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Intervention needed to fix
education from bottom up

Louise van Rhyn believes partnerships are key to our schools future

The Pied
PiperProjegt

OUISE van Rhyn is the

head of Symphonia for

SA, a social enterprise

that aims to improve the

standard of education in
our country from the bottom up.
She spoke to Justin Nurse in this
weeK’s edition of The Pied Piper
Project.

WHAT IS SYMPHONIA?
Symphonia means the “sounding of
all the voices”, and our mission is to
strengthen the fabric of society by
redefining what leadership is. SA is
faced with huge challenges around
social cohesion in areas such as edu-
cation, health, poverty and unem-
ployment.

Without sounding corny, I feel
“called” to use my knowledge and
experience gained while doing my
doctorate in large-scale social trans-
formation to effect change in the
biggest “broken” area in SA, which is
education.

Eighty percent of Grade 5 school
children in our country cannot read
at the required level, and the
chances are that they never will. We
are currently number 133 out of 142
countries with regards to the quality
of our basic education and health
(according to the World Economic
Forum). So a radical intervention is
required.

As citizens we've been abdicating
our social responsibilities, waiting
instead for the government, a mira-
cle, for aid or a handout.

And none of'that is going to come
unless we do something about it.

SO WHAT DO YOU DO EXACTLY?
The thinking is that in SA we have
20 000 schools that are not produc-
ing the academic outcomes we
need.

I believe that we are going to
change education not by introduc-
ing more policies, structures,
processes and strategies, but by
dealing with implementation.

We can't affect change top-down,
as the government wants us to. We
need to work from the bottom up.

We've developed “change proj-
ects” at 71 schools around the coun-
try, which involves a process that
takes business leaders into those
schools as a “thinking partner” to a
school principal. We call it Partners
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Grade 5 pupils mark each other's
numeracy tests - numeracy and
literacy are a constant struggle for
most primary school pupils
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for Possibility for SA.

For example, I'm a Partner for
Possibility for Ridwan Samodien,
the principal at Kannemeyer Prima-
ry School in Grassy Park.

He brings knowledge of educa-
tion, I bring knowledge of change,
and together we try and improve the
standard of education in his school.

And we have 71leaders doing

Louise van Rhyn is the head of
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that around the country. Our vision
is to have 2 000 leaders doing this
in the next five years. That should
then lead to a tipping point when, as
principals and communities start to
take responsibility for their schools,
we see a ripple effect across the fab-
ric of our society.

WHAT’S THEPLAN AT EACH
SCHOOL?

Often when we meet new princi-
pals, it’s as if they’re in the foetal
position. They’re protecting them-
selves, barely surviving, saying “stay
away!”

And this is because theyre being
attacked by everyone from teachers
unions to parents. So we get them
out of this position and get them to
lead. They’re soon talking with a
sense of possibility and enthusiasm.

But, of course, you need a cohe-
sion and collaboration with the
people that are going to lead the
change, so we task the business
leaders to see whether the staff are
working as a team and, if not, we
bring in someone who can do team
development, as we've learnt over
time that team development lies at
the heart of successful change.

Then we bring capacity into the
system, by encouraging the princi-
pal and teachers to see that the
parents are not a threat, and that if
you bring them into the system,
they can help.

CONTACTS

The community is a critical
resource to the principal. Our
children are awake for 5 800
hours a year, on average. And
they’re at school for 1200 hours
(20 percent). And that 20 per-
cent is enabled by the richness
and coherence of the 80 percent.

So the community needs to
determine their responsibility
with regards to the 80 percent,
from the parents to the employ-
ers of those parents.

As anation we need to start
having these conversations, and
find ways to not just dump every-
thing on the 20 percent of the
time that is spent at school. Prin-
cipals need to contract that out
with parents and say: “Here’s the
deal at this school. This is what
we're going to do, and this is what
you're going to do.”

WHAT SUCCESS HAVE YOU
HAD?
We've seen improved outcomes
in terms of the results after one
year of the communities and
schools working closer together.
There’s a wonderful story in
Diepsloot about a headmaster
(one of our Principals for Possi-
bility) who was bemoaning the
fact that the parents at his school
never got involved in anything.
Then he realised that they did-
n’t speak his language, and that

he’d only been sending out his
newsletter and notices in Eng-
lish. Then he realised that most
of the parents couldn’t actually
read. So he started an adult-
based education course at the
school and had 500 parents
enrol. At his next AGM, 800 par-
ents showed up.

AREYOU ALEADER?
I'm ambivalent about the title.
T've been called to lead, but I'm
not in aleadership position.
There’s a nuance around that.
I'm aleader because I've envis-
aged an alternative future and I
see my job as creating that envi-
ronment and asking people to
contribute towards that, rather
than telling them what to do.
Leadership is the art of
convening,.

ARE YOU HOPEFUL?
I wouldn’t be here if T didn’t think
there was a better future for SA.

But if you get too embroiled in
what is going on today, you'll lose
hope quickly.

I'm hopeful about what we can
do if we all decide to do it togeth-
er, and I feel part of my role is to
ignite and mobilise that.

Visit: www.symphonia.net

@ Justin Nurse is a freelance
Journalist and founder of Laugh
It Off.
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