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“Centering Primary Education”

Programme Director, please allow me to acknowledge the presence of:
The HoD, Advocate Tsoarelo Malakoane,

Acting DDG for Curriculum Support, Ntate Montso,

Acting DDG for Corporate Services, Ntate Tladi,

Chief Director for District Management, Ntate Mokgobo,

Chief Director for Human Resources, Ntate Ramoeletsi,
Distinguished Members of Senior Management and District Officials,
Academics, Researchers and Policy Experts present in our midst,
School Principals, Representatives from School Governing Bodies,
Teacher Unions, Civil Society, and Private Sector,

Esteemed Partners in Education Development,

And most importantly, our foot soldiers — our teachers at the coalface of
learning,

Ladies and Gentlemen, Dumelang, Sanibonani, Molweni, Good Morning

Programme Director, it is both an honour and a profound privilege for
me to stand before you this morning, at this historic occasion of the Free
State Provincial Primary School Summit — a platform that is not merely a
gathering of minds, but a moral and generational imperative. Today, we
do not meet for routine deliberations. We converge here to engage with
the urgent demands of the present, and most critically, to imagine and
construct a future in which every child in the Free State begins their

educational journey with dignity, equity, and excellence.
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This Summit serves as a rallying point and a place where we are
summoned to move beyond paperwork and policies, and to focus our
hearts and hands on what truly matters: building the foundation of the

nation — brick by brick, child by child, classroom by classroom.

Our purpose today is layered and urgent. And it can be summed up into

three critical goals which | believe we will achieve: -

» To place foundational learning (literacy and numeracy) at the core of
our efforts to center primary education in all learning outcomes.

» To strengthen teacher development and inclusive pedagogy as key
pillars in centering primary education for long-term impact.

» To ensure that our schools provide necessary resources to support
early learning.

» To foster integrated stakeholder collaboration that reinforces the

centrality of primary education in the broader education system.

These four goals provide us with a clear theoretical framework in which
we understand that the strength of our high schools, the triumphs of our
universities, and the shape of our economy, all begin in the seemingly

humble corridors of a primary school.

And that it is here, in the early years of learning, that the arc of a life is first

drawn.

Therefore, our gathering here must be bold in spirit and unapologetic in
its ambition. We should be reminded that we are here not merely as
administrators of a system — but also as architects of justice, as engineers
of opportunity, and as custodians of the dreams of children whose only

inheritance, in too many communities, is the education we give them.
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We should also bear in mind that we gather at a moment of extraordinary
consequence — a moment where the echoes of historical injustice still
reverberate across our classrooms, particularly within the foundational

phase of learning.

This Summit must be understood within the broader context of rebuilding
and reimagining our education system in the aftermath of the
devastating setbacks caused by the COVID-19 pandemic - a crisis that
not only disrupted schooling but significantly reversed hard-won

educational gains.

The depth of this impact is laid bare by recent data from the Progress in
International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS 2021), which reveals that
a staggering 81% of Grade 4 learners in South Africa are unable to
read for meaning in any language. Equally concerning are the results
from the Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study
(TIMSS), which continue to reflect that learners in Grades 5 and 9 in South
Africa perform well below international benchmarks, with the brunt of this

burden borne by rural and township communities.

These are not just statistics - they are urgent signals. They represent a
national alarm bell, a clarion call forimmediate, systemic action to refocus
our priorities and center foundational education at the heart of

transformation.

In the same vein, our own diagnostic assessments in the Free State
confirm these national trends. Many learners in our province reach Grade
4 without having mastered the basic building blocks of reading, writing,

and number sense.
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This reality is prevalent in many of our township and rural schools,
particularly those serving historically marginalised black communities,
where learners are confronted by under-resourced environments,
overcrowded classrooms, inconsistent teaching quality, and limited
parental involvement - all of which combine to produce poor learner

outcomes.

The early warning signs are evident in the growing learning backlogs,
which widen progressively as learners move through the system. A
system that fails to provide a solid foundation sets children on a path of
academic struggle, social and economic exclusion, and limits their

potential for meaningful economic participation.

Thus, to centre foundational education is to fundamentally shift the design
of our entire education system - from one that responds to crises at the

upper levels, to one that invests intentionally at the root.

That is why our response must be grounded in practical, targeted

interventions.

Programme Director, research in the field of Education indicates that, a
strong foundational education becomes a multiplier: it improves
throughput rates, reduces dropout, raises learner self-esteem, and
strengthens the productivity and innovation of an entire society. When we
teach a child to read with meaning, to reason logically, and to express
themselves confidently in their mother tongue, we are not just teaching
skills - we are shaping the capacity of future generations to participate
meaningfully in the economy, to question injustices, and to contribute to

the growth of their communities.
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The success of our high schools and the sustainability of our university
pipeline depend on the cognitive, emotional, and literacy foundations laid

in the earliest years.

If we commit - truly commit - to centering primary education, we will see
this commitment ripple into every level of our society. Higher literacy rates
will open doors to lifelong learning, digital fluency, and economic mobility.
Literate communities are empowered communities; they raise healthier

families, demand accountable governance, and attract investment.

The Free State’s path to socio-economic transformation runs through
ECD centres. It is there that the seeds of justice, equity and prosperity
must be planted - because what we do in our foundation phase today will

define the human capital of tomorrow.

| acknowledge that our work is not without its challenges. Among the key
areas identified for improvement are the need to change the employment
conditions of grade R teachers, to strengthen inclusive education support,
enhance teacher development programmes, incorporate ICT in teaching,
and ensure that our learners can read and write. These are not isolated
gaps - they are systemic and can be overcome through integrated

solutions.

Through strategic investments, strengthened monitoring systems, and
empowered school leadership, we can change the trajectory of our
learners’ lives. In fact, it is within our grasp to outgrow these obstacles, to

recover stronger and wiser. The moment demands it.

This summit is therefore not simply a conference - it is a generational

compact.
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As we centre primary education, we must also elevate collaboration
among all stakeholders, prioritise early support from ECD centres through
to primary schooling as a strategic imperative, and foster robust
engagement with partners across all sectors. It is through this integrated
approach that we find hope for a better Free State - one that truly works

for all its people.

Programme Director, let us be clear: centering primary education is not
just about cognitive outcomes. It is about well-being. It is about
socialisation. It is about preparing young people not just for jobs, but for

life. To listen, to question, to imagine, to lead.

Before | conclude, allow me to close with the timeless wisdom of Toni
Morrison, who once said: “If you can’t imagine it, you can’t have it.” This
Summit is, above all, an act of radical imagination. It is about envisioning
our rural schools not as neglected outposts, but as emerging frontiers of

excellence.

It is about refusing to see our children as faceless statistics in a failing
system, but rather as divine possibilities, each one carrying within them
the spark of transformation. This is a space where we dare to believe that
classrooms built of hope can be sturdier than those built of bricks; that the
small hands we nurture today will shape the democracy, the economy,
and the soul of South Africa tomorrow. This is about us — as leaders,
educators, parents, policymakers, and public servants — reclaiming the
revolutionary promise of education: to equalise, to uplift, to liberate. And
this reclamation demands not comfort, but courage. As Thomas Sankara
once reminded us, “You cannot carry out fundamental change without

a certain degree of madness. It takes the courage of a dreamer.”
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Today, let us be those dreamers. Let us be those builders. Let us centre
primary education — not because it is convenient, but because it is
necessary, righteous, and non-negotiable. Let history record that on this
day, in this moment, we chose courage over complacency, children over

statistics, and the future over fear.

With that, | declare the Free State Provincial Primary School Summit

officially open. Let us begin. Let us build. | thank you, Kea leboha!
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