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I have a very clear memory of when I last spoke on a platform with our next speaker, Vice-chancellor Saleem Badat.  It was in a church hall in Athlone under the banner of the UDF education department; it was just after the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and the topic was ‘Has Socialism Failed?’ 
The conclusion was we could not ignore the realities of the collapse of the Eastern European house of cards. Wwe had to face up to things as they are, not only as we wished them to be. Did this mean the end of human solidarity, of a concern for viable and just economic systems and the desire to end poverty and inequality; was this the end of a struggle to  ensure that even the most marginalized could have a voice?That was a different set of issues. It surely demanded a new approach and an end to rhetoric if we were really to stare down the ghosts of the past, lay them to rest and move on. We never imagined our own freedom was just around the corner or that social change would end up being so complex and so difficult.
I must of course refer to another date, October 19 1977. The black consciousness movements were banned, soon after the murder of Steve Biko, a great South African this country still sorely misses. If anyone doubts that our country has made enormous progress, that things are infinitely better today than they were then, the events of that day should serve as a touchstone to measure our freedoms. In 1976 there were just 1200 black matriculants nationally with a 53% pass rate; today, about 600 000 write matric and about 2/3 of those are black, with an unacceptable 62,5% pass rate. Today we care whether the country is drawing on the human resources it has available; in those days, the black majority were deliberately and viciously shut out of opportunities , eternally condemned to be ‘hewers of wood and drawers of water” as the architects of Bantu education would have it.

We are here tonight on the fourth, and probably the last of the series in the DBSA Education Conversations, with our partners Shikaya and The Field Education. Since August, we have been meeting around the country, to discuss education, to look at the solutions proposed in the DBSA-coordinated Education Roadmap, and to hear the voices of ordinary citizens concerned about education. We began with Jonathan Jansen in the Free State; went on to UWC with MEC Donald Grant and Dr Mamphela Ramphele (where I think she put the final nail in the OBE coffin when she referred to the ‘bone that stinks’ that we must let go); and then met in Johannesburg last month with MEC Barbara Creecy , SADTU and Dr Mduduzi Mathe, principal of a remarkable school called Bhukulani in Soweto. He explained how he manages and inspires his staff and pupils to such excellent results, including over a 90% matric pass rate.

What have we learned? Firstly, there is wide agreement that we cannot continue as we are. Education is failing our children and the generations to come. Outcomes in literacy and maths are close to the worst in the world, despite high spend. We just are not creating engineers, doctors, accountants, managers, teachers, and social scientists who can help us imagine a different world and steer our country to a path of development. More than that, education reproduces gross inequalities – where 1 in 10 white students gets an A matric, only 1 in 1000 black students do. Where 12% of blacks go on to university, more than 50% of whites move into tertiary. Such divisions - especially given their racial dimensions - are unsustainable and unacceptable in a country where all our children expect education to provide routes out of poverty and opportunities to grow and become the best they can.

But if the Conversations showed one thing, it is that our nation is concerned., There are good people who are willing, indeed calling out to do something about it. Hundreds have attended the Conversations in the various centres, many belonging to education institutions or organizations. The atmosphere has often been electric. South Africans are not waiting for things to happen; they are worried, concerned, and they want to make a difference.

Perhaps that was the second message. Together, we can do more. Ordinary citizens understand that we must work together, indeed walk together, if we are to achieve a different future. There is a real sense of a growing empowerment amongst our citizenry – of impatience with the failings of the state and the worst excesses of our teachers, a willingness to pressure and to mobilize, as well as to contribute solutions and ideas. South Africans are not sitting back. Post- Polokwane, I can confidently say, at least in the education arena, there is a new wind blowing and a new sense of a policy space that we have to fill.

We heard the voices of young pupils from Khayelitsha, who came to UWC to explain why they were campaigning for libraries in their schools and what we could do to support them. Principals arrived in force at the University of Johannesburg  to tell MEC Creecy of their dissatisfaction with paperwork and lack of support from her education districts. Principals  offered to be mentors and made suggestions on how to improve. The MEC laid out her plans for ‘teaching packs’ to help overcome training deficits amongst teachers. She listened carefully and called for a more regular forum where principals could express their problems and help to take charge of their future.

I think there was broad agreement that the priorities of the Education Roadmap point us in the right direction. We have to operate at all three levels that the Roadmap identifies if we are to get things right – the in-class, where teachers meet the learners perform the magic of learning (this includes the injunction that ‘teachers shall be in class, on time, teaching and using textbooks, as well as issues of trainng, encouragement and support); secondly , questions of support to schools where district officials and principals need to learn to manage and to provide real assistance and order so teachers can get on with their jobs; and lastly, the social level, with a social compact around education in which we will all play our part, as well as attempts to address the backlogs and poverty effects, from lack of libraries, labs and staffrooms to the impact of hunger, gangs, violence and bullying, intestinal worms, and the educational deficits of parents.
So none of this will be easy. We need to increase access to the officials and government that we expect to take the lead. We need to make the structures work. We need to build the partnerships and initiatives that will take us forward. The media has been playing a powerful role in helping to make education our national priority number one. We have seen the first moves to remove OBE, to listen to teachers and their problems, to remove paperwork that pulls them down, to make the moves that will enable all to find a place. This could be to help teach mathematics better, to mobilize for libraries, or to ploughback as citizens by returning to our schools and providing the networks and assistance that can encourage and inspire our young. While we acknowledge our problems, we need too to salute the teachers and learners who daily achieve the best.
The Education Conversations have shown that South Africans want to be the best we can. Yes, our education is in trouble; yes, we are failing our young. But if the responsibility we have seen being taken is anything to go by, the strong desire to move into solutions mode, the enthusiasm with which people have grasped the opportunity to talk and to listen, then I am indeed confident that we will go forward. Yes, I do feel we are looking at a better tomorrow in which we can shoot for the stars. While our feet remain firmly on the ground we have our dreams and our sights aimed high, as the great African leader Amilcar Cabral put it.

The Education Conversations are drawing to a close, but the conversation is only beginning. When we have listened and spoken, when we are clear where it is we want to go, when we have agreed on our vision and translated this vision into priorities and a plan, I have no doubt we will do the things our country needs. Indeed we can and indeed, we must fix our ailing, failing schools. Through education, we must set this country on a path where every youth knows that learning and hard work will open up the opportunities and prospects to achieve a great tomorrow.

I thank you.

