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Speech by the Minister of Basic Education at the National Education 

Excellence Awards, 29 August 2025, Sandton Convention Centre 

 

Programme Director, 

Deputy Minister, Dr Mhaule, 

Acting Director-General, Dr Whittle, 

Distinguished guests, 

Our sponsors and partners, 

District Directors and colleagues, 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

 

Molweni! 

 

I look forward to events like this on our national education calendar. Because 

they offer us an opportunity to pause and celebrate excellence in education.  

 

This past year has been a defining one for the Department of Basic 

Education. We made bold choices, and we set in motion reforms that will 

shape the future of learning in South Africa. 



 

Responding to the results TIMSS, SEACMEQ, and the South Africa 

Systematic Evaluations, which revealed severe challenges in our education 

system, we embarked on a strategic reorientation to focus on the foundations 

of learning. 

 

In February this year I co-convened, together with the Chair of Business 

Leadership South Africa, the Bana Pele ECD Leadership Roadmap Summit 

that was opened by President Cyril Ramaphosa. 

 

This brought together various stakeholders from business, civil society and 

government to chart a way towards universal access to quality Early 

Childhood Development for all of South Africa’s children. 

 

We have embarked on a Bana Pele ECD Mass Registration Drive. I joined 

Registration clinics in four of our provinces, where we brought thousands of 

Early Childhood Development centres into the fold to assist them with formal 

registration. 

 

I have personally witnessed the pride of practitioners who, for the first time, 

feel recognised as part of the system. This is not easy work: it requires us to: 

• navigate bottlenecks with municipalities; 

• tackle infrastructure shortfalls that prevent compliance; and 

• streamline administrative processes to make it easier for practitioners 

to register. 

 

But together, I believe we have laid the foundation for a future where every 

child can access quality ECD. 



 

BELA has made Grade R a compulsory part of the Foundation Phase with 

effect from 24 December 2024. For too long, Grade R has been treated as 

optional. However we continue to call for appropriate funding of Grade R and 

this is a call we will make on every platform that we get.  

 

Colleagues, we are strengthening our focus on the Foundations of Learning, 

to improve literacy and numeracy, because without them, everything else 

crumbles. 

 

Our early grade reading initiatives, coupled with new approaches such as 

mother-tongue based bilingual education in the Foundation Phase, are being 

stabilised and ramped up. 

 

District Directors, you have kept the system steady in difficult circumstances. 

When provincial finances came under immense pressure, when budgets 

were trimmed, when resources grew scarce, you held the fort. 

 

You ensured that schools remained open, teachers remained supported, and 

learners continued to learn. For this, I want to thank every District Director, 

every principal, and every teacher represented here tonight. 

 

But colleagues, while we celebrate, we must not turn away from the truth. 

 

The reality is that we continues to face a number of challenges: 

 

 

 



School infrastructure remains uneven: 

• Too many of our children still learn in overcrowded classrooms, or in 

buildings that should have been replaced years ago; 

• While we have eradicated 98% of all pit latrine toilets identified in the 

2018 audit, we have not yet eradicated all pit toilets. 

 

This is unacceptable 31 years into democracy. 

 

Violence continues to plague some of our schools. Gangsterism, bullying, 

and extortion rings have turned learning spaces into places of fear. This is 

not just a school problem, it is a societal problem but we in education must 

respond with urgency and partnership, especially with law enforcement and 

communities. 

 

District Directors must therefore ensure a roll-out of the Safer Schools 

Protocol that we signed with SAPS. This requires ensuring that every school 

establishes a school safety committee that is led by the school principal and 

includes a police officer. We must do our part to keep our learners and our 

educators safe. The Department of Basic Education is working with all 

Provincial Education Departments to support this roll-out. 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, ee are also at a critical juncture in the academic 

calendar. Learners across the country are tackling the Preliminary 

Examinations, which test not just their knowledge, but their readiness for 

the final hurdle. These exams will highlight for us where interventions are 

needed before the National Senior Certificate exams. 

 



I call on all District Directors and school leaders to remain vigilant. This is the 

time to tighten systems, to monitor carefully, to support learners and 

teachers, and to deal firmly with any attempt to compromise the integrity of 

the exams. South Africa is watching, and we must deliver an examination 

season that reflects credibility, fairness and excellence. 

 

Today, we celebrate districts that have shown us what bold ambition can 

achieve. Schools that have maintained a 100% matric pass rate for five years 

in a row. Districts with hundreds of schools under their watch have not only 

improved outcomes but sustained excellence in leadership, in mathematics, 

in science, and in overall Bachelor passes. 

 

Excellence, Colleagues, is not an act – it is a habit. It is the result of daily 

decisions, persistent effort, and the refusal to accept mediocrity. 

 

I believe that South Africa must embrace bold ambition in education.  

 

We must not only aim to catch up with international standards. We must aim 

to set them.  

 

We must not only work to eliminate dropout rates. We must build a culture 

where every child thrives to their fullest potential.  

 

We must not only build schools that function. We must build schools that 

thrive and that inspire. 

 

 



That is why the National Education Excellence Awards matter. They remind 

us that excellence is possible, often against many odds. They remind us that 

a culture of excellence is contagious, when one district achieves excellence, 

others are inspired to follow. 

 

Excellence must become part of the DNA of our education system. It must 

live in every classroom, in every district office, in every policy decision. And 

it must be sustained not only by the Department and Provincial Education 

Departments, but by communities, parents, sponsors, and partners. 

 

Before I close, allow me once more to thank our partners and sponsors who 

make these awards possible. Your contributions – whether in ICT training, 

data training, donation of projectors, laptops, or scholarships – are an 

investment in a brighter future. 

 

Partnership is the only way we can overcome the challenges of violence, 

infrastructure, and finances. It is also the only way we can create 

opportunities that extend beyond the classroom into the world of work, 

innovation, and leadership. 

 

As we look back on 11 years of these awards, and on the achievements of 

the past year, I want us to also look forward. The next decade of education 

in South Africa must be one of bold ambition, strategic reorientation and 

relentless excellence. 

 

This year we will be adding a special ministerial award to 3 districts who are 

leading the way in responding to the priorities of the 7th administration, 

especially the strategic reorientation of the basic education system to 



strengthen the foundations if learning. These 3 districts are the ones which 

are leading in the Bana Pele ECD Registration Drive. A massive 

congratulations to you and I again call on all District Directors to go back to 

your districts, find the ECD centres that are there and assit them to get 

registered so they can unlock support. 

 

District Directors, principals, and teachers you are the custodians of this 

ambition, this excellence and the quality we wish to inject into our system. 

Our learners deserve nothing less. 

 

So tonight, as we celebrate, let us also recommit ourselves. 

 

Let us recommit to strong foundations in literacy and numeracy. 

 

Let us recommit to making compulsory Grade R effective. 

 

Let us recommit to safe, inclusive, and resilient schools. 

 

And above all, let us recommit to building a culture of excellence that will 

carry South Africa into the future. 

 

Congratulations to all the nominees and winners. You inspire us, and you 

remind us of what is possible when we are bold in our ambition, when we 

work collaboratively and when we strive for excellence. 

 

Enjoy the festivities, you have earned this moment to celebrate. 

 

The Government of South Africa, thanks you! 



 

The People of South Africa who elected me, thank you! 

 

I Thank You! 

 

 


