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Programme Director, 
leadership of NATU, 
esteemed principals, 
distinguished guests, 
and all gathered in the hall today,

It is with great regret that I must begin by offering my sincere apologies for not being able to join you in person at this important gathering. My duties in Cabinet have required my presence elsewhere, but I want to express how much I would have loved to be here with you to participate in these critical discussions. I am committed to being part of future conferences, and I look forward to engaging with all of you face-to-face soon.

This NATU Principals’ Conference is a key event in our shared mission to improve the education system in South Africa. The role that each of you plays as school principals cannot be overstated. You are the backbone of the education system, the leaders who ensure that our schools are professionally managed, that teaching and learning environments are conducive to academic success, and that the best interests of learners and teachers are always at the forefront of every decision.

1. The Importance of Principals in Our Education System

As principals, you hold one of the most significant responsibilities in our society. You manage the day-to-day operations of schools, guide teachers and learners, and work to ensure that our schools remain centers of excellence. The work you do is not just about administration but about leadership—leadership that sets the tone for how our schools operate and how our learners are prepared for the future.

Without your dedication, professionalism, and vision, our education system would struggle to meet the demands of the modern world. 
You are entrusted with creating a culture of learning, respect, and discipline, and for that, I offer my deepest gratitude. It is your leadership that ensures schools are safe, functional, and operate in the best interests of our learners and teachers alike.

2. The Challenges Principals Face

However, we cannot overlook the many challenges you face as school leaders. Principals in South Africa today are grappling with some of the most complex issues our education system has ever encountered.

One of the most pressing challenges is school safety. Across the country, we are witnessing a rise in extortion rackets and protection fee schemes which have now begun to target schools. Criminal elements are exploiting the vulnerabilities of our communities, and this has created environments where fear, rather than learning, becomes the dominant force. This is simply unacceptable, and as the Department of Basic Education, we are committed to working closely with law enforcement agencies, the Ministry of Police, and community safety structures to address this scourge. Every school must be a sanctuary of learning, free from violence and intimidation.

In addition to safety concerns, principals must also contend with infrastructure challenges. Many schools, particularly in underprivileged and rural areas, face serious issues with outdated or inadequate infrastructure. We know that without proper facilities—safe classrooms, reliable electricity, clean water, and sanitation—our learners cannot thrive. The dwindling budgets allocated to education have made it increasingly difficult for schools to maintain and upgrade their infrastructure. This is an issue we are working on addressing at the national level, particularly as we engage with the Treasury on funding for critical education needs.

Furthermore, the rapidly changing world places even greater demands on you as school leaders. We are moving into an era dominated by artificial intelligence, digital technology, and automation. This creates immense pressure on schools to prepare learners for a future where AI-driven skills will be essential. However, many schools are not yet equipped with the resources or the technology to teach these skills effectively. Principals must therefore navigate the challenge of transforming their schools into institutions that can produce graduates who are prepared for this new, AI-powered future.

3. Programmes to Train and Skill Principals

Recognizing these challenges, the Department of Basic Education has made significant investments in training and upskilling principals across the country. Through various professional development programmes, we are working to ensure that principals have the skills and knowledge they need to lead their schools effectively in these turbulent times.

One of our key initiatives is the Principals’ Induction Programme, which aims to support newly appointed school leaders in navigating the complex demands of their role. We also have continuous training programmes aimed at equipping principals with skills in financial management, governance, and conflict resolution—key areas where principals often face the most pressure.

Importantly, we are also focusing on the professionalisation of school management. This involves setting clearer standards for school leadership and management, with a particular emphasis on accountability and performance. Principals are, and must be, held to the highest standards because the future of our children depends on the decisions made in schools every day. 

We have developed the South African Standards for Principals which assists in the identification of differentiated development needs for the professionalization and development of the role of principal and other school leaders. 

The entry qualification for principals has been completed and is currently being offered to aspirant principals as an Advanced Diploma in School Leadership and Management, at exit level 7. The qualification will eventually serve as a compulsory qualification for principals when a sufficient pool of graduates has been achieved.

We want to ensure that the management of our schools is not only professional but rooted in excellence.

4. The Role of NATU and Unions

I also want to take this opportunity to acknowledge the crucial role that NATU and other education unions play in ensuring good governance and leadership in our schools. NATU has been a steadfast partner in advocating for the rights of principals, teachers, and learners, and I commend you for your dedication to the profession.

Together, we have worked to ensure that teaching and learning take place in line with the highest standards of governance and accountability. The emphasis that NATU places on ensuring quality teaching and learning for a full seven hours each school day is a cornerstone of the progress we continue to make in our education system. This commitment to excellence is shared by the Department, and I look forward to continued collaboration in making our schools even stronger.

5. Conclusion

In conclusion, I want to wish NATU well as you proceed with your Principals’ Conference. The discussions and outcomes of this gathering will undoubtedly help shape the future of education in South Africa, and I look forward to reading the recommendations that emerge. I encourage all of you to continue leading with integrity, passion, and dedication. The work you do as principals is critical to the success of our education system, and I know that together, we can overcome the challenges we face.

Thank you once again for the invitation, and I wish you a productive and fruitful conference. Let us continue working together to create a better future for our learners, our teachers, and our country.
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