, misguided efforts, half-hearted career guidance attempts or no career guidance at all. Many of our provincial departments are also to be blamed for the lack of guidance in terms of career planning.  

Conclusion

We Will Win the Battle!

The lessons in this paper are not new and there are many more ideas and debates on the principles emanating from the lessons mentioned in this paper. The ideas represent a reflection in time, along a journey towards making our young democracy work. The ideas in this paper offer a debating platform and invite others everywhere in the world to join in designing systems that will benefit the children. It is the hope of the author that these lessons find seed in the hands of the passionate as well as the overwhelmed who often ask:  “Will we ever succeed?” The author firmly believes so! After all, we have overcome great strains of adversity in our collective past and will continue to do so! Let us believe in the passion of the dedicated army of caring individuals who has been shaped by years of struggle and nurtured by the waters of collective memory.  The powerful army of dedicated educators, parents, community members and government officials fuel my belief that we shall overcome and build a better future for our most precious elements - our children!!
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