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One of the greatest challenges facing the South African 
education system is the production of sufficient 
competent teachers who can provide quality teaching in 
all school subjects and phases. The Zenex Foundation 
has produced this Learning Brief on what it has learnt 
from  three teacher internship programmes that it has 
supported over a number of years. These internships 
are alternative school-based routes to an Initial Teacher 
Education (ITE) qualification for student teachers, that 
were established with the aim of developing well-prepared 
teachers capable of effective teaching. The Learning Brief 
locates the internships within the South African context 
of teacher education and international trends in ITE, 
and provides an overview of the main elements of the 
three programmes and an analysis of the key findings 
of the independent evaluations commissioned by the 
Foundation. The Foundation has published this Brief to 
disseminate the insights and lessons derived from these 
interventions and their outcomes in order to inform the 
wider policy debate on ITE. 

LESSONS FROM TEACHER INTERNSHIPS IN SOUTH AFRICA
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Context

In South Africa there is great concern about teacher 
quality and, more recently, some questions have been 
raised about teacher supply in the future. 

A decade ago it was realised that South Africa was 
producing too few teachers to meet the needs of the 
school system (Centre for Development and Enterprise, 
2011) . Government’s response was swift  and very eff ective. 
The institution of the generous Funza Lushaka bursary 
programme for ITE students, and once-off  capital grants 
to education faculties to expand their infrastructure, led to 
a dramatic increase in the number of ITE enrolments and 
graduations. As a result, in 2016 23 818 newly qualifi ed 
teachers (NQTs), comprising 15 778 Bachelor of Education 
(BEd) students and 8 040 Post-Graduate Certifi cate of 
Education (PGCE) students, graduated  from universities 
(Department of Higher Education and Training, 2018).

However, recent studies by the Centre for Development 
and Enterprise (CDE, 2015) and Gustafsson (2018) 
show that there has been a signifi cant and unexpected 
increase in learner enrolment which will manifest in the 
high schools from 2018 (Centre for Development and 
Enterprise, 2015; Gustafsson, 2018; Van Broekhuizen, 
2015). In addition, Gustafsson’s previous research (2015) 
has shown that the production of new teacher graduates 
(NTGs) has slowed, attrition of existing teachers is 
increasing and the employment of NTGs is decreasing. 
This points to a shortage of teachers, particularly as the 
bulk of the teaching corps is reaching retirement age. In 
addition, there is already a shortage of teachers in specifi c 
fi elds (mathematics and mathematical literacy, science, 
languages and the Foundation Phase), and teachers are 
not equitably distributed across urban and rural areas.  

Given the challenges of increasing the supply of teachers 
to match the rising learner enrolment in schools, the 
mismatch between the ITE curricula and realities of most 
schools, the late entry of NTGs into schools and their 
declining absorption rate, and the increasing teacher 
attrition rate as the bulk of the teachers reach retirement, 
a question mark hangs over a suff icient supply of teachers 
in the future.

As in so many countries, the quality of university-based 
ITE in South Africa is very variable and has been found by 
government and independent research to be inadequate, 
and its eff ectiveness highly questionable (Centre for 
Development and Enterprise, 2015; JET Education 
Services, 2014).  Since the Council on Higher Education 
(2010) published its highly critical review, further 
evidence has accumulated confi rming that BEd and PGCE 
programmes are not preparing new teachers  adequately, 
and that the language and numeracy skills of students 
who leave school with very poor knowledge and skills 
have not been advanced much during their education 
studies (JET Education Services, 2014). The cursory 
preparation received by education students extends 
to the fi eld of practice, where most supervisors are not 
subject specialists, and in some institutions it is possible 
for students to pass teaching practice, even if they perform 
poorly in a classroom or without being assessed at all on 
their classroom expertise  (JET Education Services, 2014). 

It is clear that the quality of ITE must be improved, if it is to 
be an eff ective instrument to reform the country’s school 
system. 

It is clear that the quality of ITE must be improved, if it is to be an 
eff ective instrument to reform the country’s school system. “
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Government Initiatives

Government has undertaken many initiatives to improve 
teacher education and development through the 
Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET), 
the Department of Basic Education (DBE) and the South 
African Council for Educators (SACE).

The groundwork was laid by the Integrated Strategic 
Planning Framework for Teacher Education and 
Development (ISPFTED) in 2011 (Departments of Basic 
Education and Higher Education and Training, 2011). This 
provides a touchstone for building educator capacity, 
with respect to both Continuing Professional Teacher 
Development (CPTD) and ITE. 

To address the weaknesses in the ITE curricula and obtain 
greater uniformity, DHET introduced the new Minimum 
Requirements for Teacher Education Qualifi cations 
(MRTEQ) in 2011 and a revised version in 2015. Government 
gave notice that all teacher education programmes had to 
be re-designed, so as to give particular emphasis to what 
is taught (subject or disciplinary content knowledge) and 
how it is taught (pedagogical content knowledge), as 
well as a strong practice teaching component. Only re-
designed ITE programmes that conform to the MRTEQ 
policy will be approved and recognised as suff icient for 
graduates’ employment in education. As this applies 
to both private and public providers of ITE, any existing 
or new private provider off ering ITE through its own 
programme will have to obtain MRTEQ approval. However, 
if the private institution’s internship programmes are 
through a public higher education institution that off ers 
ITE through distance education, like UNISA or North West 
University, the universities carry the onus of having their 
programmes approved in line with MRTEQ requirements. 

DHET has also launched the PrimTEd initiative to develop 
curriculum standards for primary school mathematics 
and language teachers. 

Government is committed to the professionalisation 
of teachers. In its Basic Education Action Plan to 2019: 
Towards the Realisation of Schooling 2030 (2015) the DBE 
shows its commitment to promote the professionalism 
of teachers and improve the quality of teacher education 
and development. Goal 16 aims to “improve the 
professionalism, teaching skills, subject knowledge and 
computer literacy of teachers throughout their entire 
careers” (Department of Basic Education, 2015: 3). This 
process has resulted in a number of new initiatives that 
also involve SACE.

SACE is the statutory professional council for educators. 
The SACE Act (no. 31 of 2000 as amended) mandates it to 
enhance the status of the teaching profession through the 
provision of the registration of educators, promotion of 
the professional development of educators, management 
of a system for the promotion of continuing professional 
development and the inculcation of a Code of Ethics for 
all educators 

The SACE Act mandates the Council to set and maintain 
the ethical and professional standards and advise the 
Minister on standards for entry into all levels of the 
teaching profession. In terms of its mandate SACE has 
established a registration process for educators, a code 
of professional ethics and a CPTD management system. 

SACE has established a system of CPTD which stipulates 
that all practising educators are required to gain a 

Government is committed to the professionalisation of teachers.“
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given number of points annually through attendance 
at approved programmes. This will form part of a new 
policy framework in which graduates from BEd and PGCE 
programmes will undergo a year of induction before 
qualifying to become a fully registered teacher by SACE. 

As the fi rst component of an induction year, in October 
2017 DBE published and disseminated the National 
Guidelines on the Orientation of New Teachers. These are 
currently being implemented in schools. The orientation 
booklet guides districts and schools on the critical 
information that every new teacher, school manager and 
leader will need when they take up a new post.  In mid-
2018 the DBE initiated a research project to develop a 
Teacher Induction Framework that will include a process 
of learning and support for new teachers that may be 
professional, emotional/social and administrative/
operational, and will include mentoring.

Through an inclusive multi-stakeholder process, SACE has 
recently developed a draft  set of Professional Teaching 
Standards (PTS) and has published them on its website 
(www.sace.org.za) for comment. The 10 PTS describe the 
pedagogical and other professional knowledge, skills and 
conduct that characterise good teaching, which research 
shows supports learning gains.  SACE is  undertaking 
a process of intensive consultation with 98 diff erent 
stakeholder groups around the country in order to ensure 
understanding of the draft  PTS, refi ne them and obtain  
wide acceptance by stakeholders. The development of 
the draft  PTS is a crucial step in the process of teacher 
professionalisation. They can act as the guiding star of 
the continuum of teacher preparation and development 
by enabling closer alignment between ITE, teaching in 
schools and CPTD in line with the standards. The rollout 
and implementation of the SACE standards will be 
fi nalised by SACE, but it is likely to focus on NQTs and then 
be phased in for practising teachers. 

Lessons from Other Countries

The crisis in ITE described above, while it is particularly 
acute in South Africa, is not uncommon in other English-
speaking countries. Internationally there are two ways 
of responding to the poor service rendered by university 
education faculties. The fi rst is exemplifi ed by Michael 
Gove when he assumed the position of England’s 
Education Secretary in 2010. According to Gove, teaching 
is a craft  best learnt on the job, and he led a drive  for 
aspirant teachers, aft er completing an academic degree, 
to move directly into schools where they are apprenticed 
to experienced teachers. Since then there has been a 
pushback from education faculties and British research 
institutions and lobby groups, and aft er the important 
Carter Commission (2014), the Department for Education 
(DfE) has undertaken surveys and consultations and 
published draft  papers on ITE (Department for Education, 
2018). Based on responses to these, the DfE has aff irmed 
the value of subject knowledge, evidence-informed 
practice and peer support for new and student teachers, 
and confi rmed its intent to improve the quality of teacher 
training and support the professionalism of teaching. 
In 2018/2019 around half  the aspirant teachers follow 
the school-led route to a qualifi cation instead of the 
university-based path (Foster, 2019). 

The alternative approach to the poor quality of university-
based ITE is to improve what the universities do. This is 
the route followed by the world’s poster-children in 
education, including Singapore, Finland, Shanghai, South 
Korea, Poland, Ontario, Madhya Pradesh in India, Minas 
Gerais and Boston. This views teaching as a profession in 
which intensive graduate and post-graduate programmes 
off ering disciplinary and professional studies are 
accompanied by extended time in classrooms under 
the supervision of expert teachers. Teaching is seen as a 
profession in the same way as law, medicine, engineering 
are viewed, in which protocols of professional practice 
arise out of a body of knowledge actively maintained by 
the profession.  

South Africa is embarking on the professional route in 
which the completion of a quality university degree and 
professional qualifi cation is a requirement for being able 
to teach in a public or private school in South Africa. All 
the initiatives above show, the education departments 
and SACE are determined to professionalise teaching 
and improve the quality of ITE and, indeed, the whole 
continuum of teacher education and development. 
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Internship Models

Two uses of the term ‘internship’ emerge from the 
literature. First, in a trend common in the US literature, the 
term is used in the sense in which SACE uses it, to signal a 
period of in-school apprenticeship or induction following 
a professional degree. 

The second use of the term is currently emerging in the 
NGO sector in South Africa, where teacher internships 

form an integral part of a new model of ITE, which 
combines distance study with full-time placement in a 
school. The student thus gains workplace experience 
while studying through a distance education programme. 
It is useful to think of the model as involving five sets of 
inputs providing support to teacher trainees (Figure 1). 

1. School 
selection

2. Student 
selection

Appoint mentor

Placement

Undertake

Qualified 
teachers who 
have both the 
theoretical 
knowledge 
and practical 
expertise 
required 
for effective 
teaching

3. In-school 
support includes:
• Time for 

academic study
• Teaching 

practice

Management by implementing partner

Funding for implementation

5.  Holistic 
support 
includes:
• Mentor 

support
• Student 

academic 
support

• Psycho-
social 
support

4. BEd or PGCE

Figure 1: The Internship Model for ITE (NB see addition in box below)

These programmes are generally motivated as a means 
of providing an alternate pathway into ITE aimed at 
achieving one or more of four goals: 

1. increasing the number of qualified teachers;

2. improving the quality of ITE, and in particular the 
effectiveness of the practice teaching component;

3. providing increased opportunities for disadvantaged 
school leavers and graduates with academic degrees; 
and 

4. focusing on improving the shape of ITE by providing 
programmes in areas of short supply, particularly 
mathematics, mathematics literacy, science, 
languages and Foundation Phase teachers, especially 
those who speak indigenous languages. 

The first of these goals has become relatively less 
important since the advent of the Funza Lushaka bursary 
programme and the consequent rise in student teacher 
numbers since 2008. It is also true that  the internship 
programmes currently in operation are insignificant in 
size compared with the total number of NQTs produced 
by the universities annually. 

The second goal is perhaps an area in which the internship 
model could make most impact. However, improving the 
quality of ITE involves both the practice and knowledge 
components, and the kind of support offered under 
point 5 in Figure 1 is key to ensuring that internship 
programmes follow the professional pathway envisaged 
by the ISPFTED. Three important provisions thus underlie 
the theory of change which drives the model: 

1  Selection of

young people who aspire to become teachers

Qualified teachers who have both the theoretical knowledge and practical expertise required for effective teaching

2  BEd or PGCE study by distance: UNISA or NWU

3  Placement in schools
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These programmes are generally motivated as a means 
of providing an alternate pathway into ITE aimed at 
achieving one or more of four goals: 

1. increasing the number of qualified teachers;

2. improving the quality of ITE, and in particular the 
effectiveness of the practice teaching component;

3. providing increased opportunities for disadvantaged 
school leavers and graduates with academic degrees; 
and 

4. focusing on improving the shape of ITE by providing 
programmes in areas of short supply, particularly 
mathematics, mathematics literacy, science, 
languages and Foundation Phase teachers, especially 
those who speak indigenous languages. 

1  Selection of

young people who aspire to become teachers

Qualified teachers who have both the theoretical knowledge and practical expertise required for effective teaching

2  BEd or PGCE study by distance: UNISA or NWU

3  Placement in schools

IF support can be offered to a critical 
mass of distance education students 
in the form of internships AND IF both 
the theory and practice components 
can be significantly improved AND IF 
the costs can be kept down to around 
the Funza Lushaka quantum THEN 
internship programmes will make a 
significant contribution to improving 
the quality of ITE. 

1  Now called the South African Mathematics and Science Teacher Internship Programme (SAMSTIP)

Furthermore, the internship model of ITE is interesting, 
not only in its own right as an alternative approach to 
the ‘standard model’ of educating teachers, but it holds 
important lessons for both the standard model, which 
involves a practicum, or teaching practice component, 
and the induction period envisaged by SACE after ITE and 
prior to full registration by SACE as a professional teacher. 
All three initiatives involve placement in schools, where 
mentorship by expert teachers plays an essential role in 
the development of NTGs’ classroom competence.  

The Work of the Zenex Foundation 

The supply of sufficient, high-quality teachers for 
South Africa’s schools is a critical driver of the Zenex 
Foundation’s role in South African education. Accordingly, 
over the past five years, the Foundation has been a 
partner and a funder of most of the government initiatives 
in teacher education and development. The Foundation 
has provided significant support to the PTS development 
process, the PrimTEd initiative of DHET and the research 
and development of teacher induction models. Besides 
its funding, it plays an additional role as a member of 
the project management committees of DHET,  DBE and 
SACE. 

Moreover, on the ground, the Foundation  has been at the 
forefront of initiating internship models, with support in 
the last seven years for Teach SA, the ISASA Mathematics 
and English (M&E) Internship Programme1 and the Zenex/
Inanda Internship Programme. Owing to the Foundation’s 
policy of commissioning independent and rigorous 
evaluations of the programmes it funds, these initiatives 
have produced a number of important insights and 
lessons. 

The ISASA M&E Internship Programme was initiated 
in 2012 as a partnership between the Independent 
Schools Association of Southern Africa and the Zenex 
Foundation.  At the outset some 20 interns were placed 
in well-functioning independent schools, of all fee levels, 
to complete their professional teaching qualification 
through distance education, with the mentorship of 
experienced teachers. The key requirement was that 
they had to study mathematics, science or English. The 
programme has gone from strength to strength since the 
initial Zenex grant, increasing the number of interns and 

obtaining the support of other donors and the DBE. The 
Programme was evaluated by the Evaluation Research 
Agency (ERA) in 2015 and focussed on seven Zenex-
funded interns.

The Zenex/Inanda Internship Programme commenced 
in 2016 with 10 interns placed in public primary schools 
in the rural district of Ndwedwe. The purpose is to 
provide young women, who live in the area and exhibit 
academic potential but cannot afford the UNISA study 
fees, with the opportunity to become teachers. The 
rationale behind this approach is that these interns are 
more likely to remain working in rural schools, many of 
which experience difficulties in attracting NTGs. This was 
evaluated by Dr Nick Taylor in 2018 focussing on a cohort 
of 12 who started on the programme in 2017 and another 
eight who joined the programme in 2018.

TEACH SA, which began in 2009, is somewhat different to 
other internship approaches in that it selects graduates, 
who have bachelor degrees in a variety of disciplines 
as “ambassadors” and who might not otherwise have 
considered teaching, the opportunity to teach in 
disadvantaged schools. It is based on the Teach for 
America model developed in the United States of America 
(USA) and taken up in a number of other countries. 
Graduates are provided with a short training course and 
placed in schools for a two-year period, during which they 
are expected to complete a PGCE, in the hope that many 
of them will take up the profession on a permanent basis. 
Eric Schollar and Associates (ESA) evaluated Teach SA in 
2014 based on a sample of 17 ambassadors in 13 Gauteng 
schools.
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Other Internship Initiatives

A number of other teacher internship programmes are 
currently in operation. The emergence of these has 
prompted attempts to map their activities. Thus, in 2015 
ELMA Philanthropies Services commissioned a survey of 
the fi eld and reported on the aims, scope and costs of 
nine NGO programmes. The South African Extraordinary 
Schools Coalition (SAESC) is a national network of 14 
well-functioning independent schools and public schools 
working in disadvantaged communities. A number of 
SAESC members, including Inanda Seminary and the 
LEAP schools, have internship programmes in place and 
the Coalition intends to expand the initiative. 

Interestingly teacher internships within ISASA independent 
schools started before the ISASA M&E Internship 
Programme: internships to produce ‘home-grown’, high-
quality teachers, and particularly black teachers, began in 
ISASA schools as early as the mid-1990s. Today the interns 
in ISASA member schools are not confi ned to SAMSTIP. In 
2018, there were 1079 teacher interns in the more than 
700 independent school members of ISASA. In one school 
there can be as many as 10 interns a year, as is the case 
in Western Province Preparatory School. In addition, 
the chains of for-profi t schools that are not members of 
ISASA, like the Curro schools, also have interns, but their 
number is not known. 

 In 2016 Trialogue, provided brief descriptions of 11 
programmes, as part of an advocacy programme around 

the establishment of a Collaborative Framework to 
stimulate and support work in the sector. These initiatives 
collectively off er internships to over 500 student teachers 
and involve a number of donors. 

Perhaps the most signifi cant development in the 
sector has been the entry of DBE as a serious player, 
forming partnerships with both ISASA and ELMA and 
supporting interns by means of Funza Lushaka bursaries. 
The evaluation of the ISASA Internship by ERA in 2015 
produced positive fi ndings, recommending that the 
initiative should be scaled to a point where it could be 
adopted as a mainstream teacher education pathway. It 
also recommended, that DBE, ISASA and Investec bank 
collaborate to form a teacher internship programme 
in order to start the process of a possible scaling up to 
include public schools, and that the MOU be extended for 
the programme to run until 2025.

Perhaps the most signifi cant development in the sector has been 
the entry of DBE as a serious player, forming partnerships with both 
ISASA and Elma and supporting interns by means of Funza Lushaka 
bursaries.

“
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Lessons from Teacher Internships  

Much of the information gleaned from teacher internship 
programmes has been derived from systematic 
evaluations of the three Zenex-supported initiatives and 
the 2016 Trialogue overview. Essentially all the fi ndings 
indicate that the quality of teacher internships depends 
on factors relating to each of the fi ve inputs shown in 
Figure 1. 

The students

The ISASA internship programme (SAMSTIP) employs 
a rigorous selection process to identify high potential, 
committed interns from disadvantaged backgrounds. 
Whereas initially it was thought that the mathematics and 
science marks of applicants were the critical benchmarks, 
later it emerged that their English competence was a 
crucial factor in their success at university. The selected 
students have been generally older than the typical ITE 
student, with an average age of 28, and the majority 
tend to be male. The programme targets school-leavers, 
graduates and mid-career professionals. In the case 
of school-leavers, however, it was found that it is a big 
challenge for the programme and schools to support 
them through a four-year BEd, or an academic degree 
and PGCE, whereas students who have completed their 
academic degree, or some years of it, are more likely to 
succeed. Studying mathematics as a major in a degree 
is very challenging and in the early cohorts it emerged 
that the school-leavers’ mathematics in most cases was 
too weak for them to pass their courses. Consequently, 
in later years the selection tests for mathematics 
competence were made more demanding and it was 
found that students who had successfully completed at 
least one year of mathematics at university were stronger 
candidates and increasingly were selected.

The review of the Zenex/Inanda programme by Taylor 
(2018) noted that the decision to recruit students who 
have successfully navigated the fi rst year of BEd study 
at UNISA was sound, in that such students are less likely 
to drop out, given that by far the greatest proportion of 
UNISA students overall who abandon their studies do so 
in their fi rst year. Nevertheless, the project felt constrained 
to remove three students from the programme in 2017, 

owing to underperformance, indicating that there is room 
to further tighten selection procedures. 

In the case of TEACH SA, the evaluation by Eric Schollar 
and Associates (2014) found that the progress of student 
teachers in their academic studies was not particularly 
impressive and did not meet the aim of achieving the 
PGCE in two years.

School selection

There is a tension between using only well-functioning 
schools, or using any schools as sites for internships. In 
the former, novices will learn how to do things right. On 
the other hand, it can be argued that students placed 
in dysfunctional schools will learn how to deal with the 
realities of most South African schools. In this regard, 
the experience of the Zenex/Inanda programme is 
that students learn very little, except bad habits, in 
dysfunctional schools, and that a certain degree of 
functionality is required if the programme is to meet its 
aims. The project felt constrained to drop one school 
from the project because of ineff ective management and 
consequent poor experience for the intern. 

Strong support for this view was provided by the evaluation 
of TEACH SA (Eric Schollar and Associates, 2014), where 
virtually all of the interns surveyed believed that it would 
have been much more eff ective, and learned more about 
teaching, in strongly functional schools. The evaluation 
concluded that this sentiment is largely a consequence of 
the eff ective ‘failure’ of the in-school mentor system, and 
recommended that the TEACH SA model can serve as a 
model for internship only if signifi cant attention is paid 
to pre-selecting and preparing the schools that will host 
teacher interns. 

Mentors

At the time of the Zenex evaluation, the TEACH SA 
model had two layers of mentors. External mentors were 
appointed by the project on the strength of their expertise 
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as subject specialists with a great deal of experience 
in teacher education, in addition to support by an 
experienced teacher in the school. The effectiveness of 
the latter was found to be strongly influenced by the 
personal willingness, motivation and capacity of the 
individual teacher concerned. In general these in-school 
mentors received a low level of approval from the interns, 
who typically felt isolated in their schools. The effect of 
the external mentors was limited by their inability to 
deal with dysfunction in school and the poor levels of 
curriculum management in many schools. Four external 
mentors interviewed said that they nearly quit in the early 
stages of the project because of the type of school to 
which they were allocated. There is a serious lack of work 
ethic in these schools which negatively affects their work 
and that of the interns. 

The evaluation of the ISASA M&E Internship Programme 
noted that a senior experienced teacher who teaches 
the same subject as the intern is best as a mentor. 
Furthermore, mentors need to be trained to understand 
and play their role. In addition, a pre-condition for schools 
to host interns successfully is support from the school 
principal and senior management.

The review of the Zenex/Inanda Programme (Taylor, 2018) 
found that the programme has ensured that the interns 
are a help to their mentors, and a virtuous circle has 
been created in which the relationship between mentor 
and mentee is mutually beneficial. Each intern is visited 
every two weeks by the programme coordinator. During 
the lesson observations interns are assessed on the use 
of instructional techniques that they have learnt in their 
fortnightly professional development workshops and 
given immediate feedback in the presence of the mentor, 
which provides the interns with areas of their teaching to 
work on for their next lesson. One of the most important 
lessons learnt by the Zenex/Inanda Programme is that 
even relatively weak mentors can be effective under a 
dynamic programme coordinator and can learn many 
lessons not only about mentorship, but also about 
improving their own teaching practices. The quality 
and quantity of support provided by the programme 
coordinator is therefore of critical importance. 

 

Academic support

While UNISA does provide some online and face-to-
face support, students working in rural schools find the 
latter difficult to access, while those from disadvantaged 
backgrounds, both urban and rural, find the online 
support difficult to use, given the poor quality of their 
schooling and the cost of connectivity. Part of the problem 
is the low levels of English proficiency exhibited by many 
students. 

From the outset the ISASA M&E Programme provided 
an academic support programme for the interns, but 
the multi-facetted needs of the interns resulted in an 
extension of the support. More academic support through 
additional camps and workshops was provided. Regular 
interaction between interns and the programme manager 
by phone or electronic means and quarterly visits was 
found to be critical for an intern’s initial settling-in and 
development during the following years. Because the 
interns found the mathematics courses so demanding, 
an online mathematics tutor at the University of Kwazulu-
Natal was appointed to support the students. In addition, 
it was arranged with UNISA that their lecturers who were 
involved in the mathematics courses with which the 
interns struggled, would teach on the academic camps 
and this proved to be an invaluable help. The range of 
support also included psycho-social support for the 
interns and inputs from expert practitioners on teaching 
skills. 

In addition, the delicate balance of academic work, school 
life and teaching practice needed to be managed and 
carefully monitored by all stakeholders in the programme. 
Clear guidelines for schools, mentors and interns in this 
regard became critical.

Perhaps the most intensive form of academic support 
was provided by the Zenex/Inanda programme, after it 
was realised at an early stage that interns had little time to 
work at school and had no access to wifi or the MyUNISA 
site. The programme was thus amended to allow the 
teacher-interns one day a week at Inanda Seminary to 
concentrate on their academic assignments, and to study 
for examinations. Later, when it was realised that interns 
needed further support in the run up to their examinations, 
an additional day was added to the academic support 
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component, so that in terms two and four the interns 
come to Inanda twice a week. An academic support 
facilitator was appointed to coordinate the academic 
sessions at Inanda Seminary. In addition, the access to 
Chromebooks during the academic support workshops is 
invaluable in teaching them basic IT skills and use of the 
internet to access information. Keeping track of interns’ 
academic performance enabled Inanda to identify interns 
who were not committed or non-compliant with the 
terms of the contract, and to intervene at an early stage.

Programme coordination

Teacher internship programmes are complex 
arrangements, involving the selection and academic, 
social and emotional support of interns, the selection and 
preparation of schools and mentors, and the coordination 
both of these activities and those of district- and school-
level leaders, as well as the communication with, and 
monitoring of the interns. An integrated and operationally 
coherent relationship between department officials, 
school management, external and internal mentors  and 
the programme leadership needs to be maintained.  

All the programmes described above achieve this 
coordination through strong programme leadership. The 
ERA evaluation of the ISASA M&E Internship Programme, 
for example, concluded that a strong and organised 
management infrastructure to support and monitor the 
programme is critical for this model to be successful 
on a larger scale. Functions undertaken by programme 
managers include maintaining continuous contact with 
schools, mentors and interns; monitoring, evaluating 
and assessing the host schools and supporting them to 
become effective as host schools; providing effective 
communication between all the parties; organising the 
academic camps, supporting the interns in terms of their 
psychological well-being as well as the challenges they 
experience in teaching in English; and managing the 
issues related to stipends and other costs.

2 The available evidence indicates that the average cost of a Funza Lushaka bursary is well over R100,000, because they cover all the   
	 recipient’s		essential	expenses:	tuition,	full	accommodation,	including	meals,	books	and	learning	materials,	and	a	small	allowance	for		 	
	 monthly	living	expenses.	

Costs 

The 2015 ELMA review calculated the costs of those 
programmes for which figures could be obtained at 
around R75 000-95 000 per student per annum, a figure 
which is confirmed by the evaluation of the Zenex/Inanda 
project. Nigel Richards, of the Global Teachers Institute 
estimates that the internship model is lower than what is 
spent on average by Funza Lushaka for student teachers 
studying at a residential university2. This is largely 
because distance degrees are cheaper, and because 
teacher interns live at home and travel to schools nearby, 
or they are given accommodation in boarding schools. 
Furthermore, if internship programmes have a shorter 
throughput time and improve graduation rates, there 
would be considerable savings, thus achieving systemic 
efficiencies. 

The MOUs signed between DBE, ISASA and the ELMA 
Foundation make provision for Funza Lushaka bursaries 
to fund part of the internships, with additional funds 
provided by the ELMA Foundation and Investec. According 
to DBE, the numbers participating in these internships 
are limited, largely because they are expensive and 
require strong management and oversight with a lot of 
administration. In addition the stipend is typically higher 
than the Funza Lushaka bursaries provide, as are the 
costs of the significant support programmes they provide 
the students. If this model is to be broadened through 
partnerships with the private sector, it will be important 
to cover the stipends, support programme, and the 
management and administration costs. 

Despite the cost, the DBE values the internship 
programmes because they are seen as producing 
high-quality teachers that can more quickly move into 
promotion posts, and even become curriculum advisers 
and teacher educators.  
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Achievement of Expected Outcomes

The expansion of internship programmes not only 
depends on the cost but the eff ectiveness of the 
programmes in achieving the expected outcomes. This 
was examined in the evaluations of the three Zenex-
supported internship programmes.  

ERA judged that in the main the ISASA model achieved 
the three outcomes that Zenex had set: competent 
mathematics, science or English teachers, who have 
satisfactory UNISA results, and are employed in ISASA 
or public schools. Feedback from ERA observers and 
school mentors indicated that these interns had become 
confi dent and competent teachers. 

Furthermore, ERA judged that the ISASA model was 
replicable in public or independent schools. If public 
schools were brought into the model, incentives which 
could involve public-private partnerships might have to 
be put in place. Public school teachers are oft en over-
burdened and may not want to carry out the additional 
task of mentoring. Moreover, large numbers of interns 
could not be placed at schools unless the school had 
a comprehensive intern system in place, such as they 
encountered at some ISASA host schools. The evaluators 
recommended that these examples of good practice 
should be researched more carefully and where possible 
replicated in other host schools to ensure eff ective 
implementation and support of intern programmes. The 
replication of these eff ective intern systems could be 
done in a phased approach and may not involve all the 
components of the full intern programme.

In the case of TEACH SA, ESA found that only about a third 
of the 2012-2013 ambassadors successfully completed 
a PGCE by the end of 2013, as against the Foundation’s 
expected outcome of 100 per cent. Of the ambassadors 

who would eventually opt for a teaching career, a survey 
of 19 ambassadors indicated that 53 per cent had actively 
decided to actually become teachers aft er spending the 
fi rst of their two years as a supported teacher. 

There was no signifi cant evidence of an intervention 
eff ect for learners’ mathematics, reading and writing, but 
a statistically signifi cant, positive eff ect was obtained for 
science. 

In the case of Further Education and Training subject 
choices, more grade 9 learners of ambassadors chose 
science, although this did not hold for mathematics.

TEACH SA’s theoretical/strategic model had not translated 
into a detailed operational plan, capable of consistently 
achieving the expected/predicted process outcomes and 
conditions.

In the Zenex-Inanda programme, of the 22 interns who 
formed part of the programme between 2016 and 2018, 
18 have completed their degrees and/or graduated; three 
are completing their degrees in 2019, and only one was 
removed from the programme due to non-performance. 

Taylor (2018) concluded that although the UNISA pass 
rate of the interns is a key criterion for judging the success 
of the programme, arguably its greatest success lay in the 
intensive classroom experience gained by the interns. 
He pointed out that the strength of the Zenex-Inanda 
Programme is providing a systematic induction period 
in which mentors and mentees are engaged in a mutual 
learning experience.

The expansion of internship programmes not only depends on 
the cost but the eff ectiveness of the programmes in achieving 
the expected outcomes. “
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The Future of Teacher Internships

Currently distance education, principally through 
UNISA, but increasingly also through NWU and others, 
is responsible for producing around half of the country’s 
teachers. The internship model of ITE provides the 
potential for improving the quality of their NTGs, in 
terms of both the academic content and practical 

work. For this reason, DBE is engaged with a number 
of non-government actors to investigate cost-effective 
prototypes that could be taken to scale. Lessons from 
projects currently in operation indicate that  to achieve 
these aims, the programmes should include the following 
design elements: 

• Careful selection of interns is important, as students with higher English and mathematics scores tend 
to cope far better with the academic material. 

• On the question of school selection, while there are pros and cons to placing students in functioning or 
poorly-functioning schools, the students themselves predominantly prefer being placed in functional 
schools so that they can learn from competent educators. 

• Finding suitable mentors for internship programmes is a key constraint, given the generally low capacity 
of educators in the system, including heads of department (HODs) and senior teachers. Not only should 
mentors be selected carefully, but in many schools they could also benefit from support from a visiting 
supervisor. 

• Academic support is essential to improving the knowledge resources of aspirant teachers. Many come to 
BEd and PGCE study with very poor language and mathematical skills and these students require very 
significant support, which in turn requires time away from the school and classroom demands. 

• Pedagogical support, through classroom visits to student teachers, provides structured guidance 
through feedback on lessons observed. This has the added benefit of providing fruitful communication 
between mentor, student and the visiting supervisor. 

• Management of these numerous activities and the administrative costs  are considerable tasks that 
require funding. Moreover, there are the direct costs of increasing the interns’ stipends which a number 
of schools do and, the often forgotten, indirect costs to the schools of release time for the supervision 
and support of the mentor, and the provision of boarding and meals in the case of boarding schools.
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Conclusion

The Zenex Foundation has led the field in commissioning 
independent, rigorous formative and summative 
evaluations  of all the programmes it funds. Furthermore, 
the practice of the Foundation is to regularly share the 
evaluation findings with the wide range of education 
stakeholders, even when the findings show that the 
programmes have not been effective. In fact, more can 
often be learnt from programmes that have failed. 

All three of the evaluations of the Zenex-supported 
internship programmes were based on a small number of 
interns and this limits the generalisability of the findings, 
nonetheless they have provided valuable insights and 
lessons about the strengths and weaknesses of the three 
internship programmes. Indeed, without the evaluation 
findings, the field would be significantly impoverished. 
This highlights the importance of more independent, 

rigorous formative and summative evaluations of 
internships. 

Internship programmes are proliferating in South Africa 
and the evaluation findings can inform existing and 
intended internship programmes. NGOs, donors, schools, 
statutory bodies and education departments could use 
them to strengthen and adapt their programmes and 
interventions. 

The question of replicability and scaling up hangs over 
all education programmes and interventions, and the 
Brief outlines key factors that need to be considered if 
internship programmes are to be expanded. In this regard 
the wise advice of David Korten (1980), former professor of 
the Harvard Business School and development manager 
in South East Asia, applies. Before going to scale, he 
argues that:

A model of the learning process 
approach to building program strategies 
and appropriate organizational 
competence suggests a new program 
should progress through three 
developmental stages in which the focal 
concern is successively on learning to be 
effective, learning to be efficient, and 
learning to expand (1980: 480).
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