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ARTICLE

Jika iMfundo: a South African study of ‘turning education
around’ through improved curriculum coverage
Venitha Pillay

Department of Educational Management and Leadership, University of South Africa, College of Education,
Pretoria, South Africa

ABSTRACT
This article is empirically embedded in data collected from a professional
development programme titled Jika iMfundo, aimed at changing tea-
cher’s classroom practice. Jika iMfundo means ‘to turn education around’
in isiZulu, a South African language that is widely spoken in the province
of KwaZulu-Natal. The programme was implemented in selected teach-
ing districts and focused on increased curriculum coverage as a lever for
improving learning outcomes. Conceptually, the article draws on writing
about the centrality of the instructional core for sustainable education
change and is supported by the view that practical classroom activities
with visible effects on learning, is likely to change teachers’ classroom
practices. The conclusion verifies the importance of learner activity as a
measure of learning, especially in the absence of formal assessments.
Additionally the study showed that teachers welcomed the level of
structure of the programme and liked knowing exactly what was to be
done, how and when to do it. This may be of particular significance in
developing contexts with limited resources and where schools are fre-
quently subjected to political and economic vicissitudes.
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Introduction

This article is empirically embedded in data collected from a training and coaching programme, titled
Jika iMfundo, which aimed at changing teachers’ classroom practice. Jika iMfundo means ‘to turn
around education’ in isiZulu, a South African language that is widely spoken in the province of
KwaZulu-Natal. The programme was implemented in selected teaching districts in KwaZulu-Natal,
South Africa, and focused on increased curriculum coverage as a lever for improving learning outcomes.

The article begins by describing the background to the Jika iMfundo programme, followed by a
brief explanation of the data collection and analysis. The literature review foregrounds research in
developing contexts, in particular, but not exclusively, from Africa. I use Guskey’s (2002a) extensive
insight into professional development (PD) and Elmore’s views on improving student learning as
conceptual frameworks to analyse the data. The data are analysed using a thematic qualitative
approach supported by a limited quantitative analysis. Finally, the conclusion suggests that in
developing contexts in particular, a structured training model with limited flexibility has value.

Background

The poor learning outcomes of South African learners have been consistently recorded (Fatar and
Paterson 2002, Christie 2008, Bantwini 2012, Heysteck and Terhoven 2015). South Africa’s
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performance in international language, mathematics and science assessments remains persistently
low. For example, the Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study shows South Africa
to be well below the centre point benchmark of 500, with a score of 372 in mathematics and 358
in science for Grade 9 in 2015 (http://www.timss-sa.org.za/download/Presentation-results-release.
pdf). The Jika iMfundo project was conceptualised against the background of consistent low
achievement, resource deficiency and the urgency to find ways to improve learning outcomes.

A further contextual factor relevant to this article is described succinctly by Molapo and Pillay
(2018). They point to the intense and heightened politicality of educational change in South
Africa, the resistance to government reform measures and the power of trade unions to resist
change. For example, in negotiating the Jika iMfundo project with the South African Democratic
Teachers Union (SADTU), strong resistance to any form of assessment was evident. Indeed,
SADTU felt that the national assessment programme established by the national Department of
Basic Education (DBE) was an insidious way of assessing teachers (Molapo and Pillay 2018). As a
result of pressure from SADTU, shortly after Jika iMfundo began, the DBE was obliged to stop the
nationwide annual learner assessment programme. Therefore, any form of learner assessment was
not included in these data. Jika iMfundo was extensively negotiated with all teacher unions and
subsequently perceived to be an external programme and not forced on teachers by government.
Based on Bantwini’s (2012) study of teachers’ resistance to a PD programme in the Eastern Cape
in South Africa because it was, inter alia, government-driven and implemented by district officials
whom they believed had limited expertise, Jika iMfundo was arguably more acceptable by teachers
and the unions.

Jika iMfundo is a collaborative project between the KwaZulu-Natal Provincial Department of
Education and the Programme to Improve Learning Outcomes (PILO), an independent non-
profit organisation, funded and managed by the National Education Collaborative Trust (NECT).
Programme 1 of the NECT aims at developing and implementing learning improvement pro-
grammes at district level.

The intervention programme began in 2014 in two districts in the province of KwaZulu-Natal,
uThungulu and Pinetown. These districts contain a spread of quintile 1 (poorest, usually no-fee
schools) and quintile 5 schools (well-resourced, fee-paying public schools).1 The districts comprise
urban, peri-urban and rural schools, with 1209 schools. In 2014, the intervention focused on
training district and provincial staff using trainers hired by the NECT. This was followed in 2015
and 2016, by the rolling out of the programme to the schools in the two districts. The school-
based programme focused on interventions and training with language and mathematics teachers
from Grades 1 to 12 and on science teachers from Grades 8 to 12. It provided teachers with lesson
plans covering the curriculum of the selected grades and subject areas, and included a focus on
classroom-based learner activity, as well as on-site training and off-site coaching. In the main,
teachers and heads of departments attended training workshops three times per week for a little
over 1 year. The workshops were run as participatory sessions aimed at working through the
challenges of planning and implementing the curriculum. Coaching was conducted in clusters of
schools where the focus was on helping teachers and managers to use the tools to monitor, report
and respond to curriculum coverage problems and to encourage collaborative processes to
identify and solve problems of coverage. Coaching sought to strengthen the skills of supervision
and curriculum management and to encourage groups of schools to work together to jointly
problem solve.

Teachers were provided with lesson plans, implementation toolkits and trackers to help keep
track of curriculum coverage within a set time frame. Heads of departments were provided with
supervision and management tracker tools that ensured that they interacted regularly and defined
goals with the teachers under their supervision. Jika iMfundo makes no content-related interven-
tion and uses the existing and standardised Curriculum Assessment Policy Statements (CAPS),
which are strongly supported by appropriate learner and teacher support materials (LTSM) in the
form of textbooks, as well as teacher and learner workbooks supplied by the national DBE. Its
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singular focus was to improve curriculum coverage which was expected to have a positive effect
on teachers’ pedagogical skills and learner outcomes. Jika iMfundo therefore focused on what
teachers and learners actually do and sought to develop a core uniformity of action among them.

In sum, Jika iMfundo sought to change teacher behaviour through the provision of common
lesson plans that encouraged classroom-based learner activity, tracking curriculum implementa-
tion, and reflecting and reporting on work done.

Reviewing the literature

This review focuses on the value and potential benefits of continuous professional development
particularly, but not exclusively, for teachers in developing contexts. In an effort to build regional
knowledge bases, the review consciously foregrounds research from the African continent and is
supported to a lesser extent by a global literature source. The article uses the terms continuous
professional development (CPD) and PD to describe in-service teacher training and consistent on-
site coaching. The use of each term is guided by the terminology used in the articles referenced.

The value of PD for improving learning outcomes has been widely and consistently researched.
More recently, there is evidence of increased research on PD in developing contexts.2 The global
focus on quality, as encapsulated in Goal 4 of the Sustainable Development Goals, is echoed
strongly in this literature base. In a study of the value of teacher PD in Zimbabwe, Oyedele and
Chikwature (2016) found that teachers who had undergone some form of PD were more dynamic
and innovative in the classroom than those who had not undergone PD. They make the case that
poor performance may be linked to limited PD among teachers. Habler et al. (2015) reinforce this
view when they make the point that in developing contexts in particular, it is critical that teachers
move towards pedagogical approaches that encourage active participation by learners to improve
the quality of learning outcomes. They argue that quality is enhanced through improved teacher
practices and not necessarily by improving qualifications.

Shannon et al. (2015) make the point that, ideally, PD should be:

sustained over time rather than episodic, one shot experiences; [that] PD is focused on a specific curriculum
or set of explicit practices rather than general teaching; and PD includes the provision of job-embedded
supports, using systematic approaches that involve teachers’ implementation of practices in the classroom
and reflection, as well as providing specific feedback about practice implementation from a coach, mentor or
peers. (p. 291)

They argue that PD that meets these requirements has the potential to ‘achieve measurable change
in teacher practice and child related outcomes’ (Shannon et al. 2015, p. 291). Shannon et al. (2015)
show that PD that included on-site, job-embedded coaching alongside guided reflection with
explicit feedback was beneficial for enhancing classroom interaction, and literacy and mathematics
teaching. Hardman, Hardman, and Dachi, Elliot, Ihebuzor, Ntekim and Tibuhinda register similar
findings and say that ‘a move away from ad hoc provision [of PD] to a more systematic, longer-
term sustainable approach where the teacher is much more involved in his or her ongoing
professional development, working with other teachers, . . . will do much to enhance capacity’
(2015, p. 619).

Hassler et al. (2011) conducted a school-based PD programme aimed at improving the quality
of teaching and learning in three low-income schools in Zambia. The programme applied a
pioneering multimedia approach, supporting interactive mathematics and science teaching, and
using open media sourceswhere available. The programme ran weekly for one school year among
12 teachers with a key focus on encouraging interactive teaching that actively sought pupil
participation. Hassler et al. (2011) argue that CPD benefits from external expertise linked to
school-based activities and that a structured pedagogical approach assists teacher PD and learning.
They found that teachers in the intervention schools made space for more pupil-led talk and that
teachers improved their ability to build on the pupils’ prior knowledge. They argue that since CPD
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directs teachers to pay attention to what learners are actually doing, how they participate and so
learn, it is feasible that interactive learner participation will have a positive impact on learning
outcomes.

Increased learner activity as a ‘measure’ of learning is also affirmed by Westbrook, Durrani,
Brown et al. (2013). In a review of 54 studies conducted in schools in developing contexts, they
sought to identify which pedagogical practices, in which contexts and under what conditions,
most effectively support student learning in developing countries. They found, inter alia, that
student activity and interaction, the frequent and flexible use of learning materials beyond text-
books, and planning and varying lesson sequences were good indicators of learning.

Closer to home, Kempen and Steyn (2017) found PD to be instrumental in raising standards in
South African schools. The aim of their study was to establish the value of a CPD programme for
teachers’ learning, learner outcomes and whole school change in six special schools in South
Africa. The focus was on the adaptation of ‘Learn Not to Burn’, a fire safety programme, and
teacher and learner support materials for an inclusive classroom. Kempen and Steyn (2017) show
that a staff development model based on collaborative networking can bring about significant
gains in teachers’ professional capacity, learner outcomes and whole school improvement.
Although Heystek and Terhoven (2015) talk about the importance of teacher motivation,
acknowledgement and self-esteem as the goals of PD, their research found that these were
unintended positive outcomes of the programme. It is feasible that these positive outcomes may
be grounded in the sustained on-site support from people whom they trusted, unlike the teachers
in Bantwini’s (2012) study.

Lange (2014) makes the point that case studies of CPD often focus on teacher satisfaction with the
training and not as much on how training and coaching change teachers’ classroom practice, if at all.
Mulkeen (2010) confirms this point with a study of eight Anglophone African countries, which found
that there is limited research on the effects of CPD on actual teacher behaviour and learning outcomes.
Notwithstanding these caveats, Lange (2014) concludes that teachers who received direct in-service
training had significantly changed their classroom practice relative to those who had received training
through a cascade model and to those who had received no training at all.

Expressing a somewhat contrary view to the literature reviewed above, Akalu (2016) argues
that CPD is often presented as a panacea for improved student learning and frequently seeks to
blame and centralise teachers as a ‘problem’ in the teaching and learning environment. This
author goes on to suggest that CPD functions as a covert form of government surveillance of
teacher behaviour. Echoing a similar sentiment, Phillips et al. (2016) state that while student
assessment has been common practice for assessing student learning, a more recent undertone of
student assessment is to use this as a measure of teacher effectiveness.

A repeated refrain in the literature reviewed is the value of structured, sustained and on-site
CPD that includes some form of individual reflective practices and peer-based and collegial
dialogues, as a ‘catalysts for improved classroom practice’ (Habler et al. 2015, p. 808).

Finally, a core value of CPD is summed up by Hassler et al. (2011), who argue that:

effective professional development [focuses] teachers’ attention on what children are doing, understanding
and learning in classrooms. This includes developing awareness of how learning needs vary between
individuals, and of the consequent need for differentiation and scaffolding to support learners to go beyond
their current level of understanding. (p. 403)

In the main, CPD is consistently valued for its emphasis on situated learning, reflective practices
and the development of professional learning (PL) communities.

Conceptual platforms

PILO is conceptually founded on Elmore’s (2008) writings about the centrality of the instructional
core for large scale and sustainable education change. The change intervention at school level
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rested on two hypotheses. The first was that if teachers plan, track and reflect on curriculum
coverage and are supported by professional, collaborative and supportive conversations with
heads of departments and each other to identify and solve coverage problems, learning outcomes
will improve. The second related hypothesis was that if curriculum coverage improves and
learners are actively engaged in learning, then learning outcomes will improve. This hypothesis
finds additional strength in O’Sullivan’s argument that what happens in the classroom is a
‘common sense’ indicator of the quality of learning (2005, p. 305).

Elmore (2008) argues that there are three ways to improve student learning to scale. These are to raise
the level of the content being taught, to improve teachers’ skills and knowledge and to increase the level
of learners’ active learning.

Elmore (2008) makes the point that although teachers may be guided by the same curriculum,
they do not necessarily do similar things and that learners may be involved to varying degrees.

This article makes no conceptual distinctions between continuous professional development
(CPD), PD and PL. It uses the general consensus evident in the literature that CPD, PD and PL
refer to the in-service processes employed to enhance practice (Kennedy 2005, Heystek and
Terhoven 2015). Guskey (2003) cites at least 13 characteristics of effective PD and suggests that
these are to be found across the literature with varying degrees of emphasis.

King (2014) offers good insight into the challenges of evaluating PD programmes. She describes
Guskey’s (2002a) changes to Kirkpatrick’s 1959 model to include a fifth level of student learning
outcomes. Although Guskey (2002b) makes the point that student outcomes should be the core focus
of an evaluation model, he acknowledges that it is extremely difficult to show incontrovertible links
between the training and observed organisational or behavioural changes. In so doing, he notes the
limitations of evaluation models. Using these and other historical models together with a grounded
approach that rests on the data she was working with, King (2014) developed a comprehensivemodel for
evaluating PD aimed at accommodating complex and extensive data. Given that the data on which this
article is based are not as complex as those which King (2014) was working with and do not include
learner assessments, I do not use either King’s or Guskey’s (2002b) model. Instead, I find Guskey’s
(2002a) insights on PD and teacher behaviour of value. Guskey shows that, in themain, teachers want to
become better at what they do and that they ‘measure’ their competence as teachers through improved
learner outcomes; that teachers take a pragmatic approach to PD in that they want practical implemen-
table ideas that would make a difference to classroom practice; and that the sequence in which PD
activities occur is critical. Guskey (2002a) argues that practical classroom activities with visible effects on
learning are more likely to change teachers’ beliefs and attitudes towards the teaching and learning
environment than attempting to change beliefs first and then convincing teachers to change classroom
practice. In sum, Guskey’s model for teacher PD may be depicted as follows:

PD → change in teachers’ classroom practices → change in student learning → change in
teachers’ beliefs and attitude (2002a, p. 383).

Methodology

The data on which the article is founded were drawn from a survey that focused on the reflections
of teachers involved in the Jika iMfundo programme. The questionnaire was designed by the PILO
team and administered by the Jika iMfundo trainers and comprised both open- and closed-ended
questions. The closed-ended data focused on the background details of the respondents (indivi-
dual and school name, years of service, professional position, subject speciality), while the open-
ended questions focused on their experiences with respect to the PD intervention.

The questionnaire was handed out in the course of 45 training workshops attended by teachers
from 1200 schools. The questionnaires were administered by on-site trainers who were not
involved in the drafting or the design of the instrument. Participants were told that their
participation was optional and were afforded 30 min in which to complete the questionnaire.
No explanation of the questions was given, and participants were asked to follow the instructions
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on the questionnaire as best they could. This ‘hands off’ approach was used to preserve the
integrity of the survey given the large number of trainers across the workshops. In total, of the
2516 surveys handed out 2000 were collected, giving a response rate of 79%. Those who attended
the workshops had been delegated by their schools to attend. Therefore, there was no selection of
participants by the PILO team or the researcher.

The data were collected in May and June of 2016, 15 months after the rollout of the
programme. This period allowed teachers time to implement the training and reflect on their
practices. The questionnaire sought to encourage teachers and school management teams (SMTs)
to reflect on what had changed in their professional practice, the extent to which curriculum
coverage had improved (if at all), and their challenges and successes.

Respondents were asked to describe what they did differently, whether learning outcomes had
improved and how could they ‘measure’ this, what evidence, if any, of improved curriculum coverage
they could identify, and how, if at all, the functioning of their department had changed. These open-
ended questions comprised the themes in terms of which the data were analysed (Feza 2015).

No quantitative data was collected. The number of responses from each district was counted
and Figures 1 and 2 show the distribution of responses from the two districts across grades and
levels of educators. In addressing levels 1 and 2 of Kirkpatrick’s pyramid for evaluating training,
positive, negative, neutral and non-responses across the two districts are presented in Figures 3–7.

As in the study conducted in Tanzania by Hardman et al. (2015), this article does not provide data on
actual learner outcomes since no pre- and post-testing was done to measure this. The observations of
teachers with respect to changed learner behaviour are cited as proxy signals of probable learner
outcomes.

Data distribution

Figures 1 and 2 indicate the distribution of respondents across grades taught in each district.
Figures 1 and 2 show that the small difference in the number of respondents between the two

districts (60) and the similarity of the distribution of respondents across grades suggests that the data
were fairly evenly distributed across both districts and that no one district is disproportionally
represented in the sample of respondents.
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Ethical issues

The article uses the real names of respondents and the schools where they work. Permission to do
so was obtained from the respondents quoted and from the relevant manager at these schools. The
decision to request permission to use real names was made in the course of writing the article.
Respondents had been asked to write their real names and the names of their schools on the
questionnaire, if they were comfortable doing so. If not, they could leave this blank. An over-
whelming majority had filled in their personal and school names. While this indicated that
respondents were willing to let the trainers know who they were, it did not imply permission to
use their names in a public space. As I wrote the article using pseudonyms, I realised, given the
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size of the sample and the fact that I did not know all the teachers in any given school, that I
might inadvertently use the name of a real teacher in the school and so incorrectly ascribe a
statement to a ‘real’ teacher. Each teacher who was quoted in the article was therefore approached
for permission to use their name. All those who had been approached had signed consent forms
allowing me to use their names in the article. The principal was also requested to grant permission
to use the real name of the school. In sum, pseudonyms were avoided given the possibility that the
real names of other teachers in the same school or district could inadvertently be chosen. In
addition, the use of real names arguably encourages ownership of the views expressed and
enhances respondents’ sense of partnership and belonging to the Jika iMfundo project.3

It is feasible that since the trainers were involved in handing out and collecting the ques-
tionnaires, respondents might have felt some pressure to respond positively to the survey.
However, this potential skewing of the data is mitigated by the size of the sample and the
consistency of findings across the sample (Bowling 2005, De Vaus 2014). The fact that the data
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were analysed by an independent researcher4 not involved in the design or implementation of the
programme, arguably lends reliability to the analysis notwithstanding the recognition of unavoid-
able researcher bias. In the main, the exact words used by the respondents are quoted, except
when meaning becomes obscured. In such instances, minor grammatical changes are affected in
order to clarify meaning.

Validity

The use of mutually supportive quantitative and qualitative data and the extensive number of
responses received and analysed facilitates triangulation and enhances the trustworthiness of the
data (Hammersley 2007).
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Findings

In discussing the findings of the survey, I turn first to levels 1 and 2 of Kirkpatrick’s pyramid for
evaluating training aimed at identifying positive and negative feelings among participants. I follow
this with a discussion of what teachers do differently in the classroom, their observations of what
the learners do differently, as well as how collegial support has changed,5 as indicators of level 3
achievements in Kirkpatrick’s pyramid.

Positive and negative feelings

Using Kirkpatrick’s pyramid, the graphs in Figures 3 and 4 below indicate that school manage-
ment teams (SMTs) in both districts felt strongly positive about the training.

Figure 3 shows that SMTs in the uThungulu district felt strongly that the functioning of their
departments and the teaching had improved. Still positive, but slightly less strongly, they also felt
that curriculum coverage and learning outcomes had improved. Given the absence of standardised
learner assessments, it is not possible to say unequivocally that learning outcomes had improved.
However, as will be discussed later, other proxy indicators of learning outcomes, for example
teacher observations of students displaying more interest in writing exercises, point towards
improved learner outcomes.

Although SMTs in both districts reported positively with respect to behavioural changes in the
school, there is slightly stronger evidence of negative responses in the Pinetown district. Only 50%
of SMTs in the Pinetown district felt that learning outcomes had improved and approximately
45% felt negatively with respect to changed behaviour among colleagues in the department. While
there is no unequivocal explanation for this in the data collected, it is feasible that given that the
Pinetown district is significantly more urban, comprising more well-resourced quintile 5 schools,
managers were likely to expect more visible changes in teaching practice. Put differently, the
baseline of expectations among the managers in the Pinetown district could have been higher than
those of managers in the uThungulu district which is largely rural.6

The graph in Figure 5 shows a similar pattern for teachers to that of SMT members in
uThungulu district.

When comparing Figures 3 and 5, it is evident that SMTs felt more strongly than teachers that
teaching and the functioning of the department had improved. This is consistent with the findings
that more teachers (17%) than SMTs (11%) felt that learning outcomes had not improved. On the
whole, however, both teachers and SMTs were strongly positive about the value of the training
programme and that it had indeed brought about behavioural changes in the school.

Figure 6 shows the responses of teachers in the Pinetown district.
In comparing Figures 4 and 6 it is evident that SMTs (Figure 4) and teachers (Figure 6) did not

feel strongly confident of an improvement in learning outcomes. Teachers were noticeably less
convinced than SMTs that the project had brought notable changes to the functioning of the
department.

Finally, Figure 7 below shows that on the whole teachers and SMT members from both districts
were strongly convinced that the project had brought positive behavioural changes among teachers.

In the discussion that follows, I am guided by level 3 of Kirkpatrick’s pyramid to evaluate the
training programmes and to hone in on qualitative responses on how the training has changed the
behaviour of teachers and learners.

Teachers doing differently

LTSM
In the main, teacher behaviour changed with respect to the use of the LTSM, thereby enhancing
their understanding and implementation of the CAPS. This meant they were also able to cover the
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curriculum in the required time frames and they felt confident about using more classroom
activities and teacher aids.

Masingo, a teacher from Eqinisweni Primary School, said that she can now ‘use big books
frequently. I can use the reading book without having problems. I can now do assessments weekly
as planned and record it continuously’. Masondo, from Zamokuhle Primary School and a teacher
for 34 years, confirmed this experience, saying ‘Yes, learners get to use the DBE workbooks,
whereas before you wouldn’t use them. They [the LTSM] are very helpful in learning evidence and
for progress of learners’. Mthembu, a teacher for 18 years from Faith Mlamba Primary School said
that she too now ‘uses the DBE workbooks, posters, learning books. They also give us guidelines
on how to deal with learners’. All three teachers believed that the increased use of the LTSM had
improved teaching and learning. Many also felt the LTSM to be user-friendly and accessible.

Using the curriculum trackers
There was also a strong view that the increased use of the LTSM together with the curriculum
trackers provided by Jika iMfundo had improved curriculum coverage. Mbatha, a Grade 5 teacher
of 14 years and an SMT member said, ‘Curriculum coverage has improved since Jika iMfundo
began because tracker guides educators’ to page numbers to get relevant activities to be done by
the learners’. This view was echoed by Molefe, a teacher for 23 years and an SMT member from
Matshana Primary School, ‘curriculum implementation improved since [Jika iMfundo]. The
evidence is with the tracker and learners’ book show that the educators cover the curriculum
even if it’s not 100% but closely’. Hadebe, an SMT member and teacher for 17 years, also said that
curriculum implementation had improved:

as educators are assisted by trackers which act as their pace setters. This has a major impact as they all know
that at the end of the week or term they need to reach a certain target, so everyone works very hard to cover
work.

Singh pointed to the structure provided by the use of the trackers and Mgobhozi said that the
tracker helped her ‘work according to the time allocation’. Mdadane, a teacher for 20 years, said
that ‘with the tracker you know exactly what to do, when to do it, where to find information
(pages) about the topic and the resources needed for that activity’ and Ngongoma, an SMT
member from Ethekwini Primary School, felt that the trackers were user-friendly documents that
exactly supported CAPS.

Heads of departments also felt that Jika iMfundo had helped teachers to follow and implement
CAPS.

I have seen some changes in teaching. There is more effort shown by teachers. CAPS activities have been
made simpler by following the tracker I have seen some changes in teaching. There is more effort shown by
teachers. CAPS activities have been made simpler by following the tracker. (Mncube, Ngqamzana Primary
School, 20 years’ experience)

It is evident from the above that despite teachers’ and SMTs’ significant experience, often more
than two decades, they found benefit from the programme. Their positive experiences point to a
valuable shift in the way in which they work and what happens during their school day.

Lesson planning
Linked to the use of the trackers was the confidence teachers and SMTs felt, as the project
provided them with draft lesson plans and they knew what to do when they came to school each
day. The time-consuming task of planning every lesson was also removed, although teachers were
encouraged to adjust the plans to suit their learners.

Njoko, from Ongoye High School, and a teacher for 27 years said ‘Yes, the educator knows
exactly what to teach on a day-to-day basis. Jika iMfundo also gives you the page on the book to
find the activity. So it makes planning for educator easy’. Radebe, one of the principals in the
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group felt that ‘Jika iMfundo simplified planning and assessment for teachers. It unpacked CAPS
document and even helps in lesson and assessment planning and design’ and Mgabhi, an SMT
member from Sekusile Primary School agreed: ‘Yes, planning is proper per week. Assessment is
clear on what needs to be done. We have been given the resources from lesson plan documents’.
Sithebe, from Umthala Primary School, felt that the structured planning also helped with assess-
ment, ‘all work is well planned for the teacher for each week even if it’s time for assessing it is
shown and some of the activities are given for the teacher to assess her learners’.

In keeping with the findings of Hassler et al. (2011), the teachers identify the structured
approach of the programme as being valuable as this allowed them to know exactly what was
to be done and how to do it. The teachers’ positive experiences also show resonance with Shannon
et al. (2015) who argue that job-embedded supports, in this instance the lesson plans and trackers,
that are systematic and consistent go a long way to improving teacher practices.

Collegial support
Teacher and SMT behaviour changed in two other significant ways. Firstly, many indicated that
they enjoyed greater collegial support and that this had had a positive impact on their work as
professionals. It was important too that they felt less isolated as they were no longer working in
‘silos’.

Yes, since we are able to discuss some hindrances during one on one than in the past when you would jot
down any form of communication. We used to work in silos Yes, since we are able to discuss some
hindrances during one on one than in the past when you would jot down any form of communication. We
used to work in silos. (Majozi, an SMT member from Qhubandaba Primary School)

Yes, teachers are now working as teams. They plan together in grades in helping each other with the lesson
delivering, work to be given to learners as well. We’ve been holding workshops as a phase to assist on
another in teaching methodology and in dealing with slow learners Yes, teachers are now working as teams.
They plan together in grades in helping each other with the lesson delivering, work to be given to learners as
well. We’ve been holding workshops as a phase to assist on another in teaching methodology and in dealing
with slow learners. (Dube, an SMT member at Siyakhanyisa Primary School and a teacher for 25 years)

Yes, we have meetings where we sit together and share information. Support each other, discuss problems
and come up with solutions. (Khanyile, a teacher for 30 years and an SMT member at Daluxolo Primary
School)

The quotes above suggest that being able to work together as part of a team, being able to consult
each other, seeking help to resolve problems and plan together were welcome changes which they
causally linked to the Jika iMfundo project. They also felt that it was acceptable to speak about the
challenges they were experiencing. There is a remarkable sense of relief in the tone of their words,
suggesting that their sense of isolation and uncertainty was being mediated. These findings affirm
Kempen and Steyn’s (2017) view that collaborative and supportive structures in which teachers
can look to each other for guidance and support is an important element of successful PD. Their
pride in discovering a burgeoning sense of their own agency through problem-solving is also
evident.

Secondly, teachers and SMT members felt that working in teams encouraged both self-reflec-
tion and group reflection and that using the tracker not only encouraged them to reflect on their
practices, but also made it easier for them to be reflective. SMT members in particular noted that
reflections built confidence and they were able to seek and offer suggestions from each other. The
benefits of regular coaching sessions held over the course of the programme and the school-based
department meetings that were included in the curriculum trackers offered opportunity for what
Shannon et al. refer to as ‘guided reflection and explicit feedback’ (2015, p. 291). Teachers and
managers in the Jika iMfundo programme used the opportunities to reflect, problem solve,
support each other and build self-confidence.
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In the final analysis, it was evident that the availability of prepared lesson plans that met the
CAPS requirements, as well as appropriate LTSMs and assessments, being able to work as teams,
and the use of the trackers to ensure curriculum coverage, meant that teachers felt their profes-
sional practices had improved significantly.

However, they noted concerns that keeping up with the pace of the team and using the curriculum
trackers meant that sometimes slower learners who needed more support and guidance were left
behind; for some learners the pace of curriculum coverage was too fast and that there was too much
work to cover. It is worth noting that Valiandes and Neophytou’s (2018) insights into PD for mixed
ability classrooms may contribute towards alleviating teachers’ concerns about leaving some learners
behind. Alongside this was the recognition that teachers’ and SMT members’ administrative duties
and the increased paperwork generated by the use of the trackers was frustrating. It is worth noting
too that some teachers expressed frustration at the continuous changes they had experienced in the
profession and that Jika iMfundo was yet another change they had to cope with.

Learners doing differently

The section that follows centres on teacher and SMT observations of what learners did differently. In
the main, teachers felt that the trackers encouraged the use of more and differentiated classroom
activities in keeping with learner needs (Lushaba, a teacher for 33 years from Phumuzuzulu Primary
School). Teachers also said that the increased activities meant that they were using more teaching aids
like poster, charts and readers. And that these helped learners to remember what they were taught.

Generally, teachers observed that learners did more writing, that the pace of writing had
improved, that they talked and listened more, their reading had improved, they finished in the
allocated time and that they displayed more interest in the work they were doing since they began
using the Jika iMfundo training programme. Although teachers felt that these observations
pointed to improved learning outcomes, the data provided are not conclusive in this regard.

Learners able to read and write their own sentences, even though there are those that are having difficulties
Learners able to read and write their own sentences, even though there are those that are having difficulties.
(Mbatha, Sibonise Primary School)

Learners are able to write paragraphs in languages and also Math has been done in a way that learners are
able to grasp concepts and at the end they have better knowledge in all the aspects expected form them
Learners are able to write paragraphs in languages and also Math has been done in a way that learners are
able to grasp concepts and at the end they have better knowledge in all the aspects expected form them.
(Khumalo, Maqadini Primary School)

Yes, learning outcomes have been positive for both the learner and teacher. Learners are now reading and
writing well in both English FAL [First Additional Language] and IsiZulu. Teacher, learner communication has
also improved due to the regular listening and speaking lessons. (Mkhwanazi, Imbaliyamazulu Primary School)

On the whole, teachers felt there was noticeable improvement in learner behaviour, that they were
definitely more interested in the work they were doing and participation levels among learners
had improved. Particularly gratifying was the observation that learners were reading more and
better, and that teachers had seen a noticeable improvement in learner confidence. In keeping
with the findings of Westbrook et al. (2013) and of Hassler et al. (2011), the teachers in this study
refer to improved learner activity as invaluable measures of learning.

Conclusion

Two resonating findings in this study show potential value for PD, arguably in both developed
and developing contexts. The first is the importance of learner activity. Habler et al. (2015) make
the point that in developing contexts in particular, what teachers actually do in the classroom and
the extent to which they facilitate learner activity has more positive impact on education quality
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than teacher qualification. In the absence of formal assessments of learners, teachers were
confident that the visible and positive improvements in learner activity were gratifying and
could be linked to the PD programme. The PILO recognised that despite a common core
curriculum, teachers’ classroom practices were different. Initiating and structuring core common
learner activities gave practical expression to the tried and tested belief on the importance of
learner-centred teaching and learning. Using Elmore’s (2008) argument that increased learner
activity is a marker for improved learning outcomes, a case could be made for improved learning
outcomes and that common and consistent teacher activity is one way of improving these
outcomes.

The second is that despite Kennedy’s (2005) caution about the limitations of PD training
models that teachers are generally passive and that the high degree of central control is a
negative aspect of these models, this study shows otherwise. Teachers and managers in Jika
iMfundo welcomed the structured guidance. They liked knowing exactly what was to be done,
how and when to do it. The structured guidance in the form of the lesson plans and
curriculum trackers, and the built-in opportunities for reflection and team work, seemed to
create the space for them to be more positively engaged in teaching and learning than they had
been previously. They found that could problem solve in teams and they were able to support
each other in tangible ways, suggesting that they were not passive recipients of a curriculum
implementation plan. Given the extensive curriculum changes in South Africa in less than
20 years, driven by ideological and, in teachers’ views, esoteric goals,7 teachers in this study
welcomed the practical support from the Jika iMfundo project. Specifically, and in resonance
with Shannon et al. (2015), the curriculum specific, as opposed to generalised pedagogical
support, was embraced. Even experienced teachers welcomed the support and found relief in
the certainty of knowing what to do as they began each school day. It is feasible that in other
developing countries where there is much pressure to improve learning outcomes, similar
structured approaches to PD may be valuable.

Rural schools in particular may find enormous value in the findings of this study. The International
Labour Organisation (ILO) report on rural teachers in Africa points to the generally low formal
qualifications of teachers, the persistence of a deficit model of understanding teaching and learning in
these communities, of poor quality education and the predominance of primary schools as the most
common form of education provided by the government. It is feasible that a programme modelled on
the Jika iMfundo approach of on-site, sustained PD, with structured classroom activity supported by
accessible LTSM, may have enormous value for teachers and learners in these contexts. The ILO
report on rural education recognises the importance of local recruitment and that some of these
teachers may not be highly qualified or formally qualified at all. In these situations, on-site PD would
have enormous benefit for teacher practice and confidence and arguable for learner outcomes. While
it is not my intention to discount the importance of teaching qualifications, I take the view expressed
in Habler et al. (2015) that quality is enhanced through improved teacher practices and not necessarily
through higher qualifications. Equally, it is not my intention to suggest that urban schools are not
likely to benefit from similar PD programmes and Figure 7 attests to the value of the programme
across rural and urban districts. In the main, I take to heart the focus on improving education quality
as expressed in Goal 4 of the Sustainable Development Goals and suggest that this study takes a step in
this direction.

Finally, the key finding that teachers welcomed a structured, sustained and on-site PD
programme, with prescribed curriculum and clear learning outcomes may be of particular
significance for developing contexts globally and has resonance with Guskey’s (2002a) point
that teachers want practical doable suggestions as to how they may positively change what
happens in the classroom.
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Notes

1. The questionnaire did not include identification of quintile ranking.
2. See special issue of Professional Development in Education, 41(4).
3. All publications arising from the project will be shared with the participants in each district.
4. I was not involved in the project and was requested to analyse the data and write the article as an

independent researcher.
5. These themes are analogous with the open-ended questions in the questionnaire.
6. It should be noted that the data collected did not indicate the quintile ranking of the school. However, the

Pinetown district, which is mainly urban, arguably comprised a larger number of better resourced schools
(quintiles 3–5) than those in the mainly rural district of uThungulu which likely include more quintile 1 and
2 schools. See DBE, The South African Rural Educator Report, 2011.

7. See Molapo and Pillay (2018).
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