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FOREWORD by Two respected Public Intellectuals – Prof Jansen and Dr Pandor  

From Senior Professor Jonathan Jansen (most Prominent and Prolific Education Academic in Africa): 

If the caption ‘from colonialism to CAPS’ does not grab your attention, then you will miss out on one 
of the most incisive analyses of the crisis in South African education, and what to do about it. In 
Excellence by Design, Muavia Gallie brings into one monograph a riveting expose of the stalemate 
in post-apartheid schooling and a lifetime of experiences of trying to fix the system as both an official 
within the education system as well as an activist outside of it; sometimes those roles blur in the telling 
because this very talented Doctor of Education fought for deep change in schools under and after 
apartheid. 

Most of all, Gallie is determined to show the continuities between the basic architecture of colonial 
education and the crisis of the present. It is a brave thesis but the book does more than enough to 
make those connections clear and to demonstrate, in Mahmood Mamdani’s words, that ‘The 
present is not its own explanation.’ 

The book leaves one disturbed from the beginning when you realise how what would raise alarm 
bells in any other democracy has become normalised in South Africa. The low pass rate no longer 
shocks us. We pretend we do not see the gradual corruption of the National Senior Certificate that 
lies to young people by saying that they have a Bachelor’s or university entrance pass when most of 
them will never see the inside of a higher education institution.  

Notice how universities work without announcing their exclusionary decisions. As more and more 
young people knocked on the doors of universities with B-passes, these institutions simply raised the 
bar for entrance by selecting only those with the highest marks to fill limited places thereby leaving 
everyone else behind. But both the President and the Minister of Basic Education, in 2026 alone, 
made the unconscionable claim that “we just had the highest matric results ever.”  

Gallie in a consistent and steady analysis of the data shows the normative deceits that underlie 
politics and policy in South Africa. For example, in a neat and powerful set of graphs he shows how 
the number of learners taking mathematical literacy goes up every year with a corresponding 
decline in the numbers doing mathematics. These deceits in the performative presentations of the 
annual NSC results allow the pass rate to creep steadily upwards while denying tens of thousands of 
students access to fields like engineering, architecture, medicine and the basic sciences.  

This is the frog-in-the-boiling water problem: we have gradually become accustomed to the cold 
then lukewarm and eventually boiling water so that what is dangerous for our children is regarded 
as normal. 

What makes this book different from its competitors who draw attention to the crisis in education is 
that is based on a rigorous commitment to data. Gallie has built up SISOPEN.org ecosystem platform 
that allows for data-driven decision-making at school level to monitor and support individual learners 
in ways that boost their success. He has never been an armchair critic or a political windbag on 
education matters. Everything Gallie does and says is backed up by evidence.  

One more thing, the book is not only methodologically rigorous it is also conceptually rich providing 
readers with what the critical theorist Henry Giroux called a language of critique as well as a 
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language of possibility. I enjoyed grappling with concepts such as procedural versus conceptual 
understanding; viral pedagogies; vanity metrics; and, intriguingly, the mindset of scarcity. Each of 
these concepts carry enormous generative power for the analysis of education systems by 
postgraduate students and academic researchers alike. 

Spread across 17 chapters divided into 4 sections, the book itself is an intellectual feast for those of 
us who study education and change schools as a lifelong commitment. Every teacher education 
student should have one to give them a resource on which to draw when they reach the classroom. 
Every parent should hold this book on their shelves to understand why the short-cuts to distinctions 
and Bachelor’s passes will undermine their children’s learning at school and university. Every 
government official in national and provincial departments of education should guide their subject 
advisors and district officials to understand the difference between compliance and real learning in 
classrooms. 

From Dr. Naledi Pandor (Former roles as Minister of Education and then Minister of Science and 
Technology in South African Cabinet): 

This extremely relevant and high quality contribution of Dr. Muavia Gallie toward achieving 
education excellence in South Africa comes as no surprise to those who know him. As an education 
activist fully committed to the belief that all children – regardless of their birth - deserve quality 
education and skills opportunities, he has “walked the talk” of his beliefs in this, the first of several 
volumes. 

Education change in post-apartheid South Africa has proven to be one of the more complex 
systemic changes confronting the newly democratic state. For some, thirty years of democracy has 
translated to thirty years of failed education policy reforms. This conclusion exists even in the face of 
stringent and genuine attempts to transform education into a liberating force. While some progress 
has been made, it has not been enough to signal a substantive break from the inequality that 
remains the legacy of apartheid in our system. 

As Muavia cogently asserts in this Volume 1, the break from inequality has not been achieved. More 
worryingly, starker and more entrenched inequalities have been created through the new policies 
of the new democratic dispensation and at times due to poor execution of good policy, inadequate 
training for implementation and lack of education knowledge. The writer argues that the time has 
come for a radical departure from our present failures toward a future of excellence and of 
empowering performance outcomes.  

The ordinary reader may wonder why a set of volumes focusing on education excellence is 
necessary thirty years after the first Education Act. While researchers, opinion makers, education 
experts and even politicians in service have acknowledged that South Africa has responsive well-
crafted education policies and that these outline a visionary path to quality and success. 
Nonetheless as Muavia shows policy has not been matched by equivalent positive outcomes. These 
volumes attempt to diagnose and address that fundamental inadequacy. 

In fact, in some cases, policy has inadvertently become the enemy of success and excellence. 
Consider for a moment the case of Mathematics. The well-intentioned policy of “Mathematics 
Literacy” became destructive to success in the broader subject, as it was misunderstood as a 
substitute for Mathematics rather than a specific skill set for life management and numbers. At times, 
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lack of faith in bold decisions that truly break with the apartheid design has resulted in the 
inadequacy we see today. 

One of the key elements of this exciting volume is the idea that we should no longer seek merely to 
‘respond’ to apartheid. Instead, we must create our own bold destiny based on fresh ideas and an 
understanding of an increasingly complex world. Thirty years of freedom suggests we now have the 
opportunity to stop looking back and start looking forward toward a bright future in which all young 
people thrive and hone their skills and intellect. We can now aspire for much more than correction 
of our ills and create a visionary model of education that inspires learners, parents and communities 
to strive to do better. 

The challenge facing the systemic shift proposed in this series is the necessity of convening and 
training a new generation of “education activists” prepared to look beyond today’s constraints. 
Active persuasion of those at the coalface will be essential. This book sets out a plausible process for 
it, beginning with a change in the “consciousness of self” for the teacher, the parent, the district 
official and the head of education. All must be tutored in this fresh education philosophy of 
excellence and encouraged to commit to making a difference. 

The methodology set out here can move our education sector at all levels from the dismal mediocrity 
that makes us “less than average” to becoming a global force for innovative ideas, new technology, 
new practices in education. In the same breadth, it is vital to acknowledge the noteworthy strides 
already made by schools with committed teachers, excellent parent-supported school governing 
bodies, student leadership devoted to learning, universities and colleges working for excellence. 
Happily these volumes recognise and build upon that progress. 

This series is an anthology of practice for all in education. It affirms the ideas of the great activists who 
proceeded us: Steve Biko, who taught us that our destiny lies in our own hands; Nelson Mandela, 
who called education the most powerful tool for transformation; and Es’kia Mphahlele, who believed 
that anyone can make a difference through honest effort.  

We finally have a well-researched, implementable set of solutions developed by experienced 
education experts who understand what must be done to turn the tide. I hope we will make full use 
of this well-informed opportunity to finally move away from the dreadful legacy of our past and 
toward our own well-designed destiny. 

END. 


