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It never used to be this way.
Failure was bad and comfort was good.
We saw it at home.
We learnt it in school.
We also learnt to compete.
We made our beds and lay in them comfortably, 
planning traditional competitive plans that simply had to succeed.  
They had to. 
Otherwise why bother? 
What would be the point?

But that was then.
Now the world is a different place. 
Now there are fewer and fewer comfortable spaces for thinking, 
for planning, for children to curl up and sleep.
The schools that used to teach these children to compete 
and succeed are themselves cracking and failing under 
the strain of teaching so many with so little to go around.

“We can’t solve problems by using the same kind of thinking 
we used when we created them,” said Einstein.
He was a clever guy, that Einstein.
He also said, “Anyone who has never made 
a mistake has never tried anything new.”
Clearly, he didn’t always succeed.
And yet, somehow, we still try.

And we try and try and try.
The attempts are everywhere, the innovations rise 
rapidly like bubbles to the surface of a lake.
Bubbles of new technology, funding, delivery and support.
Private bubbles, public bubbles, social bubbles that jostle for space 
and burst one another in their attempts to scale up and get to the top.
So the trying isn’t helping much.
The spending isn’t helping much either. 

South Africa spends R235 billion 
of a R1.06 trillion budget on education.
Another R3.2 million of CSI money is spent on it too. 
But still, the country’s education system is ranked 140th out of 144.
Maybe the problem isn’t how much we’re trying, 
spending and thinking. 
Maybe the problem is how.

E D I T O R ’ S  N O T E

I S S U E  0 32

Fa
ilu

re
 is

 g
oo

d 
D

is
co

m
fo

rt
 is

 g
oo

d
Co

m
pe

tit
io

n 
is

 b
ad

Social innovation conundrums.
Walking between 
the lines.

By Justine Joseph 
and 

François Bonnici

Failure is good
In fact, it’s not failure.
Failure is a successful step taken towards ultimate, overall success.
It’s a sign that you’ve tried something new and learnt that it sucks. 
Recognise it, accept it, even celebrate it for what it is.
So says David Harrison of the DG Murray Trust.
But he also knows it’s “hard to fail, if you’re a funded project”.
The need to succeed for your funders means tried-and-tested 
often trumps an experimental approach.
Best practice often pips risky business to the post.
That’s why we’re still trying to fix problems with 
the problematic thinking that created them. 
And that’s why we’re failing anyway.

Discomfort is good
Collaboration is uncomfortable. Competition is not.
Competition comes naturally. Collaboration does not.
Our entire system of capitalism and western democracy 
is powered by competition and rugged individualism.
So is our evolutionary biology.
That’s part of the problem.
The fittest compete and win.
The less fit collaborate and commiserate when they don’t.
Or so we think.
That’s why it’s so much easier not to collaborate. 
Collaborating calls for sacrificing and working in a discomfort zone.
“This can be frustrating and uncomfortable,” 
says Joy Olivier of Ikamva Youth.
“But that is where innovation happens.” 

Competition is bad
Every sector thinks theirs is the most impactful.
Every innovator thinks their social solution is the best.
They may even think that other solutions are worthless, 
or less worthy of the funding they’re all competing for in the field. 
Meanwhile, that funding is running dry and the crisis is spreading 
in darker, bigger circles every day. 
When there is less available, surely more competitors 
grabbing for it does not make sense. 
Surely no sector is most impactful.
No single solution is best.
The best solution is only a combination that works.
Even if it takes more collaboration, discomfort 
and failure to get there in the end.
Which it probably will.
But that’s the point.
So public, private, social and citizen sectors need to start working 
together, in the discomfort zone.
Collaborating, risking, failing and succeeding, together.
In the discomfort zone.
This is where the innovation happens.
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Despite significant government spend, 
the education system in South Africa 
is failing our learners. Results are 
significantly weaker than those of 
learners in our poorer Sub-Saharan 
neighbour, Zimbabwe, which seems 
baffling on the surface. But let’s try  
to make some sense of it. Let’s examine 
the trending areas of challenge and  
the potential changes that face 
developing countries… and parts  
of some developed ones too.

By Emma van der Vliet and Justine Joseph

                    espite high hopes for a “brave new world”  
                       of education in post-apartheid South 
                       Africa, our educational standards have 
                      deteriorated significantly. There are many  
                   complex and inter-related reasons for this 
decline. But the result is a sense of despondency and 
a lack of motivation among learners and educators alike. 

Of all problems raised during interviews and in research 
papers, the poor quality of teaching, compounded by a lack 
of leadership in schools, is consistently cited as the most 
critical. That said, issues of poverty and lack of equity in 
education are major barriers to achieving better education 
quality and must be addressed nationally. But these 
conditions do not necessarily “cause” poor teaching.

If we are to address the issue constructively, rather than 
sink further into collective despair, we have to prioritise 
the most critical problems and potential spaces for change. 
This in turn will help identify educational innovations that 
meet real needs and have real impact.  
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1. Early Childhood 
   Development (ECD) 
This is a hot topic in the education sector.  
The World Health Organization defines 
early childhood as “the period from prenatal 
development to eight years of age,” saying that 
ECD, which includes “health, physical, social or 
emotional and language or cognitive domains,” 
can lay the foundation for a child’s future life.

According to the National Development Plan 
(NDP) 2030, developed by the National  
Planning Commission – a South African 
government initiative for developing a  
strategic, long-term vision and plan for the 
country – ECD has diverse benefits, such as: 

•  Better school enrolment, retention 
   and academic performance
•  Higher rates of high school completion
•  Lower levels of antisocial behaviour
•  Higher earnings
•  Better adult health

The problem is, children in lower-income 
communities have little to no ECD input. Money 
is tight, good nutrition is scarce, healthcare is 
lacking and parents are absent or working long 
hours. This means many children start school 
with up to a three-year developmental delay  
in terms of motor skills, language and more. 

Health issues are also vital to ECD – as well as 
nutrition, which includes deworming. The NDP 
says that stunting affects almost one in five South 
African children, while around 10% of them are 
underweight. Micronutrient deficiency is also 
noted as a significant problem. “About a third 
of very young children do not get enough food 
and nutrition, affecting their growth, health, 
cognitive development and full participation 
in society,” says the Plan.

Possible ECD innovation spaces

To begin with, the NPD suggests “broaden[ing] 
the definition of early childhood development, 
taking into account all the development needs of 
a child, [and using] the expanded definition as 
the basis for all strategies.” 

Further intervention suggestions include:
•   Encouraging innovation in the way  

ECD services are delivered. Home and 
community-based interventions should  
be piloted in selected districts, using  
financing and collaboration with foreign 
donors and private sector funders 

•   Investing in training ECD practitioners,  
by upgrading their qualifications and 
developing clear career paths

•   Strengthening coordination between 
departments, as well as the private and  
non-profit sectors. Focus should be on  
routine day-to-day coordination between 
units of departments that do similar work… 
rather than waiting for coordination at a 
management or director level

•   Providing government support for training, 
resource and other intermediary agencies, so 
they can support community-based programmes

2. Good schools in 
    bad neighbourhoods
Waiting for Superman, a 2010 documentary on 
the American education system, suggests that, 
contrary to experts’ longstanding tendency to 
blame failing schools on failing neighbourhoods, 
they are “now starting to believe the opposite: 
that the problems of failing neighbourhoods 
might be blamed on failing schools”. 

This is supported by a report by the Social Policy 
Research Group at Stellenbosch University, which 
found that the “low quality of tuition offered 
in schools in poor communities can entrench 
exclusion and marginalisation,” miring people  
in a “poverty trap”.

Conversely, there are pockets of excellence 
and school successes in the most unpromising 
places, frequently lead by dedicated and 
enterprising principals who defy the odds. 
Journalist and filmmaker Molly Blank explored 
this phenomenon in Schools that Work, a series 
of short films about schools around South 
Africa that serve disadvantaged, low-resource 
communities but achieve academic success – 
such as a 90 to 100% matric pass rate, when 
the national average is 73% and many similarly 
disadvantaged schools get only 40%. 

“I picked up the camera to show schools that are 
shifting the paradigm,” said Blank in a talk at 
TEDxJohannesburg in September 2013. “When 
I started this project I had a list of factors in mind: 
good teaching, continuous assessment, extra 
classes, community engagement.”

Blank acknowledges that these elements are 
found at all good schools, but a principal in 
Soweto told her, “there is no recipe for sucess. 
Sometimes it’s simple: good leaders who hold 
teachers accountable. And sometimes what’s 
revolutionary is obvious. One principal told 
me her school works because students are in 
class on time, teachers are in class on time and 
they teach. The question we should be asking 
ourselves is, ‘Why this isn’t the norm?’”

Another good-school factor noted by Blank is 
that often the principal teaches a class, meaning 
he or she is actively plugged into what happens 
in the classroom. One of those interviewed also 

“uses his students’ good results to show other 
teachers that there is hope.”

Hope is clearly important in neighbourhoods 
where hopelessness reigns. But the same can 
be said for whole countries. There are numerous 
poor countries where the quality of education is 
a great deal better than anyone would expect 
(see Zimbabwe sidebar, page 7). 

But, sadly, in South Africa, the converse applies. 
Despite the country’s relative wealth, it received 
the lowest scores out of 46 countries, including 
six African countries, in the 2002 Trends in 
International Mathematics and Science Study 
(TIMSS) tests. More recently, in the Progress 
in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS 
2006) at primary school level, South Africa 
came out last of 40 countries. 

This is like finding a bad school in a relatively 
good neighbourhood – just on a larger 
and more worrying scale.

3. School leadership
When we asked Cameron Dugmore, former MEC 
for Education in the Western Cape, what he felt 
was the most critical problem in education, he 
answered unequivocally that it was a lack of 
leadership and management skills in schools, and 
pointed to a recent national independent study in 
the UK, which came to the same conclusion. 

It starts with the principal and how he or she 
leads the school, not just in terms of management 
and administration, but also in terms of teaching, 
learning and the curriculum.

“All the principals I met know what they’re lacking, 
but they say they do the best with what they 
have,” said Blank at TEDxJohannesburg. “This 
is what makes these schools work. Despite 
overwhelming challenges, these leaders are 
pushing forward. Some do it by empowering 
teachers to be agents of change in the school. 
Others create environments of love and discipline 
to make schools feel like home.”

Motivating this kind of leadership is imperative. 
But a maverick ethos or leader is not a 
sustainable solution for a school. There 
has to be a whole-school, or even a whole-
community approach.
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4. Teacher training, 
    knowledge and  
    confidence
Every person we interviewed noted that many 
South African teachers feel overwhelmed by 
the crisis in education and by a sense 
of hopelessness. 

Sam Christie, director of South African Innovative 
Learning Intervention (SAILI), an organisation 
that links academically talented students with 
well-functioning, low-fee state schools, claimed 
that the most critical problem in local education 
is the entrenched expectation of failure among 
educators and learners alike; the sense our 
education system is “broken” beyond repair.  

Similarly, in a stinging statement on the state 
of education in our schools in 2012, Jonathan 
Jansen, the rector and vice chancellor of the 
University of the Free State reported that  

“[u]niversity lecturers will tell you that, in their 
experience, students over the years have gotten 
weaker even as the matriculation results on 
the outside get stronger”. 

Just a few weeks later, Mamphela Ramphele 
was quoted in the Cape Argus as saying that 
South African “schooling today [is] worse off 
than the ‘gutter education’ the youth of 1976 
gave their lives to overthrow”. But it’s not 
only the learners who are behind. Dr Martin 
Prew, director of the Centre for Education 
Policy Development, asserts that the “appalling 
performance of learners is more understandable 
when compared with research… into teacher 
knowledge tests”.

Dr Prew refers to tests undertaken by the 
Integrated Education Programme and published 
by JET Education Services in 2007. Of 154 
teachers assessed on grade-six level Maths tasks, 
96% failed to get the 50% pass mark, and 
the mean across all 154 teachers was a mere 
26%. Similarly, JET’s 2011 National School 
Effectiveness Study (NSES) report shows that 
teachers are ill-equipped to teach Maths, 
even at primary school level. 

When five simple grade-six Maths tasks were 
given to the Maths teachersin the sample, the 
results (though not conclusive) pointed to a 
worryingly poor level: two thirds of teachers 
could only answer three of the questions; 
only 12% could answer all five. 

Since teachers were themselves unable to cope 
with the more difficult tasks, it’s unsurprising that 

“the overwhelming majority of South African 
teachers of Mathematics avoid topics which are 
in any way challenging,” says the report, thus 
broadening gaps in learner knowledge. 
Insecurity also limits the ways in which 
teachers teach. Those without a strong content 
understanding are less likely to welcome 
challenging questions from learners that risk 
exposing their own ignorance. Such teachers 
are more likely to favour unquestioning rote-
learning and traditional, non-interactive 

“chalk and talk” techniques.

Clearly there is a need for better training and 
subject knowledge. But there is also a need for 
more teachers. The National Development Plan 

(NDP) states that one of the main objectives 
is to reduce class sizes, which impact learner 
performance. “Small classes allow teachers  
to give more attention to individual learners,” 
says the Plan. “In South Africa, for every  
teacher there are 33 learners, compared to 
Botswana where the ratio is 1:22, one of the 
lowest in the world.”

That said, it’s not enough to simply train more 
teachers or for existing teachers to gain higher 
qualifications. According to the NDP, teachers 
certified as qualified have gone from 54% 
in 1990 to 94%, but outcomes are still poor. 
Therefore, “South Africa needs to improve the 
quality of teacher training, and recruit higher-
calibre candidates”. 

5. Parental and 
    community 
    engagement
Parental engagement is a related educational 
problem that needs attention. It’s a big 
intervention gap because parents aren’t  
getting involved in appraising, commenting 
on and therefore transforming their children’s 
school experiences.

This is probably because many parents in  
South Africa don’t see themselves as customers 
of a service provided by the government and 
the Department of Basic Education. 

Perhaps it’s still the apartheid legacy and a 
perceived power imbalance, but they won’t 
go into schools and complain. Many of these 
parents don’t have much education themselves 
and so don’t know how to evaluate what or how 
their children are taught.

“Performance generally improves where parents 
are involved and accountable in the schools,” 
says the NDP, but also adds that, “[m]any  
school governing bodies are hampered by 
parents’ lack of expertise and social status 
relative to school staff.” 

So schools should be accountable to parents, 
and parents should be accountable for the 
behaviour, attitude, attendance and work ethic 
of their children. But there are social issues that 
get in the way – single parenting, community 
unrest, lack of transport, or lack of money for 

transport to get to the school and engage.  
These and other psychosocial problems  
affect parents and learners alike, leading to  
low self-esteem and little hope for the future.

“It is difficult to get students to believe in  
themselves when they haven’t had the  
opportunity to do so before,” Phadiela  
Cooper, principal of the Centre of Science  
and Technology school in Khayelitsha told  
Molly Blank, who wrote for the Mail &  
Guardian. “A lack of self-confidence is not 
surprising if you are raised in a place where  
there is little hope and opportunity, which is  
also why it takes extraordinary men and  
women, such as the principals and teachers  
I met, to support young people.”

One such example is Nelson Ma’Afrika, who 
leaves his school, Masiphumelele High, open  
all weekend and until 8pm on weekdays, “so  
that the pupils, who live in this congested  
Cape Town township have a safe, quiet place  
to study.” The engagement spreads even further  
with community members providing security  
and watching over the school, says Blank.

The result? The school’s matric results have 
increased from 28% to 85% in seven years. 
It makes sense that the NDP recommends 

“[developing] a strong sense of community 
ownership, encouraging community to assist 
in school nutrition, vegetable gardens and 
preventing theft and vandalism.”

The teacher challenge cannot be addressed 
simply. According to the NDP, the solution 
could include:
•   Employing more teachers. The Department of 

Basic Education estimates that to achieve the 
same ratio as Botswana, the public sector has 
to employ 160 000 more teachers

•   Attracting and retaining teachers, for  
instance through bursaries for further study 
and a pay structure that encourages them  
to remain in the profession

•   Recognising teachers for their efforts. Teaching 
should be a highly valued profession

•   Strengthening content knowledge, particularly 
in the subjects of Maths and Science. Attention 

should be given to the continuing  
development of teachers and the  
promotion of professional standards 

•   Recruiting foreign teachers, as a short-  
to medium-term measure, and offering  
work permits to foreign teacher graduates  
at SA universities

•  Exposing teachers to technology 
•   Exploring innovative approaches  

to attracting and preparing teachers,  
such as professionals from other areas  
entering teaching (second-career 
professionals), on-the-job training,  
and fast-track entry systems for  
experienced professionals

6.  The importance  
of writing in class

The 2012 NEEDU report by the independent 
National Education Evaluation and Development 
Unit stresses the educational importance of 
writing, and states that “in language and the 
content subjects, learners should write at least 
four times a week.”

This would add up to around two pages 
per week for Grade 1 learners, increasing 
to four or so pages a week in Grade 3. But 

– perhaps due to overworked teachers and the 
ease of multiple-choice testing – these page 
counts are not being met.

The NEEDU report revealed that “far too little 
writing is done in many classes in the sample… 

7I S S U E  0 3
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Unicef estimates that in Zimbabwe, 10 children have to share a single 
textbook. But the country’s Grade 6s still score higher than South African 
pupils in both literacy and Maths. What does this tell us? Having worked  
for the Zimbabwean Ministry of Education from 1982 to 1992 and  
South Africa’s Department of Education from 2002 to 2007, Dr Martin 
Prew is uniquely qualified to explore. This is a summary of his  
comparison in the article, ‘Neighbourly lessons in education’, published  
in the Mail & Guardian in January 2012. 

Backstory

Pre-indepedence access

Post-independence changes

Teachers

Teacher training

Budget and management

Result

In the 1980s, the Zintec experiment is designed 
to supply more much-needed primary-school 
teachers in the form of teacher “apprentices”. Still 
today, more than 50% of trainee primary teachers’ 
training is spent under supervision in school. 
Student teachers benefit with hands-on practice 
in real schools. The system also benefits as staffing 
gaps in rural schools can be filled by deployed 
student and newly qualified teachers.

The budget and resources are scarce, but the 
centralised management of schools means these 
resources are targeted and directed to where they 
are needed most – as are the teachers. This is a 
truly national education system.

Zimbabwe’s education system has healed past 
imbalances and continued to improve. Teachers 
and students continue to excel. The system 
is reactive, responsive and enforces teacher 
accountability through school inspection. 

Zimbabwe

Teachers’ colleges are closed and training  
is moved to resistant universities. This model 
lacks the practical advantages of that in 
Zimbabwe. Teacher training suffers and  
student teachers are not used to bolster the 
already less-serviced system.

Huge amounts of money and much government 
spend goes to the schooling system (see above), 
which is not national or centralised. Unions have 
a hold over teachers; decisions and information 
get stuck or filtered at provincial levels.

Although year-on-year improvements are seen, 
South African students flounder and trail in 
international comparability studies. Constant 
changes have destabilised the system. The 
historical trauma has been compounded, 
not treated or cured.

It’s not about the money…

South Africa spends 5.4% of its GDP – or 16.9% of total government 
spending in 2009 – on education. This is more than most emerging-
market countries can afford, yet still, we remain far behind a 
number of these countries in terms of educational performance.

SOUTH AFRICA vs ZIMBABWE

South Africa

Schooling system is left largely intact, with a focus 
on enhancing access by providing more schools, 
textbooks and teachers – including committed 
expats. The first major curriculum change come 
only in the late 1980s – until then, syllabus-based 
changes reinforce teachers’ knowledge. 

Multiple changes to the curriculum 
and policy begin very soon after 
1994. Many teachers experienced 
these as undermining and demoralising. 

More limited access to schooling 
for black students before independence.

Considerably higher access 
for black school students before 1994.

Destablising changes have already undermined 
teachers’ confidence, knowledge and experience. 
The cadre of teachers is also reduced and many 
experienced teachers are encouraged to take 
voluntary severance packages. 

History of racial inequality and conflict that left  
the education system traumatised and unequal.

Similar and therefore highly comparable 
past to that of neighbouring Zim.

Teaching force is expanded and new teacher 
colleges are established, both technical and 
academic. Overall, teachers are treated with 
respect and regarded as an important part 
of the revolution in progress. 

Possible writing innovation spaces: 

After-school and weekend tutoring programmes, such as those run all over South Africa by IkamvaYouth 
(learn more on page 19), have yielded extremely encouraging results. Learners wanting to sign up 
for the programme don’t need to have good marks to start off with – the only requirement is that they 
attend at least 75% of the sessions. Yet despite this open entry policy, IkamvaYouth achieved an 89% 
matric pass with 64% of these being Bachelor’s passes. Exposure to reading can also have a significant 
positive impact on writing skills. Innovative initiatives, such as the FunDza Literary Trust (www.fundfza.
co.za), have developed novel ways of encouraging high school learners to read by hooking them 
on pacy, contemporary, serialised stories available for next to nothing on their cellphones, including 
basic feature phones. They’re also developing new writers who submit their own stories to the FunDza 
platform, some whom attend writing workshops to develop their talents further. And judging from the 
excited responses of their loyal and growing following, it’s working. 

Although the average number of pages 
written per week in Grade 1 is around two 
or more in 11 of the 15 districts visited, there 
is inadequate progression as learners move 
through the Grades. In only two districts did 
the average quantities of writing approach the 
norms described above for all three grades.” 

This is concerning, because sufficient writing 
is necessary to develop higher cognitive 
functions, such as inference, analysis and 
interpretation. That’s why it is needed 
systematically from the earliest years of  
school. Without this, how could learners  
ever be able to catch up and progress 
academically in later years?

Possible teacher-related innovation spaces
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Social innovation prizes: 
who really wins?

Social innovation prizes spur social innovation, right? 
Well, sometimes they do, and their winners keep winning. 
Other times they don’t, and we all wonder, “What was 
the point of that?” Let’s assess the good, the bad and the 
ugly… the winners, the losers and the choosers.
By Czerina Patel
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In August 2013, Kevin Starr blogged 
controversially in the Stanford Social Innovation 
Review (SSIR) that innovation prizes should  
be “dumped”, or at least massively reworked.  
Some of his criticisms:

1.  Competitions drain an already resource-
deprived sector. They waste masses of time, 
generating many losers and thousands of lost 
hours for social change agents. 

2.  There is too much emphasis on innovation, 
and not enough on implementation. “Great 
social entrepreneurs are people with high-
impact ideas, the chops to execute on them, 
and the commitment to go the distance,” 
writes Starr, adding that they shouldn’t have to 
enter a contest to get what they need.

3.  Often, says Starr, major competitions ignore 
younger, more deserving organisations and 
award “the usual suspects” who have big 
budgets and a history of prizes.

Starr then goes on to propose guidelines 
for improving competitions (including that 
entrants must create first-round proposals 
during a lunch break and submit them on 
a napkin). Alex Deghan and Aleem Walji’s 
retort to Starr’s overall post argues that 
innovation prizes:

1. Are less risky than traditional grants
2. Help applicants clarify their ideas 
    and connect with new partners
3. Spur innovation
4. Attract both new solvers and solutions 
    to existing problems 

Evidently, there is still much debate – McKinsey 
on Society reports that hard evidence on 
whether prizes spur innovation is lacking. 
But most seem to agree that the design of 
a prize is key. Futurist, Dr Peter Diamandis 
(who gives away tens of millions through the 
X Prize Foundation) tells The Economist that 
well-designed prizes can “change what people 
believe to be possible. He says that “focused 
and talented teams in pursuit of a prize and 
acclaim can change the world.”

Dump the prizes?
The winners 
(It’s the network, stupid!)
Before SeeClickFix won the $25 000 prize, 
its four co-founders were working nights and 
weekends developing their idea. Co-founder Ben 
Berkowitz says the prize money did allow him 
to quit his day job, but he doesn’t think the cash 
was crucial to their success. 

“Maybe it would have taken us a little longer,” 
he says. But Berkowitz explains that the real 
benefit was the network. At the We Media 
conference, they realised there was an 
opportunity to partner with local newspapers, 
something they hadn’t considered. And because 
they managed to get enough people onto the 
platform, local governments were there too, 
meaning problems could actually get solved. 

According to the website, over 645 190 
complaints have been fixed – 70% of those 
posted, says Berkowitz. Yes, SeeClickFix has 
found further success after winning the challenge, 
but Berkowitz still thinks it isn’t about the prize. 
“You are a winner in this game of… competitions 
if you get to have a microphone, whether you 
get $25 000 or not,” he says. “To… be a 
speaker at any event where the people you 
might be selling to are in the room is worth  
quite a bit of money.”

It’s true. Berkowitz says the relationships made 
through PitchIt! far out-earned the prize itself. 
SeeClickFix didn’t need to win an award, but 
it did help them get traction, users and early 
revenue. “It was a thunderclap of positive 
reinforcement for the platform we’d built,”  
he says. “It encouraged us to accelerate,  
and gave us a network to accelerate with.”

Greg Macfarlane from the Student Social 
Venture Programme (SSVP), established by 
the Bertha Centre and the Net Impact Chapter 
at the University of Cape Town Graduate School 
of Business, agrees. He says that, if 
entrepreneurs have a sustainable business and 
investment support, competitions often waste 
time, “but if it’s about this business linking in with 
a powerful network, it’s completely worth it.”

     n 2009, I entered the We Media PitchIt! Challenge – a competition for media and technology innovations 
     that inspire a better world. The prize was $25 000 to help launch the winning ventures. 

       Our idea was to implement media training as part of a youth cultural travel exchange programme, 
and to further use media and technology to keep participants connected and supported as they pursued 
change projects in their communities the following year. 

I knew it would be a tough entry. Many 
of these competitions seem to be looking 
for technological innovation, which makes 
it difficult for us non-techies, whose idea of 
social change innovation involves using 
technology we already know. Like radio. 
We don’t know how to write code 
or build an app.

The We Media PitchIt! Challenge had 
a number of criteria, including story, pattern 
change and social impact, but We Media 
co-founder Andrew Nachison acknowledges 
that there was a “cultural bias” in how they 
defined innovation. They were trying to spark new 
approaches and weren’t looking for people using 
existing technologies, even with new audiences. 

We did not win. But I did go to Miami for 
the We Media Conference, where I met 
the winners and discovered more.

There were 435 entries that year, according 
to Nachison, and only two winners – one not-for-
profit enterprise (which actually became a for-
profit business later), and one business enterprise, 
SeeClickFix (www.seeclickfix.com) – that walked 
away with the $25 000 cheques. 

SeeClickFix is a website where people can  
openly report problems within their 
neighbourhoods – like potholes or dead 
streetlights – and governments can react and 
respond. At the time, the enterprise was still  
in the seed stage, but an application and  
website had already been launched. 

The competition was meant to target projects 
in their very early stages – “the idea stage,” 
says Nachison – and winner SeeClickFix was 
about as far into the development stage as We 
Media would consider. But it was certainly a 
safer bet than ideas just on paper… like ours.

I’m not sore about losing. It was probably 
a blessing in disguise, as I went on to create 
other projects I love. But I did learn then that 
these competitions can be time-consuming, 
distracting, sometimes mission-altering, 
and come with very low odds. 
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The choosers 
Can you judge a prize?

After four years, We Media decided to halt their PitchIt! Challenge. 
“We felt it had run its course,” says co-founder Andrew Nachison, 
explaining that funding became difficult and the innovation award 
market was becoming congested with prizes for entrepreneurs 
and good ideas. 

This story shows how experimental the world of social innovation 
prizes really is. The thing about innovation, even innovating a prize, 
is that it always comes with experimentation and the risk of failure.
Before calling it quits, We Media gave out eight prizes totalling 
$200 000. Nachison says the results are mixed:

The losers 
When it comes to social innovation competitions, 
sometimes the losers can be winners too. 
Berkowitz says that when SeeClickFix lost 
TechSoup’s NetSquared Challenge it felt like 
they’d actually won. Why? Because they made 
contacts, partnered with TechSoup global 
partners, were invited to various events, 
and later got two mobile apps built for other 
platforms at no cost. That’s arguably a “win” 
of tens of thousands of dollars. 

Conversely, sometimes competition losers 
really do lose, getting nothing out of the 
experience barring bad news, and a lot 
of catching up to do after time spent on the 
challenge. And, sometimes, competition winners 
turn out to be the losers (or more precisely, the 
“failures”). In other words, some award-winning 
innovations take home the big prize and then 
go nowhere at all.

Greg Macfarlane of SSVP thinks that many 
prizewinners don’t really have sustainable 
businesses, and that part of the reason they may 
seek prizes rather than venture capital is that 
their ideas are too risky or early-stage. He thinks 
that, even for winners, success is the exception. 
“It’s not a case of ‘Did anyone fail?’ as much as, 
‘Did anyone succeed?’” says Macfarlane.

But isn’t the whole point of these competitions to 
bet on and assist those that are likely to succeed? 
Milena Arciszewski, founder of Pando Projects, 
was the We Media winner in 2011, but a year 
after her win, she shares on their website how 
she ran out of money, lost her mojo and then 
put the project on hold. 

So what’s 
the point of prizes?
McKinsey on Society discusses how there are more film awards given 
out annually than there are full-length feature films produced. The  
question emerges: Why all the prizes?

They might be motivating and rewarding, but we live in a world where, 
too often, people think what you’re doing doesn’t matter unless you have a 
prize to prove it. If they don’t already, organisations are going to be hiring 
not only grant writers, but also prize enterers. It can become a game. The 
more prizes you win, the more prizes you win. Yes, the prestige of a prize 
is great for impressing funders and building credibility, networks and hype. 
But the competitions often overlook many people (the disadvantaged, non-
corporates, non-techies, non-English speakers, and so on). 

On the other hand, according to a draft report by the Young Foundation, 
with support from the Rockefeller Foundation, “competitions can trigger an 
‘innovation loop’ – whereby the various independent initiatives, both winners 
and ‘losers’, create a systematic change in the local environment.” 

The report explains that the Impumelelo Social Innovations Centre in South 
Africa runs an awards programme that is “more than just a competition 
model”. It incorporates on-site visits, a media campaign and capacity-
building training workshops, and uses the awards and the sharing of best 
practices to improve the quality of life for the poor. Their goal is to build 
public-private partnerships and to get governments to upscale and replicate 
innovations. Their website says they are the place where good ideas get 
noticed, documented, taught, disseminated and done. 

Helping good ideas “get done” seems a good point for a prize.

Inside | Czerina

Czerina Patel is a Cape Town-born journalist 
who has spent half her life in the US. She 
has a Masters in Journalism from Columbia 
University. She also ran Radio Rookies, a youth 
documentary training programme for WNYC 
Radio in New York and won several journalism 
and broadcast awards, including the Peabody 
Award and the Robert F. Kennedy Award. She’s 
now the founder and executive director of 
Yenza (www.yenza.org) an organisation that, 
among other things, uplifts township teens. 

It happens. Some social-change agents are 
better on ideas than on implementation. Many 
of us (and even former investment bankers like 
Arciszewski) have not gone to business school. 
And she didn’t have a co-founder. Co-founders 
help keep you focused, motivate you, share the 
workload, and can be the yin to your yang – 
especially when it comes to business.

We Media co-founder Andrew Nachison doesn’t 
blame Arcizewski for the failure to launch, and 
thinks it’s important to know when to quit. She 
delivered a lot early on and had done good 
legwork, but “ran out of money and ran out of 
steam,” he says. “There’s an emotional toll when 
that happens as well. That’s the human reality of 
launching something.”

Finally, in the camp of winners-who-are-losers, 
there are also some award-winners who 
don’t deserve the prizes or get them through 
questionable means. To me, a Monsanto 
executive receiving the 2013 World Food Prize of 
$250 000 is just wrong. I know I’m not objective 
– Monsanto is a company I often fight against 
in my own activism for food justice and security. 
But even for the unbiased, this win raises ethical 
questions, as Monsanto pledged US$5 million to 
the World Food Prize Foundation five years ago. 

It’s hard to justify giving prize-money to big 
corporations who don’t need it when sparse 
funding stops many small-time innovators from 
implementing very worthwhile ideas. Even more 
so when the purported aim of these prizes is to 
innovate for real social change. 
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Promising,
but not yet 
fully sustainable

25%

How have the winners fared since? 

25%

25% 25%

Very strong 
projects,
succeeding
now

Struggling

Failed
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The outliers –  
innovation prizes  
in Africa 

Most social innovation prizes have a noble aim: 
to make a difference where it’s needed most. But 
often the people who need it most can’t access 
the competitions due to financial, social and 
technological constraints.

How do change agents outside of universities, 
corporations or the developed world discover 
or participate in competitions that are largely 
online?  And what about evaluation and  
voting – for projects based in Africa, the 
digital divide makes it that much harder for 
stakeholders to cast votes.
 
Greg Macfarlane agrees that many prizes are 
“not very accessible” for entrants in developing 
countries. That’s why the Student Social Venture 
Programme of which he’s student chair is 
trying to make it easier for African – or at least 
southern African – teams to access prizes and the 
opportunities they present. “If they’ve got a good 
idea, we want them to do well,” says Macfarlane. 
“[So they] aren’t limited by financial or technical 
components that don’t speak to their idea.”

SSVP and its partners run a pitching challenge for 
teams of social entrepreneurs that include past or 

present South Africa post-graduate students. The 
winners then get assistance with business plans, 
financial models and pitching for prizes deemed 
both impactful and appropriate. In other words, 
prizes that offer a large prize, an influential 
network or both – like the Hult Prize, which 
awards US$1 million and access to the Clinton 
Global Initiative network. Otherwise the prizes 
are “a waste of time,” says Macfarlane.

Teams that win the pitching challenge then get 
to travel to the Global Social Venture Competition 
(GSVC) regionals in London and may receive 
fundraising assistance to pitch in person at other 
international competitions. Prohibitive travel costs 
mean some African groups have to pitch via 
Skype, a disadvantage on many levels.

Of course, Africa-specific prizes like the 
Innovation Prize for Africa or SAB Foundation’s 
Social Innovation Awards do help open 
new avenues for local social entrepreneurs. 
Competitions like SSVP’s and the African 
Leadership Academy’s Anzisha Prize also play 
a critical role in helping outliers play the game. 
Both SSVP and Anzisha give selected teams 
mentoring and support that not only helps them 
win more prizes, but also helps them achieve 
implementation success. 

One of the SSVP winners, Reel Gardening (see 
Inside|Out, issue 1), made it all the way to the 
2013 Hult Prize finals. And a 2011 Anzisha 

Prize runner-up – then 20-year-old George 
Bakka of Uganda – went on to turn the $20 000 
purse into several projects and investment 
funds for Ugandan entrepreneurs. 

Among these is Angels Hub, a business centre 
designed to connect, train and reduce office costs 
for Ugandan entrepreneurs. Bakka, the founder 
of Angels Initiatives, formerly Angels Finance 
Corporation, is passionate about entrepreneurism 
and describes himself and his partners as 
“highly charged visionaries”. 

Before the Anzisha Prize, Bakka and four friends 
were already multitasking entrepreneurs. They 
were trying to make wine and soaps in a parent’s 
garage, had started a micro-credit fund with 
$120 of saved pocket money (successfully lent 
to three village micro-entrepreneurs), and were 
running training for local business people… 
even if they had to incur debt to do so. 

But Bakka says winning the prize was very 
important. “At the time, it was the biggest 
money I’d ever heard of,” he says. “You feel like 
now you have what it takes to take on the world.” 

Bakka took that feeling (and $20 000) and ran 
with it. He says that, two years after the Anzisha 
Prize, in addition to supporting local business,  
his company is valued between $70 000 and 
$150 000. The proof of the prize is in what 
happens after the cheque has been cashed.

7 ways that prizes deliver change

1. IDENTIFY EXCELLENCE 2. INFLUENCE PUBLIC PERCEPTION

3. FOCUS A COMMUNITY

4.  IDENTIFY and 
MOBILISE NEW TALENT

5. STRENGTHEN COMMUNITY

6. EDUCATE and IMPROVE SKILLS 7. MOBILISE CAPITAL
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or

~ Adapted from a graphic by McKinsey on Society
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      t’s the perfect example of addressing social issues from the inside out. 
      First, identify entrepreneurial individuals from challenging communities. 
      Then give them the training and support they need to start or run their 
own businesses. In many cases, these businesses will fill gaps and meet 
challenges within the communities the social entrepreneurs know so well.  
In other words, the solutions come from the inside, not some external, 
theoretical place. That’s also how things are taught at the Raymond  
Ackerman Academy of Entrepreneurial Development (RAA).

Raymond Ackerman is known for building a powerful business. But he’s 
also known for building empowered business people. In January 2005,  
he established the Academy, in partnership with the UCT Graduate School  
of Business. The vision? To offer quality education to young South Africans 
who have financial or socioeconomic challenges, so they can improve their 
own lives and make a difference in their communities. The result? The latest 
statistics show that of the 400 graduates to date, 81% are economically 
active and 40 are running their own businesses. 

This is just the beginning.

Altino Louw’s business turns plastic bags into 
handbags. It also employs uneducated people from 
the community in which he grew up. He’s a student 
of an academy that’s solving social problems by 
creating entrepreneurs who solve problems. Clearly.
 

By Carol Williams

Inside | Carol

She’s a qualified music therapist (one of only 47 in 
South Africa) and also the personal development 
facilitator at the Raymond Ackerman Academy  
of Entrepreneurial Development. She’s 
passionate about social justice, social 
development and working with fellow South 
Africans to create a more just society. This is  
why she loves her job. She also loves music, 
the beach, a good laugh and a good book. And 
writing, too, which is great for Inside|Out.

I
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Good teaching
for good business
My own experiences and work in the development sector have shown me 
that the playing fields are still far from equal in South Africa. So the need 
for an entrepreneurial academy cannot be stressed enough. 

Entrepreneurship empowers individuals to create businesses that employ, 
empower and uplift other people. It’s a skill that has the potential to play 
a vital role in creating a vibrant and sustainable economy for the benefit 
of all South Africans. The question is, how should it be taught?

“At the RAA, we have three main areas of focus,” says director, Elli 
Yiannakairs. “Business skills development, innovation and business idea 
development, and personal development. This is a more holistic approach 
to education, but we feel that it’s essential in helping young entrepreneurs 
develop all the skills that will lead to their success.”  

This holistic approach is directly in line with Raymond Ackerman’s own 
business philosophy. He believes that “doing good is good business”. 
In fact, the strategy he used to build Pick n Pay is what he calls “the four 
legs of the table”: 1) Administration, 2) Merchandise, 3) Advertising 
and Social Responsibility, and 4) People.

RAYMOND ACKERMAN’s  
FOUR LEGs of the table STRATEGY

Not just business 
people, but people 
Ackerman’s four-legged strategy considers 
people an essential component of any solid 
business base. So the RAA aims to develop 
students not just as entrepreneurs, but also 
as people (which helps make them better 
entrepreneurs in the end). “The most exciting 
thing about my job is working with young 
people who are resilient and inspiring,” says 
Yiannakairs. “Being a part of their transformation 
and future journeys is what I love best.”

As personal development facilitator at the RAA, 
I couldn’t agree more. Of course the training is 
strong on economic know-how and hard business 
skills. But it’s also rich in self-exploration and 
personal development, both of which help to 
create nuanced business people who then 
go on to make a difference to other people 
through their ideas and work. 

It’s a priviledge to interect with these people and 
witness this process every day. It’s a four-legged, 
full-circle effect that I’m happy to be a part of.

1. Administration

Merchandise2. 

4. People

3. Advertising and Social Responsibility
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I train uneducated and unemployed 
people from my community to clean 
the waste properly and transform it into 
products – even if it’s made out of plastic 
packets, you can’t have a handbag that  
smells like salt and vinegar chips. I look  
for people who are interested in arts and  
crafts, and some of my employees have 
experience in the field. 

I have a few standard orders each month,  
and had about 400 orders waiting to be  
made when I finished my studies. It was a  
tough decision to come to the RAA because  
I had just started this business. But I’m now  
in a much better position and I think this 
business will actually be sustainable because  
of the things I’m learning on the course.  
I hope to have 70 homes contributing waste  
in the first part of this year. 

I do consider myself a social entrepreneur. 
Why? Because I am creating employment  
in my community, educating people about 
recycling, giving them meaningful ways to 
spend their time and now also considering 
incentivising employees who haven’t  
finished school, so they can go and do so. 
Education is one of the core values of my 
business. It’s not enough just to aim for  
business success…

Perhaps the most valuable thing I’ve 
learnt is not to make excuses and to take 
responsibility for myself and my business. 
I’ve also realised how much I still have to 
learn, not just about business but about myself. 
I came to the RAA with a whole lot of issues, 
but I am proud to say that I think I’ve dealt 
with most of them. 

Some of the most important lessons
I’ve learnt this year… 

•  Doing good is good business 
•  Networking is very important
•   Taking calculated risks is part  

of being an entrepreneur 
•   Elli always tells us that your reputation  

is important and I’ve realised that it’s  
vital in the business world 

I run a small recycling business in my community. 
Our focus is on collecting household waste 
and using it to make various products, such as 
handbags and laptop bags. We’re just starting out 
on this entrepreneurial (ad)venture – I’m still in the 
process of branding the business. But we already 
have seven households that we collect waste from. 
In return, we offer to clean the property or do any 
maintenance work that’s needed. These people 
are also potential buyers of the products. 
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Why social change 
is Altino’s business 

He was born and grew up in 
Belhar, Cape Town, in a community 
characterised by gangsterism  
and drugs. He’s faced various 
personal, social and financial 
challenges, but always had a  
positive attitude and innovative 
spark. Altino Louw stoked that  
spark in the 2013 RAA class and,  
in a business that manufactures 
quality products from household 
waste. This is how it happened.

There were many opportunities to get  
involved in the wrong things. 
I could quite easily have become a drug dealer  
or something, but I wanted to make good choices. 
The people who raised me taught me that actions 
have consequences. I’ve always had a goal and 
this is what kept me on the right track. 

Growing up, I didn’t know my father 
and wasn’t raised by my biological mother. 
Some people around me really judged me for 
this. But I decided from a young age that I wasn’t 
going to let other people’s opinions get to me. 
I decided I was going to start my own legacy.

My first experience of being an 
entrepreneur was early, but not so nice. 
I was very naughty… I sold cigarettes at school 
and got caught. From this, I learnt that it’s 
important to know the why and how of doing 
business. I’ve worked for other people for many 
years, but always had my own businesses on  
the side, from breeding dogs to insulation to 
selling ladies’ underwear to being a partner in  
a construction and printing business. 

My role models are Raymond Ackerman  
and Alan Peter de Beer. 
Raymond Ackerman is a role model because he 
created a platform for people like me to better 
themselves and succeed in business. My other 
role model is Alan Peter de Beer, the man who 
took me into his family and raised me as his own 
son. Even though he passed away a few years 
ago, I can still hear his voice telling me that 
can make a success of my life.
 

“  I’ve realised that, as an entrepreneur, 
you can’t do everything. You have  
to focus and find your passion.  
Mine is helping people. ”

 – Altino Louw
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   STUDENTS 
   DOING GOOD 
•  Sizwe Nzima (RAA graduate, January 
    2012) was listed on the 2013 Forbes   
    magazine’s ‘30 Under 30: Africa’s Best  
    Young Entrepreneurs’ for his innovative 
    business, Iyeza Express.The business   
    delivers chronic medication by bicycle 
    to patients in Khayelitsha township, 
    so they don’t have to stand in long 
    queues at clinics and hospitals. 

•  Abigail Florence (January 2010) 
    won third place in the 2013 National  
    Shanduka Black Umbrellas Incubator   
    Business Awards for her business, Elves 
    at Work. The clever company uses   
    seamstresses from the struggling textile  
    industry to custom-make interior 
    decorating accessories. Sewing 
    and craft training are also offered. 
    www.elvesatwork.co.za 

•  Darren Barnes (January 2008) was 
    profiled in the July 2013 Financial Mail   
    in the feature, ‘Darren Barnes is 25 years 
    old: success story’. His homegrown below-
     the-line agency, Perfect Solutions, now 

turns over R10 million a year. More 
importantly, it employs 16 permanent staff, 
uses 300 temps and offers internships to 
support local entrepreurial individuals. 

•  Melilizwe “Meli” Gqobo (January 
    2012) is co-founder and partner at The 
    Hubspace Khayalitsha. It’s a shared office   
    space in the Cape Town township that  
    provides much-needed resources for local 
    entrepreneurs – there are currently 20 
    sponsored members, 14 of which are 
    small businesses and the rest NPOs. 

“South Africa has a lot 
of money to invest in 
entrepreneurs; one just 
has to knock on  
the right doors. Our 
hope is that we will 
serve as a safety net for 
young entrepreneurs 
who need continued 
support or who are just 
starting out.”   – Meli Gqobo

The Raymond Ackerman Academy 
of Entrepreneurial Development (RAA) runs 
a six-month short course for a class of around 
40 students at a time. Many students need 
to become economically active as soon as 
possible, so studying for longer than six 
months would be difficult for them. 

The programme is a registered short course 
at the University of Cape Town’s Graduate 
School of Business. This means students 
graduate with a UCT short course qualification 
(pitched at NQF Level 5) from what is 
considered the best business school in Africa.  

The selection process is stringent and thorough 
as significant resources are invested in these 
students (on average R20 000 each). 

In general, applicants need to have completed 
school. But this is not a hard-and-fast rule – we 
work on a case-by-case basis and the person is 
more important that the paperwork. 

“ Our plans are to continue to innovate  
in providing quality education. We’ve  
also realised that some graduates need  
ongoing support after the course. That’s  
why we started the Graduate Entrepreneur 
Support Service (GESS) programme,  
which piloted in 2013 and will run in 2014. 
We’re very excited about this programme… 
excited to see what comes next.”

  
 – Elli Yiannakairs, Director, 
   Raymond Ackerman Academy 
   of Entrepreneurial Development

  81% of contactable   
   alumni are economically 
   active or studying.

www.ackermanacademy.co.za 

HOW THE COURSE WORKS

RAA ALUMNI NUMBERS
(as per April 2013) 

TOTAL ALUMNI           359
Total working            210

Total with own business             40

Total studying              37

Total learnerships               4

Total looking for employment       28

Total not contactable             40   
     
           359
~ 13 graduates are currently studying and working

PRODUCT
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You can’t find a good match if you don’t know where to look. And that’s what the Center 
for Education Innovations (CEI) is. A place to look. A meeting, greeting, profiling and 
potential partnership point. “It’s like internet dating for education organisations,” 
says IkamvaYouth founder, Joy Olivier. Here’s how CEI might help 
Olivier and others find mutually beneficial matches…

            radle to Career – a display of Transformative Projects that  
Work. That was the theme of the 14th annual Education 
Management Association of South Africa (EMASA)  
conference, held in September 2013 in partnership with  
the University of the Free State (UFS). 

“This theme was chosen to express the need for a collaborative  
approach to overcoming educational barriers,” says Camilla Swart,  
who helped curate the content for the conference. “The traditional, 
isolationist approach just doesn’t work,” she continues. “We need  
to ensure educational development by working together and viewing  
the wider system as a whole.”

Swart is now a key member of the Center for Education Innovations 
(CEI) South Africa team. CEI is a global initiative for the system-wide 

educational approach. It’s backed by the Results for Development  
Institute (R4D) with funding from the UK government, and has hubs 
in India, Kenya and South Africa (housed at the Bertha Centre, UCT 
Graduate School of Business and run in partnership with Bridge, an 
education-focused networking organisation). 

Each hub works hard to profile, quantify and understand local non- 
state educational innovations. “Programmes implemented by NGOs, 
social enterprises, government partnerships and private companies,”  
Swart explains. They are like water droplets that need to be coalesced 
to make an ocean. The aim is to connect these droplets – businesses, 
organisations and other partners around the world – in order to scale  
up effective models that are already working. The result will be an  
ocean of currents moving towards increased access and quality of 
education where it’s needed most.

“It’s like 
internet dating 
for educational 
innovations…”
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Perfect matches and online profiles

“We need to profile these organisations because  
there are so many of them,” says Swart. “In a 
complex system, where government, non-state 
and sometimes business intersect, it makes sense 
for organisations to be more aware of each 
other, identify synergies and work together.”

It’s like introducing people on a dating site. 
First you need to draw up clear profiles of each 
person, to see if the match is really going to 
work. The CEI profiles outline the size, scope and 
quality of various non-state educational services. 
They’re detailed and in-depth. In fact, the 
profiling follows a three-pronged approach:

1. Identify 
Do the landscaping; identify non-state 
programmes with the potential to improve 
the way education systems operate for the 
poor. Then profile them and gather up-to-
date information on how they work.

2. Analyse 
Assess what works and makes these 
programmes successful. Draw up good  
practices, country profiles and thematic  
studies. Start to identify trends. 

3. Connect 
Link similar organisations locally and 
internationally. Connect them to funders to help 
facilitate the scale-up of successful models. 

That’s where the real dating part comes in 
– lots of connections are made, even if they 
don’t all lead to love. Being showcased on  
the CEI platform allows organisations to  
connect with investors, stakeholders and 
also other organisations doing similar or 
complementary work. These connections 
increase the opportunity for partnerships and 
funding, but also for collaboration and mutual 
learning. The aim, of course, is to find ways  
to scale effective interventions – to make even 
more of what’s already there. 

“When we have an initiative like the CEI  
that helps interventions and innovation, telling 
stories of success and showcasing them,  
linking them to others and creating a platform, 
then we create traction and movement from which 
positive outcomes can flow,” says education activist 
and founder of the LEAP schools, John Gilmour. 

Here are excerpts from three 
CEI profiles of innovations that work.

LEAP is also a founding member of the South 
African Extraordinary Schools Coalition (SAESC), 
a group of intervention-based, independent and 
public schools and organisations committed 
to providing quality education to socio-
economically vulnerable children and advocating 
for increased government support. 
 
CEI approaches in action
Primary approach: Delivery (of education 
through a chain of schools)
Additional approaches: Financing and  
Student support

Tuition fee: $36 per student per year
Included in tuition fee: Donation from parents  
to cover community outreach activities

Plans for future growth
•  In the short term, LEAP plans to expand 
    its schools to include Grade 8 classes 
    – a move to improve continuity from 
    primary to high school 
•  LEAP also places a high value on partnerships 
    and collaboration, and is working closely with 
    other organisations to develop Maths, 
    Science, Technology and Values (MSTV) 
    centres in Duncan Village, Eastern Cape 
    and in Jane Furse, Limpopo
•  Based on best-practice examples, there 
    is a focus on developing school leadership 
    and teacher capacity. This includes a 
    comprehensive professional development 
    programme, tailored to the priority needs 
    of teaching staff, to be rolled out at all 
    LEAP schools 
•   LEAP also aims to effect systemic  

educational change. How? By working  
with partners in the SAESC to advocate  
for government support for “Impact  
Schools” – a network of high-performing,  
low- or no-fee schools funded through  
public-private partnerships (with high 
investment from government), but 
independently managed and staffed  
to achieve results for students.

Some reported LEAP results

Standardised assessment performance:
• Literacy: 100% Grade 12 pass rate 
   in English (First Additional Language)

• Mathematics: 89% Grade 12 pass in Maths

• Other: 86% Grade 12 pass in Science

Graduation or promotion rates: 
94.7% Grade 12 pass rate.

And some more: 
•  100% of LEAP students participate 
     in the Life Orientation programme
•  100% participate in their school’s community 
    support and social development programme
•  72% of graduates pursue tertiary studies
•  All LEAP students wrote Maths and Science, 
    compared to the 35% who wrote Maths and 
    26% who wrote Physical Science nationally

http://leapschool.org.za 

Innovation #1
LEAP Science and Maths Schools

Launched: 2004
Learners served: 829 (60% female, 40% male)
Teachers: 100
Teacher-student ratio: 1:8
Schools/centres: 6
 
Programme description
LEAP is a chain of no-fee, independent high 
schools that provide academic and life skills to 
students from high-need communities – the kind 
of skills they require to become future leaders. 
The schools require only a nominal fee from 
students, and are otherwise funded primarily by 
private donors. Mathematics, Physical Science 
and English are mandatory subjects. School days  
are also longer than in most public schools.  
But LEAP schools also produce better results –  
an average of 94% Grade 12 pass rate with 
72% of graduates pursuing tertiary studies.

There are six LEAP schools 
around South Africa so far:
•  LEAP 1 serves the community of Langa 
    on the Cape Flats in Cape Town
•  LEAP 2 serves the Cape Town townships 
    of Gugulethu and Crossroads
•  LEAP 3 serves Johannesburg’s 
    historic Alexandra township
•  LEAP 4 serves the growing township 
    of Diepsloot outside Johannesburg
•  LEAP 5 serves the Jane Furse 
    community in Limpopo
•  LEAP 6 serves Ga-Rankuwa 
    community, near Pretoria

A strong focus of the curriculum is on fostering 
self-confidence, and a cultural and communal 
identity. These characteristics are sought by 
engaging students in community work and 
setting high expectations for their academic 
performance. Most of the schools also teach 
some of South Africa’s national languages, 
including isiXhosa, isiZulu, Sepedi and Sesotho, 
depending on the prevalence of those 
languages in the area. 

Community partnerships are also a key part 
of LEAP’s holistic approach. Each of the six 
schools is partnered with a more privileged 
school, as well as other township schools in 
the region, to ensure that schools can share 
resources, opportunities and best practices. 
LEAP schools operate on an extended nine-hour 
school day, and include Saturday classes and 
formal holiday programmes. Class sizes are 
limited to ensure student accountability and 
relationship-building. 
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Innovation #2
SAILI scholarship programme

Launched: 1996
Learners served: over 500 since launching 
(51% female, 49% male)
City: Cape Town

Programme description
South African Innovative Learning Intervention (SAILI) identifies high-
performing, low-income students and high-performing, low-cost schools  
with strong Maths and Science programmes. It then uses scholarships to 
support these academically talented students in attending these low-cost, 
high-quality schools. The aim is to produce graduates who continue  
into Maths and Science fields. Since the programme began in 1996,  
over 500 graduates have continued on to university studies in Science,  
Maths and Engineering.

SAILI is committed to using existing state capacity to deliver quality 
education to students with great potential. The schools benefit by receiving 
talented students who help to grow their reputation for excellence. The 
students also benefit. After observing that some students in other scholarship 
programmes struggle with a social and cultural mismatch when placed in a 
school in a new areas or among peers from a different social sphere than 
their own, SAILI decided on a brand-new approach: they match students to 
schools with an academically and culturally similar peer group. This model 
helps to strengthen each student’s sense of identity and academic potential. 

SAILI also identifies geographically accessible schools, so the student  
can still have family and community support. Financial assistance is  
also on offer for school fees, textbooks, stationery, uniforms, field trips  
and job shadowing.

CEI approaches in action
Primary approach: Financing, Scholarships and financial aid
Additional approaches: Student support

Programme growth to date 
Since its establishment in 1996…
•  SAILI has grown in diversity and geographic reach 
•  The number of Afrikaans-speaking students has increased
•  More attention has been given to poverty among participating students 
•  Focus has shifted from more expensive government schools to higher-  
    value, lower-cost government schools 

Some reported SAILI results
Graduation or promotion rates (2011): 
•  100% matric pass rate for SAILI scholarship recipients
•  Average of 76% achieved for the national matriculation 
    Maths exam, compared to the national average of 46.3% 
•  Average of 66% achieved for the Physics exam, compared 
    to the national average of 50.8%
Cost-effectiveness and value for money: 
•  In January 2013 the cost per student was R10 000 per year
•   If the programme expands to new geographies, such as Mitchell’s Plain, 

the cost will drop below R5 000 per student per year

www.saili.org.za 

~ For insights on how SAILI measures success, see page 25

Innovative funding models are 
shifting the way things are done.

Organisations like South African Innovative 
Learning Intervention (SAILI) are realising that 
traditional scholarship models are flawed 
and not generating sufficient success stories. 
So, instead of funding one learner to go to 
an expensive private school, you send 20 kids 
to a lower-cost school for the same amount 
of money. Or you take a child from a 
disadvantaged area, send them to a low-cost 
government school and give the family R10 000 
to improve the child’s living environment. 
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Plans for future growth 
IkamvaYouth has a three-pronged strategy for future expansion:
1.  Grow the programme by creating more branches, using video  

to communicate with more rural branches, and begin operating  
winter camps and possibly summer schools

2.  Run a randomised, controlled trial to test impact, and  
a longitudinal study to inform policy and try to secure  
government buy-in

3.  Collaborate with other organisations to implement IkamvaYouth’s  
model. The goal of this would be to have 366 branches with  
188 510 learners by 2030. An increasing number of schools  
are already opening their premises to IkamvaYouth, helping to  
overcome the limits of operating in smaller venues like  
community halls

Some reported Ikamva results
Ongoing internal monitoring: 
•  Ikamva captures daily learner and volunteer attendance
•  There are no academic criteria for entry, but learners must commit 
    to 75% attendance to keep their place in the programme

Standardised assessment performance: 
•  IkamvaYouth matriculants are almost twice as likely to achieve 
    a pass in Maths (45%) and Science (37%) than their school 
    peers (24% and 22%, respectively) 
•  94% of IkamvaYouth’s class of 2012 has achieved a matric pass. 
    Of these, 90% were either Bachelor or Diploma quality

Graduation or promotion rates (2012): 
•   73% of all Ikamva learners moved directly on to some form  

of tertiary education
•  Half of these, or 43% of Ikamva’s entire cohort, successfully 
    enrolled at academic or technological universities
•  An additional 20% moved on to leadership or employment
•  A further 2% returned to school to work so they could 
    to pass matric the following year
•   This totals a 96% post-secondary placement for Ikamva  

learners – compared to only 58% of all South Africans  
aged 18 to 24 who aren’t in employment, education or training

And some more:
•  3 070 learners have benefited from the programme 
    since Ikamva’s founding in 2004
•  1 385 tutors or volunteers have made this happen 
•  Each year, more than 50% of matriculating 
    learners stay on to volunteer with those that follow

www.ikamvayouth.org

Innovation #3
IkamvaYouth

Launched: 2003
Learners served: 986
Provinces where active: Western Cape, Eastern Cape, 
KwaZulu-Natal, Northwest Province
Teachers: 300
Teacher-student ratio: 1:5 
Schools/centres: 9

Programme description
It’s a support, tutoring and mentorship initiative that works to equip learners 
from townships and other disadvantaged communities with the knowledge, 
skills, networks and resources to access tertiary education or employment. 

The aim is to address common obstacles to academic achievement. How? By 
providing supplementary support to secondary school students after school, on 
Saturday mornings and during school holidays. Participants enrol during Grade 
9, 10 or 11 and receive support in IkamvaYouth’s six key areas:

1. Tutoring and homework sessions for academic development

2.  Career guidance to expand awareness of opportunities available to 
those who succeed in school

3.  Mentoring from community members with similar experiences to build 
confidence and self-belief

4. Computer literacy training and access to computers

5. Creative expression to build self-esteem

6.  Health and leadership programmes offering information on health 
management and free, confidential HIV testing

Subject focus is on the comprehensive curriculum, but additional areas 
include 21st-Century skills (soft skills), entrepreneurial skills and Information 
and Communications Technology (ICT).

The IkamvaYouth model relies on a pool of volunteer tutors and mentors, largely 
drawn from local students and professionals. Many of these are also former 
Ikamva learners who’ve found success and want to return to help others. More 
than half of the volunteers at longer-established branches are former learners, 
and over 80% of the Ikamva management committee are former beneficiaries. 

The programme therefore creates a sustainable community 
transformation, allowing beneficiaries to become benefactors 
and agents of change themselves. 



Essays on 
education

Three thinkers and educators share 
their ideas on teaching, learning, 

dreaming and textbooks.
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1.
The experience of school

Not only does the schooling environment directly 
affect the adults its students become, it also affects 
the organisations and social systems that those adults 
create. It’s time we thought about that.
By Tana Paddock

“Children learn what they live.” – John Taylor Gatto

Critics of modern schooling like John Taylor Gatto and Ivan Illich have 
recognised that the fundamental curriculum that schools teach is school itself. 
I’ve been thinking about this a lot lately since moving to South Africa, 
where school reform has become a nationwide calling.
 
The initiatives that feel most promising to me are the ones that are digging 
under the layers a bit – looking at ways of transforming the experience 
of schooling, not only the observable structures and pedagogy that are 
generally associated with academic achievement. We intuitively know, 
and 20 years of education research has confirmed, that the best way to 
learn something is to experience it. Since most subjects are still taught using 
passive “chalk-and-talk” teaching methods, it’s reasonable to conclude that, 
in the long haul, students learn more in school about organisational life – 
since they learn that experientially – than about the actual subject
matters they’re being taught. 

It’s easy to forget that although schools are explicitly designed to teach 
us things like reading, Math and Science, they are also implicitly teaching 
us powerful lessons about how to collectively organise ourselves as human 
beings. They inherently teach us to organise ourselves hierarchically 
rather than democratically, to compete rather than collaborate, to listen 
to authority over intuition, and to be subjects rather than active citizens. 
They teach us experientially that inter-generational contact has little value, 
that we’re not expected to make a meaningful contribution to our community, 
and that we are receivers rather than creators of knowledge.

School is often our first contact with formal organisational life, which 
means we absorb these lessons before we even know how to make sense 
of them. Given how much of what happens in our world today is driven by 
organisations, it seems that the lessons we absorb through schooling have  
a massive ripple effect. They influence how we run our government, our  
civil society, our social movements, our arts and culture, our economy, and 
(in full circle) our education system.

We desperately need examples of healthy, life-giving ways of organising 
and governing ourselves. What better organisation to be that example 
than school, which touches all of our lives so deeply? 

What if schools strived to become living expressions of the kinds of 
organisations and communities we would like to see permeate society? 

www.organizationunbound.org

Inside | Tana

She’s co-founder of Organization Unbound, 
a global community of practice based out of 
Cape Town that explores how social purpose 
organisations can live out, in their daily 
functioning, the changes they are seeking to 
create in the world, and by doing so deepen 
their social impact. In her own words, Tana 
craves, “dialogue, community, and crossing 
societal divides”. She’s also, “an avid fan of 
bicycle-centric cities and excited to see the 
use of bicycles as a form of transportation 
gaining momentum in Cape Town”.
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2.
The gospel of dreaming

How using dreams in the educational space can 
lead to a life of individual and social consequence.
By Dr Nosakhere Griffin-EL
 
In the public discourse, people like to talk about the structural issues 
contributing to the crisis in education in South Africa. They talk about the 
lack of textbooks, the shortage of qualified teachers, the poor quality of 
education and the desperate need for equipment, classrooms and funding. 
But they don’t talk much about inspiring young people to dream and helping 
them to rise above their circumstances by exploring their purpose in life.

To many, this might sound impractical and sentimental, a sort of pie-in-the-
sky idealism that’s incompatible with the realities many schools face. These 
include overworked teachers in overcrowded classrooms full of children who 
come from disadvantaged, dysfunctional homes and may have a range of 
learning or behavioural problems. These are relevant issues, so some might 
offer the chicken-and-egg argument — in order to help students dream, all of 
the aforementioned problems have to be addressed first. But what if all these 
problems were addressed? Would it mean that dream creation and pursuit 
would be inevitable? No!

That’s why the learning experience we need to develop has to focus on 
encouraging students to create and pursue their dreams of individual 
and social consequence. And a relevant learning experience centered 
in dreams has to take into consideration the difference between 
schooling and education.

The purpose of schooling is to socialise students into a predetermined 
world. The teacher imparts knowledge and the pupil passively receives 
it. This process by its very nature creates little to no space for dream 
development. Schooling at its best seeks to prepare students for jobs,  
but not for achieving dreams. At its worst it prepare students for neither.  
In essence, this learning experience teaches students what to think and 
how to act based on the status quo.

The purpose of education, however, is to socialise students to be dreamers 
and builders of a world that doesn’t exist. Teacher and learner use self-
reflection and dialogue to co-create new forms of knowledge based on 
their time, space and cultural context. Therefore -- through the facilitation 
of an educator -- education seeks to prepare students to be intellectually 
curious, with others and on their own. The aim of education is, therefore, 
for students to have the courage to become dreamers of individual and 
social consequence. How? Schools need to be revolutionised by 1) teaching 
students to be self-regulated learners and 2) creating space for dialogue 
in the classrooms.

•   First, learners need to see that learning is not a process where someone 
stands in front of the class and distributes knowledge. Rather, it’s a 
process where the students read what is asked of them, while relating it to 
their own individual dreams.

•   Second, educators have to create spaces where dialogue is possible. 
This means teachers cannot see themselves as the possessors of legitimate 
knowledge. They have to see themselves and students as possessors of 
knowledge that can aid in the creation of new knowledge, based on their 
social context. Creating dialogical spaces where learners can dream out 
loud will enable them to continue this process as adults.

In conclusion, the crisis in education is not only structural; it’s personal 
too. As an educator who has taught students from both socio-economically 
oppressed and affluent backgrounds, I believe there is a crisis of purpose in 
schools. The world is filled with too many adults who buried old dreams in 
the graveyards of their hearts -- dreams that could have eradicated some of 
the social ills that have plagued humanity for centuries. Too many adults are 
left living lives that are socially safe out of fear of failure.

I believe that the development of a better world begins with understanding 
the essence of education and bringing out what is in the student already 
-- a dream that, if pursued, could help transform the world. In addition 
to transforming the world, education should also teach students that their 
dreams will bring personal fulfillment. Thus, encouraging students to 
dream is not only vital to them as individuals, but it’s also crucial to the 
advancement of South Africa, the African continent and the world at large.  
 

Past and present

The FHSST project was completed in 2007 
with a set of Grade 10 to 12 Mathematics 
and Physical Science textbooks that were 
collaboratively authored online by a global 
network of volunteers. That’s when I was recruited 
for a new Shuttleworth Foundation (SF) project to 
create openly licensed resources for schools. 

This project became Siyavula. It was spun out 
of SF as a social enterprise with an investment 
from PSG Financial Services, and also an interest 
from the Department of Basic Education (DBE) in 
distributing our Maths and Science resources. 

Clearly the company is built on community, 
openness and technology, with the aim of making 
high-quality educational resources available to 
every learner and teacher in South Africa. This 
means it’s all about the right information and the 
right technology. A recent notable achievement 
is the delivery of Siyavula textbooks over Mxit, 
the most popular mobile chat solution in South 
Africa. We’re now embarking on an ambitious 
drive to ensure that the 50 core Mathematics 
and Science subjects in Grades 4 to 12 are 
available as part of an open catalogue. 

Inside | Mark

He started with a PhD in Nuclear Physics, then 
worked as the Shuttleworth Foundation Fellow 
for Open and Collaborative Resources. That’s 
when he transformed the Free High School 
Science Texts project, which he co-founded, 
into open source educational resource com-
pany Siyavula – an apt Nguni word that means 
“we are opening”. Mark is the CEO of Siyavula. 
That’s when he’s not working as a company 
Physics expert, administrator, blogger, 
IT nerd or anything else.

3.
Knowledge should be free

My journey from Nuclear Physics to 
producing free school textbooks with 
people all over the world. 
By Mark Horner

It happened during my Masters at the University 
of Cape Town. I suddenly began to pay more 
attention to the school education sector 
and its needs. 

Initially, I just enjoyed being a tutor in the Physics 
Department. This ultimately led to my joining 
the university’s delegation to the SASOL SciFest 
in 2002. I spent a week manning the Physics 
section of the stand. The theme was seeing the 
world through science, and I focused on certain 
basic properties of waves – content which 
happened to be very similar to the 
school curriculum.

It was a big festival. Groups of learners were 
bussed in from rural schools and taken around 
the stalls with translators. One of these groups 
returned the day after their tour. They’d clubbed 
together to buy an A4 black notebook and 
a few pens. 

“Please can you write down everything you 
explained yesterday?” they asked. They were 
in Grade 12 and didn’t have any textbooks. 
They said their teacher wasn’t going to cover 
this content, but it was examinable at the end 
of the year. They looked at me like I had a 
secret they simply had to share.

I tried, of course, but couldn’t really do the 
information justice in a few hours. One thing 
was immediately apparent: in the light of no 
resources, the knowledge I had was valuable 
and very useful. And it was knowledge that 
every Physics graduate student in the 
world should have. 

An idea started kicking around. If we all 
collaborated, we’d be able to record that 
knowledge. We could release it freely under 
an open copyright license – one that allows 
freedoms like copying or adapting. Then 
anyone (local businesses, communities or 
corporates) could help distribute it by printing 
copies. The Free High School Science Texts 
(FHSST) project was born.

How the idea became  
a real innovation

The trigger. My entry into this sector was 
completely idealistic. The trigger was not the 
realisation that learners didn’t have books, 
but rather the fact that they were seeking 
something better. Somehow, the act of 
struggling to overcome is more compelling 
than the knowledge that there are barriers 
to overcome in the first place.

The concept. The overarching premise is that 
there are many people who have and are willing 
to share school-required knowledge for free.  
The next step has been creating a framework  
in which these contributions can be collated  
and integrated into a scaleable intervention.  
In our case, doing so within the education 
sector required a very clear framework and 
also significant stress (or luck) to spark the initial 
adoption of the resources.

The landscape. The school sector is large, 
weighty, complex and very slow to adapt.  
We’ve therefore had to find ways to drive  
large-scale impact without asking the system  
to change. These include 1) using open licenses 
and 2) leveraging technology, which is key.

The impact. We’ve used technology and 
openness to engage with the entire sector 
and radically increase our impact. For our 
Mathematics and Physical Science content on 
the web, we get around 500 000 unique visitors 
per month to each subject. The vast majority of 
that traffic is from South Africa and the dominant 
device is a mobile phone of some sort. 

•  The use of open standards and formats for   
    content development provides a good technical 
    framework for sharing. It has also allowed us 
    to build on work done by projects without 
    complex financial arrangements.

Inside | Nosakhere

Dr Nosakhere Griffin-EL is a self-confessed 
dreamer and lecturer at the University of  
Cape Town’s Graduate School of Business.  
From a traditionally socially and economically 
oppressed background in America, he’s worked 
extensively with oppressed communities on 
realising their value and reaching their potential. 
He also heads up the new Free for All Online 
Learning platform for aspiring entrepreneurs 
(see page 28). All of this while caring for his  
eight-month old baby boy with his soulmate and 
fellow senior lecturer, Eliada W Griffin-EL.

•  Technology has encouraged participation. 
    People can work online whenever and 
    wherever suits them. This allows us to 
    access a huge, willing community of 
    people and their knowledge. 
•  Providing content in a device-agnostic way  
    increases access. It ensures that print-ready files 
    are available, as well as a website, mobisite 
    and Mxit version for online access. 
•  By using web technologies we’re anticipating 
    the increase in smart phones. Our Mxit traffic 
    and the huge number of learners that read 
    textbooks on low-end phones indicate the 
    high prevalence of these devices, which 
    will certainly change in time. 

The challenges

A number of factors constrain scale and impact 
and so have to be addressed. 

•  Willingness and ability to share is constrained 
    by social capital. The solution is to work openly 
    with the broadest possible community of 
    educators, officials and sponsors to create an 
    enabling environment for participation.
•  Willingness to share is hampered by fear 
     of legal repercussions. That’s why content is 
    developed under an open copyright license – 
    a safe legal framework for sharing. 
•  Large-scale access can be a large-scale 
    problem. The fact that the DBE can use 
    the open content fundamentally changes 
    the nature of the engagement, especially 
    as the legal simplicity is not bound up with 
    any financial obligation.
•  Operating as a business is fundamentally 
    different to operating as a non-profit. 
    There is no learning fallback. We’re not 
    a pilot or a test. But we’re committed to 
    being a sustainable business. The balance   
    between impact and sustainability is 
    something we focus on a lot.

     www.siyavula.com 
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One of the great challenges 
of development work is that 
you can never really tell 
whether or not it’s making 
a difference in the lives of 
its beneficiaries. Except… 
you can. Here’s how to 
find the data you need to 
quantify the return on social 
investment – and why 
you need to do it now.

By Will Sinclair

The director of a foundation in Cape Town places promising students in good 
(but, for the learners, unaffordable) schools. A volunteer at an NGO in Port 
Elizabeth facilitates a training workshop for unemployed job-seekers. A socially 
aware investor in Johannesburg tries to uplift the youth (and make money for 
investing clients) by running educational impact investment projects. 

Yes, they’re all working to make a contribution to society. But how much of 
a contribution? It’s a question that haunts every well-intended social initiative 
and innovation there is. 

Increasingly, companies and individuals who put money into these kinds 
of projects want to know their investment is paying off – socially, if not financially. 
How can this be done? And can this kind of success be measured and quantified? 
The short answer is, yes. The long answer is going to change the way 
you look at social investments in general.

The data 
that counts
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Let’s look at a case study…
SAILI (saili.org.za) is a Cape Town-based NGO that links academically talented 
students with low-cost, high-quality schools. According to their mission statement, 
they “identify, develop and support potential in students and schools by guiding 
talent into the working parts of the state education system.” 

The organisation ensures that students with potential have a fair chance at 
fulfilling that potential and going on to tertiary studies. “We add quality and 
competitive edge to well-functioning schools by referring our gifted scholars  
to them,” they add.

But, do they really?
SAILI director Sam Christie has asked himself that very question 
a number of times – and, by using complex calculations and data 
analysis, he believes he’s found an answer.

One method of measuring the success of SAILI’s placement programme 
is to ask: how would the students have fared if they’d been placed in 
non-programme schools not considered strong enough?

“That question is easy,” says Christie. “Apart from astonishingly capable 
outliers, the chance of a student attaining the same results outside our 
programme and in a weaker school is so remote as to be insignificant. 
Simply, most schools do not come anywhere near the performance we get.”
Here Christie points to the Cartesian axes (see graph, below), which contrast 
the test performance by various Western Cape schools (y-axis) with the 
school fees (x-axis). The curve – and the correlation – is unmistakable.

“Remember, our Maths average was 76%, which is comparable to the top 
10 schools in the Western Cape,” Christie continues. “Very few schools will 
produce a distinction in Maths. While kids might pass Maths elsewhere, 
the chances of genuine high performance are more or less non-existent. Of 
course, this does not mean that these kids would not amount to anything in 
other schools; simply that they would not progress where high performance 
is a requirement for tertiary study – for instance, in Medicine, Science, 
Commerce and Engineering.” 

So that takes care of the school quality question. 

But next, you might have to ask: 

Would SAILI students not have had 
access to the schools they’ve been 
placed in on their own?

“This question is harder to answer now than in the past,” Christie concedes. 
“Because we seek out low-cost schools (lower in cost than in the past and 
lower than other schemes use), we do run the risk of funding students who 
might have funded themselves. Take Mondale school in Mitchells Plain, Cape 
Town: the fees are about R3 000 and neighbouring schools very much less. 
With these low fees, clearly the school is relatively affordable.”
That said, Christie offers the following points as a response:

1.  Information from SAILI helps link  
the students and the school. 

“We inform parents of the value of the school we direct talent into. Many 
of these students may have supposed they would get better value out of the 
community than in it” – in other words they undervalue their local schools 
and aspire to attend other institutions that may not in fact be as good.

2. Demand for places in better schools is high. 
“Schools struggle with non-payment, and primary school assessments are 
not very accurate. Consequently, many schools prioritise students who seem 
wealthy over those they suspect might be poor and might not pay fees (they 
are not compensated for non-payment). Many of our applicants are placed 
on waiting lists prior to us awarding scholarships. Once awarded, schools 
in most cases make places available.”

3.  The threshold for funding is reduced  
in real terms each year. 

“We have a lower cap than any other scheme, and emphasis 
is placed on funding those with the greatest need first.”

~ Read more about SAILI on page 18.
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SYSTEMISE TO 
MAXIMISE 
As with any business, measuring – and 
demonstrating – the success of a social 
investment will help the organisation 
driving that investment to grow. But if your 
organisation offers social programmes, 
you need to have proper systems in place 
before you can even think of expanding 
your services. 

In fact, scaling a social investment can be 
a waste of time (and money) without the 
right systems, says Kimon Phitidis, managing 
director of Social Innovations, a corporate 
social investment consulting and programme 
management company in Johannesburg:

“Regardless of how you choose to scale 
your social investment – scaling requires, 
probably more than anything else, systems 
that are considered, tested, adapted, well-
documented and that work well together. 
You cannot collaborate or share your 
methodologies if the systems are not strong. 
You can only grow a particular site if your 
systems can accommodate the growth. And 
of course, scaling by replication requires 
systems and methodologies to be replicated, 
implemented and managed at each site.

“You may have all the funding in the world, 
but before you even consider scaling through 
replication or any other means, make sure 
your systems are in place. Without them, you 
risk wasting donor funds and diluting the 
impact of your programme.”

For more, see Phitidis’ blog 
at www.socialinnovations.co.za.

Not just 
about results: 
How to measure educational returns…
SAILI’s assessment of Cape Town’s high schools is based in part on 
the relationship between school fees (investment) and test results 
(return on investment). But when it comes to assessing tertiary education, 
the formula can become a little more complicated than that.

Payscale.com rates American universities based on a 30-year return 
on investment (ROI) for Bachelor’s degrees. How? Basically, by looking 
at how much a graduate from a particular university will end up earning. 

Business publication Forbes has developed a far more complex 
– and, arguably, far better – methodology. Working with the Center 
for College Affordability and Productivity (CCAP), Forbes used five 
general assessment categories, with several components each (see below). 

The result doesn’t necessarily constitute a measurement of return 
on social investment, but the details of the formula are instructive 
nonetheless – for instance, the Payscale.com yardstick made 
up just 15% of Forbes’ overall rating.

Here’s how Forbes and the CCAP 
weighted their findings:

1. Student satisfaction (27.5%)
Student evaluations from RateMyProfessor.com (17.5%)
Actual freshman-to-sophomore retention rates (5%)
Predicted versus actual freshman-to-sophomore retention rates (5%)

2. Post-graduate success (32.5%)
Listings of alumni in Who’s Who in America (10%)
Salary of alumni from Payscale.com (15%)
American leaders list (7.5%)

3. Student debt (17.5%)
Average federal student loan debt load (10%)
Student loan default rates (5%)
Predicted versus actual percent of students taking federal loans (2.5%)

4. Four-year graduation rate (11.25%)
Actual four-year graduation rate (8.75%)
Predicted versus actual four-year graduation rate (2.5%)

5. Academic success (11.25%)
Student Nationally Competitive Awards (7.5%)
Alumni receiving PhDs (3.75%)

Go with the flow diagram 
How to measure social impact, a process in four parts.

I      n their report, ‘Measuring Social Impact: The Foundation 
of Social Return on Investment’, the London School of Business 

takes things a step further by identifying a flow of four main elements 
required to measure what they call “social value creation”.
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The 7 principles of social  
impact measurement
The SROI Network (www.thesroinetwork.
org) suggests using this list of seven simple 
checkpoints when measuring return on  
social investment offered by an innovation  
or organisation:

1. Involve the stakeholders 
Identify and consult stakeholders as the 
analysis is undertaken. This is to ensure 
that the value (and the way it’s measured) 
is informed by the actual people who are 
supposed to benefit from what you’re doing.

2. Understand what changes 
Using clear evidence, track and measure 
everything that is affected (positively and 
negatively, intended and unintended) 
by what you’re doing. 

3. Value the things that matter 
Here’s where things get interesting. This step 
requires you to attach some kind of value, 
frequently financial, to the outcomes of your 
activity. It’s a tricky task, but one that works  
to ensure that all things (even the hard-to-
monetise ones) are given a value and can 
therefore be assessed.

4. Only include what is material 
This is where you decide what information 
and evidence is included in your assessment, 
making sure that the stakeholders can draw 
reasonable conclusions about its real impact.

5. Do not over-claim 
In other words, exclude any value that 
you’re not directly responsible for creating. 
This takes other organisations’ contributions 
out of the equation, and helps to “purify” 
the data.

6. Be transparent
Explain and document every aspect 
of your analysis, as well as the process 
– from how you gathered the data to 
how and why you used it.

7. Verify the result 
Objectivity is just about impossible. Your 
assessment is going to be subjective, so an 
independent outsider should always verify it.

THIS IS HOW IT WORKS…

Inputs 
The resources needed and invested 
in your activity, measured as a cost.

Outputs 
The direct or tangible results of your activity. 
For example, the number of people your 
organisation trained.

Impacts
The outcomes, minus an estimate of what would 
have happened anyway. So let’s say you trained 
30 people, and 20 found work but five would  
have found jobs on their own. Here you would 
calculate the impact of your efforts based on the 
remaining 15 people.

Outcomes
The changes to people that come as a direct 
result of your programme objective. These can 
be measured in their own terms (eg. the number 
of people who got new jobs as a result of your 
programme, measured as their increase in 
income). Alternatively they can be measured 
from the perspective of a different stakeholder 
(eg. those same people who got new jobs, 
and the value that brings to the government 
in terms of taxes, reduction in unemployment 
benefits, and so on).
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Thinking, doing,                      
happening now. 
A round-up of news, 
views and social 
innovations in Africa.

Inside | Joonji

Joonji Mdyogolo is a Cape Town-based  
writer and editor who spent a (wonderful, 
interesting and exhausting) year in the US as a 
Fulbright fellow in journalism. She’s a former 
deputy editor of O, The Oprah Magazine, SA. 
She also taught for New York organisation 
The Op-Ed Project and was a mentor editor 
at youth magazine, LiveMagSA. Now she 
contributes to various local and international 
publications. She also hosts a late-night show 
on Talk Radio 702.  

By Joonji Mdyogolo

The FREE FOR ALL online 
learning platform

Dr Nosakhere Griffin-EL, programme manager of FREE FOR ALL 
and lecturer at the University of Cape Town (UCT) Graduate School 

of Business, tells us why he’s excited about the next step for 
this online learning innovation… 

What is FREE FOR ALL? I’d say it’s an entrepreneurial revolution 
in African online education. It’s an online learning platform on 
entrepreneurship that was developed by Professor Karl Baets, 
the Dean of UCT Graduate School of Business (GSB), drawing 
from his 15 years as a researcher and educator. The aim is to 
upskill and inspire African entrepreneurs to start and run 
successful businesses in challenging contexts. 

What makes it different? Our pedagogical model focuses on helping 
entrepreneurs to develop their business dreams through the support of 
trained tutors. Students will read the course content throughout the week 
and meet face-to-face with tutors at the GSB. We also want them to 
have meaningful conversations around the content on the platform itself. 
Instead of simply imparting knowledge, we want students to engage in 
dialogue and co-create meaning from the content in order to 
develop or advance their entrepreneurial plans. Very importantly, 
FREE FOR ALL is also a low-bandwidth tool, to accommodate 
the issues we have with connectivity in Africa.

How does it work? Registered students will be placed in a learning 
community with a tutor. They then go through a 10-month course. 
Among the most interesting parts is the Dream Mindset course, 
developed by the Allan Gray Orbis Foundation. This includes a  
self-assessment platform for students to reflect on the five mindsets  
and 120 attitudes needed to become a successful entrepreneur.  
On completing the module, they will take courses on the 5 Basics of 
Business (financial management, human resource and development, 
marketing, process and modelling, and strategy and complexity).  
This is a self-regulated platform involving reading and then interactive 
week and weekend workshops.

When does it go live? The new site launches in February 2014.
Right now we’re running pilots and working on accreditation from 
the university. This is also an important feature of the course. 

Who should enroll? Anyone. But our target audience is people 
from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds, who can’t 
afford formal education and have been in a business and 
entrepreneurial setting for five years. 

Who are the supporters of FREE FOR ALL? There have been many 
hands helping to create this innovation: the GSB, the Bertha Centre 
for Social Innovation and Entrepreneurship, the Allan Gray Orbis 
Foundation, Principles for Responsible Management Education. We’re 
excited to see what it becomes.

Learning Learning Learning Learning
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IMPACT BONDS IN AFRICA
It’s still early days for Social Impact Bonds (SIBs) in Africa. These 
financial innovations, which first piloted in the UK in 2010, use 
private investor capital to fund existing social interventions. The 
government commits to repaying the money with interest if the 

intervention is a measurable success. In short  a SIB is a financial 
and social investment that should have good returns.

Aunnie Patton, a Fellow at the Bertha Centre for Social Innovation 
and Entrepreneurship in Cape Town, admits that it’s going to take 

some time for stakeholders to get to grips with this innovative 
model. In the August edition of Inside|Out, Patton wrote ‘The Story 
of Social Impact Bonds’, which defined the model and outlined its 

drawbacks and benefits. Since then, she says, there have been lots 
of conversations between local business, government and NGOs – 

the major participants in the implementation of an SIB. 

Patton and the Bertha Centre are spearheading education 
on SIBs, and continuing research to figure out how best to 
catalyse the market. “Things are moving quickly,” she says. 

“But it is going to sound like it’s slow.”   

For the two African impact bonds profiled by Patton in August 
– the Mozambique Malaria Performance Bond and South African 

Reconciliation, Bond – workshops are in progress. “Both are in 
production, though none have been issued yet,” she says. This 
is because getting a bond developed is a complicated process, 

and in Africa there are even more elements to consider. 

Resource capacity is one problem, but that’s a universal one in 
many respects. “The unique thing here is on the outcomes side,” 

Patton explains. “In developed countries it’s always the government 
that pays out, but in developing countries it’s often the government 
and other large aid organisations, such as UNAids. When you add 

other people to the conversation, it just gets more difficult.” 

This, though, she also sees as a potential opportunity for local 
governments. It’s a way for them to test out solutions without paying 
for them. The key focus now for the Bertha Centre is to do feasibility 
studies. “The first bond in the UK took almost three years to create,” 

says Patton. “But then again, it took 18 months in Australia 
and one year in New York.”

In Africa, only time will tell.
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More on the eKasi calendar:

“When urban people look at townships, it’s 
like how Americans look at Africa,” says 
Elvis Sekhaolelo, founding director of eKasi 
Entrepreneurs. They think there are no 
opportunities, he says, part of the reason 
he started this not-for-profit company to 
mine and expose talent in South Africa’s 
rural and township areas.

“eKasi” is in fact a slang word for “township”. 
Says Sekhaolelo: “Townships are the places 
that we live in and come from, but they can also 
be a platform for where people come and play 
and develop each other.”

The company 
emerged with the 
launch of the eKasi 
Entrepreneurship 
Conference in 
September 2012. 
In November 2013, 
the now-annual event 
included a broad 
programme and a 
keynote speech by 
Richard Branson. 
It was a huge success, 
says Sekhaolelo, in 
attendance numbers 
and the ideas that 
emerged on how to 
develop townships 
as business hubs. 

1. The Township Apprentice 
It rolls out in January 2014 and runs for about 
three months. It’s geared towards the township’s 
unemployed youth – according to the company, 
South African youth unemployment is at 36%. 
Each week, 25 participants will have to come 
up with a solution to a challenge set by one of 
10 companies who are project partners. No one 
gets fired, instead one company will commit to 
an internship for the most promising participant. 
Then, it’s up to that candidate to score the greater 
prize of a future position.  

2. Shape eKasi 
This campaign is designed to help residents 
shape the space in which they live. “If, for 
example, they want a tech incubator, we can 
connect them with some of our partners,” says 
Sekhaolelo. The campaign also kicks off in 2014 
and will use social media to gather ideas from 
residents. Based on these, “we’ll look at current 
partners and see who can best help”.

3. Kasi Business 
Expo and eKasi 
Career Expo 
These will start in 
Khayelitsha, but the 
plan is to roll out all 
over South Africa. The 
Career Expo is for 
high school students 
looking to go to 
university, and for 
companies looking 
for new graduates. 
The Business Expo is 
for SMMEs who can 
supply big busines. 

“We want to solve the 
problems for a small 
company that wants 
to do business with 
Telkom, for example,” 
Sekhaolelo explains. 

http://ekasientrepreneurs.co.za 

eKasi 
Entrepreneurs
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Southern Africa

Much is happening at the base of the economic pyramid (BoP). Internationally,  
this space is being acknowledged as one faced with great opportunities and  

great needs. As a result, businesses that work to meet the needs of this large,  
lower-income community can be socially uplifting, economically empowering  

and also profitable companies in and of themselves. But meeting these multiple  
objectives requires new approaches.

Since 2006, the BoP Learning Lab Southern Africa has been working to understand 
and investigate the functioning and modelling of successful BoP companies. There are 

workshops every second month in Cape Town, where business concepts and initiatives 
are presented for discussion. There are practical, pithy fact sheets that profile these 

businesses, initiatives and models – 10-minute reads, like Standard Bank’s Mobile 
Money Accounts: Access to Banking through the informal sector and, recently, 

The iShack: A business model for incrementally upgrading informal settlements.

“We believe that business plays an important role in poverty alleviation,” says Nicolas 
Pascarel of Reciprocity, the consultancy that runs the workshops. “But we are talking real, 

functional business solutions,” he stresses. In other words, case studies must present 
information that not only inspires, but is also practical, providing real answers to BoP challenges.

Visit www.bop.org.za or email info@bop.org.za to receive fact sheets, speak at events or attend them.

Workshopping Workshopping Workshopping Workshopping
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Global fellows talk about 
a Social Innovation toolkit 
In early November 2013, the Bertha Centre for Social Innovation and 
Entrepreneurship hosted a group of dynamic fellows from the Rockefeller 
Foundation’s first-ever Global Fellowship Programme on Social Innovation. 

Having the 25 accomplished fellows here was very valuable, says Bertha 
Centre director François Bonnici, because, “they recognised that we are one 
of the key centres working on social innovation with a systems approach.” 

Each member of the group was chosen based on their work at the 
forefront of NGOs and local sectors around the world. The five-day 
programme included a workshop entitled ‘Project Innovation:  
Developing  an Innovation Mindset’, which challenged traditional  
ways of working in social sector organisations. 

“The point was to make people working on the frontline see how 
their work connects to the broader issues,” says Bonnici. Everyone 
is working on their day-to-day problems, he continues, but people
at the forefront can be best placed to challenge or push policy 
and effect changes that are more systemic. 

The tools in the kit

Conventions were challenged using the Social Innovation toolkit 
– a resource developed by Project Innovation, a team of industry 
experts including Dr Jacqueline Simmons from Teachers College, 
Columbia University. Simmons was also the presenter of the lecture. 
“I think it resonated with our South African audience because it was 
tangible,” says Bonnici. And that is the intention of the toolkit, which 
combines 1) the innovation mindset, 2) real-life stories, 3) hands-on 
methods and 4) how-to skills. 

Yes, it’s tangible and practical, but it all starts with the mindset. 
According to the toolkit, the innovation mindset rests on three principles, 
one of which is frequencies, or daily thoughts and actions such as “the 
language used to talk about problems and solutions, workspaces, and 
temporal rhythms of work.”

FREquencies of thought and ACTION 
IN Social sector work

Bureaucratic Creative Innovative

Traditional ways of 
thinking that create a 
disciplinary culture to 
keep people locked into 
standard expectations 
and actions with little 
thinking about why 
certain practises exist.

Interrupts traditional 
ways of thinking and 
decision-making in 
order to change basic 
routines. Creative 
approaches 
open channels of 
communication and 
typically leave staff and 
clients more energised.

Encourages deep 
thinking and critique 
about the taken-for-
granted assumptions 
underlying traditional 
and creative thoughts 
and actions. People 
are encouraged to ask 
questions about why 
certain expectations and 
actions exist, whether 
they are inevitable 
or good, and how to 
change them in order to 
open up spaces for more 
participants to define 
purpose, problems, 
and solutions.
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Here’s a taster of how the toolkit looks at frequencies 
for greater impact and social sector change…

“”Each frequency can be useful and necessary for 
achieving goals; yet, individuals and organisations 
tend to rely mostly on bureaucratic approaches. 
Ultimately, a frequency analysis can more 
effectively guide the development of 
creative and innovative mindsets.”

 - www.socialinnovationtoolkit.com
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“How many of you are close to becoming 
a change-making campus?” asked the friendly 
voice through Skype speakers to an audience 
of 11 South African universities – of which we 
were one. We’d been listening attentively to 
our colleagues in North America describing 
what it takes to become a university that 
embraces the vision of unlocking the 
innovative power of students to affect social 
change. We’d nodded collectively with shared 
emotions, knowing well the challenges and 
the triumphs – many met, but many still very 
much in the working. And yet, on this second 
day of reflecting on how to build an ecosystem 
of social innovation – in terms of leadership, 
systems, curriculum, strategy and community 
building – we responded heartily, certainly: 

“All of us!”
Actually, at first we were hesitant, a little 
amused (“Change-making campus? Really?”). 
Then we were swept up by the surging sense 
of possibility (“Wait guys, we really could… 
we really all could.”), which led to the out-loud 
response, “All of us!”

It felt good. It felt like the charge for which 
we had all convened was suddenly larger than 
any one university in the room. A memorable 
moment at the Ashoka U Indaba hosted by the 
Ashoka South African office and the University 
of Johannesburg. 

The event ran from 13 to 15 November 2013 
and I attended along with two colleagues from 
the University of Cape Town’s Bertha Centre 
(Programme Manager Sarah-Anne Arnold and 
MBA Scholar Susan De Witt). 

There were 23 of us from 11 universities. Half 
of the total higher education system in South 
Africa was sitting around the same table with 
the same mission: to transform the sensibilities 
of our academic leaders, systems, content and 
students to cultivate the next generation of 
innovators and nation-changers. 

We learnt about the powerful ecosystem 
that a university can be, fostering innovative 
thinking and action towards our continent’s 
inclusive future. We increasingly saw our 
respective institutions as complex, thriving 
webs of people, knowledge, research and 
practice that can stimulate creativity, a sense 
of purpose and empathy in students. 

Building a change-making nation of higher education
Reflections on the Ashoka U Indaba in Johannesburg, November 2013. 

By Dr Eliada W. Griffin-EL

“This is the change-making campus” – the 
institutional soil that nourishes the seed of 
innovative brilliance within every man and 
woman learning there. 

As the delegation from the UCT Graduate 
School of Business, our colleagues applauded 
us for sharing our journey in social innovation 
and entrepreneurship so far. But we soon 
realised that all the universities represented are 
on similar journeys, heading to similar (and 
interlinked) destinations, but with different names 
and at different points along the way.

Whether you name it the “Human Project” by 
the University of the Free State, the promotion 
of the “Social Economy” by the University of 
Johannesburg, or “making meaningful leaders of 
tomorrow” by Walter Sisulu University, we felt the 
essence and intuitive leanings of social innovation 
already resonating so deeply in several of our 
campuses. As we talked, we became more 
aware of a shared pedagogical drive to see 
learning translate into action of consequence. 

It suddenly felt like we, as a nationwide 
community of higher-education institutions, 
not only have the possibility of becoming 
change-making campuses, but in time, a change-
making nation as a whole. Suddenly this vision 
didn’t feel too far away. It was easy to say that 

“all of us” are close to becoming a change-
making campus. And we did, very loudly.

I walked away from that three-day gathering 
thrilled about the ideas and energy I see 
capturing departments, faculties and students 
throughout UCT. I felt great satisfaction and 
delight to be part of an institution that is indeed 
charting a path of relevant teaching 
and research at this provocative crossroads 
in Africa’s development journey. 

I landed in Cape Town intent on forming 
meaningful relationships with the champions of 
social innovation and entrepreneurship  
in fellow universities. It is an honour to  
be part of such a university-wide and 
nationwide movement. 

Yes! Here’s to creating a 
change-making campus, UCT. 

Here’s to building a change-
making country, South Africa.

R E F L E C T I N G

REFLECTING

Inside | Eliada

Dr Eliada W. Griffin-EL is a Senior Lecturer of 
Social Entrepreneurship at the UCT Graduate 
School of Business. Her research focuses on 
networked ecosystems for social change and 
how social entrepreneurs innovate, operate, 
and transform systems using the social 
networks in which they are embedded. Eliada 
loves words, live music, and is a collector of 
coffee-shop memories and all things orange.

The African 

Social Entrepreneurs 

Network (ASEN) 

Connect with a community 

of thought leaders, social innovators 

and forward-thinking investors,  

and stay in touch with the  

continent’s latest events. 

Find it at 

http://asenetwork.org.
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“It is better to lead from behind  
  and to put others in front…” 

  – N.M.
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“… especially when you  
     celebrate victory when  
     nice things occur.”


