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Speech by the Minister of Basic Education Delivered at the South African Principal’s Association National Conference

12 September 2024

Programme Director
Members of SAPA, 
Esteemed Guests,
Ladies and Gentlemen

It is a great privilege to address the South African Principal’s Association National Conference. Our principals represent the backbone of our education system, and as we gather here, I am reminded of the vital role you play in shaping the future of our learners and, indeed, the future of our country.

In my recent address to school principals in Gqeberha, those who were there will remember how I reflected on this GNU moment as being part of an overall trend of greater unity and social cohesion in South Africa. You might not believe it if you listened to today’s headlines but our country has shown an incredible ability to grow closer together in the spirit of nationhood. We have over the past 30 years shown time and time again that our differences are not irreconcilable, we are able to find each other when other believe we would tear each other apart. When every instinct in us says we should reject the other as not part of me, our shared humanity makes us embrace each as part of one great nation.
We have overcome greater odds and even this moment, we will overcome.
Programme Director,
In Gqeberha, I aslo touched on the critical importance of leadership in education. Today, I want to expand on that message by highlighting how you as school principals, are leaders and your leadership is essential to preparing South Africa’s education system for the next era. We are now entering an era driven by digital technology and artificial intelligence (AI). This is a time of great opportunity, but it is also one that requires careful planning and innovation. We do not want a situation wherein the African continent is left out of another revolution.
You, as principals, are going to be at the heart of this transformation.

The Digital and AI-Powered Economy: A New Era for Education

As we look ahead, it is clear that our world will be increasingly shaped by digital technology and AI. These advancements are already influencing how we live, work, and learn. The Fourth Industrial Revolution is truly upon us, and it is changing the skills required for success in the job market. For our learners to thrive, they will need to be equipped with a strong foundation in digital literacy, critical thinking, problem-solving, and adaptability.

As school principals, you have a pivotal role to play in ensuring that our education system keeps pace with these developments. You are the ones who set the tone for your schools and ensure that your teachers and learners are prepared for the future. This means creating an environment where technology is not just used but integrated effectively into teaching and learning. It means fostering a culture of innovation, where both learners and teachers are encouraged to explore, experiment, and excel in the use of digital tools and resources.

Our Department of Basic Education (DBE) is committed to supporting you in this journey. We are working to provide the policy certainty about the use of AI in the learning environment, the infrastructure, training, and resources that will enable our schools to embrace the digital age. Last week I met with the CEO of Vodacom South Africa who informed me that they are going to connect over 4000 schools to the internet, as part of their social obligations under the spectrum auction process. We at DBE have been investing in upgrading our schools’ technology infrastructure and ensuring that our teachers are trained in digital teaching methodologies, robotics and coding. But we know this is only the beginning, and principals must lead the charge in adapting to these changes.

I am aware that I am speaking to you about robotics, digital technologies, AI and big data analytics in an environment where 8 out 10 children cannot read for meaning by Grade 4 but such must be our level of ambition.

We must not look at just what is but also imagine what could be and plan for that future.

Improving School Management and Leadership Development

In addition to the digital transformation, we understand that strong, professional leadership is the foundation of a successful school. That is why the DBE is prioritizing the professionalization and upskilling of school principals. We have introduced leadership development programs aimed at equipping you with the tools and knowledge necessary to navigate the complexities of modern school management.
Our vision, as a sector is to have a school principal who ensures that teaching in the school takes place as it should, according to the national curriculum, but who also understands his or her role as a leader whose responsibility is to promote harmony, creativity and a sound work ethic within the school community and beyond. For this, leaders with appropriate administrative skills and professional education management competencies are needed
Our ongoing efforts focus on providing principals with access to advanced management courses, mentorship opportunities, and continuous professional development. We are also investing in systems that will help you monitor and improve school performance, ensuring that data-driven decisions can be made to enhance both teaching quality and learner outcomes. These investments are not just about improving your individual skills but about building a network of leaders who are equipped to tackle the challenges of the 21st-century education landscape.




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 have developed an induction programme for the induction of newly appointed principals to allow them to settle in their new position quicker.  This is offered as and when principals are appointed in schools.
The DBE works with and through provinces to provide ongoing trainings for principals on the basis of identified gaps and weaknesses.

Programme Director,

Safety and Security is A Shared Responsibility

None of these great plans for the future will be possible without ensuring the safety of our schools. Safety is a foundational issue, and it is one that we cannot afford to overlook. Schools must be sanctuaries of learning—places where both teachers and learners feel secure and protected. The rise in criminal activities around our schools, including vandalism, theft, extortion fees, teacher/learner violence and robberies, threatens the very fabric of our education system.

As principals, I strongly advise that you establish and strengthen relationships with local police stations and law enforcement agencies. Principals must lobby the local police stations to have regular patrols around schools, quick responses to criminal activities, and thorough investigations of incidents must be the standard, not the exception. By working closely with the police, community leaders, and parents, you can create safer school environments where learning can thrive. 
The safety of our learners and educators is non-negotiable, and your leadership in this area is critical.

In closing, I want to call on you as principals to be at the forefront of making South Africa’s education system future-proof. The success of our learners—and by extension, our country—rests on the decisions you make and the leadership you provide. This is not a responsibility to be taken lightly, but it is also an opportunity to transform our schools into centres of excellence that will nurture the leaders, innovators, and changemakers of tomorrow.

Embrace the power of digital and AI technologies. Invest in your own professional development. Forge strong partnerships with local authorities to ensure the safety of your schools. And above all, continue to lead with the vision, courage, and commitment that have brought you here today.

Together, we can ensure that South Africa’s education system is ready not just for the challenges of today, but for the opportunities of tomorrow.

Thank you!
Enkosi!
Ngiyabonga!
Kea Leboga!
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