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FOREWORD BY THE MINISTER OF BASIC EDUCATION 

On behalf of the sector, we welcome this comprehensive research report and a new 
evidence-based draft Framework for Effective Deployment of Education Assistants in 
South African Rural Schools. 

In 2016, in recognition of our rural learning landscape’s unique nature, we convened a 
First Rural Education Roundtable to dialogue on the shape and form of rural education 
in South Africa. Subsequent to this dialogue, we launched the now much-vaunted pilot 
project intervention known as the Rural Education Assistants Project (REAP). These 
Education Assistants (EAs) were envisaged as paratroopers deployed to communities 
to improve the quality of learning and teaching and upgrade rural youth livelihoods 
and communities. 

At a conceptual level, the EAs are supposed to improve teaching and learning, 
enhance teacher well-being and improve rural youth livelihoods. This report covers 
the lessons learnt in the REAP, in an engaging yet academically grounded narrative. 
Thus, we now understand that schools in rural South Africa are perhaps seen as 

‘nodes of development’ in a real sense. They are corridors for literacy, upward mobility and an escape route from the 
harsh realities known to confront a large swathe of rural South Africa. For instance, a survey in the Eastern Cape, 
KwaZulu-Natal and Limpopo found that poverty and unemployment were “starkly present in the everyday realities” of 
people living in rural areas. Similarly, a report produced by the Nelson Mandela Foundation noted that “poverty limits the 
ability of families and children to engage with education”, particularly among “households facing food insecurity daily”. 
Rural life, in general, is defined by poverty and lack of service delivery, and its crucial signifier is that rural inhabitants 
have a disproportionately higher need of freedom from want. 

Compounding the problem is a high disease burden outside the peri-urban centres that adversely affects rural learners, 
resulting in higher than average school dropout rates. According to the 2015/16 Stats SA survey, “in Limpopo, one out 
of six children in each household surveyed was out of school, ... one out of every four in KwaZulu-Natal and one out of 
every five in the Eastern Cape”. 

This REAP research report signals a paradigm policy shift from understanding rural education as part of the whole and 
thus already benefitting from the post-apartheid South Africa’s pro-poor policies. We now consider rural education a 
sub-branch of basic education that requires policy-making, funding and leadership from the centre. When done right, it 
is now evident that rural education changes the fortunes of a rural community, village or town beyond providing teaching 
and learning opportunities to its learners. 

Our vision now is to embed targeted social interventions in a school environment, including EAs. These EAs aren’t 
low level, poorly trained and poor cousins of the teaching profession but critical pillars in enabling education in rural 
contexts, as this research report shows. The EAs provide administrative support to teachers, an essential part of realising 
curriculum coverage goals. They also manage and organise classrooms and, most importantly, facilitate Reading, Maths 
and other Clubs. 

This report demonstrates lucidly that our earlier interventions weren’t targeted but evinced a run-of-the-mill, one-size-
fits-all approach. There is now a clearly defined nexus or mutually beneficial symbiosis between the community, the 
school and its environs. 

As the Executive Authority, I am pleased that the research findings on the REAP conclude that the EAs’ presence in 
class has contributed favourably towards reducing teacher workload, stress and burnout. The EAs have contributed 
thereby to enhancing teacher well-being and increasing job satisfaction among the targeted teaching cohort. 
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An unintended and equally pleasing unintended consequence of this pilot project is that about 38% of the 900-odd youth 
enlisted in the EA programme have since registered for further studies due to the exposure created by the project. They 
now measure their worth based on knowledge acquired and the impact that they have had on their communities. The 
majority of those who were already studying have registered to become primary school teachers. These outcomes fortify 
our belief that our young people need opportunities, not hand-outs. 

At the macro level, it is clear that success must be defined, not by proximity to power, but by the presence of equal 
opportunities. Our youth are ready to engage with prospects, grab them by the scruff of the neck and run. As the 
government, we have to do more to free more young people from the stranglehold of poverty, want and neglect. This 
report shows that it is possible. 

We welcome the report and call on all the basic education stakeholders and beyond to engage with it. We will formally 
engage with teacher unions, SGBs and other civil society stakeholders to pilot a White Paper on rural education within 
the term of the Sixth Administration. 

My thanks go to Dr Phumzile Langa, the indomitable woman at the helm of the Rural Education Directorate, and her 
team for a job well done. 

MINISTER OF BASIC EDUCATION

MRS ANGIE MOTSHEKGA, MP
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1.	 Background and Introduction

South Africa is considered an immensely unequal society and has serious socio-economic challenges, particularly 
in rural areas. These areas are characterized by poor infrastructure, lack of services, unemployment, and poverty. 
Consequently, many schools lack the necessary physical resources and basic infrastructure, including sanitation, water, 
roads, transport, electricity and information and communication technology (Du Plessis & Mestry, 2019; Ebersöhn & 
Ferreira, 2012; Lindeque & Vandeyar, 2004; McQuaide, 2009; Pennefather, 2008). These problems directly influence 
the roles of schools and teachers and the quality of education available to learners in these areas. 

Teachers in rural schools face many challenges that negatively affect their experiences. These include commuting long 
distances to school; professional isolation; teaching multiple subjects; multi-grade teaching and enduring high teacher-
learner ratios. Teachers in rural schools spend inordinate amounts of time on non-instructional activities, including 
administrative tasks, leading to less time on teaching and learning (Chisholm et al., 2005). For these reasons, teachers 
in rural areas end up teaching abridged curricula; and seldom adapt or contextualize the curriculum to link it to local 
needs (Aziz, 2011; Eppley, 2009; Taylor & Mulhall, 2001). This compromises the quality of education and leads to poor 
academic performance. 

Despite many initiatives by the Department of Basic Education (DBE) aimed at promoting equity and improving the 
quality of education in resource-poor schools, the majority of which are in rural areas, these challenges persist. This 
calls for a shift from a one-size-fits-all approach to a context-sensitive approach that promotes interconnectedness of 
educational policy, schooling processes and rural contexts (Langa, 2013). Programmes that mobilise rural communities 
to take an active role in school activities can bring about positive change in rural schools. In an attempt to further improve 
the quality of education in rural schools, the DBE developed and implemented the Rural Education Assistants Project 
(REAP) – a pilot project on the use of Education Assistants for improving the quality of education in rural schools. 

To document the implementation of this pilot, research was undertaken to explore the ways in which the use of Education 
Assistants might improve the quality of learning and teaching, and by extension the quality of education, in rural schools. 
This report provides a summary of the research findings. It highlights the research approach used, key findings and 
recommendations regarding the sustainability and replicability of the Education Assistants Programmes; and reflects 
on the lessons learned from the REAP as well as how these will inform the development of a Framework for Effective 
Deployment of Education Assistants in South African Rural Schools. 

2.	 The Rural Education Assistants Project

The Rural Education Assistants Project (REAP) is a three-year project aimed at piloting and researching the use of 
Education Assistants (EAs) in rural primary schools to simultaneously improve the quality of teaching and learning and 
improve the livelihoods of rural youth. Aimed at demonstrating the potential role of schools as drivers of rural economic 
growth, REAP is premised on the notion that education has a role to play in eradicating poverty and spurring economic 
growth as it is a prerequisite for tackling poverty and promoting short and long-term economic growth. 

REAP placed 750 unemployed youth with a minimum of a matric qualification to work as Education Assistants (EAs) 
in 188 rural primary schools across three provinces (Eastern Cape, KwaZulu-Natal and Limpopo). The EAs provided 
assistance with curricular activities (particularly numeracy, literacy and reading) and co-curricular activities (particularly 
establishing and coordinating homework clubs, maths clubs, reading clubs, creative arts clubs and school-based 
agricultural projects). The 750 EAs were paid a stipend for their involvement in the project.  

3.	 Research Approach

The purpose of the research was to examine the key success factors in the implementation of the project. Specifically, 
the researchers aimed to gain a deeper understanding of the roles and responsibilities of EAs, the factors that contribute 
to their effective use and how they contributed to improving the quality of education and at the same time improving the 
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livelihoods of rural youth. This research sought to answer the following key questions:

•	 How does the use of EAs improve the quality of education in rural schools?

•	 How does the use of EAs contribute to promoting the livelihoods of rural youths?

A qualitative case study approach was used to conduct the research where multiple cases were selected for investigation. 
Twenty-four rural schools were purposively selected, applying the sampling principle of maximum variation. Data was 
collected using tools that contained both structured and unstructured questions. These included interviews with principals 
and with mentor teachers, focus group interviews with EAs and observations (including of classroom and out-of-class 
activities of EAs). Data analysis was done using thematic analysis.  

4.	 Overview of the Findings

In accordance with the aim of the research, the summary of the findings highlight key themes that emerged from the 
analysis of data. These are organised according to the two key questions posed in the study:

4.1	 How does the use of EAs improve the quality of education in rural schools?

Three findings emerge from the research in response to this question: 

First, the minimum criteria used for recruiting the EAs contributed to their successful use in the schools. For example, 

•	 Requiring a matric and a good pass in Maths and language assisted in ensuring that the EAs were able to 
execute the roles and responsibilities they are entrusted with. 

•	 Safety screening: The screening of the youth deployed to schools to ensure that children were not exposed to 
people with criminal pasts was also of crucial importance. 

•	 In school supervision and support: The supervision of the work of EAs, as well as ongoing training, were 
found to be significant aspects in the deployment of EAs. 

Second, the activities that the EAs undertook once placed in schools were important contributors to improving the quality 
of learning and teaching. These included:

•	 Providing administrative support to teachers;

•	 Classroom management; and  

•	 Additional tutoring through facilitating various clubs. 

EAs were also found to participate in the overall life of schools, including running extracurricular activities that are 
important for the holistic development of children; as well as being a link between the school and the community. 

Third, in terms of their overall contribution, the presence of EAs in class contributed to the reduction of teacher workload, 
stress and burnout, thereby contributing to enhanced teacher well-being and increased job satisfaction. 

4.2	 How does the use of EAs contribute to promoting the livelihoods of rural youths?

Approximately 900 youths benefitted from the time-bound jobs that were created during the three-year implementation 
period of the project. This contributed to improving the livelihoods of the participating youth and their families in several 
ways. 

•	 Better subsistence for EAs and their families: The stipend enabled the EAs to pay for necessities and con-
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tribute to the upkeep of their families. 

•	 Access to better employment opportunities: As a results of work experience gained, a number of EAs left for 
permanent (better) employment. 

•	 Access to further education: Some EAs saved enough money to leave and study full time. About 38% of the 
EAs registered for further studies as a result of the project, in most cases utilising the stipend they received to 
register for qualifications of their choice and pay for other study-related expenses. Significantly, the majority of 
those pursuing their studies had registered to become primary school teachers. 

•	 Skilling: EAs who were placed in the Agricultural high school gained various skills related to agriculture, includ-
ing general principles of farming and agripreneurship skills. 

•	 Benefits for the participating schools and surrounding communities: The Agricultural school also provided 
seedlings to partner primary schools and this improved implementation of food gardens. The school also sold 
produce to the community. The community thus has had access to fresh produce from the school for domestic 
consumption, contributing to improving food security for some of the households in the villages. In addition, the 
school also extended some of its services to community members by equipping them with basic agricultural 
skills, resulting in some of the community members becoming smallholder ‘farmers’ in their yards.

These findings contribute to a better understanding of the roles and responsibilities of EAs; factors that contribute to their 
effective use; and how they contributed to improved quality of education and livelihoods of rural youth. The findings have 
implications for the sustainability and replicability of the Education Assistants Programme in schools. 

5.	 Key Recommendations 

Recommendations emerging from the research provided are as follows:

5.1	 Effective Deployment of Education Assistants

The impact on the quality of education and student outcomes is dependent on how well decisions regarding the 
employment, deployment and preparation of EAs are made (Webster et al., 2009). 

•	 Recruitment and screening of applicants: The screening of EAs to be deployed to the schools should be under-
taken, especially at the level of recruitment. Screening methods used should be equitable and not disadvantage 
those from remote communities, as was the case with police clearances. 

•	 Allocation of EAs to schools: Criteria for the allocation of EAs to schools be sensitive to the contexts and cir-
cumstances of individual schools; and allow some flexibility for schools to deploy EAs in a manner that would 
be most beneficial to the schools, within the parameters of the guidelines and not assume a one-size-fits-all 
approach.

•	 EA supervision and support: Although the overall responsibility for the management of the EAs lies with the 
principal, it is recommended that at least one responsible person amongst the teaching staff is allocated for the 
supervision and mentoring of EAs.

•	 Ongoing Training: Three levels of training are needed for the successful deployment of EAs in schools: 

o	 Orientation of EAs to the environment of the schools prior to their deployment, and continual training based 
on the needs of the EAs and the needs of the schools. 

o	 Training for mentor teachers and principals responsible for supervision and management of EAs. 

o	 Training for teachers who work with EAs on daily basis. 
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5.2	 Maximising Impact and Improving the Quality of Teaching and Learning 

The findings from this pilot indicate that EAs can contribute to improving the quality of education and learning outcomes 
if there are clear guidelines on their roles and responsibilities and as indicated above, if all stakeholders are trained 
for their specific roles (Blatchford, Webster & Russell, 2012; Saddler, 2015). To maximise impact, we recommend the 
following: 

•	 The roles and responsibilities of the EAs and guidelines for their activities in schools should be carefully crafted, 
with sufficient flexibility to accommodate the education levels of EAs and the particular school context.

•	 The scope of work should go beyond a teacher support role to a teacher complementary role.

•	 EAs should be given room for innovation within the scope of work.

•	 Consideration should be given to allowing EAs to do some teaching in the lower grades, especially those 
studying towards their teaching degrees and in the third or higher year of their studies to enhance their teaching 
skills. This should be done under supervision of qualified teachers. 

•	 Ongoing monitoring of the activities of EAs in schools should be undertaken to ensure they are commensurate 
with their educational levels and skills. 

5.3	 Improving and Contributing to Teacher Well-being

The findings from this pilot suggest that EAs contribute positively to reducing teacher workloads and stress in schools 
(see also Blatchford, Russell & Webster, 2012). To maximise this contribution, the following is recommended:

•	 In developing the roles and responsibilities for the EAS, strategies must be identified for deploying EAs, and in 
particular, how they will be used to reduce teacher workload, burnout and stress, and thereby maximise teacher 
well-being. 

•	 Linked to this, school-level deployment strategies that best respond to workload reduction for teachers should 
be encouraged so that teachers can focus on learning and teaching. 

5.4	 Improving Livelihoods of Rural Youths/ Communities

•	 The roll-out of the Education Assistants Programme should prioritise areas that have high levels of poverty and 
deprivation. 

•	 Facilitating access to further education: Opportunities should be created for these youths to further their studies 
while they are working as EAs, for example, by encouraging those who are interested to become teachers to 
register to register for qualifications, facilitating and assisting EAs to apply for the Funza Lushaka bursary. 

•	 School-based teacher education: The DBE should collaborate with Higher Education Institutions to develop 
school-based teacher training courses and EAs can enrol for teacher qualifications.

•	 The programme should, working with schools, implement strategies for EAs in schools to develop entrepreneur-
ship, for example, agripreneurship and agribusiness for EAs in agricultural schools.

5.5	 Towards a Framework for the Effective Deployment of Education Assistants in Schools

What lessons were learnt from the pilot project? How might these assist in the development of a Framework for the 
Effective Deployment of Education Assistants in South African Rural Schools? Lessons from the pilot suggest that 
the framework should aim at addressing three main aspects of the Rural Education Assistants Programme: purpose, 
practice and outcomes. The following diagram is a schematic representation of the envisaged Framework. 
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Fig. 1: Framework for Effective Deployment of Education Assistants in Rural Schools
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FRAMEWORK FOR EFFECTIVE 
DEPLOYMENT OF EDUCATION 

ASSISTANTS IN RURAL SCHOOLS

PURPOSE

What is the purpose of the EA 
Programme?
- To improve teaching and learning 

- To enhance teacher well being

- To improve livelihoods of rural youth 

OUTCOME

What do we want to achieve through the 
EA Programme? 
- Improved teaching and learning

- Enhanced Teacher Wellbeing 

- Improved Livelihoods of Rural Youth

PRACTICE

What should guide the employment and 
deployment of EAs? 
Clear Guidelines for: 

- Deployment to School

- Deployment at School Level

- Deployment at Classroom Level

- Preparation and Training

5.5.1	Purpose of the Education Assistants Programme (EAP)

The role of EAs in rural schools and communities is broader than a simple focus on teaching and learning. Their broader 
roles include an acknowledgement of the role of schools as drivers of rural economic growth and also demonstrate the 
potential of schools as important role-players in improving the livelihoods of rural youth and rural communities. Thus the 
purpose of the EAP is to improve the quality of education, contribute to teacher well-being and improve livelihoods of 
rural youth and communities.

5.5.2	Guidelines for the deployment of EAs

The success of the Education Assistants Programme will depend on the effectiveness of the strategic plans regarding 
their employment and deployment. There should be clear guidelines on the EAs’: i) deployment to schools; ii) deployment 
at school level; iii) deployment at classroom level; and iv) preparation and training.
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(i)	 Deployment of EAs to School

The recruitment and allocation of EAs to schools that is done by education authorities should cover the following: 

•	 Recruitment: The formal and relevant educational requirements of EAs should be compiled, together with the 
specific skills, attributes and competencies related to supporting the learners. 

•	 Screening: All applicants for EA positions should be screened during the recruitment process to ensure that 
children are not exposed to people with criminal records and/or sex offenders. 

•	 Job Description: Provision of a job description that lists the major responsibilities and expectations of EAs. Spe-
cific duties should be assigned in line with the job description at school level. 

•	 Allocation and Supervision: EAs must be allocated to a school to meet specific needs and work under the direc-
tion of the teacher(s) while under the supervision of principal or delegated mentor teacher. 

(ii)	 Deployment of EAs at School Level

The deployment of EAs within a school should be under the direction of the principal, especially for issues such as how 
they are deployed to their classes (e.g. grades, phases); the type of support they will offer (e.g. curricular, co-curricular); 
and the types of learners they work with (individuals, groups, whole class, low attaining, LSEN). 

•	 Allocating specific duties of the EA: The main responsibilities and expectations for EAs should be included in 
their job description. 

•	 Supervision and Management: The roles of teachers, mentor teachers and the principal in the daily manage-
ment, supervision and evaluation of EAs should be clearly defined. 

•	 Performance Appraisal: The evaluation process of EAs should be outlined and linked to the job description, 
including the specific duties as determined by the school/ principal. 

(iii)	 Deployment of EAs at Classroom Level

The positive impact of EAs in the classroom is determined by how they are deployed in the classroom. This should be 
undertaken at school level and may include:

•	 Strategic decisions that are informed by the purpose, role and contribution of the EA; 

•	 Effective classroom collaboration between the teacher and the EA; and

•	 The nature and the interaction of the EA with learners. 

•	 To maximise the impact of EAs there should be clear guidelines on the:

•	 Teacher supervising their work;

•	 Teacher and EA planning together;

•	 EAs contribution to teaching and learning;

•	 Use of EAs as a self-directed approach to teacher support.

(iv)	 Preparation and Training

Training of principals and teachers: Teachers and principals must be trained to be able to perform their roles effectively 
with regard to managing and supervising EAs.

Training and support for EAs: This should include: 1) Pre-training workshop; 2) Ongoing support and training through a 
school-based support programme; and 3) A training programme attached to the performance appraisal.
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5.5.3	Envisaged Outcomes of the EAP

(i)	 Improved quality of teaching and learning

•	 The envisaged outcome for the activities of EAs is the improved quality of teaching and learning, which is large-
ly a result of their role in increasing opportunities to learn that result in improved educational outcomes. 

(ii)	 Enhanced Teacher Well-being 

•	 Teacher well-being is an important contributor to job satisfaction and improved performance. EAs are envisaged 
to have a positive impact on teacher well-being, which in turn impacts positively on learner performance. 

•	 The presence of EAs in schools and classrooms leads to reduced workloads, reduced stress levels and minimal 
classroom discipline, and this can make teachers perform better. 

•	 Effective classroom collaboration between the teacher and the EA can result in EAs being used as a self-direct-
ed approach to teacher support, to their maximum benefit. 

(iii)	 Improved Livelihoods for Rural Youth 

The official discourse continues to acknowledge the contribution that assistants make in today’s classrooms and 
conceptualises their contribution at school level. The REAP has demonstrated how EA can be equally beneficial to both 
schools and communities. Thus, additional outcomes that can be expected from using EAs in schools could include 
youth access and exposure to developmental opportunities and experiences such as:

•	 Teaching qualifications through school-based teacher training.

•	 Higher education qualifications through distance education.

•	 School-based projects that can produce youth entrepreneurs, agripreneurs etc. and benefit the community

•	 Job experience that can lead to better employment.

6.	 Conclusion

The pilot has revealed opportunities, possibilities and potential benefits of using EAs in South Africa, especially in 
rural schools. The emergent framework articulated above is a result of lessons learnt from implementing the pilot. 
These guidelines for developing a Framework for the Effective Deployment of Education Assistants in South African 
Rural Schools can be used for effective implementation of Education Assistants Programmes in the country. These will 
assist in the process of monitoring progress of programme activities against goals, objectives and targets as well as 
the effectiveness, efficiency and sustainability of the programme. What is required is the political will and resources to 
ensure the replication and sustainability of the Programme. 
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