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Executive Summary 
 

Uplands Outreach is a small, but highly effective, education outreach NGO based in White 

River, Mpumalanga Province, South Africa, targeting the Insikazi Circuit of the Mpumalanga 

Department of Education, under the auspices of the Uplands Centre for Advancement.  

The Insikazi Circuit consists of 34 schools from Early Learning to Secondary.  Uplands Outreach 

has at its core the development of school leadership with the intention to improve school 

leadership teams. This is achieved by facilitating school leaders to take the University of 

Johannesburg Advanced Diploma in Education (Leadership and Management). 

Short term needs are also addressed by way of specific courses such as Digital Literacy for 

Teachers and workflow improvement at Circuit level. 

The hallmark of Uplands Outreach, reflected in both beneficiary and donor comments, is the 

dedicated, passionate, personal attention given to the project, resulting in a very positive 

relationship between Uplands Outreach, the Department of Education and most particularly 

the Circuit Manager and school leadership teams. 

In comparing the progress of Insikazi Circuit with neighbouring circuits it is clear that the 

programme has been exceptionally successful.  It would be easy to say ‘look at what we have 

achieved’, let us expand to other circuits.  However, it must be noted that the improvement is 

off a low base in a largely under-performing educational system.   

If Uplands Outreach is to leave a lasting legacy, the next step is to raise the bar, not just to 

achieve relative to the neighbouring circuits, but to set a goal where the Insikazi Circuit and 

Uplands Outreach are held as examples for other circuits and NGOs respectively across South 

Africa.   

This can be achieved if the good relations with all stakeholders are maintained at the present 

scale before expansion or replication of the model are attempted. 
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A. Introduction and Methodology 
Uplands Outreach is a small education outreach non-profit working in the rural- and semi-rural 

Education Circuit of Insikazi in Mpumalanga Province in the Republic of South Africa.  Uplands 

Outreach operates out of Uplands, an independent school outside of the town of White River.  

While this is an area rich in agriculture and tourism opportunities, the geospatial legacy of the 

Apartheid System persists to this day, some 25 years into the post-apartheid era.  This is partly 

a reflection of government policy and partly of the intractability of the generational problems 

created by centuries of prejudicial policies creating a negative impact on education outcomes 

on, particularly, predominantly black communities.   

The result is a huge disparity in the quality of schools that are only a few kilometres apart. This 

disparity is reflected at every level and every aspect of schooling, including: 

Parental literacy 
Teacher competence and experience 
School leadership competence and experience 
School accountability 
Physical and financial resources, including basic infrastructure such as water, electricity and 
communications. 
Enrichment programmes 
Student world view and motivation 
 
It is these obvious disparities that provide the driving force behind education outreach in 
general. 
 
Some of these issues, particularly parental literacy, are generational in nature, while others 
lend themselves to effective intervention in the short and medium term.  While many 
programmes focus on ECD and  improving STEM outcomes at Grades 10 to 12 level, 
programmes that focus on medium term goals of improving school leadership, teacher 
competence and governance issues are likely to have a more lasting and sustainable impact. 
Uplands Outreach programmes fall mainly into the latter category. 
 
This analysis involved: 

 Several meetings with the Uplands Outreach team via on-line meetings 

 One-on-one meetings with the Director, Dr Nicolette de Bruyn.   

 Study of Annual Reports and newsletters for the period 2015 to 2020 

 Conversations with a cross-section of Beneficiaries. 
 
David Gear has extensive experience across many education contexts in South Africa and has 
worked in the outreach education space throughout his career. This experience includes 
heading up the Thandulwazi Saturday School at St Stithians College and a member of the 
founding team of Penreach as well as M&E officer at Penreach. As a result of these 
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involvements, he has visited hundreds of schools across South Africa from the deep rural areas 
to the very best state and independent schools. He is thus able to make meaningful 
comparisons between different programmes and their various strategies. 
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B. Mission 
‘Uplands Outreach is passionate about working collaboratively with our partner schools to raise 

the achievement levels of learners in rural Mpumalanga. We do this by establishing long-term 

relationships and by utilising evidence-based practices at school leader, teacher, and learner 

levels in one rural school circuit.’ 

Uplands Outreach Mission Statement 

It is unusual for education programmes’ mission statements to accurately reflect what they do 

‘on-the –ground’.  Does Uplands Outreach’s achievements match the Mission Statement? The 

following questions need to be answered: 

 Is there genuine passion amongst the Outreach staff? 

 Is the programme ‘collaborative’ or ‘top down’ 

 Have learner achievements been raised significantly? 

 Is there evidence of ‘long term relationships’? 

 Are Uplands Outreach Programmes ‘evidence based’? 

 Are all levels from ECD to circuit Manager addressed as claimed? 

 Has scope discipline been maintained v. ‘scope creep’? 

 Has focusing on one school district been the most effective policy? 

 What are the opportunities for scaling and what should the scaling strategies be? 

 What influence, if any, has Uplands Outreach had beyond its ‘home base’? 
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C. Strategy 
There are four clear strategies that stand out in any analysis of Uplands Outreach’s approach: 

 Developing a pipeline of interventions so that there is a mechanism for progress to 

move up the grades with the learners and so that teachers, school leaders and the 

circuit managers are on the same page regardless of their position in the hierarchy. This 

strategy can be summed up as ‘systematic alignment’. 

 Keeping focused on partnerships involving personal interaction between Uplands 

Outreach Staff and programme beneficiaries at all levels. 

 Consulting with the beneficiaries as to their needs and the development of appropriate 

programmes accordingly. 

 Regular follow-ups, monitoring and evaluation. 

 

The following programmes make up the Uplands Outreach offering: 

Insikazi Circuit Office support 
The roles of circuit managers and circuit offices have often been criticized as an unnecessary 

extra layer of administration between the district and the school.  In the experience of the 

author, this is indeed often the case and the circuit managers are often seen as intrusive and 

threatening by school management teams.  However, a circuit manager who is able to lead and 

create a collaborative relationship with the schools under his or her circuit is able to have a 

profound impact on the quality of education in the circuit. 

For this reason, Uplands Outreach has established a relationship with the Insikazi Circuit 

Manager, Mr Mandrew Nyambi. As an added bonus, Mr Nyambi is a product of the SL4E 

programme.   

It was clear from early on that the physical circumstances of the Circuit Office fell short of the 

minimum for an effective work environment.  As a result, Uplands Outreach was able to 

renovate the circuit offices, supply acceptable furnishings and assist with the organization of 

the office.  Once this was achieved, assistance was provided in establishing improved work-flow 

practices. 

An important part of the Circuit Manager’s role is the identification of the strengths and 

weaknesses of the schools within his or her circuit and to take advantage of, or to remediate, 

these findings.  To this end, the ability to access and analyse statistical data available from the 

Department of Education is an important skill set for any circuit manager to master.  In 

particular, the annual report by the Department on the National Senior Certificate (NSC) results 

provides a valuable source of data. 

Uplands Outreach aids the Circuit Management in this process and indeed, uses the data for its 

own internal M&E processes. 
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The support of the Insikazi Circuit by Uplands Outreach has had a ripple effect at both District 

and Circuit level beyond Insikazi. 

Another task of the circuit is to identify potential education students amongst the successful 

NSC candidates and to put them forward for the national Funza Lushaka Education Bursary 

Scheme.  An important part of this process is to promote teaching as a career and not simply as 

an easy way to get to University for poor students.  The Director of Uplands Outreach describes 

this as a ‘quick win’ that positively impacts on the longer term sustainability of education in the 

district as there is a good chance that these students will return to their home area as teachers. 

 

School Leadership for Excellence (SL4E) 
SL4E involves the selection of both teachers with leadership potential and people in current 

leadership positions.  The programme is run in conjunction with the University of Johannesburg 

over three years per cohort and results in the awarding of the new Advanced Diploma in 

Education; School Leadership and Management (ADE(SLM) is an evolution of the former ACE 

qualification which was offered by Uplands Outreach through UJ prior to 2020.) 

There are currently 27 school leaders enrolled in this programme from 32 different schools. 

Undergraduate South African education qualifications and basic post-graduate diplomas do not 

include any modules on school leadership and management, with the result that it is rare that 

any member of a school leadership team, let alone the whole team, has any leadership training. 

Fundamental to the ADE(SLM)  is that  

‘…evidence of changed practice over the duration of the Adv. Dip: SLM programme is central to 

the successful completion of this qualification. It is for this reason that the preparation of a 

professional portfolio of evidence and the implementation of a workplace project is a 

compulsory requirement of this programme’ 

          SAIDE report entitled 

National Qualification for Transformative School Leadership and Management. 2019 
 

Official Department of Education Professional Development Workshops rarely go beyond the 

requirement that participants simply add to their CVs by recording their attendance at such 

events.  The requirement of a portfolio of evidence as part of the qualification is a guarantee 

that there will be a minimum level of meaningful impact, regardless of the future path of the 

participant.  There is, in fact, no evidence that any Uplands SL4E participant has failed to 

continue to deliver value. 
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This programme is not just about developing leadership individuals, but rather about 

developing high performance leadership teams in each school. This is a specific priority of the 

Circuit Manager, Mr Mandrew Nyambi. 

Beyond the qualification, it is important to record that Uplands Outreach provides ad hoc 

support for participants in the form of lectures and workshops addressing particular topical 

needs as and when the opportunity arises. 

Standard Bank Teacher Development Programme / Teachers for Excellence (T4E) 
It is an old adage amongst educationists that it does not matter what you teach in university 

education programmes as teachers will revert to the way they were taught soon after entering 

the real world of the classroom.  This is especially true as many who enter the teaching 

profession do so because they represent the few who enjoyed being on the receiving end of 

teach-learn-test pedagogy.  So teacher effectiveness is not just about training, it is a 

generational problem where older teachers could also suppress any effort to innovate by 

younger teachers.   

Furthermore, the status of teachers is frequently inverted. A high school maths or science 

teacher is often more highly valued than Foundation and Intermediate Phase teachers, both in 

terms of remuneration and community status.   

To break these generational cycles it is imperative that interventions are holistic in nature, 

narrowly targeting high performance teams in identified schools, so that learners enter a 

process of excellence that does not take its foot off the pedal between well supported ECD 

programmes and well-funded STEM programmes in Grades 10 to 12. 

To this end, Uplands Outreach runs Foundation Phase (currently 25 participants on Tuesday 

afternoons ) and Intermediate Phase (29 Participants on Wednesdays)  This programme is 

supported by regular site visits by uplands Outreach Staff, presentation of Model Lessons, small 

focus groups and ad hoc events of a topical nature. 

With a data-driven project management approach, Uplands Outreach regularly assesses 

progress of teachers and a sample of learners, thus ensuring that the lessons learned in 

workshops are translated to actions in the classroom.  

The idea of high performing teams is promoted. In the general region within which Uplands 

Outreach operates it is not unusual for senior teachers to actively refuse to share knowledge 

with new teachers, creating resentment and further undermining the effectiveness of the 

teaching unit in a school.  Through various remedial strategies, promoting a culture of 

teamwork as part of the school culture and ensuring that individual subjects work towards 

becoming high performance teams Uplands Outreach addresses these needs. 
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Digital Literacy for Teachers. 
Department policy and philanthropic donations often create the situation where teachers have 

access to, but no skill, in utilizing digital resources.  The Uplands Outreach Digital Literacy 

Programme currently has 27 teachers enrolled. This programme progresses from the 

assumption of zero knowledge to effective use of standard packages.  This is an area where 

some scaling of the present model may be considered. 

Other Opportunities 
Teachers in rural schools, in addition to the issues mentioned above, often find themselves 

isolated from the broader education community.  Department Workshops are often large 

affairs with little opportunity to establish local networks.  Subject associations such as the 

Association of Mathematics Educators of South Africa (AMESA) provide the opportunity for 

teachers to engage with their peers across the country in a non-threatening way.  Until they are 

introduced to such organisations and discover the camaraderie of such groups, few rural 

teachers will engage.  Uplands Outreach actively encourages these connections. 

This particularly ties in with Mr Nyambi, the Circuit Manager’s,  priorities to improve Maths 

outcomes.  

Learners for Excellence (L4E) 
This potentially very successful programme was launched with a cohort of 50 learners who had 

shown aptitude in Maths and Science.  Many of this cohort continued to University, several 

benefitting from Funza Lukasha funding. Currently there are at least 23 graduates, which 

includes 7 graduate teachers who are back in Insikazi Circuit teaching in their home community.  

It has become increasingly difficult to fund learner programmes directly as these are seen as 

not having a multiplier effect in improving education. 

Both for reasons of funding and scope, Uplands Outreach does not engage with large bodies of 

learners in, for example large scale maths and science extra-lessons, as many other 

programmes do. 

SMILE Conversational Literacy 
This programme utilizes the conversational skills of learners from Uplands College who on 

Wednesday afternoons sit with target school children and read and converse with them.  This 

programme is one of the oldest Uplands College outreach initiatives and has the potential to 

have a direct impact on English proficiency.  It is however difficult to measure this impact other 

than anecdotally.  Children on both sides report favourably on their experience. 

JUMP (Junior Uplands Maths Programme)Teacher Professional Development 
This programme was highly effective but, as with L4E, was defunded as donor interest shifted 

to early literacy and is mentioned here as an opportunity to reinstate an important and 

effective intervention.  
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KLM Programme (Independent of Uplands Outreach, but contributing to the 
overall picture of Education Outreach.) 
KLM is a bursary programme for deserving learners, who would otherwise not have access to 

top flight education, to Uplands College. At any one time there are about 10 bursaries spread 

across the 5 Grades of Uplands College.  Uplands Outreach assists in identifying suitable 

candidates for KLM support. Several of the recipients are currently excelling in their academic 

studies. 

Youth Empowerment 
A proposed Youth Empowerment programme, targeting the NEET component of school leavers, 

will complete the pipeline and the current proposal includes the following: 

 Career and Life Guidance, focusing on managing one’s own life circumstances. 

 Digital literacy leading to Microsoft certification and needs specific MOOCs 

 Work readiness includes CV creation, interview skills and, most importantly, workplace 

acculturation. 

 Driver’s licence, on its own an employable skill, but also a component of many jobs. 

An important aspect of this programme is that Uplands Outreach will follow through with 

participants in connecting them to potential employer networks in the Lowveld Region. 

Endorsements of the proposed programme have been forthcoming from a variety of large 

national employers and local operators, covering a wide range of economic activities. 

Programme Summary 
While there are some gaps, mainly of a temporary nature due to funding issues, the Uplands 

Outreach strategy of developing a pipeline from ECD to Circuit level is well established and 

operating as envisaged. 

Without detracting from the strategy of maintaining focus on one Circuit, there has been some 

discussion on extending the offering to include ante- and neo-natal offerings.  The current 

feeling is that this falls outside of the scope of the mission. However, engagement with other 

NGOs in these fields may well be valuable in ensuring better ECD outcomes. 
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D. Impact Evaluation 
The outstanding features of Uplands Outreach are its focus on people, rather than process, and 

on being informed by data, rather than sentiment.  This dual nature of the programme is 

illustrated by the response of beneficiaries when asked to talk about what Uplands Outreach 

means to them and in the hard statistics of outcomes. For the purposes of this evaluation an 

holistic overview will be adopted, rather than a very detailed programme by programme 

analysis. The reason for this, is that ultimately, all the programmes link to each other and are 

intertwined through the concept of a pipeline of ‘Raising achievement for all’. 

Telephonic interviews were conducted with five beneficiaries representing a cross-section of 

the programmes. Two key questions were asked: 

 How has Uplands Outreach benefited you in your work environment? 

 What could be changed/added to improve Uplands Outreach’s support to you? 

Significantly, there was not a single negative reply.  Key takeaways from the telephonic 

interviews were as follows: 

Mr Mandrew Nyambi, Insikazi Circuit Manager 

 Teachers, school leaders and circuit managers would be overwhelmed without partners 

such as Uplands Outreach.   

 Uplands Outreach is able to help the Circuit to respond to school needs in a customized 

way. There is no ‘one-size fits all response’. Response can be quick as there is no 

bureaucratic process that requests have to go through. 

 Uplands Outreach has emphasized how important personal relationships are, not only 

between Uplands Outreach and the Circuit, but also between the circuit office and 

School Leadership Teams. There is genuine admiration for the commitment of 

individuals on the Uplands team. 

 Lessons learned in the Insikazi Circuit are shared through networking with other Circuit 

Managers, who are very aware of the good work being done in Insikazi.  This is 

something to consider as a scaling opportunity in the future. 

 

The key request from Mr Nyambi was to increase the frequency of networking 

opportunities for Principals as this was seen as an effective avenue for expansion and 

sustainability of the lessons learned. 

Ms Zenile Nkambule HOD, now Principal. Participant in the School Leadership and Digital 

Literacy Programmes. 

 Uplands Outreach capacitated me, allowing me to grow in confidence and perform 

better as an HOD using my new-found computer skills. 
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 The School Leadership Programme greatly enriched my understanding of what it means 

to be a leader, giving me the confidence to apply for and receive promotion to Principal. 

 Uplands Outreach continues to be really supportive in my promotion post. In this regard 

Nicky and Violah specifically were mentioned. 

 The Uplands Outreach Programme is perfect and nothing needs improving. 

 

Siphiwe Ngwenya HOD,participant in Standard Bank Teacher Development Foundation Phase. 

 I did not know how to turn on a computer and now I am using it every day. 

 Confidence in using on-line resources, particularly Google Meet. 

 Greatly improved content knowledge giving me the confidence to participate in ‘in class 

peer visits.’ 

 Everything was ‘up to standard’ 

Elmon Jomo Educator participant in Intermediate Phase Teacher Development 

 Participants become a ‘library’ for others to tap into, networking with each other. 

 Every workshop offers something new.   

 Presentation skills were greatly improved, whether on Powerpoint or Google Meet, so 

increasing confidence both in the classroom and with other educators.   

 The programme is very motivating and enjoyable. 

 Under the lockdown teachers have felt disempowered and perhaps some sort of 

psychological support could be provided. 

Jeleni Silinda School Leadership graduate, Principal. 

 In my four years of teacher training at no time did they mention leadership or 

management. 

 The SLP exposed me to a whole range of aspects that I had not previously considered: 

financial, curricula, governance and the importance of community involvement. 

 My school has improved form 83% to 100% pass rate in three years and received awards 

right up to national level. 

 I now involve all stakeholders from cleaners to the SGB. 

 I appreciate the follow up visits and especially the ad hoc talks on topical subjects. 

 My levels of frustration have disappeared and I am able to share the burden by 

delegating to a functional leadership team. 

 Suggests the development of an induction course for new graduates straight out of 

university, to prepare them for the pragmatic issues not included in their theoretical 

courses. 

 

Recurring themes in these interviews, backed up by the formal data gathered by Dr York in her 

role as M&E officer, is the increase in personal confidence and effectiveness among 
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participants. Uplands Outreach measured this improvement in confidence as improving from a 

base of 45.5% to 92%. Confidence is fundamental to the success of every programme, but few 

are able to demonstrate this with measurables as is Uplands Outreach.  High retention and 

attendance levels are another key indicator of programme effectiveness and Uplands Outreach 

scores well in both at 100% and 94% respectively.  

 

The Digital Literacy programme reports similar figures with a commensurate improvement in 

digital confidence to 82%.   

 

NSC results are, rightly or wrongly, the Universal Indicator Paper of South African education 

school achievement.  The Insikazi circuit has improved from 37th out of 68 circuits in 2010 to 7th 

in 2019 (including a 12 place jump from 2018).   

 

While ‘gatekeeping’ at Grade 10 and 11 level to improve pass rates is rife throughout the 

region, NSC candidate numbers are stable in the Insikazi Circuit and the numbers of Level 7 

passes and Bachelor passes are both increasing.   

 

 All stakeholders consulted are more than willing to credit the Uplands Outreach programme as 

a major contributor to this improvement. 

 

The SMILE conversational literacy programme’s success is reflected in a summative test average 

of 82% from a baseline of 61% achieved by Grade 4 learners at Maqamela Primary School.  

 

The Learners for Excellence programme has to date produced at least 23 graduates, seven of 

whom are teachers, now teaching in the Insikazi Circuit.  This is a significant boost to a circuit of 

34 schools, with many more in the pipeline. 

 

The last two cohorts of the School Leadership Programme has resulted in 30 promotions. With 

the confidence in the quality of this programme expressed above, this will no doubt have a 

lasting and sustainable impact on the school communities as well as the Circuit as a whole. 

 

Overall Impact 
There is no doubt that the individual beneficiaries feel that Uplands Outreach has boosted their 

professionalism in multiple areas and that overall the Insikazi Circuit has moved up the rankings 

based on NSC results.  A more difficult impact to unpack is how individual schools, especially 

primary schools which do not have a public exam as a measure, have benefited, not just in 

improved results but across the board, but proportionally to the full staff complement. 

Each school has a different pattern of taking up the offerings of Uplands Outreach, from just 

the Principal participating in SL4E to as many as 22 participants in multiple progammes. 
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There is a lot of room to expand programme participation in just about every school in the 

circuit. There can be no doubt that the effectiveness of Uplands Outreach Theory of Change is 

dependent on creating high performance teams in each school and the deeper this team 

extends down the hierarchy, the more effective the outcomes will be.  
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NO. SCHOOL SL4E T4E FP IP Multiknit SASOL SMILE JUMP Total 

1 Cophetsheni Primary 2               2 

2 Emtfonjeni Combined 4 1     2 5     12 

3 Buhle Primary 2 1   3       3 9 

4 

Enkhokhokhweni 

Primary 2 2   4       2 10 

5 Entokozweni Primary 2   2 2       2 8 

6 Gutjwa Primary 2             3 5 

7 Jabulane Primary 2   3     3     8 

8 Makhahlela Primary   3     7 2     12 

9 Maphakama Primary 2   1         3 6 

10 Maqamela Primary 3 4 4 3 2   3   19 

11 Mgwenyane Primary 1 1             2 

12 Mhwayi Primary 3     2   4   2 11 

13 Mlilo Primary     2 3 3       8 

14 Mthayiza Primary 2   1 2   2   4 11 

15 Mvangatini Primary 2         2     4 

16 Nyalungu Primary 2 3 2 3 5     2 17 

17 Phakani Combined 2         1     3 

18 Sandzile Primary 5 2 4 3 1 5   2 22 

19 Sifunidlela Primary 1 1 2 2         6 

20 Umpompoli Primary 1   3         1 5 

21 Vulemehlo Combined 1               1 

22 Zwelisha Primary 2   1 2 2       7 

23 

Fundinjobo 

Secondary 1 3             4 

24 Guduza Secondary 3 2     4       9 

25 Khutsalani Secondary 1 4             5 

26 Mbuyane Secondary 1 4             5 

27 Mhlume Secondary 3 3     1       7 

28 Ngodini Secondary 3               3 

29 Sibhulo Secondary 3               3 

30 Siligane Secondary 1               1 

31 Vulindlela Secondary 3               3 

32 Zikodze Secondary 3               3 

 TOTAL 65 34 25 29 27 24 3 24 231 

Table 1. Programme Participation summary 
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E. Insight 
Uplands Outreach is clearly fulfilling the promise of its mission statement and is to be 

commended on the high degree or personal commitment and professionalism of every staff 

member, led by an inspirational director who is the epitome of a servant leader. 

Each programme ticks the boxes that it set out to achieve and more.  Characterised by a 

personal approach backed by good science the Uplands Outreach team can justifiably be proud 

of their achievements. 

With such a successful programme, the question immediately arises: how can it be scaled to 

have a wider impact? 

Is it a matter of simply raising more money (not that raising money is simple), employing more 

staff and signing up more beneficiaries?   

It comes down to one factor: could such a scaling be done while maintaining quality? 

The answer is not easy. Inevitably, scaling will result in the leadership of the programme having 

less direct contact with the beneficiaries and members of the team losing some of the tight 

cohesion that currently pervades the organization.  Furthermore, are circuits sufficiently similar 

to simply duplicate the programmes?   

Scaling of this nature may lead to some cost efficiencies, but in the end would most probably 

see a reduction in cost-effectiveness in terms of outcomes.   

It is the author’s considered opinion that Uplands Outreach provides an outstanding model for 

intervention at circuit level but would rapidly lose effectiveness if simply scaled up by extending 

to additional circuits.  A more effective approach would be to establish separate independent 

teams, responding to the local needs of circuits and schools thus enabling the close personal 

contact that characterizes Uplands Outreach.  Economies of scale could be achieved in the 

sharing of fund-raising and M&E efforts and in the engagement at district and department 

levels. 

Another approach would be to say, ‘right we have done our work in Insikazi, let us move on to 

the next district. ‘ 

Apart from the geography of increasing distance to the partner communities from home base, 

there is some merit in this as beneficiary communities would be motivated to achieve 

independence. While in many ways attractive, it would mean starting from scratch in the new 

circuit and abandoning relationships that have taken years to create. 

In the long term, an education NGO’s job is, ideally, to work itself out of a role.  Much of the 

outreach offering in South Africa could be argued to be the ‘government’s job’.  So, if Uplands 

Outreach (and others) can engage with Districts and the Department to model school 

improvement, maybe more will improve in the long term. This may be a pipe dream in the 
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present circumstances but no Outreach Programme can operate indefinitely, largely 

independent of Government or even creating conditions where the Department of Education 

happily passes on the responsibility of school improvement to NGOs.   

A third possibility is to move the programme to the next level of school improvement within the 

existing circuit. 

There is of course a temptation to bask in the glory of the above, justifiably, impressive figures, 

but a word of caution is essential.  The context of South African Education could hardly be 

worse.  Overcrowded classrooms, poorly equipped science labs, non-existent and underused 

libraries, high teacher absenteeism, centralized control and lack of accountability at local level 

are but a few of the problems that are the norm in, particularly, rural schools.  The impact of 

Covid-19 has been magnified in these environments without high speed internet or teachers 

able to deliver on-line contact lessons. 

 

While academics always will be a primary measure of education success, there is much more to 

an effective holistic education than marks in a high stakes exit exam.  In the best schools 

academic excellence is a given. Real quality is seen in the richness of extra-mural programmes, 

including sport and culture, school-based social programmes and pride in the school and the 

achievements of its alumni.  Of course, it can be rightfully argued that until class sizes are 

reduced by improving teacher/pupil ratios and until learners recognize the value of activities 

that are ‘not for marks’ nothing can be done to improve the situation.   

 

Bill Schroder, in his recent book ‘A Headmasters Story’, recounts how, in more than one under-

resourced school that he had the privilege to lead, the strategy of choosing one or two 

enrichment activities, whether sport or culture, in which the school could become the best in 

its context, would provide a route to promoting pride amongst the learners and respect in the 

community.   

 

This would include encouraging learners to compete in the various Olympiads, Science Expo, 

Chess, Drama and Debating Clubs by way of example.   

 

Similarly, teachers’ lives could be enriched by creating local subject associations in which best 

practice is shared between peers rather than top-down as currently occurs.  Almost every 

subject has national associations that are independent of government and which provide 

support and ideas as well as a sense of belonging in the bigger picture. 

 

An outside intervention to champion such enrichment is an effective path to such a strategy.: to 

work in a space in which the community already has confidence in the NGO with the aim not 

just to improve rankings in National Benchmarks and NSC results but to create a district that 

shines as an example of quality education that would achieve national, if not international 
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recognition, just as Finland has shown the world that there is a better way, and that attracts the 

very best in teachers. 

 

Obviously such a strategy would take considerable thought and planning, but has the advantage 

that implementation costs would below as many community resources (for example retired 

people). 

 

The final question is: ‘Are Uplands Outreach and the beneficiary schools ready to move up to 

the next level?’ 

 

The author’s considered opinion is that the job is not yet done in the Insikazi Circuit.  The 

progress has been nothing short of amazing in terms of NSC results and circuit rankings, but the 

comparisons with other, largely under-achieving circuits are not sufficient measure.  For the 

Uplands Outreach model to be repeatable it needs to draw national attention. To this end, the 

team needs to raise the bar to compete with successful urban circuits. 

 

Measures of success of such an approach would be: 

 to see all school leadership teams in the circuit participating in or having participated in 
SL4E  

 NSC and/or NBT results in the 95th percentile of participating schools 

 Significant achievements in National Olympiads. i.e. regular top 100 achievements from 
multiple schools. 

 Significant achievements in National Science Week 

 Active participation in sports, chess &/or debating and music competitions. 

 Active participation in environmental and social improvement programmes 

 Parental participation 
 
Obviously the above list are only suggestions and would need to be negotiated with the circuit 
leadership and the schools. 
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F. Organisation and talent 
 

Uplands Outreach has a small but exceptionally well-qualified team.  Director Dr Nicky de Bruyn 

is known for her compassionate leadership style and is widely respected in NGO and donor 

circles as a knowledgeable and effective leader.  

The team is well balanced in terms of knowledge and experience with close connections to the 

target community. 

The beneficiaries interviewed were unanimous in their praise for both the individuals and the 

team as a whole, emphasizing an empathetic and supportive approach to outreach. Uplands 

Outreach supplied the following Biographies of their employees. 

Director 

Nicky de Bruyn has a BA (Government), a MPA (Masters Degree in Public Affairs, specialising in 

public management) and a PhD (Education Leadership). Nicky is a specialist in non-profit 

management, community development practices, and educational leadership. Nicky is 

passionate about combining goodwill and good management and leadership in the non-profit 

arena.  

Operations manager 

Violah Moya has a Primary School Teacher’s Diploma, a BA (Education) from the University of 

the North, an Advanced Certificate in Education (ACE) from the University of Pretoria (for 

learners with special needs), and an ACE from the University of Johannesburg in School 

Management and Leadership, among other qualifications. Violah was previously principal at 

Sojuba Primary School and deputy principal of Vulamasango Primary School. Violah is currently 

studying towards her Honours Degree in Education Policy.   

M&E and Communications 

Joanne York performs monitoring and evaluation processes for all of Uplands Outreach’s 

programmes, and also maintains key channels of communication, including website and 

Facebook management for Uplands Outreach. Jo has her Post Graduate Certificate in Education 

(PGCE, UNISA) and has taught Grade 10 Maths at Uplands College. She is also a South African 

registered Homeopath (Masters in Homeopathy, UJ) and has a BSc degree with majors in 

Psychology and the Sciences (WITS University). Joanne is currently studying for her Master’s 

Degree in ICT in Education. 

Programme Administrator 

Beauty Mashego has more than 17 years’ experience at Uplands Outreach. She has a certificate 

in Office Administration, and an International Computer Driver's Licence (ICDL) qualification 

from Unigrad College. Beauty was born and raised in the Mahushu community and attended 

Mntungwa Secondary School. Beauty has a wealth of knowledge on Outreach’s partner schools 

and is passionate about the power of education and development.  
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Maths Specialist and Field Officer 

Boy-Boy Ndhlovu has been a Maths teaching intern at Uplands College for a number of years, 

and has recently graduated with a B.Ed in Maths from UNISA. Boy-boy hails from Bushbuckridge 

and knows the local communities well. Together with Violah, he forms an integral part of our 

programmes, specialising in Maths, on-site coaching and site support visits. 

Finance and Office Administrator 

Katia van der Merwe has a National Diploma in Logistics Management from UNISA (University 

of South Africa) with 8 years of experience in the logistics field. Katia was Finance Administrator 

and HR Administrator at Uplands College for 5 years before transferring to Uplands Outreach. 

Katia is passionate about planning, organising, and being part of a team making a difference in 

schools and in the community. 

Office Intern 

Tumelo Nkambule  is a graduate of the Uplands Outreach Learners for Excellence (L4E) 

Saturday Maths Programme (2012 - 2014). He has been working as an office intern at Uplands 

Outreach since January 2017, while he completes his BEd with UNISA. Tumelo offers 

tremendous support to the team, assisting with day-to-day programme logistics and office 

maintenance. Tumelo loves helping and motivating young learners, and has aspirations of one 

day being an Educational Psychologist 

This is a highly qualified, committed and passionate team, clearly motivated to move Uplands 
Outreach forward. 
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G. Funding 
 

As with most NGOs, funding is an on-going concern, especially in these difficult economic and 

social times.  It is important to retain donors who have a long-term relationship by 

demonstrating that the programme has delivered and has the potential to continue to deliver 

and increase its influence.  Uplands Outreach certainly ticks these boxes. 

In these difficult times, fund-raising needs to be narrowly targeted to donors who may see 

more self-interest in a programme.  These potential donors are likely to be more local in nature, 

especially medium sized organisations that draw on the Insikazi Circuit schools for their 

employees.  The Youth Empowerment Programme is an example that falls into this category, 

but support by local organisations needs to be translated into financial commitment, however 

small.  Service Clubs (Lions and Rotary) could be part of this approach. 

Crowd funding of specific programmes and individuals should also be investigated. 

H. Value of Uplands Outreach to Uplands 
 

There are five areas of benefit of an independent school running a significant outreach 

programme. 

1. There is no doubt that the Department of Education values the support of independent NGOs 

assistance in supporting department schools. This in turn encourages department officials to 

view independent education more favourably i.e. outreach allows for positive communication 

to flow between the independent institution and the department. 

2. Donors to independent schools prefer to work in environments where there is visible 

commitment to Outreach and where facilities built with donor funding also benefit the wider 

community. 

3. Many prospective parents want to know that the independent school is not an enclave of 

privilege (although it may be argued that some parents are seeking such an enclave). 

4. Perhaps the most important opportunity for Outreach lies in contact between Uplands and 

the beneficiary schools at teacher and pupil level.  It is the author’s experience that teachers 

from privileged schools are happier with their lot when exposed to the reality of the average 

school through exchanges and visits. The success of organisations such as Edutrain during South 

Africa’s transition to democracy was a clear demonstration of how contact at pupil and teacher 

level changed attitudes on both sides of the historical divide.  25 years later many of the same 

issues persist, although in a different guise.  The current BLM movement and the issues it raises 

would be much less of an issue if, for example Uplands students regularly met with their 
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counterparts from the Insikazi Circuit schools in debate, on the sports fields and in community 

projects.   

5. As a Christian school, Uplands and Uplands Outreach has a moral and ethical duty to bridge 

the inequities in society by engaging directly across the socio-economic gaps of society.  South 

Africa is often billed as ‘the most unequal society in the world’ and, whether deserved or not, 

this is a reputation that needs to be addressed at the level of community, rather than 

government. 

Imagine Uplands partnering with all the Circuit schools for the EV Challenge or on Birding Big 

Day or in co-hosting an athletic meeting. 

I. Board governance 
Uplands Outreach, along with the Uplands Foundation and Uplands Academy for Professional 

Learning, falls under Uplands Centre for Advancement (CFA), with Nicky de Bruyn as Executive 

Director and a 3 member Board of Trustees. 

 

CFA is a registered Non-Profit Company and so is Section 18A compliant.  Registration as an 

NPC also provides protection under the Companies Act.  

 

The CFA, along with Uplands School, in turn falls under the oversight of the Uplands Board of 

Directors. The result is that Financial and Management Oversight is independent of Uplands 

School and meets with the highest standards of best practice. 

 

There is room for improvement in the gender and ethnic balance at Board level, but that falls 

outside the scope of this report. 
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J. Conclusion 
Prof. Pierre du Plessis (HOD: Department of Education Leadership and Management, University 

of Johannesburg) says the following of Uplands Outreach: 

‘I have seen first-hand over many years the quality and commitment of the team. The team’s 

commitment and dedication to serve and to assist wherever they can must be acknowledged 

and applauded. There are so many success stories to be told from the schools they serve.’ 

Gill Fenwick of the Siyakhula Trust goes further in writing: 

‘With confidence we can say that Uplands Outreach has to be the most outstanding educational 

focused NPO we have ever evaluated (and we have evaluated hundreds). There is no doubt that 

their educational interventions have been very successful and have produced solid, credible 

results in both teachers and learners.’ 

Similar comments are made by other donors and beneficiaries and there can be no doubt that 

Uplands Outreach ‘punches above its weight’ in effectiveness. 

From the above discussion it is clear that the way forward for Uplands Outreach is through 

refining its successful model to guide the Insikazi Circuit towards a comparison with the best 

urban circuits. 

To achieve this ‘raising of the bar’, the following broad principles must be maintained or 

expanded: 

 Continued good relations with the Department at all levels, driven by regular and honest 

communication. 

 Maintenance of the personal style of engagement with beneficiaries in a co-operative 

and collaborative approach to school improvement. 

 Continued data-driven decision making that is transparent to both donors and 

beneficiaries. 

 Engagement with other NGOs to meet the needs that fall outside the scope of Uplands 

Outreach’s model. 

 Increased involvement of community role models in giving back to their community. 

 Increased engagement with individuals and local organizations within the broader White 

River community that can add value through enrichment programmes in terms of, for 

example, arts and culture, agribusiness and tourism work experience. 

 Facilitation of access to employable skills (Youth empowerment). 

 

Once academic excellence is considered a ‘given’ – as it should be in any successful school – 

then the process of ‘good to great’ can begin.   
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There remain many hurdles to achieving the ideal outcomes described above. While most of 

these many are beyond the direct control of Uplands Outreach they can only be overcome if 

Uplands Outreach maintains the goodwill of those who can make the meaningful decisions.  In 

turn, a circuit that stands out above all others in the area will draw positive attention from both 

the Department and the Donor Community, serving as a model for other circuits to improve.   

Such modelling is where the real opportunity for expansion exists. 
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