Speech of Deputy Minister of Education

Wednesday, July 07, 2004 

AMS, the Association of Muslim Private Schools, held a very successful conference between 2-4 July, 2004. The conference which was held at the Durban Westville University was a milestone in the history of Muslim Private Schools. Its achiements and challenges came under the spotlight over three days and delegates grapple with the prospects and problems that confront Muslim Private Schools as well as the country as a whole. 

The following is a speech delivered by the Deputy Minister of Education, Mr Enver Surty. 

Director of Ceremonies, Chairperson and distinguished members of the Association of Muslims Schools (KZN), members of School Governing Bodies, educators, parents, ladies and gentlemen. 

Assalaamu Alaikum. 

I would like to thank you for extending an invitation to me to address this important conference. Allow me in the first instance to salute your Association for its invaluable contribution, over the past twenty years, to the holistic development of Muslim schools in particular and to education in our country in general. It would not matter how much money and resources the Government invested in education, if there were no community organisations such as yours to support our efforts in this regard. 
Looking at your theme, “Dynamics of education for a new generation”, I am sure that the conference has positively reflected on the ways in which the different role players (parents, teachers and learners) can make a real difference in positively shaping our young people. 

I am very pleased to note that your theme resonates so well with the dynamic thrust of the Government to develop a citizen who is socially responsible, democratic in his or her attitude and practices, respects human dignity, and is passionate about improving the quality of life of all our people. We would like to characterise this phase as a phase of caring and sharing 

I have no doubt that your deliberations in the past two and half days have touched on how Muslim schools, individually and as a collective, can strengthen their efforts in developing the kind of citizen I have just described. My confidence derives from knowing, from your history as an association, that you have always considered yourselves to be but South Africans who follow Islam. 

Such is the joy of being South African. Today we can openly declare our faith without fear of being looked at with suspicion, as is the case in many of the self-proclaimed democracies in the world. For us, it is diversity that holds us together as a nation. Ours is a country of diverse religions, cultures, languages, and traditions. 
We have defeated the bigotry of the past to arrive where we are today. Let us never ever forget that we have achieved this through a long and a hard struggle. Let us therefore not take what we now enjoy for granted. We owe it to future generations to ensure that, through education, we can consolidate our celebration of and respect for our diversity as South Africans. 
As we celebrate ten years of freedom and democracy, we should reflect deeply about where we want to be in the next decade. In doing so, we should collectively work hard to address the many challenges that we still face as a nation. While we have made great strides politically and economically, we should together, in a people’s contract, work to improve the lives of our people, especially the poor and the marginalised. 
The President, in his State of the Nation Address on 21St May 2004, issued a clarion call to all of us to decisively move our country forward by tackling the scourge of poverty and underdevelopment. 
All of us have a role to play in pushing back the frontiers of poverty and expanding the frontiers of possibilities. Our role in education is in developing the country’s greatest resource, its people. 
We have large numbers of people who are unemployed. Among the many reasons that have been put forward for this state of affairs, one of the main reasons has been the mismatch between available jobs and the knowledge and skills base of our country. Without appropriately educated, skilled and trained people, jobs will remain unfilled, thus adding to the challenges we face with unemployment. Our job therefore is to vigorously address the skills shortage through developing skills that match the economic development and social needs of a post-apartheid, twenty-first century society. 
In her Budget Speech on 18t” June in Parliament, the Minister of Education, Mrs Naledi Pandor, appealed to all of us to share the passion to provide quality education for all. She called on us, among other things, to help establish a solid foundation for learning in schools by accelerating the implementation of the provision of Grade R classes for all our children. She also called on us to expand the provision of adult basic education and training and to intensify skills development through the Further Education and Training colleges. 
As an important sector in education, I hope you will answer the clarion call by the Minister in the areas, which are relevant to you as an association. 
The development of basic skills such as literacy and numeracy in the Foundation Phase is critical for further development of a holistic citizen. We have to ensure that we develop the ability of our learners to read, write and to do basic mathematical operations. In doing so, we lay a foundation for lifelong learning in our communities. 

We believe that the time has arrived for giving content and meaning to the partnership with Government in meeting its challenges. Your schools have an opportunity of sharing your skills and resources with less privileged institutions especially in the areas of mathematics, science and technology. This would mean providing time to assist struggling institutions who are grappling with a scarcity of skills in these critical subjects. It would also give content to the notion of caring and sharing. 

As you are well aware, our Department has in the past three years developed a new National Curriculum Statement for both primary and being implemented in Grades 1 to 3, and will be implemented in Grades 4 to 6 next year. I am very glad to learn that you touched on the implementation of the National Curriculum Statement in your deliberations. 
The new national curriculum is the key to developing the kind of citizen I talked about earlier. It aims to develop the full potential of the learner. It seeks to create a life-long learner who is confident and independent, literate, numerate and multi-skilled, compassionate and caring and ready to face the challenges of the 21” Century. 
We have trained provincial core teams of all the officials who will provide support to teachers as they implement the new curriculum. In order to ensure smooth implementation, the Department of Education is closely monitoring the training of teachers and district managers and providing opportunities for practical review and discussion of progress. The Department is keen to ensure that we succeed in making the new curriculum work for the whole schooling system, from Grade R to Grade 12. 
We have not only limited teacher education to preparation for the implementation of the national curriculum, we have made teacher training in general a high priority. Initiatives aimed at attracting more entrants to the profession will be intensified. We need teachers in several critical areas such as in Mathematics, Science, Technology, Accountancy, English, Life Orientation, and Arts and Culture. 
While Mathematics, Technology and Science are crucial for skills development, learning areas or subjects such as Life Orientation, History and Arts and Culture are important for the development of social cohesion, non-racialism, non-sexism and other values in our society. We need to teach our learners to think and act holistically, understand and value themselves as unique and worthwhile beings, and to value human rights and multiculturalism. In promoting multilingualism schools should be encouraged to offer at least one African language as part of their curriculum. This will also contribute favourably to social cohesion and integration. 
As stated earlier, our country is constituted by different cultures and a richness of communities. From the onset of education in the Foundation Phase we should inculcate values such as ubuntu, respect, tolerance, equity, reconciliation and the celebration of our diversity. The establishing of a culture of human rights underlies the curriculum and permeates all learning areas of the curriculum. 
In order to further enhance respect for our cultural and religious diversity, we launched a Policy on Religion and Education in September 2003. 
By adopting this policy, we did not intend to prohibit or promote a particular religion in public schools. We are committed to the promotion of the right of freedom of conscience, religion, thought, belief and opinion, as spelt out in Section 15 of our Constitution. What we are doing through this policy is to extend the constitutional obligation of equity to religion in education, in a way that respects and celebrates the religious diversity of our country. 
The policy distinguishes clearly between religion education and religious instruction. Religious instruction is based on teaching the tenets of only one particular religion, whereas religion education promotes the understanding of the diverse religions in our country, as well as developing respect for belief systems that are different to their customs and rites. 
Teaching about religion, religions, and religious diversity needs to be facilitated by trained professional educators. As an educational programme, religion education requires the training, commitment, and enthusiasm of professional educators. The teaching of religion education is to be done by appropriately trained professional educators registered with the South African Council of Educators (SACE). Representatives of religious organisations who are registered with SACE could be engaged, and as with other learning areas, occasional guest facilitators from various religions may be utilised, provided that this is done on an equitable basis 

Although the Policy on Religion and Education only applies to public schools, I hope that your Association would study it carefully and adopt the relevant elements that would help plant the seeds of respect for other religions. For example, while schools that form part of your Association were established with the express aim of developing a Muslim worldview in learners, nothing stops you from teaching about other religions. 

Teaching about religion and religions, in the context of today’s world, is not only important for understanding the historical development of religion, but also serves the crucial role of developing spirituality, ethics and values in our children and youth 

In this regard, I hope your Association participates in the Government’s moral regeneration initiative, led by Deputy President Zuma. 

Fundamental to the success of our schools is an understanding that all our institutions function under a constitutional democratic dispensation which espouses non-racialism, non-sexism and unity. These aspirations underpin our Constitution and our schools should be the pathway towards the fulfillment and realisation of these noble goals. 

We all recognise that our new democracy has taken enormous strides in the past decade and we must sustain this by inculcating or nurturing a new patriotism amongst our learners. Our President had the following to say about the new patriotism: “The new patriotism requires us to proceed from common positions about the nature of the problems our country faces. We must share a common recognition of the fact that all of us stand to gain from the transformation of SA into a non-racial, non-sexist and prosperous country … no people is predestined to succeed or to fail. No child is born hating. Our neighbours, whether black or white, are as human as we all are and as South African as we all are. 

The former Minister of Education, Professor Kader Asmal, to whom we are grateful for his enormous contribution to the democratisation of education, had the following to say, “If arrogance is the old patriotism, then pride is the new patriotism … and so out of pride, out of the new patriotism, stems the very opposite of chauvinism and xenophobia: out of the new patriotism stem the values of tolerance and acceptance, of equality and democracy, of dialogue and negotiation and conflict resolution that make us uniquely South African; uniquely South African in the uniquely global universe that is the 21St Century’. 

This patriotism must manifest itself in the activities of our national flag flying at every school, the National Anthem, and not selected portions of it, being sung at all our schools and events with passion and enthusiasm, and a respect for, understanding of and pride in all our national symbols such as the Coat of Arms, which are aimed at uniting us in our diversity. 

I am confident that Muslim schools will give effect to the dynamics of education for a new generation by committing themselves to the ethos of our democracy which is based on social justice, human dignity, equality and freedom. 
Assalaamu Alaikum. 

I thank you.

