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Abstract 
This chapter explored a South African education policy. Specifically the author 
examined outcomes-based learning and the implications of this borrowed 
curriculum in South African schools. The author focused on curriculum as a 
platform for discussion of the unique approach that the South African 
government employed to modify their adoption of democracy and transfor-
mation. Unfortunately, many scholars reluctantly concede that South Africa’s 
ambitious policy initiatives failed to provide social justice in schools. Education 
is often the driving force in society: socially, economically, and politically. In 
particular, education can either liberate social ideologies or become a tool to 
reinforce stratification. With a political ideology of democracy emerging in 
South Africa, one would think that democratic educational structures would 
act to diminish race, class and gender inequalities; however, this has not been 
a pervasive result. 
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1. Introduction 

This paper explores South African school curriculum policy as a platform to 
discuss the success or failure of educational policy. An examination of policies in 
post-apartheid South Africa shows the unique approach that the government 
employed to adopt democracy. Unfortunately, many scholars concede that South 
Africa’s ambitious curriculum policies reveal numerous failings and tensions in 
schools (Spreen & Vally, 2006; South African Policy Brief 2010). Organized in 
such a way as to introduce the policy problem, the paper also traces the history 
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of education in South Africa; examines Curriculum 2005 (C2005) and Out- 
Based Education (OBE), and discusses the implications of OBE within a South 
African context. 

2. Historical Perspective of Policy  

The paper employs a post modern policy approach. Such a tool provides a strate-
gic framework with which to reconsider South African curriculum policy as a 
means to foster democracy, culture, and equality. Several major paradigm shifts 
related to policy can be traced to the 1950s. Changes do not necessarily signal a 
complete break from previous approaches when policy changes are intro-
duced. Rather, change promotes a gradual refining of the tools and skills utilized 
in the treatment of policy (Zajda, 2002: p. 70). The 1950s and the 1960s used 
linear approaches to policy models. By the 1970s, a paradigm shift occurred 
from quantitative to qualitative research, leading to a questioning of the 
value-free empirical research approach in education (Coombs and Lüschen, 
1976: p. 134). Further policy changes in the 1980s and 1990s occurred including 
the paradigm shift in the social sciences from structuralism to post-structuralism 
and postmodernism. Consequently, in “modern” society, value-neutral policy 
frameworks existed to evaluate systems and to focus on the extent to which the 
policy succeeded or failed to meet its objectives. Unfortunately, those who apply 
such policy and those upon whom the policy is implemented, are often not 
considered. Value-free policy processes are unable to examine the power relations 
of the problems that they attempt to address (Ball, 1994; Schmidt, 2008). 

Such traditional policy analyses are not adequate for the analysis of out-
comes-based (OBE) efforts in South Africa (Schmidt, 2008; Taylor, Rizvi, Lin-
gard, & Henry, 1997). Traditional policy processes are modern inventions that 
give privileges to process and reason. Most of these written policies reflect 
the government’s intentions to address a problem, which was designed to 
achieve particular goals (Schmidt, 2008; Taylor et al. 1997). Within a positivist 
paradigm, policy decisions are often focused on the benefit of bureaucracies and 
those in power. The policy becomes a technology of control with political impli-
cations (Ball, 1994; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; Foucault, 1980; Schmidt, 2008).  

On the other hand, when viewed from a post modern policy perspective, issues 
can be investigated to illuminate the underlying motivation for the policy. This 
enables policy analysts to theoretically (re)interpret a particular policy environment 
and its contextual influences (Ball, 1994; Schmidt, 2008; Taylor et al. 1997). Post 
modern and post structural scholars (Ball, 1994; Foucault, 1980; Schmidt, 2008) 
argue that policy processes should be multi-dimensional in nature, as well as 
value-laden and contextual. Furthermore, policies are neither straightforward 
nor rational, and frequently result in unintended and even detrimental  
consequences (Schmidt, 2008). These characteristics challenge policy declarations 
that historically have striven to be value-neutral and free from contextual influences 
(Schmidt, 2008; Taylor et al., 1997). Critics stress that policy as discourse  
becomes a power struggle as to whose meaning is legitimated (Ball, 1994; 
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Bourdieu 1977; Foucault, 1980; Schmidt, 2008). A post modern policy lens, 
then, acknowledges that policy development must consider context, placement, 
social location, and the purpose of implementation, as well as provide the potential 
to assist in solving long-term value-laden problems (Ball, 1994; Schmidt, 2008). 
Organizations cannot make significant changes overnight. It takes time, 
commitment, and an honest belief in the need to prioritize the experiences and 
histories of people who experience the greatest degrees of marginalization. 
Diverse voices and perspectives can help shape and drive organizational policies 
through a consensual process (Schmidt, 2008). 

3. Policy Problem  

As the driving force in society, education can either liberate or become a tool to 
reinforce stratification (Mannell, 2014). With a political ideology of democracy 
in South Africa, the hope is that education’s curriculum reform (C2005, OBE), 
can lead the way in diminishing race, class, and gender inequalities. However, 
this has not been the case (Moorosi, 2007; Spreen & Vally, 2006). Historically, 
the aftermath of apartheid damaged and continues to damage the socio-political 
fabric of the country. Twenty-three years after apartheid, unexpected consequences 
continue to impede not only social but also educational democracy. While sexism, 
racism, and classism were rife during apartheid, post-apartheid’s dramatic shift 
toward transformation exacerbated these inequities. In fact, it is questioned if 
anything has changed from the days of apartheid schooling (Schmidt and Mes-
try, forthcoming).  

4. Historical Perspective of Education 

Before 1994, education was profoundly influenced by an apartheid ideology, 
which promoted segregated and inferior schooling primarily for black children. 
The school focused on basic skills and training for black children who were not 
expected to gain status in their adult years. In essence, black citizens had limited 
opportunities resulting in what Maile (2011) labels “black intellectual underde-
velopment”. Lack of quality education for blacks deepened the divide among 
“inferior” blacks and “superior” whites. Segregation and racial domination were 
the natural order of things (Maile, 2011).  

After apartheid, the education of black children in post-apartheid South Africa 
remains ambiguous and begs the question: What new aims should be included in 
education, with particular reference to blacks in South Africa? This question can 
be applied and should be applied to curriculum policy today. Engelbrecht, 
Green, Naicker, & Engelbrecht (1999) stress the importance of local control of 
curriculum and the knowledge that is shared with students in schools. They 
suggest that this is accomplished progressively. Local knowledge should not 
make up the entire content that children learn; however, local knowledge remains 
important to retain African culture. Scholars (e.g., Engelbrecht, Green, Naicker, 
& Engelbrecht 1999) stress an integrated and inclusive curriculum that embraces 
diversity. 
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Criticism of curriculum reform in South Africa reflects pessimism and disap-
pointment as policies consist mainly of written documents that are not being 
implemented (Chisholm and Fuller, 1996; Jansen, 1998). In other words, curricu-
lum policy remains in a permanent state of policy positioning and symbolism 
never meant to be implemented (Jansen, 1998). As in many other developing 
countries, curriculum reform in South Africa has left a legacy of structural 
and policy tensions. Some of these tensions include a lack of vision of the coun-
try’s realities; symbolic policies placating mass expectations; poor school conditions 
inadequately implementing curriculum; and a lack of teacher knowledge to de-
cipher outcomes-based learning (Rensburg, 2000). A focus therefore on what 
schools in society stand for and what they can realistically do and achieve, given 
their current socio-economic conditions is needed. In this regard, the National 
Qualifications Framework in South Africa encouraged local and community 
participation in schools through school governing bodies (SGBs). These school 
governing bodies are comprised of teachers, learners, parents and other relevant 
stakeholders at each school. 

Since 1994, South Africa has had some curriculum reforms intended to address 
equality and social justices that were ill-addressed in the apartheid regime (Chi-
sholm & Fuller 1996; Jansen, 1998). A first step was the cleansing of syllabi from 
apartheid racist language and controversial and outdated content. Secondly, 
Curriculum 2005 and OBE (C2005) were launched. OBE was borrowed from 
countries such as Australia, New Zealand, Canada and parts of the United States 
of America that underpin social values such as peace, prosperity, non-sexism, 
non-racialism and democracy. Much work on implementation issues, however, 
was needed if the promises of the new curriculum are to make an impact in 
schools.  

Problems with curriculum implementation began immediately with a shortage 
of textbooks and a lack of training for teachers. There was a sense of urgency by 
the new government to introduce a “new curriculum” that mirrored Western 
curricula with the introduction of outcomes-based learning and curriculum 
2005. By 1997, 66 outcomes in eight disciplines as well as accompanying assessment 
standards had been developed. Assessment knowledge amongst educators was 
weak but it soon became apparent that assessment was the foundation of the 
success of these curricula changes. A paradigm shift needed to occur. In doing 
so, however, the rate and depth of curriculum changes were so swift that educators 
had difficulty keeping up. Curriculum 2005 meant that teachers needed to place 
more emphasis on formative assessment as a continuous feedback loop rather 
than on summative assessment that provides final test evaluations (Nakabugo & 
Siebörger, 2001). Not surprisingly, research studies revealed that reliance of 
Curriculum 2005 on formative assessment as the foundation of curriculum 
changes made little progress. Nakabugo and Siebörger (2001) stress that establish-
ing the outcomes and assessment standards and merely telling teachers they 
must change their approach to teaching was an unproductive approach. With-
out appropriate training, teachers were left to rely on their understanding and 
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perceptions of curriculum documents, which we now know does not succeed 
(Schmidt & Datnow, 2005). 

5. Outcomes-Based Education 

Various authors have traced the origins and nature of OBE. Fiske & Ladd (2004) 
describe the method as an instructional one in which curriculum planners teach 
the general knowledge, skills, and values that learners should acquire. OBE is 
grounded in two pillars of knowledge: (1) competency-based education; and (2) 
mastery learning. Formative and summative assessments are rooted in OBE to 
ensure students meet the outcomes. In fact, the OBE model alleges that student 
success is solely the teacher’s responsibility. If students have difficulty, remediation 
is available, and similarly, enhancement outcomes are available for those students 
who excel. Other forms of pedagogy used in OBE include authentic assessment, 
interdisciplinary teaching, and group learning (Darling-Hammond, Ancess, & 
Falk, 1995). 

The rhetoric of OBE is appealing. Who can disagree with a higher quality 
education for all students? Most would agree that schools need to improve and 
help students achieve more meaningful and life-enhancing outcomes. Many 
teachers’ experiences with the implementation of OBE have produced debate 
and even doubts about OBE, despite the intent of providing teacher autonomy, 
increasing student self-esteem, improving attendance, and promoting high 
achievement of learner outcomes. These positive results may be valid in other 
countries, however, they are not so clear in South Africa. In South Africa, it 
seems there are more and perhaps different challenges than Western experiences 
and fewer benefits. 

6. Outcomes-Based Curriculum in South Africa 

In South Africa, OBE was not merely borrowed from Western countries and just 
handed down and accepted uncritically by South Africans. There are both local 
and global roots to OBE that had different impacts at different times. First, OBE 
can be traced within the labor movement that sought to overhaul the education 
system and incorporate an integrated approach to teaching (Cross, Mungadi, & 
Rouhani, 2002). Spreen (2001) illustrates “how activists outside the traditional 
education establishment (with strong international ties) were instrumental in 
establishing the new educational agenda in South Africa” (p. 5). The emergence 
of outcomes-based education can be seen against the backdrop of globalization, 
and consequent converging tendencies within national education systems as 
educators increasingly learned from each other across borders (Steiner-Khamsi, 
2014). In the minds of the main role players, though restricted to a small pool of 
countries in the Western world, OBE was regarded as “the state-of-the-art” 
thinking in Western schooling and the best international experience to address 
South African problems (Christie, 1999: p. 281). This view was met with criticism 
by those who saw OBE as an imposition of the Western world or, in other 
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words, another manifestation of cultural imperialism. This is present for example 
in Kallaway et al. (1997) words when they suggests that:  

In South Africa educational politics has increasingly been reduced to a 
matter of policy implementation. In the name of change and redress, and 
because of the need for politicians to produce demonstrable innovations in 
a short space of time, a range of policies, often hastily borrowed from for-
eign contexts without adequate research into their success and effects, have 
been bundled together with insufficient consultation or research (p. 1). 

The quotation refers to the borrowing of an outcomes-based strategy without 
considering the contextual changes needed to make the policy effective. Post-
modern policy analysis reminds us that education systems are part and parcel of 
the fabric of the societies in which they operate. For one to understand them, 
one must take into account their historical, political, social and cultural settings. 
Effective educational adoption requires a solid understanding of how ideas, 
concepts, and educational innovations are borrowed, adapted and implemented 
locally. Cultural imperatives are of paramount importance and the most important 
aspect to bear in mind when considering the possibilities of useful educational 
borrowing. It is the socio-cultural settings that keep policies in place and that 
provide resistance to the transfer of ideas from other countries and systems. The 
preparedness of local contexts to accept or receive such ideas is critical (Stein-
er-Khamsi, 2014: p. 3).  

Jansen (1999) stresses that from a political perspective, the curriculum initiative 
was not meant to be implemented. He posits that the curriculum is part of state 
policy symbolism and political expediency to give the impression that change 
was taking place for disadvantaged groups. However, Jansen (1998) presents the 
caveat that it is not critically productive to simplify the problems with policy and 
to view global influences merely as impositions on local contexts since this 
would overlook the agency of local actors as well as the different forms that 
adaptation to local circumstances brings. Thus, although OBE reflects a pastiche 
of policy borrowing, in practice the issues are attempting to being woven into a 
texture of local concerns by the local population, which cannot be overlooked. 

Another criticism of OBE is about the political process that should have 
informed the curriculum development. After labor’s active involvement in initial 
curriculum debates, it is alleged, that the technocrats including foreign consultants, 
overpowered the discussion at the expense of local practitioners. The consequences 
were twofold. The role of teachers in curriculum design became marginal, and 
the curriculum was framed in obscure jargon. Curriculum 2005 has been criticized 
for using ambiguous language for teachers who are supposed to implement it, 
reducing the policy as an elitist system with profound political implications for 
the Government’s redress project (Christie, 1999; Jansen, 1999b). Critics stress 
the lack of alignment between curriculum development, teacher development, 
selection and supply of learning materials (Potenza & Ball, 1994). Thus the lack 
of co-ordination of curriculum led to poor implementation, ad hoc workshops 
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(in place of teacher training), lack of relevant OBE materials, and delays as well 
as non-delivery of such materials. As Christie (1999) points out, the curriculum 
was poorly planned and hastily introduced in schools with teachers being 
insufficiently prepared with inadequate resources.  

Another criticism is concerned with the degree of state interventionism in the 
curriculum process. For the critics, Curriculum 2005 represents an example of a 
bureaucratic-driven process of curriculum reform. Critical failings include too 
much alignment with socio-economic concerns at the expense of knowledge and 
pedagogical concerns; an inflexible (regulated) framework; the de-skilling of 
teachers; under-specification of content; and limited teacher participation in the 
conceptualisation and design of the curriculum (Rensburg, 2000). Rensburg 
(2000) argues that “for instruction to be effective the teacher must know more 
than the learner, must have adequate content knowledge, must know the 
conceptual destination of the learning, and therefore purposefully steer the 
learner towards a pre-set goal or outcome” (p. 9). With no content stipulations, 
the content and coverage are tacitly assumed to be in place. The consequence, as 
Rensburg (2000) puts it, is:  

A success can be made of such an under-stipulated curriculum, but only if 
the teacher has a well-articulated mental script of what should be covered, 
and if the pupils come from homes where they have been well prepared to 
respond to such putative freedom, in other words, only in schools by and 
for the middle class. (p. 14)  

7. Policy Implications of Outcomes-Based Curriculum 

While, symbolically, outcomes-based curriculum brings South Africa to the 
world stage by offering a curriculum equal to that in Western countries, there 
are serious problems that need to be addressed internally. The most problematic 
issues regarding OBE include matters such as the borrowing and appropriation 
of the curriculum. Such action leads to significant consequences such as having 
no regard for the context within which the curriculum is being implemented; the 
impact on teachers and their lack of understanding and training of OBE; and the 
design and introduction (or not) into schools. Indeed, with curriculum change 
come tensions, particularly when the reform results in a significant paradigm 
shift or reconstruction of past curriculum. From a policy perspective, OBE and 
C2005 are grounded in such detail and technical and political skills that im-
plementation for educational stakeholders remains challenging. As a political 
decision, Apple (1996) stresses that: 

A curriculum is never simply a neutral assemblage of knowledge. Whether 
we like it or not, differential power intrudes into the very heart of a curriculum. 
What counts as knowledge, the ways in which it is organized, who is 
empowered to teach it, what counts as an appropriate display of having 
learned it, and who is allowed to ask and answer all these questions, are part 
and parcel of how dominance and subordination are reproduced and altered 
in South African society. Determining official knowledge is political, and 
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often embodies conflict over what some may regard as neutral descriptions 
of the world, and may empower some groups while disempowering others. 
(p. 66)  

In contrast to the expectations stakeholders from government and civil society 
have on the new curriculum project, the policy soon became an object of 
controversy and contestation, culminating in a crisis within the school system. 
While some critics linked the crisis to the international roots of OBE, the 
Curriculum Review Committee, which was appointed by Government to address 
the crisis, placed the blame on the design and the implementation strategy 
(Cross, Mungadi, & Rouhani, 2002). 

OBE remains an experiment at different levels not only in South Africa but 
also in the Western countries still employing the curriculum in whole or in 
parts. For example, in Australia, OBE became part of a national mission with  
local adaptations. In Canada, OBE was a provincial experiment that gained  
popularity in Ontario. In Scotland, OBE was restricted to vocational programs 
within Glasgow. In the United States, OBE was met with much hostility at the 
state level but gained acceptance in the districts (Young, 2000). Apple (1996) 
presents the caveat that  

Outcome-based education... is a simplistic solution to very complicated 
problems. The real issues involve the immense poverty in our inner cities 
and rural areas, the under financing of our schools, the lack of genuine respect 
for and cooperation with local minority communities, and the overly 
bureaucratic nature of our decision making (p. 78).  

Critics stress that teachers subjected to a reform agenda in which they may 
have little ownership may feel insulted or brainwashed. In particular, the language 
of OBE is often labeled “elitist language,” requiring translation from trainers. 
Not only is there a need to make the policy language clear, but there is a need to 
mobilize resources to under-funded and under-resourced schools; develop 
strategies and not just symbols for policy implementation; and move beyond 
policy from rhetoric to action (Dobson & Koetting, 1985).  

This analysis of OBE is not meant to ignore the benefits of OBE; however, the 
worry is whether these benefits apply within a South African context? For exam-
ple, The Department of Education’s role is to engage appropriate stakehold-
ers, although often their voices are not heard in implementation meetings. Never-
theless, teachers need to be part of the process to be able to deliver the curricu-
lum in their teaching. Problematization of OBE in South African schools is 
therefore required, regarding the range of expectations around an outcomes- 
based curriculum in South Africa (Jonathan, 2000). 

A dimension of Curriculum 2005, which has been the object of much debate 
in South Africa, is the notion of adopting the curriculum from Western countries. 
Jonathan (2000) stresses the value of borrowing a system by understanding the 
importance of adapting the policy to the local environment and hopefully learning 
from past mistakes. 
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That is to share our understanding from one society to another, not so 
much of what seems to work, given adequately favorable conditions, but of 
what has not worked anywhere. (p. 3)  

Lehoko (2000), from the DOE, compared the use of outcomes-based pedagogy 
in Soweto and New Zealand. In doing so, he raises concern about the dangers of 
borrowing from a small system to apply to a vast and complex system such as 
South Africa. The biggest problem in this regard is undoubtedly the silence 
about experiences from other developing countries in the continent and 
elsewhere, even if it is to highlight what not to do (Cross, Mungadi, & Rouhani, 
2002). 

8. Conclusion 

Policy analysis of South African curriculum suggests that curriculum development 
and access do not necessarily mean equality. Patterns of privilege and disadvantage 
pervade the education system and beyond (see OECD, 2008). Where race and 
class have such detrimental consequences, we cannot claim that South African 
children have equal rights to education—in spite of near universal enrolment in 
schooling. Indeed, it could be argued that the right to education means the right 
to participate in an existing and enduring system of stratification (Christie, 2008: 
p. 9). What is needed is that the community, schools, parents, local education 
officials, and the media work together to mitigate limited access to schooling. 
This sort of synergistic participation by all stakeholders empowers communities 
to identify problems, develop plans for comprehensive and long-term solutions, 
and take action. There is a continued need for “conscientization” in society, the 
judiciary, and bureaucrats about the impact of poverty and continuing inequality 
despite democratic reforms (Kellner, 2000).  

Policymakers, government, and other stakeholders seem to be always solving 
policy challenges theoretically, in the political sector, rather than, practically, in 
the classroom (e.g., OBE) (Chisholm & Fuller, 1996; Jansen 2001). What is 
needed is a regard for implementation and training: “… the effectiveness of local 
schools will not magically increase if the policy agenda remains centered on 
symbols of opportunity” (Chisholm & Fuller, 1996: p. 714). After policies are 
developed, it is expected that stages of implementation will be outlined for 
administrators. Implementation, however, is rarely found in South African 
education policy agendas (Spreen, 2006). Jansen (2000) chided the government 
for providing minimal training for Grade One teachers, regarding the im-
plementation of OBE, which resulted in the hiring of untrained teachers. 
Teachers still question how to implement a new curriculum, with few resources, 
in large class sizes (Jansen, 2002). Most township schools in South Africa have 
still not even received access to any revised syllabi since the dissolution of the 
apartheid (Jansen, 1998). 

Some scholars (e.g., Spreen & Vally, 2006) believe educational goals are so out 
of context that they will never be reached. Collaborating with all stakeholders 
(even students) to work on plans for implementation proportions that foster 
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goals aligned with those of the local communities in which the school children 
live remains critical. Education policy faces the dilemma of expressing and realizing 
the governing African National Congress’s promises of equality without alienating 
those privileged opposition groups that possess the capital and expertise  
required to manage a modernizing state. In South Africa, the constitution (RSA 
1996) incorporates the Bill of Rights, endorsing equality, human dignity, freedom, 
and security for all individuals along with other freedoms, social, and political 
rights. Decentralization of some powers to local levels could be ascribed as a 
means to prevent polarization (Lauglo, 1995: p. 8).  

We see that South Africa is dedicated to being equal with the Western world 
on paper symbolically, but oppression still prevails (Spreen & Vally, 2006). Many 
policies began symbolically with goals, aims, and mission statements. The future 
stages will hopefully include implementation and training for principals and 
teachers.  

Effective reform should not be founded solely on economic concerns. Education 
policy based on research would focus on changing classroom practice, helping to 
validate curriculum and teaching models with extensive staff development, 
accepting the importance of local context, building strong relationships with 
families and communities, and building school capacity to improve. However, 
such improvement will not occur—indeed, cannot occur—until all stakeholders 
talk candidly and realistically about the policy. A policy that is based on rhetoric 
is destructive (Kauffman & Konold, 2007). Education now falls under the routine 
scrutiny of the media and pervades the lives of the citizenry to an unprecedented 
degree. Consequently, the political stakes have increased in South Africa, along 
with the exposure of policy-makers to the potential of a major crisis in this policy 
sphere. 
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