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When it comes to education, rural kids suffer enormous deficits with under-qualified teachers, inadequate classrooms and irrelevant curricula. 

11 November 2011 | Rhoda Kadalie 
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When it comes to education, rural kids suffer enormous deficits with under-qualified teachers, inadequate classrooms and relevant curricula. 

Providing educational infrastructure is one thing,  getting the best out of pupils is another.

 Ask the Hantam Community Education Trust (Hantam). This farm school, located 44km from Colesberg in  Northern Cape, has grown from a nursery school in a stable with 11 children to a multipurpose health and education hub that serves more than 6 000 people. 

In 1989, Hantam was set up by three women: Clare Barnes-Webb, Lesley Osler and Anja Pienaar, who grew concerned about the fate of farm workers’ children. 
The poor schooling at isolated  farm schools prepared them for little else than a life of farm labour, domestic work, or unemployment.

 Today opportunities for a better life at Hantam rival those for children in nearby urban centres. 

Every day eight vehicles and a bus transport pupils from 22 farms within a 50km radius to the school, which has two pre-school classrooms with 58 children, two teachers, a Grade One to nine  school with 10 classrooms, 197 pupils, 11 teachers, a 10 000-book library, a computer centre, a teacher development centre, which trains over 200 teachers from 13 schools in the district. 
 
Hantam runs the only healthcare clinic within a 150km radius for the surrounding 28 farms. Every week the clinic and its pharmacy treat an average of 70 patients and visit an average of nine families. 

Hantam conducts a plethora of development programmes for parents and their children, teachers and students who continue schooling past Grade Nine. Those who graduate but study further are streamed into their youth empowerment programme. It provides job-skills training and Hantam partners with bodies that assist with mentorship and  learning. 

Hantam is at the forefront of debunking the conventional wisdom that non-English speaking students battle academically because they are not taught in their mother tongue. They have proven that because students lack basic conceptual skills, they cannot understand what they are learning. Hantam learnt this the hard way after a national  literacy and numeracy test showed that  students were three to four years behind the national standard. 

The Department of Education’s policy of spending six weeks in Grade One  on basic concepts was not enough. 

In response, education specialist Louis Benjamin developed a basic concepts programme, which teaches the conceptual foundation children need to succeed at school.  Hantam students are now only one year behind the standard, despite being taught in English from Grade One.

 Two Afrikaans medium schools in the Colesberg district have also latched onto  the basic concepts programme and at Eureka Intermediate in Noupoort, for example, the scholastic functioning of students improved by 31% to 44%. 

Hantam’s real success is not just the oasis they have created in the middle of nowhere, but how they use it to change the educational culture in their area. This power of innovation within innovation is why their school stands today as an “Oxford in the Karoo” and their expertise can help create several more around South Africa!
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