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Introduction 
 
South Africa has 348 Catholic schools. Of these 247 are public schools on private 
property, a legally defined type of school which allows for the protection and 
development of the distinctive Catholic religious character.  There are 101 
independent schools, some of which receive a state subsidy. There are 176,260 
pupils in the schools, of whom only 25 % are Catholic. The majority of the schools 
serve economically disadvantaged communities which experience high levels of 
violence.  6% of the South African population are Catholic. The following response 
was obtained from consultation with personnel from the staff of the Catholic Institute 
of Education and all other Catholic school service offices.  
 
1. Identity and Mission 

 
The South African Constitution and the South African Schools Act both guarantee 
religious freedom in South Africa. In addition the South African Schools Act allows 
for a specific agreement to be signed between the owners (bishops and religious 
congregations) of Catholic schools and the state that allows public Catholic schools 
to have liturgical celebrations and for religious education to be taught.  State schools 
may only teach religion studies, not religious education. Other faith-based 
independent schools may offer religious education. 
 
The identity is also acknowledged and referred to in the school’s naming, its vision 
and mission and its history. In many schools the story of the founding community 
and an awareness of the school’s feast day are present. These are sometimes more 
apparent in independent schools or schools that still have ties to the founding 
congregation.  
 
There are structures that support Catholic education in South Africa and documents 
have been developed to support the Catholic identity and religious education. 
 
Given that the majority of Catholic schools in South Africa serve economically 
deprived children it can be clearly stated that these schools serve the common good.  
The more able and wealthy schools have substantial outreach programmes and this 
aspect is continuously promoted among schools.  
 
A hindrance to the teaching of Religious Education in public Catholic schools is the 
lack of Religious Education teachers and the constraints imposed by curriculum 
requirements which leave little time for religious education. There is a concern for 
evangelisation and being Christ-centred is promoted. Many schools have a link with 
the local parish and parish priest. 
 
There is no doubt that the majority of parents send their children to Catholic schools 
because of their belief that they offer a good quality of education, one that will lead to 
opportunities for further study and employment.  
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A pastoral approach is encouraged in schools and they are required to have systems 
in place, such as Pastoral Care Committees, that enable them to respond to the 
needs of the most vulnerable in their midst. Where the children are in need or the 
school serves a poorer community, nutrition programs are in place. Pastoral support 
ranges from counselling courses for teachers and referral mechanisms to health 
screening. Refugee children are specifically catered for in certain school 
programmes.   
 
While schools are multi-religious and sometimes multi-faith, inter-religious dialogue 
does not usually take place at a school level. The CIE Religious Education 
Department has developed a resource for schools entitled All God’s People to assist 
teachers and schools. At a national level there is close cooperation with other 
Christian education groups and with Muslim and Jewish education bodies in dealing 
with areas of common concern. 

 
2. Subjects 

 
Faith accompaniment does take place in well-functioning schools. In other areas 
annual retreats are organised for teachers.  
 
The students are encouraged to participate in the life of the school as are the 
parents. However parental involvement is not satisfactory in the majority of the 
schools. Many schools try hard to involve parents. 

 
There is limited care in most schools for students with learning difficulties as schools 
do not have resources nor are there sufficient places to which students can be 
referred. Most teachers have received little training in how to identify learning 
difficulties. There are Catholic schools for the hearing and visually impaired and 
disabled. 
 
There are limited activities for past students and those that do take place are usually 
in boys’ schools. 
 
The reducing number of consecrated persons (sisters and brothers) means that very 
few religious congregations have their own personnel in their schools. Many 
congregations have invested in developing the laity who serve in their schools in 
order for those running the schools to understand the particular charism of the 
founders of the school. This promotes a shared mission leading to shared 
responsibility.  
 
Child safeguarding and building peace in Catholic schools are central efforts to 
ensure care for both students and teachers.  
 
3. Formation 
 
Despite the legal rights available to the owners of Catholic public schools in the 
appointment of staff, the process of employment of leaders and teachers can 
compromise the Catholic identity of the school when people who have a poor 
understanding of Catholic education or are not committed to maintaining the Catholic 
identity of the school are appointed. Independent schools have freedom to appoint 
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teachers but the shortage of Catholic leaders and teachers means that few staff are 
Catholic. 
 
On-going teacher formation needs to lead to an appreciation of the vocation to 
teaching which has largely been lost in the industrialised model of teaching which 
exists in South Africa. Most teachers belong to unions and they dictate terms and 
often disrupt the school year with strikes, especially towards examinations. 
 
Formation, both faith and curriculum based, takes place through workshops and 
seminars and classroom-based support. Demonstration lessons and exchange visits 
also enable teachers to gain new ideas and perspectives.  Professional Religious 
Education qualifications through the local Catholic university are available but have 
had a poor uptake. Teachers seem to prefer shorter courses.  
 
Resources to support teachers are available in the Catholic network. National and 
provincial education structures also offer in-service training. 
 
Individual schools do try to develop parents by organising events and there is 
formation for parents in governance structures to assist them in understanding this 
important role. Conscientious teachers may also keep parents informed on 
curriculum issues and  with general updates on educational matters. 
 
There is no provision for the formation of teachers working in non-Catholic schools 
and very little if indeed any formation for parents in parishes.  
 
The Catholic education network in South Africa is functional. Principals meet 
regularly in their areas and conferences take place. The owners of Catholic schools 
(dioceses and religious institutes) have a formal organisation, the Catholic Schools 
Proprietors Association (CaSPA), which meets every two years and elects an 
executive that meets three times a year. This body sets direction and policy and 
negotiates with government. The Catholic Institute of Education (CIE) is the 
education arm of the Southern African Catholic Bishops’ Conference (SACBC). 
 
For Catholic students attending state university there is ACTS (Association of 
Catholic Tertiary Students). It has groups in many universities that are supported by 
chaplains, usually priests. They have a yearly national general assembly in South 
Africa. 
 
REAP (Rural Education Access Programme) offers bursaries to Catholic tertiary 
students and supports them in their studies, offering some spiritual input and 
guidance.  
 
4. Challenges and Outlook 
 
There has to be constant advocacy and formation to promote the understanding of 
the identity of the Catholic school. This is especially important in relation to Catholic 
public schools in terms of the legal Deed of Agreement which is often not understood 
by staff and government officials. At times the local government does not keep the 
existing agreement, especially regarding paying of rent to the dioceses or the 
responsible religious institutes.  
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The following conditions in some Catholic schools are a cause for concern: a crisis of 
leadership; lack of training and professionalism; some teachers and principals 
consider teaching as a job and not a vocation; and some teachers fail to be good 
role models. 
 
School communities face serious social challenges leading to a wide variety of 
needs among the students and the teachers. Teachers often feel helpless in the face 
of the challenges and need formation to cope. Pastoral care for teachers is very 
important and needs to be highlighted. 
 
Many teachers are under-qualified, leading to a poor quality of teaching and learning.  
 
There is a lack of resources – classrooms, conditions, infrastructure, toilets, playing 
fields, teaching materials, computers, electricity and water, on-going training for 
teachers and textbooks. 
 
Class overcrowding is normal in public schools on church property, with classes with 
40, 50, 60 and more learners. 
 
In South Africa, children should get good free primary and secondary education. And 
while there are some very good public schools in South Africa, generally speaking 
the government education system is failing the learners. Many schools are not 
functioning properly, text books are not delivered on time, teacher do not teach or 
are not qualified, good teacher leave the profession for other jobs, parents in non fee 
paying public schools are expected to pay school fees when state funding is not 
received.  


