Speech by the Minister of Basic Education, Ms Siviwe Gwarube, at the Annual National Education Excellence Awards (District Awards)
Programme Director,
Deputy Minister of Basic Education,
Director-General,
Provincial Heads of Department,
District Directors,
Education leaders,
Honoured guests,
Ladies and Gentlemen,
Good evening.
Tonight, we gather to recognise excellence in one of the most important parts of our education system: the districts, circuits and teams that support schools every day.
These awards recognise people who have gone beyond meeting targets. They recognise leadership that has strengthened schools, supported teachers and changed the educational prospects of learners.
To every finalist and award recipient: your presence here is evidence that excellence is built through disciplined, often unseen, work over many years.
We also meet at a moment of genuine progress.
The Class of 2025 achieved a national NSC pass rate of 88% - the highest recorded in our country’s history.
Behind every learner who succeeds is a teacher who believed in that learner’s potential.
Behind every school that improves is a principal who leads with purpose.
And behind every district that progresses is a District Director and a team that refuse to accept that poor outcomes are inevitable.
Ladies and Gentlemen,
One of the greatest strengths of our education system is that while national government provides policy direction, and provinces organise and administer the schooling system, it is our districts and circuits that turn policy into practice.
Districts are where educational leadership becomes real.
It is here where struggling schools receive support.
They are where curriculum delivery is strengthened.
Where teachers are coached, principals are guided, challenges are identified, and solutions are implemented.
As District Directors, you occupy one of the most demanding leadership positions in public education.
You carry the responsibility of ensuring that every school under your care has the support it needs to succeed, even when there are not enough resources.
You are expected to respond to crises while planning for the future.
You balance accountability with encouragement, balance performance management with partnership, and invariably balance urgency with long-term improvement.
When I started as the Minister of Basic Education, I undertook a Listening and Learning Tour. One of the things I learnt there was that when an education district performs well, it is never by accident.
It is the result of deliberate leadership, careful planning, relentless monitoring, and an unwavering commitment to improving learner outcomes. 
I have visited many of your districts, I have met you, I have shaken your hands and engaged with you. I have seen determination, resilience and ingenuity that is both energizing and humbling.
On behalf of the millions of people in our country who depend on the public education system, I thank you for all your hard work.
Last year's NSC results provided South Africans with important reasons to celebrate.
At a time when many families are anxious about the future, progress in education matters deeply. It gives families hope that sustained effort can expand opportunity for their children.
Ladies and Gentlemen,
For the first time in our democratic history, all 75 education districts achieved a matric pass rate above 80 percent.
That is a significant national milestone.
It shows that improvement is no longer limited to a small number of historically strong districts.
It also demonstrates what can be achieved when district leadership, school leadership, teachers, learners, parents and communities work together.
We must, however, understand the result correctly.
An 80% matric pass rate does not mean that every learner in every school is yet receiving education of the quality they deserve.
It does not mean that the challenges of learner retention, subject performance, infrastructure, teacher support or educational inequality have been resolved.
But it does show that progress is spreading across the system and that we now have a stronger platform from which to pursue deeper, more sustainable and more equitable improvement.
This achievement belongs to all 75 District Directors and to the teams that support them.
Please give yourselves and your teams a well-deserved round of applause.
You and your teams travelled long distances to support schools.
You and your subject advisors worked beyond ordinary hours to assist teachers.
Your circuit managers guided school leaders through difficult circumstances.
Your officials followed up, intervened and helped schools to find solutions.
To every District Director represented here tonight: your leadership has helped demonstrate that excellence can be found in every part of our country.
Congratulations.
Colleagues,
Tonight is a moment to celebrate, but excellence cannot be reduced to one result or one year.
Excellence is not a destination.
It is a continuing commitment to improvement.
The NSC pass rate remains important, but the future of our country will not be determined only by how many learners pass matric.
It will also be determined by whether children enter school ready to learn.
Whether they can read for meaning and work confidently with numbers in the early grades.
Whether they remain in school and complete their education.
Whether more learners participate and succeed in Mathematics, Physical Sciences and technical subjects.
Whether learners with disabilities and other special education needs receive the support required to succeed.
And whether every child, regardless of where they are born or the circumstances of their family, has access to quality teaching and learning.
These are not separate challenges.
Weak foundations narrow subject choices later, increase the risk of repetition and dropout, and make successful completion of schooling more difficult.
Districts are therefore central not only to matric performance, but to the entire learning journey—from the earliest years to Grade 12.
Since assuming office, this administration has made one priority unmistakably clear:
We must strengthen the foundations of learning.
Because strong foundations create strong futures.
Children who receive quality early learning opportunities are more likely to succeed throughout their schooling.
That is why we have accelerated the registration of Early Childhood Development centres, exceeding our 2025 target by registering more than 13,300 centres and expanding access to quality programmes for more than 1.2 million young children.
This is critical to ensuring that more young children can access safe, properly supported and developmentally appropriate early learning.
We are implementing compulsory Grade R because it is an essential bridge between early learning and formal schooling.
But making Grade R compulsory is only the beginning.
Access must be accompanied by appropriate infrastructure, suitable learning materials, trained practitioners and adequate provincial planning.
We are putting resources behind our strategy of strengthening the foundations of learning.
This year alone, 10,000 Foundation Phase teachers will receive targeted literacy and numeracy training.
We are strengthening structured learning programmes.
We are expanding support for literacy in African languages.
And we are working to ensure that teachers receive learning and teaching support materials of an appropriate quality, at the right time.
At the same time, we must protect teachers’ time.
We are working with provinces to streamline reporting requirements, remove unnecessary duplication and make better use of existing information systems.
Reporting must serve teaching, learning and accountability.
It should not consume time without adding educational value.
Districts will be important partners in ensuring that any streamlined approach remains legally compliant and continues to provide the information needed to support schools.
None of these reforms will succeed without capable and effective districts.
Districts will be responsible for helping schools translate these reforms into classroom practice.
That means using evidence to identify where support is needed.
It means deploying subject and circuit support strategically.
It means monitoring whether interventions are working.
It means supporting school leaders to improve teaching and learning.
And it means escalating systemic obstacles that individual schools cannot resolve alone.
If we are to strengthen the foundational years of learning, district leadership will make the difference.
Ladies and Gentlemen,
As we improve our education system, we must also evolve how we define success.
The matric pass rate will remain an important measure, but it cannot be the only measure by which we judge the health of the system.
Quality education is about more than a single percentage.
We must also consider whether learners remain in school and complete their education.
We must consider the number and proportion of Bachelor passes and distinctions.
We must examine participation and performance in Mathematics, Physical Sciences, Accounting, technical subjects and other important fields of learning.
We must assess whether opportunities are expanding for learners in poorer communities and for learners with special education needs.
And we must ask whether learners leave school with the knowledge, skills, values and confidence needed to thrive in a rapidly changing world.
That is why future NSC announcements – starting from this year – will place greater emphasis on a basket of quality indicators.
This is not intended to diminish achievement.
It is intended to recognise achievement more honestly and more completely.
District performance should likewise be understood not only through the final pass rate, but through the quality, inclusivity and sustainability of the outcomes achieved.
A district that improves retention, expands participation in gateway subjects, strengthens foundational learning and supports underperforming schools is making an important contribution to the future of our country.
Ladies and Gentlemen,
The awards we present tonight recognise excellence.
But they also remind us that excellence carries responsibility.
High-performing districts have an important contribution to make by sharing approaches that have worked.
Districts facing similar challenges should be able to learn from one another, adapt good practice to their own circumstances and build professional networks that endure beyond an awards ceremony.
Successful schools should share what they have learned.
Outstanding principals should help to develop future leaders.
Experienced teachers should support the next generation of educators.
Healthy competition can motivate improvement, but it must ultimately make the system stronger as a whole.
Success is multiplied when knowledge is shared.
As we celebrate tonight, let us recommit ourselves to building a culture of partnership and collaboration across our districts, provinces and schools.
When districts work together, the entire country benefits.
And when every district improves, every learner has a better chance of succeeding.
Colleagues,
The true measure of our work is whether a child’s prospects are improved because the education system acted early, supported the teacher, strengthened the school and refused to give up on that learner.
That is the responsibility entrusted to all of us.
To our District Directors and district officials: thank you for your leadership and your service.
To our principals, teachers and support staff: thank you for the work you do, much of it beyond public view.
To our parents, school governing bodies and communities: thank you for the role you play in supporting our schools.
And to our learners: thank you for reminding us why this work matters.
To every finalist and award recipient: congratulations.
Receive this recognition with pride, but also as an invitation to keep learning, keep sharing and keep raising the standard.
Together, let us build stronger districts.
Let us build stronger schools.
And let us build stronger foundations for every learner.
Strong Foundations for Strong Futures.
I thank you.

