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he present research forms part of the International Success-
ful School Principals Project (ISSPP), which originated in

2001 among a group of experienced education leadership
and management researchers (ISSPP 2007: 1). The article reports
on two successful schools located in an impoverished rural area in
the Mpumalanga province, South Africa. The two schools selected
as research sites are located in the poorest villages of the Ehlanzeni
region, where 29% of those aged 20 years or older have not under-
gone any schooling (Steyn ¢ 2/ 2008: 42). The aim of studying these
schools was to understand how a supportive teaching and learning
environment for socio-economically challenged learners could be
created to enhance their academic achievement. The rural areas in
South Africa are extremely poor and continually challenged by both
the harsh physical conditions and the changing educational, social,
economic, and political realities under which teachers and learners
work (Gunter 2001: 17, Motshekga 2007: 1).

Teaching in South Africa has to a large extent been shaped by
the historical legacies of the past and should be viewed within the
context of a schooling system designed and shaped by the apartheid
regime, where social relations between people were structured by
biological and cultural characteristics in such a way as to define and
construct differentiated social collectivities that constituted the ru-
ral and urban divide (Cole 2009: 42). Thus, teachers in South Africa
have a much diversified career preparation, teaching experience, and
opportunity for development (Motshekga 2007: 2). It has been ar-
gued that the matriculation results in South Africa strongly reflect
this divide, with schools situated in enabling contexts producing
good results while the majority of the schools in townships and rural
areas continue to provide poor quality education (Motshekga 2007:
2). This situation necessitates a thorough acknowledgement and
study of the role of the learning context in a school’s and/or learner’s
success or failure.

In addition, Bush ez 2/ (2010: 164) note that the majority (70-
80%) of primary school children, overwhelmingly from disadvan-
taged schools, complete their primary education without being able
to read fluently in their school’s instructional language. According
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to Fleisch (2008: 119), weak mastery of English, in particular in
some of the schools in Mpumalanga, is a major contributory factor to
low standards of literacy which negatively affect academic achieve-
ment. Reeves (2006: 72-3) pointed out that in studies of schools
with high poverty rates, a high number of second-language learn-
ers, and simultaneous high achievement levels, specific leadership
and teaching practices that mitigate against the influence of socio-
demographic characteristics have played a major role.

According to Bush ez 2/ (2010: 162), one of the major functions
of principals is to lead teaching and learning. The principal, the
staff and the governing body are required to create the conditions
and structures to support effective learning and teaching. This
study is primarily guided by the following research question: How
can a supportive teaching and learning environment for socio-
economically challenged learners be created and sustained? This
question implies the need for a theoretical framework that focuses on
the parameters for a supportive teaching and learning environment
for socio-economically challenged learners.

1. Creating a supportive teaching and learning
environment

Capturing how principals and their staff create supportive
teaching and learning environments to make schools successful
is the primary focus of many studies on school effectiveness and
school improvement (Stringfield & Teddlie 1991: 15). These
studies have provided useful insights into elements common
among effective schools and classrooms (Connor ez 2/ 2009: 85).
There is, however, a paucity of literature on how a supportive
teaching and learning environment can be created for learners in
socio-economically challenged circumstances, with high levels of
parent unemployment and high parent mortality levels due to
HIV/AIDS, large class sizes (overcrowding in some instances),
long distances to schools and lack of running water in the school
and surrounding communities. A literature survey revealed three
themes which are of particular relevance for creating a supportive
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teaching and learning environment for socio-economically
challenged learners, namely school-parent partnerships, teacher
leadership and value systems.

1.1 School-parent partnerships

Van Heck (2002: 77) indicated that there is a rising interest
internationally in how school leadership and partnerships with
the parents in the school contribute to effective teaching and
learning. Central to the quality of school-parent partnership
is the understanding by school principals of how to mobilise
communities so that they engage in co-creating a supportive
teaching and learning environment to make learning accessible
(Grace 1995: 76). The parent-school partnership is significant for
utilising the rich social and cultural experiences the learners bring
to the school. It should be borne in mind that schools are not the
sole providers of learning (Van Heck 2002: 77). According to
Green (2006: 9), learners’ histories can provide exciting learning
material for critical dialogue and conscientisation (the process of
developing consciousness by combining action and reflection).
Thus, as agents for change, the teachers, together with the learners
and the parent community, can use a fluid and open approach to
creating critical spaces for dialogue and meaningful engagement
in order to enhance the learners’ academic achievement (Macbeath
& Dempster 2009: 6).

1.2 Teacher leadership

Recent research by Gabriel (2005: 137) points out the significance
of teacher leadership as one of the strategies to enhance learner
achievement. Murphy (2005: 67) suggests that teacher leadership
is grounded in classrooms because effective teaching, learning
and leadership are inextricably linked to educational and social
relationships. Teacher leadership should thus utilise assets of
community cultural wealth which the learners bring from their
homes and communities into the classroom. This can be used
effectively to enliven teaching and to promote learning (Yosso
2005: 70, Murphy 2005: 68). In addition, transformative
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teachers who engage in progressive struggles with education
in poor contexts expose learners to high-contact learning by
means of highly structured, teacher-directed and learner-centred
programmes (Cole 2009: 36). These teachers help learners access
and digest learning material and cultivate community in the
classroom because some learners under-perform due to their lack
of motivation (Gabriel 2005: 137). In line with these thoughts,
Cole (2009: 2) is of the opinion that aggressively conscious
efforts by teachers in classrooms are the only way to alleviate
social inequality, poverty, and misery and to enhance academic
achievement for learners. Teacher leadership and collaboration
in schools is important for professional development so that
knowledge creation can be viewed both as collective action and as
an end in itself that is procedural and declarative for promoting
positive learning outcomes (Courtney 2001: 24, Fullan 1997:
47, Harris 2000: 1). Teachers thus co-construct the necessary
conditions for learners to succeed (Yosso 2005: 70).

1.3 Value systems

Murphy (2005: 69) asserts that good teachers are often
distinguished by well-defined dispositions and values and that
they remain instrumental in achieving social transformation, and
effective teaching and learning in their classrooms. Harris (2007:
111) indicates the crucial role of values in education and notes
that these include the need for changed mindsets and paradigms
to positively effect change in people’s life orientation. Values have
to be embodied in the behaviour of staff and should be experienced
as predictable and consistent over time (Harris 2007: 111). Thus,
effective teachers in high-poverty schools embody what Peters
& Biesta (2009: 10) refer to as “the ethico-political horizon of
deconstruction — a concern for the other”. With this the learners
gain effective teaching and learning, and the school finds itself in
partnership with the parent community. Accordingly, Macbeath
& Dempster (2009: 6) argue that learning which matters and is
most powerful in shaping attitudes comes through the “hidden
curriculum”, the implicit rather than the explicit messages that
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a school conveys to its learners. According to Rizvi (2009: 109),
established school values embrace how teachers deal with issues of
historicity, relationality and the positionality of their learners.

With reference to this theoretical exposition, the article exam-
ines ways in which principals, teachers, parents and the surrounding
community make educational sense of their lives within a highly
challenging socio-economic context.

2. Empirical investigation

In accordance with the recommended research design and
methods of the ISSPP project (ISSPP 2007: 14-5), a qualitative
research approach was followed. Data were gathered by means of
individual and focus group interviews to examine how schools
working in challenging socio-economic rural circumstances could
create supportive teaching and learning environments for learner
achievement. Essentially, the gathering of data in each school was
done by means of three one-to-one interviews, and three focus
group interviews. The former (an orientational, an in-depth, and
a wrap-up interview) were conducted with the principal, whereas
the focus group interviews were conducted with selected groups
(of not more than eight participants each) of teachers, parents and
learners. The participants of each of these groups were nominated
by the principal, as stipulated by the ISSPP research design
(ISSPP 2007: 15).

The comprehensive interview schedules, as developed for the
ISSPP project (ISSPP 2007: 17-30), were used. These schedules
provide for wide-ranging data collection concerning principal and
teacher biographies, school characteristics, and perceptions of the
principal’s leadership (outside and in the school as well as in the
classroom). All interviews were audiotaped and transcribed verbatim
for thematic analysis.

In addition, documentary information was gathered from each
of the schools, including information on school policies, develop-
ment plans, prospectuses and newsletters. This information was
used in contextualising the empirical data and for cross-checking
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trustworthiness of the data in instances where this was deemed
necessary.

2.1 Participating schools

Two schools were selected for participation in the project. These
are situated in a rural area of the Mpumalanga province, near its
border with Mozambique. Mpumalanga province is one of the
most impoverished regions in South Africa (Steyn er 2/ 2001:
45). Financial problems, inefficient governance, a weak grasp of
the curriculum and, in particular, the new National Curriculum
Statement are obstacles to the provision of education (Bush ez
al 2009: 6-7). Despite these circumstances, however, the two
selected schools (hereafter referred to as School A and School B)
excel in their matriculation results, and are reputed within their
communities and education district offices for their excellent
leadership and management.

School A is a combined school, accommodating 1300 learners
from Grades 1 to 12. There is severe poverty, with a high rate of com-
munity unemployment. The school has to cope with acute shortages
of classrooms and furniture, as well as a lack of water supply. In the
interview the female principal indicated that she had spent a consid-
erable part of her teaching career at the school — the past two years
at its helm. She conceded that her predecessor had led the school to
its present heights. She regarded outstanding corporate relations,
within the school and with the community, as its key characteristic
feature: “We cope through collaboration”.

School B is a secondary school, catering for 1540 learners from
Grades 8 to 12. As in the case of School A, the shortage of classroom
space is critical, and there are problems with water supply. The latter
is especially a concern as the school keeps its own vegetable garden
for the provision of food to the learners. The surrounding commu-
nity is exceedingly poor, and there are many deaths due to HIV/
AIDS. The school is very well supported by the community, and all
stakeholders in the school are committed to its success. At the time
of the interview the female principal had been in her position at the
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school for six years. She attributed the school’s success to one simple
factor: “The key aspect of our success in this school is discipline!”

2.2 Dataanalysis

The various interviews with the principals, parents, teachers and
learners often rendered shifts in emphasis, which are beyond
the scope of this article. In presenting the findings in this
case, a holistic approach was used to reflect the findings from
the interviews in order to identify the pertinent themes and
categories.

In identifying the themes and categories, the approach generally
followed in the analysis of qualitative data was used (immersion,
inducing themes, coding, elaboration — Terre Blanche ez 2/ 2006:
320-44). The approach involves the prior gaining of a data over-
view by reading and re-reading the interview transcripts and data
summaries, followed by another round of reading for identifying
emphases (themes) and related sub-themes (categories) in each. The
data analysis ultimately provided the themes, categories and sub-
categories shown in Table 1.

Table 1: Findings from data analysis

Themes Categories Sub-categories Elements
1. Strategies Teaching Teacher dedication Long hours, extra
and learning classes

Teacher expertise INSET, peer
collaboration

Monitoring Learner and teacher
performance

Resources Sponsorships,
materials, equipment,
expertise

Climate Safe, healthy, happy
Discipline
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Themes Categories Sub-categories Elements
Partnership Parent support Supervision, labour,
security
Community liaison Police, health officials,
education officials,
businesses, municipal
authorities, other
schools, ex-learners
Involvement in
community activities.
Open communication
Networking
Teamwork
Shared decision
making
Care- Physical learner Clothes, food, health
giving needs
Emotional learner Security, safety,
needs happiness
Learner diversity Accommodating
linguistic and cultural
differences
Job satisfaction Teachers’ personal and
professional needs
2. Principal Values Belief in people Trust, respect, co-op-
qualities eration, understanding
Prayer meetings
Spiritual
Standards, discipline,
Thoroughness appearance, extra mile,
example, consistency
Disposition Visionary Planning, academic
achievement, I'T
literacy, community
upliftment
Optimistic Resilience
Pastoral Love for people and
task
Participative Shared leadership
Committed Hard work
Learner Knowledge and advice
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Themes Categories Sub-categories
3. Challenges Acquisition Facilities and resources
Social HIV/AIDS
Academic Grade 12 results
4. Experien- Principal Diversity
tial advice roles
New Consultation and direction
principals
Failing Action and standards
schools

2.3 Data interpretation

As indicated in Table 1, four themes were identified in creating
a supportive teaching and learning environment for socio-
economically challenged learners.

2.3.1 Strategies that are successfully used to address
school challenges (abject poverty and the remote
environment)

There is no doubt that the most prominent strategy in meeting
the schools’ challenges concerned the learners’ exposure to quality
teaching and learning. This dedication is aptly reflected in the
following participating principal’s statement:

We spend most of our time learning at school (07:30-16:30; study

17:00-21:00; Saturdays, school holiday camps). Our parents and
community members support us.

The participating parents expressed their appreciation for the
teachers’ dedication:
The teachers work very hard. They are committed and they care

about the children. They give extra classes in the morning, in the
afternoon, on Saturdays and on Sundays.

The principals emphasised their teachers’ commitment, and that
each was qualified to teach his/her subjects. Where considered
necessary, expert tutors were summoned to assist in teaching
difficule parts of the curriculum. Teachers regularly attended
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refresher programmes, and peer consultation on improving
teaching was ongoing. On more than one occasion both principals
mentioned their painstaking efforts to stay informed of each
teacher’s practice, and each learner’s academic performance. In
order to optimise the quality of teaching, the principals did their
utmost to ensure that proper educational resources were available.
The teachers and parents of one of the two schools commented
as follows about the learners’ exposure to quality teaching and
learning:
The erection of a library, the computers we have, and the ency-

clopaedia in the library for reference are the initiatives of our
principal.

In addition, the principals ensured that a constructive tuition
climate was maintained in their schools. In practical terms, this
meant discipline:

The key aspect of our success in this school is discipline! Both
teachers and learners are disciplined.

All the participants interviewed alluded to the fact that their
schools were conducive to learning: safe, healthy and happy.

The children love the school. Even children from far-off areas want
to come to this school. That is why our numbers are large.

Thesecond clearly discernable strategy foraddressing the schools’
challenges was optimising opportunities for partnerships. Meta-
phorically speaking, partnership was the oil that kept the school
running smoothly. Partnership consisted mainly of three elements,
namely parent support, community liaison and team work. The
principals often mentioned their schools’ strong ties with the parent
communities, and the scope of parent support:

We work as a team. We have a supportive school governing body.
As you can see the members of the school governing body are al-

ways at the school and the parents are always present to help with
cleaning the school premise.

The teachers confirmed this by mentioning how parents support
school functions and assist with study supervision.
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Likewise, the comments about community liaison were very pos-
itive. The schools received significant community support and did
their best to be constructively involved in their communities:

We have established good partnerships with the business com-
munity, the department of education and the regional office. The
school community is supportive and we have all the services avail-

able for our learners (clinic and the police forum, etc). We also work
well with the neighbouring schools.

All the comments about the liaison with parents and the
community emphasised the necessity of open communication
channels and networking.

All the participants interviewed strongly highlighted team-
work among stakeholders in the school. This involved constructive
collaboration and shared decision-making within and across group
entities, namely the school governing body (SGB), the school man-
agement team (SMT), teachers, parents and learners. The principals
commented:

We work like a chain. We are committed and we support each

other. We work as a team and we communicate often and effec-
tively. Our strength lies in our unity.

Throughout the interviews, the team metaphor often came to
the fore, underlining the strong culture of partnership in the
participating schools.

The third prominent strategy for meeting the schools’ challenges
was establishing an ethos of care-giving. From the interviews it tran-
spired that this particular strategy appears to be crucial in ensuring
school success in impoverished environments. Table 1 indicates that
care-giving in poverty-challenged schools essentially concerns at-
tention to the physical and emotional needs of the learners, learner
diversity and the teachers’ job satisfaction.

All the interviewees specifically referred to the extent of efforts
and measures to cater to the learners’ physical and emotional needs.
Both schools have an elaborate feeding scheme in place, in which
the parents played an important supportive part. All learners were
neatly dressed in school uniforms, the acquisition of which was also
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facilitated through funds or by keeping the uniforms of school leav-
ers at the school for learners in need. Health care is taken care of
through close liaison with the local clinics. The emotional needs of
the learners are primarily taken care of by ensuring that the school
is a safe place. Both principals and several teachers in both schools
“adopted” learners whose relatives live far away from the school,
accommodating them in their homes. The spirit of care-giving is
exemplified by the following learner statement:
I am happy because it is a school where the teachers motivate us.

Our future is important to them. We are supported and we are
usually encouraged to succeed.

The researchers were struck by the principals’ integrative capabil-
ities, not only in breaking down possible poverty-based distinctions
between learners, but also in accommodating learners from cultur-
ally and linguistically diverse and poverty-stricken backgrounds:

The influx of foreigners from Zimbabwe and Mozambique makes
our work more difficult. The children struggle with our home lan-

guage, Isiswati. It becomes difficult to communicate with them
because they speak a different language.

Concerning the teachers’ job satisfaction, it became evident dur-
ing the interviews that the schools had a very low teacher turno-
ver rate, and that the teachers were in fact envied by teachers from
neighbouring schools. The teachers’ appreciation for the principal’s
support and personal interest in their lives and tasks was obvious in
their comments:

She is very supportive and she isa caring person. We do everything

together. She consults us and we meet every day to discuss prob-
lems and to find solutions together.

Care-giving extends beyond the school gates, and manifests
itself in the schools’ support of, and involvement in community
development activities in areas such as computer literacy and
tertiary-study facilitation. The interviews revealed that the scope
and intensity of care-giving pointed to a high level of pastoral
leadership.

268



Moloi & Kamper/Socio-economically challenged learners

From the findings on the first theme, it was concluded thata triad
of strategies is effectively implemented by successful principals of
poverty-challenged schools. This triad consists of the interplay be-
tween purposive measures to ensure that quality teaching and learn-
ing take place; that the poverty-related needs of the learners and
teachers are optimally met through care-giving, and that all stake-
holders in the school are optimally engaged in the school’s activities
through constructive partnership.

2.3.2  Perceived qualities of the principal

With reference to Table 1, the reported qualities of the two par-
ticipating principals were categorised as values and disposition.
The values to which the principals adhered and their personal dis-
positions became apparent in the preceding discussion and will
now be briefly summarised.

Both principals stated that they were religious, and that corre-
sponding values (concerning love and care-giving) were the basis of
their personal and professional lives. These values were also inher-
ent in the ethos of the schools through, among others, daily prayer
meetings with local pastors who had the opportunity to address the
school assemblies. In particular, two values were evident: a strong
belief in people, and thoroughness. The former reflected trust in,
respect for and understanding of every learner, teacher, parent and
other stakeholder in the school:

I have time for people. I believe in people.

The school has a positive identity. We work according to good
values and we espouse the Batho-Pele [People First} principle, en-
shrined in the constitution ...

Thoroughness as a personal value of the participating principals
was clearly demonstrated in the schools’ adherence to high
standards, strict discipline, neat appearances, setting of good
examples, consistency, and walking the extra mile:
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My priorities are to ensure that our school is successful and that
the children are well taught. We must always be at the top of the
region with our matric results.

With reference to Table 1, it was found that the principals’ dis-
position tended to be visionary, optimistic, pastoral, participative,
committed and studious. The visionary and optimistic aspects of
their disposition are obvious from the following comments:

T'am happy. I have a vision —I want to see how the learners in Grade

1 are going to produce in Grade 12. We now have a laboratory and
a science laboratory. I want to see my vision succeeding.

As mentioned earlier, the principals’ pastoral disposition featured
strongly in their leadership, and formed the basis for the promi-
nent culture of care-giving in both schools.

She loves her work and she loves children. She is a ‘fairy tale’.

Related to this, the principals’ disposition towards leadership
was distinctly participative, and focused on the well-being of their
schools and communities:

My leadership is democratic. I believe in consultation.

I work about 90 hours per week. I do not have time to relax. [ am
concerned about our learners. They are very poor and most of them
are orphans.

I work about 580 hours per term. There is no time to relax as Tam
involved in church and community activities.
Finally, concerning their dispositions, the principals were eager to
learn and apply what they discover to their school practice:
... we meet the learners in order to share current news with them
through reading newspapers, and community news so that they
are aware about what is happening around them. We motivate

our learners to read newspapers in order to gain knowledge about
the country.

In summarising the findings on the second main theme, it can
be stated with confidence that a successful principal of a poverty-
challenged school has a particularly strong dedication to the uplift-
ment of the less privileged. This is firmly based on spiritual, moral
and altruistic values.
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2.3.3  Persistent problems and new challenges

As could be expected, the challenges and problems with which
the schools had to cope, including challenges for the foreseeable
future, were often mentioned during the interviews. These
problems and challenges concerned a lack of physical facilities
and educational resources. The principals aspired to building a
new assembly hall, as well as classrooms, a library, a laboratory
and a computer centre. The development plans also involved
the renovation of existing infrastructure, and the acquisition of
furniture, books, computers, and laboratory chemicals. Assuring
a constant and sufficient water supply to the schools was high on
the list of priorities. Overarching most of these challenges was the
crucial factor of finding sufficient finances to cater for the schools’
needs. In terms of the principals’ vision, the need for the schools
to be part of the age of e-learning was conspicuous. Socially, the
HIV/AIDS phenomenon would remain a formidable challenge:

The parents are very poor and many of our learners are orphans due

to HIV/AIDS, the incidence of which is very high in this part of the

country because of immigrants from Mozambique and Zimbabwe.
They bring HIV/AIDS here.

The principals were not at all complacent about their schools’ aca-
demic success, and aspired to even better results:

Although our results are good, the situation is not pleasing to me.

In 2007, two learners failed. We are still crying. In certain areas

the Integrated Quality Management System (IQMY) is assisting.
We are growing every time.

Notwithstanding the problems and challenges, the principals
strongly believed in the sustainability and continued improvement
of their schools’ success.

In summary: The principals were very open about the severity of
their schools’ problems and challenges, but these were mentioned in
a matter-of-fact way, without any sign of disillusionment or despera-
tion. On the contrary, as is evident from the last quote above, the
message was bluntly positive: “We are growing ... ”
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2.3.4  Experiential advice

The interviews focused on the kinds of advice the participating
principals could give to fellow and new principals, in particular,
of poverty-challenged schools. In this regard, the various roles the
principal must play were eloquently pointed out:

I am an instructional leader and I play a supportive role to the
teachers. I mentor new teachers and I am a mother to the learners.

On the kinds of leaders that will be needed in future in challeng-
ing schools, the following comment expresses the gist of our data
analysis table (Table 1):

We need leaders who are committed to good education and leaders
who can instil good values and good work ethics among the youth,

butalso those leaders who are humane, unselfish and who aspire for
the common good of everybody inside and outside the school.

On the question of which approach to follow when entering a
socio-economically challenged school as new principal, the partici-
pating principals’ responses were markedly alike, emphasising a
cautious and inquisitive but steadfast approach:

I'would firstanalyse the situation in order to assess what has worked
and what has not worked; and study the school records and hold

discussions with different members of different committees, e.g.
curriculum committee, examination committee, etc;

The principals emphasised the need for skills in managing diver-
sity, especially in grooming new principals:

I would encourage the new principal to invite experts on diversity
management to the school and expose staff to these talks.

On the key leadership strategies needed to turn a failing school
into a successful one, the participating principals focused on the
key role of the principal in setting standards and adhering to
institutional values.

On the experiential advice of the participating principals to fel-
low (in particular, new) principals of poverty-challenged schools
it was concluded that their suggestions pointed to an emphatic,
look-and-listen approach in becoming acquainted with the school’s
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challenges, but without compromising pre-set performance stand-
ards and visionary ideals.

3. Discussion

In the theoretical framework three themes were identified and
discussed as parameters for a supportive teaching and learning
environment for socio-economically challenged learners, and the
findings were briefly discussed.

3.1 School-parent partnerships

In Table 1 the category “partnership” indicates the extensive
scope of the school-community link. The principals and teachers
believed that strong relationships with parents and the local
community created the conditions for effective teaching and
learning to occur in their schools. While research by Brooks-Buck
(2008: 119) indicated that in the US children of the working poor
spend more time alone or in front of the television as baby-sitters,
the staff and parents at the two schools in this study ensured that
the children were kept at school to study under their supervision:
“We spend long hours at schools and on weekends and on school
holidays”. For the children at the two schools, there was no time
for idling as they left school at 21:00 after supervised studies and
they would be escorted home by the parents from the community.
They were also protected by their teachers from being mocked, as
the schools provide uniforms. The findings unequivocally confirm
that the link between the school, parents and the local community
is about increasing capacities of individuals to create systems that
enable children to learn, especially in schools with large classes
such as the two rural schools in this study (Scheerens 2000: 54).

3.2 Teacher leadership

The principals created a supportive teaching and learning envi-
ronment, hinged on a good understanding of education policies
and effective implementation at the school site. In Table 1 the
category “Teaching and learning” highlighted the aspects of
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teacher dedication, teacher expertise, monitoring, resources and
climate. These teachers structured opportunities for professional
growth and development, and were motivated to understand
and implement policy. Such an understanding yielded a positive
impact on learner performance as evidenced in the participating
schools’ Grade 12 results. Open communication and effective
structures and processes for decision-making in the classroom
and in the school are necessary in creating a supportive teaching
and learning environment. The kinds of collegial interactions at
the two schools fostered reflection and continuous dialogue, and
the norm became a social and educational culture in which they
willingly learned with and from each other and taught each other
(¢f Hoerr 2005: 21). There is conclusive evidence that the teachers
actively nurtured and promoted a supportive teaching and
learning environment by creating, among others, critical spaces
for the learners’ voices to be heard so that their lived experiences
and histories of their struggles with poverty are listened to and
their epistemologies are not silenced, ignored or distorted (¢f
Yosso 2005: 70). These are dialogue spaces and, in essence,
dialogic encounters involving a respectful relationship, in which
the participants (teacher and learners) think and reason together.
In our view, dialogue as a communicative educational relationship
is characterised by exploration and interrogation of the learning
content, a co-operative and reciprocal inquiry between the teacher
and the learner as partners in co-creating discourses of knowledge.
There exist “speech communities” where teachers and learners
work to promote educational equity within social and cultural
diversity (Elsasser & Irvine 1992: 132).

The teachers’ professional development in the two schools was
ongoing and thoroughly supported by the two principals to im-
pact on learning at all levels of the school. The teams of teachers
identified individual needs and these were often negotiated in their
communities of practice, thus creating an enabling environment for
the learners to succeed. Their action plans assisted them to work
according to time frames, to check themselves and to monitor ef-
fective implementation of set goals (Pearce & Robinson 1997: 16).
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The principals, SMTs and teachers reflected on their personal and
professional development initiatives because professional develop-
ment was located in the context of practice. We are of the opinion
that the struggle for teacher development cannot be accommodated
in priorities that sit neatly within a tightly timetabled collection
of subjects (Macbeath & Dempster 2009: 6). The teachers at the
two schools worked from 07:00 to 16:30 and they, together with
the parents, supervised the learners in the evenings while they were
studying. Professional development needs dedication, selflessness,
empathy and care — aspects which are of crucial importance in the
tuition and support of poverty-stricken learners.

3.3 Value systems

The principals of the two schools embodied strong values and
spirituality. They often spoke about prayer, and invited pastors
to come and speak to the children. Both schools exemplified
a strong belief in people (manifested by trust, respect, co-
operation and understanding, ¢f Table 1) and had created a caring
environment for staff, learners and the parent community. The
staff members at both schools knew the plight of their learners
and immersed themselves in finding solutions to the learners’
problems, in particular poverty (Cole 2009: 36). In doing so, they
turned difficulty into what was described as a wonderful school
experience. The value of thoroughness (adherence to quality
standards, firm discipline, neat appearance, setting the example
and walking the extra mile, ¢f Table 1) was obvious.

4. Conclusion

The approach to and quality of the work done in the two rural
schools are important for many reasons, but especially for being
exemplary to the numerous dysfunctional South African rural
schools on how high-poverty rural schools can effectively create
and sustain a supportive teaching and learning environment for
their socio-economically challenged learners. In achieving this,
three themes emerged as particularly important, namely school-
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parent partnerships, teacher leadership and value-driven passion
for the upliftment of socio-economically challenged learners
and communities. With disciplined commitment teachers in
impoverished schools could expose learners to good-quality
education, despite socio-economic challenges. These schools are
dealing with issues related to education access and equity and to
transformative and progressive education. They are struggling
and succeeding in making the best education available to their
learners by engaging parents and the local community. They set
high standards and draw strength from the staff and parents, who
are all engaged in a community of practice to make schooling a
successful experience for their learners.
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