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INTRODUCTION 
 

Soul Action believes that a vision of an equal and integrated society starts with ensuring an inclusive and quality 
education system,1 where every child has an equal opportunity to fulfil their potential; poor or rich, male or 
female, persons of colour or white; every child learning how to live together, rather than apart.   Soul Action aims 
to establish excellent, affordable, poly-sensory and transcultural education for families from a range of incomes. 
 

INITIAL RESEARCH  

 
As part of the process of establishing a learning environment, Soul Action’s Phil and Rachel Bowyer have taken a 
number of steps to ensure children’s rights will be upheld in an inclusive and quality school, namely: 
 
▪ the development of a context-appropriate ‘philosophy for education’ (see p. 43); reflecting Soul Action’s 

image of the child, research in to how children learn best, and – taking these two factors into account – 
exploring the unique role the educator should adopt, and considering the importance of relationships (2016) 

▪ visiting innovative models of education within South Africa, including RBCS in Richards Bay, SPARK School in 
Maboneng, and St Mary’s in Waverley, Streetlight School in Jeppestown and Udobo in Durban (2017) 

▪ meeting local stakeholders; significant leaders located within the eThekwini Municipality operating within 
the business, education and church sectors (2017 onwards) – to date Soul Action has met with over 70 people 

 

INTERNATIONAL RESEARCH 

More recently – between April and June 2018 – this research has extended to include innovative models of 
education throughout the world; approaches that are seeking to support children in the development of 
knowledge, understanding and skills necessary for the 21st century.  Over a ten-week period, Rachel and Phil 
Bowyer learnt about a variety of approaches by visiting schools to spend time with children, staff and leaders in 
i) Italy – Reggio Emilia; ii) the USA – Lower Manhattan, Brooklyn, Harlem, Centerville and Washington; iii) the UK 
– London; iv) Israel – Tel Aviv and Jerusalem; v) New Zealand – Blenheim and Auckland; vi) Australia – Sydney. 

NOTES AND JOURNALING  

To document this research, field notes were taken outlining the key information and dialogue that took place 
during visits.  Using these field notes, retrospective reflection on each individual visit led to the identification of 
specific learning points; these were shared on Game Changers Facebook page in the form of ‘Notes’ whilst on 
the road, and later redrafted to form the body of the report as a ‘Learning Journal’ (see pages 8-42).   

LEARNING POINTS 

On return to South Africa, Phil and Rachel Bowyer spent time recapping each individual visit – referring both to 
the field notes and Facebook Notes – and, after considerable discussions, came to conclusions with regards to 
the main areas for learning.  The information gathered from these discussions was coded to enable similar 
information to be identified. The information was worked through twice, coding and re-coding, to ensure 
consistency.  As a result of this process, clear themes emerged, which have been grouped in to the four sections: 

 
1. The image of a child     2. The Staff Team    3. The Environment     4. The parent / carer, family & community  
 

These key learning points will be explored in further depth in the following pages. 
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LEARNING POINTS 
1. THE IMAGE OF A CHILD 

 
Soul Action believes that every child is a unique individual who is capable, intelligent, creative and curious.  In 
order to fulfil their potential children need to be active participants in their education and development.  
 
During a ten-week period, researching innovative models of education across the world, we experienced schools 
that valued the rights of the child to inclusive and quality education.  Many of these schools had developed 
approaches that give children the opportunity to discover for themselves in authentic situations, and to 
construct knowledge with others. The approaches observed enable children to develop knowledge, 
understanding and skills which are necessary to fulfil their aspirations and relevant for today’s society. 
 
The Reggio Approach (p8-10, p22-24, p31-32), is one of these approaches, where teachers in partnership with 
children’s interests and ideas design projects, particularly with 0 to 6 year olds.  Reggio sees learning as a 
dynamic process in which adults work with where the children are ‘at’ and provoke them to more forward – 
oscillating between what is known and unknown.  With children aged from 2 to 13 year olds, New York’s Blue 
School (p11-12), balances the development of academics, i.e. math, language and science, with ‘project work’.  
The latter facilitated the integration between subjects and development of key skills in creative thinking, 
collaborative problem-solving and self and social intelligence.   Teachers planned taking students’ interests and 
current knowledge in to account.  A ‘classical curriculum’ was being utilized for 4 to 18 year olds by Ad Fontes 
Academy in Centreville (p18-19).  This approach enables children to develop foundational skills in language, 
math, logic and writing and also to become independent learners with the ability to think for themselves.  The 
Department of Education in New Zealand is moving towards an inquiry approach to project based work, where 
children determine a path of inquiry related to their interest (p28).  This inquiry based learning represents a way 
of enabling children to develop skills in collaboration, critical thinking, communication and creativity.  This 
approach is used alongside the teaching of key skills in reading, writing and math. 
 
What all of these approaches have in common is that they assist children to do ‘own’ their learning.  
Observations of children revealed well motivated individuals, since value was given to their thoughts and ideas.  
The approaches were supporting the development of academics, alongside the kind of skills the World Economic 
Forum (2015) acknowledges children will need to be effective as adults in the workplace, namely the skills of 
collaboration, critical thinking, problem-solving, innovating and creativity.2    
 
In those early childhood education centres where more than one culture was represented, language was given 
a high priority (p15-16, p26-27, p31-32).  Each age group having teachers who spoke the languages enabled 
children to develop skills in speaking both languages fluently.  Where schools worked with a wide range of ages 
(p11-12, p15-16, p18-19, p28, p29-30), i.e. pre-school to middle or high school, a great deal of thought had been 
given to what approach/es were most appropriate for the developmental needs of each age group.    
 
In planning to establish a school for 3 to 18 year olds in the years ahead due consideration will need to be given 
to the teaching and learning approaches to ensure they align with a philosophy that values the development of 
skills in critical thinking, problem solving, collaboration and creativity alongside academics, and which 
recognises that learners need to be active participants in their education and development (p43).   As the culture 
and history represented by the community in which any future school will be located are researched, the 
languages which are used in the early childhood education centre will need to be carefully thought through. 
 
Every school visited had high expectations of their children, who they saw as capable and intelligent.  This was 
evident in the approaches that encouraged children to participate in their education, in the way adults 
interacted with children, and the environment created for learning –  these two areas will be explored in the 
following sections.    
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2. THE STAFF TEAM 
 

The teachers and leadership of a school are the vehicle through which children receive excellent education.   

The educators / teachers were held in the highest regard and of a very high calibre at every school involved in 
the research.  This was evident in the way they were active within the learning spaces, their commitment, 
motivation and preparedness.  Teachers were passionate; they wanted to make a difference to the lives of the 
children in their care, teaching was more than a job – it was a vocation (p18-19, p17, p21, p26-27, p31-32, p33). 

Teachers were trusted by their leadership to provide quality care and education, making decisions on activities 
that would support children to oscillate between what is known and unknown, considering the zone of proximal 
development (p8-10, p11-12, p22-24, p26-27, p31-32, p33).  Teachers saw themselves as researchers and co-
learners with the children (p8-10, p22, p33).  They often worked with small groups of children, both in early years’ 
settings and the primary school, serving as guides and facilitators. Small group work enabled higher levels of 
interaction, with adults gently provoking learning, dialoguing, questioning, observing and listening to children’s 
ideas and views (p8-10, p11-12, p22-24, p28, p29-30, p26-27, p31-32, p33).  In addition, this way of working 
allowed for different abilities to be catered for (p28, p29-30).  Teachers documented learning and progress of 
children; some schools encouraged documentation of the group (p8-10, p33), whilst others documented the 
learning of the individuals through portfolios, ‘journeys’ or ‘stories’ (p11-12, p29-20, p31-32). 

Inspiring leaders were evident in every school; people who truly believed in what they were doing and worked 
alongside staff to ensure the philosophy was practiced and the school provided quality teaching and learning.  
Leaders provided structures to support staff, including facilitating regular individual observations with feedback, 
planning and reflection meetings and professional development. Alongside these structures, leaders set clear 
expectations, modelled behaviour and were highly visible (p8-10, p11-12, p13-14, p21, p22-24, p26-27, p31-33). 

As part of their role, leaders created the culture for teaching and learning, the environment for the work to 
happen (p8-10, p11-12, p13-14, p21, p22-24, p26-27, p31-32, p33).  One school developed their ethos and habits 
from a theological foundation (p21).  One preschool in New Zealand had contextualised the Reggio Approach, 
to respect the local Maori culture and history (p31-32).  A preschool in Israel, where relations between different 
religions can be tense, have developed a culture valuing equality, multiculturalism and tolerance (p26-27). 

All the schools acknowledged that finding and appointing the right people to work alongside children must be 
a priority; individuals who view teaching as a vocation, who are committed to the philosophy, believing that all 
children are capable, curious and intelligent.  Views on the level of qualifications needed to work within the early 
years setting differed between contexts. This ranged from a preschool who embraced community members 
with a love for and desire to work with children (p31-32), to another preschool that appointed high numbers of 
staff with degrees as they believed this supported in delivering quality care and education (p33). 

The appointment of high-calibre staff, who are committed to the philosophy, and have a desire to work as part 
of a team alongside the educational leader in developing the culture for teaching and learning, will be critical to 
establishing a school in Durban. Structures that support staff will be developed to facilitate quality education.    
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3. THE ENVIRONMENT  

 
A learning environment reflects what a school believes is important for learning and discovery.  A variety of 
educational facilities, accommodating children from 0 to 18 years old, were involved in the research.  These 
ranged from schools on 1 level (p8-10, p29-30) to schools in high rise buildings across many floors (p11-12, p21).    
 

▪ The physical environment of the infant toddler centres and preschools in Reggio Emilia and Reggio Inspired 
settings invited participation, facilitating learning, expression, relationships, contemplation, research and 
creativity (p8-10, p22-24, p31-32).    

▪ The primary school in Reggio Emilia had a spread out ‘atelier’ (workshop, studio) – which encouraged 
research, creativity, invention and expression to be integrated in to all learning areas.   

▪ A homely environment – using soft colours, natural materials, and even framed family photographs – at a 
preschool in Sydney provided a caring environment where children were free to explore and learn (p33).   

▪ In New Zealand ‘Modern Learning Environments’– simple flexible spaces, which are shared by two or three 
classes in schools (p29-30) – encourage children to collaborate and solve problems.  Children are free to 
work however they want to, in spaces where they feel safe, and in a way that is most appropriate for their 
learning style.  The environment enables children to work completely individually, yet completely together.   

▪ The most appropriate / natural use of technology was where it was incorporated in the classroom – through 
laptops – and used for real purposes in many of the learning environments observed (p8-10, p29-30, p33).   

▪ Outside spaces were given high priority, especially for younger children, where they provided a rich learning 
environment alongside the inside area.  This was especially evident at a preschool in Sydney where there 
was a teacher dedicated to facilitate discovery, and document learning in the outside space (p33).   

▪ The communal aspect – typified by the importance of food knowledge, preparation and presentation – in 
children’s development and learning was evident in many of the early years’ settings visited (p8-10, p22-24, 
p26-27, p31-32, p33).  Children – and staff – learnt how to communicate and relate to one another as they 
enjoyed food together, developing life skills such as how to share and make choices.  In one early childhood 
centre the chef worked with two children each day and documented the learning taking place (p33, p38-39). 

 
In short, the learning spaces schools created aligned with the philosophy of education each school believed in; 
providing the environment for the learning and work to happen – this could happen on one level or many floors. 
 
In many schools, isolation between staff was broken down by creating physical environments where teachers 
can work together in pairs or small teams (p8-10, p11-12, p22-24, p28, p29-30, p26-27, p40-41, p31-32, p33).  At 
the heart of being collaborative is the belief that we are better together than we are on our own – which 
resonates with the notion of Ubuntu in South Africa. Collaborative schools welcome dialogue and are 
participatory; each member of staff is encouraged to bring ideas, thoughts and knowledge, with the 
understanding that in sharing, a better, richer, fuller education can be provided for every child. Collaboration 
works well when teachers value and respect the other, when people are not competing for power or status. 
Teachers within a collaborative context need to want to listen to each other, to be flexible and embrace change. 
 
Creating an environment that encourages collaboration relies heavily on the intentionality, empowering nature 
and facilitation skills of the school’s leader.  Structures are necessary to support teachers as they seek to work 
together; giving staff the opportunity to share what is working, as well as think / work through any challenges.  
 
Soul Action needs to consider how to create a learning environment aligned to its philosophy (p43), a philosophy 
that when practiced is committed to supporting children as they develop the type of knowledge, understanding 
and skills that are necessary for today’s and South Africa’s future society, i.e. skills in critical thinking, problem 
solving, collaboration, creativity and innovation, and which also provides a space where staff can work 
collaboratively facilitating learning, expression, relationships, contemplation, research and creativity. 
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4. THE PARENT / CARER, FAMILY AND COMMUNITY  
 

Inclusive and quality education is a shared responsibility between the family, school and child.  Research shows 
that when parents are involved in education children perform better (Okeke, 2014).3   The schools involved in 
this research, valued and respected the contributions and participation of parents and the wider community.  
Schools had developed genuine and meaningful relationships with families through establishing structures / 
rhythms unique to their contexts and valuing and respecting parents. 

Malachim Preschool (p22-24), a Reggio inspired centre in Tel Aviv-Yafo, had developed interesting approaches 
to include parents / carers in the life of the school.  For example, parents were free to inhabit the learning spaces 
at the start and end of each day, since the centre was of the belief that this helps the children to understand 
what they do there is important.  Profiles of each child – documenting their learning and progress throughout 
their time at the preschool – are completed in partnership with the parent / primary carers.   

Mia Mia (p33), a long-day education and care program in Sydney, have carefully considered the role of the family.  
Each prospective family is shown around the centre, on an individual basis, so that the philosophy and approach 
can be explained and observed before parents make an informed decision.  The transition process from home 
to school is also planned with the parents; this can take up to a few weeks depending on the needs of each child 
and family.  Documentation is developed on a daily basis and used as a way of communicating learning with 
families, and parents participate in the maintenance and development of the built environment. 

The infant toddler centres and preschools in Reggio Emilia (p8-10), are places where parents are encouraged to 
be part of the life of the school.  For example, during a project, teachers will share what the children are learning 
about, and parents are asked to participate; to share their ideas and views, contributing their knowledge and 
understanding to deepen the research and to make new proposals.  

 

At the Peace Preschool in Jerusalem (p26-27) – a school that welcomes Jews, Christians and Muslims – every 
opportunity is taken to celebrate festivals through the sharing of stories, food and art.  They have found this 
enables strong relationships to be built with parents, and supports in deepening friendships among families.  

At a preschool in Auckland (p31-32), the history of where the school is located has been thoroughly researched, 
and from this practices have emerged that respect and value each family’s culture.  This has enabled genuine 
relationships to be built with the families and community, so nurture and education are a joint effort. 

Schools located in the UK (p21), and the USA (p15-16), focus on families and work within a defined community 
in order to bring change and transformation.  At the Oasis Hub, Waterloo they focus on one square mile.  They 
believe that quality education and healthy communities are necessary for children and young people to thrive. 
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Participation from parents / carers, families and community stakeholders is vital to establish a school in Durban.  
Therefore, further research needs to take place on the cultures, history and languages that are represented – in 
whatever context the school is located – with the aim of developing practices / rhythms which respect and value 
families and enable the development of genuine and meaningful relationship.  The hope is that the research will 
inform who and what we are as a school; that we will gain a fresh perspective on how to work alongside families, 
children and the community, in ways that respects and values all the cultures that are represented. 

CONCLUSION 
PHILOSOPHY INFORMS PRACTICE 

Leaders and teacher’s belief in, and commitment to, the philosophy of education that they aspire to was evident 

in every early childhood centre, primary, middle and high school that was visited as part of the research.  Each 

schools philosophy of education was evident in their approach and practices, for example, the appointment of 

high-calibre and dedicated staff;  the teaching and learning approaches that encouraged the development of 

knowledge, understanding and skills; the way in which teachers interacted with children; how those children 

were viewed in terms of competence, intelligence and uniqueness; the high expectations of those children; the 

tailor-made spaces that were created to facilitate learning and discovery (below left); and the structures being 

utilised to support the development of staff (right), and partnerships with parents, families and the community. 

  

NEXT STEPS / RECOMMENDATIONS  

In moving forward towards establishing an excellent, affordable and inclusive school in Durban, we need to: 

▪ Decide on the teaching and learning approaches to utilize that most align with our philosophy, and support 

the development of academics alongside critical thinking, problem solving, collaboration and creativity 

▪ Consider which approaches are most appropriate for the specific developmental needs of each age group 

▪ Research the cultures and historical contexts in the school’s location, in order to develop practices / rhythms 

which respect and value families and enable the development of genuine and meaningful relationship 

▪ Identify the languages of learning; languages that will be used in the early childhood education centre 

▪ Appoint an architect with a creative and innovative approach to the type of learning spaces that will 

encourage collaboration, contemplation, expression, participation, relationships, research and creativity 

▪ Identify and appoint high-calibre staff, individuals who will be committed to the schools’ unique philosophy  

▪ Appoint staff with a desire to work with the educational leader, and as part of a team alongside others, in 

the development of a culture that is conducive to a facilitative teaching approach and modern learning 
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LEARNING JOURNAL 
REFLECTIONS ON THE REGGIO APPROACH, AND ITALY  

 

The Italian city of Reggio Emilia birthed an education philosophy in the Post-War II era, a philosophy that 

continues to emphasize the capacity, competence, creativity, intelligence, and rights of every child and citizen, 

and as such represents a fitting entry point for research in to innovative and inspiring approaches to education.   

THE INTERNATIONAL STUDY GROUP 

There is so much to say about what has become known as the Reggio Approach; amongst other things 

participating in the week long International Study Group enabled us to: 

▪ consider the context, the values and learning processes from which the educational ‘project’ that has 
become known as the Reggio Approach, emerged Post-War World II, and continues to develop today 

▪ learn how the Municipality of Reggio Emilia is committed to early childhood services 
▪ reflect on education being both a ‘right’ and the responsibility of the community 
▪ have the opportunity to visit two infant toddler centres (for children aged 0 to 36 months), and five pre-

schools (3-6 years); thinking especially about the built-environment as the ‘third teacher’ 
 

 
 

 
 
▪ visit Reggio’s primary school (for children aged 6-11), and think how to develop a child-centred, 

experiential, exploratory and expressive-rich curriculum, from guidelines set at national level 
▪ consider the importance of small group work and learning in relation to others 
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▪ learn about the place of observation, note-taking, photography, diagrams / sketches, display boards, 
documentation, and so on, in creating a culture where children’s learning is made visible 

▪ consider how the arts, for example – but not limited to – dance, literature, music, painting, and sculpture, 
enable children to make sense of the world and to express themselves 
 

 
 

▪ participate in a photography ‘atelier’ - a way of expressing oneself that goes beyond words 
▪ participate in an ‘atelier’ on the mosaics of graphics, mark making, materials and words 
▪ consider the place of incorporating the latest technology in support of children’s learning 
▪ reflect on the importance to social cohesion of inclusion for children with ‘special rights’ 
▪ think deeply how to design a ‘project’ where teachers are co-creating with the children 
▪ reflect on the spaces schools provide - that welcome, that invite participation, that facilitate learning, 

expression, relationships, contemplation, research and creativity 

Each of these topics (above) deserves careful consideration in its own right, but 3 areas impacted us deeply: 

1. BEAUTY 

As a result of attending the International Study Group and having the opportunity to walk around Reggio 

Emilia, plus visit cities like Bologna and Venice, causes one to reflect and realise the importance of aesthetics; 

the value of finding the beautiful in all that exists.  All it really requires is time, time to look beyond, to pause, 

to appreciate, to see life through a different lens, to notice what is, and search for what more there might be. 
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2. LIVING IN THE PRESENT 

In experiencing and observing the Reggio Approach in its place of origin, one comes to appreciate how, for 

Reggio, the notion of ‘preparing for’ something better, else or next, is not a concept they encourage.  Education, 

for children under 6 years at least, is not viewed as pre-paring a child or a group of children for school, and 

childhood education isn’t about preparing children to be adults.  For Reggio, education is more than programs, 

teaching and testing, it is about a life-long ‘project’ that involves being totally present, and living, in the now.  

By working with where the children are ‘at’ and provoking them to move forward – oscillating between what is 

known and unknown – learning is viewed as part of a dynamic process, rather than a linear one. 

Reggio encourages one to appreciate each and every child for the capable, creative, competent people they are.  

‘Educators’ of children – whether they are leaders, class teachers, or the school chef – must learn to live in the 

present, and rather than moving on, rushing about or looking to the next thing, give time to alternate between 

knowns and unknowns; because this is how we all develop, in the context of our relationships with one another. 

3. COMMUNITY 

Around almost every corner of every community of each of the cities that were visited in Italy, there was a piazza, 

a square or central meeting place, that fosters connected relationships, by drawing people in, welcoming them, 

their ideas and their participation.  Similarly, at the centre of each of the schools that were visited in Italy, there 

was a small ‘piazza’ where interaction between children, parents and staff is encouraged and nurtured.  

Wherever this sense of sharing and participation is welcomed, a real sense of belonging and ‘we’ will emerge.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Nella nostra piazza nascono dei noi”  
“In our piazza what is created is ‘we’” (Cecilia, aged 3) 

‘Piazzas’ are clearly an integral part of Italian life – every 

Italian child knows it, almost innately – piazzas are the 

places and spaces where democracy is most visibly and 

regularly encouraged, practiced and celebrated.  

Thinking of South Africa, is there anything equivalent to 

the Italian Piazza?  Do our children experience such 

cognitive, physical, socio-emotional and spiritual 

connectedness, democracy, participation, etc. from a 

young age or are they / we missing something so integral, 

so important, so vital, to the development of community? 
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DYNAMICALLY BALANCED EDUCATION AT THE BLUE SCHOOL 

 

WELCOMING, JOY-FULL, INNOVATIVE, FUN, EXCELLENT, A REAL SENSE OF COMMUNITY, 

COLLABORATIVE, CREATIVE, DYNAMIC, BALANCED, BOLD, CONFIDENT, VIBRANT, AGILE... 

Some of the words 

that spring to mind 

when reflecting on 

the Blue School in 

New York.  Founded 

by the performance 

art company the 

Blue Man Group in 

2006, and located in 

Downtown New 

York over six floors, 

the Blue School is for 

children aged 2 to 13 

years.  Starting with 

a class for 2-year 

old’s, the school has 

grown a grade / year 

group each year.   

The school is intentional about seeking to provide a dynamically balanced education; they communicate how 

they do so by supporting children to develop academic mastery, creative thinking and self and social intelligence. 

  

https://www.blueschool.org/
https://www.blueman.com/
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SELECTING FROM A RANGE OF +VE INFLUENCES  

The school has been influenced by various education models / philosophies, including progressive educational 

theory, the Reggio Approach (particularly understanding the built-environment as the ‘third teacher’), the 

creative process and neuroscience (specifically what science shows about how children learn best). 

By listening to the ideas in the (class)room, the teachers 

at Blue School are highly trusted to plan engaging 

projects that respond to / stimulate children’s own 

knowledge.  The environment provides the context for 

children to learn to explore, think, share, collaborate, 

participate, construct, test, etc.  

The interests of students at the Blue School are 

dynamically balanced with the goals set by teachers. 

Visit https://www.blueschool.org/ for more insight. 

 

WHAT BLUE SCHOOL PROVOKES IN THINKING ABOUT SCHOOLS IN ‘DOWNTOWN’  DURBAN 

If there is a need and desire for an approach to education 

that dynamically supports children as they develop 

academic skills, alongside creativity, critical thinking, 

collaboration, problem-solving and self-reflection skills 

in South Africa, then Blue School provokes and raises 

several questions, which fit in to three broad categories: 

1. CONTEXTUALIZED APPROACH 

What approaches should we be influenced by?  And, how 

are we going to contextualise these approaches and / or 

integrate them in to a unique approach that is most 

appropriate to the context and vision for eThekwini? 

 2. CHILD DEVELOPMENT 

How will our approach differentiate for the different 

developmental needs of each age group within the 

school, i.e. 3 to 5 year old’s and 6 to 10 year old’s? 

3. EDUCATORS 

What can / needs to be established to support educators 

as they plan engaging long-term projects, that respect 

the rights of the child?  What kind of mindset, 

philosophy, skills will these educators need to have? 

 

https://www.blueschool.org/
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UNCOMMON SCHOOLS AND LEVERAGE LEADERSHIP IN BROOKLYN 

Mention affordable and excellent education in South Africa, and people will probably draw your attention to 

SPARK Schools, a network of 11 affordable schools providing education for 4,000 students in Gauteng and the 

Western Cape.  Having had the opportunity to visit a SPARK school in Maboneng, Johannesburg, it was indeed 

excellent and to a degree it was ‘affordable’ – if you have R20,000 PA to spend on school fees – but what about 

their model, their education philosophy, their influences?  In SPARK Maboneng, the influence of Uncommon 

Schools on teaching approaches,4 and leadership styles,5 was plain to see.  Uncommon Schools originates in the 

US, where Ocean Hill Collegiate, Brooklyn, is one of 52 schools that serves 18,000 students in Boston, Camdem, 

Newark, New York, Rochester and Troy. 

 

 

OCEAN HILL COLLEGIATE, BROOKLYN, NEW YORK 

It is 10.10 in the morning and the 8th graders at Ocean Hill Collegiate, Brooklyn, New York, are about to enter 

their music theory lesson. They walk down the corridor in perfect time, in a perfect line – silently – pause for a 

moment outside their classroom, await further instruction from a teacher, after which they ‘about turn’ and 

enter the classroom, again in perfect time, in a perfect line – silently – ready to begin their lesson.  

 

One might presume that the ‘band’ Mr Alexander had previously referred must be a ‘marching’ band, and that 

this must be a ‘drill’ – but it is not a drill.  It is one of more than 50 techniques that Uncommon Schools use to 

propel student learning, particularly those not born to privilege; who achieve dramatically higher results. 
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100% of ‘graduates’ at Uncommon Schools go on to attend a 4-year 

course at college or university, high compared to the 70% in New York 

schools that are managed by the Department of Education, and high 

compared to South Africa, where only 40% of students matriculate with 

the grades to study for a ‘Bachelors’ Degree at University each year.6  

Uncommon Schools have high expectations, believing every student 

has what it takes to go to college, so much so that they even name their 

classrooms after colleges, since this is where their students are 

heading – every second of the day is utilized with this objective in mind.  

The ‘drill’ is known as the ‘Entry Routine’ – or technique #28 – because 

Uncommon believe structured entry expedites the beginning of 

instruction (teaching).  ‘Tight Transitions’ between classes, and at 

lunch – technique #30 – ensure everything runs like clockwork and the 

least amount of time is wasted. Transitions are scripted and rehearsed.  

No bells signal the end / start of lessons, there is no rushing through corridors, just seamless transitions, carefully 

marshalled by teachers who appear at the right time, in the right place.  The efficiency continues once students 

are in class, where the use of simple hand gestures, known as ‘Seat Signals’ – technique #33 – to request a sharp 

pencil or to use the bathroom; signals eliminate the interruptions that routine requests can cause, time that 

could be utilized for teaching.  Teachers simplify their language too, again to save time, from using count-down 

from 5 to signify when it is time to finish-off, put down pencils, close books, pack away, and so on.  The phrase 

‘Track me’ is shorthand for look at the teachers or pay attention, stop what you’re doing / working on.  Should a 

student misbehave, there are ‘No Warnings’ – technique #42 – teachers respond early, in the form of demerit 

points, when the behavior is still only a minor problem...to wait for an issue to escalate risks disrupting the class 

and wasting time that would have been better spent on instruction, on results, on getting to college. 

Although, like the Reggio Approach, every student at Uncommon is seen as capable and competent, the focus 

on passing exams, means there does not appear to be a lot of room for creativity and innovation in class, despite 

Uncommon’s claim to be, ‘…fiercely committed to cultivating the intellectual curiosity’ (2017).7  

Perhaps not every teaching technique lends itself to the kind of cognitively flexible, collaborative, creative, 

decision-making, emotional intelligent, negotiators, people-managing and service-orientated citizens that an 

equally and integrated South Africa requires, but some techniques are relevant / desirable, for example, #1 ‘No 

Opt Out’ where teachers’ high expectations of students means they don’t accept "I don't know," but expect 

students to have a go or "give it a shot".  Similarly, ‘Stretch It’ – technique #3 – which pushes teachers to take 

correct answers and ask students to add depth or nuance to their answers, would serve South African society 

well. Whilst ‘Take a Stand – technique #21 – which encourages students to have opinions and to stand by those 

opinions, is something needed to see the kind of change in society. 

Perhaps the most impressive thing about Uncommon Schools is that all teachers really do teach. They appear to 

be highly motivated individuals who, knowing what they’re aiming at, are fully committed to their students. 

Lessons are well planned with clear aims and objectives. Pre-prepared worksheets allow students to progress 

through a series of activities to achieve these aims. Teachers teach all the time whilst in class; supporting 

students to develop skills, clarifying where necessary, keeping students on task and giving feedback.8  
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THE ANGELS OF HARLEM AT THE CHILDREN’S ZONE 

Remaining in New York, but in Harlem, an area of northern Manhattan known for being a major African 

American residential, cultural and business center, we had the privilege of visiting the Harlem Children’s Zone. 

 

 

HARLEM CHILDREN’S ZONE (HCZ) 

The team at the Harlem Children’s Zone have a holistic approach to working with children, which includes 

education, health, social and emotional needs and soft skills to ensure children develop in to responsible and 

fulfilled members of the community.  They believe that the success of children and the strength of the 

community go hand in hand and must be addressed together in order to break the cycle of poverty.  

 Harlem Children’s Zone have developed a comprehensive 

‘pipeline’ of programs supporting children at each stage of their 

development; from birth to college graduation. These include 

two schools for 5 to 18 year olds, plus early childhood, after-

school, college, prevention and community programs.  

In 2017, HCZ were working with 13,447 children & 14,126 adults. 

  



16 

PROMISE ACADEMY  

During our visit to the Promise Academy – located 

at the heart of 129th Street – Assistant Director 

Janet-Marie Lopez, explained how HCZ believe 

that there are five keys to bringing transformation: 

▪ build and rebuild community 
▪ best practice at each stage of a child’s life 
▪ scale 
▪ accountability 
▪ data and evaluation 

 
 
 
 

▪  

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘BEST PRACTICE AT EACH STAGE OF A CH ILD’S LIFE’  

...particularly resonates with the focus, the aims and objectives of this research.  Having studied, observed and 

learnt so much about a variety of approaches, curricula and programs, visiting schools is challenging one’s 

thinking - to consider whether an approach is age appropriate for the developmental needs of the children, if it 

aligns with Soul Action’s philosophy and image of the child, and will support the child and family to thrive?  

In developing best practice, Soul Action recognises 

the vital importance of working alongside and with 

parents / carers and significant community 

members, so that children have adults around them 

who can support their holistic development.  

It was so beneficial to hear about the variety of 

ways in which the Harlem Children’s Zone connect 

and engage with parents / carers on a regular basis.  

In Durban, the plan is to develop a range of life-

giving structures that will encourage relationships, 

dialogue and participation of parents / carers.  
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DON BOSCO CRISTO REY, A SCHOOL THAT REALLY WORKS 

Moving south to DC, a divine connection emerged with Don Bosco, a high school 

in the Archdiocese of Washington, that is part of the Cristo Rey Network of 30 

schools located across the world.9   The Corporate Work Study Program was 

particularly intriguing, and – after further investigation – inspiring for anyone 

thinking about increasing access to inclusive and equitable quality education.   

CORPORATE WORK STUDY PROGRAM (CWSP) 

CWSP enables students to work one day a week – an age appropriate balanced 

approach to education that provides invaluable work experience.   Corporates 

subside school fees in return, and students, who would otherwise be unable to 

afford the level of education offered by Don Bosco, receive excellent education.  

Students ‘earning’ their fees, effectively makes the school sustainable. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It was a privilege to meet 18-year-old Abigail, on her way to work – and 

later at school – to hear more about the Corporate Work Study Program. 

During the last four years she has been working a day a week at the local hospital.  Initially this involved admin 

– which enabled her to develop appropriate skills for the workplace – but more recently she has been able to 

observe operations, which is an amazing opportunity for someone who later this year will graduate from high 

school and go to university to begin her studies to be a doctor.  Don Bosco Cristo Rey offers Abigail, and her peers, 

an incredibly supportive environment where they can develop knowledge, understanding and skills for life.   

Excellent education is achieved through Don Bosco’s caring, committed, hard-working and respectful staff, who 

support and work alongside students who are highly motivated and show a real desire to fulfil their potential.   

Cristo Rey’s innovative approach to affordable education – where students study and work, not only enables 

hundreds of young people from soci0-economically disadvantaged backgrounds to benefit from an excellent 

education, but offers young people incredible opportunities to develop skills necessary for the work-place. 

Further exploration and understanding of inspiring initiatives like the Corporate Work Study Program will be 

required to discern how it – or similar models – might provide affordable and excellent education in Durban. 
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EXCELLENT TEACHERS, EXCELLENT EDUCATION AT AD FONTES ACADEMY 

Whilst in Washington DC, an opportunity arose in the neighbouring State of Virginia to connect with Dean 

Luckenbaugh, the President of Ad Fontes Academy located in Centerville, a non-profit private school of 

approximately 200 students – ranging from Kindergarten (ages 5-6 years) to Grade 12 (aged 17-18 years). 

 

AD FONTES ACADEMY 

Ad Fontes follows a classical curriculum, since they believe this equips students with an ability to think more for 

themselves; something Soul Action is also keen to see in the South African context. The approach involves the: 

▪  teaching of core knowledge in each area of study (grammar) 

▪ development of logical thinking skills; the ability to ask the right 
questions and draw proper conclusions (logic) 

▪ development of persuasive writing and speaking (rhetoric) 
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The high competence of the teachers who support students as they 

develop foundational skills to become independent learners, was very 

evident at Ad Fontes.  Teachers communicated how they had a high 

regard for children – they believed in each child’s capacity to learn and 

their ability to fulfil their optimal potential – which, when combined 

with teachers’ obvious passion for learning and their subject, led to an 

encouraging life-giving environment where students felt supported to 

develop a genuine love for learning. 

THE IMPORTANCE OF TEACHERS 

In visiting a wide range of outstanding schools in different contexts 

across the world, one of the things that stands out, is the privilege of 

meeting, observing and dialoguing with such high calibre and 

passionate teachers. From high schools, primary schools to early 

childhood centres, what the best teachers have in common is they: 

▪ respect the rights of the child 

▪ are committed and motivated 

▪ listen, think, reflect and interpret 

▪ are creative and leave space for curiosity 

▪ support children to develop critical thinking skills 

▪ seek to support every child to fulfil their potential 

▪ create learning opportunities connected to children's interests 

▪ work in partnership with children, parents and their colleagues 

▪ have the skills to ask questions to enable children to think for themselves and be curious 

 

‘Excellent’ education – that develops children that are adept at, ‘Complex problem solving, critical thinking, 

creativity, people management, coordinating with others, emotional intelligence, judgement and decision 

making, service orientation, negotiation and cognitive flexibility’ (WEC, 2017) – requires a staff team that is 

highly competent.10  As a direct consequence of this piece of research, careful consideration and reflection is 

required with regards to the qualities of the kind of staff needed to establish a demonstration school in Durban 

and - once those staff are employed - how to put appropriate systems in place that will best support these staff. 

  

   

 

 

‘Every child begins their journey through life with an incredible potential: a creative mindset that approaches the world with 
curiosity, with questions, and with a desire to learn about the world and themselves through play. However, this mindset is often 
eroded or even erased by conventional educational practices.  98% of children in kindergarten are “creative geniuses” – they can 

think of endless opportunities of how to use a paper clip. This ability is reduced drastically     as children go through the formal 
schooling system and by age 25, only 3% remain creative geniuses. Most of us only come up with one or a handful of uses.’11  
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INTENTIONALLY PRACTICING INCLUSION  

One of the key considerations in establishing a demonstration 

school in Durban is to model what it means to be inclusive and 

transcultural; something Soul Action has worked hard at with 

adults with varying degrees of ‘success’ over the last ten years. 

INTENTIONAL LIVING IN BROOKLAND  

‘Research’ in Washington DC included an intentional decision to 

be part of an intentional community, by spending five days living 

with a group of young adults based in Brookland.   

The Franciscan community at Casa San Salvador have 

committed – as a group – to create and maintain:  

‘...an environment focused on learning, respect, 

support and faith development.’12 

Rachel shares how, ‘Phil and I both wanted to make the most 

of the opportunity and learn as much as possible so we 

participated in all aspects of community life.  We ate evening 

meals with the group, washed dishes, chatted, prayed, took a 

turn in cooking a meal for everyone, visited a school –where 

one of the ladies from the community worked – and Phil even 

joined the group in going to a local baseball game.’  

NO PERSON CLAIMED ‘POSSESSION ’  OF THE HOME 

Whilst house mates are free to take on different day jobs, the community at San Salvador intentionally practices 

inclusion when it is together, by praying as a group each evening, through community meals, fellowship, joint-

reflection, social activities and communal projects.  The clear rhythm / structure seemed to be part and parcel 

of what was required to enable ‘community’ to flourish, especially the way it respected people’s need for their 

own ‘space’ alongside doing life together collaboratively.  One of the most liberating aspects of living at Casa 

San Salvador for a week was the fact that no single person or family owned the home, which, when added to 

the practice of everyone contributing equally to a central food fund, led to a deep sense of shared space, where 

everyone held things lightly, but still took seriously the shared responsibility for co-stewarding the space.    

Deeper conversations happened as naturally as they would in 

a healthy family, perspectives and assumptions were 

challenged gently and within the context of relationship, 

fresh insight and inquisitiveness were welcomed – all within a 

safe space, where people genuinely supported one another.   

“The experience has deepened and expanded our 

thinking on what it means to be ‘inclusive’, giving us a 

desire to explore what an intentional community could 

look like in Durban” (Rachel, May 2018). 

‘CHILDREN APPRECIATE  AND ARE 

STIMULATED BY DIVERSITY.  THEY 

ARE OUR TEACHERS IN THEIR BELIEF 

THAT DIFFERENCE IS NOT A PROBLEM 

BUT A GIFT.’  11a  
 

Inter or Trans-cultural describes                
communities where there is a deep 

understanding and respect for all the 
cultures. Interaction focuses on the mutual 
exchange of ideas, norms and developing 

deep relationships. No one is left unchanged 
because everyone learns from one another 

and grows together. 

Cross-cultural acknowledges, compares or 
understands different cultures, and, whilst it 
can change individuals, it generally doesn’t 

result in collective transformation.  One 
culture is often considered dominant or the 
norm, and all others are compared and/or 

contrasted to this culture. 

Multicultural is a society, with several 
cultural, racial or ethnic groups, where 

people live alongside one another, but each 
group does not necessarily engage/interact 

with each other.2b 

   

https://www.springinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/Screen-Shot-2016-04-12-at-4.07.44-PM.png
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CREATING A STRONG CULTURE AT OASIS IN LONDON WATERLOO 

…inspiring, accountable, motivated, energetic, holistic, inclusive, intentional, excellent, long-term 

commitment, focused, passionate, transformative, respect for diversity, clear and high expectations  

Some of the words / phrases that come immediately to mind following a visit to the Oasis Hub, Waterloo –

with a church, coffee shop, community library, a health care and debt advice service, farm, foodbank, play 

and stay centre, primary and high school – all within one square mile at the heart of London, SE1. 

LEARNING TO TRANSFORM LIVES 

 Founded by Steve Chalke in 1985, Oasis – the organisation – have been 

consistently, ‘dedicated to positively transforming lives, learning and the 

communities they serve’. 13  It is one of the reasons Phil elected to spend two 

years with Oasis in the mid-90’s training as a youth and community worker. 

CHARACTER / CULTURE = ETHOS + HABITS 

In order to be positively dedicated to learning, serving and transforming, Oasis have developed a strong 

culture.  They describe their ‘character’ – who they are and the lens through which they work – through five 

ethos statements of inclusion, equality, healthy relationships, hope and perseverance, which are 

developed and expressed practically as the nine habits of compassion, humility, patience, joyfulness, 

honesty, hopefulness, consideration, forgiveness and self-control, by staff and students at the schools. 

 

Thus far, we would have described our ‘ethos’ – the culture we would like to create – through 5 value 

statements: excellence, inclusivity, leadership, affordability and learning. Through visiting Oasis – 

especially the insightful conversations with Oasis’ Director of Ethos and Formation, and various staff at two 

of Oasis’ 49 schools – raises questions about which habits would best support and encourage any future 

staff and the children that attend Game Changers schools to actively practice and participate in the culture?  

https://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=http://www.oasiswaterloo.org/&h=AT1SnSr04eQm9J6Fsuj4BZrK9xG1fQCIlaptE6lof7A5yOyHqO_jkCFoKoF_Xp5Pj_ZDMSRNOxpOqCA0NZb8u7p4HQTNJIcvibC5Psac7sdkRibIX8Ajwy0nBI6icJuFrog
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FREEDOM TO EXPLORE AND LEARN AT THE MALACHIM PRE SCHOOL IN TEL AVIV-YAFO 

The Reggio Approach to education – developed in Italy – views children as capable, creative, curious, intelligent, 

and – as a result – encourages children to problem-solve and make sense of their world through affordance with 

what they find in that world.  The approach is known for its resonance with social constructivism, i.e. that 

learning is an interactive process that happens in relation to others and the environment.   The role of educators 

is to set up experiences / provocations within the zone of proximal development to support children’s learning. 

MALACHIM PRESCHOOL, TEL AVIV-YAFO  

By the end of May the research had led to Israel with a quite wonderful opportunity to visit a Reggio inspired 

preschool for 3 to 5 year olds in Tel Aviv.  Arriving during morning free-play and breakfast – and with complete 

freedom from the centre’s Director to explore the space and engage with the staff, children and their parents – 

meant a focused and uninterrupted period of time with a group of 3 to 4 year olds, who were happily engaged 

in activities, with one another, in the space the school offered, both inside and outside.  

LEARNING FROM FREE ‘PLAY’  

As Phil took photos of the facilities, Rachel was drawn 

to two girls playing with 2 dimensional shapes – 

squares, rectangles, triangles, diamonds – in two small 

plastic baskets.  On the table in front of the girls were 

cardboard templates designed to encourage children 

to make pictures, for example, of a house, out of the 

different shapes, but these girls had a different 

idea…they decided to turn over one of the blue baskets 

and cover the whole of its base using the shapes.   

The girls worked together, using their hands to make a square out of diamonds and triangles.  Chatting together 

in Hebrew they worked out which shapes would fit together without overlapping or leaving any space – they 

were developing skills in tessellating.  As they continued their joint activity, a third child arrived and sat down 

beside the two girls, along with her mother.  Rather than rushing off, the mother spent a considerable amount 

of time interacting with all three children, asking questions and commenting as her daughter began to get 

involved.  The mother was obviously interested in what the children were doing.  It was so beautiful to witness 

such interaction between the children and this parent.  Even when the group were asked to pack up, the girls’ 

continued to learn by choosing to sort the shapes by colour and shape.  At this point an educator engaged with 

the children, first observing, then listening, before asking questions and commenting on what they were doing.   

It is amazing how much a 10 minute observation reveals about a schools’ philosophy; on this occasion, the adults’ 

view of children and their belief in each child’s capacity, creativity, curiosity and intelligence.  Remember, these 

were only 3 to 4-year olds, children working cooperatively to make sense of the world through an activity / 

shared experience which their educators had carefully and intentionally offered in way that they felt would best 

support children’s development.  It is incredible how much learning can take place – even before the day has 

‘formally’ begun – when adults consider and offer activities / shared experiences within children’s zone of 

proximal development and then trust these children with their own learning by giving them the freedom to 

interact with others and their environment.  Having a camera to document each stage of the children’s thinking 

and development as events unfolded would have been handy – a personal learning point for the future!  
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SUPPORT STRUCTURES T HAT SUSTAIN TRANSFORMATION 

As this piece of research progressed there was increasing awareness and acknowledgement of the role the 

senior leader of each organisation plays in bringing change and transformation.  The kind of rich learning 

environment that sees staff view and treat children as intelligent, curious and strong – the kind described on the 

previous page – is a testament to the handwork of the director of Malachim Preschool, Yael Maimon (below left).   

 

In conversation with Yael, she came across as a strong leader, with an equally robust philosophy of education, 

that more than anything prioritizes the learning of every child.  Her leadership which was evident in: 

▪ the warm, friendly and stimulating learning-environment, that has been created 

▪ the way all adults - class teachers, chefs and parents - interact with the children 

▪ how parents are included in the day to day life of the school 

▪ how educators / teachers set up learning experiences 

What is clear is that Yael has a very high regard for all her staff; she has been, and is, intentional about appointing 

the right staff and then establishing structures that support them as they facilitate the points above. This 

support includes individual observations with feedback, weekly staff meetings and professional development 

days four times a year. Yael, alongside Dr Naama Zoran, Israel’s representative for Reggio’s International 

Network (above right), carefully consider important transitions to work through with Malachim’s staff team. 
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Reflecting on the experiences of the education offered in Tel 

Aviv-Yafo, there is a growing sense of i) the need to appoint and 

establish a staff team that has a pro-collaborative and child-

centred approach / mindset, and ii) a deeper understanding of 

the role the director and senior leaders play in establishing 

structures that best support these staff, as ‘we’ – the leaders, 

staff, parents and children – all nurture the kind of positive 

relationships that support a learning environment that regards 

every child as capable, competent, creative and intelligent. 
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SERIOUS ABOUT CELEBRATING AT THE WESTERN WALL  

In Jerusalem, there was an opportunity to experience the Shabbat – the Jewish Sabbath – which starts on 

Fridays at sundown and lasts until Saturday evening, when it is dark and three stars are in the sky. 

One of the things this means practically, is the majority of shops and 

restaurants close for the ‘weekend’.  Which means the markets get 

extremely busy on Friday afternoons, as shoppers prepare for their 

period of extended rest.  Public transport also shuts down during the 

Shabbat, which results in the most extreme experience of ‘going against 

the flow’ should one choose to enter the Old City via the Damascus Gate 

at the time 99% of the population are trying to exit in an attempt to 

catch the last lot of public transport home. 

Wandering through the 

Jewish Quarter before the 

Shabbat, in the early evening, 

families begin to gather to 

celebrate together, whilst 

devout Jews congregate at 

the Western Wall dressed in 

full regalia. The sense of 

occasion and commitment +  

how this shapes community 

practice, is tangible in the air.  

As the last remains of the Great Temple, the Western Wall represents 

the most significant site in Judaism. As Jews gather to lament its 

destruction, it is a place of intense prayer, and – surprisingly – immense 

joy, as people sing and dance.   Reflecting on her experience of the 

Western Wall, Rachel shares: ‘I considered areas where I am seeking 

for God’s will to be done, and took time to contemplate and reflect.’   

 

Whether you agree with the measures Jews go to in preparation for and during Shabbat, the whole experience 

makes one question to what degree one’s beliefs influences behaviour and translate into actual habits, for 

example, what does rest, lament and / or celebration look like in the life of each unique city, community, school, 

work place, family, home, individual?  What does it include doing or highlighting?   
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PRIORITISING QUALITY FOR THE SAKE OF PEACE IN JERUSALEM 

The Peace Preschool was established in 1982 as part of Jerusalem’s International YMCA.  Picture a school, as an 

inclusive space that is welcoming to Jews, Christians and Muslims; a peaceful environment where children from 

as young as 6 months old are safe to explore and develop in relation to others they share the city with.  

  

EQUALITY, MULTICULTURALISM AND TOLERANCE 

The preschool is a space that values and practices equality, multiculturalism and tolerance, in a country where 

relations between different cultures and faiths can be tense.  Experiencing the environment, meeting class-

teachers, observing the children and in-depth conversations with the director (Alexandra Klein-Franke), reveals 

so many good practices that the preschool has put in place to provide bilingual and multicultural education: 

▪ each class at the Peace School has a Hebrew speaking and an Arabic speaking teacher – this gives the 

children a diverse experience and enables them to hear and speak both languages fluently 

▪ the three main languages – Arabic, English and Hebrew – are given equal validity, for example in the 

way they are written side-by-side (rather than top to bottom), and either all handwritten, or all typed 

▪ strong relationships are built with families by celebrating festivals through sharing stories, food and art 

▪ the role the director / principal plays is once again vital – she provides the environment and creates the 

culture for ‘the work’ to happen; staff are treated as equals; standards of behaviour are modelled by the 

director, and the director supports staff to work together (collaboration is discussed later) 

http://ymca.org.il/preschool
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Alexandra shares how parents choose the Peace School 

because they feel that it equips their children – from a very 

young age – to exist, develop, inhabit and thrive in a diverse 

society.   Parents that want their children to have a natural 

sense of equality, contribute to the goal of multicultural and 

bilingual education; they value trust and partnership. 

Through observations and conversations with locals, Israel is 

clearly an unequal and segregated society, and in this sense, 

resonates with the current South African context. Arabs appear 

to be treated differently to Jews; in Israel and particularly 

Palestine.  In terms of education, Jews seem to have more 

opportunities and greater access to further study and training 

in comparison with Arabs, which includes teacher training. 

Learning first-hand from the context in which the Peace School 

operates, through observation, listening to and appreciating 

their unique achievements and challenges, one begins to 

recognise that Soul Action is also going to need to prioritise as 

part of the process of establishing a school in the Inner-City 

which values amongst other things affordability, different 

learning styles, excellence, inclusivity, and strong leadership.  

In taking the next step there is a sense, at least from the Peace School’s perspective, that to address the 

economic and / or racial differences that still divide Durban, the first need is to ensure that the provision of 

quality education on offer is the priority; this is to start – the ‘rest’ (inequality and integration) will follow.  

 

What one takes away from the Peace School – like many of the schools operating in other different / similar 

contexts around the world – is that quality education relies on the leadership, leaders that are capable and 

committed to creating a healthy environment / culture where ‘the work’ that needs to be done can happen.  

In remaining true to a philosophy, and the values attached to it, how these values work out in practice, i.e. the 

habits that develop – intentionally & naturally – are paramount in developing a culture for teaching & learning. 
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INQUIRY-BASED LEARNING AT RICHMOND VIEW, BLENHEIM 

Inquiry-based learning or IBL is a concept that is being embraced by New Zealand’s education department.  

The leadership and staff recognise 

that IBL gives learners greater 

freedom of choice and supports 

children in developing skills in 

collaboration, critical thinking, 

communication and creativity - some 

of the skills that the World Economic 

Forum (2017) acknowledge that 

children need to develop to be 

effective as adults in the workplace.14  

RICHMOND VIEW SCHOOL, BLENHEIM 

Located on the northern tip of New Zealand’s South Island, Richmond View School have developed an inquiry 

process that is appropriate to their context; a process that involves the following five well defined stages: 

1. curiosity - captivating and engaging interest / a provocation 

2. take stock - children considering what they already know about the area and starting to determine a 

path of inquiry related to their interest 

3. discovery - children thinking about the resources they have to find out information related to their 

interest and beginning the research process 

4. communicate - children taking action and sharing what they have learnt in an appropriate format 

5. reflection - taking time to evaluate and reflect on learning, considering where to next 

Teachers at Richmond acknowledge that they need to think and plan differently, especially to ensure that 

curriculum requirements are fulfilled at the same time as IBL is facilitated.  

Rather than studying individual subjects – which can have the danger of them being viewed as unrelated – the 

IBL approach champions the ‘connectedness’ of learning.  It also gives children the opportunity to extend their 

knowledge and understanding by going deeper. The whole approach is incredibly exciting, inspiring and 

stimulating – both for the observer, and for the children themselves, who are active participants in learning.  

Having first read about and now being exposed to IBL first-

hand in New Zealand, Soul Action believes that this approach 

to education will be well suited to any primary school that 

emerges from the Reggio-style preschool it is proposing to 

establish in Durban.  IBL represents a way of continuing to 

support children as they develop the skills they require for the 

21st century, by continuing that sense of wonder, 

inquisitiveness and collaboration nurtured in their early years, 

alongside the teaching of key skills in reading, writing & math.  

https://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEFUSA_NewVisionforEducation_Report2015.pdf&h=AT1zWT58-HmY3hJZUcGtAJerzDz_WjeE6n-OmOBPA_3zQ1qD5olnK69Ic4iM1ygJH2bw9z3u_NCJaGk5_g5kp-G5NVvr29yZNEZdf2f8UBmRJ3kn_uu-ljXJzsV_K-fxbZ0
https://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEFUSA_NewVisionforEducation_Report2015.pdf&h=AT1zWT58-HmY3hJZUcGtAJerzDz_WjeE6n-OmOBPA_3zQ1qD5olnK69Ic4iM1ygJH2bw9z3u_NCJaGk5_g5kp-G5NVvr29yZNEZdf2f8UBmRJ3kn_uu-ljXJzsV_K-fxbZ0
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MODERN LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS IN BLENHEIM 

Depending on the individual, a person who is required to work in a context independently either faces a 

challenge or focuses their mind; for a teacher that spends most of their time with the class of children that they 

have responsibility for – often with very little interaction with other adults – it can feel quite isolating at times.  

INTER RATHER THAN IN-DEPENDENCE  

New Zealand – where there has been a move away from individual classrooms towards spaces that two or three 

teachers share – offers an alternative: interdependence rather than independence, and not just for the teachers.  

With a balance between children working with the teacher/s, and children self-managing their work – either 

collaboratively with others or independently from others – ‘Modern Learning Environments’ being very much 

student-led leads to each child understanding their role and responsibilities in their own learning process.  

 

In June, Soul Action had the privilege of visiting two schools in the north of New Zealand’s South Island – 

Whitney Street and Grovetown – both in Blenheim, both working with Modern Learning Environments. The 

latter visit focused on spending time within a 5 and 6 year old space, the former on a 7 and 8 year old space.  

SELF-MANAGERS 

From a young age, New Zealand children are being taught and encouraged ‘to learn by being self-managing 

thinkers who are connected’.  Children were given certain ability-related activities that they needed to complete 

each day, and which they self-manage.  Alongside this, reading and math were taught each day in small – ability 

related – groups, whilst writing was taught as a whole class of about 25-30 children.  Technology – laptops, 

rather than tablets – was utilised for real-life purposes and tasks; an integral part of learning and the 

environment rather than a tool to reinforce teaching or confined to a totally separate subject or physical space. 

Children own their own learning, since they self-manage some tasks and take responsibility for themselves. 

Different abilities of children are well catered for with teachers working with small groups ensuring children 

make good progress.   
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TEAM-PLAYERS 

Modern Learning Environments encourage teachers to be part of a team, to be accountable to one another, to 

collaborate, and to be part of a community of learning / teaching.  Where there are challenges, the perspectives 

of another can be voiced and heard; ways forward can be found collaboratively.  Teachers can plan together, 

bounce ideas off each other, and seek different solutions.  Teachers can play to their strengths; in fact, it is 

welcomed / expected.  One teacher shared how she works with the reading groups – since this was her strength 

– whilst the other teacher preferred to focus on mathematics – which was their strength.     

All the teachers were very active throughout the school day, working with different groups on specific activities.  

WELCOMING DIVERSITY  

Since two or three classes share a space, Modern Learning Environments provide children with the opportunity 

to belong to their own class and to be part of a much bigger, broader, diverse and varied community of learners.  

They are encouraged to collaborate when and as it is appropriate; they support one another and have time to 

solve their own-problems, independently or together.  Children can work in groups, pairs or individually; at a 

desk, on the floor, in the corner – whatever spaces they feel most comfortable, safe and / or learn best in.  Every 

child doesn’t need to sit in a chair, at a desk, all of the time, and / or all sit in a circle, at the teachers request.   

CALM AND COLLECTED  

This may all sound a bit messy and chaotic, but the first-hand reality of these Modern Learning Environments is 

totally the opposite.  Teachers are quietly spoken, clear with their instructions and calm.  Children work well and 

remain on task in spaces that feel homely, peaceful and relaxing.  It is amazing to observe how motivated these 

children are, and how they own their own learning, especially considering some of them were only 5 years old.  

 

Modern Learning Environments set a context for children to develop skills in problem-solving, the appropriate 

use of technology, collaboration and decision-making.  As the school building is designed or redeveloped in 

Durban, due consideration will need to be given with regards to how best to develop modern learning 

environments that are suitable for a South African context that is in need of equality and more inclusive spaces.  
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A CELEBRATION OF HISTORY AND CULTURE AT AWHI WHANAU, AUCKLAND 

How to establish a school with a culture / environment in line with one’s philosophy has been touched on 

previously (p21, p26) – a culture / environment that allows and encourages ‘the work’ that needs to be done by 

adults and children to happen – but what about the history of the place and people in which the school is located? 

 

Located in a suburb of Auckland, on New Zealand’s North Island, Awhi Whanau is an early childhood centre that 

embodies the Reggio Approach developed in Italy, but in a way that is unique to their context.  From the moment 

one enters the space the Maori culture at Awhi Whanau is obviously valued and respected; they seek to affirm 

and empower the Tamariki – children – in their identity, evident in so many of their practices: 

▪ we received a very warm traditional ‘Maori’ welcome; the adults – staff and 
people from the community – along with the children sang and greeted us 
in Maori 

▪ the outside space is culturally relevant and represents the Maori landscape 

▪ people from the community with a love for, and desire to work with 
children, are embraced and developed; often going on to study as teachers 

▪ each child has their own learning journal, which records their development 
- their form of documentation (right: a child shares another child’s journal) 

▪ Maori and English are spoken by staff, with children learning to speak 
English and Maori 

 The centre is ‘committed to nurturing every child and supporting their growth and development.’  A statement 

no doubt many an early childhood centre would claim as one of their aims, but it was the way this was worked 

out in the unique context of Awhi Whanau that was particularly interesting and inspiring – how the aim was 

reflected in the built and natural environments the respect and value of the culture, the languages being spoken. 

https://awecc.weebly.com/
https://awecc.weebly.com/
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The visit as a whole, especially the 

Maori welcome – which included 

an address by one of the elders 

(right) – and particularly the 

extended dialogue with Centre 

Manager Huhana Winiata, and one 

of the founders Robyn Lawrence 

(left), was deeply challenging – in a 

good way – in particular in 

considering the unique cultural 

context of Africa, South Africa, 

KwaZulu Natal, eThekwini, Inner-

City Durban, right down to the one 

square kilometre of wherever the 

school will eventually be located.  

Awhi Whanau makes one wonder what cultures exist locally – what is common, similar or totally unique about 

these cultures, and how does one celebrate Durban’s rich heritage without focusing on narratives that – as a 

consequence of some of South Africa’s past ills – are ‘historical hostile’ by nature (McLaren 2012:117) 15  

In researching the different and shared cultures, histories, languages and 

traditions that are represented locally there is a genuine desire to develop 

practices which appreciate, comprehend, respect and value the context/s 

of the families and community that will one day come to see the school as 

theirs, practices that develop levels of understanding that lend 

themselves to deep and meaningful relationships emerging, practices 

that see education as a joint collaborative democratic effort.  

The hope is that this additional piece of contextual, cultural, historical 

research will inform the very nature of what and who ‘we’ are as a school; 

that through it, the school will gain fresher perspectives on how to work 

alongside the community, families and their children – in ways that 

respects and values all the cultures and histories that are represented. 
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ENSURING ‘QUALITY ’  WITHIN EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION IN SYDNEY 

Mia Mia Child and Family Study Centre at Macquarie University, Sydney, Australia – www.mq.edu.au/mia-mia – 

was established 24 years ago to provide a long-day care program for the community. The centre is also the 

school for the Institute of Early Childhood’s demonstration program and a site of innovative practice. 

 

Reflecting on the final visit of 10 weeks of research, the word that springs to mind most is ‘quality’: 

▪ quality in terms of the homely environment created for the 0 to 5 year olds in their care, with careful 

thought going in to the furniture, the resources available and what is placed on the walls 

▪ quality of teachers, with a high number of staff qualified to degree level 

▪ quality of interaction between adults and children, with approaches that differentiate for the 

developmental needs of each age group 

▪ quality of collaboration between staff to provide education and care 

▪ quality in levels of staffing with high staff to children ratios, and permanent staff to cover break times, 

non-contact time and annual leave - ensuring consistency 

▪ quality of the outside area, with a dedicated teacher being responsible for the space and documenting 

learning 

▪ quality in the food served, and the dedication of the chef to work with two children each day and 

document learning  

▪ quality in the way technology is integrated in to learning 

▪ quality in the documentation that is developed on a daily basis by a teacher from each age group, and 

used as a way of communicating learning with families 

▪ quality in the way the centre works with families, from the admission process, to considering 

transition, to having easily accessible photos of each child’s family in their room, to the participation of 

families in the maintenance and development of the built environment 

▪ quality of the leadership in working alongside, supporting and developing staff 

In dialoguing with Susan – Mia Mia’s acting director – she highlights how research shows that ‘quality’ within 

early childhood centres is linked to the level of qualifications of the institution’s leadership and of the teachers, 

and the ratio of those adult staff members to children.  All other influences flow from these two key areas. 

In establishing a ‘quality’ school in Durban careful consideration needs to be given to qualifications and ratios.  

A good number of teachers working within the early years setting in South Africa will be qualified to certificate 

or diploma level, which means quality will rely on developing structures that support staff to be the very best 

they can be, and – where appropriate – encouraging further formal study, so that staff within the early childhood 

centre qualify as teachers with degrees.  Further thought is required as to how to provide high adult to child 

ratios; maybe this will need to include volunteers and / or parent helpers under the guidance of the teacher.  

http://www.mq.edu.au/mia-mia
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A BREATH OF FRESH AI R IN BRADFORD, UK 

As part of their research-based sabbatical, Phil and Rachel had the privilege of attending the National 

Conference of Assemblies of God in Great Britain, a gathering of Church leaders held over three days annually.  

Although Phil had attended before – the year prior to leaving the UK in 2007 – it was the first time in over ten 

years that the two of them had been able to participate in the conference together since living in South Africa. 

ASSEMBLIES OF GOD NATIONAL CONFERENCE  

It was great to be able to spend quality time with the Pastors from our ‘home’ church in the UK, as well as 
connect with our primary point of contact in the Assemblies of God (AOG) Mission team, as well as benefit from 
listening to Pastor Chris Hodges teach on various aspects of leadership.   

Chris is the founding and Senior Pastor of Church of the Highlands in Birmingham, Alabama, a church known 
for its life-giving culture and focus on leading people to an intimate relationship with God.  With a deep passion 
for the Church – especially for developing leaders –  it was an unexpected blessing that he facilitated six of the 
nine sessions at the conference.  During one particular session, Phil and I were both stuck by his statement, that: 

‘Jesus is a breath of fresh air’ – at which point Chris blew into the microphone to demonstrate that although 
we translate the Hebrew word Ruach and Greek Pneuma into ‘Spirit’, the literal translation is ‘ Fffff ’ – breath!  

Using 1 Cor 3: 17-18, Chris highlighted his belief that God calls each person to 
make a difference in the world; by choosing to bear God’s image and reflect 
Jesus in each of our contexts. Alexandra Klein-Smith quoted the Talmud: 

‘Do not be daunted by the enormity of the world’s grief.  Do justly, 

now.  Love mercy, now.  Walk humbly, now.  You are not obligated 

to complete the work, but neither are you free to abandon it.”16 

Hodges unpacked how being ‘a breath of fresh air’ in the world involves taking 
on the 4 faces, or characteristics, of God (see right column for more details).   

 

A number of things Chris shared resonated with our experiences / research – 
from seeing people’s potential, to excellence, leadership and the need of 
supportive structures – but 2 things stood out most: 

1. GOD’S TRUE IMAGE BEARERS ARE TRULY INCLUSIVE 

Not only is ‘inclusivity’ or transcultural-ness a recurring theme in educational 
pedagogy and practice around the world – thinking of Reggio, Oasis and the 
Peace School – but bearing God’s image is something Soul Action has been 
exploring with Durban’s business, church and Non-profits leaders throughout 
2017-18.  The conclusion?  Being ‘created in God’s image’ has nothing to do 
with looking like God – God is Fffff – but rather reflecting God in society, i.e.  

FOUR FACES (EZ 1:10). 

The face of human is about 

loving all people, seeing the 

other as God does – believing in 

people’s potential, and 

facilitating processes that help 

them to grow best 

The lion loves God, draws near, 

leans in, gets up close and 

personal in order to know God 

deeply, and – in doing so –

develop a sense of calling / 

vocation, i.e. who they are 

designed to be 

The face of the ox involves 

having the attitude of a servant; 

submitting in order to having a 

deeper more positive impact on 

our contexts – like ‘tigger’ in A. 

A Milne’s Winnie the Pooh 

The eagle is excellent, strong, 

sores high and goes beyond 

what is expected (the extra 

mile), and puts systems in place 

that help others to do even 

greater things well 



35 

‘…a sacred choreography of self-giving, other-receiving; honouring, being-honoured; fully seeing the other, 

fully revealing self’ (McLaren 2012:129) – the antidote to the ‘hostile narratives’ of domination, revolution, 

assimilation purification, competition, victimization/self-preservation, and isolation (p. 117) – the consequences 

of which stain the annuls of the Old Testament, Washington’s National Museum of the American Indian, the 

World Holocaust Remembrance Center or Yad Vashem in Jerusalem, and the streets of Inner-City Durban. 17 

2. THE CENTRALITY OF ‘CHARIS’  

The word charis – which is derived from the Greek word meaning for "grace, kindness, life" – was first raised as 

a passing comment by the Rev. Michael Conway, President of Don Bosco High in Washington (p17); a second 

staff member expanded by accrediting being ‘led by the Holy Spirit’ as the only reason the school existed.  The 

word charis-ma, or charis-matic refers to a certain attractiveness or charm that inspires devotion from others, 

or ‘a divinely conferred power or talent.’  Like the Ffff or ‘breath of fresh air’ that Pastor Chris Hodges refers to 

above, it is the latter definition that staff at Don Bosco were referring and that is of primary concern here.     

One of the most striking and honestly surprising highlights of this research has been 

the faith-based schools, including Don Bosco, Ad Fontes in Virginia, Oasis in the UK, the 

Peace School in Israel, Blenheim’s Richmond View and Auckland’s Awhi Whaunau (see 

p31-32) – and their Wairua, or ‘spiritual component’ as Huhana Winiata put it; a 

component that very much underlined everything that went on at the Centre. 

Living and working in South Africa – a country that claims to be +_80% Christian, 18 and 

yet remains one of the most consistently unequal countries in the world 19 – it is easy 

to become cynical about how far faith goes beyond weekly gatherings, which therefore 

casts a shadow of doubt over how effective or necessary anything ‘faith-based’ is.   

But maybe here lies the learning.  The faith-based takeaway from this research is that all the schools, all over 

the world, all have ‘faith’ in something, even if it isn’t God, they believe, and – if they are effective – are 

committed to communicating and demonstrating their aims, ethos, pedagogy or philosophy.  From experience, 

the most accommodating, creative, dynamic, innovative schools in the world ‘practice what they preach’.  Their 

faith is not dead, since it is accompanied by works; it is lived-out practically in their culture, environment, habits, 

values, and so on.  This ‘work’ starts with the leaders, for example, in how they support staff, and is actioned by 

staff in how they respond to children which transforms families, community, the city, and so on. 

CONCLUSION 

In terms of choosing to be a ‘faith’ based school, or not, there isn’t a choice – if a school wants to be effective.  

Assuming it does, it will be faithful to its aims, ethos, pedagogy or philosophy, etc. – they will be prominent, 

prioritized, perhaps even assessed. The only choice an effective school has is what to have ‘faith’ in – which aims, 

ethos, pedagogies, philosophies, etc.  If it is based on Christianity, an effective school will do more than pay lip 

service, it will seek to be Christ-like practically every day, which, as McLaren (p. 129) has pointed out, means 

reflecting the non-dominating, non-revolutionary, non-assimilating, non-purifying, non-competitive, non-

victimizing / preserving, non-isolating character of God, in all they say and do.  Like ‘a breath of fresh air’! 

 

  



36 

PRACTISING THE ART OF HOSPITALITY  

As well as first-hand experiences, fresh 

inspiration and new learning, the research 

process has provided some of the most 

amazing examples of hospitality in action.   

The Oxford Dictionary defines hospitality as 

‘the friendly and generous reception of 

guests, visitors or strangers’ – this has 

certainly been the case in Europe, the US, the 

Middle East and Australasia. Being 

welcomed as visitors or ‘strangers’ in so 

many of schools – with nothing more than a 

shared passion to provide high quality 

education – we leave feeling more like 

friends in the pursuit of a common goal.   

The leaders and staff at the preschools and schools have been 

so accommodating; encouraging observations of lessons, 

interaction with students, exploration of the environment, 

freedom to photograph, and even set aside time to dialogue – 

often providing hot drinks and delicious local delicacies.  

In visiting schools, Rachel would often ask principals / centre 

directors the question: ‘if you could recommend one book, 

what would it be?’  Never expecting the response she’d get… 

Not only would they recommend one – sometimes two – books, but often reach across to their shelf, pull out a 

copy, and hand it over to take away.  What a blessing!   People’s generosity has been so unexpected, so 

overwhelming, so much so that we return home with one 15kg suitcase full of books; which means lots more 

reading material that is going to be supportive in continuing the journey towards establishing a school in Durban. 
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So many have bought drinks or cooked, paid for or shared meals – all over the world – from cappuccinos in 

Brisbane and London, to home-cooked curry in New York and Chinese in Blenheim, breakfast barbies and 

sunset picnics in the Gold Coast, pancakes in Princeton and Nottingham, burgers and fish pie in Cotgrave, fish 

and chips in Bradford and Sydney, chicken and dips in London, and multiple meals in Washington and Stoke. 

People have generously given towards travel, and lifts from and / or to airports, bus, coach and railway stations. 

Then there are people who share their homes – from close family in the UK, to friends in Australia and New 

Zealand welcoming us into their families and sharing their lives.  Friends in London even moved out of their flat 

for a week, to enable us to spend time with Zac.  And then there are the total strangers who choose to open 

their homes, believing that whatever they have is actually God’s – that they just get to steward and share it.  

 

Exposure to hospitality leads one to question and challenge one’s own approach.  How hospitable are we to 

friends, visitors, even strangers?  Are people accepted, heard and understood?  In the New Testament Jesus 

instructs his disciples to find men and women of peace whenever they travel, and when they do to, ‘Stay at the 

same house, eating and drinking whatever you are offered’ (Luke 10:7).  Do people really feel ‘received’?   

Being a recipient ought to compel us – in a positive way – to tweak thoughts and behaviour, to be more in line 

with our experiences.  What does practicing hospitality for guests, visitors and strangers practically mean? 
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FOOD GLORIOUS FOOD 

Ten weeks ago today the search for innovative schools began in northern-central Italy, at Reggio Emilia, a city 

of 180,000 people situated in the fertile Po River Valley, 45 minutes East of Parma and 1 hour West of Bologna. 

As well as pioneering a student-centred approach to education, with a philosophy that views every child as 

capable, curious, competent and intelligent, what we noticed in every school we visited is how important food 

is to education. Not surprising, given that the Emilia-Romagna region gifted the world balsamic vinegar, 

Parmigiano-Reggiano (cheese), prosciutto di Parma (ham) and tortellini, to name a few. 

EVERY SCHOOL SHOULD HAVE A CHEF!  

16,000 km South of Reggio, Mia Mia – like so many of the Reggio Inspired schools across the world – employed 

a chef who prepares a weekly menu and cooks alongside two children. The chef doesn’t just cook food, she also 

documents each child’s learning – a feature of the student centred approach – and is therefore just as much a 

teacher as those in the classroom, or the teacher at Mia Mia who has sole responsibility for the outside space. 

It was slightly paradoxical to observe pre-school children arranging floral displays on tables they’d laid, and then 

sitting alongside staff eating restaurant quality food they helped prepare, listening to music, after previously 

visiting high schools where every child eats the same bland, cooked-from-frozen food, off plastic trays, in record 

time.  In the former schools – where sharing breakfast, morning tea, lunch or afternoon tea had been elevated 

to another level – the context or environment made a significant difference to the quality of the shared 

experience, and the depth of conversations that lead to relationships and real-life learning around the table.   

 

Reflecting on some of the personal culinary experiences of the past ten weeks, the three course Vietnamese 

meal – with Mochi Ice-cream and a first ever Panna Cotta to finish – was a most memorable way to celebrate an 

18th birthday with family. Marinated Sardines – a Venetian specialty – was also a first, like Scallops in 

Washington, cornbread in the New York, Tandoori clay-baked Snapper in Auckland, Mackerel in Bangkok, and 

chilled Red Lambrusco in Reggio.  And then there were the world’s best picnics, so many with views to die for… 

Starting in Reggio, daily picnics in the piazzas around the Loris Malaguzzi International Center were delight-full; 

not only because of the opportunity to sample more local produce, but it represented a space in the day for our 

first reflections on our participation in the Study Group on the Reggio Approach. On to Venice, where the steps 

of Santa Maria della Salute offered welcome shade from the heat, and a memorable view of the Grand Canal.  
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In New York, a conversation about the possibility of attending one of the city’s many – but expensive – Jazz 

Clubs, preceded the moment a quartet began setting up whilst picnicking in Central Park.  In DC, the shade of 

the trees lining the Washington’s National Mall beckoned, although – in hindsight – the National Gallery of 

Sculpture and its impressive fountain would have provided even more refreshment in the heat.  

Rather than get battered by a blustery Nawi Cove in Sydney, battling through elements lead to the Barangaroo 

Reserve, just around the corner, complete with a stunning first sight of the iconic Sydney Harbour Bridge. 

 

The fast-ferry from Sydney leads to Manly, and a picturesque 10km walk around the coastline that leads to 

Cabbage Tree Cove and a picnic spot on Shelley Beach.  There were quality curries and home-cooked Chinese 

in Blenheim, but it was too wet for picnicking.  Christchurch was too cold, but the 450km journey through South 

Island included a picnic stop at Kaikora (below left), where snowed-capped mountains meet the sea at sunset. 

As for ‘picnics’ on the Pacific, it is hard to beat the fish and chips supper in Byron Bay and the sunset in Burleigh.   

 

Lastly, but by no means least, just imagine sitting on the shores of Galilee (above right), dipping Arabic bread in 

hummus, with local olives, followed by dates stuffed with walnuts, whilst listening to the miracles of Jesus. 

Food really ought to be about more that ‘filling a gap’ – something one just has to do to get by and survive.  Meal 

times can represent a sacred space in the day, where we debate, dream, ponder, reflect and wonder, etc.  

Cooking, sharing food, lingering around the table, and even washing up together can be made memorable 

  

https://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=https://www.kaikoura.co.nz/&h=AT0QfVfQonQoCohNi610QHsvxRsOIJLvZXo2fYZE4f9qxDPipoAabW0Rckm4_9zdFgW-yJhXEfOfOkDWk-13B0rgcUNslwsLZ8QnjQio3olz54-fqDN4wmj8EWYEyaxm4sA
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COLLABORATION - ‘I  AM BECAUSE WE ARE’  

Throughout 10 weeks of research, the collaborative nature of teaching has been evident in many of the schools. 

At the heart of being collaborative is the belief that we are better together than we are on our own.  In South 

Africa there is a saying: Ubuntu or ‘I am because we are’ - the idea that humans cannot exist in isolation, we 

cannot be without each other, but rather depend on connection, community and - I would add - collaboration. 

 

Practically speaking, collaborative schools have been shown to be participatory; they welcome contribution, 

dialogue, group work, sharing, teamwork, etc.  Staff are encouraged to bring ideas, thoughts and knowledge, 

with the understanding that – as a result of sharing – a better, richer, fuller education can be provided for every 

child.  They rights of children are valued and practiced.  

▪ In the infant toddler centres (0 to 3 year olds) and pre-schools (3 to 6 year olds) at Reggio Emilia, teachers 

work in pairs in one class, and then as part of a wider staff team to reflect, think and design projects. 

Teachers are referred to as ‘participants’ in the learning process – they grow and are being formed 

together, as they participate and encounter the different points of view, of adults and children 

▪ At the Blue School in Lower Manhattan, New York, children (from 2 to 13 years of age) are taught by 

teachers who work collaboratively in pairs with a class. The school’s leadership model collaboration by 

investing in teachers through facilitating joint reflection and planning meetings. 

▪ The Children’s Zone in Harlem has developed a ‘pipeline of best practice’ with programs that operate 

from birth right the way through to college; their leaders acknowledge that for this to be possible, a 

culture needs to be cultivated that is rooted in passion, accountability, leadership and teamwork. 

▪ The Oasis Academy, with 49 schools across the UK for children ranging from 3 to 16 year olds, value 

collaboration; they say ‘we’ are stronger together means sharing knowledge, mutual respect, 

forgiveness, believing the best in and for the other - all of which develop understanding and tolerance. 

▪ At the Malachim Preschool in Israel’s capital Tel Aviv-Yafo, three teachers work together with a class of 

children - they plan together, share the same space and have responsibility for the class. 

▪ Classrooms for 5 to 13 year olds at Richmond View School in Blenheim, New Zealand, are physically 

connected; an approach which encourages teachers to work in small teams for certain activities.  Adults 
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work as team within the classrooms; a class might have 4 adults – a teacher, two teaching aids and a 

parent helper, working together to facilitate math teaching and activities for varying abilities. 

▪ In the ‘Modern Learning Environments’ at Whitney Street – once again in in Blenheim, New Zealand – 

three teachers plan and work together to facilitate class teaching and small group work 

▪ At Grovetown School a ‘Modern Learning Environment’ for 5 to 11 year olds in New Zealand, two 

teachers share a space working with the five and six year olds, playing to one anothers strengths and 

working together to seek solutions to any challenging situations that might arise at any given time. 

▪ The staff team at Awhi Whanau Early Childhood Centre, a bi-lingual Maori school for children aged 6 

months to five years in Auckland, on New Zealand’s North Island, work together as a team, sharing 

responsibility for the inside and outdoor spaces and constructing knowledge with the children. 

▪ Home-like environments have been intentionally created for children from 3 months to 5 years at the 

Mia Mia Child and Family Centre at the Institute for Childhood at the Macquarie University in Sydney.  

The staff work in teams of at least three people, providing high quality care and education. 

The World Economic Forum (2017) recognises that children need to develop skills in co-operation and 

collaboration.20  If we are ever going to support South African children to develop these skills, then as adults we 

need to want to work with each other, we need to really value collaboration and to model how to do this well.  

Collaboration works best when teachers value and respect the other, when people are not competing for power 

or status. Teachers within a collaborative context need to want to listen to each other, to be flexible and 

embrace change.  We have seen that in order to create the kind of environment that encourages collaboration 

requires leaders who are intentional.  There needs to be a shared understanding of the philosophy for teaching 

and learning with clear expectations in terms of how people will be required to work in teams.  

 

Providing structures that support teachers that seek to work together, gives staff the opportunity to share what 

is working, as well as think / work through any challenges they face.  Staff need to want to be part of a journey 

of creating a collaborative environment, being willing to try new things and work as a team towards the goal. 

The overwhelming majority of schools visited during this research value the rights that every child has to 

inclusive and equitable quality education;21  one way we have witnessed schools achieving this is through 

teachers working collaboratively.  By working together, valuing perspectives and ideas, finding joint solutions 

to problems it is our belief that we can provide a better education for the children in our care. 

  

https://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg4&h=AT3haYMRiLqAjV0_xw_aMXU_KR9SxAM7Xmhc3qtXhxiQnw2sGrx6TcbQkfQfZIhTJxumfQAi2Bm9kB7x7l2kEG8ZRxgqIan3JFAT5lKK6yLO9vyteeT2V4_XMqT0apoEO5I
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FROM THE SHALLOWS INTO DEEP 

There should be moments in every sabbatical that go beyond rest, or research, and something goes deep. 

Ten days in the UK presented an opportunity to participate in ‘Grow’ – the Assemblies of God National Leaders 

Conference in Bradford.  Whilst in London, there was an opportunity to attend one of the evening services with 

friends at Soul Survivor Watford.  Two separate events that seemingly have very little to do with each other.  

Apart from, they represent two occasions when hearing the same message – but through different people, in 

different places, at different times – suggests it was something that really needs to be heard and actioned.  

On May 10, the final morning day of the Assemblies of God Conference, Nathan Morris shared passionately 

from Luke 5: 1-9, how when we are moved by faith – when we know what God is asking of us – we need to ‘move 

from the shallows and launch in to the deep’.  In the deep, God waits for obedience, encourages us to trust and 

looks for commitment.  Where that commitment is accompanied by action, then supernatural provision follows.  

Ten days later, at Soul Survivor in Watford, Mike Pilavachi begins to speak on… ‘moving from the shallows in 

to the deep’.  A coincidence?  Perhaps, but unlikely.  He shares the different emotions one experiences from 

paddling, to being waist high in the shallows, where the waters are half-way up, to when we are fully immersed.  

Just like Nathan Morris ten day previous, Mike 

highlighted how God wants us to move to the deep – 

with an interesting story of being fearful of not floating 

in the Dead Sea –  but we need not be fearful, but rather 

trust and be fully committed, since this is how, when and 

where we can make the most difference.  We just need 

to be prepared to take our feet off the bottom, to not be 

in control, and to trust fully.  Ten days later we were in 

the Dead Sea, feet fully off the ground, totally floating, 

with no effort, but just trusting and not wanting to leave.  

God was challenging me (Rachel), to fully commit to 

establishing the school in Durban, and everything that 

means in terms of following God in the ways of Jesus.  I 

thought I had already committed, but on reflection – 

after hearing Nathan and Mike speak – I realised there 

was something that I still wanted control over, which I 

needed to let go of in order to really move in to the deep 

and fully trust in God. Challenging but very necessary. 

What does moving from the shallows and into the 

deep mean for you?  What might be preventing you 

from launching into the deep?  Let us consider what 

you / we might need to do in order to fully commit.  
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APPENDIX 
PHILOSOPHY OF EDUCATION 

We believe that every child should have the opportunity to fulfil their God-given potential, with each student 

being encouraged and supported to become life-long learners.  We will provide a place of learning where 

children develop knowledge, understanding and skills which are necessary to fulfil their aspirations and relevant 

for today’s society; opportunities which enable each child to make a positive contribution to society. 

As well as a platform to develop knowledge, understanding and skills, the learning environment will provide 

opportunities for children to grow holistically; physically, socially and emotionally, cognitively and spiritually.  

Since a child’s right to be protected from discrimination, neglect, abuse and exploitation is key to creating a 

school where children develop holistically, we will provide a secure, caring and stimulating context where 

children feel safe and are free to explore and learn.   

The school environment will provoke learning and discovery, by making space for children to learn creatively.  

We believe that each child is a unique individual who is capable, intelligent, creative and curious.  In order to 

fulfil their potential, learners need to be active participants in their education and development.  Students and 

teachers will work together in determining what should be learned and how best to learn it.  A curriculum driven 

by the child ensures greater involvement and sustains interest; when learners have the opportunity to discover 

for themselves in authentic situations they are able to construct knowledge with others. 

We recognise that relationships with peers, educators and parents / carers are essential to the learning process.  

Diverse classrooms – socio-economically and racially – benefit all children and have been shown to improve 

learning for everyone as they support students in reducing prejudice, developing greater levels of empathy, 

improving critical thinking and problem solving skills.  As children have the opportunity to learn and understand 

about different cultures they can appreciate and develop a respect for each other.   

Teachers will be held in the highest regard, with a culture of personal and professional development to maintain 

high standards.  Educators will be expected to be co-learners, serving as guides and facilitators as they work 

with the children.  Teachers will observe, listen, dialogue, respect learners’ ideas and views, and document 

learning and progress.  Education is a shared responsibility between the parent / carer, teacher and pupil.  

Research shows that when parents are involved in education children perform better (Okeke, 2014).  

Participation of parents / carers is vital; thus the school will develop effective ways in which partnerships can 

develop. 

Thus, we aspire to be a school where teachers co-create learning with the child, where students are encouraged 

to be creative, to think critically and encouraged to solve problems; a model where children are supported to be 

life-long learners, where they flourish and reach their God-given potential.   

Please note:  our thinking has been influenced by the teachings of Frobel, Montessori, Pestalozzi, Dewey, Piaget and Malaguzzi.   
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KEY THEMES THAT EMERGE 

 

THE IMAGE OF A CHILD         

▪ Approaches that differentiate for the developmental needs of each age group (6/6) 

▪ High expectations of children (11/14) 

▪ Approaches to support development of academics & critical thinking, collaboration, problem-solving, 

innovators, creativity, self and social intelligence (10/14) 

▪ Rights of the child to quality education, along with responsibilities of the child (9/14) 

 

THE STAFF TEAM           

▪ Calibre of teachers - researchers, qualified, trusted, mindset, work with small groups, active, committed, 

motivated, prepared, passionate and want to make a difference, quality, calibre, vocation, not just a job, 

male for early childhood, intentional in activities chosen, dialogue, questioning, observations, gently 

provoked learning (13/14) 

▪ Leadership - role of pedagogista, staff development to ensure provide quality teaching and learning, 

provide clear expectations, accountability, create culture for teaching and learning (8/14) 

 

THE ENVIRONMENT          

▪ Environment for learning (8/14) - high-rise, outside space, use of space, central office for educational leader, 

spread out atelier, homely, technology incorporated in to learning environment, modern learning 

environments – work completely individually and completely together – children free to learn / work in most 

appropriate way – encourage collaboration, problem solving, flexibility 

▪ Collaboration between staff (9/14)  

▪ Hospitality (14/14)  

▪ Importance of food (4/6) 

 

THE PARENT / CARER, FAMILY AND COMMUNITY  

▪ Parents / families / community (7/14) - develop relationships through structures, rhythms, celebrate festivals, 

genuine and meaningful relationships, focus on families & community in order to bring transformation, 

defined community to see transformation  
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ABBREVIATIONS OF SCHOOLS 

 

RE Reggio Emilia, Italy 

BS Blue School, New York, America 

US Uncommon School, Brooklyn, America 

HCZ Harlem Children’s Zone, America 

AF Ad Fontes Academy, Centreville, America 

CR Don Bosco Cristo Rey, Washington, America 

CSS Casa San Salvador, Washington, America 

OA Oasis Academy, London, England 

AOG Assemblies of God Great Britain 

MP Malachim Preschool, Tel Aviv, Israel 

PP Peace Preschool, Jerusalem, Israel 

J Jerusalem 

RV Richmond View, Blenheim, New Zealand 

WS Whitney Street, Blenheim, New Zealand 

GS Grovetown School, Blenheim, New Zealand 

AW Awhi Whanau, Auckland, New Zealand 

MM Mia Mia, Sydney, Australia 
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TEACHING AND LEARNING 

▪ Approaches to support development of academics & critical thinking, collaboration, problem-solving, 
innovation, creativity, self and social intelligence (10/14) 
- Reggio Approach - design project, co-create with children,  RE, MP & AW (contextualised) 

alternate between known & unknown      
- numeracy, literacy, project work – integration between subject  BS 

areas – holistic – balance with students’ interests 
- classical curriculum – grammar, logic, rhetoric, emphasise shift  AF 

as children get older 
- inquiry learning balanced with teaching of reading, writing, math RV, GS 
- learn with others / collaboration between children   RE, MP, PP, AW,  

MM, RV, WS, GS 
o ‘me’ within the ‘we’, learn in relation to others   RE 
o central space – piazza      RE, AW 

- self-manage learning – ownership, motivation    WS, GG 
- zone of proximal development      RE, MP 
- being present - living in the now     RE 

o process more important than product    RE 
o celebrate the journey      WS 
o no art work on the walls      MM 

 

▪ Approaches that differentiate for the developmental needs of each age group (6/6) 

        BS, HCZ, AF, RV, WS, MM 

▪ High expectations of children (11/14)     

        RE, BS, US, AF, CR, RV, GS, WS, AW, MM, OA 

▪ Rights of the child to quality education (9/14)    

        RE, BS, HCZ, OA, PP, AW, MM ,WS, GS 

▪ Cater for different abilities - reading groups, math groups, writing mixed (2/14)    

        WS, GS 

▪ Early childhood education – languages spoken (3/7) 
- English, Spanish, French      HCZ 
- Hebrew, Arabic + value of language, lessons for staff   PP 
- Maori and English       AW 

 

▪ School day in bite-size chunks (1/14)     

       RV 

▪ Consistency between classes (1/14)     

        US 

▪ Teaching explicit – clear steps to develop skills (1/14)   

US 
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STAFF 

▪ Calibre of teachers (13/14) 
- researchers, qualified, trusted, mindset     RE, BS 
- work with small groups       RE, BS, MP, PP, RV,  

         WS, GS, AW, MM 
- active, committed, motivated, prepared    US, GS, WS, AF 
- passionate and want to make a difference    CR, MM, PP 
- vocation, not just a job       OA, AW, MM 
- male for early childhood      MP 
- intentional in activities chosen, dialogue, questioning, observing MP 
- gently provoked learning      MM 

 

▪ Documentation of learning (6/14) 
- group focus        RE, MM 
- portfolios        BS 
- learning journeys / stories      GS, WS, AW (contextualised) 

 

▪ Collaboration between staff (9/14)      RV 
- two teachers per class        RE, BS, PP 
- three teachers per class       MP, MM, AW 
- MLEs         GS, WS 
- Roles and responsibilities      WS, MM, AW 

 

▪ Leadership (8/14) 
- role of pedagogista       RE, MM 
- staff development to ensure provide quality teaching & learning BS, US, MP, MM, AW 
- provide clear expectations, accountability    OA, MP, AW, MM 
- create culture for teaching and learning     RE, BS, US, OA,  

MP, PP, AW, MM 
o theology, ethos, habits       OA 
o provide environment for work to happen   PP 
o respect culture & history - develop genuine relationships AW 

 

▪ Appointing staff (4/14) 
- expectations        MP, AW, PP 
- vocation, part of the journey      MP, PP, MM 
- thorough interview process      MP, AW 

ENVIRONMENT FOR LEARNING 

▪ Environment for learning (8/14)      RE 
- high-rise can work       BS, OA, HCZ 
- outside space        MM, AW, RE   
- good use of space       MP, PP 
- spread out atelier       RE 
- homely         MM 
- technology incorporated in to learning environment   RE, WS, MM 
- modern learning environments – work completely individually  WS, GS 

and completely together – children learn in most appropriate way  
 

▪ Resources (4/14) 
- recycled        MP, MM 
- natural         RE, MM, AW 

 

▪ Importance of food - social aspect, chef – document learning (4/6)  
RE, MP, AW, MM  
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INCLUSIVE 

▪ Inclusivity (4/15) 
- space belongs to everyone – being together & separate   CSS 
- by design – rhythms       CSS 
- Soul Action house / flats 
- faith / beliefs – all welcomed & included     OA, PP 
- faith and race – celebration of festivals     PP 
- participation of children, families, teachers, municipality  RE 

municipality is an expectation 
 

▪ Parents, families, community (7/14) 
- develop relationships through structures    MP 
- rhythms        RE, MM 
- celebrate festivals       PP 
- genuine and meaningful relationships     AW 

focus on families & community in order to bring transformation  HCZ, OA 
- defined community to see transformation    HCZ, OA 

 

▪ Hospitality (14/14)  
–      schools welcoming and hospitable, receiving, share learning  RE, BS, US, HCZ, AF, CR,  
          OA, MP, PP, RV, WS,  
- visiting didn’t interfere with learning     MM 
- how do we be hospitable as a school whilst remaining a safe  

space for teaching & learning? 

FAITH  

▪ visibility, charis, spiritual element (4/15)      

       CR, AF, AW, OA 

OTHER 

▪ Multiple ways of addressing the problem (1/14)     

        HCZ 

▪ Partnership between corporate and education - subsides fees, work experience, life skills (1/14)  

CR 

▪ Justice flows from quality education (1/14)    

PP 

▪ Application process for volunteers (1/14)    

AW 

▪ Challenge to be innovative and transformative (1/14)   

AOG 

▪ Part of something bigger (1/14)      

AOG 

▪ What is the flow of the country – are we prepared to go against it personally and as a school (1/14)  

J 
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