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1. Introduction  

 

Review Background 

In April 2013, the DG Murray Trust (DGMT) commissioned an external evaluation of Columba 

Leadership SA, a high-impact, values-based youth leadership academy programme implemented 

nationally in South Africa. Columba Leadership has been supported by DGMT, under their 

Leadership portfolio. The purpose of the latest grant by DGMT to Columba Leadership was 

specifically “to solidify the multiplier effect that has organically been emerging from the 

Columba Leadership interventions”.1 While Columba Leadership has commissioned several 

studies, including a pilot study, monitoring and evaluation studies and a “Social Return on 

Investment” study, DGMT felt that an external evaluation of the dynamics of the emerging 

multipliers was necessary. They therefore commissioned social anthropologist and development 

research Andrew Hartnack to conduct the study. The following terms of reference were 

developed for the study:     

Terms of Reference  

 The overall question framing the evaluation is: “Is there evidence that the Columba 

Leadership intervention has a multiplier effect on the broader state of schools beyond 

the core group of learners?” 

 The evaluation will cover the period April 2013 – February 2014. 

 The evaluation will focus specifically on describing potential multiplier effects emerging 

from the programme. In order to do so, the consultant will look at three different 

schools. One of these schools will be new to the programme and a baseline and endline 

will be developed to track the change over the period of intervention.  

 The consultant will design a simple survey tool for completion by participants, including 

indicators on the perception of the programme’s impact on the schools, and the 

perception of changes in the individuals beyond the core group.  

 The consultant will develop an interview protocol to attempt to gauge the effects of the 

programme in schools through qualitative interviews with both learners and teachers 

that were not in the Academy group. 

 The consultant will track down some “objective” indicators such as matric pass rate (and 

quality of passes), drop-out rates for a retrospective assessment of baseline. 

 The consultant will produce a report of approximately 40 pages which clearly shows, by 

way of case studies, secondary material and statistical indicators to what extent and in 

what ways the programme implemented by Columba Leadership is/is not producing 

multiplier effects in the three schools under assessment.  

 

                                                           
1
 DG Murray Trust. Funding Brief for Columba Leadership, 13 November 2012.  
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Sampling 

It was agreed that three schools would be included in the study (the study budget did not allow 

for a larger sample) and these would be selected based on a number of factors. These factors 

included location, length of time on the Columba programme and anecdotal evidence of 

multiplier effects. After careful consideration and discussion between DGMT, the Consultant 

and Columba Leadership, a rural school and two “township” schools were selected in different 

areas of the country. Thus, Manyangana High School (rural Mpumalanga), Altmont Technical 

High School (urban Gauteng) and Manyano High School (urban Western Cape) were selected. 

One school had been part of the programme since close to its initiation (and had been through a 

full cycle of four Academies), one for only two years and one had yet to be selected at the 

commencement of the study.   

Methods Used  

A multi-faceted “triangulation” approach was used to gather both qualitative and, to a lesser 

degree, quantitative evidence from Columba Leadership and the three schools. The following 

methods were adopted to obtain as detailed and thorough an understanding as possible:  

 Desk study of Columba literature (e.g. annual reports/reviews 2012 and 2013, news 

articles, school reports, Columba mid-term review (2011), Social Return on Investment 

Summary, DGMT funding summary, DGMT Learning Brief on Columba Leadership, Carte 

Blanche documentary, Manyangana documentary) and wider documentation (articles, 

official documents) about the education sector and its challenges.   

 Key Informant Interviews were conducted with Columba Leadership staff, including 

Tracy Hackland, Rob Taylor and Brenda Letsholonyone in Johannesburg. Additional 

information was acquired by email.   

 Site visits to the three selected schools were undertaken between May 2013 and 

January 2014.  

o At these site visits, interviews were conducted with several Educators and school 

managers (both those who had been involved with the programme and those 

not involved). In excess of 15 Educators were interviewed across the three 

schools.  

o Interviews and Focus Group Discussions were conducted with Learners who had 

been on an Academy, as well as those who had not. In addition, the Consultant 

attended committee meetings of youth clubs and was given school tours by 

Learners involved in the programme.  

o An attitudes and perceptions survey of Learners who did not attend Academies 

was administered to ascertain Learners’ knowledge of Columba Leadership and 

its impact, their involvement and perceptions of the programme. Fifty Learners, 

10 from each Grade, were targeted for the survey, which was administered with 

the assistance of Educators.  

o Available statistics were gathered from the three schools on pass rates, 

pregnancies and drop-out rates.   
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 In the case of Manyano High School, a baseline study was conducted very soon after 

their first Academy, and a follow-up study was conducted six months later to measure 

the unfolding impact.     

 The Consultant also attended the Western Cape pre-selection meeting held in May 2013 

by Columba Leadership to obtain an idea of the process of selection and the kinds of 

schools who apply to participate on the programme.   

 

1. The Columba Leadership Approach and its Relationship to Multipliers  

A discussion, at the outset, about Columba Leadership’s approach and methodology and the 

way these relate to potential multipliers is necessary.2   

Columba Leadership has its roots in the Scottish programme, Columba 1400, which was founded 

by Norman Drummond and officially launched in the year 2000. As a young lawyer and minister 

of religion, Drummond observed the problems around him in tough working-class, inner-city 

environments and decided he wanted to work “at the point of need” in society, rather than at 

the “point of repair”.3 He purposefully selected the youth in a gangland housing estate in 

Glasgow and set about trying to show them how to realise their potential and “inner greatness”, 

rather than seeing themselves as victims of their environment. This approach, which used youth 

leadership academies to “elicit” innate inner greatness, was successful, and has now been 

replicated across the UK and in Australia and South Africa.   

South Africa’s version of the programme, now called Columba Leadership, was carefully adapted 

(by its South African founders) to suit South African conditions, but it also focusses on young 

people from disadvantaged backgrounds (mostly as a consequence of apartheid). Living in 

poverty and experiencing the effects of historical structural violence, including broken families, 

poor education, lack of employment opportunities and HIV/AIDS, these youths often struggle to 

see their own worth, potential and ability to change their circumstances and those of their 

schools and communities.  

Columba Leadership was piloted in KwaZulu-Natal in 2009 and has the ambitious goal of 

impacting five percent of secondary schools nationally within 10 years. It takes carefully 

selected schools (while disadvantaged, they must have the drive and some capacity or potential 

to sustain the intervention) through a process of pre-engagement and, after selection, a high-

impact residential leadership academy (hereafter referred to as the Academy) is run for 12 

Grade 10 Learners and three Educators. This six-day Academy, which is held in an up-market 

“natural” setting such as a game lodge or wine farm, takes participants out of their normal 

environment and leads them on an “inward bound journey”,4 aimed at the “elicitation of 

                                                           
2
 In this report, direct quotes from Columba Leadership or its beneficiaries – whether taken from published 

material or interviews – will be recorded in italics. Quotes from published sources will be referenced in 
footnotes.  
3
 Norman Drummond. “Tapping into their Inner Greatness”. Columba Leadership Annual Report 2012 (Pg. 3).   

4
 Rob Taylor. “Showing Young People their Inner Greatness”. Columba Leadership Annual Report 2012 (Pg. 8).  
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personal capacity in combination with the sharing of values as tools for life”.5 These values, 

explored on each day of the Academy, are: Awareness, Focus, Creativity, Integrity, Perseverance 

and Service.  

Columba Leadership’s approach has evolved into what they now conceive of as a “values-based 

leadership theory of change”. Pointing to the fact that today’s youngsters are growing up in an 

era of consumerism, instant gratification and the strong influence of social media, Columba 

Leadership saw that not only were these not conducive to old-style models of learning and 

developing, but that young people’s ambitions were “unrealistically materialistic”. These 

temptations of hi-tech modernity are overlaid on the pre-existing landscape of poverty, lack of 

opportunity and a form of learned helplessness that such an environment can foster: a 

syndrome which is only reinforced when unrealistic aspirations fail. The values which are elicited 

at the Academies are therefore geared towards stimulating in participants (be they Learners or 

Educators) a positive shift in self-perception, a positive shift in the perception of others and a 

shift in their understanding of leadership. The former two epiphanies are aimed at allowing 

individuals to lead an attitudinal and behaviour change in their own lives while the latter is 

aimed at stimulating a servant leadership where group members begin leading through service. 

These, in combination, lead to the development of personal qualities such as confidence, 

character, competence, connection and caring. In short, participants are engaged to “take 

shared responsibility for investing in and contributing to improving the systems that define their 

future”.6 Importantly, what is encouraged is a form of social entrepreneurship that urges 

Learners to initiate and lead community-building projects without expecting personal wealth in 

return.       

As is clear from Columba Leadership reports, testimonies and documentaries, as well as my 

engagements with Academy graduates, this process marks the beginning of a new, life-changing 

journey for the vast majority who attend. My purpose in this report is not to describe or analyse 

this journey of Academy graduates per se, but to assess how it acts or can act as a catalyst for 

change in the environment from which they come. Columba staff are themselves quite keen to 

stress that their role is mostly to do with the initial engagement and Academy process. As Tracy 

Hackland, Columba Leadership Head of Operations, says: “What we achieve is one-on-one 

individual transformation. What they do with it is not the end goal, which is about individual 

transformation…We cannot be all things to all schools or all Learners, so we deliver tools and 

approaches so that they can find their own solutions.” Thus, initially only ad hoc follow-up 

support was given by Columba Leadership to participating schools and it is only recently that the 

programme has started to think more seriously about the multipliers which have become 

apparent and how it can help to foster and sustain them. Indeed, Columba staff members have 

expressed surprise at the multipliers experienced in some schools, which they perceive as 

“organic” and “unexpected” rather than specifically encouraged. As Tracy Hackland states: “We 

anticipated individual change, but not institutional change – things like teen pregnancy rates 

falling, drop-out rates falling, the matric pass rate improving and so on.” In their 2012 Annual 
                                                           
5
 “Social Return on Investment (SROI): Auditing and valuing impact of the Columba Leadership Academy”. 

Columba Leadership Annual Report 2012 (Pg. 5). 
6
 Columba Leadership Annual Review 2013 (Pg. 6).    
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Report it was likewise reported that: “We have observed institutional transformation in schools 

which we did not anticipate when we started e.g. decrease in disciplinary incidents, reduction in 

teenage pregnancy, reduced drop-out rates etc.”  

Be this as it may, there appears to be a contradiction between what Columba Leadership was 

actually founded to achieve/its methodology and the way in which the organisation represents 

the multipliers which have so far been observed. As with its Scottish precursor, the South 

African programme does actually set out to achieve more than “one-on-one individual 

transformation”. For a start, the fact that it is specifically a “leadership” programme suggests 

that there is an expectation that Academy graduates will actively influence their environment on 

their return. Tracy Hackland confirms this when she says that the programme seeks to foster 

“youth activism as a model for societal change”, while Columba Leadership founder Rob Taylor 

sums up their purpose thus: “we help young people to discover that they have the inner 

greatness to transform their lives and their communities”.7 Furthermore, the values which are 

shared, especially “service”, are also geared towards more than simply personal change. 

Towards the end of the Academy, participants are tasked with thinking about the problems they 

face in their schools and communities and coming up with some possible solutions which they 

can implement as a group. They are also expected to draw up an action plan when they return 

to the school, which will include the rest of their peers in implementing their suggested 

solutions. Those who could not be selected for the Academy but wrote an application essay are 

even referred to as the “Home Team” in Columba Leadership’s discourse. Columba Leadership’s 

methodology is thus designed to foster the multiplier effect, despite the fact that the 

programme itself does not determine or drive these endeavours. Yet another sign that a wider 

change is actually expected is the fact that Columba Leadership does not design its intervention 

to last beyond a few Academies, hoping rather to inspire enough momentum to sustain a 

changed school environment independently.8       

In other words, Columba Leadership is far from being a programme geared towards individual 

change which suddenly stumbled upon wider unintended positive outcomes. Instead, its whole 

“DNA” is set up to be a catalyst for multiplier effects, especially in the schools from which 

participants are drawn. While the apparent “surprise” about the nature and scale of multipliers 

may have characterised the first few years, Columba Leadership now seems to be embracing the 

“ripple effect” as part of its model. A flow diagram (see Figure 1 below) of their “values based 

leadership theory of change” shows that besides individual personal development, there is the 

potential for other Learners and Educators to be positively influenced, leading to improved life 

outcomes, an improved learning and teaching environment and a service-focussed youth 

engagement entrenched at the school. Likewise, it is acknowledged that beyond the original 

core group of Academy participants, there are “other stakeholders” who are beneficiaries. 

These are other Learners who join the working group; the wider school community, which 

                                                           
7
 Rob Taylor. “Showing Young People their Inner Greatness”. Columba Leadership Annual Report 2012 (Pg. 8). 

8
 Columba noted in further consultation that they do not have a set period of commitment to a school, but 

rather aims to invest in the school through its programmes until it becomes clear that there is an opportunity 
for a responsible exit. 
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benefits from the actions taken by the Learners; and the local community who can also benefit 

from any outreach projects started, as well as the raised performance of their local school.9   

 

Figure 1: Columba Leadership’s Values Based Leadership Theory of Change Model 

The question for Columba Leadership, as articulated by Tracy Hackland, is: “How does Columba 

maximise the ripple effect? This is a key question because we see it, but it’s not predictable.” The 

programme is thus exploring how to provide schools with additional support to build on and 

sustain their multipliers. Because Columba Leadership itself lacks the personnel and the financial 

resources to initiate full-on follow-up with schools, it is currently thinking in terms of developing 

tools in three areas to assist schools to maximise the changes which occur as a result of the 

intervention. These three proposed strengthening methods10 are: 

1) Improved school sensitisation through better pre-and-post-Academy engagement 

(especially identifying and encouraging strong ‘values champions’ from among the 

school staff who can foster youth activism); 

2) Supporting healthy group functioning through the development of a toolkit to help the 

core group to maintain effectiveness and cohesion; and 

3) Building capacity for youth action which goes beyond once off projects, again through 

the development of a toolkit which assists the young activists to achieve this.  

The above methods of building on the “ripple effect” is what the DG Murray Trust has been 

particularly interested in supporting.     

                                                           
9
 Social Return on Investment (SROI): Auditing and valuing impact of the Columba Leadership Academy”. 

Columba Leadership Annual Report 2012 (Pg. 5). 
10

 In further consultation, Columba noted that they aim to deliver a 2-year follow-up process for every cohort 
that go through the Academy.  
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2. Case Studies 

Manyangana High School – Mpumalanga 

 

School Context 

Manyangana High School is located in Uta village, a small settlement (population approximately 

2000) around 50 kilometres to the east of Acornhoek in Mpumalanga province. It is close to the 

Kruger National Park and many of those residents who are employed perform menial work on 

surrounding game farms and tourist facilities. Being located in the former Gazankulu homeland, 

the village has a high level of social and economic challenges, as do the many other villages 

scattered throughout the area. Basic services have taken a long time to reach Uta, which still lies 

on a dirt road and finally enjoyed the establishment of a government clinic in 2010.     

According to the longest-serving Educator at the school, who has taught there since 1993, 

Manyangana was founded two or three years before she arrived. In terms of infrastructure, 

Manyangana is a typical rural school. There are 15 classrooms, an administration building and a 

medium-sized hall built around a large treed square. There is also a small building containing a 

library and an out-building where cooking is done for school lunches. Boys and Girls toilets are 

located some distance away towards the back of the property. The school grounds are 

reasonably large, and contain a rudimentary soccer pitch and goals.  

Manyangana has 626 Learners (2013) and its 15 classrooms, as well as the number of desks and 

chairs available, are inadequate for such a population. Learners in the lower grades experience 

class sizes of up to 60, while the senior classes are smaller because, traditionally, many Learners 

have dropped out before reaching Matric. The school put forward 77 candidates for the NSC 

exams in 2013 and 75 in the previous year. Manyangana was only electrified in 2009, while the 

next-door clinic’s 2010 instalment adjacent to the school provided convenient medical services 

to the school community for the first time. Local corporate-linked welfare initiative the 

Buffelshoek Trust began a partnership with the school in 2005 to help address some of the 

school’s problems. It continues to sponsor food and school uniforms, among other things, for 

the Learners.   

Despite the above constraints, the history of Manyangana upsets an overly simplistic and binary 

before/after, negative/positive scenario in relation to Columba Leadership’s intervention. 

According to long-standing staff members, in the early days it performed well: “The first Matrics 

did well, but not a 100 percent pass. But the following year, we did get the best results on the 

Manyeleti circuit. We were excelling – more than excelling. Learners even used to get taxis to 

come here from surrounds. We never had electricity but we were doing it. We had a small but 

good staff.” Current Principal, Elvis Siwela, who started teaching at Manyangana in 1995, 

concurs: “This school was doing well for quite some time. It had its own vision and mission and 

values. The Matric pass rate was around 70 percent.”  

Having kept up a reasonable standard for a decade, things slowly started to deteriorate, as 

narrated by a long-serving Educator: “After a while the results went down. I am not sure of the 
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cause but Learners from primary schools were no longer good and were coming to us without 

even being able to write or read. Also, as the school grew, we got lots of new teachers and their 

approach was not good and they were not dedicated. Then the systems changed from one 

direction to another and we were told to implement new things with just a three day workshop! 

So all this affected us badly.” Principal Siwela also feels that the introduction of Outcomes Based 

Education (OBE) in 2005 and the lack of capacity of the staff to implement this approach 

effectively could have had much to do with the “slump” which the school found itself in. So bad 

was the slump that the school’s Matric pass rate dropped to 10.8 percent in 2008. Although it 

recovered from that low point, two-thirds or more of Matrics were failing their finals in 

subsequent years.  

Year Matric Pass Rate 

2007 49.6% 

2008 10.8% 

2009 35.6% 

2010 19.8% 

2011 32.7% 

2012 92.3% 

2013 98.7% 

Figure 2: Manyangana High School Matric Pass Rate 2007 – 2012.  

Several Educators explain that the 2008 nadir was as a direct result of several good teachers 

leaving at once “to go back to their home areas”. “One problem with us is that we are rural,” 

says Siwela. “Teachers do not stay long in this part of the world. So we can’t always get or keep 

good teachers; we can’t keep somebody if they get a better offer.” This just goes to show how 

vulnerable such rural schools are to sudden changes, and how little power they have to adapt 

and overcome such problems.  

However, Educators are also quick to point out that there were other problems which were just 

as much to blame for the deterioration in the school’s standards. As one stated: “Seriousness 

levels were low, and participation was poor, as was discipline.” Many Learners simply absented 

themselves from school, a problem compounded by the fact that there was often little oversight 

from parents as they were mostly away at distant workplaces during the week. In such an 

environment many Learners were dropping out of school and an alarming number were doing 

so because they were pregnant. Educators, including the Principal, felt helpless in the face of 

such problems: “With discipline: the Learners used to be punished, but the Department was 

saying no to punishment. But you need that discipline! Learners would be told to do things but 

there was no way of enforcing it so they would not do anything as they know teachers won’t do 

anything to them. They want rights without responsibilities.”  

A fascinating blog post by Paolo Singer, a young Harvard student who conducted a study of 

learning and teaching conditions at Manyangana in 2010, provides valuable insight into just 
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what the school environment was like prior to Columba Leadership’s involvement.11 The post 

opens with a description of the Principal addressing Learners on new rules that had been 

decided at a meeting with parents. These rules, while unremarkable in themselves, represent an 

attempt to bring serious problems such as absenteeism, late-coming and application to 

schoolwork back under control. Singer describes several classes he attended in which teachers 

struggled desperately to make themselves understood and those Learners in attendance 

grappled hopelessly with the simplest concepts across a range of subjects. In Singer’s account, 

there is clearly something deeply wrong with the learning environment and the school culture at 

Manyangana by 2010. Also apparent in his description is the glaring lack of adequate primary 

school preparation for high school. It is little wonder that the Matric pass rate was a mere 19.8 

percent at the end of that year.  

History and Dynamics of Columba Intervention 

Columba Leadership’s involvement with Manyangana High School dates back to 2011, when the 

school applied and was selected to participate in the programme. Twelve grade 10 Learners and 

three Educators, including the Principal, were selected to attend the Academy, which took place 

in January 2012 at a local game lodge. All of the graduates of this Academy talk about the 

experience in glowing terms, one graduate Learner commenting: “Columba does not teach, but 

enlightens us about things we’ve already got. They made us realise we can do anything and 

made us aware we have the dignity and ability.” It is clear that these graduates understood and 

adopted the values which were shared at the Academy, becoming responsible and active 

leaders in their school. The survey conducted with non-Columba Learners (n49) showed an 

overwhelming perception that those who went on the Academy had changed positively, 

becoming responsible, active and successful at their schoolwork.   

Principal Siwela says that the Academy helped the school to rediscover their purpose and focus 

on a goal: “We needed a trigger. If you have a string of bad results you lose confidence. But if 

someone comes in and gives you confidence and encouragement, that is the trigger you need. 

We needed someone to tell the teachers that they are not bad.” He went on to explain that a key 

lesson was that of awareness and that when he returned he repeatedly stressed to the school 

the value of being aware of their environment. But more importantly, the Learners who 

graduated “preached the gospel of the six values that they had learnt to other Learners. A 

certain interest developed and we developed a new theme for 2012 – “we can”. The RCL 

[Representative Council of Learners] came alive and joined forces with the Academy graduates 

and took responsibility (like monitoring themselves if the teachers were having a meeting). The 

confidence level grew and they began to believe in themselves.” Another Educator put it thus: 

“Those Learners who went, even if they were naughty, they changed their behaviour when they 

came from Columbia (sic). It is like the initiation school – when they come back they would be an 

adult. They change and act like adults, start to be responsible because there is something they 

                                                           

11 See Paolo Singer, 2013. “Inside Manyangana”. Found at: http://www.thestandardplay.com/2013/01/south-

africa/ (Accessed 04 Jan 2014).  

 

http://www.thestandardplay.com/2013/01/south-africa/
http://www.thestandardplay.com/2013/01/south-africa/
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have been taught there. You can’t find a Learner from Columbia not studying in study time. So it 

does set a good example.”    

The graduates organised themselves into a group known simply as the “Columba Group” and 

developed an action plan to tackle some of the problems they had identified. They first shared 

their experience and what they had learnt at assembly, as well as what they wanted to achieve 

as a school. Most graduates feel that this peer-to-peer sharing worked well: “When learners 

speak to other learners, it works!” More importantly, the Columba Group began to lead by 

example, starting with a thorough clean-up of the school toilets, which had been in a terrible 

condition for some years. This move was as symbolic as it was practical, seeking to seize back 

the school’s dignity, but also to show the Learners that the Columba Group was serious and 

were prepared to lead by example. “We cleaned the toilets,” one of the group explained, “and 

many Learners followed us. They said they did not want that kind of leadership of forcing 

people.” The group also led a clean-up of the litter which polluted the school, involving many of 

their peers in the process.  

There have been vegetable projects involving the Learners in the recent past,12 but the Columba 

Group decided to initiate one of their own and involve many other Learners in nurturing the 

plants. They raised their own funds for seeds, holding a casual day which raised R250. They also 

bought paint for the toilets with this, and other, monies raised. The group and those who joined 

in took great pride in initiating, managing and completing these projects themselves. The 

vegetables were used to supplement their school lunch on Fridays and they also sold some to 

raise money to buy school uniforms for orphaned or poor Learners. While the community 

engagement has been limited, the Learners did conduct some anti-litter activities and some of 

them have even helped out elderly people in the village with various chores.  

One of the most significant actions of the Columba Group, however, was their establishment of 

after-hours study groups among themselves. Here they revise their work and assist each other 

to understand problematic concepts. Some Learners even conduct lessons for others who are 

struggling. This was done with limited involvement of the Educators although Educators who 

attended the Academy did say that they help Learners with study groups in afternoons and at 

weekends, sometimes even getting good teachers from other schools to give extra lessons.  

Crucially, all of these activities had the blessing of the Principal, Mr Siwela and the school 

management. Indeed, it is clear that Mr Siwela gained new insights, energy and impetus as a 

result of attending the Academy which allowed him to adopt new approaches to school 

leadership and management.13 He was able to shake off the negativity of the preceding years 

and breathe life into his staff and the Learners, with the help of the Columba Group. Siwela had 

the Educators introduce monthly tests in their classes, and he initiated a system of certificates 

for the best Learner and Educator each month to motivate them to do well. “We tried to live up 

                                                           
12

 See Paolo Singer, 2013. “Inside Manyangana”. 
13 See Barbara Dale-Jones, 01 November 2013. “Time to take care of the principals” for a discussion of how 

important strong leadership from the Principal is for school performance. Found at:  
http://mg.co.za/article/2013-11-01-time-to-take-care-of-the-principals (Accessed 31 Dec 2013).   
 

http://mg.co.za/article/2013-11-01-time-to-take-care-of-the-principals
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to our ‘excellence’ motto,” he says. For his part, he now wants to be the best principal he can 

and has ambitions to win the National Teachers Award, which he describes as “what any 

Educator dreams of.”  

Outcomes of Intervention and Multipliers Identified 

The previous section has discussed the impact of Columba Leadership’s intervention at 

Manyangana on individuals and on the core group of beneficiaries. It has also hinted at wider 

benefits which have been enjoyed by the entire school as a result. But is there evidence of a 

“ripple effect” or multipliers which impact positively on the broader state of the school and 

Learners beyond the core group? The answer is yes, although these require some discussion to 

explore their complexities (limitations and less positive aspects will be discussed in the next 

section). The following multipliers are apparent:  

1) New youth activism culture and improved school environment 

The Columba Group, and the actions they have taken, have drawn in many other Learners, and 

created momentum towards a youth activism culture at Manyangana. With the intervention 

only two years old at the school it is still too early to talk of a self-sustaining youth activism 

culture, but indications in this regard are positive. Most of those Learners surveyed had been 

involved in cleaning toilets, picking up litter or watering the vegetable garden. They saw such 

involvement in a positive light and were keen to continue and to attend the Academies 

themselves one day. This was particularly true of the younger grades.  

There was also a widespread consensus among Learners and Educators that school attendance 

has improved, late-coming has decreased, discipline is better, Learners wear their uniforms with 

pride and are smart, the grounds are clean and Learners use the toilets in a dignified and 

responsible manner. One Educator was surprised to see that boys are now also getting involved 

in cleaning their classrooms and the school: “Previously, it was only the girls: Before Columba it 

was taboo for a boy to hold a mop or be seen cleaning, but now they do it willingly”. Educators 

also say that in class and study time noise levels are down and Learners are more serious about 

their studies. Where in the past they used to run outside, disrupt class and even “boo” when 

given assignments, they now want to learn. It thus appears that the values shared at the 

Academy, and in turn shared with other Learners (through actions more than words), have been 

embraced and successfully adopted by a significant number of the Learners.   

The Learner-led after-school study groups are another example of the young people at 

Manyangana taking action to improve their chances of passing and having a decent future. 

Faced with a high likelihood of failure, these Learners decided that together, they could help 

each other to understand their work. Because textbooks are short, classes are large, educational 

foundations are weak, and Educators may not be effective, the Learners have decided to 

overcome these challenges using their own collective brainpower, perseverance and mutual 

support. Learners who have grasped difficult topics or concepts help those who are behind, 

while the positive peer pressure to spend time with their books has provided them with more 

confidence and enthusiasm for their subjects than ever. Not all Learners are involved in these 

study groups, but they are an important resource for those who want to improve their marks. In 
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turn, this energy, interest and enthusiasm enters the formal lessons, assisting the Educators to 

create a good learning atmosphere and to better assist those who may be struggling.  

2) Improvement in teaching-learning environment and associated improved academic 

performance   

The introduction of the study groups by the Columba Group, as well as the Principal’s efforts to 

encourage Educators and Learners to adopt a fresh approach appears to have borne fruit 

remarkably quickly. As Principal Siwela explained: “By June 2012 the results started to improve 

and the District Director noticed and remarked how our results had improved – because we were 

number five in the Province. Come the end of the year, we achieved a 92 percent pass! The small 

things that were happening and the knowledge gained had far-reaching impacts.” Educators and 

Learners alike link this success directly to the Columba programme and the “vibe” that it 

stimulated. One remarked that “with the support of Columba, we are on fire!” 

Something that is particularly interesting is that the Matrics of 2012, who achieved this 92 per 

cent pass rate, were not the ones who got a chance to attend the Columba Academy, suggesting 

that the combined actions of the Principal and the Columba Group (their juniors in the school) 

created a better atmosphere for them in their finals year. Educator Given Mathebula is 

convinced of this: “Our results went high last year because of this Columba [programme]. It gave 

us focus and helped us to channel our energy, so it played a major role. After all, the study 

groups were spear-headed by the Columba groups.” Principal Siwela is also forthright about this: 

“In the history of the school, we never had a distinction in Maths, but now we got four 

distinctions last year! What do you attribute this to? We achieved things we never achieved 

before! Columba has contributed to that.” Indeed, the quality of passes was also much better 

than previous years, with 25 distinctions gained and the best Maths result in the Province.14 

However, it must be stated that in many subjects, notably Business, Economics, English, 

Accounts, and Maths Literacy, although the overall pass rate was high, the quality of passes was 

not good, most being Code 2 or 3 passes (below 50 percent).15  

Of great importance is that the new leadership approach from the Principal and the Educators 

who attended the Academy seems to have spurred on the rest of the staff not only to become 

more effective, but to engage more productively with the Learners. Principal Siwela put it thus: 

“It was the same teachers who got bad results before who now produced our 92 percent pass. So 

something dramatic happened and we hope to keep it going.” Learners, especially Columba 

graduates, said that they found Educators more approachable, and that their methods of 

teaching and ensuring class discipline had improved. Learners surveyed were also largely 

positive, pointing to what they saw as a better attitude from teachers, greater involvement with 
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 There is some confusion around just how many Distinctions were garnered. I was told there were 25 while 
visiting the school, but Columba Leadership material states that there were 45 Distinctions.   
15

 Professor Jonathan Jansen recently raised what he sees as the problem of having Matric pass marks below 
50 percent. See M&G Online, 05 January 2014. “Jansen says school subject pass rate must be raised”.  Found 
at: http://mg.co.za/article/2014-01-05-jansen-says-school-subject-pass-rate-must-be-raised (Accessed 06 Jan 
2014).  
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school activities and better teaching methods. One Learner said that the teachers were now 

“ever smiling” while another said: “We did not have much of a relationship with them before. If 

they hurt our feelings we could not say anything, but now we are free to say anything and they 

take us seriously. We are now closer to them and not afraid to make a phonecall”.  

At a recent Teachers Upfront seminar (University of Johannesburg, October 2013), high-level 

participants “focused on how an environment conducive to teaching and learning can and 

should be created by leaders both in the school and, more broadly, in the district.”16 One of the 

things participants stressed was the fact that “a successful school follows every child”, and 

knows what is going on in their lives and what kind of assistance they might need to overcome 

their specific challenges.17 Educators at Manyangana, especially, but not limited to Columba 

graduates, stressed how the school’s renaissance had made them see how important it was to 

nurture each Learner. As one commented: “We now feel that here is a family and every child is 

our child.” Another shared: “I also learnt to know learners’ backgrounds. For example, some are 

bullies, but are from a difficult background, so when you know this you can help them better. 

Others have no parents and so they need love.” Several Educators also commented that they 

now worked closely together as a team where in the past they worked only as individuals and 

often in conflict.  

Another aspect that has reportedly improved is the participation of parents. They now come 

regularly for meetings with Educators and have acknowledged their role in reducing 

absenteeism and ensuring that assignments are completed. Some have even come forward and 

volunteered to serve on the School Governing Body.    

3) Reduction in social ills like teenage pregnancy and alcohol abuse  

High rates of teenage pregnancy and alcohol abuse among Learners have long been a problem 

at Manyangana. These problems are said to have been augmented by the fact that many 

Learners live on their own in the village for long spells while their parents are away working in 

the tourist industry. These Learners effectively live, often with siblings, in child-headed 

households and, as one Educator said, they end up engaging in “adult” activities while they are 

still at school. In 2011, 16 Learners became pregnant and in previous years it was said to be an 

even greater number at times.  

Then, in 2012, after the Columba intervention, there were only four pregnancies.18 It might be 

tempting to attribute this dramatic drop directly to the Columba Academy and the activities of 

the Columba Group. Indeed some Learners, Educators and Columba Leadership staff themselves 

do credit the intervention with a change in behaviour among teenagers as a result of the sharing 

of the six values, and their embodiment through positive youth actions. Given how complex 
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 Barbara Dale-Jones, 01 November2013. “Time to take care of the principals”. Found at:  
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 Ibid.  
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 Columba Leadership material records 18 pregnancies in 2011 and only three In 2012. My figures were 
obtained from Manyangana High School during the site visit.  
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behaviour change around sexual practices is, and how entrenched the structural drivers of 

teenage sex in rural South Africa are, the truth is probably more complicated.19  

It is likely that the positive influence of the Columba Group was one factor among a number that 

combined to reduce the teen pregnancy rate at Manyangana in 2012. Not least among these 

was the establishment, for the first time, of a government clinic in the village in 2010. The 

presence of this health facility must have had an impact in terms of the availability of 

information on reproductive health, as well as contraceptives, treatment for STIs and campaigns 

about this well-known local problem. By 2012, some of these services are likely to have started 

to have a positive effect on the local community. Educators and Learners also pointed out that 

the school has been participating for the last few years in a project with the (bizarre) name of 

Radically Different Species (RADS). According to the Educator in charge, this Provincial DoE 

programme has “done a lot” and is a “lifeskills programme, where we look at sexuality, 

substance abuse, abstinence and so on. It was introduced in 2011 and is also behind the drop in 

pregnancies. It works like Columba, getting Learners to be responsible adults and to know what 

is right and wrong. Twenty Learners from this school were workshopped in 2011 by the 

Department and now there are more than 200 in the group. There are workshops three times a 

year over a weekend, with other schools from the Province.” Another Educator mentioned 

another club called “Boys and Girls Togetherness” (BAM-JAM) which also encouraged 

abstinence and avoidance of alcohol and drugs.  

Columba Leadership’s contribution in this regard must therefore be seen as a strengthening of a 

wider movement seeking to reduce teenage pregnancy in schools in Mpumalanga. However, it 

remains to be seen if 2012’s low rate can be sustained, as the drivers of such pregnancies come 

from outside the school system (e.g. “sugar daddies” who offer poor schoolgirls “opportunities”) 

and often trump “knowledge” and “awareness” of the dangers of such behaviours, and even the 

newfound self-respect fostered by programmes like Columba Leadership.    

Challenges, Limitations and Future Prospects  

In a Columba Leadership promotional video Manyangana High School Transformed,20 Sidney 

Frankel of Sabi Sand Trust (sponsors of the Academy) describes a “viral ripple effect” which 

resulted from the first Academy in January 2012. Certainly, the impact has been impressive and 

Educators and Learners alike have been very positive about the intervention and its outcomes. 

During our interview, Tracy Hackland said she would be interested to know more about this, 

especially whether “there is anyone there not affected or pro-actively involved”. Educators who 

attended the Academy said they estimated that around “90 percent of Learners accepted what 

their brothers and sisters brought them,” and that many had become involved in the positive 

youth activism that resulted.21 The use of a virus as a metaphor of change makes for good 
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 See Ina Skosana, 16 August 2013. “Stuck in a destructive cycle of poverty and teen pregnancy.” M&G Online.  
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promotional language, but it does present an image of a contagious agent bringing total 

transformation to everyone in a very short space of time.  

Although it is not my aim to dampen the understandable enthusiasm for the commendable 

results seen so far, several factors would suggest a more cautious assessment is necessary. 

Indeed, not everyone at the school feels that the intervention has had as “viral” or 

overwhelming an effect as has been suggested. A Grade 10 graduate of the 2013 Academy 

admitted the following: “I try to teach my friends and make them aware of the important values, 

but only around 35 percent of my class are really interested. Some said it disturbed their studies 

and they did not bother to write the application essays. They were saying it was a waste of time 

and they did not want to participate in the projects we have been doing.” Other Columba 

graduates explained that classes where two or three graduates are present seemed to be 

transformed and become involved much more readily than classes with no graduates. This 

supports the idea that strong social networks are important for the kinds of changes the 

programme seeks to foster. In other words, Learners who have close and regular interaction 

with Columba graduates are much more likely to be changed than those who have only 

experienced “motivation sessions”. My interaction with non-Academy Learners backed up the 

impression that some Learners are more involved and interested than others. I met a group of 

Grade 10s who were very keen to be involved, but on the same day the Grade 12s I canvassed 

said they had not been involved, and while they had noticed positives, they did not attribute the 

increased pass rate at the school to anything Columba had achieved. The survey also yielded 16 

percent of respondents who said they were not interested in being involved themselves despite 

seeing some positives achieved by their peers. It is thus definitely not the case that everyone at 

the school has caught the Columba bug and is actively spreading it. Not yet, at least.  

Manyangana’s massively improved overall Matric pass rates in 2012 and 2013, while impressive 

and commendable, also need to be considered in their wider context. Firstly, Mpumalanga’s 

NSC results have risen 20 percent in last three years – faster than all other provinces, whose 

results have also seen a steady rise. Since very few of these other schools in Mpumalanga have 

been impacted by a programme such as Columba Leadership, the cause of this rise is clearly due 

to other factors (too complex to discuss here). Manyangana’s meteoric 60-65 percent rise in 

Matric pass rate by far exceeds the provincial increase, which could partially be due to the 

Columba influence. However, a second factor is equally important to consider. In 2009, 156 

candidates from Manyangana wrote Matric. Since then, the number of candidates put forward 

by the school has steadily dropped so that by 2013, only 77 candidates – 51 percent fewer – sat 

for their exams. It is not clear what reason there has been for the halving of the Grade 12 class, 

but it strongly suggests that weaker candidates, who would have written their exams in the 

past, are now either being held back or have dropped out. This would also add significantly to 

the pass rate.    

 
Manyangana High School 

 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 

# Wrote 156 133 98 75 77 
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# Passed 56 26 32 69 76 

Pass Rate 35.9% 19.5% 32.7% 92% 98.7% 

Figure 3: Matric pass rate and number of candidates 2009-2013 (DBE)  

Another factor that urges caution with assessments which present the school as already 

“transformed” is that these obscure the still very real and large problems faced by the school 

and the wider community. Attracting and keeping good and committed Educators is still a 

problem, and if several leave the school at once, it can have disastrous consequences, as noted 

above.22 Learners surveyed also listed ongoing problems with absenteeism, large class sizes, 

insufficient educational activities, shortages of desks and chairs and shortages of text and 

reference books. Many also said that alcohol abuse was still a problem at the school despite the 

changes experienced in the last two years. That such problems exist is also illustrated by the fact 

that the Columba Group’s vegetable garden was vandalised during one of the school holidays. 

Although this only made their resolve stronger, it does point to possible resistance to their drive 

for change.  

Another problematic area is the school library. It does not seem to have changed much since 

Paolo Singer’s description of it in 2010: “it has not been updated, organized, or used properly. 

Half the room is empty, except for a few stacks of plastic chairs. The other half has three metal 

shelves full of new and old textbooks. The books are out of order and most are covered in 

dust.”23 One of the Educators who is a Columba graduate had this to say about the library: 

“Reading is a problem at this school. We have no library to speak of. The books are old and 

uninteresting. We need desperately to get books and establish a proper library. We want the 

Learners to enjoy reading and for good leadership, it is important to read so we need support 

with this desperately.” And yet, despite a claim in the Columba Leadership promotional video 

that the library was revamped by the Columba Group, they have clearly not done much at all to 

address this pressing problem with what should be a key learning resource for the school. I was 

shown the library by concerned Educators who thought it was a disgrace. Interestingly, although 

they were both graduates, they did not seem to have ideas about how to lead the process 

themselves.  

There is also a strong feeling among all Learners and Educators that Columba Leadership must 

continue with their relationship with the school and, in particular, continue to run Academies. 

At this point, there is hardly anyone who believes the momentum could continue if Columba 

Leadership were to pull out in the near future. Although there is seemingly no jealously among 

Educators towards those of their colleagues who have so far attended the Academies, there is a 

strong belief that all of them must get a chance to attend. As one explained: “People say, ‘if 

everybody goes, it will be a great school’ – they are thirsty for Columba. Six have gone so far but 

they must take more until everyone has attended. The expectation is that Columba will have an 

Academy every year and everyone will get trained for this. If it stops, we can be very much 

angry!” Another said: “They must continue with the Academies and must not stop. We don’t 

                                                           
22

 To illustrate the point, one Educator I interviewed actually asked me to look out for non-teaching job 
opportunities in Cape Town.  
23

 Singer, P. 2013.  



19 
 

want them to stop for the rest of our lives: they must do it every year”. Even Educators who have 

attended feel that the continuation of Academies is crucial: “If they stopped the Academies, the 

impact would go down gradually. The people who attend the Academies apply the values and 

want to change things so if it stops, people would leave the school and the impetus would 

reduce.”  

This sentiment that Columba Leadership “are the ones putting fire every year” is perhaps 

understandable at this stage. However, at times, it does raise concerns about dependency 

syndrome as few appear to be finding home-grown ways of stimulating the impact. Fortunately 

Principal Siwela appears to be a pragmatic man who is thinking of ways to stimulate the 

Columba spirit for posterity: “One good thing is that Columba don’t take only Learners, but three 

Educators also accompany them. Six have gone so far. So the teachers can carry the burden and 

preach the gospel and form groups and so on. Also, the Learners teach Grade 8s and impart the 

values so we will induct the Grade 8s into the process. It is my wish that if it is possible, we could 

create a theme or an anthem around these values, so that they can remain here forever.” 

Learners who have graduated from the Academy had mixed feelings: “Even if they don’t have 

Academies, they must visit and teach or do a workshop, even if it’s at the school. The values 

would disappear if they don’t continue to share them with the Learners. But it is a legacy; I have 

become those values, so the impact can continue.” 

Fortunately, Columba Leadership is committed to assisting schools until they can sustain their 

own movement for change. At Manyangana there is evidence that in a short period of time, the 

intervention was able to stimulate new optimism and determination in the school leadership 

and some Learners, which have started to bear fruit on the wider school. This augers well for 

the success of the intervention and the future of the school.    

 

Altmont Technical High School – Gauteng 

 

School Context 

Altmont Technical High School was established in 1991 as a satellite school for Gauteng South 

West College, Soweto. In 1998, the school relocated to new premises in the Soweto informal 

settlement of Protea South. The area is still largely informal and impoverished and the majority 

of Learners at Altmont are from the poor families living in the area. Many of their parents are 

unemployed and there are reportedly a high number of foreign migrants living there. In 2008, 

the school was consequently declared a “no fee-paying school” since it was ranked as 

supporting the poorest kind of community (Quintile 1). Various provincial government 

departments provide support to the school in terms of nutrition, hygiene and school uniforms 

and there is a school safety programme involving community policing volunteers and the police 

service.   

While Altmont is a technical high school, the buildings it was allocated lack the necessary 

workshops for the teaching of technical subjects. It has thus become more like a conventional 
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(academic) school. As with many urban (township) government high schools, Altmont consists of 

a long, double-storey rectangle of classrooms, 25 in all, around a concrete court-yard. Abutting 

this block is the reception and administration wing, which includes a staff room cum meeting 

room. The school library is also in this vicinity. Several pre-fabricated out-buildings within or 

close to the main compound house computer laboratories and additional teaching space. These 

buildings, however, are inadequate as the school is designed to cater for 840 Learners, but in 

2013 it had 1232 registered Learners. As at similar schools, far fewer Learners make it to Grade 

12 than begin Grade 8. In 2013, only 129 Learners wrote their NSC exams.  

Altmont has 53 staff members, 42 of whom are professional Educators. While the 

recommended Educator to Learner ratio is 1:35, class sizes are currently between 45 and 52 

Learners. As with Manyangana High School, the Principal and one of his deputies have been at 

Altmont for almost two decades, but the rest of the Educators are much newer to the school. At 

its new site, the school performed fairly well after the turn of the Millennium, garnering pass 

rates of 76.7 percent, 81 percent and 90.2 percent between 2001 and 2003. However, the loss 

of experienced Educators and confusion with the new OBE curriculum appear to have, as with 

Manyangana, caused a dramatic drop in pass rates as the decade progressed. The 2007, 2008 

and 2009 Matric results were all below 50 percent, only improving again in 2010 when they 

jumped drastically to 87 percent. Indeed, in 2010 Altmont was rated the top performer in its 

Quintile 1 category and the top contender for the most highly improved school in Gauteng in 

2010/11. Since then, the school has kept up its strong showing in the NSC, reaching an all-time 

high of 94.6 percent in 2013.  

Year Matric Pass Rate 

2008 42% 

2009 49% 

2010 87% 

2011 83.7% 

2012 88.2% 

2013 94.6% 

Figure 4: Altmont Technical High School Matric Pass Rate 2008 – 2013.  

Apart from the systemic problems experienced with overcrowding and shortage of Educators, 

Altmont has experienced other problems associated with the kind of socio-economic 

environment its Learners come from. These problems were most in evidence around the time 

when the pass rate was poor. Learners coming from very poor households and dysfunctional 

families lacked hope for the future and tended not to take school seriously. Vandalism of school 

property was a big problem, along with littering, drugs, gambling, fighting, teenage pregnancy 

(reportedly around 70 cases in 2008), lack of pride in the school uniform and disrespect of 

Educators. Learners would often come late to school or absent themselves completely.  

Fortunately for Altmont, its location in an urban area which has attracted attention and 

development initiatives post-1994 (and the fact that it is in the economic hub of the country), 

has meant that there have been a number of NGO or corporate programmes assisting the 

school and a fair variety of extra-curricular activities and sports (soccer, athletics, netball, 
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basketball, volleyball, chess, various clubs etc.). These, as will be discussed below, have helped 

the school to tackle some of its most pressing problems, albeit with mixed success in some 

cases.    

History and Dynamics of Columba Intervention 

Columba Leadership has played a very interesting role at Altmont, within the wider context of 

fairly high levels of activity by outside agencies seeking to assist the school and its Learners. 

Altmont was selected very soon after Columba Leadership’s initial pilot Academies were 

completed in KwaZulu-Natal. The first Academy was held in 2009, involving 12 Learners and 

three Educators, including the Principal. Three more Academies were held over the subsequent 

years but no Academy was held in 2013. It appears that after four Academies, Altmont may now 

have been left to carry the momentum forward of its own accord.   

The details of how the original Columba graduates (2009) experienced the Academy and what 

they went on to initiate get rather obscured by the length of time that has passed and the layers 

of subsequent experience and activity brought about by the intervention. One graduate, now 

studying Chemical Engineering at the University of Johannesburg, testified: “It taught me about 

choice-making and how you lead your life, so it helped me in decision-making, to know who I am 

and become honest to my potential. I discovered that leadership is within me.” The returning 

graduates gave a new lease of life to existing clubs called “Shining Spears” and “Bright Stars”, 

absorbing them in their initiative to share the Columba values with the rest of the school. They 

appear to also have commenced their change agenda with campaigns to clean and paint the 

school toilets and grounds.  

Brenda Letsholonyone, an Educator who attended the 2009 Academy, was also instrumental in 

giving her support to this group. Already a passionate youth worker, Brenda got a new purpose 

and energy from the Academy, which spurred her on to initiate more activities with and for the 

Learners. “Before the Academy, I was active, but I was not sure what to communicate, so the 

concept of values provided a sense of purpose and a strong message,” she says. Thus, just as 

important as purpose and energy, Brenda acquired a new methodology for youth work that she 

was able to put into practice. Together with a colleague, she introduced a Matric support 

programme, while the other graduates started their own after-school study sessions. The 2010 

Academy continued and fed into this work. According to more recent graduates, “The 2010 

group was so powerful and they dominated and grabbed attention. They had a great influence, 

and we built on it.” They initiated a group called “Youth in Action” which, along with the 

cleaning activities and sharing of values, tackled problems such as Learners not wearing 

uniform, the lack of respect and late coming. They recruited many other Learners into these 

groups, which were then augmented by Columba graduates from 2011 and 2012, creating a 

legacy of youth activism at the school.    

Today, this legacy is evident in the Boys Empowerment Movement (BEMS) and Girls 

Empowerment Movement (GEMS), which have arisen as the major youth activism vehicles 

driven by Columba graduates. While Columba graduates are well represented in the leadership 

of these initiatives, 80 percent of their members, and some of their leaders, are from the rest of 
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the school. BEMS and GEMS have committee members who each have a portfolio conforming to 

one problem area in the school (e.g. smoking, gambling, bullying etc.). These members lead 

initiatives in those areas and report back on issues and activities to the wider group. This group 

has been given the responsibility of organising school events such as the annual graduation 

ceremony, as well as their own weekly events aimed at fostering healthy participation and 

activity for Learners. Besides study groups, which are still ongoing, BEMS & GEMS holds popular 

weekly dance, music and poetry events for Learners. “We saw that after school, people have got 

nothing to do, so we organised a regular meeting where people do poetry, drama, music, dance, 

debate and motivational speaking – basically everything under arts,” explained one committee 

member.  

The Deputy Principal of Altmont, who attended the Academy in 2010 has been very supportive 

of these activities. She describes how the Academy changed her attitude towards Learners: “I 

discovered the person in me who could do better. Since that time, I don’t say no to any initiative 

from the Learners.” Likewise the Principal, who used to have an old-fashioned and conservative 

approach, now allows the Learners to undertake ambitious projects which in the past he would 

have been reluctant to sanction. While not much involved in the activities himself, “his ‘yes’ is 

support enough,” according to his Deputy.   

Over the last five years these groups, with the support of Educators like Brenda Letsholonyone, 

have been able to raise money for their activities and become ambitious enough to request 

funding from corporate sponsors for the improvement of the school. In 2010, for example, they 

sought assistance to improve the science laboratory: “In 2010, they were not working. So some 

Learners, including Columba graduates, went looking for sponsors. They went to Shoprite and 

Pick n Pay, who sponsored them and they got equipment. So it is now used to teach science.” 

First National Bank also started sponsoring a Saturday School, which Learners link to the new 

“can do” environment introduced to the school after the Columba initiative. In addition, there is 

an on-going project to renovate and restock the school library, which club members have 

sourced money for and assisted to varnish, paint and install new shelves. A few years ago they 

were also involved in securing sponsorship for and erecting a new fence for the school, to make 

it more secure and prevent absenteeism.      

Outcomes of Intervention and Multipliers Identified 

The above activities over a five year period have definitely resulted in a positive multiplier effect 

in several areas of the school. There are, however, complexities or limitations associated with 

each which will be discussed more fully in the next section.     

1) Improved teaching and learning Environment 

There are clearly on-going systemic issues which an intervention such as Columba Leadership 

cannot address. These include the strained school systems and infrastructure as a result of the 

400 more Learners than should be at the school, as well as the shortage of suitably qualified 

teachers. The Columba Leadership programme, however, has led to some improvements in the 

way (some) Educators and Learners relate to each other, and introduced some new teaching 

opportunities which assisted Learners in their studies.  
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Educators who attended the Academies are viewed as having changed by most Learners who 

took part in the survey and those interviewed. It was generally felt that they were more 

attentive and caring as well as becoming better at leading the Learners in positive actions. Some 

said that Educators used to use physical force, which does not occur anymore, while others said 

that their teachers always encouraged them and motivated them nowadays. Brenda 

Letsholonyone is mentioned often in the Learners’ responses as an Educator who stands out: “I 

gain confidence when it comes to this person I am about to mention. Madam Letsholonyone 

Brenda was one of the Educators who attended the Academy. Oh! She is super excellent.”  For 

their part, Educators who had attended the Academy also talked of becoming more confident 

and more aware that they should take the Learners seriously, as leaders in their own right, and 

care for each child as a parent would. One young Educator confided that she used to cry when 

she was confronted with the Learners’ problems, but after attending the Academy she now is 

confident to address any issues which arise and often holds one-on-one talks with learners who 

are struggling.   

As at Manyangana, the presence of Columba graduates in the classes has also helped with 

discipline and application to schoolwork, although this is not as apparent at Altmont. This is 

probably due to the large number of Learners at the school, compared to its rural counterpart. 

More important have been the Saturday school (sponsored by FNB) and the after-hours study 

programme initiated by Brenda Letsholonyone and the Columba graduates. Although the 

school’s massively improved Matric pass rate (from hovering in the 40s to close to 90 percent in 

2010 and after) must be seen in the wider context of improved results countrywide, the positive 

atmosphere and activity brought to the school through the Columba intervention must 

undoubtedly have played a large role in the turnaround. Similarly, the fact that key school 

managers also attended and applied some of their new insights into running the school is likely 

to have contributed. As most surveyed Learners wrote on their forms, the school is now viewed 

in the community as one where the standards are high and the pass rate is impressive.       

2) Increased involvement by Educators in extra-curricular activities  

Although there are many Educators who are not actively involved in the Columba-linked 

initiatives, another impact of the Columba Academies has been to stimulate some of those who 

attended to become better leaders of after-class activities. Brenda Letsholonyone is an obvious 

example of this. Always drawn towards extra-curricular support for Learners, the Columba 

Academy gave her a boost which allowed her to put her talents and ambitions more effectively 

to use. She discovered her full potential to run a range of support and social entrepreneurial 

activities at Altmont. Besides the study groups and support for the Columba programmes, 

Brenda also started a project through which local unemployed women clean the school during 

the holidays, which both improved their livelihoods and feeds into the school’s aim of being 

clean and healthy. 

Another Educator for whom the Academy stimulated a new drive to provide healthy after-

school activities was Mr Nephawe, a geography and English teacher. Already involved in some 

activities in his home community in Limpopo, Nephawe says the Academy made him “aware of 
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something within [him] that was not materialising.” He goes on: “It’s hard to realise on your own 

that you are a leader. But through the Academy you can realise that you can make a difference. 

It re-awakened something in me I did not know I had.” He testified that he is now much more 

organised and effective at managing his personal work profile (meeting submission dates and 

organising the syllabus etc.). In addition, he has been elected as the school’s sports coordinator, 

and he organises a number of sporting activities at break time and after hours. “The main idea is 

to take them away from the fence and smoking. When they are involved, we can monitor them,” 

says Nephawe. They now utilise the quad for volleyball and six aside soccer, while he plans to 

introduce tennis at some point. One challenge Nephawe faces is the lack of funds to develop the 

school’s grounds into proper sports fields. At present, an adjacent community centre is used for 

many activities.   

3) Internal youth activism movement 

As described in the previous section, the Columba Academies have radically altered the way 

Learners participate in the life of their school. While some youth clubs existed before the 

Columba intervention, Columba graduates returning from the Academies infused these with a 

new focus both on the values they had learnt and the role members could play in solving the 

school’s problems. In leading this new wave of youth activism, Columba graduates also 

instituted systems which ensured efficient running and accountability in their endeavours. 

Committee members have specific portfolios and are accountable to the elected office bearers 

of the clubs (BEMS & GEMS), minutes are taken and actions followed up on by the chairperson. 

Attending one committee meeting, I was impressed by how democratically it was chaired, with 

all members allowed a say (e.g. Grade 9 girls not afraid to voice an opinion to a Grade 11 male 

chairperson) and decisions arrived at by debate and consensus. There was a mature and 

professional atmosphere as they debated contentious issues (in this case, how to raise money 

for a graduation party) which boded well for these Learners’ development as leaders in society, 

just as for their efforts at the school. There is also a clear sense that these Learners see 

themselves as leaders and as change agents who care deeply about their school and want to 

make a difference.  

Educators such as the Deputy Principal feel that such youth activism has had a very positive 

impact at the school. She says she believes strongly that the Learners have influenced each 

other and that those who are involved in the various activities of this movement (including 

gender conferences sponsored by FNB) are making a difference in sharing their new insights and 

values with their peers. Many of those who completed surveys also said that they had been 

influenced positively by the attitudes and activities of those involved with Columba and the 

associated youth activism.  

4) The opening of doors for other programmes and initiatives  

Although there are quite a number of other (non-Columba) programmes working at the school 

(e.g. FNB, First Rand Bank, Wits Medical School), there is a strong feeling among Educators and 

Learners that these have in some way been enabled by the Columba Leadership intervention. In 

other words, Columba Leadership’s involvement stimulated a multiplier effect in terms of 
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interest from other agencies to be involved with Altmont. The Deputy Principal put it thus: “The 

Principal attended the first Academy, and it is because of Columba that he lets so many others 

come in. So Columba opened the door wide to other initiatives and has attracted a number of 

people to the school. The District was impressed and asked us ‘how are you doing it – getting 

people involved?’ Because Altmont is chosen a lot for these initiatives.” So while there are other 

corporates and NGOs active in the school –all feeding into the positive changes which have been 

seen – Columba Leadership can take credit for their part in bringing these “competing” 

programme in. It is worth highlighting this as, without proper attention to the history of this 

involvement, Columba Leadership’s role can be underestimated.   

5)  Community youth activism club  

The new culture of youth activism at Altmont has spilled over into a programme for local youth 

which is not solely for Learners from the school. New Breed Generation (NBG) was Brenda 

Letsholonyone’s brainchild and the realisation of her long-term dream to run a community 

youth programme in Soweto. Her Columba Leadership experience gave Brenda the confidence 

to launch and register the organisation over-and-above the work she was doing at Altmont. The 

2009 Columba graduates were also instrumental in setting up NBG and some of them, such as 

the university student quoted above, are still participating as mentors.  

NBG recruits youth from high schools to participate in the bi-monthly meetings at the local 

Rhema church. It is particularly interested in attracting young people who are struggling with 

their lives and need the support of peers and mentors. Like Columba Leadership, the mentoring 

is focussed on the sharing of various values with such young people. These include the Columba 

Leadership values, but several more are added, such as “forgiveness”, “humility” and 

“compassion”. The additional values reflect NBG’s more spiritual approach in supporting the 

young members. Apart from fun activities like music, drama, crafts, camps, picnics and 

socialising between the members, NBG’s programme includes more serious activities to help 

and support members with personal problems (such as abuse). Those who run the initiative 

conduct life-coaching and counselling, house visits and workshops on topics of importance to 

local youth. Letsholonyone trains mentors (older youths) who then mentor their younger peers. 

Activities are determined by the young members themselves rather than being dictated by the 

adults involved. In 2013, NBG had over 80 members from all over the area. Many of those 

involved in Altmont’s BEMS & GEMS were also members of NBG.  

A young man called Siphiwe is an example of what NBG offers to the youth in and around Protea 

South. Having attended Moletsane Secondary school, Siphiwe graduated in 2012 with a Matric 

pass which qualifies him to study for a diploma. He was still trying to gain admission to a college 

and source funding for his studies when I met him. Siphiwe’s cousin was a member of NBG and 

he began to accompany her to some meetings. “There were so many ladies! The aim was to find 

a girlfriend but I sat in a meeting and was captured by what they were saying. So I thought 

instead of finding a girlfriend I would rather get knowledge, and I was so impressed with how 

they were interacting – like a family.” Siphiwe says that his involvement in NBG has changed 

him: “I used to have a problem with the truth: I used to just tell people what they wanted to hear 
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to keep them happy. So I learnt to tell the truth. I also improved academically as I could discuss 

my problems and get help from other Learners, and I improved creatively because we were 

coming up with dramas and poems and music there.” Siphiwe’s story illustrates how the 

Columba methodology, adapted by graduates to fit the local context, has migrated out of the 

partner school and is changing other youths who come from a range of schools in the area.  

6) Discipline, teenage pregnancy and pride in the school  

In an article about Altmont in the Columba Leadership 2012 Annual Report, it is stated that “The 

school used to be dirty and rowdy and is now clean and disciplined. Teachers are working well 

together now and a learning culture has been instilled.” In the same article, Brenda 

Letsholonyone is quoted saying “It’s as if a cloud has lifted off the school.”24 The limitations of 

these assessments will be discussed below, but this is not to suggest that there is no evidence 

that the Columba Academies and the new youth activism culture they have created have had a 

positive impact on the behaviour and attitudes of most of their peers. Many Learners surveyed 

(n36) felt that there had been a positive impact, especially in the cleaning of the toilets, the 

classroom renovations and the introduction of new science and computer laboratories. Some, 

but not many, felt that the Columba initiative had resulted in a reduction of late-coming and 

that Learners’ behaviour had improved. The following comment exemplifies the sentiments of 

those who felt there had been a positive impact on the school: “Learners are no longer coming 

late like before and they are now wearing uniform well.” Some Learners also testified that they 

had personally been affected positively by their Columba friends: “[Columba] did change me 

because I learned from my friends to be responsible.”  

Before the Columba intervention commenced, Altmont experienced a year of teenage 

pregnancies so shocking that it was reported in the local press. Around 70 Learners were 

reported to be pregnant that year. From 2009, however, the numbers dropped markedly and, 

according to the Deputy Principal, there were 10 cases in 2011, and only five in 2012. As with 

Manyangana, one might cautiously attribute at least some of the credit for this drop to the 

values that Columba graduates shared with their peers. There were also several other 

programmes (government and private sector) aimed at gender empowerment and sex 

education during this time. However, in 2013 there were already between 16 and 20 

pregnancies among Learners by early September, which illustrates how difficult it is for any 

intervention to eliminate risky behaviours among the youth. Learners interviewed said that 

many young schoolgirls were pressured into having sex by their boyfriends and felt they had to 

prove themselves by agreeing. Nevertheless, the perception that Altmont has a teenage 

pregnancy problem has abated due to the previous few years of low numbers falling pregnant. 

One Learner commented: “Before, the school was known as one of the schools with high 

teenage pregnancy, but now the school is well known for its good results in education.”  

Challenges, Limitations and Future Prospects  

The above section should make clear that there have been multipliers – some very important 

and far-reaching – as a result of the Columba Leadership intervention at Altmont Technical High 
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School. However, as with Manyangana, the ways in which the impact of the intervention are 

represented are, at times, problematic and sometimes risk obscuring the genuine good that has 

been achieved. The 2012 Annual Report article (quoted above) about Altmont is an example of a 

very heart-warming success story of a “transformed” school which is, at best, half true. The 

article (intentionally or not) paints the picture of a school which no longer grapples with the 

problems it faced before the insertion of Columba Leadership. This simplistic portrayal sadly 

does not match up with the complex reality experienced by the school and its Educators and 

Learners. It must be said that Columba Leadership staff are much more pragmatic and realistic 

in person about the intervention’s impact, but that the organisation’s promotional material 

about its “success stories” is where these slightly problematic representations are found.  

Clearly, despite progress in a number of areas, many of Altmont’s problems are still present. 

Learners and Educators said there were still significant problems with vandalism by Learners, 

uncleanliness of toilets, litter, lack of respect, late-coming, gambling, smoking, teenage 

pregnancy, drug-taking and fighting, Efforts to clean up the school are undermined by the fact 

that there are still too few bins around the school, and no bins in classrooms. Twenty-two 

percent of the surveyed Learners said that they did not feel their school had changed, or had 

only changed partially, as a result of the Columba academies and their spin-offs. Responses 

included: “There is no change at all because our school Learners are vandalising our school 

property.”; “There is no change, because there is still a high rate of late coming and Learners 

using substance.”; “There was a negative impact in a way that our school remains the same and 

those people didn’t show that power to change our school.”; and “Yes, it has changed, but not all 

the problems [are solved] because we still have learners who don’t learn and respect including 

punctuality in life.”  

Columba graduates themselves are realistic in their estimation of what challenges they still face: 

“Discipline has improved, but not that much. We did not reach 50 percent of our schoolmates, 

and they are giving us problems. They are disrespecting teachers; with some, their minds are like 

stones and they don’t want to change. They make excuses like ‘I’m disrespecting because I have 

no parents’ or ‘I’m from an informal settlement’.” Educators also challenged the idea that the 

school no longer has discipline problems. As one explained: “A nasty group has developed 

recently. They bunk class and smoke. It was not there before – it is new.” During the site visit, 

several observations also seemed to contradict the idea that there was now a universal 

disciplined “learning culture” at the school. While many Learners looked smart, a number did 

not seem to care much for the school uniform, combining it with various forms of “cool” street 

wear. In some classes, the Educators seemed to be absent, while the Learners milled around or 

talked loudly among themselves. Walking past the boys toilets (which I was warned not to use 

because they were said to be dirty and broken by the Columba graduates accompanying me), I 

caught a strong whiff of marijuana smoke. I was told by an Educator that “nyaupe, tic, and 

weed” were commonly used and that “There is a drug problem at the school…The kids come to 

school high already.” While these are fairly common problems at large urban schools, they 

contradict the “after” scenario presented in the Columba Leadership article quite sharply.   
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Another disturbing sight was not only the taps and door handles which had been stolen, but 

several classroom doors which had been totally broken down, allegedly by Learners. As the 

Columba graduates explained: “We did renovate, but now the classrooms have been vandalised 

again, their locks are broken and the doors are broken down. We varnished the doors two 

months ago but there is writing on them and they are broken and handles are gone. Kids steal 

them. The same happens with the taps. The toilets were also cleaned, but they are dirty again 

and there are no bins for litter – only one or two for the whole school.” The Deputy Principal 

explained that “It is all about the anger of not doing well at school. One guy is repeating Grade 

10 for the third time, for example. During the holidays one company – Alexander Forbes – 

changed the classroom doors and refurbished, but they are now broken. It might be the Learners 

in those classes.” Showing me one door that had been completely smashed in, the chairperson 

of BEMS confided with tears in his eyes: “Nothing demotivates me more than to see this. It could 

make me cry.”  

Some of those surveyed, as well as some of the Learners in focus groups, also complained that 

Educators were not always as dedicated as they might be. Educators not turning up for classes, 

or coming late, were problems some raised. One respondent argued that the Educators were 

“always on their phones” rather than teaching their lessons. Even the Columba graduates 

expressed frustration that their initiatives enjoyed minimal support from Educators and that 

those who cared the most had left the school. This is probably a reference to Brenda 

Letsholonyone, who left the school in January 2013 (ironically) to take up a position with 

Columba Leadership. “Brenda was the one who did a lot,” I was told by them. They felt that the 

support had reduced since she left the school and they emphasised the importance of mentors 

among the Educators to assist them with complicated projects such as sourcing funds from 

corporate sponsors.   

In the context of these on-going challenges – despite positives such as an increased Matric pass 

rate – what is the future of Columba Leadership and its multipliers at Altmont? One of the major 

achievements, or multipliers, of the Columba programme at Altmont has been the creation of a 

very strong and impressive core of youth activists who care deeply about their future and their 

role in the life of their school and their community. This has been strengthened by the 

community youth programme, New Breed Generation, which so many Altmont Learners are also 

involved in. The real story of Columba Leadership’s success at Altmont is not that all the school’s 

problems disappeared, but that there is now a core of Learners who care about the problems 

they face, and are willing and able to take action. As the Social Return on Investment study put 

it, there has been the “establishment of a sustainable youth engagement platform at the 

school”.  

Despite the presence of NBG as a maintainer of the focus and energy for youth activism at 

Altmont, and therefore its sustainability, there are mixed feelings about whether the movement 

can survive if there are no more Academies run by Columba Leadership. Some, like this 

Educator, felt that Academies were essential: “It is not possible to continue the impact without 

the Academies. So they must have it, even if on a two yearly basis. It really contributes and 

changed attitudes. People go to the camp and realise who they are and want to change things 
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and motivate others to change things.” Mr Nephawe had mixed feelings: “If Columba stopped, it 

would still have had the impact it has to get us to the level we are. But if it stopped, it would be 

very tragic as we have the vision that most Learners must go. So it would be a great loss because 

the Learners who have been are so useful in running their own functions and so on, but they 

would now be exiting the school.” The Deputy Principal expressed a similar view: “We could still 

keep going if Columba stopped, but it would be better if we had Columba, even if just for the 

Educators. Those values count more if you get more Educators involved.” Another Educator 

explained her concerns from a different perspective: “The Learners who come back motivate us 

as we are busy with lots of responsibilities. So we need them to go to the Academies and drive 

the projects.” 

While it does appear that Altmont may have had their last Columba Academy, the school has 

certainly benefitted hugely from its involvement in the initiative, both in terms of personal 

changes to individuals and systemic multipliers which have occurred. While these have not 

totally “transformed” the school as such, they have created a new energy and determination 

among many Learners, and several Educators, not to let the various structural challenges they 

face defeat them in their quest to develop themselves and have a positive future. They appear 

to be moving in the right direction.     

Manyano High School – Khayelitsha, Cape Town  

 

School Context & Position Prior to Intervention 

Manyano High School is located in Khayelitsha, a sprawling township on the Cape flats, 40 

kilometres from Cape Town. Established in 1985, Khayelitsha has close to 500 000 inhabitants 

who are overwhelmingly black Xhosa-speaking migrants from the Eastern Cape. The township is 

divided into several sections, with planned areas of formal housing towards the older centre and 

large areas of informal shack housing around the periphery. Even in the formalised areas, 

unemployment and poverty are high, as are social problems such as violent crime, gangsterism 

and alcohol/drug abuse. Most of those who are formerly employed commute daily into Cape 

Town and surrounding suburbs as formal job opportunities are severely limited. There is, 

however, a large and vibrant informal sector in the township. Khayelitsha has a largely young 

population made up mainly of working-age people between 20 and 50 years of age, and their 

children. This is because many residents return home to the Eastern Cape once their working 

lives are over.      

Manyano High School was established in 2001, but did not have its own buildings until 2009. For 

the first eight years of its existence it was forced to share facilities with an existing primary 

school in Site B. The primary school occupied the premises in the morning, while Manyano took 

over for afternoon lessons. The school’s Learners were drawn from the working-class families of 

the surrounding low-income and informal housing areas, and it also received “drop-outs from 

other schools”, according to the deputy Principal. This meant that there were problems with 

discipline, especially fighting and youth gang activity, early on. Nevertheless, after an initial 

struggle, the school began to perform fairly well after a few years. The Deputy Principal, who 
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has taught at the school since its foundation said: “At first, our results were at about 40 percent, 

but then we improved up to 82 percent.” The early years also appear to have been good for 

extra-curricular activities with a number of trophies won by Manyano in quizzes and choir 

festivals, as well as various sports.  

In 2009, the school’s new buildings were finally completed. These are situated in a relatively 

well-off section of Khayelitsha called Ilitha Park, around two kilometres from its original 

location. In design, the school buildings are different to the older generation of township 

schools, which were typically designed in a long double-storey block with two open quadrangles. 

Manyano’s buildings consist of a more attractive administration section in the front of the 

school, abutted by two double storey blocks of classrooms (30 in all) and a large enclosed hall 

behind these. While the school grounds are of a reasonable size, they remain largely 

undeveloped, which puts a severe limitation on their use for sports and other extra-curricular 

activities. Because the school is located on very soft sand dune soil, soccer is not even possible 

until a proper field is developed. According to Educators, the supply of textbooks is good, the 

science laboratories suitable and other learning equipment well-stocked, although there are not 

enough desks.         

Manyano currently has 1150 Learners, most of whom come from the poor neighbourhoods 

surrounding their old Site B location. Up to 15 percent of Learners, however, come from Ilitha 

Park, a high number of whom have come to Manyano after being asked to leave more reputable 

schools. Some Educators feel that these better-off Learners are not as good as their poorer 

counterparts because they are “rotten already”, and have learning and disciplinary problems. 

There are 35 Educators at the school and class sizes, especially in the lower grades, can be 

around 45, with one class having 51 Learners last year. This is above the desired class size of 35, 

leading the Principal to conclude: “We feel we are understaffed, but there is nothing we can do.” 

In July 2013, school Principal Ms Malgas, felt that conditions at the school had created apathy 

among her staff: “The majority are so bored and demotivated and have low energy. Many are 

frustrated and discouraged and see Learners as hopeless cases.” 

Ms Malgas joined the staff in 2007, when the previously-attained high standards had given way 

to a worrying slide back towards mediocrity. In 2008, the school’s leadership was put under 

great strain when both the Principal and his Deputy left Manyano. Ms Malgas suddenly found 

herself thrust into a leadership position: “I was totally not ready. So I acted as the Principal and 

thought that someone else would come, but nobody else was appointed and I took over.” The 

leadership hiatus took its toll on the school’s performance, with the Matric results continuing to 

drop from 48.3 percent in 2009 to 42.3 percent in 2011 (see Figure 5 below). After being 

properly appointed to the post of Principal and finding her feet, Ms Malgas “became motived to 

do the job properly” and, leading her staff and Learners to an impressive turnaround, Manyano 

achieved a 63.5 percent pass in 2012. This was clearly a result of Ms Malgas and her team’s hard 

work and determination to turn the school around and take on the many challenges it faced 

head on. An experienced educator who joined the school in early 2013 says he found a very 

good learning culture and environment at the school, compared to others he had taught at, and 

he felt that the leadership was excellent.  
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Year Matric Pass Rate 

2008 59.5% 

2009 48.3% 

2010 44.9% 

2011 42.3% 

2012 63.5% 

2013 80.9% 

Figure 5: Manyano High School Matric Pass Rate 2008 – 2013.  

Despite the new positive and strong leadership and its effect on the school, many problems 

emanating from the surrounding environment remained. One of the most serious problems has 

been the proliferation of teen gangs in Khayelitsha over the past few years.25 A number of male 

Learners have been involved in these gangs, with violent consequences for Learners, both 

during school hours and after hours. Between 2009 and 2012, the school experienced a 

phenomenon called Amakhubalo, where Learners involved with gangsterism would acquire muti 

from a Sangoma which would allow them to become possessed for the purposes of fighting 

their rivals.26 As the Principal explained, “If they became possessed, they became like a dog, a 

snake, a lion or another animal. This spirit gives you lots of power and energy and you can fight 

and win. So these people would activate this spirit in class and other Learners would run away. 

Some then went to Sangomas to eat the muti and get it themselves.” This became a “fashion” at 

the school and the authorities had to act swiftly and strongly to stamp it out. They suspended 

anyone who was involved and insisted that their parents rehabilitate them or they would face 

expulsion.  

While the school’s leaders were successful in preventing violence within the school premises, 

however, the violence moved onto the streets. Because many Learners come to Manyano from 

distant areas, they are vulnerable as they walk through unfamiliar neighbourhoods on their way 

to school. Gangs associated with other neighbourhoods and schools started attacking gang 

members from Manyano. When I first met Principal Malgas in May 2013 (at the initial Principal’s 

meeting) she shared with me how worried they were about this gang violence and how helpless 

the school was to prevent it. Indeed, this problem was one of the main issues she hoped the 

initiation of a Columba Academy might help to address. When a neighbouring school shared at 

that meeting how successful they had been in addressing this problem, Ms Malgas confided 

quietly to me “You see, they do not need Columba, but we desperately need them at our school.”  

Fortunately, Manyano was selected as the school in which Columba Leadership would run its 

Academy and I visited on the 31st of July, shortly after the Academy was held. I found a school in 

a palpable state of shock and panic. On the 19th and 29th of July, two Learners had been stabbed 

to death on the streets in gang violence. As the Deputy Principal explained: “Gangsterism has 

come to haunt us again. We are scared, all of us! We try to stop the gang fights but it’s now 

advanced – they wait with knives and pangas and axes and the Learners get hacked to death. 

                                                           
25

 See Victoria John, “Blood ‘sport’ traps Cape Town’s teen gangsters”. In Mail & Guardian Online, 21 
September 2012. Found at: http://mg.co.za/article/2012-09-21-00-blood-sport-traps-cape-towns-teen-
gangsters-in-a-spiral-of-violence (Accessed 11 February 2014).  
26

 This phenomenon is also described in the above article.  

http://mg.co.za/article/2012-09-21-00-blood-sport-traps-cape-towns-teen-gangsters-in-a-spiral-of-violence
http://mg.co.za/article/2012-09-21-00-blood-sport-traps-cape-towns-teen-gangsters-in-a-spiral-of-violence


32 
 

The last one was so traumatic. I was called to the scene and the Learner was dying before my 

eyes.” The Principal summed up the despair she felt over the situation: “We lost three children in 

the last three months – brutal killings! There is little we can do. It really depends on those 

involved. When we speak to the boys who are in gangs they said ‘it’s not up to us, other people 

still chase you even if you say you don’t want it.’” According to Educators during that first visit, 

the problems with youth violence and gang membership have been enhanced by two factors. 

Firstly, is a very bad home environment for many Learners, with parents who are poor role-

models, absent fathers and a general lack of discipline in the home. Parents are also at work all 

day and cannot monitor their children after school has finished in the middle of the afternoon. 

Secondly, the school’s sports fields are undeveloped and the school has been pushed by the 

Provincial Department of Education to focus on “teaching, teaching, teaching,” as the Principal 

put it. Thus, her Deputy feels “we are paying for neglecting sport” as there are few healthy 

supervised activities for Learners to be involved with after school hours. Those who might use 

their energy positively on the sports fields thus turn to the gangs, and in turn, make staying on 

at school after 2.30pm dangerous for other Learners.27  

Less alarming than gang violence, but symptomatic of the unhealthy youth culture which 

pervaded certain of the Learners, teenage pregnancy was also an issue, with between 10 and 15 

girls becoming pregnant each year. Smoking and graffiti in the school’s toilets was also an on-

going problem, with Learners tending to bunk classes and hide in the toilets to smoke cigarettes 

and drugs. While the Principal did not feel that truancy was a big problem at Manyano, the first 

Columba Academy graduates felt that their school had obtained a very negative image in the 

eyes of the community: “We were very heartbroken when we saw that Manyano is seen as a 

maternity ward, a place of gangsterism, prostitution and drug dealers.” It was these challenges 

that the group set about to tackle when they returned from the Academy in mid-July 2013.  

History and Dynamics of Columba Intervention 

As stated above, Principal Malgas strongly believed that the Columba Leadership intervention in 

Manyano High School could be the catalyst to help the school deal with the various serious 

problems it faced. She said the following at the pre-selection meeting: “The ratio of Learners to 

role models is very low. There are 1200 Learners and only 35 teachers. So we need to get the 

Learners themselves to be role models and turn negative energy into positive energy by involving 

the youth.” Ms Malgas was able to put a good application together which resulted in the 

school’s selection and the Columba Leadership representative in the Western Cape then visited 

the school and briefed them on how they should recruit Academy participants. The initial 

process of application essays requested from Grade 10 Learners unsurprisingly received the 

strongest response from the best Learners. The committee thus deliberately recruited four 

known troublesome Learners to take part in the Academy. The purpose of this was to draw 

them into a transformative process in the hope that they could become school leaders rather 

than trouble-makers.  

                                                           
27 See BBC News, 22 October 2013. “Exercise 'boosts academic performance' of teenagers”. Found at: 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-24608813 (Accessed 22 Oct 2013).  
 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-24608813
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The Academy was held at Spier wine estate in late June 2013, attended by the Principal, her 

Deputy and one Educator, along with the 12 selected Learners. Various other natural attractions 

in the area were used as tools to illustrate the values that were explored at the Academy. The 

value of using nature as a teaching tool was confirmed by the Deputy Principal, Mr Payi: “To 

take them out of their normal environment is so important. They see every weekend dead 

bodies, crime, people cursing and drunk, so it’s very important.” The Learners were hesitant and 

mistrustful at first, something those Educators present put down to their negative experiences 

of life and authority figures. “They were subdued on the first day,” said the Principal, “but by 

Thursday, their talents started to come out; they were free and speaking and communicating 

well with us. We were on first name basis at the Academy and it helped them to be open and 

share issues and concerns and find their voice.” The school management team and Educators, as 

well as some of the graduates’ peers have certainly noticed a difference in those who attended 

the Academy. One Educator who was not on the Academy said the following: “I’ll give you one 

example: there is a kid – a girl child – who was in Grade 10 last year, and she was a reserved 

person. Not someone who is very assertive; she sits back and is in the background. But I saw a 

different person when she came back from the workshop! I even commented to her mother that I 

see a different person who is a leader and is now enthusiastic and passionate.”     

Learners who took part in the Academy also stated that at first they were unsure what it would 

achieve, but that they found it to be a life-changing experience: “The first day they told me I 

would be part of it, I thought it was a break from school. But when we were there, I saw that it 

was not to relax. We learnt a lot from nature and how to be a leader. It was wonderful!” 

Graduates particularly enjoyed interacting with their Educators closely and the activities they 

performed on the day dedicated to “creativity”, as well as singing and dancing they did every 

day. As at all other Academies, they were tasked towards the end with identifying problems 

they felt they should tackle and developing an action plan to address these problems. The group 

identified 21 issues they wanted to address, most revolving around cleanliness, discipline and 

pride in the school.   

When they returned to the school, the first action the group took was to address the school 

assembly on what they had learnt and what they intended to do, and to go class-to-class to 

persuade Learners to join in with their proposed activities. This was not an easy task for the 

Academy graduates. Their seniors in Grades 11 and 12 were particularly hard to impress: “Yoh, 

they gave us a hard time! I got a headache, but we persevered.” The group members testified 

that it is not easy to be a school leader when you are only in Grade 10, especially because 

“When you tell people about the values, some think you are judging or that you think you are 

better than them.” Principal Malgas expressed a similar view: “Learners see the good ones as 

‘pastors’ and tease them. Being good is seen as something very low.” While some of the senior 

classes were not so easy to get through to, many in Grade 8 and 9 were interested and willing to 

be involved. The graduates felt that their first priority was to do something about dirt, graffiti, 

scruffiness and late-coming. They organised a school cleaning exercise on a Friday afternoon 

which had many participants from the lower grades. Educators did not even know that it had 

been planned: “They did not even tell us – I was shocked when I saw them! They got a huge 

group of Grade 8s on a Friday afternoon and cleaned, took pictures and were proud of 
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themselves.” This, they had achieved within a month of returning from the Academy and when I 

visited the school at the end of July they also had plans to assist the Grade 9s to study for their 

National Assessment Test, although they were still unsure how best to go about this.  

Outcomes of Intervention and Potential Multipliers Identified 

I returned to Manyano High School at the end of January 2014, to obtain an insight into how the 

group had progressed in the previous six months, and what kinds of impacts, if any, they were 

having on the wider school. The school was still abuzz with the news that it had achieved an 

80.9 percent pass for its 2013 Matrics, some 17 points above 2012’s marks. The Academy group 

had, since July, chosen a name for themselves – “the Baobab Trees” and were having regular 

weekly meetings, having elected office bearers and allocated responsibilities among themselves. 

Asked why they chose their name, one member explained: “It grows and becomes big and 

strong. It is rooted in deep soil and nothing breaks it. It is also big and we want others to join and 

be a big strong group.” The committee of the Baobab Trees still consisted solely of the Columba 

graduates and it was evident that other leadership groups within the school – such as the 

Representative Council of Learners – had not been integrated into the Columba initiative. The 

school had received support visits from Columba Leadership personnel on several occasions, 

both from the Western Cape coordinator and from the Head Office.   

Several more initiatives had been started by the Baobab Trees since July 2013, but many of 

them had not yet been completed since the end of the year was very busy and they found that 

the time had passed very quickly. Apart from regular clean-ups of the school grounds, the group 

had also initiated study groups for Grade 9s during lunch time, and they are working on the 

school’s first magazine. The former initiative involved recruiting academically gifted Learners 

from Grades 10 and 11 to tutor maths, commerce and accounting to their juniors. The aim is to 

influence the school’s academic performance positively from Grade 8 up and thus have a long-

term impact on the school’s NSC results, as well as reducing drop-out rates. These voluntary 

sessions, in which Educators are not involved, have reportedly been fairly well attended by 

junior Learners (although only five (12%) of the 42 Learners surveyed said they had attended 

these classes). The latter initiative to publish the school’s first school magazine has required a 

lot of hard work from the committee members, who have taken on much of the work of 

gathering and writing stories, typing them up and taking photographs. The Academy Sponsors, 

Internet Solutions, have promised to assist with the printing of the magazine. “We wanted to be 

like other schools,” explained one Academy graduate, “why don’t we have a magazine?” He 

went on to say: “People in the area see Manyano as a dirty school and a school of gangsters so 

we thought that if we did a magazine they will really get to know what [else] is happening in the 

school.” The Baobab Trees are hoping their magazine will be completed before the middle of the 

year. This magazine initiative is also a major contribution by the group in inspiring new pride and 

commitment to the school among their fellow Learners.   

It must be mentioned that the achievements of the Baobab Trees thus far have been made 

without much direct support from Educators. The Principal and her Deputy have been very 

supportive, but have been too busy to play an active part themselves, apart from occasionally 

attending meetings and giving their blessing to the group. The third Educator who attended the 
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Academy – who the Principal had hoped would play the more active role – was on maternity 

leave for most of the second half of 2013. The group was thus forced to take much of the 

initiative themselves. This, they have done admirably, prompting the Principal to confess: “At 

times I get so inspired at what they are doing and the leadership they are showing.” The 

committee really pushed the school leadership to prioritise the painting of the school over the 

Christmas holidays, a task which was completed with the help of some parent volunteers. 

Although the funds for this endeavour came from the school’s budget, and the Baobab Trees 

were not themselves involved with fund-raising or painting, the Principal was impressed with 

the pressure they exerted to ensure this project went ahead.    

It is too early to talk of wider multiplier effects just yet, but there are some indications that the 

Columba intervention has the potential to contribute positively in a number of areas. The Matric 

pass rate rose dramatically in the year that Columba Leadership was introduced. Furthermore, 

there were over 50 more candidates in 2013 who wrote the NSC, compared to 2012, and the 

school produced 46 bachelor passes, more than double the amount for 2012. However, this 

must be seen mostly as a continuation of the upward trend already evident in the school’s 

performance. It is highly unlikely that the Academy, held as it was only four months before the 

NSC exams commenced, would have had much of an impact on the Grade 12s who were 

writing. Indeed, according to one Educator, the result was purely down to hard work by the 

Educators, who organised winter, summer and spring schools for the Matrics and were led by 

the Principal to create a good environment for those taking the exams. Principal Malgas, 

however, does feel that the Baobab Trees did play a part in motivating the Grade 12s, by 

reading out a speech they prepared just prior to the exams, challenging them to lift the image of 

the school with their performance.       

As at Manyangana, the most salient contribution by the Columba Academy to the steep 

improvement of results is more likely to be the effect it had on the leadership of the Principal 

and key Educators at the school. Already leading the school to a better position, Principal 

Malgas feels strongly that the Academy had a profound impact on the way she views herself and 

leads her staff and Learners. She feels that her and her Deputy gained much confidence and 

energy from the Columba Academy experience, which has rubbed off on many other Educators. 

Ms Malgas explained: “I learnt a lot about myself that I never anticipated. It was highly 

qualitative and we all benefitted. I wish all Educators could go through it: many are not trained 

well and they don’t see themselves as leaders so they come to me all the time to solve their 

problems. So they need to step up and show guts and become leaders.” After the Academy, Ms 

Malgas started eating healthily and concentrating on having a healthy body and mind. As a 

result, she says, “I became happy, energetic and confident. I am much more visible than before 

and am not an office-based Principal anymore. I have lots of relationships with the Learners and 

am always around the school.” Furthermore, she learnt that meaningful connections between 

Educators and Learners are very important and she has thus started to encourage Educators to 

become friends and mentors of their Learners, and develop personal relationships with them. 

The impacts of such changes in leadership style at the top of the school should not be 

underestimated.  
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Another area where there are positive signs is in the behaviour of Learners. While many 

problems persist, some of the disruptive Learners who were selected for the Academy appear to 

have genuinely changed and are beginning to influence their classmates. The Principal 

explained: “Going with the bad and unruly Learners was good as we saw them in a different 

light. We saw that they needed positive attention and support, and also when we call them by 

their own names they feel special and it builds a positive relationship. They now also see the 

positive side of themselves where they used to just see the negative side and they can become 

change agents.” Some Educators noticed an immediate difference and, according to Columba 

graduates, these former gang members have also spoken to the junior grades about how to 

avoid becoming involved in gang activities. The school also called a meeting of parents in 

November to discuss the teen gangs and to find solutions together. Around 50 parents were 

present. Parents of known gang members were also asked to tell their children to reform or 

leave the school. Some of these Learners apparently responded positively and obtained 

bachelor-level Matric passes. While the Principal and Educators are understandably wary of 

being too positive about the situation – knowing that fresh violence could break out at any time 

– there are some positive changes among known gang members which are encouraging.   

Challenges, Limitations and Future Prospects  

It is still very early days in the implementation of the Columba Leadership initiative at Manyano 

High School. This is illustrated by the fact that a high proportion of Learners and even some 

Educators do not appear to know much about the program as yet. In fact, only 57 percent (24) 

of the 42 Grade 9-12 Learners surveyed knew about Columba Leadership or the activities the 

graduates had been performing. Furthermore, only 38 percent of surveyed Learners had so far 

been involved in the activities the group have organised (cleaning and afternoon lessons). This 

should improve as the Baobab Trees implement more projects and a new set of Grade 10s 

attend an Academy in 2014. Nevertheless, even the Deputy Principal expressed some doubt 

about what the long-term impact of the initiative could be: “It will have an impact on the 

Learners who went to the Academy, but my concern is if it will have an impact on the wider 

community. The recent crop of Learners is not as good as before. So I am worried about the soil 

in which we are trying to plant this seed.”  He went on the point out: “The group can do a few 

projects, but the proof will be in the eating. We need to sustain it and multiply it, not just start 

it.” These concerns notwithstanding, it is a good sign that the Principal and her Deputy are 

pragmatic and realise the hard work that it takes to sustain the Columba Leadership 

intervention.  

The school’s major challenges, as outlined above, still remain but the school leadership and the 

Baobab Trees are strongly of the opinion that the best way to make an impact on the bigger 

problems is to address the smaller, more manageable, issues. These include cleanliness, 

discipline, pride in the school, respect for each other and recognition of the value of learning. 

While the gang violence situation improved after the bloody mid-year killings, most Educators 

are wary of reading too much into the lull in attacks. According to the Principal, the beginning of 

the year is typically quiet, but as the year progresses there are more and more incidents of gang 

activity. Columba graduates also felt that the issue of teen pregnancy must be addressed (there 
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are around 15 pregnancies per year), as well as the on-going problem of Learners skipping 

classes and hiding in the toilets to smoke.     

The Columba graduates were planning to pick up their projects from where they left off in 2013 

and to introduce themselves to the new Grade 8s so that they can get involved from as early on 

as possible. They hope that the Academy graduates in 2014 will join in with the Baobab Trees, to 

make their efforts stronger. A positive aspect is that the group should have more hands-on 

support from the Educators since the Educator who was on leave was due to return by March 

2014, and three new Educators will get the chance to attend the Academy when it is held. This 

means that the number of leaders all converging around Columba’s values and approach will be 

multiplied in 2014 and should be able to build on the foundation which the first group was able 

to lay down. It is also more likely that the RCL will work with and see more value in the Baobab 

Trees than the 2013 RCL, as some of their number will have been involved in Columba Activities.    

Both Educators and members of the Baobab Trees feel that developing and using the sports 

fields is a priority so that there is “a safe place for the release of positive energy”. The school’s 

leadership team feels that more should be done to encourage extra-mural activities in general 

so that a healthy mindset can be nurtured and there is a space for youth interactions with 

healthy role-models. This is particularly important in Khayelitsha where too many role models 

are gangsters and drug dealers, including the older siblings and relatives of some Learners. The 

Deputy Principal is hoping that involvement with Columba Leadership for a second Academy will 

stimulate even more of a positive mindset and a culture of youth activism: “We need more to 

attend Columba so we can encourage them to do things differently,” he said.   

What is clear is that the 2013 Manyano Columba Academy did have a profoundly positive 

impact, not only on the 12 Learners who attended, but also on the Principal in particular. This 

small group was inspired by the values which were elicited, many of them citing “perseverance” 

as the most important value they continue to draw on in their lives. They also believe strongly in 

service, and have become youth activists in the way Columba Leadership hoped they would. The 

group they have formed, the Baobab Trees, has not as yet managed to produce a wider 

movement of youth activism at the school (unlikely in a mere six months), but they have 

certainly set up a platform on which they can build in 2014, and on which other groups of 

Columba graduates will be able to build in the future. There is no reason why a similar culture of 

youth activism to that apparent at Altmont High should not become entrenched, especially with 

the commitment of the several very energetic Educators and school leaders to support such an 

outcome.      

3. Discussion & Conclusions  

Common Multipliers Emerging 

This assessment set out to answer the following question: “Is there evidence that the Columba 
Leadership intervention has a multiplier effect on the broader state of schools beyond the core 
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group of learners?” As demonstrated by the above three case studies, the answer is yes, there is 
evidence of multiplier effects on the schools, particularly in the following areas: 

 Stimulation of a new culture of youth activism 

While in the schools, other clubs and initiatives for Learners have existed prior to the 

commencement of the Columba Leadership Academies, it is evident that the Academy 

graduates play a major role in leading a new culture of youth activism, particularly after more 

than one Academy has been held and some momentum has been created. This movement does 

not include every Learner or Educator, but a sufficient number of committed activists who are 

actively trying to address challenges faced by themselves and the school, if not the larger 

community. It appears that other clubs and initiatives get absorbed into the Columba-led 

activities as they gain prominence in the school.  

 Improved teaching and learning Environment 

The Columba initiative, in the three schools assessed, appears to have stimulated both 

Educators and Learners (or at least a good number of them) to see new value in education and 

work towards improving the environment in which they are learning. The School Management 

Teams seem better able to motivate their Educators while, particularly those who have 

attended the Academy, come away with a new attitude to their role in the lives of Learners. 

They have often replaced a more disciplinarian approach with a more caring, approachable and 

mentoring one, embracing their new role as parent-figures and providers of psycho-social 

support to Learners, including those previously viewed as “troublesome” or “disruptive”. 

Learners who have graduated from the Academy also take their school work much more 

seriously, and feel empowered to start their own Learner-led study groups for themselves and 

the wider school. This, in turn, creates positive energy in many of their formal classes, improving 

the teaching and learning environment even for those not attending study sessions. This 

undoubtedly contributes, along with other factors discussed above, to the raised school 

performance in examinations.  

 A new openness of school Leaders and Educators to youth activism and non-academic 

activities at the school 

Poor results and a myriad of seemingly insurmountable challenges seem to force many school 

Principals into a conservative and risk-averse mould, where they are reluctant to allow activities 

they view as extraneous or disturbing to be performed in their schools. Columba Leadership 

appears to offer these school leaders a way out of this trap, showing them the value in allowing 

a range of activities which develop Learners beyond the classroom and empower them to take 

responsibility for their own futures. As in the case of Altmont, in particular, the Columba 

Leadership initiative can open the door for a wider array of positive activities at the school, 

including those conceived and managed solely by the Learners as well as those initiated by 

energetic Educators.   
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 New confidence and energy of the School Management Team to address problems in 

conjunction with the Learners 

It would appear that many school leaders and Educators have found themselves unsure of how 

to proceed as the old authoritarian styles of teaching and school discipline were abandoned in 

the 1990s. The Columba Leadership programme offers schools a viable answer which advocates 

a youth-adult partnership which puts the young people themselves at the centre of motivating, 

disciplining and inspiring pride in what they do at school. In all three cases, the School 

Management Team have seen the value in this partnership and the Columba Graduates  have 

relished the responsibility they have been given, as well as the relationships they have been 

allowed to form with Educators and Principals who were previously often distant and 

unapproachable authority figures. The new lease of life the programme gives to capable but 

struggling Principals is a very important multiplier as their role in leading and managing the 

school is a key factor in the school’s success or failure.   

 Improved discipline and pride in the school 

While disciplinary problems persist, or even return after a lapse, the Columba Leadership 

programme does foster the development of a core of Learners who care about their school and 

take pride in the school grounds, their uniform and their behaviour. While there will always be 

disruptive or rebellious elements in any school, this core of Learners linked to the Columba 

graduates does appear to stimulate many other Learners to follow suit and behave in a more 

responsible and respectful manner towards themselves and others. Inducting new Grade 8s into 

this positive school culture does have long-term effects on how they see the school and how 

those in the wider community see the school. For junior Learners, the promise of potentially 

attending a Columba Academy when they get to Grade 10 is a very good motivator.  

 Potential for positive role-modelling and mitigating problems such as pregnancy, 

truancy, vandalism and gangsterism.   

While complex structural problems which cause teen pregnancy and gangsterism are very 

difficult to address, the positive role modelling which Columba Leadership fosters has the 

potential to allow young Learners to make better life choices at an early age. It is striking that at 

all the schools, it is the younger Learners in Grades 8 and 9 among whom teen pregnancy is 

highest. The Columba graduates, some of whom have themselves been involved in unhealthy 

activities, form a group of alternative role-models who can make an impact on at least some of 

their peers. The resurgence of vandalism and teen pregnancy at Altmont, however, is evidence 

of how powerful the drivers of such problems are even in the face of positive youth action by a 

significant number of Learners.     

What to make of the multipliers?  

 

As was discussed and illustrated in the previous two sections, Columba Leadership is still 

grappling with the concept of multipliers and how to understand, represent and foster them at 
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their partner schools. Whereas, in early promotional material and the way they sometimes talk 

about their role, they downplay the potential of their intervention to spark significant 

multipliers, they have then promoted their “success stories” in a manner which somewhat 

overplays the extent or nature of these multipliers. While this study does find and present 

evidence of some very significant multipliers, or “ripple effects”, I would suggest that talking of 

wholesale school “transformation” or “viral-like” change is premature, at best. Not only are 

some of the positives experienced in the schools due to wider changes or factors other than the 

Columba Leadership intervention (e.g. Matric pass rates) but the case of Altmont Technical High 

School also illustrates that problems such as vandalism and teen pregnancy can easily return 

after a short hiatus.     

What this kind of promotional rhetoric obscures is the real value of the Columba programme. 

This is not that it has led to such spectacular multipliers that the schools no longer face the 

same structural problems as before, but that a core group of people connected to those schools 

and communities start to care, show leadership and take action for themselves, thus beginning 

to address their own problems from the inside. They take responsibility to take action against 

challenges which until then, had overwhelmed them and forced them into a state of passive 

helplessness. The wider environment has seldom changed dramatically (i.e. they still face the 

same structural, social, political and economic problems in their communities, their schools, the 

school system etc.) but they are taking action against this environment. It is the start of a fairly 

long journey, rather than an arrival at the destination.  

For Columba Leadership, then, a more useful approach would be to share common challenges, 

innovative solutions and good practices across the schools in which they work, so that there is 

an element of learning from experience and exchanges of ideas which new schools and even 

those who can’t be part of the programme may draw on. To be most effective, this approach 

should engage openly with the many structural and systemic problems the schools are facing. 

An example would be engaging critically with the quality of the NSC results in provinces like 

Mpumalanga, and the fact that many schools are practicing unreasonably high levels of Matric 

candidate “culling”, rather than simply taking the results at face value as a sign of the success of 

the programme.    

Some final thoughts and recommendations 

 

One of the success factors apparent in the Columba Leadership approach is that the 

intervention, the values it elicits and the activities it encourages are widely seen by Educators 

and Learners to be locally relevant rather than an unsuitable “solution” imposed from outside. 

Manyano High School’s Deputy Principal summed up the feeling thus: “Columba comes right to 

the point. It is not imposed from outside but fits the occasion. It is not coming with a solution but 

works with you towards a solution.” Learners who had been through the Academy without 

exception felt strongly that the values shared with them had everyday resonance and relevance 

in their personal lives and at school. There was also evidence that some Learners who had not 
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been through an Academy also identified with some of the values and put them into practice in 

their lives.  

There was also a unanimous feeling that going away into a natural setting was a very successful 

approach and that Columba Leadership’s method of using nature as a teacher was successful. As 

one Altmont graduate stated: “We come from poor townships, so when you go away to the 

Academy, you can realise ‘I am not just going to end here, there is something else out there’.” 

Thus, although it is costly for the Academy group to be taken to up-market lodges, it appears to 

be a necessary part of the model at the current moment. Some Educators, however, were of the 

opinion that a “one size fits all” approach should not be applied when it comes to the size of the 

Academy group. They argued that for larger schools, a larger Academy group is necessary, 

especially where Educators are concerned. In other words they argued that three Educators per 

Academy group is too small for schools with high numbers of Learners. The reason they felt 

more Educators should be included is that the Educators have a better chance of staying 

connected to the school for longer, and sustaining the initiative long-term, while Learners will 

leave the school within three years of attending an Academy.  

Issues such as these are things Columba Leadership will have to think strategically about as they 

push to include five percent of the country’s schools in the programme by 2020. It certainly 

seems risky, in terms of the sustainability of the initiative in the schools, to hold only three 

Academies per school, as is done (mostly) in Scotland. Perhaps some schools will be able to 

sustain the momentum of the positive change they experience during the three Academy years. 

However, even at Altmont Technical High School, there was a strong feeling that without the 

Academies, the positive youth activism, youth-adult partnerships and other positive aspects 

would be lost after a while as the Learners and Educators involved leave the school. One 

Educator put it thus: “If the Academies stopped, it would not be good. Also, the Learners motive 

us. We teach other things and are busy so we can’t drive the projects. We need the kids to do 

this.” This fear was apparent despite the presence of a vibrant youth club led by former teacher 

and now Columba Leadership staff member Brenda Letsholonyone. Not every school has a 

“Brenda” though, which is a pity because a programme such as the youth club she and the 

Learners initiated is one of the best ways of keeping the values and energy going after the 

Academies have come to an end. It is also important to note that in many schools, the fact that 

such a change was possible using a values-based Learner-led approach should encourage future 

generations of school leaders to tackle their challenges in a similar manner.  

Another indication from the three schools in this assessment is that it seems that Academies 

(especially first Academies) held closer to the beginning of a year have better chances of making 

an impact than those held later in the year. This is because the second half of the year is very 

busy for Educators and Learners, with the focus on exams, which makes it difficult for the 

Academy graduates to carry out their plans, and for Educators to support them properly. 

However, as is the case at Manyano, a strong group can build on the foundation they set the 

previous year and induct the new Grade 8s into their projects early on in the next year, if given 

enough support by the Principal and Educators. Related to this, the Principal of Manyano felt 

that Columba Leadership should advise schools not to select both of their top managers 
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(Principal and Deputy) for the first Academy as they are the two busiest people at the school, 

leaving only one Educator to support the new group of graduates.   

Columba Leadership has improved its post-Academy support to the schools it has worked in 

recently compared to the level of support it offered in the first few years of the programme. 

Current support mainly takes the form of follow up visits from Columba Leadership staff a few 

times a year. The Principal of Manyano testified to the value of such support, saying that the 

school had received several visits, both from the Western Cape Columba Leadership staff and 

those from the head office. In fact, she shared that the Western Cape coordinator had helped 

her during her moments of despair and uncertainty after the gang murders. Not sure whether to 

close the school, he had given her the courage to keep going in the knowledge that the crisis 

would pass. The organisation is in the process of piloting more systematic and robust methods 

of supporting and sustaining the multiplier effects it has so far recorded.  

Presently, Columba Leadership is thus focussing on choosing schools where they can identify 

“values champions” early on, while toolkits have been developed and various components 

tested during their development. According to Tracy Hackland “The intention is for the tools to 

be systematically introduced after some initial training and support of Values Champions around 

the country.”28 This training was on-going in February 2014 and the toolkits were due to be 

launched by the end of the month. Aimed at stimulating Educators to find ways of supporting 

Learners beyond the core group of Columba graduates, “the toolkits incorporate some 

processes, products, partnerships and inspirational stories from other Columban graduates and 

groups.” Such measures are important, and will become increasingly so as Columba Leadership’s 

staff become more and more stretched by the rapidly growing number of schools involved with 

the programme. While up until present, the outreach staff have been able to maintain personal 

relationships and visit fairly frequently, this will not be possible as the programme expands to 

hundreds of schools. Hence, such mechanisms to share innovative solutions, best practices and 

common challenges between their schools, along with tool kits which youth activists may use to 

sustain their projects independently, are key for the programme as it expands. As I have 

recommended above, an approach which embraces the realities of the challenges facing schools 

will have more long-term efficacy over one which focusses solely on “feel-good” success stories.      

In this regard, it is also recommended that Columba Leadership sets up systems to gather more 

robust data on its impact, and the multipliers identified, on an on-going basis. As more Columba 

academy graduates (and others involved in the wider activities) leave school after matric, 

tracking studies to trace what their tertiary study, career and leadership paths have been will be 

crucial. Meanwhile, it will be important for Columba Leadership to gather more information on 

what other activities or interventions are taking place, or have taken place, in their selected 

schools. This will help both in maximising the impact of their intervention and in ensuring they 

are not replicating existing initiatives. In turn, such knowledge will assist the organisation to 

understand their impact more clearly, in the wider context of other activities. As illustrated 

above, aspects such as drops in teen pregnancy rates need to be understood in a wider context. 
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Similarly, comparative studies of schools which do not have the Columba Leadership initiative 

would be useful in gaining a more thorough understanding of their impact. A comparative study, 

for example, of the performance of schools which have a Saturday School programme (such as 

the one sponsored by FNB) but have not had a Columba Leadership programme might provide a 

clearer idea of the specific impact Columba Leadership has on pass-rate improvements over-

and-above the impact of other remedial interventions.  
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4. Appendices  

 

Appendix 1: Learner Questionnaire  

 

Columba Leadership SA – Learner Questionnaire 

 

School_____________________________________Grade_________Age_______ M/F________ 

 

1. What do you think are the main problems faced by your school and the learners?  

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

2. What is your understanding of the Columba Leadership Academy and what it does at 

your school? 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

3. Have you noticed any difference in the learners who attended the Columba Academy 

after they returned? If so, what?  

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

4. Have you noticed any difference in the Educators who attended the Columba Academy 

after they returned? Explain. 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

5. Would you like to participate in the Leadership Academy if given a chance? Why?  
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______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

6. What is your understanding of a leader?  

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________ 

7. What kinds of activities have those who went to the Academy started at your school?  

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

8. Have you been involved in any of these activities? In what ways?  

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

9. How have you changed as a result of your involvement of these activities?  

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________ 

10. Have the Columba 1400 Academy activities done anything to solve the problems faced 

by your school or had a positive impact on you or your school?   

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________ 

11. How is your school viewed by other learners/people in the community and has the 

Academy changed the way they see the school? 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________ 

THANK YOU! (Please write on the other side if you need more space to answer or have other 

comments).
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Appendix 2: Photographs 

 

 

 
Columba Group, Manyangana High. In their vegetable garden. May 2013. 

 
Clean-up efforts at Manyangana High have been successful. 
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Manyangana High School’s library remains largely dysfunctional, despite the efforts of 

the Columba Group.  

 
Altmont High School Educator Mr Nephawe has started a volleyball team since 

returning from the Columba Academy.  
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Vandalism by Learners remains a serious problem at Altmont High School. A Columba 

graduate shows a recently installed classroom door which has been smashed by 
Learners.  

 
Manyano High School’s Principal Ms Malgas has benefitted greatly from the Columba 

initiative.  
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Manyano High School’s sports fields are undeveloped and unusable due to their sandy 

nature.  

 


