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Foreword by the Minister of Basic Education 
 
It has been said that the quality of any education system cannot be higher than the quality of 
its teachers. Subject advisory support services are the bedrock of curriculum and teacher 
development and support. However, this crucial lever has not been sufficiently understood in 
terms of its size, roles and responsibility, as well as its needs both developmental and 
operational. 
 
When the Department of Basic Education (DBE) commissioned this study, it was with the 
explicit purpose to delve deeper into the subject advisory terrain, and with that a special focus 
on General Education and Training (GET) Mathematics and English First Additional Language 
(EFAL) subject advisors. 
 
As I present to you this study report, I would like that role players in the education sector 
engage the crucial findings and recommendations contained herein to strengthen the 
intension to support teachers more effectively. Further, from a scholarly vantage point, for 
others to identify research gaps and to explore these so that we build a rich knowledge base 
on our subject advisory service. 
 
Sincere gratitude needs to be accorded the National Education Collaboration Trust (NECT) 
and the Zenex Foundation for coordinating and funding the study, respectively.  Also, to the 
Centre for the Advancement of Science and Mathematics Education (CASME) for conducting 
the study, and to the Steering Committee for guiding it. 
 
Hon. Minister Motshekga 
December 2020 
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1.0 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Subject Advisors play a critical role in supporting and monitoring curriculum delivery in 
schools. Despite the importance of their mandate, the National Education Collaboration Trust 
(NECT) recognised gaps in information on General Education and Training (GET) phase 
advisors and their work, and hence requested the Department of Basic Education (DBE) to 
lead this research study. After consideration of the research proposal, the Deputy-Director 
General (DDG) for Curriculum in the DBE agreed to support the study and provided input on 
the proposal. The study aims to profile all GET Mathematics and English First Additional 
Language (EFAL) Subject Advisors nationally, in order to better understand their roles and 
responsibilities, their access to resources and support, and also their professional 
development needs and experiences. The Centre for the Advancement of Science and 
Mathematics Education (CASME) undertook the study on behalf of the DBE, in partnership 
with the NECT and the Zenex Foundation.  
 
The study was conducted between July 2019 and October 2020 and adopted a mixed method 
approach. Quantitative data were gathered from GET advisors across all 75 districts using a 
form tool (608/608 - 100% response rate) and a survey instrument (366/608 advisors - 60% 
response rate). In addition, 29 qualitative interviews were conducted with advisors and Chief 
Education Specialists (CES) (district and provincial officials) across 6 targeted districts in the 
Free State (FS), KwaZulu-Natal (KZN) and the Western Cape (WC) (Thabo Mofutsanyana, 
Xhariep, Pinetown, King Cetshwayo, Metro East & Overberg). 
 

1.1 Key Findings 
 
The study highlights a number of key findings: 

• Profiled Subject Advisors were demographically representative and were well 
educated and experienced: The study identified 608 GET Mathematics and EFAL 
advisors. Roughly an equal number of advisors supported each subject, with the 
majority appointed to support the Foundation Phase (FP) and at the Intersen level. 
The survey data reveal further that the large majority of advisors were black, African 
women. Surveyed advisors were well educated and have had extensive experience as 
educators, as well as in curriculum leadership positions. 

• Subject Advisors understand their core mandate: There was consensus amongst 
interviewees that the chief function of Subject Advisors is to monitor and support 
curriculum delivery in order to ensure that quality teaching and learning takes place 
in schools. This is in line with relevant policy documents and advisor Key Performance 
Areas (KPA).  

• Subject Advisors can be utilised more efficiently: Although most of advisors’ daily 
responsibilities were within their core duties, they do also reportedly spend a 
significant amount of time on tasks that fall outside of their job scope (e.g. monitoring 
Matric examinations). A lack of coordination between provincial and district calendars 
also causes unnecessary disruptions to advisors’ plans to visit schools. 

• Human capacity shortages exist: The majority of GET Subject Advisors were seen to 
be assigned too many schools to adequately support, and it is not economically 
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feasible to appoint more advisors in line with policy norms. Provinces with the highest 
human capacity shortages at the time of data collection include KZN, the Eastern Cape 
(EC), and Limpopo. Advisors supporting at the Intersen level were also seen to be 
particularly overburdened and reported supporting the highest numbers of schools 
across the different phases.  

• Subject Advisors could benefit from a strengthened job orientation programme: The 
research findings reveal that although the majority of Subject Advisors felt well 
supported by their superiors, there does appear to be room for improvements to the 
initial orientation provided to newly appointed advisors. Many interviewed advisors 
did not receive any initial induction to the job, and some who reportedly did, noted 
that this was unsatisfactory. Peer mentorship and support proved valuable to those 
who did not receive a formal induction.  

• Subject Advisors need more resources: Although all of the interviewed advisors 
reported that they had access to necessary policy, curriculum, and education 
resources, there are evident shortfalls in other resourcing areas, most notably 
transport shortages. Access to computers or laptops was reportedly higher, however, 
many advisors noted the need for better data provision to work remotely. 

• Subject Advisors’ Information and Communication Technology (ICT) skills need 
strengthening: Although advisors are accessing ICT training opportunities, the 
majority of surveyed advisors reported being unsatisfied with the quality of training 
provided. ICT skills emerged as the area where advisors stated they need the most 
professional development support. The survey findings reveal that advisors could do 
more to make the most of ICT platforms and tools in their work.  
 

1.2 Recommendations 
 
Given these key findings, and the rapidly changing world we find ourselves in currently, the 
report puts forward a number of key recommendations to improve, and build the resilience 
of, the Subject Advisory service in South Africa. The recommendations provided are drawn 
from the evidence, the key findings from the literature review, and from inputs from the 
Steering Committee. 
 

1.2.1  Post-Provisioning 
• Explore ways to better implement the post provisioning model in provinces: The 

results show the need for clearer guidance on the role of provinces in applying the 
model and norms. Districts need to be empowered to make a case for additional staff 
and they need to be confident in communicating this to their Provincial Education 
Districts (PED). 

• Make strategic appointments: It is recommended that PEDs and district offices focus 
on addressing the uneven distribution of advisors in particular districts and provinces. 
This may mean making some additional, strategic appointments:  

o Staff shortages in the KZN, EC and Limpopo provinces need to be addressed; 
o Three provinces (Gauteng, Northern Cape and Mpumalanga) have 

Intermediate Phase (IP) advisors separate from Senior Phase (SP) ones. It is 
recommended that other provinces consider this approach, as it tends to 
provide dedicated support to a phase;  
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o There is a need for every subject to have a dedicated coordinator / planner at 
the provincial office. 

• Improve utilisation of Subject Advisors’ time: Remove/reallocate duties that fall 
outside of advisors’ job scope and improve the coordination of district and provincial 
calendars. 
 

1.2.2 ICT Integration and Subject Advisor Capabilities 
• Provide quality ICT training: It is recommended that the education system (DBE and 

PEDs) relooks at the ICT training programmes they have on offer and invest more in 
quality courses and facilitators. The courses should be on how to use digital tools, and 
how to teach using the digital tools and resources. 

• ICT enhanced development: An audit of current facilitators and service providers 
should be undertaken to ensure that those providing training are up to the required 
standard. The Professional Development Framework for Digital Learning (2017) 
should guide the quality through its 13 competencies. 

• ICT enhanced educator support: Subject advisors should be capacitated on how to 
effectively use ICTs to coach, mentor, and support schools and educators. By 
strengthening virtual support, advisors will be able to reach a greater number of 
educators in a more efficient and cost-effective manner; alleviating some of the 
transportation and human capacity challenges identified. 

• Ensure adequate resourcing: As fieldworkers, it is essential that advisors have access 
to a smartphone or laptop, as well as data, in order to complete their tasks effectively. 
Likewise, in times when advisors need to work remotely, they need to be equipped to 
do so. Equally important is ensuring that schools themselves are adequately equipped. 
The DBE and Subject Advisors should be confident and capacitated to mainstream full 
ICT integration in all schools.  

• Strengthening the use of Institutes and District Teacher Centres: These institutes and 
teacher centres are hubs where internet connectivity should be strong and functional. 
Professional development for Subject Advisors and educators should be championed 
from these hubs. 
 

1.2.3 Support for new Subject Advisors 
• Orientation course: It is recommended that a standardised orientation and training 

programme for new Subject Advisors be developed and implemented (draft course 
outline developed as part of the study – see Appendix 9). It is important that training 
modules and content be future thinking. Advisors need agility to cope with disruptions 
and change. They need to learn how to learn in order to be able to build resilience.  

• Peer mentoring: Older advisors who have spent longer in their position could be used 
to mentor newly appointed advisors. 
 

1.2.4 System Strengthening 
• Focus more on internal support: The work of providing curriculum implementation 

support can be made less demanding by strengthening the internal support provided 
by School Management Teams (SMT), particularly the Departmental Heads. Peer 
learning, through the promotion of Professional Learning Communities (PLC), could 
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also be driven within the school by school staff, to further enhance knowledge and 
skills transfer. 

• Improve initial teacher education: It is recommended that initial teacher education 
curricula are modernised and include a substantial component of digital learning. To 
this end, a focus on Technical Pedagogical Content Knowledge (TPACK) can make a 
meaningful contribution. In addition, the Professional Development Framework for 
Digital Learning developed by the DBE should be incorporated into B.Ed programmes 
to strengthen the foundation on the use of ICTs in teaching and learning. 
 

Priority Action Items 

Short Term Long Term 

• Address critical shortages of 
advisors in KwaZulu-Natal, Eastern 
Cape and Limpopo 

• Ensure all advisors have access to 
devices and data to work remotely 

• Reallocate monitoring of NSC duties 
to more appropriate officials/sub-
directorates  

• Conduct an audit of current ICT 
facilitators and service providers to 
ensure that those providing training 
are up to the required standard 

• Develop a standardised induction 
course for Subject Advisors 

• Strengthen the capacity of 
Departmental Heads and Phase 
Heads to provide in-school 
monitoring and support to 
educators 

• Strengthen the use of Institutes 
and District Teacher Centres for 
the professional development of 
Subject Advisors and educators in 
ICT 

 

1.3 Areas for Further Research 
 
Finally, the study has identified additional areas for further research: 

• A further study that assesses the efficiencies of other sub-directorates/divisions in the 
system that have focus areas that overlap with the work of advisors e.g. Teacher 
Development and Examinations should be considered. Where else can we be more 
efficient? 

• A ‘time in motion’ study to better understand the work routines of advisors over time 
would be valuable. A sample of advisors could be asked to systematically record their 
activities over a year long period to identify possible monthly/term trends in their 
duties and workloads. 

• A similar study that focuses on the Further Education and Training (FET) Phase would 
be valuable in assessing the post-provisioning and workloads of advisors at this level. 

• A study that evaluates the impact of advisors’ support in relation to their tertiary 
qualifications would be useful to assess whether advisors with post-graduate degrees 
are able to provide better quality support. 

• The literature review points to the need to conduct further detailed, comparative 
research across different international contexts to contrast and compare the different 
structures and approaches to curriculum implementation support. This will deepen 
the initial broad analysis undertaken in this review and further contribute to this field 
of knowledge. 
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2.0 INTRODUCTION 
 

2.1 Background  
 
Subject Advisors play a critical role in supporting and monitoring curriculum delivery in 
schools. Despite the importance of their mandate, the NECT recognised gaps in information 
on GET phase advisors and their work, and hence requested the DBE to lead this research 
study. After consideration of the research proposal, the DDG for Curriculum in the DBE agreed 
to support the study and provided input on the proposal. 
 
CASME undertook the study on behalf of the DBE, in partnership with the NECT and the Zenex 
Foundation. The study was conducted between July 2019 to October 2020. 
 
Much of the study was conducted during the COVID-19 lockdown period, which tested 
alternative ways of collecting data, as well as allied processes. Although by no means easy, it 
did open up possibilities of advancing the use of technology in the improvement of education 
delivery. 
 

2.2 Rationale for the Study 
 
The Subject Advisor Profiling Study aims to profile all GET Mathematics and EFAL Subject 
Advisors nationally.1 Using a combination of a literature review, desktop data collection, and 
primary research, this study seeks to determine the post establishment of GET Mathematics 
and EFAL advisors nationally, as well as examine their responsibilities, and how these compare 
to their duties as outlined in policy documents. The study also examines the competencies 
required of Subject Advisors, the availability and utilisation of tools of trade, and advisors’ 
professional development needs. This latter investigation includes assessing advisors’ uptake 
of professional development initiatives, and whether they are satisfied with the quality of 
these initiatives.  
 
Despite a fairly extensive existing body of knowledge, there is currently no unified, focused 
study on Subject Advisors and their work, and the existing research does not give sufficient 
insight into the size and shape of district level curriculum support structures in South Africa. 
There is also a need to review policy that guides these structures and officials in order to 
clearly articulate any significant gaps. 
 
This study is unique in that it brings a review of existing policy on curriculum support and the 
role of Subject Advisors, together with rich qualitative and quantitative data from across 
South Africa. The study is also unique in its scope: 60% of all GET advisors for Mathematics 
and EFAL completed the research survey (366 advisors across all 75 districts). This quantitative 
data is accompanied by in-depth interview data gathered from conversations with Subject 
Advisors, and district and provincial CES (29 interviews). Given that qualitative studies on 

                                                      
1 GET has three phases, namely FP, IP, and SP. FP is Grades 1 – 3, IP is Grades 4 – 6, and SP is Grades 7 – 9. The 
Intersen Phase refers to both the IP and SP (i.e. Grades 4 – 9). 
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Subject Advisors in South Africa are limited; this study also helps fill this gap and adds to the 
body of knowledge.  
 

2.3 Research Objectives and Questions 
 
The Subject Advisor Profiling Study has the following objectives: 

1. Determine the post establishment of Subject Advisors nationally; 
2. Better understand the roles, functions and competencies required of Subject 

Advisors; 
3. Establish the daily work routines of Subject Advisors, and compare to duties outlined 

in policy and guiding documents; 
4. Determine policy expectations and availability and utilisation of tools of trade; 
5. Identify professional development needs; 
6. Establish current Subject Advisor professionalization initiatives and whether these 

meet professional development needs.  

 
The key research questions that guided the study are outlined below: 

1. What is the size and shape of the Subject Advisory service in South Africa? 
2. Is there a common understanding of the roles and responsibilities of Subject Advisors? 
3. What are the day-to-day work routines, activities and tasks of Subject Advisors, and how 

does this compare with the roles and responsibilities outlined in guiding policies and 
other documents? 

4. What resources are available to Subject Advisors to support their work, and to what 
extent do they access these? 

5. What are the current professional development initiatives for Subject Advisors and do 
they meet the expectations and needs of Subject Advisors? 

 

2.4 Structure of the Report 
 
This report is divided up into ten sections: 
 
SECTION 1.0 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY: The report begins with an executive summary that 
summarises the purpose of the research, briefly describes the methodology used, and 
outlines the main findings that emerge from the literature review and from the data analysis. 
The key recommendations put forward in the report are presented. 
 
SECTION 2.0 INTRODUCTION: The introduction chapter serves to introduce and contextualise 
the study, as well as emphasize the importance of the research and its findings. The research 
aim, objectives, and key questions are presented, and the structure of the report is outlined.  
 
SECTION 3.0 LITERATURE REVIEW: Section 3 presents a literature review that examines 
significant and current literature on curriculum support in schools in selected international 
countries and in South Africa. The review begins with an assessment of how curriculum 
implementation is supported in different international and African contexts, drawing out 
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potential lessons for South Africa. The second part of the review focuses on an analysis of 
South African education policy and regulatory frameworks that govern Subject Advisors, as 
well as a review of existing research that explores the work experiences and responsibilities 
of Subject Advisors. 
 
SECTION 4.0 METHODOLOGY: The methodology section of the report serves to describe and 
justify the methodological approach and methods used in the research. The section includes 
a description of the research tools, the research sample and sampling techniques, as well as 
an overview of the methods used to analyse and interpret the empirical data. Detail on the 
appointment and training of Research Assistants (RA) for the project is discussed, and an 
outline of the research ethics practiced is provided. The section concludes by identifying a 
number of challenges that confronted the fieldwork, as well as a description of how these 
were mitigated. 
 
SECTION 5.0 SIZE AND SHAPE OF THE GET SUBJECT ADVISORY SERVICE: Section 5 presents a 
profile of GET Mathematics and EFAL Subject Advisors in South Africa. This section draws on 
data from Form 1 and the survey to present an overview of the post-establishment of GET 
advisors, their geographic and demographic profile, as well as information on their 
employment status, education levels, and work experience.  
 
SECTION 6.0 SUBJECT ADVISOR ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES: This section of the report 
focuses on identifying the core roles and responsibilities of GET Mathematics and EFAL 
Advisors. The section unpacks how advisors understand their roles and responsibilities, as 
well as the extent to which their daily work tasks are aligned to those outlined in official policy. 
The time that advisors spend on different work activities is also analysed, along with the 
overall approach advisors use to support curriculum implementation in schools.  
 
SECTION 7.0 POST-PROVISIONING AND ALLOCATION OF SCHOOLS FOR SUPPORT: Section 7 
examines the post-provisioning of GET Subject Advisors for Mathematics and EFAL, as well as 
the mechanisms used to assign schools to these advisors at the district level. The section 
interrogates the current policy model and norms that guide the post-provisioning of district 
offices, and highlights areas where human capacity constraints are evident. 
 
SECTION 8.0 SUBJECT ADVISORS AT WORK: This section of the report considers the work 
environments and experiences of Subject Advisors as they carry out their various duties. It 
includes an examination of the extent to which Subject Advisors feel adequately resourced 
to undertake their work, their experiences with initial job orientation, as well as the extent 
to which they feel supported by their supervisors. 
 
SECTION 9.0 SUBJECT ADVISOR PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT: This section explores the 
professional development needs of advisors, the programmes on offer to meet these needs, 
advisors’ uptake of these opportunities, as well as their perspectives on the quality of these 
programmes.  
 
SECTION 10.0  CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS: The final section of the report 
provides a summary of the key findings of the research and puts forward a set of 
recommendations. 
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3.0 LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

3.1 Scope and Structure of the Literature Review 
 
Quality education is pivotal to the socio-economic development and prosperity of all nations. 
Education is a tool that is used to develop human intellect, skills and values that underpin 
every country’s development prospects. Every country thus has a duty to ensure that it 
provides quality education to its future citizenry (Ayeni 2011). This view is shared by Mashau 
(2000, p.6) when he states that: 
 

“Effective education is valued all over the world for its potential to enhance economic 
growth and capacity. Educated and skilled people have the ability to perform tasks well 
and to develop new and more efficient modes of production. The productive capacity 
of many economies is inhibited by the lack of people with appropriate skills. Developing 
countries in particular, recognise that educational development is an essential 
precondition for economic growth”. 

 
Hence, all countries strive to support the implementation of their curricula. This has been 
practised for centuries, and is still done today, through inspection, supervision, and/or 
monitoring and support (Mavuso, 2013). 
 
This literature review serves to analyse significant and current literature on curriculum 
implementation support in schools in selected countries abroad and in South Africa. The 
review begins by defining key concepts that relate to curriculum implementation support. The 
review then examines how curriculum implementation is supported in different international 
and African contexts; who is responsible and how is this achieved. Although South Africa is 
unique, considering international examples can offer a useful comparative perspective.  
 
The second section of the review focuses on South Africa. This section briefly summarises 
historical developments pertaining to South Africa’s curriculum support services viz. Subject 
Advisors, and provides a high-level overview of the present status of the policy and regulatory 
frameworks governing this function within the DBE. Research that explores the work 
experiences and responsibilities of Subject Advisors is also analysed, in order to situate the 
empirical research, and to critically reflect on policy gaps.  
 

3.2 Curriculum Implementation Support: Defining Key Concepts 
 
Nevenglosky, Cale and Aguilar (2019) describe curriculum implementation as the use of a 
curriculum and other resources to teach and assess learners. The curriculum generally 
provides instructional and assessment suggestions that relate to a set of conceptual topics 
and objectives. The suggestions help ensure consistency in the way that educators implement 
and pace the curriculum. Kauffman (2005) describes curriculum implementation support as 
the provision of sufficient guidance to teachers regarding what to teach and how to teach. He 
further unpacks the “what to teach” as a reference to adequate content knowledge, and the 
“how to teach” as the need for adequate pedagogical content knowledge. The author stresses 
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that both content knowledge and the pedagogical content knowledge are significant in 
ensuring that the correct content is imparted to children using the most effective means. 
 
The literature explored reveals that curriculum implementation support is generally done 
through inspection, supervision, or monitoring and support, or a combination of these. It is 
important to note that these concepts have evolved over time and have different 
connotations in different contexts. There is also some overlap between the terms, which are 
applied differently in various countries.  
 

3.2.1 Inspection 
De Grauwe (2007) views inspection as a traditional approach of monitoring and managing 
education quality. This may concern how a school operates and/or the performance of 
educators. With regard to school operations, inspection scrutinises how the principal and the 
SMT manage the school finances, human and other material resources. In terms of educator 
performance, inspection looks at how educators teach, use their curriculum documents, and 
how they plan their lessons.  
 
Moswela (2010) points out that for some, inspection is considered to focus primarily on 
compliance, but for others, inspection involves both monitoring and supervision. Ololube and 
Major (2014, p.94) outline the purpose of inspection as: 

• “to acquire an overview of the quality of education;  

• to ensure minimum standards;  

• to offer purposeful and constructive advice;  

• to supervise the implementation of curriculum;  

• to identify discipline problems;  

• to monitor and improve teaching and learning; and 

• to stimulate teaching and to provide guidance”. 

 
Although there has been little rigorous research on the impact of inspection, school 
inspection systems are assumed to have key importance in ensuring quality education 
provision for all. School inspection has, however, received strong criticism around the world 
(Whitby, 2010). For example, inspection activities have been criticised for not being 
transparent, as educators are sometimes not informed of inspection visits. According to 
Mavuso (2013), during the 1970s and 1980s, inspectors were seen as taboo in some countries 
as their management style was considered undemocratic.  
 
In South Africa, the South African Democratic Teachers Union (SADTU) played a key role in 
ending inspection in schools and brining about alternative approaches. Soon after the launch 
of the union in October 1990, SADTU initiated a campaign to defy all government regulations 
regarding inspection. The union argued that inspection and evaluation amounted to the 
surveillance of educators and it was seen as “punitive and vindictive rather than supportive 
and developmental” (Amoako, 2014, p.150). As a result, “SADTU therefore demanded a 
moratorium on inspection and evaluation until it was in a position to negotiate a mutually 
acceptable” and alternative approach (Amoako, 2014, p.150). 
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3.2.2 Supervision 
According to Wiles and Bondi (2000, p.3), supervision in schools is a “general leadership 
function that coordinates and manages those activities concerned with learning”. Bekoe, 
Eshum & Atton (2017, pp.1-2) define supervision “as an expert technical service which is 
primarily aimed at studying and improving cooperatively, all factors which affect institutional 
growth and development”. Supervision can thus be described as a process where supervisors 
monitor the quality of education through looking into the performance of both the school and 
its teachers. It is important to note that the term ‘supervision’ is used here to refer to two 
separate but complementary quality management activities, “that is, control and evaluate” 
on one hand, and “to advise, assist and support” teachers on the other hand (Eddy-Spicer, et 
al., 2016, p.16).  
 
Supervision may either be external or internal. Internal supervision is the type of supervision 
carried out by principals or Departmental Heads. It is also sometimes referred to as ‘within 
school’ supervision. External supervision is the type of supervision carried out by external 
government officials, who visit schools and work directly with teachers to improve the quality 
of instruction (Agih and Allen, 2015).  
 
In schools, the supervisor may assist in different ways to support the school and/or educator, 
including assisting with comprehension of content, pedagogy, assessment tasks, classroom 
management strategies, and professional development. According to Mavuso (2013), good 
supervision depends on a healthy and supportive relationship between supervisor and 
supervisee, whereby the supervisor plays a mentorship role. 
 

3.2.3 Monitoring and Support 
Mavuso (2013, p.21) refers to monitoring as a “continuous process of assessing, evaluating 
and controlling the performance of an individual or a group of individuals in order to identify 
strengths and weakness and formulate practical proposals for action to be taken”. Monitoring 
instruction is understood to involve classroom visits, observing teachers at work and 
providing them with feedback and support (Bush, Joubert, Kiggundu, and Van Rooyen, 2010).  

Support is defined as “assistance given to something or a person to keep them from 
weakening or failing” (Mavuso, 2013, p.23). Collegial and supportive relationships are 
required in order for support to be effective. According to Saide (2018), these relationships 
are based on reciprocal accountability, collaboration, and trust.  
 
Monitoring and providing support are both important functions that can be used 
complementarily. Brahm Fleisch promotes the use of a ‘structured pedagogic programme 
model’ that uses a mutually reinforcing combination of daily lesson plans, high quality 
educational materials, and coaching/training to bring about improvements in learning (Saide, 
2018). The model recommends that educators should first be supported before monitoring 
takes place, and subsequent monitoring should be developmental, in that as new support 
needs are identified, they can be addressed (Saide, 2018).  
 
While the review attempts to clarify the concepts of inspection, supervision, monitoring and 
support, they do have overlaps in how they are understood and applied. The differences in 
how these terms are conceptualised hinges on the defined purpose of the function, and the 
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overall approach. There generally seems to be a shift from the use of the term ‘inspection’ to 
an emphasis on monitoring and support, which can all be considered forms of supervision.  
 

3.3 Comparative Analysis of Curriculum Support 
 
This review briefly explores curriculum support in Canada, Australia, Kenya and Nigeria. The 
countries have in common a shared history of colonialism, which each education system has 
had to address post-independence through successive curriculum reforms. Parts of Canada, 
like South Africa, Kenya, Nigeria and Australia, were all once British colonies. Canada and 
Australia are also similar in that they are both considered to have education systems that are 
among the best in the world; both routinely perform well in international assessments such 
as the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s (OECD) Programme for 
International Student Assessment (PISA) (Morgan, 2011; Savage and Lingard, 2018). Despite 
these similarities, each country is unique and has approached education management and 
curriculum support differently. The Western countries reviewed also have far greater 
resources to improve their education systems than their African counterparts. Collectively, 
these countries have sufficient similarities and differences to make an interesting and useful 
comparison. 
 
The Canadian state recognises its responsibility to prepare learners for the fourth industrial 
revolution (4IR). This required curriculum reform, which led to an increase in the expenditure 
on curriculum implementation support. Education is currently the second activity, after 
health, on which the country spends the biggest slice of its budget. The mounting pressure to 
prepare learners for the new era has also compelled the country to improve the professional 
development of teachers through improved supervision (CMEC, 2001).  
 
Education in Australia has also undergone reform, both in schools and in teacher education 
institutions. Like Canada, school curricular in Australia have been reviewed to ensure that it 
adequately prepares young people for the 21st century; imparting the necessary skills that will 
enable them to comfortably live in a globalised world. Given their colonial heritage, these 
reforms have also included a review of curricular to ensure that they cater for, and respect, 
cultural diversity (ACARA, 2010; DECD 2013; OECD, 2018). Savage and Lingard (2018) also 
attribute curriculum reforms in Australia to political pressure. The authors point out that the 
Australian government has been increasingly concerned about the quality of the teaching 
profession due to a decline in the country’s performance in international assessments. 
 
Both Kenyan and Nigerian educational policies aim to produce skilled labour that can 
contribute towards economic development. In addition, Woolman (2001) asserts that the 
curricula of both countries also espouses the development of Africanisation, as the colonial 
curricula focussed on achieving the goals of the colonialist at the expense of African culture. 
Both countries thus have curricula that emphasize the “preservation of cultural heritage, 
social justice, human dignity, political equality and multicultural education” (Woolman, 2001, 
p.33). 
 
Due to civil wars that have marred Nigeria, revised Nigerian education policy was 
conceptualised ten years into their independence. The resultant policy focused on both the 
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promotion of Nigerian culture, and on correcting regional imbalances in access to educational 
opportunities (Woolman, 2001). The achievement of these objectives was driven through 
implementing universal basic education. Igbokwe (2015, p.31) notes that “in 2008, the 
Federal Government of Nigeria, through the Nigerian Educational Research and Development 
Council (NERDC) developed and introduced the 9-Year Basic Education Curriculum (BEC) in 
schools by realigning all extant Primary and Junior Secondary School Curricula to meet the 
key targets of the Universal Basic Education (UBE) programme”. The author further states 
that the curriculum was revised again in 2014, and has thereafter undergone numerous 
reforms to make it more relevant to the new information era (Igbokwe, 2015).  
 
In all the countries reviewed, curriculum reforms seek to redress the negative socio-economic 
and cultural impacts of colonialism. They also intend to prepare learners and their countries 
for the 21st century and the 4IR. The intentions in all reforms are sound, but implementation 
can be challenging, especially in African contexts, where funding is limited.  
 

3.3.1 Education Governance and Curriculum Support  
This section considers how the selected countries support curriculum implementation. The 
discussion looks at where curriculum support services are located, who is responsible for 
these services, and how this is approached. 
 
Canada is made up of provinces and territories. Australia is divided into states and territories. 
The provinces in Canada are the equivalent of states in Australia. The difference between 
provinces or states and territories in the two countries is that provinces and states have 
constitutional powers, whereas territories have delegated powers. Decisions that territories 
take have to be endorsed by the National Government. 
 
In Canada, provinces and territories are responsible for all levels of education (CMEC, 2001). 
According to Lessard and Brassard (n.d., p.5), the governance of the education system “by the 
public authorities is exercised on three levels, namely: the provincial authorities, the 
intermediate authority- called a school board or a school district, and which may be local or 
regional- and the school”. Within each province or territory, the Ministry of Education 
addresses areas such as planning, school finance, curriculum development and assessment, 
special education, language programs, and the renovation/ construction of school buildings. 
The day-to-day operation and administration of the schools is the responsibility of the school 
boards (Morgan, 2011). 
 
In Australia, schooling is the constitutional responsibility of states (Savage and Lingard, 2018). 
The states fund education and regulate educational operations. The school boards monitor 
and support schools in collaboration with the state or territory Director General, parents and 
teachers. The Department for Education and Child Development (DECD), through curriculum 
implementation officers from Teaching and Learning Services (TLS), provides advice and 
curriculum implementation support to schools (DECD, 2013, pp.18 -19). Gurr (2007) maintains 
that Australian schools are required to prepare a school self-evaluation report every four 
years. The report summarises the school’s performance and also reflects upon this 
performance for future direction. The author notes that this is the trend in developed 
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countries; schools typically rely more on schools’ self-review than on external supervision 
(Gurr, 2007). 
 
In Kenya, quality education is promoted through instructional supervision. Wanzare (2012, 
pp.188-189) defines instructional supervision as encompassing “all activities that are directed 
specifically towards establishment, maintenance and improvement of the teaching-learning 
process in schools”. The Ministry of Education, together with its sister ministries and their sub 
directorates, carry out this duty. The Ministry of Education, Science and Technology (MoEST), 
for example, also supports teachers through using Teachers’ Advisory Centre (TAC) tutors. In 
this model, one tutor supports between 8 to 30 primary schools with targeted in-service 
teacher training and coaching (Piper and Zuilkowiski, 2015). The Kenyan Directorate of Quality 
Assurance and Standards also arranges visits to schools by Quality Assurance and Standards 
Officers QASOs (formally known as inspectors), to carry out supervision. The roles and 
responsibilities of the QASOs are: 
 

▪ “Checking on educational facilities; 
▪ Monitoring, reviewing and assessing how well educational standards are being 

maintained and educational standards implemented by teachers and school 
administrators; and 

▪ Observing classroom teaching by individual teachers to assess their professional 
competence” (Wanzare, 2012, p.189). 

 
The Teacher Service Commission (TSC) County Directors and other officers are appointed to 
handle all administrative, as well as technical issues, related to teacher management at the 
county level. Quality assurance and support is the function of the TSC, and County Human 
Resource Officers and Curriculum Support Officers (CSO). Among others, the duties of a CSO 
are (TSC, 2015, pp.7-8):  

▪ “Identification of the training needs of teachers and heads of institution and advising 
the Commission accordingly;  

▪ Providing support services to teachers;  
▪ Organizing and conducting courses on curriculum delivery and implementation 

through seminars, workshops, retreats and in-service programmes;  
▪ Advising teachers on appropriate resources including resource books, consumables, 

audio-visual aids and other materials necessary for effective teaching and learning;  
▪ Assisting teachers to develop and use appropriate teaching aids and other reference 

materials;  
▪ Updating teachers on curriculum changes, pedagogy, content coverage and any other 

emerging issues in the teaching service;  
▪ Developing work programmes for the Curriculum Support Centre;  
▪ Visiting schools, observing teaching techniques, conducting lessons demonstrative 

lessons and advising teachers on the appropriate teaching methods and techniques; 
▪ Working with the Quality Assurance and Standards Officer to improve teaching and 

learning; Preparing regular progress reports for onward transmission to relevant 
offices;  

▪ Performing all other duties as may be necessary to promote standards in the teaching 
profession.”  
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The Nigerian Federal Government has also instituted supervision as the method of curriculum 
implementation support. Supervision is done by the Ministries of Education in collaboration 
with the Federal Inspectorate. Gaps in teacher knowledge and curriculum instruction are 
identified as a key challenges in curriculum implementation support in Nigeria, along with 
funding challenges and institutional management (Ayeni, 2011). Adu, Akinloye and Alaoye, 
(2014, p.271) argue that these challenges have necessitated policy reforms. The new National 
Policy on Education, developed to address these gaps, states that “regular courses will 
continue to be run to acquaint inspectors with their new roles as advisers, guides, catalysts 
and sources of new ideas. The Federal Inspectorate services will be expanded and 
strengthened to supplement state inspectorate services” (Adu, Akinloye and Alaoye, 2014, 
p.271). Teacher support with curriculum implementation is being attended to by the national 
government. The roles of inspectors are well articulated in the policy, and suggest 
transformation. 
 
In countries such as Lesotho, Senegal and Tanzania, school supervisors are still referred to as 
inspectors. The role of inspectors is to monitor compliance. In Malawi, the term Education 
Methods Advisor is used. In Uganda, these officials are called Teacher Development Advisors. 
The main task of supervisors, in addition to control and support, is liaison. These officials act 
as intermediaries between the Ministry and schools (de Grauwe, 2007).  
 
The above discussion shows that curriculum implementation support is generally the 
responsibility of the state, with power delegated to provincial, regional or local structures. 
The state develops policies on education support, which need to be implemented in schools 
with support from devolved powers. Approaches and personnel responsible for monitoring 
and supporting curriculum delivery varies between countries. Designated officials are 
sometimes referred to as inspectors, curriculum support officials, field officers, or just 
supervisors. Whilst the developed countries reviewed tend to lean more towards internal 
supervision and self-review to strengthen teaching and learning in schools, the African cases 
appear to adopt curriculum support models that rely primarily on the appointment of external 
officials.  
 
It is further noted that the state has to also make available funds for teacher training and the 
professional development of educators. Universities, other organisations, and specialist 
educators, support the state in ensuring that educators know what to teach and how.  
 

3.3.2 Pre-Service and In-Service Training 
Basic curriculum implementation support should be carried out to ensure that teachers, who 
are the actual curriculum implementers, have adequate content knowledge and pedagogical 
content knowledge. This is done during pre-service training or during in-service training. In 
the past fifteen years, the provinces and territories in Canada have adopted measures to 
ensure higher quality teacher training. For example, “the Ontario Ministry of Education and 
Training announced major reforms in teacher training, which included, among other things, 
the establishment of standards of practice, two-year training programs, a provincial 
framework for professional development of all educators, compulsory renewal of teaching 
certificates after five years, certification of teacher training programs, and the creation of the 
Ontario College of Teachers. In British Columbia, a College of Teachers exists, which regulates 
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teacher preparation, discipline, and certification for the province. The College is authorized 
and regulated by the Teaching Profession Act” (CMEC, 2001, p.24). 
 
In Canada, entrance into the teaching profession is highly competitive, and quality teacher 
training is provided. School teacher education levels are high. Teacher Induction Programmes 
have been introduced to help new teachers become competent and effective professionals. 
Teacher Associations and retired teachers are used for mentoring new teachers, and 
collaborative approaches to teaching are also used. In terms of in-service professional 
development, there are no mandatory requirements. Instead the responsibility for 
professional development is a shared one that involves departments of education, school 
boards, universities and Non-Governmental Organisations (NGO). The country provides some 
incentives for teachers to upgrade their qualifications, such as higher wages for highly 
qualified teachers and subsidies towards studying. Teacher federations also offer workshops 
and conferences through which teachers can develop themselves. The department sets aside 
some days in the school year for professional development for teachers and administrators, 
who also have access to on-line professional training (UNESCO, 2007). 
 
To better prepare and enhance the quality of graduate teachers in the workforce in Australia, 
the state has invested large sums of money. For example, the Council of Australian 
Governments (COAG) made available over half a billion Australian dollars to support the 
National Partnerships Agreement on Improving Quality Teaching over a 5-year period (2009-
2013) (Ledger and Volvich, 2018). 
 
In Kenya, from the colonial period up to the mid-seventies (1847-1970s), teacher education 
preparation was a respected component of education. It was an education program one 
would be proud of, and it was reserved for the selected few. The current teacher education 
preparation programs in Kenya are geared to prepare teachers to meet the challenge of the 
shortage of teachers in the country, both in the primary and the secondary sector. On 
attaining independence in 1963, Kenya set out to expand primary teacher training. Currently, 
Kenya has 21 public primary school teacher training colleges, regionally distributed, and 
admits between 8400 and 8600 trainees each year. Over 90 percent of the students are 
between 18 and 30 years of age. Despite these reforms, effective student learning and 
achievement is hampered by weaknesses in teachers’ pedagogical content knowledge (PCK) 
and classroom practice (Katitia, 2015). 
 
In Nigeria, “teacher education, both pre- and in-service programmes, are offered in the 
country by different teacher education institutions as declared in the National Policy on 
Education” (Osuji, 2009). Teacher education is often divided into three stages: Initial teacher 
training (teacher candidates), induction (the process of providing training and support during 
the first few years of teaching, or the first year in a particular school), and teacher 
development or continuing professional development (CPD) (an intensive process for 
practicing teachers) (Nakpodia and Urien, 2011; Ogunyinka, Okeke and Adedoyin, 2015). 
 
Ogunyinka, Okeke and Adedoyin (2015, p.116) point out that one of the first steps taken by 
the Nigerian state to professionalise the teaching profession was the mandatory registration 
of all professionally qualified teachers: “The need and critical role of professionalising the 
teaching profession, vested in the Teachers Registration Council of Nigeria (TRCN), by virtue 
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of the Teachers Registration Council Act, began in 2007 with the mandatory registration of all 
professionally qualified teachers”. Duties of the TRCN include “determining what standards 
of knowledge and skills are to be attained by persons seeking to become registered as 
teachers, and raising those standards from time to time as circumstances may permit; and 
classifying from time to time members of the teaching profession according to their level of 
training and qualification” (Osuji, 2009, p.299). 
 
The 2004 Revised National Policy on Education highlights the need for ongoing reforms in 
Teacher Development that aim to:  

▪ “Produce highly motivated, conscientious and efficient classroom teachers for all 
levels of our education system;  

▪ Encourage the spirit of enquiry and creativity in teachers;  
▪ Help teachers to fit into the social life of the community and the society at large and 

to enhance their commitment to national goals.  
▪ Provide teachers with the intellectual and professional background adequate for 

their assignment and to make them adaptable to changing conditions.  
▪ Enhance teachers’ commitment to the teaching profession” (Ogunyinka, Okeke and 

Adedoyin, 2015, p.116). 

 
The policy further makes it mandatory for all teachers in Nigeria to be trained and stipulates 
that the Nigeria Certificate of Education (NCE) is the minimum qualification to the profession. 
The policy also states that “teacher education shall continue to take cognizance of changes in 
methodology and in the curriculum” and that teachers shall be regularly exposed to 
innovations in their profession. It further recognizes the need for in- service training as crucial 
for continuing teacher education (Osokoya, 2010). 
 

3.3.3 Gaps in Curriculum Implementation Support 
All the countries reviewed face challenges in their education systems. The 2018 World 
Development Report (Learning to Realise Education’s Promise), puts forward a framework to 
better understand the proximate causes of poor learning outcomes reported on in many 
countries across the world. The framework identifies four proximate or immediate causes: 1) 
learner preparation - children arrive at school unprepared to learn, 2) teacher lack skills and 
motivation, 3) unavailability of relevant inputs, and 4) poor school management and 
governance. The report notes further that learning outcomes are also negatively impacted on 
by deeper underlying factors – the structural, political and institutional environments wherein 
schools and communities are located (World Bank, 2018). Both proximate and systemic 
determinants shape the education systems, and systems for curriculum implementation 
support, in all the countries reviewed. 
  
The Council of Ministers of Education of Canada (CMEC) (2001) acknowledges that the 
country has its own challenges. In Canada, these challenges have proximate and underlying 
causes; insufficient computers in schools, lack of preparation time for teachers, and teachers’ 
lack of ICT skills. Teacher Federations also feel that many curriculum initiatives are being 
implemented too rapidly and without the participation of teachers, and their 
provincial/territorial associations in the development of the proposals. Furthermore, there 
have been complaints that the necessary resources and time for the professional 
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development required to help teachers implement these programs is often lacking. This 
impacts negatively on teacher-government relationships. 
 
In a study commissioned by the OECD, a concern about the lack of clarity in the roles of school 
boards was also identified as problematic: 
 

“Board members themselves reportedly complain about lack of information and clarity 
on their role and on how to proceed across countries (Earley and Creese, 2003; Ranson, 
2005a; Munn, 1990). While many school boards have been created to bring schools 
closer to the communities in which they are situated, they are being asked to take care 
of management of school operations. This leads to the question of whether the people 
who are asked to participate and represent the community are those most appropriate 
to run or supervise the running of a school” (Pont, Nusche and Moorman 2018, p.91).  

 
According to Wanzare (2012), one of the most important challenges that Kenya is facing is 
how to improve the quality of teaching and learning. Wanzare (2012), and Piper and 
Zuilkowiski (2015), attribute the lack of improvement in quality teaching and learning in Kenya 
to the quality of teachers, as well as to outdated and ineffective pedagogy. According to Piper 
and Zuilkowiski (2015), teachers in Kenya tend to adopt a ‘lecture’ teaching style, and they 
tend to work with large classes that lack sufficient teaching and learning materials. Teachers 
also have limited pre-service training and require in-service professional development. Piper 
and Zuilkowiski (2015) argue further that the pre-service training on offer often focusses on 
content rather than pedagogical methods, reflecting the weak instructional preparation of 
teachers.  
 
Despite the good intentions of the Kenyan Education Ministry, they face many challenges with 
education supervision which include: 
 

▪ “Inadequate supervisory personnel 
▪ Limited resources, such as funds and equipment 
▪ Lack of transportation  
▪ Incompetent supervisory personnel 
▪ Lack of feedback to schools and limited implementation of recommendations” 

(Wanzare, 2012, p.189). 
 
In Kenya, the TAC tutor model adopted has also faced challenges. One study, for example, 
showed that tutors spend 60% of their time on administrative duties, which limits their ability 
to provide high quality instructional support (Piper and Zuilkowiski, 2015). 
 
The following challenges (with both proximate and underlying causes), that are associated 
with supervision, were also identified in other African countries:  

▪ Lack of resources: “Supervisors do not have vehicles or funds to travel to schools”. 
▪ Growing number of schools per supervisor: “On average, the supervisor is responsible 

for over 150 teachers” in Botswana, Namibia, Tanzania, Zimbabwe and West Africa. 
▪ Professionalism: “Weak professional profile of volunteers and teachers”. 
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▪ Low number of school visits due to the burden of administrative tasks: In Botswana, 
Namibia and Zimbabwe supervisors “spend between one fifth and one third of their 
time on school visits” (de Grauwe, 2007, pp.710-711). 
 

3.3.4 Conclusion 
African countries are still reeling from the impacts of colonialism despite having been 
independent for decades. Poor learning outcomes are attributed to a number of proximate 
and underlying determinants - with limited resources being particularly significant. Countries 
with educational problems also attribute these problems to poor teaching. The literature 
from African contexts identified poor training and outdated pedagogy as a reason why 
educators in particular countries are found to be lacking in both content and pedagogical 
content knowledge in the subject that they teach. Curriculum implementation can be 
strengthened through quality educator development. This could be done through recruiting 
high achieving students into the profession. This could also be done through participation by 
government education specialists in educator curriculum development. The curriculum for 
new educators should strengthen both content and pedagogical content. Developed 
countries that invest money in educator training have quality education systems, with less 
spent on in-service educator training.  
 
The quality of education could also be improved through ensuring that essential teaching and 
learning resources are available. This again requires a country to set aside funds to adequately 
resource education. Effective curriculum implementation support undertaken by external 
officials is hampered when these officials are overstretched in terms of the work that they do. 
The African countries reviewed in the study all had a challenge of education officers that 
support a large number of schools, and hence become ineffective in the performance of their 
duties. Decentralising curriculum implementation support works where there is an adequate 
number of officers supporting schools. While it seems to work well in developed countries, it 
does not in the African countries, where resources are limited. Unlike Canada that has 
increased its spending on education over the past years, African countries, such as South 
Africa, are seeing a decline in state spending on education. Although the government spends 
billions of Rands on education each year, real spending on basic education has increased very 
little in the past five years. According to Spaull’s (2019) analysis, education spending per 
learner has been steadily decreasing for years, largely unnoticed. He calculated an 8% decline 
in spending since 2010 (Spaull, 2019). All countries do have challenges with curriculum 
implementation support, but these are exacerbated in the African countries reviewed. 
 
Finally, the review shows that there is some similarity in the curriculum support structures 
across the countries studied. Curriculum implementation support seems to occur at 3 levels; 
national, provincial / territory, and at a local level. It is also carried out in a similar manner, 
namely through supervision, which entails monitoring and support. Curriculum support is not 
the sole responsibility of the government. Universities and other educational organisations 
play a role in the support of curriculum implementation. Developed countries seem to focus 
on strengthening internal supervision rather than relying primarily on supervision undertaken 
by special educational officers from the Department / Ministry of Education. They have 
mechanisms that require school principals and SMTs to account for curriculum 
implementation support. The school itself has a more central role in curriculum support. 
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The following section turns to look at curriculum implementation support in the South Africa 
context. 
 

3.4 Education in South Africa 
 

3.4.1 Brief Historical Overview 
Under apartheid, initiatives to improve teaching standards were undertaken by school 
inspectors, whose roles and responsibilities were clearly defined (Stephen, 2018). Inspectors 
also had an important role to play in grading and promoting educators. The political context 
at the time fuelled tensions and distrust between educators and inspectors. School inspection 
was seen primarily as a fault-finding exercise, which led to a breakdown in the relationship 
between inspectors and educators (Dilotsothle, Smit and Vreken, 2001).  
 
Post-1994, the education system was overhauled, and new legislation, policy and curricula 
were introduced. During this period, there were Constitutional changes that delegated levels 
of power and authority. These Constitutional changes also provided for concurrent 
jurisdiction over educational matters between different spheres. The national sphere is 
primarily responsible for policymaking, resourcing and delegation. Provincial Departments 
are responsible for regulation and the provision of contextual guidelines, local government is 
responsible for implementation. 
 
Given the nature and scope of change in the system, it became increasingly important that 
the state support educators to navigate these shifts and ensure effective curriculum delivery.  
The systemic changes also brought with them a myriad of challenges that educators could not 
face without support. Education districts were identified as playing an important role in 
providing curriculum support on site in schools (Nkambule and Amsterdam, 2018). The 
inception of a supportive subject advisory service as it exists today is rooted in these post-
apartheid shifts in education management. As Stephen (2018, p.9) explains:  
 

“The implementation of a democratic government resulted in many changes including 
education management. Instead of supervision as it was previously done, education 
managers opted for support and development and this resulted in the decentralization 
of education offices into district offices within provinces. With this change came the 
inception of curriculum subject advisors, whose core roles are to support and develop 
teachers in their subject rather than fault finding". 

 
Over the past 26 years, education policy and curricula have continued to undergo revisions. 
Four curriculum reviews were introduced by the DBE within the space of 15 years (between 
1997 and 2012), and research has shown that educator support is inadequate, leaving many 
educators feeling ill-prepared to manage curriculum implementation challenges (see for 
example Jansen, 1998; Harley et al., 2000; Nakabugo and Siebörger, 2001; Diko, Haupt and 
Molefe, 2011). One of the key aims of this literature review is to provide a current picture of 
Subject Advisors at work, by examining their roles and working experiences, and by 
comparing policy and practice. Given that the study focuses on district based Subject Advisors, 
the following section begins by outlining the roles, organization and staffing of district offices 
as per DBE policy. This initial discussion helps one understand where district based curriculum 
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support services are located, and how they are structured and capacitated. Understanding 
some of the challenges that district education offices face also helps contextualize the 
working environments of Subject Advisors.  

3.4.2  Policy Overview 

3.4.2.1 Education Districts: Core Roles 

Education districts are important sub-divisions of provincial governments. They are in direct 
contact with the schools that they service, and provide a crucial communication line between 
PED and schools. In addition, each district is divided into a number of education circuits. 
Whereas education districts are the first level administrative sub-division of PEDs, education 
circuits are the field offices for district offices. They are second level administrative sub-
divisions of PEDs, and are the closer point of contact between PEDs and education 
institutions. The essential role of district and circuit offices, like PEDs, is to provide quality 
education. District offices are tasked with strengthening teaching and learning through 
improving curriculum delivery and ensuring conducive environments in schools. They must 
do this with the crucial support of their circuit offices. PEDs, in turn, are accountable for the 
performance of their districts, and have a responsibility to ensure that district and circuit 
offices are correctly organised, staffed and resourced (DBE, 2018). 
 
This overarching role of districts in improving teaching and learning is clearly articulated in 
policy documents such as the National Development Plan (NDP) (2012), the DBE Action Plan 
to 2019 (2015), and the Amended Policy on the Organisation, Roles and Responsibilities of 
the Education Districts (2018).  
 
Key functions of a district office as outlined in the NDP (2012) include planning the academic 
year, ensuring that schools get all their allocated resources, and implementing programmes 
to support the poorest performing schools. The NDP (2012) also states that district officials 
should contribute to teacher development, particularly in curriculum matters, and that 
district offices should support principals and Departmental Heads by building their leadership 
and management capacity.  
 
The Action Plan to 2019 (Goal 27) highlights the importance of monitoring and support 
services provided to schools by district offices, without providing detail of specific functions, 
whilst the Policy on the Organisation, Roles and Responsibilities of Education Districts (2013), 
and the amended version (2018), provide a much clearer outline of district roles and core 
functions. According to the policy, district offices (with support from circuits) have four core 
roles: planning, support, oversight and accountability, and public engagement (see Figure 1). 
 

1. Planning  

• Collecting and analysing school, circuit and 
district data to inform planning;  

• Assisting schools with compiling school 
improvement or development plans; and  

• Integrating school improvement or 
development plans into district plans. 

3. Oversight and accountability  

• Holding principals of education 
institutions in the district accountable for 
the performance of their schools;  

• Accounting to the PED for the 
performance of education institutions in 
the district; and 
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2. Support 

• Providing an enabling environment and 
targeted support for education institutions 
within the district to do their work in line 
with education law and policy;  

• Assisting school principals and educators 
to improve the quality of teaching and 
learning in their institutions through 
school visits, classroom observation, 
consultation, cluster meetings, suitable 
feedback reports and other means;  

• Serving as an information node for 
education institutions on education law, 
policy and administration;  

• Facilitating ICT connectivity in all 
institutions within the district; and  

• Providing an enabling environment and 
organising provision and support for the 
professional development of managers, 
educators and administrative staff 
members.  

 

• Accounting to the PED in terms of 
performance agreements that stipulate 
the roles, functions and responsibilities 
of district officials in line with relevant 
policies.  

4. Public engagement  

• Informing and consulting with the public 
in an open and transparent manner; and  

• Upholding Batho Pele principles in all 
dealings with the public.  

 

Figure 1 Core Roles of District Offices (DBE, 2018, pp.13-14) (emphasis added) 

Despite their importance, many district offices struggle to perform optimally. Government 
policy acknowledges this, and numerous studies have revealed findings that outline the 
challenges that district offices face (see for example: van der Berg, 2011; Roberts, 2012; 
HRDC, 2014). Capacity constraints pose some of the most significant challenges; district 
offices are often under-staffed and existing staff need support to strengthen their skills and 
capabilities. The NDP (2012, p.310), for example, notes that “many of the weaknesses in 
schools are a reflection of weaknesses at the district level”. In response, the plan emphasises 
the importance of building district capacity; strengthening skills in curriculum management, 
project management, data analysis, monitoring, planning, reporting, accounting and problem 
solving.  
 
Likewise, the Action Plan to 2019 (Goal 27) identifies improving the frequency and quality of 
the monitoring and support services provided to schools by district offices as a priority goal 
(DBE, 2015), and the Integrated Strategic Planning Framework for Teacher Education and 
Development in South Africa, 2011–2025 (2011) also draws attention to human capacity 
challenges in district offices. The strategy notes that there is an urgent need to improve the 
ability of district officials to better support educators through filling vacant posts, and through 
ensuring that district officials are adequately trained to support educators. Post-provisioning 
across district offices is recognised as uneven, and poor Human Resources (HR) practices are 
identified as causing delays in filling vacancies and retaining staff.  
 
In response to these challenges, a number of steps have been taken by government in recent 
years to strengthen the capacity of districts. These include the establishment in 2012 of 
quarterly meetings between the national department and all districts, providing a direct line 
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of communication between stakeholders to discuss policy imperatives and challenges faced 
by districts (DBE, 2015). Over time, district boundaries have also been revised and district 
offices have been restructured to make them more effective (DBE, 2018). In 2013, an official 
policy on the functions and responsibilities of districts was finalised. The amended policy, 
which is determined in terms of the National Education Policy Act, 1996 (Act 27 of 1996) 
(NEPA), provides a common national framework to guide the demarcation, resourcing, 
organisation, staffing, and delegation of authority for education district offices, as well as 
identifying the core roles and responsibilities of district officials (DBE, 2018). This policy is the 
first national policy developed to guide PEDs “as to what an education office should be or do” 
(DBE, 2018, p.8).  

3.4.2.2 Education Districts: Size, Organisation and Staffing  

In order to ensure quality and efficient service delivery, it is important that the size of districts 
and circuits are regulated so that no district or circuit office is made responsible for more 
schools than they can realistically support. The Amended Policy on the Organisation, Roles 
and Responsibilities of the Education Districts sets out district and circuit size norms, which 
are expressed in terms of the number of schools each office is responsible for. According to 
the policy (DBE, 2018, p.18):  
 

“Taking all relevant factors, including geographical, staff and financial implications 
into account, the national norms are as follows: An education circuit office must be 
responsible for no less than 25 and no more than 30 schools; and an education district 
must comprise no less than 10 and no more than 15 education circuits. It follows that 
no district should have fewer than 75 schools or more than 300 schools.” 

 
Although there is agreement that a national policy, common nomenclature and norms 
governing district offices are crucial, the amended policy emphasises that PEDs must consider 
the unique needs and contexts of their provinces in decision-making, and that decisions must 
be “formulated and applied in an educationally defensible manner” (DBE, 2018, p.9). With 
regard to district and circuit size, the policy notes that alignment to these national norms 
must be done by each PED taking into consideration educational, contextual, staffing and 
equity factors. 
 
In terms of the post-provisioning of district offices, the main considerations are ensuring that 
each office has the minimum staff complement needed to function effectively, whilst 
considering contextual factors. According to the amended policy, the post provisioning model 
must consider the norms governing the sizes of districts and circuits, as well as a calculation 
of the number of staff needed to ensure that an optimal number of visits to schools per term 
can be undertaken (DBE, 2018).  
 
The model is described in the policy as having two parts: “the parameter by which the staffing 
level of a particular function is expressed, and the factor that takes into account the context 
or circumstances of a particular district” (DBE, 2018, p.31). The parameters may refer to the 
number of schools, learners or educators to be served, and will differ according to the 
function of support (e.g. curriculum support vs governance and management). Although a 
number of contextual factors may have a bearing on these calculations, the policy identifies 
two particularly relevant factors to consider in order to keep the model simple and equitable. 
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These factors are expressed as weights and are 1) the distances that district officials need to 
travel to schools, and 2) poverty, whereby emphasis must be placed on no-fee schools that 
need additional support (DBE, 2018).  
 
Thus, the size of education districts and circuits may vary, and the ways in which these offices 
are organised and staffed may also differ. The amended policy does, however, provide some 
guidance on how district teams could be composed to ensure that they are able to provide a 
“core basket of services” (DBE, 2018, p.23). In this respect, the policy outlines a range of 
support teams that could be located at a district office, including a District Curriculum Support 
Team, a District Management and Governance Support Team, a District Learner Support 
Team, a District Examination and Assessment Team, and a District Operations Team. 
According to the amended policy, the District Curriculum Support Team is tasked with the 
following responsibilities (DBE, 2018, p.23): 

▪ “Informing schools about national and provincial policies, and assisting schools to 
implement them appropriately;  

▪ Managing curriculum support including consultation with and advice to teachers, 
facilitating inclusive education and reporting on school visits; 

▪ Promoting and organising provision of professional development of educators in co-
operation with the South African Council for Educators (SACE); and  

▪ Providing correct and timely Learner and Teacher Support Material (LTSM)”. 

 
A Subject Advisor is one part of this team and is defined as “a specialist office-based educator 
in a district office or circuit office whose function is to facilitate curriculum implementation 
and improve the environment and process of learning and teaching by visiting schools, 
consulting with and advising school principals and teachers on curriculum matters” (DBE, 
2018, p.13). 
 
Circuit offices are much smaller units that district offices, and include a staff complement of 
a Circuit Manager, and professional and administrative staff. Recognising the importance of 
early education, the policy states that circuit offices should have also have their own Subject 
Advisors, specifically to support the primary school grades (DBE, 2018). 
 
In terms of the post-provisioning of Subject Advisors, the addendum of the Amended Policy 
on the Organisation, Roles and Responsibilities of the Education Districts (2018) lays out 
minimum district and circuit staffing norms. 
 

Staff Norms 

CES 1 per district  

Admin Assistant 1 per CES  

DCES GET Four: 1 for ECD & Foundation, 1 for 
Intermediate Phase, 1 for Senior Phase and 
1 for FET  

Admin Assistant 1 for all DCESs  

Subject Advisor (SES): Foundation Phase (Gr 
R - 3) (for each of the 4 subjects) 

4 per 80 schools with Foundation Phase 
learners  
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Subject Advisor (SES): Intermediate Phase 
(Gr 4 - 6) (for each of 9 subjects) 

9 per 80 schools with Intermediate Phase 
learners  

Subject Advisor (SES): Senior Phase (Gr 7 - 
9) (for each of 12 high -enrolment subjects) 

12 per 80 schools with Senior Phase 
learners  

Subject Advisor (SES): FET Phase (for each 
of 14 high- enrolment subjects) 

14 per 30 schools with FET Phase learners  

Subject Advisor (SES): Low- enrolment 
subjects 

16 per 960 schools 

Figure 2 Minimum District Staffing Norms: Curriculum Support and Delivery (DBE, 2018, p.36) 

Figure 2 above outlines the minimum staffing norms for officials involved in curriculum 
support and delivery at the district level. Subject Advisors are divided up by phase and subject, 
with higher numbers of staff recommended for the higher grades, as the number of subjects 
increases.  

3.4.2.3 Subject Advisor Roles 

Detail on the specific roles and responsibilities of Subject Advisors can be gleaned from 
different government documents. Overall, there is consensus across the documents reviewed 
for this study that Subject Advisors’ core role is to support curriculum implementation and 
ensure that quality teaching and learning takes place in schools.  
 
Until 2017, no standardised job description, or shared outline of specific responsibilities for 
the position, was available. As a result, various responsibilities for the position could be found 
in different policy documents, albeit with overlaps. Key duties of Subject Advisors identified 
in this review include: keeping abreast of recent research, promoting and implementing 
national campaigns and initiatives (ELRC, 2003), visiting schools to provide guidance and 
mentorship, moderation, and curriculum management, as well as ensuring that schools have 
all the resources they need (KZN DBE, no date), and teacher orientation, training and 
professional development (including through workshops, providing external support, and in 
establishing professional learning communities) (DBE and DHET, 2011).   
 
The lack of a shared list of duties was recognised as problematic by government. For example, 
the Integrated Strategic Planning Framework for Teacher Education and Development in 
South Africa, 2011–2025 acknowledges that the roles of Subject Advisors need to be better 
defined, and this is one of the key recommendations put forward in their 2011 technical 
report: “Job descriptions and performance plans should be developed for subject advisors, 
and clear line-function roles and responsibilities specified for all education officials involved 
in teacher development” (DBE and DHET, 2011, p.162). The strategy document not only 
highlights the need for a shared job description for advisors, but also draws attention to the 
blurring of the roles and functions of officials across certain units, most notably teacher 
development and curriculum services. The strategy document explains how these units work 
in silos with little co-ordination, which results in a duplication of support activities (DBE and 
DHET, 2011). 
 
In response, in 2017, the Education Labour Relations Council (ELRC) Collective Agreement was 
signed and the Council put forward a standardised job description for office-based educators. 
The document describes Senior Education Specialist (SES) officials as ‘fieldworkers’ and lists 
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six KPAs that consolidate the various responsibilities that can be gleaned across other 
government documents as described above (ELRC, 2017). According to the ELRC document, 
the job purpose of an SES is “to interpret, monitor, implement policies in schools and render 
support and development to educators that fall under their area of responsibility” (ELRC, 
2017, p.9). The six KPAs identified include:  
 
“a)  Provide professional guidance through the implementation of systems and structures 

that allow for effective management. These will include the following: 

▪ Conduct regular on-site support visits to teachers in schools; and 
▪ Represent the district at other relevant forums; and 
▪ Coordinate and manage district priorities and projects; and 
▪ Ensure effective and efficient utilisation of resources and information services; and 
▪ Work collaboratively with schools to improve learner performance. 

b)  Facilitate correct interpretation and ensure effective planning, implementation, 
monitoring and evaluation of policies; 

c)  Conduct analysis of data collected in order to inform and improve teaching and learning; 
d)  Facilitate workshops and training sessions on behalf of their sections/area of 

responsibility; 
e)  Collate and compile reports based on visits and provide feedback to learning 

institutions; 
f)  Report to line managers regarding interventions and progress at learning schools; and 

any other reasonable function assigned by the employer within the job function” (ELRC, 
2017, p.10). 
 

In addition, a number of other KPAs are listed in the document, which are specific to Subject 
Advisors and their role in monitoring and supporting the implementation of the curriculum in 
their relevant subject. These additional KPAs include engaging in moderation duties, 
strengthening educators’ content knowledge and pedagogy, analysing learner results to draw 
up intervention strategies, as well as keeping organised files and records (ELRC, 2017). 
 
It is important to reiterate the shared goal of PEDs, district and circuit offices; to ensure 
quality education. There are many parts of the education system that need to be supported 
in order to achieve this goal, including school management and governance, financial and 
administrative functions, and strengthening curriculum implementation. Whilst Subject 
Advisors have a clear mandate to focus on the latter, it is important to note that supporting 
curriculum delivery is also part of the core responsibilities of Circuit Offices and Circuit 
Managers. This is clearly stated in the ELRC (2017, p.5) job purpose description for Circuit 
Managers, “To ensure the effective functionality and performance of schools in the circuit in 
relation to management, administration, governance and curriculum delivery through 
professional and educational leadership, guidance and development”. Thus, although most 
of the listed KPAs for the Circuit Manager position focus on governance and administrative 
issues, involving primarily SMTs and School Governing Bodies (SGB), Circuit Managers are also 
tasked with providing support for the professional growth of educators, as well as driving the 
implementation of teaching and learning initiatives in the districts – both of which are aimed 
at strengthening curriculum delivery (ELRC, 2017). Ideally, district and circuit offices should 
work together and support each other in meeting their shared goals.  
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3.4.2.4 Subject Advisor Qualifications and Competencies 

Clearly the job of a Subject Advisor is complex and demands that appointees have a wide 
range of skills and competencies. The qualifications and specific minimum requirements 
needed to become a Subject Advisor can be assessed from analysing job advertisements for 
the post. For this study, recent job advertisements from the FS, KZN and WC provinces were 
analysed. In all the adverts, the minimum requirements were found to be in line with those 
outlined in the Personnel Administrative Measures (PAM) in the Employment of Educators 
Act no. 76 of 1998 DBE (ELRC, 2003). The shared minimum requirements are: 

▪ A recognized 3-year qualification (REQV 13) which must include appropriate training 
as an educator (this could be a Degree or a Diploma); 

▪ At least 5 years teaching experience;  
▪ Registration with SACE (or proof of registration);  
▪ A valid Code 8 drivers’ licence.  

The ELRC (2017) document expands further to note that SES officials need particular 
competencies, such as monitoring and evaluation skills, report writing capabilities, and time 
management skills in order to conduct their work effectively. SES officials should also have a 
sound knowledge of relevant legislation and policy, a firm understanding of ICT in education, 
and they should be computer literate in MS Word, Ms Excel, MS Power Point and MS Outlook 
(ELRC, 2017). 
 
The three analysed adverts list a number of required knowledge areas and skills, which are 
reflected in the ELRC (2017) document, namely: a knowledge of the Constitution, as well as 
other relevant Acts and policies, an understanding of ICT in education, monitoring and 
evaluation skills, organisational and interpersonal skills, written and verbal skills, and 
computer literacy. 
 
Although the required attributes listed in the three advertisements largely mirror those 
outlined in the ELRC (2017) document, additional attributes such as integrity and honesty, 
self-motivation, and the ability to multi-task were also listed on one or more advert. The WC 
advertisement further noted the requirement that applicants have language proficiency in at 
least two of the three official languages of the WC. 
 

3.5 Subject Advisor Work Experiences 
 
Whilst the previous section serves to outline the roles, required competencies, and post-
provisioning of Subject Advisors at a district level (as stated in government policy), this section 
turns to explore the everyday working realities of Subject Advisors as evidenced in research 
studies. This comparison is important in order to evaluate the extent to which policy norms 
and guidelines mirror work experiences, and to reflect on ways in which policy might be 
strengthened.  

3.5.1 Work Roles and Responsibilities 
Current research on Subject Advisors in South Africa reveals that these officials are tasked 
with multiple work responsibilities; including providing instructional leadership, providing 
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mentorship and support to educators, undertaking research and data analysis, supporting 
learner assessment, and developing and implementing academic programmes. 
 
For example, the KPAs of subject advisors interviewed for Dilotsothle, Smit and Vreken’s 
(2001) research in the North West (NW) Province were: training, coaching and guidance of 
teachers on content problem areas, quality assurance, management of subject groupings, 
conducting workshops on examination related matters and difficult topics, action research, 
and monitoring of students' performance and extra-curricular activities. Similarly, Mbanjwa 
(2014) and Tatana (2014) found in their research studies that instructional leadership 
emerged as the key responsibility for Subject Advisors. The responsibilities outlined in these 
studies broadly align to the roles stipulated in policy documents, and the researchers noted 
further that Subject Advisors are aware of their roles and responsibilities.  
 
However, the literature also reveals that in some cases, Subject Advisors are undertaking 
tasks that are outside of their subject scope, and that in other cases, Subject Advisors are 
engaging in activities that are not part of their understood responsibilities; responsibilities 
that are identified as falling under the mandate of different teams or sub- directorates. 
Dilotsothle, Smit and Vreken’s (2001) study, for example, found that 67% of the science 
Subject Advisors who participated in the study did not receive a job description on 
appointment, and the remaining 33% who received one indicated that their roles were not 
clearly spelt out. In their everyday work experiences, these Subject Advisors listed duties such 
as those identified above, which are mostly in line with official policy, however, in addition, 
some participants stated that they fulfil duties such as: monitoring of Grade 12 examinations, 
participating in Expos for Young Scientists and Olympiads, and providing career guidance to 
learners. The authors argue for the need to clarify the duties of Subject Advisors to avoid 
conflict with their roles and the roles of other district staff, for example the tasks of Circuit 
Managers, and the Examinations Directorate (Dilotsothle, Smit and Vreken, 2001). 
 

3.5.2 Post-Provisioning and Capacity 
Human capacity constraints confronting district offices, and the Subject Advisory Services 
found within them, relate to both the challenge of understaffing, but also to the challenge of 
officials who are not fully capitated to carry out their work. In this sense, many of the 
challenges noted in the policy documents analysed are an accurate depiction of what existing 
research tells us is happening ‘on the ground’ in district offices. 
 
Despite setting out norms to guide the size of districts, according to a Human Resources 
Development Council of South Africa (HRDC) study (2014) study, many districts are still far 
bigger than the national prototype. The report goes on further to state that district capacity 
is questionable, and large numbers of vacant posts create instability. In particular, the report 
highlights that district Subject Advisory Services are severely understaffed, with some of the 
participating Subject Advisors being responsible for over 200 schools. The participating 
Subject Advisors reported finding it impossible to visit all the schools assigned to them once 
in a year, and 30% or more of the schools were reportedly not visited at all (HRDC, 2014). 
The National School Monitoring Survey (2011), which was commissioned by the DBE to track 
progress in meeting the goals of Action Plan to 2014, also revealed that Subject Advisors are 
not able to meet their target number of school visits. Subject Advisors should aim to 
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undertake two visits per school per term (i.e. eight visits per school per year) in line with the 
Action Plan, but 34% of educators nationally received only one visit a year. The provinces 
where educators were most likely to have received one visit from Subject Advisors were 
Limpopo, KZN, the Eastern and Northern Cape. In contrast, educators in the Gauteng and WC 
provinces were most likely to have received four visits or more from Subject Advisors (DBE, 
2011).  
 
Not only are many Subject Advisors not able to visit all their schools regularly, but capacity 
constraints also compromise the type of support provided when visits do occur. Focusing on 
Physical Science Subject Advisors, Stephen’s (2018) research finds that although his 
participants did possess the necessary minimum qualifications required for their positions, 
the school subject (Physics and Chemistry combined) does not match the specialization in 
tertiary institutions (divided into Physics and Chemistry). Consequently, some Subject 
Advisors were found not to have specialised in one or the other, which compromised the 
support they could provide in schools. This problem was compounded by the fact that certain 
school content is not included in the university syllabus, and Subject Advisors were found to 
be insufficiently supported to improve their content knowledge through professional 
development initiatives (Stephen, 2018).  
 
In a similar vein, Chigona (2017) draws on empirical research to highlight the challenge that 
Subject Advisors face in promoting and integrating technology in schools. Focussing on a 
sample of districts in the WC, Chigona (2017) argues that Subject Advisors have a 
responsibility to provide guidance to educators on how to teach with new technologies, and 
in order to do this successfully, they need to have a clear understanding of the technologies 
themselves. The results reveal that Subject Advisors feel ill-prepared to undertake this 
responsibility: “most subject advisors perceive their complex knowledge of how to effectively 
integrate ICTs into curriculum delivery as inadequate hence are hesitant to advise teachers 
on effective technology integration into classrooms” (Chigona, 2017, p.451).  
 

3.5.3 Resourcing and Support 
In terms of initial orientation or induction to the job, Dilotsothle, Smit and Vreken (2001) 
found minimal or no support for Physical Science Subject Advisors by their seniors in their 
study.  Eighty-three percent (83%) of the Subject Advisors who participated in their study had 
not undergone any training or induction on appointment (Dilotsothle, Smit and Vreken, 
2001). The authors found further that there was a distinct lack of networking opportunities 
available for Subject Advisors to improve their professional development (e.g. conferences, 
workshops and seminars). The participating Subject Advisors did not belong to any 
professional bodies that could be used for networking (Dilotsothle, Smit and Vreken, 2001).   
 
Mbanjwa’s (2014) study also highlights a poor working relationship between the Subject 
Advisors that were part of his study and the teacher unions. He found that Subject Advisors 
were scared to oppose the teacher unions because they felt that opposition might jeopardise 
their future upward job mobility. Tatana’s (2014) research draws attention to poor 
communication between Subject Advisors, unions and the DBE, which at times caused 
confusion whereby Subject Advisors were unsure as to whether to visit to schools, or conduct 
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workshops, or not. This was especially problematic when the workshops to be conducted 
focused on new policies that needed to be implemented by educators in schools. 
 
Finally, the literature provides many examples of poor resource provision for Subject 
Advisors. The most commonly cited resource shortages concern the lack of transport and 
office equipment and supplies, as well as resources for educators (Dilotsothle, Smit and 
Vreken, 2001; Mbanjwa, 2014; Tatana, 2014; HRDC, 2014). Tatana (2014) found, for example, 
that Subject Advisors were forced to share computers and workshop materials due to 
shortages, and that many hours were spent waiting for access to departmental vehicles to 
carry out support visits.   
 

3.6 Conclusion 
 
The above discussion describes how different international and African countries support 
curriculum implementation in education. Whilst all countries strive to provide children with 
quality education, some countries struggle to overcome significant barriers in reaching this 
goal. A key difference in the approaches adopted by Western countries, as compared to their 
African counterparts, is that the former tend to prioritise internal supervision, contrary to 
strong external supervision practiced in developing countries. A second difference that 
emerges is that the Western countries considered appear to have more effective pre-service 
teacher training programmes, which attract high performing student teachers. The African 
examples discussed reveal gaps in content knowledge and pedagogy that have arisen from 
inadequate pre-service training. Similarly, in-service professional development opportunities 
appear to be more accessible and effective in the Western examples. Resourcing is significant 
and the Western examples are able to spend a much larger budget on strengthening their 
curriculum support structures than the African countries reviewed. 
 
The review also examined the South African education system and the structures in place to 
support curriculum delivery, focusing on the role of Subject Advisors. The review notes that 
up until 2017 no standardised job description for Subject Advisors was found in policy 
documents. Across reviewed documents, some common roles can be gleaned, however, 
including: providing professional development support to educators, ensuring curriculum 
implementation and monitoring, engaging in monitoring and evaluation, ensuring the 
delivery of LTSM, and supporting the implementation of education policy and programmes. 
These roles and responsibilities are comprehensively summed up in the 2017 ELRC job 
description document. This document not only outlines a set of core KPAs for the SES position, 
but it also outlines a list of key competencies. An analysis of the PAM (ELRC, 2003) and three 
job advertisements for SES officials, reveals a set of minimum qualifications and skills that are 
generally consistent across the advertisements, and which are aligned to government 
stipulations. Despite the progress made by the state in providing greater clarity on the 
designated roles of Subject Advisors, some research studies described in this review also 
highlight examples of advisors undertaking tasks that overlap with other departments or 
directorates. In addition, existing research highlights a number of challenges that confront 
advisors in their day-to-day work. These include human capacity shortages, resource 
constraints, and the need for additional training and support, including orientation or 
induction support for newly appointed advisors.  
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4.0 METHODOLOGY 
 
The Subject Advisor Profiling Study adopted a mixed methods approach; collecting 
quantitative and qualitative data from Mathematics and EFAL GET advisors nationally. A 
mixed methods design strengthened the overall research by deepening the analysis and 
allowing for the triangulation of data across multiple sources. Through adopting a mixed 
method approach, the strengths of each method can be harnessed. Broad generalisations can 
be made drawing on the larger, quantitative date set, whilst the qualitative data provides a 
more nuanced and detailed explanation of the findings. In addition to the primary data 
collection, an extensive review was undertaken of current and significant literature, reports, 
and policy on curriculum support in schools in South Africa, and in selected countries abroad.  
 
The empirical fieldwork was undertaken in 3 phases, with some activities overlapping across 
phases. Firstly, in order to establish a database of district-based Mathematics and EFAL GET 
Subject Advisors, a form (Form 1) was sent to all 75 district offices. Form 1 captured the names 
of advisors, basic profile information, and their contact details (see Appendix 1). Once the 
Subject Advisors had been identified, they were each sent an online Google Forms survey (see 
Appendix 2). The survey tool captured important quantitative data on Subject Advisors’ 
competencies and work experience, daily responsibilities, resourcing and support, and their 
professional development needs. To enrich the quantitative data, a set of 29 in-depth 
interviews with Subject Advisors and CESs (district and provincial officials) were conducted in 
the final phase of the fieldwork. The interviews were conducted in 6 districts in KZN, WC and 
FS (2 districts per province). All the research tools were developed in consultation with the 
project partners, and both the survey tool and the interview schedules for district officials 
were piloted and revised before the research began.2 
 
This section of the report provides detail on the methodological approach and research 
sample, as well as on the data collection and analysis methods. The ethical considerations 
that guided the research are outlined, as well as some of the challenges that confronted the 
study. It is important to note that the fieldwork was underway when the Covid-19 pandemic 
and initial Level 5 lockdown began in South Africa, and thus the research design had to be 
revisited to ensure that data could be collected timeously and safely. The impact of the 
pandemic on the fieldwork is described below. 
 

4.1 Form 1 
 
In order to profile all district-based GET Mathematics and EFAL Subject Advisors nationally, 
Form 1 was sent to all 75 district offices. Form 1 required district offices to provide a list of 
the full names, contact information, and employment status (i.e. permanent/acting) of all GET 
Mathematics and EFAL Subject Advisors. In addition, the form captured information on the 
grades and additional subjects supported by advisors, as well as the number of schools and 
educators each Subject Advisor is responsible for. Information on Subject Advisor vacancies 
per subject and phase was also requested by the form. Obtaining this information was crucial 

                                                      
2 Please see Research Tools Pilot: Feedback Report (9 December 2019) for further details on the piloting of the 
research tools. 
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to gauge the size of the GET Subject Advisory Service (i.e. the post-establishment of these 
advisors), as well as the number of current vacancies in district offices.   
  
CASME initially sent an introductory email to each district Director informing them of the 
study; its goals and activities. A letter of support for the project from the national DBE was 
attached to the email, along with Form 1. CASME staff sent follow up emails, SMS messages, 
and made phone calls to district officials (Directors, CESs, and administrators) to follow up on 
the submission of completed forms. In some cases, CASME staff called or emailed officials to 
obtain correct contact information, to complete forms that were filled in incorrectly, or to 
clarify omissions of specific information. 
 
In total, all 75 district offices returned a completed form and this information was captured 
onto an Excel spreadsheet. The information received from Form 1 identifies 608 GET 
Mathematics and EFAL Subject Advisors in South Africa. The analysis of the Form 1 data are 
presented throughout this report. 
 

4.2 Survey 
 
Once each Form 1 was submitted, and the information had been captured, all Subject 
Advisors identified were emailed a link to the online survey. The survey tool comprised of 37 
closed ended questions. These questions asked for key information needed to respond to the 
research questions that focused on the demographic and educational profile of advisors, as 
well as information on their current roles and responsibilities, their levels of resourcing, and 
their professional development needs and experiences. The Google Forms survey was simple 
and quick to complete (10-15 minutes).  
 
As with Form 1, CASME staff initially sent emails and SMS reminders to Subject Advisors to 
encourage them to complete the survey. At first, the response rate was low and officials were 
slow in submitting the survey. To address this, CASME staff began calling Subject Advisors to 
ensure that they had received the survey link, and to support them to complete it online. In 
cases where Subject Advisors reported struggling with internet connectivity and/or data, 
CASME staff conducted the survey with officials over the telephone. As discussed in Section 
4.6.2, there were also instances where CASME, with the support of the project partners, 
needed to engage provincial officials to fully orientate them on the study in order to get their 
support in encouraging their districts to participate. This was done in the Gauteng and WC 
provinces, which contributed to the higher response rates received from these provinces. 
CASME conducts much of its work in the KZN province, and was able to leverage their contacts 
and professional relationships to boost the survey response rate in this province (see Section 
4.2.1 below). 
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4.2.1 Sample 
In total, all 608 Subject Advisors were sent the Google Forms survey and 366 advisors 
returned a completed form. This equates to a 60% response rate. Overall, all 9 provinces 
achieved response rates above 50%, and all 75 districts achieved response rates above 33%.3  
 

 

Figure 3 Subject Advisor Survey Response Rates % (per province) 

The KZN province achieved the highest response rate (77%), followed closely by the Gauteng 
(66%), and the WC province (63%). The lowest response rates came from the Eastern and 
Northern Cape provinces (51% each) (see Figure 3). The high overall response rate, and 
satisfactory response rates obtained evenly across the 9 provinces and 75 districts, is 
considered sufficient to infer trends from the dataset.  
 
Roughly an equal number of surveys were submitted from Mathematics (156 or 43%) and 
EFAL (148 or 40%) advisors, with a smaller number of advisors reporting that they support 
both Subjects (62 or 17%) (see Figure 4). All of these latter advisors support the FP, although 
it is important to note that not all FP Subject Advisors support both subjects.  
 

                                                      
3 Please see the Subject Advisor Survey – Response Rates Per District Report (18 June 2020) for specific details 
on the response rates in all 75 districts. 
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Figure 4 Subject Advisor Survey Response Rates (by subject) 

When looking at the responses submitted per phase, it is evident that the majority of 
responses came from advisors in the FP (125 or 34%), followed by the Intersen phase (115 or 
31%), the SP (70 or 19%), and the IP (56 or 15%) (see Figure 5). The survey response rates per 
subject and phase mirror the overall profile of targeted GET advisors as presented in Section 
5 below – whereby at the time of data collection, roughly an even number of advisors 
reported supporting each subject, and the majority of advisors were appointed at the FP and 
Intersen levels. 
 
 

 

Figure 5 Subject Advisor Survey Response Rates (by phase) 
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4.3 Interviews 
 
The qualitative interviews were conducted in 6 districts in 3 provinces (KZN, FS and the WC) 
– 2 districts per province. Across the 6 districts, 29 in-depth interviews were conducted with 
various district based and provincial officials. In addition, a set of follow up questions was 
posed to the 3 provincial CESs to further probe the post-provisioning of advisors in their 
provinces. The FS CES provided written responses, and the WC CES participated in a second, 
shorter interview. The interviews were conducted by trained RAs, as well as CASME staff. 
 
A separate semi-structured interview schedule was designed for interviews with Subject 
Advisors, district CESs, and provincial CESs (see Appendices 3, 4 & 5).4 The interview schedules 
are each divided into 3 sections; roles and responsibilities, resourcing and support, and 
professional development. The questions are derived from the key research questions, but 
are adapted on each instrument to suit the interviewee. Some questions were asked to 
particular officials only, for example; district and provincial CESs were asked about the post 
establishment of Subject Advisors, as well as the post-provisioning models or criteria used in 
districts. Whilst Subject Advisors were asked specific questions about their relationships with 
school staff, as well as with their district and provincial offices. 
 

4.3.1 Research Assistants 
In order to recruit suitable RAs, CASME circulated an advertisement for the positions to 
various education academics in universities closest to the 6 districts. The academic staff were 
asked to recommend any of their post-graduate students (Masters and PhD) who they felt 
would be capable of undertaking the work, and to circulate the advertisement within their 
departments. The opportunities were targeted at South African early career researchers from 
previously disadvantaged backgrounds, preferably with a research interest in education 
management. Many curricula vitarum were received and screened by the CASME project 
team. Five RAs were subsequently appointed and carried out the research (see Table 1). 
 

Table 1 RAs Appointed to Undertake the District Level Interviews 

Province District RA University Current Degree Research Focus 

KwaZulu-
Natal 

Pinetown Martha Khosa University of 
South Africa 

PhD (Education) Languages, 
linguistics and 
literature (FP) 

King Cetshwayo Aviwe Sondlo University of 
Johannesburg 

PhD (Education) Pre-service 
teachers’ 
pedagogical 
content 
knowledge  

Free State Xhariep Zwelinjane 
Mbatha 

University of 
the Free State 

PhD (Education) Curriculum 
studies 

                                                      
4 See Appendix 6 for the set of follow up questions for the provincial CES interviews. 
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Province District RA University Current Degree Research Focus 

Thabo 
Mofutsanyana 

Sharron 
Mofokeng 

University of 
the Free State 

Masters 
(Education) 

Strengthening 
foundations for 
numeracy in 
children`s early 
years through 
supportive home 
environments 

Western 
Cape 

Overberg 
 

Stephanie 
Dreyer 

University of 
Stellenbosch 

Masters (Animal 
Science) 

Effects of 
emulsifiers on 
broiler 
production with 
sustainable oil 
source 

Metro East 

 
It was important to provide the RAs with sufficient training and support to allow them to 
undertake the work effectively. Two virtual training workshops were held on 11 and 19 March 
2020 to accommodate the availability of RAs. In the 2-hour workshops, the RAs were 
introduced to each other and to the CASME team. They received detailed information on the 
project; its aim and objectives, the rationale, methodology, schedule, and project partners.  
The session was comprehensive and the RAs were taken through the entire research process. 
They were given guidance on how to contact officials and set up interviews, and they were 
taken through the informed consent procedure and tools. Time was taken to explain the 
research ethics and to revisit qualitative interviewing as a methodological approach. The RAs 
were given advice on how to prepare and conduct their interviews, and the group went 
through each question on the interview schedules to ensure that they were understood and 
could be paraphrased if necessary. Finally, data management was also covered and the RAs 
had the opportunity to ask any queries regarding contracting and payments. 
 
At the time of the training workshops, it was envisioned that the interviews would be 
conducted face-to-face. RAs were thus briefed to record the conversations with permission 
using either a dictaphone or their cell phones. The RAs were then responsible for transcribing 
the interviews. In order to aid their transcription work, the training introduced the RAs to a 
free online transcription App called Otter.ai. The training was an important capacity building 
exercise and the RAs were highly engaged in the workshops, and were able to share their 
research experiences and advice with one another other.5 
 
Once the RAs had been trained, the CASME project co-ordinator sent an email to the selected 
officials (and the Directors) of each of the 6 districts to inform them that they had been 
selected to take part in the study’s qualitative interviews. The national DBE letter of support 
was attached to these emails. The research activities were explained and the officials were 
introduced to the RAs. It was noted that the RAs would be making contact to set up suitable 
times for the interviews to take place.  

                                                      
5 Please see the individual RA feedback reports for more information on their experiences, learnings and 
challenges faced. Overall, the feedback from the RAs was very positive and all 5 reported learning through the 
process; research and interviewing skills were gained and honed (e.g. rephrasing questions, probing responses), 
new technologies were used (e.g. Google Meet, Otter.ai, and Call Recorder), transcribing, communication and 
analysis skills were strengthened, and RAs reported learning more about the education system, and specifically 
the role and working realities of Subject Advisors. 
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As mentioned earlier, the Covid-19 pandemic and initial Level 5 lockdown began during the 
fieldwork period. This caused a delay in the conducting of interviews and it necessitated a 
need to adapt the research design. Only one RA (Pinetown District) managed to conduct her 
interviews face-to-face before the lockdown was implemented. In order to adapt, and to 
ensure that the research moved forward, a decision was taken to conduct the remaining 
interviews telephonically. CASME provided further training to RAs (via email and telephone) 
to use a free Call Recorder App to record the conversations using their cell phones. Step-by-
step instructions were provided to RAs, and they were encouraged to practice using the app 
ahead of the interviews. Permission was granted by the project partners to obtain verbal 
consent from participants to be interviewed, and the RAs were briefed on how best to do this. 
The interviews with provincial officials were conducted by the CASME project team via Zoom. 
All interviews were conducted in English. 
 

4.3.2 Sampling and Sample Size     
The qualitative interviews were conducted in 6 districts in 3 provinces (KZN, FS and the WC). 
KZN has 12 education districts, the WC has 8 districts, and the FS has 5 districts. The interview 
sample was thus drawn from 17%, 25% and 40% of the KZN, WC, and FS districts respectively. 
These 6 districts within these 3 provinces were selected on the basis that within them, 
representative districts could be found based on the sampling criteria.  
 
Once the targeted provinces had been identified, the 6 districts were selected using a non-
probability quota sampling technique. This particular technique allowed for the sample 
population to be purposively stratified into pre-determined groups or quotas, which reflect 
the research interests. Participants that fit the criteria were then purposively selected from 
within each group (Parfitt, 2005). In this study, the criteria for district sampling were: 

▪ Urban  
▪ Peri-Urban  
▪ Rural  
▪ Number of schools (high and low) 
▪ Geographic size (large and small) 
▪ Performance (high and low) 

Data from the DBE School Master Lists (2018) and the National Senior Certificate: School 
Performance Report (DBE, 2019) were used to make the final selection. In the KZN province, 
the Pinetown and King Cetshwayo districts were selected. In the FS province, the Xhariep and 
Thabo Mofutsanyana districts were selected, and in the WC, the 2 selected districts were 
Overberg and Metro East.6  
 
Across the 6 districts, 20 interviews were conducted with Subject Advisors (SES/Deputy Chief 
Education Specialists (DCES)), 6 interviews were conducted with district CES officials, and 3 
interviews were conducted with GET CES officials at a province level (1 in each of the 3 sample 
provinces) (see Table 2).7 

                                                      
6 Please see the Subject Advisor Profiling Study – Final District Sample Report (2 October 2019) for more detail 
on the profiles of the 6 selected districts. 
7 Initially 6 RAs were appointed (1 per district), although the RA assigned to the Overberg district was later 
removed from the project because his work was not up to standard. He had undertaken one interview. The 
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Table 2 Qualitative Interview Sample 

Province District Sample 

KwaZulu-Natal Pinetown 2 SES 
1 DCES 
1 CES 

King Cetshwayo 3 SES 
1 CES 

Free State Thabo Mofutsanyana 3 SES 
1 CES (Acting) 

Xhariep 3 SES 
1 CES 

Western Cape Metro East 3 SES 
1 CES 

Overberg 5 SES 
1 CES 

  Provincial Interviews 
 

N/A 3 CES 

TOTAL 19 SES 
1 DCES 
6 CES (district) 
3 CES (provincial) 
29 

 
The provincial CESs were purposively selected for interviews as they are the 3 GET CES officials 
in their respective provinces who are responsible for curriculum support. The interviews with 
the FS, WC, and KZN officials were held on 19 May 2020, 21 May 2020, and 22 May 2020 
respectively. In addition, written responses were received from the FS CES to the set of follow 
up questions on 25 November 2020, and a follow up interview was conducted with the WC 
CES on 26 November 2020. 
 
The district level interview participants were selected using a random stratified sampling 
technique. In order to ensure a rich data set that included the perspectives of as many 
advisors as possible, 4 officials in each district were interviewed; 1 CES and 3 SES/DCESs. In 
terms of selecting the 3 Subject Advisors, it was important to speak to advisors who support 
different phases and subjects. Using the information received from Form 1, the listed advisors 
were stratified in 3 groups; FP, Mathematics, and EFAL. Advisors were then randomly selected 
from each stratum. As is evident from Table 3 below, the sample includes a roughly even split 
between Mathematics (6) and EFAL (7) advisors, as well as FP (7) advisors who support both 
subjects. There is also a good distribution of advisors who provide support across the various 
GET phases; 8 FP advisors, 4 Intersen advisors, 6 advisors supporting Grades 4-7, and 2 SP 
advisors are included in the sample. In addition, the sample includes 15 female and 9 male 
Subject Advisors. 

                                                      
notes from this interview are still part of the dataset, however, an additional 2 interviews were conducted in 
this district to ensure that a robust sample of rich data were obtained. The RA appointed in the Metro East 
district, as well as the CASME project co-ordinator, conducted the remaining interviews (5). 
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Table 3 Detail on District Level Interviews 

Province District Position Subject Phase Date of Interview 

KZN Pinetown CES N/A GET 24 March 2020 

SES Maths Intersen 20 March 2020 

SES EFAL Intersen 18 March 2020 

DCES EFAL FP 23 March 2020 

King Cetshwayo CES N/A GET 21 April 2020 

SES Maths Intersen 21 April 2020 

SES EFAL Intersen 22 April 2020 

SES Maths/EFAL FP 22 April 2020 

FS Xhariep CES N/A GET 9 May 2020 

SES Maths Gr 4-7 11 May 2020 

SES EFAL Gr 4-7 10 May 2020 

SES EFAL/Maths FP 12 May 2020 

Thabo 
Mofutsanyana 

CES 
(Acting) 

N/A GET 21 April 2020 

SES Maths SP 22 April 2020 

SES EFAL GR 4-7 21 April 2020 

SES EFAL / Maths FP 21 April 2020 

WC Overberg CES N/A GET 12 May 2020 

SES EFAL / Maths FP 21 May 2020 

SES EFAL Gr 4-7 30 April 2020 

SES EFAL / Maths FP 14 May 2020 

SES EFAL / Maths FP 3 June 2020 

SES Maths Gr 4-7 25 May 2020 

Metro East CES N/A GET 28 April 2020 

SES Maths Gr 4-7 1 May 2020 

SES EFAL SP 1 May 2020 

SES Maths / EFAL FP 30 April 2020 

 

4.4 Research Ethics 
 
It is vital to ensure that research activities are conducted ethically. A number of measures 
were undertaken in this study to protect the identities and information of participants. All 
officials who completed the survey, or who took part in interviews, were informed of the 
study and gave their consent to participate.  
 
In terms of the survey, the broader study was introduced at the top of the survey form, and 
officials were assured that the information they provided would be treated confidentially. 
With regard to the interviews, participants were provided with an information letter and 
informed consent form. The research objectives and nature of participation was explained, 
and participants were also assured that their responses would be treated confidentially. 
Interviewees were asked to sign the informed consent document to give their consent to 
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participate in the study (see Appendix 7). When the decision was later taken to conduct the 
remaining interviews telephonically and using Zoom, verbal consent was obtained, and this is 
recorded on the video and audio files. All participants were asked to give their permission to 
have the conversations tape recorded. 
Even though the names of the survey and interview participants are recorded, no names of 
participants will be reported on in any feedback reports or presentations in order to protect 
their identities. When direct quotations are used, participants are instead referred to by their 
position and province – with district information omitted (e.g. SES, FS). To further protect the 
identity of provincial study participants, reference to any of their direct quotations omits their 
province (e.g. Provincial CES). 
 
Finally, the RAs were briefed to understand the importance of keeping the information 
obtained during the interviews confidential, and that sharing or divulging any information 
obtained from the research was prohibited. 
 

4.5 Data Analysis and Storage 
 
The quantitative data collected from Form 1 and the Subject Advisor survey was analysed 
using Excel. The survey data was captured automatically onto a Google Sheet once each 
advisor submitted an online survey. Prior to analysis, the database of responses was cleaned 
to remove duplicate entries. Some Subject Advisors had also mistakenly entered incorrect 
provincial information, which was verified using the district Form 1 data, and corrected. 
Through this process, one Subject Advisor was removed from the database who was 
supporting the FET phase only. He had mistakenly been listed on Form 1 as a GET Subject 
Advisor and had completed a survey.8 Once the data had been cleaned, a descriptive 
statistical analysis was undertaken. 
 
The qualitative interview data were analysed using a thematic, interpretative approach. RAs 
either used the transcribing app (Otter.ai) to help transcribe their interviews, or they 
undertook the transcription in the traditional manner by listening to the audio files and typing 
up responses. In most cases, the interviews were transcribed verbatim, however, as described 
in section 4.6 below, in cases where the audio recordings failed, transcripts were compiled as 
detailed summary notes. Given that some of the audio recordings were unclear, and that 
consequently, Otter.ai was not able to produce accurate transcripts, CASME appointed a staff 
member to undertake a quality assurance exercise. The appointed staff member was tasked 
with listening to each audio file and checking this against the RAs’ transcripts. This was helpful 
in filling in gaps in responses, and for clarifying phrases or bits of conversation that were heard 
incorrectly. Through this process, each transcript was also formatted to ensure consistency 
across all the transcripts, any isiZulu or Afrikaans phrases were translated into English, and 
minor grammatical and typographical errors were edited to improve readability.  
 
Once this process was complete, the data were analysed by reading closely through the 
transcripts and drawing out common perceptions and themes that emerged. These themes 
were then compared and contrasted, as the data were interpreted in light of the research 
questions and literature review. This process was aided by a collaborative data analysis 

                                                      
8 Ncedeka Konza (Pixley Ka Seme, Northern Cape). 
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session, which was held virtually on 23 June 2020. During this meeting, RAs were introduced 
to the broader project partners and they were afforded an opportunity to give some feedback 
on their experience working on the project and what they had learnt. The latter part of the 
meeting was dedicated to a collective analysis exercise that aimed to draw out common 
themes, as well as interesting and conflicting findings across the data set. 
 
All electronic data, including Form 1s, audio files, and Excel databases are stored securely on 
Google Drive and are accessible to the project partners.  
 

4.6 Research Challenges 
 
A number of challenges confronted the research fieldwork, which are describe below along 
with the steps taken to address the challenges. 
 

4.6.1  Covid-19 Pandemic 
In addition to the challenges posed by the pandemic to the research design, the Level 5 
lockdown and impact of the pandemic on the education system, also slowed the data 
collection down considerably. In some cases, setting up interviews was difficult as officials 
were not in their offices, and their working schedules were busy and interrupted as they 
began trying to adjust and respond to the pandemic. This also impacted on the ability of 
Subject Advisors to complete the survey; many said they had been too busy to complete it, 
and others noted that they were not in their offices and thus had no data and/or connectivity. 
Conducting the survey over the phone and adapting the qualitative research design helped 
mitigate these challenges. 
 
In the case of the interviews, it is also important to note that some of the interview questions 
were viewed in a new light once the pandemic set in. For example, the roles and 
responsibilities, as well as challenges faced by Subject Advisors, differed before and during 
the pandemic. Some Subject Advisors reported challenges related to the shift to online 
learning, for example. Others reflected on how their responsibilities have changed during the 
pandemic (e.g. no school visits and more engagements on community radio and television). 
An effort to probe these shifts was made during interviews. 
 

4.6.2  District On-Boarding 
As mentioned, ahead of the fieldwork, all district Directors were sent an introductory email 
explaining the study and the research activities, and the letter of support from the national 
DBE was attached to these emails. Before starting the interviews. CASME also made 
numerous attempts to meet the Directors of the 6 targeted districts. A successful meeting 
was held with officials in the Thabo Mofutsanyana district before the start of the national 
lockdown, however, subsequent attempts to set up virtual meetings with the remaining 
directors failed as they were unresponsive.   
As the research progressed, it became necessary to undertake additional on-boarding to 
ensure that the research could move forward. For example, there were cases where Subject 
Advisors reported being hesitant to complete the survey as they were not aware of the 
research and had not been directed to participate by their superiors. There were also some 
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Subject Advisors who were hesitant to be interviewed because of similar concerns. In these 
cases, CASME staff (with the help of project partners) engaged directly with district Directors, 
CESs, and in some cases, with provincial officials (WC and Gauteng), to ensure that these 
Subject Advisors received permission from their supervisors to complete the survey. In 
retrospect, it would have been preferable to obtain letters of support from the national DBE, 
as well as from each provincial office, to ensure that all relevant officials were adequately 
briefed on the research, and that provincial officials could be more actively involved in 
communicating the research purpose and activities to their districts.  
 

4.6.3  District Level Vacancy Information 
The research team struggled to obtain accurate data on Subject Advisor vacancies across each 
district. Although there was space on Form 1 to collect this information, many districts failed 
to complete this section. In cases where follow ups for information were made, officials 
reported not having access to this information, which they noted is held in provincial offices. 
Subsequently, CASME obtained the contact information for the provincial Human Resources 
departments and an attempt was made to contact these officials to get the district level 
figures. This attempt did not yield success, and was hindered by the Covid-19 pandemic, in 
that many officials were not available or not in their offices. Finally, through the help of the 
project partners, a senior DBE official offered to assist in sourcing this data. CASME provided 
a spreadsheet with the received information on vacancies per district, subject and phase for 
verification. Although some of these gaps were filled by the DBE, and some corrections were 
made to the figures obtained from Form 1, there are still remaining gaps. These gaps and 
discrepancies in information need attention. Although there are policy guidelines on post-
provisioning norms and standards, it was difficult to obtain recent and accurate district 
vacancy information. Because of this, it was not possible to undertake a meaningful analysis 
of the vacancy data obtained.   
 

4.6.4  Recording and Transcribing Interviews 
As discussed above, the research design needed to adapt to the Covid-19 pandemic by shifting 
to the use of different technologies to conduct interviews. Given that this was the first time 
that the RAs had used the Call Recorder app, some teething problems were expected. 
Although RAs were trained to use the recording app, and they were encouraged to 
experiment with the app ahead of the interviews, there were 3 interviews that failed to record 
(1 interview in the King Cetshwayo district; 2 interviews in the Overberg district). In these 
instances, the RAs were asked to type up as much of the conversation as they could remember 
whilst it was fresh in their memory. They were then asked to contact the official they 
interviewed, explain and apologise for the failed recording, and politely request that the 
advisor reviews their notes and adds anything that was missing.  
 
A second related challenge emerged in transcribing the interviews. The transcribing app that 
was introduced to the RAs works best if the imported recording is taken during a face-to-face 
conversation. When the telephonic interview recordings were imported, the clarity of some 
of the transcripts was inadequate. As such, some RAs opted to transcribe in the traditional 
manner. As mentioned above, a quality assurance process was later initiated by CASME to 
ensure that the transcripts were accurate and thorough.  
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4.6.5  District Contact Information 
The rate at which Form 1 and the Subject Advisor survey were completed and returned was 
hindered by incorrect contact information. In many cases, the telephone numbers and email 
addresses that were provided to CASME by the district offices were outdated and/or incorrect 
(e.g. official had retired, number does not exist, email bounces). CASME staff spent a great 
deal of time trying to get the correct information from different officials by calling or emailing 
advisors. CASME now has an updated database of contact information that can be shared 
with the DBE, although there were some instances where it was not possible to get hold of 
advisors or find their correct information. 

5.0 SIZE AND SHAPE OF THE GET SUBJECT ADVISORY SERVICE 
 
One of the key objectives of this study was to profile all GET Mathematics and EFAL advisors 
nationally in order to get a clearer understanding of the size and shape of the country’s GET 
Subject Advisory Service. This section draws on data from Form 1 and the survey tool to 
present an overview of the post-establishment of GET advisors; their demographic and 
geographic profile, as well as information on their employment statuses, education levels and 
work experience.  
 

5.1 Number of GET Mathematics and EFAL Subject Advisors 
 
Information received from Form 1 identified 608 GET Mathematics and EFAL Subject Advisors. 
Roughly an even number support each subject; Mathematics advisors made up 42% (253), 
and EFAL advisors made up 39% (236) of the advisors employed at the time the data were 
collected. The remaining 19% (119) of GET advisors support both subjects (see Figure 6). 
These latter advisors all support the FP. 
 

 

Figure 6 Number and % of GET Subject Advisors (per subject) 
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When looking at the distribution of advisors across the various phases, more advisors 
reported supporting the FP (38% or 232) and Intersen phase (34% or 206), than the IP (11% 
or 68) and SP (17% or 101) (see Figure 7).9 
 

 

Figure 7 Number and % of GET Mathematics and EFAL Subject Advisors (per phase) 

5.2 Geographical Spread of Subject Advisors 
 
An analysis of the geographical spread of GET Mathematics and EFAL advisors reveals that 
Gauteng had the most appointed advisors (111), followed closely by the WC (89), and the EC 
province (80). The Northern Cape (NC) and Mpumalanga provinces had the least number of 
GET Mathematics and EFAL Subject Advisors (35 and 53 advisors respectively) (see Figure 8).  
 

 

Figure 8 Number of GET Mathematics and EFAL Subject Advisors (per province) 

                                                      
9 One advisor did not submit information on the grades supported. 
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An analysis of the post-establishment of advisors by phase and across the various provinces 
draws attention to some interesting trends. Whilst some provinces identified more advisors 
appointed to support the Intersen phase (with few or no IP and/or SP advisors), other 
provinces had split the appointment of advisors between the IP and SP (with no Intersen 
appointments).  

Table 4 Number of GET Mathematics and EFAL Subject Advisors (per province and phase) 

Provinces FP IP 
Intersen 
(IP & SP) SP 

 
Blank Total 

KwaZulu-Natal  17 2 48 2  69 

Free State  26   19 10  55 

Limpopo  14 2 42 2  60 

Mpumalanga  16 14 1 22  53 

North West  26 1 29    56 

Western Cape  45 1 25 18  89 

Gauteng  37 38   36  111 

Northern Cape  12 11   11 1 35 

Eastern Cape 39   41    80 

Total  232 69 205 101  608 

 
As can be seen in Table 4, the KZN, EC, FS, Limpopo, NW and WC provinces reported more, or 
exclusively, Intersen appointments, whilst the Gauteng, Mpumalanga and the NC provinces 
had separate appointments across the FP, IP and SP. 10 Cost efficiency is a motivation for 
making more Intersen appointments, however, providing support across multiple phases can 
be particularly challenging. Intersen advisors support more grades than their peers (and thus 
more educators), and typically also more schools, as Intersen grades can span across all school 
types (primary, intermediate, combined and secondary). This issue is discussed in greater 
detail in Section 7 of this report.  
 

5.3 Employment Status and Years in Post 
 
The large majority of GET Mathematics and EFAL advisors were permanent appointments 
(579 or 95%) at the time of data collection. Far fewer advisors were in ‘acting’ positions (20 
or 3%), and only 3 advisors reported being appointed on a contract basis. In addition, four 
advisors reported either recently retiring or resigning, and one advisor reported being a 
displaced principal (see Figure 9). 
 

                                                      
10 Please see Appendix 8 for a breakdown of the number of Mathematics and EFAL advisors appointed per 
district and across all phases. 
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Figure 9 Employment Status of GET Mathematics and EFAL Subject Advisors 

Drawing from the survey data, it is evident that almost half of advisors were relatively new to 
their position and reported being in the post for less than 5 years (45% or 163). On the other 
hand, roughly an equal number of advisors reported having worked as advisors for over 11 
years (45% or 165), with 22% within this cohort reporting being in their post for over 15 years 
(80) (See Figure 10). 
 

 

Figure 10 Length in Position as a Subject Advisor 
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5.4 Demographic Profile 
 
In order to get a sense of the demographic and education profile of the targeted Subject 
Advisors, as well as insight into their work experience, data from the survey are analysed.  
 

 

Figure 11 GET Mathematics and EFAL Subject Advisor Gender Profile 

Profiled Subject Advisors at the time of data collection were demographically representative; 
the majority of advisors who completed the survey were female (69% or 254) and black 
African (72% or 262) (see Figure 11 and 12). A total of 112 male advisors submitted a survey 
(31%). Disaggregated by phase, it is interesting to note that females made up the large 
majority of FP advisors (97%). In addition, 14% (53) of surveys were completed by Coloured 
South Africans, whilst White and Indian respondents submitted 9% (34) and 4% (13) of the 
total surveys respectively. 
 

 

Figure 12 GET Mathematics and EFAL Subject Advisor Racial Profile 
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In terms of the advisors’ age profile, it is noted that the large majority of survey respondents 
were between the age category of 46 -55 years (61% or 225) at the time of data collection, 
although there was also a fairly large cohort of respondents who were over 55 years of age 
(22% or 80). Only 3% of advisors who completed a survey reported being between the ages 
of 26 – 35 years (10), and 14% reported being between the ages of 36 -45 years old (51) (see 
Figure 13). Disaggregated by phase, no significant trends emerge; the age cohorts were 
roughly evenly spread across the different phases. There were slightly more advisors in the 
older cohort in the FP (8% or 121) and at the Intersen level (9% or 123), however. The age 
spread of surveyed advisors suggests that 61% have between 10 to 20 years of active service 
remaining, and a further 17% (61) could remain employed for a further 20-30 years.  
 

 

Figure 13 GET Mathematics and EFAL Subject Advisor Age Profile 

It is unsurprising that many of the advisors who were surveyed in the study are in the older 
cohorts. As discussed above, 55% (203) of the advisors reported having been in their post for 
over 6 years (see Figure 10), and advisors also have extensive educational qualifications and 
prior work experience (see Section 5.5 below). Advisors with more experience can be an 
important resource and source of support for newly appointed advisors (see Section 8.1).  
 

5.5 Educational Qualifications 
 
Since one of the primary roles of Subject Advisors is to support educators in subject content 
knowledge and pedagogy, it is useful to reflect on the subject and education specific 
qualifications of advisors. Overall, the targeted Subject Advisors that responded to the survey 
were highly qualified. Twelve percent (44) of advisors had a Bachelor’s degree, and 63% (229) 
of advisors had a post-graduate qualification; with over half of advisors holding an Honours 
degree (52% or 189) (see Figure 14).  
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Figure 14 GET Mathematics and EFAL Subject Advisor Highest Qualification 

The deeper analysis of advisors’ qualifications and work experience focuses on a sub-set of 
advisors who identified as exclusively working as Mathematics or EFAL advisors (i.e. FP 
advisors who support both subjects are excluded). This data sub-set is the majority; 
comprising 83% (304) of those surveyed.  
 
Given the minimum requirements for the position outlined in Section 3, it is unsurprising that 
72% (112) of Mathematics advisors had a Pure Maths qualification at a diploma level or 
higher, and 81% (126) had a Maths Education qualification at a diploma level or higher. Many 
more advisors have tertiary qualifications in these two areas of study than Applied 
Mathematics (35% or 55) (see Figure 15). Whilst Pure Maths focuses on theoretical 
Mathematics, and Applied Maths focuses on applications of Pure Maths, Maths Education 
focuses on the pedagogics of Mathematics. It is important to note that many advisors have 
qualifications in more than one of these areas, and just over a quarter (26% or 40) reported 
holding tertiary qualifications in all three areas. 
 

 

Figure 15 GET Mathematics Subject Advisor Areas of Study 
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As evident in Figure 16, a significant number of Mathematics advisors had also studied Pure 
Maths and Maths Education at an undergraduate degree level (32% and 24% respectively), 
with some Majoring in their subject at a third year university level (18% and 13% respectively). 
At the post-graduate levels (including Honours), the emphasis turns to Maths Education, 
where 20% (31) reported holding a post-graduate qualification in this particular field – the 
majority of whom reportedly hold an Honours degree (15% or 25). Only 4% (6) had achieved 
a Masters degree in Maths Education. 
 

 

Figure 16 GET Mathematics Subject Advisor Highest Qualifications 

With regard to the qualifications for surveyed advisors who exclusively support EFAL, the data 
reveal that the large majority had tertiary qualifications in both English and English Education. 
Studies in English tend to focus on conceptual and theoretical aspects, whilst English 
Education focuses on pedagogy. An impressive 93% (137) of advisors had studied English and 
75% (111) had studied English Education. Seventy percent (70% or 104) reported holding 
qualifications in both fields at a diploma level or higher (See Figure 17). 
 

 

Figure 17 GET EFAL Subject Advisor Areas of Study 

56
50

6

31

22

2

58

37

25

6

0

20

40

60

80

Diploma Undergraduate Honours Masters

N
u

m
b

e
r 

o
f 

Su
b

je
ct

 A
d

vi
so

rs
  

Qualification 

GET Mathematics Subject Advisor Highest Qualifications 

Pure Maths Applied Maths Maths Education

n = 156

93

75

0

20

40

60

80

100

English English Education

P
e

rc
e

n
ta

ge

Areas of Study

GET EFAL Subject Advisor Areas of Study n = 148



Subject Advisor Profiling Study 

 

50 

Many EFAL advisors had also studied and majored in both English and English Education at a 
university degree level. Half of the EFAL advisors surveyed (50% or 74) reportedly studied 
English at university, with 32% (48) taking English up to their third year. Likewise, 35% (52) of 
EFAL advisors reported studying English Education at university, with 26% (39) taking the 
subject up to their third year (see Figure 18).  
 

 

Figure 18 GET EFAL Subject Advisor Highest Qualifications 

The data reveal further that EFAL advisors had almost double the number of post-graduate 
qualifications than their Mathematics peers. In English, 13% (19) of advisors had a Honours 
qualification, and 2% (3) reportedly hold a Masters qualification. In English Education, 8% (13) 
of advisors hold a Honours degree, and 3% (5) hold a Masters qualification. 
 

5.6 Work Experience 
 
In terms of Subject Advisors’ work experience and career paths, the data suggest an almost 
ubiquitous career trajectory into the position of Subject Advisor (See Figures 19 and 20). 
 
The data derived from Mathematics and EFAL advisors’ responses shows that these advisors 
have a depth of experience as classroom educators, with 94% of Mathematics and 86% of 
EFAL advisors reporting more than 10 years in this position. 
 

 

Figure 19 Experience Profile and Career Trajectory of GET Mathematics Subject Advisors  
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Figure 20 Experience Profile and Career Trajectory of GET EFAL Subject Advisors 

Following this, 82% of Mathematics and 72% of EFAL advisors report a further 10 years or 
more in a curriculum leadership role as a discipline or phase head. Almost two thirds of all 
advisors reported having occupied senior school leadership roles, either at Deputy Principal 
or Principal levels, but just less than half of these move rapidly on to their new role as Subject 
Advisors, whilst the others remain in these roles for longer (i.e. in excess of 10 years). 
 

5.7 Conclusion 
 
This study identified 608 GET Mathematics and EFAL advisors. Roughly an equal number of 
advisors reportedly support each subject, with the majority appointed to support the FP and 
at the Intersen level (38% and 34% respectively). The large majority of advisors were also seen 
to be in permanent positions (95% or 579), with a roughly even split between those who have 
been in their post for less than 5 years, and those who reported being in their respective roles 
for over 11 years (45% for each time period). Disaggregated by province, the data reveal that 
Gauteng had the most appointed advisors (111), whilst fewer advisors were appointed in the 
NC and Mpumalanga provinces (35 and 53 advisors respectively). Whilst some provinces 
appear to appoint more advisors to support at the Intersen level (with little or no IP and/or 
SP appointments), others, such as Gauteng, Mpumalanga and the NC, had made 
appointments specifically for the IP and SP (with little or no Intersen appointments). This 
trend is discussed further in Section 7 of the report. 
 
At the time of data collection, profiled Subject Advisors were seen to be demographically 
representative; the large majority of advisors were black African (72% or 262) and female 
(69% or 254). Most were between the ages of 46 -55 years old (61% or 225). Overall, the 
targeted Subject Advisors that responded to the survey were also highly qualified with 
extensive prior experience as educators (with on average 90% of Mathematics and EFAL 
advisors reporting more than 10 years in this position). Many advisors further reported 
significant levels of experience in curriculum leadership roles, such as discipline or phase 
heads (77% reported a further 10 years or more in these roles), and almost two thirds of 
advisors reported working previously as a deputy principal or principal. 
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6.0 SUBJECT ADVISOR ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES 
 
Subject Advisors play a critical role in supporting curriculum implementation in schools. Better 
understanding the roles and daily duties of advisors are central objectives of this research 
project. This section explores advisors’ understanding of their core roles and functions, as well 
as an analysis of the time advisors reportedly spend on different work tasks. The findings on 
identified core duties are compared and analysed in relation to the duties for advisors 
outlined in state policy, in order to assess the extent of alignment. 
 

6.1 Core Role and Responsibilities 
 
The central role of a Subject Advisor is to monitor and support curriculum delivery in order to 
ensure that quality teaching and learning takes place in schools. As discussed in Section 3, this 
is clearly articulated in various policy documents, and existing research demonstrates that 
advisors have a clear understanding of their role and responsibilities. The interview data 
further support this; all interviewed advisors, and their superiors, clearly understood that 
advisors’ chief function is to monitor and support the implementation of the curriculum.  
 
Providing monitoring and support functions is broad, and advisors who participated in this 
study identified a wide range of related tasks that they engage in; most of which are school 
based and educator focused (see Table 5). In terms of their monitoring functions, Subject 
Advisors reported being responsible for monitoring curriculum implementation, as well as 
policies and programmes aimed at strengthening curriculum delivery. Support is reportedly 
provided by advisors both through in-school support visits, and through providing educator 
workshops and professional development advice. Inside schools, advisors reported providing 
support in many different ways, including through assisting with classroom management 
strategies, assisting with assessment tasks and lesson planning, resourcing, coaching and 
mentoring, and supporting PLCs. Training workshops were reportedly organised and 
facilitated by advisors to support educators in strengthening their content and pedagogic 
knowledge (including in ICT), as well as to orientate educators on new policy or programmes.  
 
Advisors also reportedly play an important role in new educator induction training and 
support. When Subject Advisors are not in schools, they reportedly work in their offices 
catching up on administration tasks, data analysis, and reporting. They also reported spending 
time attending departmental meetings, and participating in professional development 
programmes.  

Table 5 Responsibilities of a Subject Advisor Identified by Study Participants 

Core Duties 

Monitoring Support Admin & Reporting 

Monitor curriculum pacing & 
coverage 
•Check learner workbooks 
•Annual Teaching Plan (ATP) 
 

In school support: 
•Lesson planning 
•Help with assessment tasks / activities 
•Classroom management 
•Mentoring / coaching 
•Lesson observations 
•Lesson demonstrations 

Reporting 
•South African School and 
Administration 
Management System 
(SASAMS) 
•Triple D Dashboard 
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Monitor implementation of 
programmes and policy related 
to curriculum delivery 
•Section 4 revisions to the 
Curriculum Assessment Policy 
Statements (CAPS) 
•Primary School Reading 
Improvement Programme (PSRIP) 
•Jika Imfundo 

•Co-teaching 
•Providing constructive feedback and 
advice 
•Develop intervention strategies  
•Sharing materials and resources 
•ICT integration 
•Facilitate PLC / Cluster schools for peer 
support 
 
Educator training workshops: 
•New educator induction 
•Content and pedagogy workshops 
•Introduction to new policy and 
programmes 
•Training on ICT tools and platforms 
 
Provide educator professional development 
advice 

•Weekly and quarterly 
reports 
•Programme reports 
•Google Form reports 
 
Data analysis 
•Learner performance 
•School needs analysis 
 
Attend district and 
provincial meetings 
 
Professional development 

Duties Beyond Job Scope 

Monitoring National Senior Certificate (NSC) examinations 
Promotion and progression activities 
Conducting school functionality assessments (beyond curriculum coverage) 
Providing multidisciplinary team support (supporting subjects outside of specialisation) 

 
In terms of a daily work routine, the interviewed advisors struggled to describe their typical 
working day as activities were said to vary. However, through an analysis of their narratives, 
a picture of what might be a typical day can be pieced together. The data reveal some 
consensus across the targeted districts that a typical day would start by arriving at the office 
each morning to prepare for the day ahead. If there are no district meetings or training 
workshops to attend, advisors will set out to visit schools and/or conduct workshops as per a 
predetermined schedule. Preparations may include gathering materials, and/or using 
platforms like the Triple D Dashboard to get a sense of the school, including its performance 
and needs, ahead of the visit. On arrival at a school, advisors typically reported meeting with 
the principal, deputy principal and/or a relevant Departmental Head to brief them on the 
purpose of the visit. They will then meet with an educator, or a group of educators, to monitor 
and support curriculum implementation. At the end of the visit, advisors reported providing 
feedback to educators and the SMT, and then they typically complete some other mandatory 
reporting on the visit (e.g. complete the school logbook). In the two targeted FS and WC 
districts, school visits are reportedly planned between Mondays and Thursdays, with Fridays 
left free for administration and reporting.  
 
As the fieldwork was undertaken during the initial stage 5 lockdown in South Africa, some 
advisors in the WC spoke about how their mode of work and responsibilities had shifted as a 
result of the pandemic. Four (4) interviewed WC officials explained that they had been 
working on condensing and streamlining the curriculum in preparation for loss of teaching 
time. Advisors were also reportedly working on producing, collating, and distributing content 
through different virtual and media platforms (e.g. radio, television, Youtube, Whatsapp). 
Recognising the cost barriers to virtual learning, one interviewed WC advisor reported 
negotiating with various service providers to make materials on the ePortal platform zero 
rated. Finally, it is worth noting that these advisors recognised the potential to leverage what 



Subject Advisor Profiling Study 

 

54 

they have learnt through the pandemic to improve efficiencies in future. For example, there 
was recognition that using virtual platforms and tools can help advisors reach more educators 
quicker and in more cost-effective ways. 
 
The monitoring, support and administrative duties identified and described by the research 
participants are core to their work as Subject Advisors, and these duties are broadly aligned 
to those outlined in the policy reviewed. However, the qualitative and quantitative data also 
point to evidence of advisors engaging in tasks that are beyond their core mandate. This is 
discussed in greater detail below. 
 

6.2 Other Responsibilities 
 
During the interviews with Subject Advisors, some (8) reported having to undertake work 
duties that can be classified as beyond their job scope. Having advisors spend time on these 
tasks reduces their efficiency and effectiveness, as this is time that advisor could have rather 
spent on their core mandate. Monitoring the Matric NSC examinations emerged as significant. 
In the survey, 11% of advisors listed the monitoring of examinations as one of the top three 
tasks that take up the majority of their working hours (keeping in mind these assessments are 
held twice a year – trials and finals). This issue was also raised in the qualitative interviews 
(4):  

“So I felt there was a lot I could do to support teachers and that’s the part of my job 
that I really feel its fulfilling…but I think that where it doesn’t meet up with my 
expectations is all the other things that we are expected to do that are not the core 
responsibilities of the Subject Advisor, like we have to go monitor the NSC exams, 
helping with promotion and progression, and all those other administration duties get 
added on” (SES, WC). 
 
“To what extent, probably 50%, of my expectations were that I would spend most of 
my time supporting teachers, advising them. But once you are in the district, you find 
yourself doing other things that probably don’t really, really link directly to the post 
itself… There are district priorities that seem to clash with the core functions for GET. 
So, you find yourself, for example, monitoring matric, the National Senior Certificate 
examinations. So you abandon the GET work and you monitor examination for a month 
or so. That is just an example, so, ja” (SES, KZN).   
 

Supporting the administration and monitoring of examinations is not specifically mentioned 
in the ELRC (2017) list of KPAs for Subject Advisors, and given that these are GET advisors, 
supporting FET is outside of their education band. As discussed in the literature review, the 
Amended Policy on the Organisation, Roles and Responsibilities of the Education Districts 
(DBE, 2018) suggests that each district office should have a District Examination and 
Assessment Team that is responsible for the administration of the Annual National 
Assessment (ANA) and the NSC examinations. Circuit Managers are also mandated to support 
the implementation of examinations.  
 
In the interviews with advisors, a few also reported undertaking additional tasks that fall 
outside of their core mandate. For example, being involved in promotion and progression 
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activities (2), and school functionality assessments (beyond curriculum) (1), as these advisors 
explain:  
 

“Over and above that we are expected to monitor school functionality at the beginning 
of the year. In some terms of the year, like when schools open in July, we may be 
expected to monitor school functionality, where look at things beyond the curriculum. 
As curriculum specialists we look at the overall functioning of the school, we're 
expected to notice some of the things, like the shortages and ablution facilities, running 
water and electricity. We look at all those things, and then we record those but not for 
our consumption or implementation, but we forward the message to the planning 
section that deals with the infrastructure” (CES, KZN). 
 
“Well, I would like for my job to be more defined, and I would also like my job to be 
more focused on things that I am supposed to be doing as a Subject Advisor, and not 
having to do all the other things, like going to monitor exams. It takes up time being in 
the classrooms. Doing the promotion and integration at the end of the year, which is 
really the job of the Circuit Manager and so on. So you know, because it’s very clear, 
that the Subject Advisor, we are supposed to be doing everything, we are supposed to 
be involved in everything as part of our job” (SES, WC). 
 

Conducting school functionality assessments (beyond curriculum issues) is beyond the job 
scope for Subject Advisors as outlined in policy, but it does fall within the job scope for Circuit 
Managers, whose KPAs include evaluating the physical infrastructure of schools, developing 
individual school profiles, assessing the professional, education and resource needs of 
schools, as well as supporting the development, implementation and monitoring of School 
Management Plans. Finally, a few advisors (3) also reported being asked to support additional 
subjects, beyond their subject expertise, during multidisciplinary school visits.  
 
Stretching advisors to assist in areas that are beyond their job scope are attributed to human 
resource constraints, as this provincial official explains: 
 

“So it is the District Director who then gives directives to say, “Fine, you are responsible 
for this, but over and above that, I want you to join teams that are multi-disciplinary.” 
So multidisciplinary in that you will have someone from curriculum, will have someone 
from ELITS Information Services, you have someone from planning section. You know, 
the various sub directories that are found in districts. Then they visit schools as teams, 
those are multi-disciplinary teams. And when they get to schools, the subject advisors 
of course, they engage with teachers of particular grades. But with GET, we find that 
because priority is given to Grade 12, they end up, because of the shortage of the staff, 
we understand they end up being required to look into Grade 10 FET work…. That 
might be in a sort of a monitoring role, especially when we have exams, they are often 
involved in that kind of monitoring, and the school functionality reviews, all those kinds 
of things, right? Even in ensuring that the curriculum is implemented. It goes beyond 
that” (CES, Provincial). 

 
The workloads of advisors and human capacity constraints are discussed further in Section 7 
of this report. 
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6.3 The Importance of a Supportive Approach 
 
It is important to note that many officials (11) interviewed in this study were keenly aware of 
the importance of building relationships of trust with school staff, and recognised that even 
monitoring tasks must be approached as a supportive exercise, and not as an act of policing. 
All Subject Advisors (20) reported having mostly healthy and strong relationships with the 
schools and educators that they support, although a few challenges were mentioned, for 
example, uncooperative educators and/or SMTs. Some officials (3) mentioned the negative 
connotations associated with ‘inspectors’, which stems from the apartheid era. These 
outdated views can sometimes reportedly influence how advisors are viewed and treated in 
schools: 
  

“Because it’s all about perception, ‘Why we there?’ ‘Oh they coming to check up on us’. 
But if I must now visit a class with a teacher in her 60s, she may have gone through an 
apartheid style strategy where it’s not the subject advisor but the inspector and they would 
really give them a tough time in class. So they have developed such an attitude towards 
subject advisors” (SES, WC). 

 
Here advisors reported actively attempting to distance themselves from being seen as 
‘inspectors’:  

 
 “I think for the most part we have a very good relationship. I think our approach has not 
been to come in to basically scrutinize them or inspect them, but to basically give support, 
and that has been our approach, and I mean they do see us as help” (SES, WC). 

 
In other cases, advisors (2) explained that some educators may attempt to avoid interactions 
with advisors, or are suspicious or hostile towards them, when they are inexperienced. Again, 
in these cases, advisors reported making more of an effort to position themselves as a support 
service so that they earn the trust needed to do their job: 
 

“You know with teachers as much as they don’t like being told that they’re not working 
but I’ve tried to do it in a sensitive way, and I’ve tried to uplift them. Sometimes you 
get to a school where the teacher’s work is very poor, but I try to still find something 
positive because I’m the one that has to go back. So I try to maintain positive 
relationship” (SES, FS).   
 
 “When teachers embrace you as their leader, they work hard, so I have to show them 
that I’m here to support them, they must not view me as a monster, or an official, I’m 
one of them because I’m a teacher, I know what they are doing in the classrooms... So 
by doing so, they embrace me, and they know that when I say something is wrong, I’ve 
got a remedy for that, to show them how it’s done. They allow me to go to classroom, 
because they trust me, they know when I go to classrooms, I am not going to judge 
them, I am going to support them” (SES, FS).   

 
The following section turns to analyse the time that advisors reported spending on their 
various work tasks.  
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6.4 Time Spent on Work Tasks 
 
In terms of time spent on various work responsibilities, the survey data reveal that school 
visits, conducting workshops, and undertaking administration and reporting duties take up 
the majority of advisors’ working hours (see Figure 21). When asked what three work tasks 
advisors spend the most time undertaking, 94% (345) of survey participants listed on-site 
educator support as their first task, followed by workshop delivery (77% or 281 advisors), and 
office administration and reporting (57% or 207 advisors). Professional development 
activities, materials development, meetings, and monitoring of examinations also reportedly 
take up a considerable amount of advisors’ time.  
 

 

Figure 21 Top 3 Work Tasks That Take up the Majority of Advisors' Time (%) 

When asked to rank which activity they spend the most time on during school visits, the 
majority of surveyed Subject Advisors reported spending most of their time on curriculum 
management (63% or 229), and coaching and mentoring activities (30% or 111). Far fewer 
advisors reported spending the majority of their time in schools on moderation tasks (3% or 
12). A further 4% of advisors noted other tasks not listed in the survey options, including 
providing visit feedback to SMTs, working with PLCs, and implementing other intervention 
strategies (See Figure 22). 
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Figure 22 School Visit Activity Taking up Most Time 

Whilst it is unsurprising that advisors reported spending most of their time on their core 
functions (i.e. providing curriculum monitoring and support to educators), the data suggests 
that office administration, reporting and departmental meetings may be consuming too much 
of advisors’ time at the expense of their work in schools. As seen in Figure 21, ‘office 
administration’ was listed by 57% of survey participants as one of the top 3 work tasks that 
take up the majority of their time. Similarly, ‘departmental meetings’ was listed by 14% to the 
same question. 
 
In particular, the data reveal the need for better co-ordination and communication between 
district and provincial offices in terms of scheduling departmental meetings and activities. 
Many interviewed Subject Advisors (5) complained that their school visits are compromised 
when they are asked to attend meetings or training workshops on new programmes without 
adequate warning. Calendar and schedule clashes reportedly occur, and district and provincial 
priorities often trump planned school visits: 
 

“We are not meeting our targets and that is a concern. In some instances, like in the 
first term, right now we had orientation workshops, and also over and above that, the 
DBE will call subject advisors to go to Pretoria for some of their programmes, and that 
disturbs their school visits. And besides that, we'll also have the province calling subject 
advisors for subject committee meetings” (CES, KZN).  

 
“The other challenges is that you have your monthly plan, your weekly plan, your daily 
plan but the district, provincial or national priorities clash with your plans, so as a result 
you have to abandon whatever you have planned and then focus on those priorities” 
(SES, FS). 

 
This issue was also noted by advisors who completed one of the survey questions that asked 
for reasons why they have not been able to visit some of their allocated schools:   
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“This is due to compulsory departmental workshops which were on the same dates as 
school visit plan” (SES, FS). 
 
“Schedules visits are cancelled due to changes in the district programme (SES, FS). 
 
“Sometimes we have to deviate from our planned activities. We will be re-called for 
National, Provincial or District activities like meetings and/or trainings” (SES, NC). 
 

As highlighted in the quotation below, conflicting schedules are exacerbated by the large 
number of programmes that some districts are reportedly implementing simultaneously. 
Three interviewees (3) commented on the challenges they face trying to co-ordinate, 
implement, monitor and support, multiple programmes simultaneously. Not only is time 
taken from advisors to attend orientation workshops for these programmes, but 
implementing multiple programmes in school can also reportedly confuse educators and 
complicate the work of advisors, as this interviewee explains:  
 

“The department wants us to do everything. It is like they don’t even know that there 
is a shortage. I do not even know whether they do not know or what… Our department 
is accepting everything, everyone, maybe they think they are helping. When an NGO 
comes, for an example, and they present something, they accept it, and then the next 
day the other NGO comes and presents something. We end up having a number of 
programmes and it is impossible and challenging to go to a school, or go to teachers, 
and present to them a certain programme, and when they are starting to work with 
this programme, 1, 2,3 down the line you come again with something else. They end 
up asking you ‘Mam which one are we going to go with? Do we have to drop what you 
told us a month ago and go with this?’ They become confused” (SES, KZN). 
 

6.5 Conclusion 
 
The research findings demonstrate that Subject Advisors and their supervisors have a clear 
understanding of the role and responsibilities of an advisor, and that these responsibilities 
are broadly aligned to the duties identified across the different policy documents analysed. 
This finding is also supported by the results of other studies that focus on the role of Subject 
Advisors. It is clear that Subject Advisors are assigned multiple work responsibilities; most of 
which are undertaken on-site in schools and focus on monitoring and supporting curriculum 
delivery. The interview data also reveal that Subject Advisors seem to understand that their 
approach is primarily supportive – even though they have clear monitoring functions. They 
understand the importance of building trust and rapport, and of developing and empowering 
educators. As the fieldwork was taken during the Covid-19 pandemic and initial hard 
lockdown in South Africa, some advisors commented on how their mode of work had shifted. 
School visits were not possible and thus some advisors reported shifting to providing 
curriculum implementation support virtually, and through the use of different media and 
social media platforms. Skills learnt through this, and outputs produced, can be used and 
enhanced in future to improve the quality and efficiency of support provided. 
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Although school support visits and educator training workshops take up the majority of 
Subject Advisors’ working hours, the data show that a considerable amount of time is also 
spent on administrative and reporting tasks, as well as professional development initiatives. 
The data reveal further that in some cases, advisors are not being used as efficiently as they 
could be. There is some evidence that Advisors are conducting duties that are beyond their 
job and/or subject scope. The most common task mentioned by participants was the 
monitoring of the NSC examinations. In fewer cases, Subject Advisors also reported being 
involved in progression and promotion activities, conducting school functionality assessments 
(reporting beyond curriculum implementation), and supporting additional subjects when they 
are asked to support schools as part of multidisciplinary teams. Stretching advisors to assist 
in areas/tasks outside of their mandate is largely attributed to human capacity shortages in 
district offices. However, having advisors engage in these activities, even if they do not take 
up the majority of their time, still takes time away from their core work in schools. It is argued 
further that some of these tasks are better placed within the responsibility of other officials 
or sub-directorates (e.g. Circuit Managers or the FET Examinations Directorate). The lack of 
coordination between district and provincial calendars and priorities was also seen to disrupt 
the work of advisors, and in particular, their planned support visits to schools. Coordinating 
schedules is complicated further in districts that were seen to be implementing multiple 
education programmes simultaneously. 
 

7.0 SUBJECT ADVISOR POST-PROVISIONING  
 
A key objective of this research project was to better understand the post-establishment of 
GET Mathematics and EFAL Subject Advisors. In Section 5, the post-establishment of targeted 
GET advisors at the time of data collection is presented. In this section, it is possible to view 
how these advisors are spread across the subjects and phases, and across all provinces and 
districts. This section examines the post-provisioning of GET Subject Advisors in greater detail. 
As discussed in Section 3, the Amended Policy on the Organisation, Roles and Responsibilities 
of Education Districts (2018) puts forward guidelines for PEDs on how district offices should 
be organised and staffed. The minimum staffing norms found in the policy are an attempt to 
provide some standardisation across district offices, whilst recognising, and making space for, 
the unique contextual factors in each province (e.g. distances between schools). As noted in 
Section 3, the policy norms divide Subject Advisors up by phase and subject, with ideally no 
advisor supporting more than 80 schools. The section explores the provisioning of advisors 
across the two subjects and phases in the 6 sample districts, and attempts to compare this to 
policy staffing norms. National and provincial data on advisors’ workloads are also analysed, 
in terms of the numbers of schools and educators each advisor reported supporting. 
 

7.1 Post-Provisioning Model and District Appointments 
 
Table 6 below models the number of advisors for each of the 6 sample districts based on an 
application of the post-provisioning model11 and compares this with the post-establishment 

                                                      
11 The way in which the minimum staffing norms have been calculated in Table 6 needs to be verified with the 
3 provinces.  
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of advisors at the time of data collection (drawing from Form 1 data). The minimum and 
maximum number of schools reported is also shown. 
 
The analysis reveals the uneven provisioning of advisors across districts and phases. As can 
be seen on the table, the reported post-establishment of advisors and the calculated 
minimum staffing norms are much more closely aligned in the two FS and WC districts, than 
in the two KZN districts. Whilst the Overberg and Xhariep districts have staff complements 
most closely aligned to what the minimum policy norm allows, the Thabo Mofutsanyana and 
Metro East districts appear to have more staff than the minimum norms calculated. In 
contrast, a much bigger margin is evident in the KZN districts. For example, in Pinetown, the 
minimum norm calculation for the GET staff complement for both subjects is 20, and the study 
recorded 8 officials in this district. In the King Cetshwayo district, there were also 8 recorded 
advisors for GET Mathematics and EFAL - the model calculation sits at 30 officials. The number 
of schools that advisors reported supporting confirms this trend, whereby the officials in the 
two KZN districts noted that they support far higher numbers of schools – indicating a human 
capacity shortage in these districts. 
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Table 6 Post-Provisioning of GET Mathematics and EFAL Subject Advisors in 6 Sample Districts 

Provi
nce 

District Number of 
Public Ordinary 
Schools and 
Type (DBE, 
2020)12  

Subject Advisor Post-Establishment 
(from Form 1 data) 

Model Ratio Number of schools supported 

Phase Maths EFAL Tot. Phase Schools SA 
per 
sub. 

Tot. 
EFAL & 
Maths 

Tot
. Phase Max Min 
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P = 216 
I = 70 
C = 12 
S = 85 
Total: 383 

FP 11 

22 

FP 228 2.85 6 

16 

FP 53 13 

Intersen 
(Gr 4-7) 

2 3 
IP 
 

298 3.7 8 Intersen 105 81 

SP (Gr 
8&9) 

3 3 
SP 

 
97 1,2 2 SP 48 39 

X
h
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p
 

P = 26 
I = 8 
C = 13 
S = 15 
Total: 62 

FP 
 

1 1 

4 

FP 
 

39 0.4 2 

6 

FP 48 48 

Intersen 
(Gr 4-7) 

1 1 IP 47 0.58 2 Intersen 48 48 

SP 0 0 SP 28 0.35 2 SP N/A N/A 
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P = 326 
C = 22 
S = 143 
Total: 491 

FP 3 

8 

FP 348 4.3 8 

20 

FP 390 390 

Intersen 
(Gr 4-9) 

2 3 IP 348 4.3 8 Intersen 544 544 

SP 0 0 SP 165 2 4 SP N/A N/A 

                                                      
12 P = Primary; I = Intermediate; C = Combined; S = Secondary.  
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Provi
nce 

District Number of 
Public Ordinary 
Schools and 
Type (DBE, 
2020)12  

Subject Advisor Post-Establishment 
(from Form 1 data) 

Model Ratio Number of schools supported 

Phase Maths EFAL Tot. Phase Schools SA 
per 
sub. 

Tot. 
EFAL & 
Maths 

Tot
. Phase Max Min 
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P= 421 
C= 22 
S= 202 
Total: = 645 

FP 2 

8 

FP 443 5.5 12 

30 

FP 472 472 

Intersen 
(Gr 4-9) 

4 2 IP 443 5.5 12 Intersen 672 672 

SP 0 0 SP 224 2.7 6 SP N/A N/A 

W
e

st
e

rn
 

C
ap

e
 

M
e

tr
o

 E
as

t 

P = 118 
I = 2 
S = 60 
Total: 180 

FP 7 

12 

FP 118 1 2 

8 

FP 18 15 

Intersen 
(Gr4-7) 

1 1 IP 120 1.5 4 IP 154 0 

SP (Gr 
8&9) 

1 2 SP 60 0.75 2 SP 84 60 

O
ve
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e

rg
 

P = 59 
I = 5 
C = 4 
S = 15 
Total: 83 

FP 4 

6 

FP 63 0.78 2 

6 

FP 25 11 

Intersen 
(Gr 4-7) 

1 1 IP 68 0.85 2 IP 68 68 

SP 0 0 SP 19 0.23 2 SP N/A N/A 



Subject Advisor Profiling Study 

 

64 

The capacity shortages highlighted in the modelling of the post-provisioning policy, were 
confirmed in the interviews with officials (9), as this CES explains: 
 

“Actually, currently in the district we have 25 subject advisors, this is not the actual 
number that is required to fully function. Our policy documents state that we are 
supposed to have 45 subject advisors in order to effectively function, but because of 
issues we are facing we only have 25 subject advisors that are supposed to monitor 
more than 625 schools across the district. The work is too much for them to cope on 
daily basis… In the foundation phase, we only have three advisors. These three subject 
advisors have to divide the schools equally. You will find each advisor is responsible for 
close to 250 schools alone. Some of the subject advisors have more numbers than 
others depending on the specialization. For example, language subject advisors in GET 
and senior phase are responsible for 625 schools alone. So, you can see that it is 
impossible for each subject advisor to visit all the schools or teachers in one year. 
However, they are trying their best” (CES, Provincial). 

 
The second observation concerns the patterns of support seen per phase. The research 
findings reveal a particularly interesting provincial trend in the post-establishment of advisors 
across the IP and SP. As discussed in Section 5 of this report, whilst some provinces were seen 
to have more advisors appointed to support the Intersen phase (with few or no IP & SP 
advisors), others tended to split the appointment of advisors between the IP and SP (with no 
Intersen appointments). The KZN, EC, FS, Limpopo, NW and WC provinces reported more, or 
exclusively, Intersen appointments, whilst the Gauteng, Mpumalanga and the NC provinces 
had separate appointments across the FP, IP and SP. According to the interviewed provincial 
CES in the WC, cost efficiency is the motivation for making more Intersen appointments. 
Although this practice may be cost effective, it does result in some challenges. Most notably 
that Intersen advisors are at risk of being overburdened as they are required to support more 
grades than their peers (and thus more educators), and typically also more schools, as 
Intersen grades can span across all school types (primary, intermediate, combined and 
secondary). This is confirmed by the analysis presented in Table 6; across the 6 districts, 
advisors at the Intersen level recorded much higher numbers of schools supported.  
 
A second challenge was identified by some interviewees (3) in the WC, whereby the provincial 
CES and the CES for the Metro East district explained that Intersen advisors support Grade 4-
7 and that Grades 8&9 are supported by FET advisors – again as a cost saving strategy. This 
appears to also be the case in the Xhariep district, according the interviewed CES. The 
challenge with this post-provisioning arrangement is that even though FET subject specialists 
are assigned to Grade 8&9, FET advisors reportedly tend to prioritise Grades 10-11, and 
especially Matric: 
 

“We don’t have senior phase advisors in our province, there is no one specifically 
targeting support to grade 8 and 9 but what we have is FET support so we have people 
that are supporting grade 10, 11 and 12, and if they have a chance, they will then 
support also the grade 8 and 9s as well. So they must really like squeeze supporting 
grade 8 and 9” (CES, WC). 
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The interviewed provincial CES in the WC explained further that the province also has a few 
primary schools that go up to Grade 9, and these tend to be especially neglected as FET 
advisors do not visit primary schools. The interviewee explained that he has motivated for 
separate SP appointments in the province, and the data reveal that in certain WC districts, 
some specific SP advisors have been appointed (e.g. Metro East). In the 2 KZN districts, 
Intersen advisors are assigned to Grade 4-9. In both of these districts, there were no SP 
advisors recorded.  
 
In the interviews with district and provincial CES officials, the post-provisioning of Subject 
Advisors was discussed. Interviewees (6) explained that the allocation of district advisor 
vacancies is undertaken at a provincial level using norms developed by the national DBE, and 
in relation to the relevant budgets. Although this process was understood by most CES 
participants, there was less clarity among interviewees (3) as to which norms are used to 
determine district advisor allocations, and how exactly these calculations are determined.  
According to the interviewed Provincial CES in the WC, the Superintendent General in the WC 
Head Office is responsible for allocating posts to district offices, and the national norms 
outlined in the Amended Policy on the Organisation, Roles and Responsibilities of the 
Education Districts (2018) is used. However, a second provincial CES noted that this policy 
norm is not used in the Subject Advisory Services, and two interviewed district CES were 
equally unsure as to how staff allocations are determined: 
 

“We are expected to be 40… I have no idea that was just given to us… The mere fact 
that the post provisioning for Subject Advisors is determined by the higher powers, it 
affects our allocation of the workload” (CES, KZN). 
 
“Alright so I was talking about the provisioning, I was saying head office makes 
provisioning of allocations, the amount of allocations for advisors. So I don’t know why 
they only get 8 or 9 foundation phase advisors, if they get 9, it’s 1 per circuit, I would 
assume so because we have 9 circuits in our district, that is why they give us 9 
foundation phase advisors. In FET, they give us 18 subject advisors, why 18 and why 
not 20, that question I cannot answer, they are the ones providing specifically the 
structure and provisioning allocated for the post in a district” (CES, WC). 

 
Although some officials at the district level were unsure as to how vacancies are calculated, 
district officials do reportedly play a role in motivating for, and appointing, new advisors. The 
provincial CES officials in both the WC and in KZN both explained that district and provincial 
officials may motivate for additional posts to be made available based on their local needs. 
For example, a district may have a shortage of Mathematics advisors or isiXhosa advisors. In 
other cases, rural districts may motivate for more appointments given the vast distances 
between schools. Thus, it is important that districts are empowered to put forward 
motivations for additional staff where feasible. As these two provincial officials explained, 
motivations are considered by Head Office on merit and in relation to how many new posts 
the provinces can afford. All three provincial officials (3) noted that appointments for critical 
subjects, like Mathematics and Languages, are prioritised: 
 

“Well for subject advisors, what I know is that each district is allocated a number of 
advisors, for GET and FET. And then districts prioritize in terms of, you know, who do 



Subject Advisor Profiling Study 

 

66 

we want or who do we need? Looking at our budget… the huge challenge that we're 
faced are posts that are not filled. In fact, fortunately this year, the province has started 
the process of interviewing candidates to occupy those vacant posts, but not for all 
subjects. They prioritize mathematics and science. Those were the priorities” (CES, 
Provincial). 

 
Once a vacancy becomes available, two interviewed provincial officials (2) explained that the 
district is then responsible for advertising the post, and both district and provincial officials 
are involved in the screening, shortlisting and selecting of appointees. Once the appointment 
is made, the district is responsible for allocating schools to the advisor for support. The actual 
number of schools allocated to advisors for support, and the allocation methods, are 
discussed in the following section. 
 

7.2 School Allocations   
 
At a district level, the allocation of schools to advisors is done in slightly different ways 
depending on the size of the district and the staff complement. Typically, the allocation of 
schools is done according to phase and by circuit, and in the IP and SP, by subject too. Clear 
staff shortages emerge from the research findings, albeit more severe in particular provinces. 
In severely understaffed districts, it was noted that advisors may have to share more than one 
circuit (in bigger districts), or support all schools in a district (in smaller districts). The 
provincial CES in KZN explained, for example, that in the province few districts have more 
than one advisor per subject, so in these cases, Subject Advisors would be responsible for all 
schools.  
 
The allocation of high numbers of schools to advisors is evident when analysing the Form 1 
data from all 75 district offices. As can be seen in Figure 23 below, the large majority of GET 
Mathematics and EFAL advisors reported being allocated far more schools that the policy 
model would ideally allow (i.e. 1 advisor per 80 schools). According to the information 
received from all 608 targeted advisors, roughly half reported supporting a maximum of 100 
schools (49% or 300), and a quarter reported supporting between 201 – 500 schools (25% or 
154). A further 4% (23) noted that they support over 500 schools. Far fewer advisors reported 
supporting less than 25 schools (17% or 102), or between 26 – 50 schools (13% or 76). 
 
Disaggregated by province, the WC and Mpumalanga had recorded the highest number of 
advisors supporting less than 25 schools each (44 advisors and 19 advisors respectively). In 
the WC, this figure represents almost half (49%) of all advisors appointed at the time of data 
collection. A further 21% (19) reported supporting between 26 – 50 schools each. In 
Mpumalanga, this figure represents 36% of all advisors appointed at the time the data were 
collected. Provinces where advisors reportedly support the highest number of schools include 
KZN, Limpopo, and the EC. In KZN, more than half of advisors reported supporting between 
251 – 500 schools (52% or 36), and a further 32% (22) noted that they are assigned over 500 
schools each. In Limpopo, just under half of the Subject Advisors (43% or 26) reported 
supporting between 251 – 500 schools, whilst over a third of advisors in the EC reported 
supporting between the same number range of schools (35% or 28). The WC and KZN findings 
corroborate the analysis presented in the previous section. 
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Figure 23 Number of Schools Supported by GET Mathematics and EFAL Subject Advisors 

When the data are analysed per phase, it also confirms the finding that Intersen advisors 
support the highest numbers of schools. Figure 24 shows that the large majority of Intersen 
advisors (69% or 142) reported supporting over 100 schools each. This is far higher than in 
the FP, IP and SP, where 49% (91), 47% (32), and 39% (39) of advisors respectively reported 
supporting over 100 schools each. It is notable that Intersen advisors were also the only 
cohort to record advisors supporting over 500 schools each (11% or 23), and this phase also 
had the most advisors reportedly supporting between 401 – 500 schools (6% or 12).  
 
On the other hand, the FP is seen to have the highest percentage of advisors supporting less 
than 25 schools each (56% or 129). The percentage of advisors in the IP and SP who reported 
supporting fewer than 25 schools each is also far higher (36% or 24 and 49% or 49 
respectively) than the Intersen phase. At the Intersen level, only 12% (24) of advisors reported 
supporting less than 25 schools each. The overburden of work allocated to Intersen advisors 
is even more concerning given that, as discussed in Section 5, far more appointments were 
recorded at the Intersen phase (34% or 206) and FP (38% or 232) than the IP (11% or 68) and 
SP (17% or 101). 
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Figure 24 Number of Schools Supported by GET Mathematics and EFAL Subject Advisors (per phase) 

Advisors (9), particularly in the KZN province, complained of the difficulties in supporting large 
numbers of schools. Intersen advisors, like the two cited below, highlight how this challenge 
is exacerbated at the Intersen level, and that it can be more complicated in districts with 
schools located vast distances from each other:   
 

“Not adequate [support provided to schools] because of the number of schools and 
then the two phases we are supporting, intermediate and senior phase in 675 schools. 
Even if I had to visit one school per day, I would take more than 2 years to cover the 
schools. So, in a way it’s not adequate… We are supporting two phases, yet we seem 
to be invisible. That is a systemic issue. It’s the DBE that is supposed to solve this 
problem. Probably, it might be in KZN only, I am aware that in other provinces they 
have advisors for senior phase and advisors for intermediate phase. In KZN, our 
situation is different” (SES, KZN). 

 
“I am working from grade 4 to grade 9, you can note that those are two different 
phases, and it is difficult sometimes to work with different phases. Then the number of 
schools I have to support, because in the district we are three. There are seven hundred 
and twenty something schools. That means there are two hundred and thirty schools 
for each advisor. That is a very big number, it is difficult because in those schools you 
must support their day to day activities for both GET and senior phase, and the schools 
are too scattered” (SES, KZN). 

Given the above analysis, it is unsurprising that 78% (284) of the surveyed advisors reported 
that there are schools that they have been assigned that they have never visited. These figures 
are highest in the KZN, EC and Limpopo provinces (98%, 95% and 97% respectively), showing 
alignment with the allocation figures discussed above. Far fewer advisors in the WC and 
Mpumalanga provinces reported never being able to visit all their schools; again supporting 
the results above that show that advisors in these provinces are assigned fewer schools and 
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thus are more likely to be able to attend to all of them. Half of the advisors in the WC (50% or 
28) and 63% (19) of advisors surveyed in the Mpumalanga province stated that there were 
schools they had never visited (see Figure 25 below). 
 

 

Figure 25 Number of Subject Advisors who Reported Never Visiting all Schools (by province) 

When asked why they were not able to visit all their assigned schools, the overwhelming 
majority of surveyed participants stated that they are simply assigned too many schools (65% 
or 238). Other factors that limit their ability to visits all schools under their care include 
transport challenges, and that some schools are physically inaccessible. Fifteen percent (15% 
or 54) noted that some schools are not visited because they do not need support. These 
schools would be the high performing schools and private institutions, which would not be 
prioritised for support.  
 
Finally, the research findings point to the importance of considering not only the number of 
schools allocated to advisors, but also the size of schools. Some schools have larger learner 
enrolments and larger numbers of educators. Thus, you may find a situation where advisors 
are allocated the same number of schools, but due to the differences in school sizes, one 
advisor may actually be responsible for supporting more educators, as this advisor explains: 
 

“So some people will have 14 schools, 14/15 but that is the maximum number of 
schools. But also where the distribution has been done, what was not obviously taken 
into account is the number of classes those schools have. So even though we may have 
the same number of schools, we may not be necessarily be supporting the same 
number of teachers at the schools because the numbers vary all the time” (SES, WC). 

 
An analysis of the Form 1 data below shows that the number of educators that Subject 
Advisors support is significant. Over a third of the identified advisors (37% or 227) reported 
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being responsible for supporting between 101 and 300 educators, whilst a further 18% (112) 
reported supporting between 301 and 500 educators. Ten percent (10% or 58) reportedly 
support between 1001 and 2000 educators each (see Figure 26). Again, Intersen advisors will 
support the highest numbers of educators as they are assigned to support the highest number 
of Grades. 
 

 

Figure 26 Number of Educators Supported by GET Mathematics and EFAL Subject Advisors 

It is important to point out that there was consensus among interviewees (29) that 
underperforming schools must be targeted first for priority support. There are various ways 
in which district offices determine which schools should be targeted each year. Advisors 
explained that they consult annual NSC results to target secondary schools that performed 
poorly, as well as their feeder primary schools, for example. In the WC, interviewed advisors 
noted that they refer to the systemic test results that are undertaken in the province for 
Mathematics and Languages in Grades 3, 6 and 9. Platforms like SASAMS and the Triple D 
Dashboard, which also reflect school performance data, are also reportedly used in decision-
making. This results analysis is also sometimes reportedly used in conjunction with reports 
from Circuit Managers, as well as insights from other Subject Advisors, for example, schools 
with new intakes of novice educators and/or schools with poor SMTs, may be included in the 
lists of schools needing priority support.  
 

7.3 Conclusion  
 
The research findings on the post-provisioning of Subject Advisors, and the allocation of 
individual workloads, show that many district offices are understaffed, and the number of 
schools allocated to advisors is mostly too high for them to provide a quality service. Although 
government policy outlines a post-provisioning model and norms to guide PEDs and districts 
in appointing a minimum number of district advisors, the findings reveal that the model is not 
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clearly understood, and the post-provisioning of advisors across provinces, districts and 
phases is uneven. In particular, the role of district staff in understanding the model needs 
attention. Attempts to apply the policy model in the 6 sample districts, shows that more 
advisor appointments are needed, especially in the KZN districts. In a context of decreased 
real spending in education and tight budget constraints, it is unfeasible to make high numbers 
of appointments, and instead these should be more strategically focused on the most severe 
shortages in particular districts in particular phases. The staff shortages reported on have 
serious consequences. In addition to advisors not being able to meet their school visit targets, 
the quality of support provided is compromised when advisors are appointed to support 
multiple phases. The provincial KZN CES did acknowledge the human capacity shortages in 
the province and noted that key vacancies are being filled. 
 

8.0 SUBJECT ADVISORS AT WORK 
 
This section of the report considers the work environments and experiences of Subject 
Advisors as they carry out their various duties. It includes an examination of the extent to 
which Subject Advisors feel adequately resourced to undertake their work, their levels of job 
satisfaction, as well as the extent to which they feel supported by their supervisors.  
 

8.1 Job Satisfaction  
 
The majority of Subject Advisors (14) who were interviewed for this study reported being 
most satisfied in their work when they were able to bring about positive change in individual 
educators. Witnessing an educator successfully implement something they have been taught, 
whether it be the use of a new teaching method or technology, for example, reportedly brings 
joy to advisors: 

  
“When the teacher receives information in workshops and when the teachers go back 
to school and implement it, that gives me the greatest joy” (SES, FS). 
 

Subject Advisors (3) also reported experiencing job satisfaction when being thanked and 
acknowledged by those who they support. For these advisors, the strong working 
relationships and trust that exists between themselves and educators is a valued part of their 
job: 
 

“When I realize that teachers show appreciation, say after a certain training or after 
giving them any assistance that they needed, they show confidence in me and they 
acknowledge the support given. They always receive me with open arms and trust me, 
and that gives me the greatest job satisfaction” (SES, FS).   
 

Although the job can be rewarding, there are factors that can make the work of advisors 
challenging at times, and can hinder their ability to make a positive impact. Some Subject 
Advisors (2) explained the difficulties in improving learning outcomes in schools where 
learners have no textbooks, for example, or in cases where learners come from impoverished 
communities with limited parental support in their education (4). The school environment 
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and socio-economic conditions in broader communities have a significant bearing on the 
ability of learners to succeed academically. Subject Advisors are aware that these external 
factors negative affect their ability to improve teaching and learning in schools.  

 
Subject Advisors (6) also explained the struggles encountered in schools with absent 
principals or weak SMTs. In these cases, Subject Advisors reported being frustrated that 
recommendations made are not implemented and there is little accountability. This situation 
is compounded in cases where Departmental Heads are not subject specialists in the subject 
they oversee, and thus they are also limited in their ability to monitor curriculum coverage 
and provide in-school support to educators. 
 
Some interviewed advisors (5) also commented the uneven pre-service training that new 
educators receive. This results in some novice educators coming into schools under-prepared, 
which increases the level of support advisors need to provide: 
  

“It’s a grave concern for us because we’re supposed to help you in how to deliver the 
curriculum, but the discipline is not there and you know, and it needs to be understood. 
But I think you know, when we left colleges those days, we had to be able to teach. So 
we’re supporting as curriculum advisors. But now it's almost like a doing a PGCE again 
within the classroom” (SES, WC). 

 
The practice in some schools of rotating educators further complicates this problem. Some 
interviewed advisors (4) explained that they spend a great deal of time strengthening the 
capacity of educators, and it is disheartening when they return to schools to find that some 
of these educators have been moved to a different grade or even to a different subject.   
 
Unskilled educators can also sometimes attempt to avoid visits from advisors, as they are 
hesitant to be observed in class. Some advisors in the WC (5) commented, for example, that 
they have experienced cases where the educator may be absent on the day of the scheduled 
visit, citing illness. In other cases, advisors reported that these educators are protected by 
trade unions. Just under a quarter of all interviewees (7) across the three provinces raised 
concerns around trade unions. These interviewees described unions as acting as gatekeepers; 
preventing them entry into schools: 
 

“The biggest job satisfaction comes when there’s that teacher or teachers who do not 
seem to be cooperative, and sometimes are not doing their work properly. 
Unfortunately, some schools tend to label those teachers as stubborn and 
uncooperative, but sometimes it is because they do not understand their work, and 
when you begin to work with those teachers, and they open up to you, and you begin 
to take them through whatever challenges they have, then they start to understand, 
and in the end there’s a change in their attitude and the work. To me that is the 
greatest job satisfaction. Sometimes that is difficult to achieve because you’ll find that 
schools are highly unionized” (SES, FS). 

 
Unions were also described as disrupting training programmes, and for advisors like the one 
cited below, this can adversely affect levels of job satisfaction: 
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“The greatest job satisfaction is when we have planned the workshops, and we 
managed to conduct all of them. This time around, there is no satisfaction because our 
district has been disturbed by SADTU... So it's bad when you when you've planned to 
do an activity and you can't because of outside factors affecting you. It's not about the 
subject advisors but it's about how the district functions and it affects us you to find 
that in the venue there are SADTU members that are waiting to tell you that you can't. 
You can't go to schools again because they will tell you that you are not allowed here. 
So if you if you have planned to do something and your fail to do it, it feels bad” (DCES, 
KZN). 

 

8.2 Departmental Support 
 
In terms of departmental support, interviewed advisors (20) displayed high levels of 
satisfaction with the level of support provided to them by their supervisors at a district and 
provincial level. Interviewed advisors explained that they are able to communicate their 
concerns and needs in various ways. This is done by identifying issues in reports, as well as 
raising concerns during meetings. Some advisors explained that they also communicate their 
support needs verbally, and others noted that they have open lines of communication with 
their supervisors through WhatsApp: 
 

“I must say the relationship that we have is good especially for us because right now 
we have a WhatsApp group where we share everything, we ask questions and we get 
some responses from our Maths coordinator who is working for the province. She is 
one of the persons who is very accessible, so we are able to communicate with her. In 
fact, I can say the relationship with the province is good. Yah (yes), it's good because 
we say whatever we want to say, it’s just that, at times some of the things that we say 
doesn't happen, but we are able to voice out whatever we want to voice out” (SES, 
KZN). 

 
However, satisfaction with any initial support, in the form of induction training or orientation 
to the position, varied. Some advisors (9) admitted that they had received no formal training 
or orientation when appointed, whilst others (11) explained that they had received such 
support: 

“When I was appointed as a subject advisor, hayi (no), there was no there was no 
orientation. And remember I was from the college. When the colleges closed down, I 
was a college lecturer and we had to decide quickly that we wanted to be placed in the 
curriculum section… So there was no training…There's no orientation, there's no 
training. You just have to swim and find your way out” (DCES, KZN). 

It is important to keep in mind that the interviewees were appointed at different times; some 
have been in their positions for many years. Thus their responses may not reflect the current 
situation in terms of Subject Advisor orientation. Overall, the advisors in the FS districts 
reported receiving initial orientation, as did advisors in the King Cetshwayo district in KZN. 
The majority of interviewed advisors in the Pinetown district in KZN (2), as well as the two WC 
districts (7), noted that they had not.  
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For advisors who reported receiving orientation, this support covered different aspects of job 
training (e.g. district organigram, Performance Management and Development Scheme (PMDS), 
labour matters). In some cases, the training was reported as useful (8), but in other cases, it 
was described as insufficient (3): 
 

“I think I did an orientation of some kind, which lasted about two days. In that 
orientation, it was not like we were given skills on facilitation, or skills on what we're 
going to do, we were not assisted on what exactly to do when you get to a school. 
What exactly to do when you conduct a workshop, but they were just telling us about 
the Department of Education, the Batho Pele principles, etc., but it was not something 
that was practical that I could use when I execute my duties” (SES, KZN). 

 
The data reveal further the important role that peers play in mentoring and assisting new 
advisors who join education offices with no orientation. For some advisors (3), this initial 
support received from their peers was invaluable:  
 

“No I didn’t [receive orientation training], actually that's one of the things I did mention 
when I actually had a meeting with my supervisor that, I mean, I was just appointed 
and thrown in at the deep end and expected to just cope and write reports on things I 
knew nothing about. Even though I did it at school, I was an HOD, doing the budget for 
my department, all of a sudden you had to come up with a business plan, and things I 
had no training for… Look, I must say that my colleges with whom I share an office with 
were the people who were the most helpful. You speak to them and ask for their 
assistance. I had no official training and I think that is something that needs to be 
happen” (SES, WC). 

 

8.3 Resourcing: Tools of the Trade 
 
In order to do their work effectively, Subject Advisors need access to basic office equipment 
(e.g. printer/scanner/copier, telephone, internet access, computer), as well access to a 
vehicle or to a transport subsidy plan in order to travel and visit schools. Given that so much 
of their work is undertaken remotely, Subject Advisors should be resourced to be able to 
make cell phone calls and access the internet whilst outside of the office. This may mean the 
provision of a laptop or smartphone device, as well as data. Materials for educator training 
workshops and school support should be accessible, and all advisors should be able to access 
relevant policy and curriculum documents. 
 
Whilst there are clearly areas where resourcing constraints need to be addressed, the 
interview data show that Subject Advisors are well equipped when it comes to accessing 
educational materials and policy documents. All interviewed SES officials (20) reported having 
access to these resources. Hardcopies, and USBs with content, were reportedly obtained from 
training workshops, and electronic resources are reportedly obtained through various online 
platforms (e.g. DBE website, educational websites, e-portal). Resources are also reportedly 
accessed from education centres, and advisors in the WC reported accessing materials and 
policy on a shared Google Drive folder. In most cases, advisors are able to share these 
resources with educators, although two interviewed advisors (one in the Pinetown district 
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and one in the Metro East district) reported that sometimes there is insufficient paper to print 
training materials for educators in workshops (and for them to take copies back to schools). 
 
Beyond policy and training resources, an analysis of the qualitative and quantitative data 
reveal transport as the greatest resource constraint faced by Subject Advisors across the 
country. As evident from Figure 26 below, only 36% of survey respondents noted that they 
always have access to a departmental vehicle, with 29% noting that a vehicle is unavailable, 
and 35% reporting intermittent access.  
 

 

Figure 27 Availability of Resources to Subject Advisors (%) 

When examining the data for notable provincial differences, it is interesting that the WC 
survey respondents reported being the most likely to access a departmental vehicle (80% 
marked ‘always available’), followed by Mpumalanga (57% marked ‘always available’), and 
the NC (50% marked ‘always available’). Provinces where advisors reported being less likely 
to have access to a vehicle are Limpopo (73% of respondents marked ‘unavailable’) and the 
NW province (59% of respondents marked ‘unavailable’).  
 
These findings are collaborated by the interview data, whereby the majority of interviewees 
(15) identified transport as a key challenge that hinders their ability to visits schools and 
provide support: 

“The main support that I need, especially from the province, is transport, it’s really a 
crisis” (SES, FS). 

 
Interviewed advisors complained both about the lack of governmental vehicles and the 
inefficient processes of allocating vehicles and making travel claims. As a result, some advisors 
explained that they make use of their own private vehicles and attempt to claim back monies 
for travel costs. This latter option is not favoured by some who argued that the roads to some 
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schools are unsuitable for their private cars, and that there are negative tax implications for 
making travel claims.   
 
Other advisors explained that they share departmental cars with colleagues, which needs 
careful planning, and can adversely affect the ability of advisors to see the schools they need 
to, and/or to spend sufficient time in underperforming schools to give quality support. This 
emerged as a particular challenge in the two targeted WC districts: 
 
 

“If like geographically, if you are the furthest school, obviously you take basically 
control of the car for that day. So by the time I drop off two other colleagues, I only get 
to the school at half past 10, so I can only visit maybe one teacher or two maximum, 
because then I need to go pick people up again, you know what I mean. So if you’re 
the driver, you actually have less time at your school… the first person that gets 
dropped obviously has more time so she can maybe fit in three classes” (SES, WC). 
 
“Obviously it was a huge adjustment working now here in the Cape and obviously it’s 
an assigned car and then we are 3 assigned to a car, so someone that’s in Khayelitsha, 
and I wanted to go to the Strand, its difficult because maybe we need to adjust the 
schools accordingly, and sometimes the schools that are close to them are not the 
schools that I actually want to visit… so we need to be constantly reshuffling schools. 
So at times you may visit a school that you don’t necessarily want to see because of 
the transport. It’s a huge issue and I’m still trying to it sort out” (SES, WC). 

 
The value of triangulating the survey findings with the qualitative data is evident, as this 
provides a more nuanced understanding. Even though the survey data show that most WC 
advisors have access to a vehicle, the interview data reveal that advisors are required to share 
these, which results in its own set of challenges. 
 
In terms of access to basic office equipment, the results vary but show that resourcing gaps 
exist. Only 39% of survey participants stated that they always have access to a 
photocopier/scanner/printer, for example, and just over half of the participants (54%) noted 
that they always have access to a landline telephone. The interview data identify resource 
constraints in these areas too, although interviewed advisors based in the WC reported far 
fewer shortages in basic office equipment than their counterparts in KZN and the FS: 

 
“But we do experience a challenge when telephones are broken down and we're told 
that a service provider is not available to service them or to repair them… Photocopier, 
scanner and printer we are struggling in this area. We only have one photocopier that 
we use… In most instances, we have to scan documents and sent to head office. And 
also with the separation of the two offices, the one of our sub-directorate being in 
another complex in Crompton Street and we are in Voortrekker Street, that also creates 
a challenge in terms of communication. And we end up having to scan some of the 
documents and send to them. And it's really difficult for us having to drive and leave 
the office to drive just to submit a document there. It's a bit of a challenge” (CES, KZN).   
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“There is a struggle with the telephones because head office moved buildings and they 
moved with the switchboard, so we got cut off and we don’t have landlines anymore… 
There is also a challenge of photocopying because we only one machine available for 
all 41 staff members and lastly not all offices have scanners and printers” (CES, FS). 

 
This finding is supported by a disaggregated analysis of the survey data by province. With 
regard to access to a printer/photocopier/scanner and a landline telephone, the WC province 
emerges as the best resourced province. Eighty-two percent (82%) and 91% of survey 
participants in the WC marked that they always have access to both sets of resources 
respectively – remarkably higher than the other provinces.  
 
In order to work remotely, advisors also need access to a cell phone and airtime to make calls. 
Although the survey data show that nationally, just over half of surveyed advisors reported 
access to a landline telephone, only 24% noted that they always have access to an airtime 
allowance. This is reinforced by the interview data, whereby many advisors (6) complained of 
having to purchase airtime for work calls from their own funds. 
 
Access to computers or laptops was reportedly better. Advisors interviewed in all districts (20) 
had access to either device, although some had only reportedly received laptops recently. 
Access to the internet varied, however, and in districts where advisors reported receiving data 
allowances, these were routinely described as insufficient (11), especially in current times 
when the Covid-19 pandemic resulted in more work being done online. When allowances run 
out, advisors are forced to purchase ‘top-ups’ at their own expense: 
 

“In some of the schools that we are helping, once you reach the school, there is free 
Wi-Fi. But here at the District, we don't have free Wi-Fi. Once you reach the maximum 
of data, then you need to use your own money in order to access information” (SES, 
KZN). 

 
This finding is also reinforced by the survey data. As evident in the figure above, the majority 
of advisors reported having reliable access to a desktop or laptop computer (76%), however, 
access to the internet through the ethernet was reportedly more often unavailable (32%) or 
‘sometimes available’ (34%), than being ‘always available’ (34%). Access to a data allowance 
is seen to be even more problematic with 63% of survey respondents reporting that a data 
allowance is ‘unavailable’ to them. Disaggregated by province, the data reveal that in all 
provinces, except for Limpopo, the majority of advisors reported always having access to a 
desktop or laptop computer. In Limpopo, the survey respondents had mixed experiences; 51% 
marked ‘unavailable’ and 49% marked ‘available’. Provinces with the highest percentages of 
advisors marking access to a computer or laptop as ‘always available’ include Mpumalanga 
(97%), the WC (96%), and the EC (88%).  
 

8.4 Conclusion 
 
The research findings reveal that although the majority of Subject Advisors reported having 
access to necessary policy, curriculum and education resources, there are evident shortfalls 
in other resourcing areas, most notably a lack of sufficient transport and basic office 
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equipment. Access to computers or laptops was reportedly higher, and this is encouraging. 
However, many advisors noted the need for better data provision. Subject Advisors are 
fieldworkers who work remotely and accessing the internet is crucial to fulfilling their 
functions. In many resourcing areas, the WC emerged as the best resourced province. These 
positive trends are supported by both the qualitative and quantitative data and suggest that 
this province might provide a potential example of best practice in the resourcing of district 
curriculum support services, which could be studied further. 
 
With regard to departmental support, the research findings reveal that the majority of Subject 
Advisors felt well supported by their superiors, although there does appear to be room for 
improvements to the initial training and orientation provided to newly appointed advisors. 
Some advisors who did not benefit from initial job orientation, reportedly relied on their peers 
for mentorship and support. Finally, whilst all interviewed Subject Advisors reported some 
level of job satisfaction (20), they also reported a number of factors that make their work in 
schools difficult. Some of the challenges noted include poverty, uncooperative SMTs, under-
prepared educators, and inadequate co-ordination with trade unions.  
 

9.0 SUBJECT ADVISOR PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 
 
It is important that Subject Advisors have access to high quality professional development 
initiatives, and that they engage in learning programmes on a continuous basis. Not only do 
Subject Advisors have to keep up to date with the latest educational research and pedagogy, 
but they also have to be well informed on government policy and programmes. Various other 
soft skills and competencies also are necessary, as discussed earlier in this report. As 
facilitators, managers and mentors, advisors need support in strengthening various skills, 
including facilitation, communication, and coaching skills. In the context of the 4IR, it is vital 
that Subject Advisors also feel capacitated to demonstrate ICTs in classrooms, and to train 
educators to use different ICT tools and platforms. This is even more important in the current 
Covid-19 pandemic, which has resulted in increased pressure to shift more teaching and 
learning online. This section explores the professional development needs of advisors, the 
programmes on offer to meet these needs, advisors’ uptake of these opportunities, as well as 
their perspectives on the quality of these programmes.  
 

9.1 Subject Advisor Professional Development Needs 
 
The survey data show that nationally, the majority of advisors identified ICT skills 
development as the area that they feel they need the most support in. This area emerged as 
the area where advisors requested prioritised professional development support (295 
advisors or 81% marked ICT Skills as ‘High Priority’). Training to strengthen communication 
skills, as well as training on subject content and facilitation skills, were identified by survey 
participants as the areas that needed less or no support (217 advisors or 59% marked 
Communication Skills as ‘Low Priority’ or ‘Unnecessary’, and 51% of advisors marked both 
Subject Content Training and Facilitation Skills as ‘Low Priority’ or ‘Unnecessary’) (see Figure 
28). 
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Figure 28 Subject Advisor Ranking of Professional Development Needs 

As in the survey data analysis, ICT skills was also seen to be the most critical professional 
development need identified by interviewed advisors (16). Interviewed advisors and their 
supervisors stressed the need for ICT skills development, particularly as we move into the 
future of the 4IR, and given the growing push for virtual learning to mitigate Covid-19 
infections:  
 

“Now because we are on the 4IR, I think our subject advisors need more training on the 
ICT. This will help them to assist teachers at schools. We have covered a lot of professional 
development programs in the past and we have started with ICT to close this gap. In the 
past few months our subject advisors were trained on Moodle software” (CES, KZN). 

 
“Times are changing now, we talk of the fourth industrial revolution, so what many people 
are lacking is to ensure that they have the skills necessary to teach teachers and for the 
transformation of teaching through computers and all that. That is very important because 
the world is moving in that direction, that is basically what I feel they need real support 
on, to cope with the changing trends and times in life” (SES, FS). 
 

The critical need to improve the ICT skills of advisors becomes more apparent when looking 
at the data collected on advisors’ use of ICT platforms and technologies. The survey included 
a series of questions about the types of ICT tools that Subject Advisors have been exposed to, 
and in particular, which they have used for work meetings and educational purposes. As is 
evident from Figure 29 below, the uptake and use of video conferencing platforms for work 
purposes was generally low. With the exception of Whatsapp video calling, surveyed advisors 
reported low usage of other popular platforms, and 29% of surveyed Subject Advisors 
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reported not having used any of the identified platforms. Mpumalanga and the NW province 
had the highest percentage of surveyed advisors who reported not having used any of the 
listed platforms (50% and 41% respectively), and the WC province emerged as the province 
where surveyed advisors reported the highest uptake of the listed platforms (only 5% stated 
that they had not used any of the platforms). 
 

 

Figure 29 Video Conferencing Platforms used by Subject Advisors 

Whatsapp video calling was clearly the preferred virtual platform for work purposes both 
nationally (51% of advisors) and within each province. Zoom emerged as the second most 
used platform (18% of advisors) nationally, but it was clearly used more in particular 
provinces, most notably in Gauteng (40% of surveyed advisors stated that they used Zoom for 
work purposes), as well as in the FS (28% of surveyed advisors stated that they used Zoom for 
work purposes). 
 
Given that Microsoft Teams is the preferred video conferencing platform of the South African 
government, it is concerning that only 6% of the survey participants stated that they had used 
it. When the national data are disaggregated by province, the WC was shown to have the 
biggest uptake of advisors using this platform for work. Seventy-eight (78%) of surveyed 
advisors who marked that they had used Microsoft Teams were based in the WC.  
 

 

Figure 30 ICT Tools used by Subject Advisors 
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Linked to these findings, it is also noted that 98% of Subject Advisors who completed the 
survey reported having used ICTs to support educators, although for the large majority, this 
again translates to using WhatsApp (93% have used WhatsApp groups). Of the 15% of Subject 
Advisors who reported not having used ICTs to support educators, it is worth noting that with 
the exception of 9 advisors, all had used WhatsApp groups, not necessary to support 
educators. Although it appears that advisors were not making the most of ICT tools and 
platforms at the time of data collection, it is promising that there is an evolving usage of 
WhatsApp Groups; moving from general chat to more sophisticated use through sharing 
documents, linking to resources, and sharing explanatory voices notes, for example. These 
findings speak to the data presented above; in that with quality training, advisors might feel 
more confident to make better use of these platforms and tools. 
 

9.2 Professional Development Initiatives and Participation 
 
The interview and survey data reveal that Subject Advisors have access to various types of 
training workshops and programmes, and the majority are accessing these. The survey data 
show that in the past year, the majority of Subject Advisors had attended subject content 
workshops (87% or 320), ICT training (75% or 273), and workshops on relevant policy (71% or 
261). Disaggregated by province, the data show similar trends; whereby large numbers of 
advisors have more recently undergone content, ICT and policy focused training sessions. In 
the WC, 98% (55) of Subject Advisors that completed a survey had received ICT training within 
the past year, as had 89% (47) of KZN advisors, and 81% (59) of Gauteng advisors. The 
province with the lowest percentage of advisors reporting to have received recent ICT training 
was the EC (49% or 20).  
 
Whilst ICT training and subject content workshops have been attended by the most Subject 
Advisors in the past year, fewer Subject Advisors reported participating in professional 
development initiatives that focused on coaching and mentoring (59% or 215) and 
communication skills (56% or 204) (see Figure 31). 
 

 

Figure 31 Subject Advisor Training Received in the Last Year 
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The interview data echoes some of these trends. Interviewed advisors reported engaging in 
multiple workshops and trainings over the past three years. This included subject content and 
pedagogical training, and training on policy and new programmes (e.g. Curriculum Leadership 

Improvement Program (CLIP), Jolly Phonics, PSRIP, and Jika Imfundo). As reflected in the survey 
data, many advisors also reported attending ICT training. In these workshops, advisors 
mentioned learning about tools and platforms such as Moodle, Google Classroom, Microsoft 
Teams, and the Triple D Dashboard. Much of the training and professional development 
opportunities were reportedly provided by the DBE, and are coordinated at a provincial level. 
However, external organisations, like the NECT, were also reported to provide training 
workshops to advisors.  
 
In most cases, advisors reported participating in multiple professional development 
initiatives. However, three advisors noted that accessing particular courses can be difficult. In 
the Pinetown district, the interviewed CES argued that repeated requests have been made in 
PMDS reports that advisors need advanced computer training, including in Excel, but this has 
not materialised. Similarly, an official in the Thabo Mofutsanyana District in the FS province 
complained that he had requested report writing training for years to no avail.  An interviewed 
Metro East official explained that in the WC, all training for all government officials is 
coordinated by the Cape Teaching and Leadership Institute (CTLI). Subject Advisors, like other 
officials in various departments, can apply for courses, which the government funds. 
Accessing a space in one of these workshops can be difficult, however, as demand is high. 
 

9.3 Satisfaction Levels 
 
How satisfied Subject Advisors feel regarding the quality of the training they have received 
varies across districts and between programmes. Drawing from the survey data, it is 
interesting to note that most advisors had recently attended some form of subject content 
training, and that a third of participants reported being ‘Highly Satisfied’ with the training 
received (33% or 106). On the other hand, whilst many advisors had also attended ICT 
workshops, this emerged as the area where the most advisors were dissatisfied (36% or 97) 
with the quality of the training. Workshops that focus on facilitation skills were also rated by 
advisors as less satisfactory in relation to the other types of training received (29% or 66) (see 
Figure 32). Disaggregated by province, it is notable that the highest levels of satisfaction with 
regard to ICT training were reported in the WC (98% of advisors received training and only 
11% marked this training as ‘Unsatisfactory’). In contrast, the EC recorded the lowest number 
of advisors to receive ICT training in the past year, with participants reporting the highest 
levels of dissatisfaction (49% of advisors reported receiving training and 45% marked the 
training as ‘Unsatisfactory’). 
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Figure 32 Subject Advisor Satisfaction Levels with Training Received in Last Year 

In conversation with Subject Advisors, varied opinions on the quality of different professional 
development initiatives were also discussed. Many noted that certain workshops were 
valuable, and that the knowledge gained was applicable to their daily work. For example, 
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In other cases, training experiences were labelled less useful or effective. In these instances, 
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9.4 Conclusion 
 
As we move into a future where technology is becoming increasingly important, it is critical 
that advisors are capacitated to fully leverage the potential that technologies can bring for 
improving teaching and learning. The survey data show that nationally, the majority of 
advisors identified ICT skills development as the area that they felt they need the most 
support in. The data also show that although ICT training is being provided, and that this is 
accessible to advisors, many felt that the training did not meet their expectations. The 
interview data reveal evidence of ineffective ICT training, where connectivity fails, as well as 
examples where advisors reported needing more training, and training on different 
programmes (e.g. Excel). Thus is it perhaps unsurprising that this area was the focus area 
where the majority of advisors requested prioritised professional development support. On 
the other hand, training to strengthen communication skills, as well as training on subject 
content and facilitation skills, were identified by survey participants as the areas that needed 
less or no support.  
 
The survey data show further that advisors were not fully accessing and making use of 
different online platforms and tools in their work. Again, this could be due to the resource 
constraints discussed earlier in the report, but it could also indicate that advisors do not feel 
confident in their abilities to use technologies; highlighting the importance of quality ICT 
training programmes. Whilst it is encouraging to note that some Subject Advisors have had 
exposure to video conferencing tools, these could be further leveraged, and should move 
beyond the predominant use of Whatsapp Groups. Further study on the ways in which group 
messaging applications are being used should also be undertaken to better understand the 
affordances, within the context in which advisors operate. Targeted advocacy for different 
platforms could further enhance their profile amongst advisors. Similarly, it may be useful to 
look closer at what can be learnt from the processes and practices adopted in the WC, as the 
survey results show the highest uptake of ICTs in this province, as well as the highest 
satisfaction with ICT training initiatives. 
 

10.0 CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
On March 23rd 2020, President Cyril Ramaphosa announced that South Africa would enter 
into a lockdown for 21 days as of midnight 26th March to contain the spread of the 
coronavirus. Starting in China, the coronavirus outbreak had already spread rapidly across the 
world, and many countries were experiencing growing infection and mortality rates. Many of 
these countries were also already under lockdown. The world as we had known it had 
fundamentally changed. In South Africa, the state, civil society, and ordinary citizens, acted 
quickly to prepare for the impact of the virus and the hard lockdown. As the infection numbers 
and death rates began to climb, South Africans bore witness to incredible acts of solidarity 
and innovation. However, the pandemic also brought the country’s stark socio-economic 
inequalities into sharper effect.  
 
With the onset of the Level 5 lockdown, South African schools closed. The DBE, along with 
various NGOs and civil society groups, mobilised to support educators, learners and parents. 
Educational content was broadcast on national television and radio stations, and through 
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print media, and joint advocacy efforts highlighted zero-rated websites that could be used for 
home schooling. Better resourced schools adapted easier to growing pressures to move 
teaching and learning online. Learners from impoverished communities became increasingly 
vulnerable. Not only did the lockdown and closure of schools mean that many children were 
no longer able to access a daily meal through the National School Nutrition Programme 
(NSNP), but without the necessary infrastructure and data, they had limited to no access to 
schooling over this time. As the DBE announced plans to gradually reopen schools for 
particular grades, new challenges arose for institutions and communities as schools needed 
to meet basic health and safety regulations. The pandemic caused an enormous amount of 
anxiety across the schooling sector, as learners, parents, and educators were fearful of 
becoming infected and/or of passing the virus unknowing to others. Throughout this time, 
education officials, including Subject Advisors, were hard at work trying to adapt curricular, 
support educators and schools, navigate the shift to a virtual mode of work, and keep some 
level of teaching and learning continuing despite the obstacles. 
 
When this research project began in July 2019, there was no coronavirus epidemic, and there 
was no way of knowing how radically different circumstances would be a mere 9 months later. 
The hard lockdown in South Africa began whilst the research fieldwork was underway. As 
discussed in the methodology section of the report, the onset of the lockdown necessitated 
a review of the research design in order to ensure that the study could continue safely. As the 
data were analysed and the drafting of the report commenced, South Africa reached its 
infection peak, and the infection rate has subsequently been in decline. With the declining 
numbers, the lockdown levels have slowly been downgraded, and the economy and society 
have cautiously opened up. The health, economic, and psychological impacts of the pandemic 
are severe, and it will take time for South Africa to recover. The worst of the pandemic may 
be over, but many countries ahead of South Africa in terms of their pandemics are now 
experiencing a second wave of infections. It is likely that the same may occur here in the near 
future. Indeed, it may be best to view the global Covid-19 epidemic as a marathon and not a 
sprint. Certain health and safety measures, such as mask wearing, physical distancing, regular 
hand washing, and sanitisation of surfaces, look set to remain in place for the foreseeable 
future. Given the pandemic, but also because of the advent of the 4IR, it is anticipated that 
virtual ways of working and connecting will become increasingly more important and 
commonplace. A vaccine may take years to develop, and it may be even longer for this to be 
affordable, safe and able to be widely distributed around the world. We have always been 
aware that the future is uncertain, and disruptions will occur in the education system 
irrespective of the pandemic.  
 
So what does this mean for the schooling sector, and more specifically, for the work of Subject 
Advisors? Covid-19 has reminded us of the importance of building resilience, of being 
adaptable, and of innovation. These are the areas that need to be strengthened throughout 
the education system if we are to cope with future waves of Covid-19 infections, as well as 
other potential environmental or social disruptions. We need to find ways to strengthen the 
system, and build efficiencies, so that it can continue to function even in periods of disruption 
and disconnection. We also have to recognise the unique opportunity that post-disaster 
recovery offers to build back better. Significant, positive innovations have occurred, for 
example, in the push for zero-rated educational websites, in adopting online modes of work, 
improvements have been made in the way in which the DBE collects and uses data, and 
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schools and communities have worked together to make institutions safer. These gains can 
be leveraged and the positive momentum must not be lost.  
 

10.1 Key Research Findings 
 
The study highlights a number of key findings: 

• Profiled Subject Advisors were demographically representative and were well 
educated and experienced: The study identified 608 GET Mathematics and EFAL 
advisors. Roughly an equal number of advisors supported each subject, with the 
majority appointed to support the FP and at the Intersen level. The survey data reveal 
further that the large majority of advisors were black, African women. Surveyed 
advisors were well educated and have had extensive experience as educators, as well 
as in curriculum leadership positions. 

• Subject Advisors understand their core mandate: There was consensus amongst 
interviewees that the chief function of Subject Advisors is to monitor and support 
curriculum delivery in order to ensure that quality teaching and learning takes place 
in schools. This is in line with relevant policy documents and advisor KPAs.  

• Subject Advisors can be utilised more efficiently: Although most of advisors’ daily 
responsibilities were within their core duties, they do also reportedly spend a 
significant amount of time on tasks that fall outside of their job scope (e.g. monitoring 
Matric examinations). A lack of coordination between provincial and district calendars 
also causes unnecessary disruptions to advisors’ plans to visit schools. 

• Human capacity shortages exist: The majority of GET Subject Advisors were seen to 
be assigned too many schools to adequately support, and it is not economically 
feasible to appoint more advisors in line with policy norms. Provinces with the highest 
human capacity shortages at the time of data collection include KZN, the EC, and 
Limpopo. Advisors supporting at the Intersen level were also seen to be particularly 
overburdened and reported supporting the highest numbers of schools across the 
different phases.  

• Subject Advisors could benefit from a strengthened job orientation programme: The 
research findings reveal that although the majority of Subject Advisors felt well 
supported by their superiors, there does appear to be room for improvements to the 
initial orientation provided to newly appointed advisors. Many interviewed advisors 
did not receive any initial induction to the job, and some who reportedly did, noted 
that this was unsatisfactory. Peer mentorship and support proved valuable to those 
who did not receive a formal induction.  

• Subject Advisors need more resources: Although all of the interviewed advisors 
reported that they had access to necessary policy, curriculum, and education 
resources, there are evident shortfalls in other resourcing areas, most notably 
transport shortages. Access to computers or laptops was reportedly higher, however, 
many advisors noted the need for better data provision to work remotely. 
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• Subject Advisors’ ICT skills need strengthening: Although advisors are accessing ICT 
training opportunities, the majority of surveyed advisors reported being unsatisfied 
with the quality of training provided. ICT skills emerged as the area where advisors 
stated they need the most professional development support. The survey findings 
reveal that advisors could do more to make the most of ICT platforms and tools in their 
work.  

 

10.2 Recommendations 
 
Given these key findings, and the rapidly changing world we find ourselves in currently, the 
report puts forward a number of key recommendations to improve, and build the resilience 
of, the Subject Advisory service in South Africa. The recommendations provided are drawn 
from the evidence, the key findings from the literature review, and from inputs from the 
Steering Committee. 
 

10.2.1 Post-Provisioning 
• Explore ways to better implement the post provisioning model in provinces: The 

results show the need for clearer guidance on the role of provinces in applying the 
model and norms. Districts need to be empowered to make a case for additional staff 
and they need to be confident in communicating this to their PEDs. 

• Make strategic appointments: It is recommended that PEDs and district offices focus 
on addressing the uneven distribution of advisors in particular districts and provinces. 
This may mean making some additional, strategic appointments:  

o Staff shortages in the KZN, EC and Limpopo provinces need to be addressed; 
o Three provinces (Gauteng, NC and Mpumalanga) have IP advisors separate 

from SP ones. It is recommended that other provinces consider this approach, 
as it tends to provide dedicated support to a phase;  

o There is a need for every subject to have a dedicated coordinator / planner at 
the provincial office. 

• Improve utilisation of Subject Advisors’ time: Remove/reallocate duties that fall 
outside of advisors’ job scope and improve the coordination of district and provincial 
calendars. 

 

10.2.2 ICT Integration and Subject Advisor Capabilities 
• Provide quality ICT training: It is recommended that the education system (DBE and 

PEDs) relooks at the ICT training programmes they have on offer and invest more in 
quality courses and facilitators. The courses should be on how to use digital tools, and 
how to teach using the digital tools and resources. 

• ICT enhanced development: An audit of current facilitators and service providers 
should be undertaken to ensure that those providing training are up to the required 
standard. The Professional Development Framework for Digital Learning (2017) 
should guide the quality through its 13 competencies. 
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• ICT enhanced educator support: Subject advisors should be capacitated on how to 
effectively use ICTs to coach, mentor, and support schools and educators. By 
strengthening virtual support, advisors will be able to reach a greater number of 
educators in a more efficient and cost-effective manner; alleviating some of the 
transportation and human capacity challenges identified. 

• Ensure adequate resourcing: As fieldworkers, it is essential that advisors have access 
to a smartphone or laptop, as well as data, in order to complete their tasks effectively. 
Likewise, in times when advisors need to work remotely, they need to be equipped to 
do so. Equally important is ensuring that schools themselves are adequately equipped. 
The DBE and Subject Advisors should be confident and capacitated to mainstream full 
ICT integration in all schools.  

• Strengthening the use of Institutes and District Teacher Centres: These institutes and 
teacher centres are hubs where internet connectivity should be strong and functional. 
Professional development for Subject Advisors and educators should be championed 
from these hubs. 

 

10.2.3 Support for new Subject Advisors 
• Orientation course: It is recommended that a standardised orientation and training 

programme for new Subject Advisors be developed and implemented (draft course 
outline developed as part of the study – see Appendix 9). It is important that training 
modules and content be future thinking. Advisors need agility to cope with disruptions 
and change. They need to learn how to learn in order to be able to build resilience.  

• Peer mentoring: Older advisors who have spent longer in their position could be used 
to mentor newly appointed advisors. 

 

10.2.4 System Strengthening 
• Focus more on internal support: The work of providing curriculum implementation 

support can be made less demanding by strengthening the internal support provided 
by school SMT, particularly the Departmental Heads. Peer learning, through the 
promotion of PLCs, could also be driven within the school by school staff, to further 
enhance knowledge and skills transfer. 

• Improve initial teacher education: It is recommended that initial teacher education 
curricula are modernised and include a substantial component of digital learning. To 
this end, a focus on TPACK can make a meaningful contribution. In addition, the 
Professional Development Framework for Digital Learning developed by the DBE 
should be incorporated into B.Ed programmes to strengthen the foundation on the 
use of ICTs in teaching and learning. 
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Priority Action Items 

Short Term Long Term 

• Address critical shortages of advisors 
in KwaZulu-Natal, Eastern Cape and 
Limpopo 

• Ensure all advisors have access to 
devices and data to work remotely 

• Reallocate monitoring of NSC duties 
to more appropriate officials/sub-
directorates  

• Conduct an audit of current ICT 
facilitators and service providers to 
ensure that those providing training 
are up to the required standard 

• Develop a standardised induction course 
for Subject Advisors 

• Strengthen the capacity of Departmental 
Heads and Phase Heads to provide in-
school monitoring and support to 
educators 

• Strengthen the use of Institutes and 
District Teacher Centres for the 
professional development of Subject 
Advisors and educators in ICT 

 

10.3 Areas for Further Research 
 
Finally, the study has identified additional areas for further research: 

• A further study that assesses the efficiencies of other sub-directorates/divisions in the 
system that have focus areas that overlap with the work of advisors e.g. Teacher 
Development & Examinations should be considered. Where else can we be more 
efficient? 

• A ‘time in motion’ study to better understand the work routines of advisors over time 
would be valuable. A sample of advisors could be asked to systematically record their 
activities over a year long period to identify possible monthly/term trends in their 
duties and workloads. 

• A similar study that focuses on the Further Education and Training (FET) Phase would 
be valuable in assessing the post-provisioning and workloads of advisors at this level. 

• A study that evaluates the impact of advisors’ support in relation to their tertiary 
qualifications would be useful to assess whether advisors with post-graduate degrees 
are able to provide better quality support. 

• The literature review points to the need to conduct further detailed, comparative 
research across different international contexts to contrast and compare the different 
structures and approaches to curriculum implementation support. This will deepen 
the initial broad analysis undertaken in this review and further contribute to this field 
of knowledge. 
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APPENDICES 
 
Appendix 1: Form 1 
Appendix 2: Subject Advisor Survey 
Appendix 3: Structured Interview Schedule (SES & DCES) 
Appendix 4: Structured Interview Schedule (CES Officials: Curriculum Support GET) 
Appendix 5: Structured Interview Schedule (Provincial Officials: Curriculum Support GET) 
Appendix 6: Informed Consent Letter 
Appendix 7: Number of GET Mathematics and EFAL Subject Advisors (per district and phase) 
Appendix 8: Subject Advisor Orientation Course Outline 
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