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Our ‘agenda’ 

1. My story (the PfP story) - hoping for resonance

2. 8 leadership lessons from doing this work

3. A conversation



Let’s be real 



How to respond?

Decide that South Africa is home and…



My story in a nutshell

Early Career: IT Implementations

Leadership & Organisational Development 

Doctorate in Large Scale Complex Social 

Change  (2001 – 2005)

From South Africa: White & Privileged Life in the UK 
� Work

� Comfort, safety & security

� Public Transport 

� Holidays

� Money

� Great education

� Meaning & Purpose

� Weather (specifically Dec & Jan)

December 2002



My story in a nutshell
Dec 2003

Early Career: IT Implementations

Leadership & Organisational Development 

Doctorate in Large Scale Complex Social 

Change  (2001 – 2005)

From South Africa: White & Privileged



Why Ouch?



South Africa is a deeply wounded country



South Africa is a deeply wounded country
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4 years (2004 – 2007)

Kids and family in Cape Town 

(in a security estate)

Lots of fun in Europe









2008:

Re-ignite the South Africa: Alive with Possibility narrative

The Symphonia Story





What can I*do?
*White, privileged and well-educated female business leader

� No struggle Credentials



South Africa at Risk

Professor Brian O’Connell

August 2009 (Part of Common Purpose Meridian course)



The Continents: To Scale



Primary Education



Secondary Education



Tertiary Education

• The highest percentage of the student aged population 
enrolled is in Finland. Finland is 3.6 times the world average, 
with 140 times the chance of a tertiary education than in 
Mozambique. 



Science Research



Wealth Growth



Many years of ‘investment’ in education 

with little impact

Most children can’t read for meaning



Kids in ‘rich’ schools can read, those in poor schools can’t 
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Figure 1: The percentage of Grade 4 learners who can read at a basic level in any language (the 

PIRLS Low International Benchmark) by deciles of average school wealth. (Data: PIRLS Literacy 

2016 with 95% confidence intervals, own calculations). 

Spaull & Pretorius (2018) Falling at the first hurdle. Springer. 

PIRLS Literacy study (2016 data):

78% of Grade 4s in South Africa 

can’t read for meaning



What can I*do?
*White, privileged and well-educated female business leader

� No struggle Credentials

� Not an educator

� Leadership and Organisational Development practitioner

� Doctoral Degree in Complexity (leading large scale social change)

� Can-do attitude 

� Possibility mindset

� Experience of implementation and getting stuff done

� A strong network (mainly in business) 



Education is a complex issue

No recipes / ready-

made solutions

Innovation required 



Education is a complex issue
More of the same is not an option

�



We have 2 ‘systems’ of public schools in South Africa

33

Schools that work

20%
5000 schools

World-class

‘Failing’ schools

80%
20,000 schools

Failing OUR 

children



It is so easy to focus 

too much attention on 

the ‘obvious stuff’



We have 2 ‘systems’ of public schools in South Africa
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Schools that work – Physical Infrastructure (1)



We have 2 ‘systems’ of public schools in South Africa
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Schools that work – Physical Infrastructure (2)



We have 2 ‘systems’ of public schools in South Africa
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Schools that work – Physical Infrastructure (3)



We have 2 ‘systems’ of public schools in South Africa
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Schools that don’t work – Physical Infrastructure (1)



We have 2 ‘systems’ of public schools in South Africa
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Schools that don’t work – Physical Infrastructure (2)



We have 2 ‘systems’ of public schools in South Africa
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Schools that don’t work – Physical Infrastructure (3)



We have 2 ‘systems’ of public schools in South Africa
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Schools that don’t work – Physical Infrastructure (4)



We have 2 ‘systems’ of public schools in South Africa
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Schools that work

20%
5000 schools

World-class

‘Failing’ schools

80%
20,000 schools

Failing OUR 

children
What if we studied ‘what is strong’ rather than focus all our 

attention on ‘what is wrong’?





What can we learn from the 5,000 world-class schools?
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Schools that work very well

20%

1. School principal

2. Community

Two critical factors



Key differentiating factor – 1     (Principals)
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Schools that work very well

20%

Underperforming schools

80%

Principals who are 

equipped for their task

Skills, Experience, Exposure

General management training

Support in leading change

Teachers who have 

been promoted to the 

role of principal….

Is this not a human 

rights issue? 



Key differentiating factors

Schools that work very well

20%

1. Principal – Equipped for task

2. Community

Two critical factors
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Key differentiating factor – 2  (Community)
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Schools that work very well

20%

Underperforming schools

80%



Why is this so?  
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Schools that work

20%
5000 schools

World-class

‘Failing’ schools

80%
20,000 schools

Failing OUR 

children

White Privilege 

Apartheid Policies

Bantu Education

Not sufficient redress since ‘94



How to respond?



Looking into the future

2009



Key differentiating factors

Schools that work very well

20%

1. Principal – Equipped for task

2. Community – Supportive & Engaged

Two critical factors
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2010: How do we use this knowledge to 

improve the situation? 



Are you an Activist? 

‘An activist is someone who cannot help but 

fight for something. That person is usually not 

motivated by a need for power, or money, or 

fame, but in fact driven slightly mad by some 

injustice, some cruelty, some unfairness – So 

much so that he or she is compelled by some 

internal moral engine to act to make it better’

Eve Ensler



What is the injustice, cruelty or 

unfairness that is driving you slightly 

mad? 



What is the injustice, cruelty or 

unfairness that is driving you slightly 

mad? 



What is the injustice, cruelty or 

unfairness that is driving you slightly 

mad? 



What is the injustice, cruelty or 

unfairness that is driving you slightly 

mad? 

It must be possible to Spread the wealth!



Design thinking

• How can we get to at least 2,000 principals (10% of 

the ‘broken’ system) – without ‘quick fixes’? 

• How do we support 2,000 principals (given resource-

constraints)? 

• How do we mobilise community around 2,000

schools so that educators are supported in their 

task?

• How do we develop collective leadership capacity in 

2,000 schools? 
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By Spreading the Wealth…



Asset Based Community Development

• What are the under-utilised assets in South Africa? 

• How can we mobilise what is needed for schools?

• Principals need ‘oxygen to breathe’ 

• School Management Teams need

• IT skills & expertise

• HR Management skills & expertise

• Financial Management  skills & expertise
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By Spreading the Wealth…



Being super-conscious of our context 

• Principals:

• Please don’t adopt us

• Please don’t come to ‘fix us’

• Please dump your old stuff on us

• Please don’t  imagine that you know and we don’t 

• Consider the possibility… 

• How do we do this in a way that is different from 

colonial / condescending / patronising ‘help’? 

• How do we fund this work (as a social enterprise)?
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By Spreading the Wealth…



Business Leaders School Principals

Louise Itumeleng Bob Ridwan Khosi JaneNku Sharna GrantLindelani

• Knowledge & Skills

• Experience

• Network

• Privilege

• Access

• Sense of Possibility

• Funding

• Deep knowledge about 

their community

• Domain knowledge about 

education

• Humility

• Resourcefulness

• Hospitality

South Africa’s ‘gold dust’ – working together across traditional 

boundaries to build our nation and increase leadership capacity 

around schools





Feedback from Business Leaders – a small sample

“I’ve learned more about 
leadership from being in PfP 

than going to business school”

“I now know how to 
influence without authority 
– when I don’t have direct 

control”
“I’ve been humbled. I had no 

idea how difficult it is to lead an 
under-resourced school”

“I’ve been confronted 
with my own arrogance 

and racism”

“I’m no longer sitting in the stands and criticising from the 
side-lines. I am in the arena, getting my hands dirty and 

making a difference”

“Every time I leave the school 
I feel that I’ve done 

something to build our 
nation”

“I am no longer thinking of 
leaving the country. I’m more 
committed than ever to make 
South Africa work. I have hope 

for the future!”





8 Leadership Lessons 

from doing this work



1. Symphonia: The sounding together of all the voices… 
(rethinking leadership: From ‘knowing the way & showing the way…’)



2. The delivery vehicle of my expertise is my humanity

(It is not about degrees, roles, titles, clothes, cars etc)



2. The delivery vehicle of my expertise is my humanity

(It is about how I show up and make other people feel)

3 movements (Work in Progress)

Open Mind

Open Heart

Open Will

Certainty 
(wanting to be helpful and thinking I have the answers)

Knowing

Curiosity

Not knowing (and being comfortable with 

not knowing as it opens the space for others)

Judgement Compassion
(Giving an A)

Fear Courage
Vulnerability



2. The delivery vehicle of my expertise is my humanity

(It is about how I show up and make other people feel)

Key Performance Indicator (KPI) for 

leadership?

Who am I being?

Being conscious & paying attention

The conductor is the only musician …



3. If you have the vision you have the mission
(Citizens are willing to step up to co-create the future they are committed to)



3. If you have the vision you have the mission
(Citizens are willing to step up to co-create the future they are committed to)

Agency (every day / moment / room / conversation)

It is in my hands (The sandwiches story)

What is the 

future I am 

committed to?

Responsibility =  My contribution?

Citizen vs Consumer

Architect vs Victim



4. Hard things are hard 
(Be prepared to be misunderstood, challenged, ridiculed, etc)



5. Being contribution is so much more rewarding than living a 

selfish, self-centered life    (KPI: Shining eyes)



6. The future will be created by ordinary people willing to say YES!

(Even though Carte Blanche may not agree)

Never underestimate the power and ingenuity of people who care



7. I am ….. A contribution and….. Enough!



8. You start a movement by inviting people to join (children may get embarrassed)

(Gratitude for 900+ YESs so far – and we keep inviting…)

We can do so much more by ‘Walking Together’



If not us, then who? 

If not now, then when? 

What is the future we envisage for South Africa? 

What if we are being called to make this happen? 

What is the injustice, cruelty or unfairness 

that is driving you slightly mad? 


