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2. KEY LESSONS FROM PREVIOUS SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT WORK
There are lessons to be heeded in respect of every phase of a school improvement
project, from the conceptualisation to the winding up stages. Most of the lessons
of school improvement projects that remain under-recorded and therefore unknown
have to do with the processes followed and relationship dynamics encountered.
This book endeavours to address this gap and record these practical lessons.

2.1 Design phase
In South Africa, several school improvement projects of the post-1994 era were
implemented without clear models and programmes. This practice can be traced
back to the school improvement movement of the 1990s, which saw the process
of school change as an open-ended journey rather than a structured 
predetermined course. 
Such projects resulted in unfocused, insufficient or even conflicting
interventions. Over the years of implementing school improvement projects,
We have learnt that the design of interventions should cover the following steps.

STEP 1 Profiling the challenges and prioritising interventions

Key challenges or development problems that the intervention needs to
address should be identified. Schools and districts face many challenges
and it is important that an intervention carefully defines what the
challenges are, which ones it will address and why. 

STEP 2 Articulating a theory of change

A coherent set of ideas needs to be developed that defines what the
change should be, how a change process occurs, and what makes it
happen. The theory of change needs to describe what has to happen for
the intended outcome to be reached, who needs to be involved, whose
interests are at stake and what the outcome of the change process should
be. A theory of change as an approach is particularly crucial for planning
change processes that are multi-layered and non-linear, that involve
multiple stakeholders, and that require deep and system-level change
(Walters, 2007).

STEP 3  Developing a specific intervention matrix

An intervention matrix must be drawn up detailing the set of activities
in respect of the key change levers adopted by the project. An example
of an intervention matrix is presented in Table 2.

Table 2: An interven on matrix for improving learning outcomes

Change Levers Teacher development and 
professionalisa on

School leadership 
development

Parent involvement

Development of relevant
strategies and procedures

Assessment procedures Time management Parent involvement 
programme

System development Assessment system, including 
SBA

Curriculum management system Quarterly and annual
repor ng system

Planning and programming Annual/monthly Annual/monthly curriculum Annual/quarterly parent
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Features of systemic 
intervention approaches
• Advocate more coherent district-
wide goals and policies
• Presuppose a geographic 
connectedness of schools or teachers 
making up a subsystem
• Are based on ecological systemic 
change thinking
• Emphasise the roles that national-
level and district-level agencies play 
in supporting
local schools
• Recognise multitier and integrated 
systems made up of supra-systems and
peers
• Take a function-structure lens, 
which highlights the connectedness of
inputs, processes
and outputs
• Emphasise the importance of the 
goals of a system and how the key 
functions of the system
are used to attain those goals, and the 
specific subsystems (or components) 
that are used to
carry out those functions
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assessment process management process involvement plan

Skills and exper se
development

Content training
Teaching large classes

Managing the curriculum None

Resources Assessment resource banks Management handbook Parent booklets, reading cards

Step 4  Stipulating the planned ‘reach and dosage’ per intervention (outputs)
Often, projects stipulate the planned activities but do not determine
precisely how many hours of assistance each target person, category of
beneficiaries and level of the system will receive. 

Step 5  Inclusion of activities in the District Improvement Plan (DIP)
Once the theory of change and conceptual frameworks have been set out, this 
step involves inclusion of activities, outputs, outcomes and success indicators
in the DIP, which may look like this:

ABC District Improvement Plan for 2022
Ref Focus 

area/change 
lever

Activity Output Outcome Success Indicator
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Step 6  Outlining the delivery model
A delivery model must be drawn up indicating how the project will be
directed and rolled out and who will be involved at the various levels.
This step is important in that it enables the implementers to determine
how much internal (within the education system) and external capacity
will be required and what targets will be set for individuals involved.

2.2 Engagement phase
The engagement phase of a school improvement project forms the foundation
of the intervention. Its success determines the quality of the project partnership
and it should serve to establish appropriate governance structures. It is important
that the engagement phase should:

• Involve thorough stakeholder analysis and open discussions among the
stakeholders about who they are and the roles that they play.

• Lay an inclusive basis for planning and implementing the intervention. In this
regard it is ideal that education officials, teachers’ unions and funders are
involved in the design, the governance, monitoring and – where possible –
the delivery of the interventions. Leaving out any of the stakeholders can
create a breeding space for obstructive energies.

• Create and maintain a strong shared vision. Interventions survive if one or
more vision bearers are actively involved throughout the life of the project.

• Put measures in place to prevent a weakening of support for the project over
time. Project enthusiasm tends to wane over time and stakeholders’ support
needs to be sustained.

• Identify project champions. It is ideal to have project champions for the key
components of the intervention in every institution and at every level.
Champions have to be chosen on the basis of their abilities, interest and the
respect they enjoy among their peers.

• Identify principles and areas of programme integration.
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