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The Technical Schools Turnaround Project is an innova�ve project 

that is being implemented at John Orr Technical High School 

(JOTHS) in Johannesburg, South Africa. JOTHS is a school that has 

historically performed at a high level, but has recently been sliding 

in learner achievement at Grade 12 level.   A�er an engagement 

between the principal and the Minister of the Execu�ve Council 

(MEC) of the Gauteng province, the Sasol Inzalo Founda�on was 

iden�fied to work with the school to develop a turnaround project.
The project at John Orr was earmarked to create a replicable model 

which could be implemented in all technical high schools. Educa�on 

Moving Up (EMU), a company specializing in school turnaround, 

was hired to facilitate the Senior Leadership (SLT) and Senior 

Management Team (SMT) turnaround process, as well as the 

development of Organisa�onal Development (OD) systems to 

ensure sustainability beyond the project years.

The Technical Schools Turnaround Project aims to work with the 

JOTHS school community to transform the school into a school that 

is fully func�onal with the core focus on teaching and learning and 

that once again produces good learner achievement results. A 

School Turnaround Strategy (STAS) has been developed to map out 

the process by which this will be achieved. 

BackgroundBackground

What does it do?What does it do?
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“Most of our principals 

were coming here (to this 

Saturday workshop), 

pulling our legs, because 

we are regarded as 

underperforming. In other 

words, we felt as if we 

know nothing, because 

always we have to answer 

'why', instead of 'how'.  
So what you have done 

today is 'how' we should 

get ourselves out of 

underperformance.”  

Principal for Waterberg 

District, Limpopo.

School transformation, leadership development, learner achievement

How it worksHow it works

The focus of the school turnaround strategy (STAS) was constructed 

from a 'poor community' perspec�ve.  Therefore most principals 

from such backgrounds, and who are managing schools within these 

areas can relate to the conceptual basis of the strategy. The STAS is 

designed to connect with the school on the performance con�nuum, 

meaning wherever they are on the con�nuum, and therefore gives 

them the pathways of how to get to the next level of performance, 

including becoming a school of excellence. The STAS is prac�cal and 

related to the day-to-day engagements and responsibili�es of school 

leadership and management team members. 
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Ÿ  The project is conceptualised within the context of an 
under-performing and struggling school, and the solu�ons 
are designed based on the contextual reali�es of such a 
school.

Ÿ  The solu�ons are deeply rooted in the reali�es of school 
administra�on, management and leadership, and 
therefore have no special exper�se or equipment needed 
to implement the tools, other than developing the 'paper-
based process' into an 'electronic informa�on and 
communica�on system' in the future, in order to cut out 
the poten�al 80% of manual repe��on once the system is 
understood in rela�on to the processes and procedures.

Ÿ  The tools are process and systems driven, which creates 
the poten�al to move it to an electronic pla�orm, it gives 
the tools the poten�al to go to scale in its origin of design.

SuccessesSuccesses
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How it works con�nuedHow it works con�nued

It is based on recognised academic and theore�cal theories, models 

and approaches; and is contextualised to the local condi�ons of 

South Africa and similar developing countries. The STAS is holis�c, 

extensive and an all-embracing 50 Opera�onal and 60 Quality 

systems design, intended to interconnect the various working 

systems in schools.

One of the innova�ve aspects of the project is to work with the 

learner dreams instead of just a results focus. This is ac�oned 

through a Learner Expecta�on and Achievement Agreement (LEAA). 

The learners, with the support of their teachers and head of 

departments, iden�fy their expecta�ons and commit that will allow 

them to achieve their performance level that realise their dreams. 

Through this process, learners commit to an annual 5% 

improvement of their results and a�end morning and a�ernoon 

classes to meet their targets. The turnaround is an intensive process 

that takes 3 to 5 years of hard work, but lead to ins�tu�onal 

stability.
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Ÿ The project is dependent on the eagerness/willingness of 
teachers and the management teams to make a 
difference and to implement the changes needed to focus 
on the success of learners and not just the compliance to 
minimum requirements.

Ÿ Since the genera�on of both school and learner targets 
and expecta�ons are labour intensive when done through 
paper-based processes, it is important that the systems 
are migrated onto electronic pla�orms. And these 
pla�orms need teachers and management who are 
comfortable and eager to u�lize Informa�on Computer 
Technology on a daily basis.

Ÿ The ins�tu�onaliza�on of these system tools is crucial for 
the sustainability of success and high-level expecta�ons 
and performance of learners. There is a danger that these 
tools, like any other, could be reduced to bureaucra�c 
compliance tools, without the developmental, academic 
and educa�onal values a�ach to them.

ChallengesChallenges

The introduc�on of a Learner 
Expecta�on and Achievement 
Agreement (LEAA):

Current prac�ces in educa�on are 
not linking learners' performance to 
their dreams, but rather to a pass 
level (30 - 40%), which is extremely 
low in South Africa. In this 
programme the learners themselves 
and their dreams, and not the 
expecta�ons of other people or 
previous learners, drive the 
performance and expecta�ons of 
learners in the school.

Furthermore, although the no�on of 
target se�ng exists in educa�on, 
these are not linked to the current 
learners, but rather to those who le� 
grade 12. It also gives a more realis�c 
target since these are not generic 
targets for all learners, but rather 
individual targets that differ from 
learner to learner. The targets for 
teachers, Head of Departments, 
depu�es and principal (overall school 
target) are all linked to the average 
performance of learners in their care, 
irrespec�ve whether they are the so-
called 'clever' learners, or not. The 
most important innova�ve 
consequence of this tool is that the 
school has the ability to achieve a 
100% pass, through planning and 
design and not through hope, if all 
learners achieve their minimum 
target. In par�cular, the under-
performing learners are now shy to 
men�on their previous levels of 
performance they achieved.
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