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ENGAGE EDUCATION AND GENERAL ASSISTANTS IN SCHOOLS 

he bilateral meeting between the SNAT and the Ministry of 

Education and Training [MoET] on Thursday [18-02-2021] was a 

kick at the can, allowing social partners to engage in reflective 

thought on the state of the country’s education system. The conversation 

had no red tapes, considering the fact that there is a lot at stake at this 

very moment: the handwriting on the wall as issued by the WHO of a 

possible COVID-19 third wave.  

One thing that struck me as the engagements were on-going is that the 

MoET is far from coming to grips with the demands of the new normal, as 

adopted by the contemporary world. Put frankly, the MoET is yet to 

appreciate the gravity of a conspicuous fact that, upon reopening, schools 

will have enhanced cleaning procedures and more physical distancing 

standards in many situations.  

Just to be level-headed, it took the MoET the whole of last year [2020] to 

grasp the nettle of the need to compress the curriculum. I recall well that 

the first tentative proposal was to re-open schools January 5, 2021. Then 

it was 26 January 2021. The latest one, as presented in Cabinet [09 

February 2021] indicated 23 February 2021 for all Grades. Whilst we have 

a trial-and-error approach as demonstrated by the Senior Management 

Team [SMT] at the MoET, governments around the globe have established 

concrete and sustainable education responses in their recovery plans and 

stimulus packages. 

I share identical sentiments with the UNESCO that education is not a cost; 

rather, an investment for recovery. That is why in its late 27 October 2020 

paper entitled, ‘Fiscal responses to education and training in the 

context of COVID-19,’ the UNESCO suggested that governments should 

prioritize enabling areas for achieving SDG4-2030, including the following:  

• Leave no one behind: Governments need to provide direct and targeted 

support to vulnerable populations in order to mitigate massive numbers of 

dropouts, while international aid must prioritize countries most in need of 

support.  

• Skills for economic recovery: The post-COVID-19 pandemic recovery 

plans should prepare for economies to create jobs and boost economic 

T 



THE SNAT ANGLE ON SUNDAY 

 

  

Mcolisi Motsa, SNAT EDITOR 2 

 

2 

                                 FEBRUARY 21, 2021 

activity thus the need for governments to develop and implement 

education and training policies that equip people with the relevant skills.  

• Smart investment in education and training: the COVID-19 crisis has 

revealed the weakness of traditional education systems. Flexible, hybrid 

and blended learning have been tested, indicating that change is possible 

and can be quick. Additional investment in safety and sanitary 

infrastructure is also needed. Smart investment in education can trigger 

inclusive economic growth, employment and sustainability. 

The UNESCO advocates for protecting education, even increasing 

investment in education as human capital during the gradual recovery and 

post-COVID-19 era in pursuit of SDG4-2030 and as a strategy for an 

efficient, effective and sustainable economic recovery. This includes smart 

and better investment in education, while reducing education gaps, 

through reallocating public education spending to the poor, thus 

contributing to reducing inequality and promoting economic growth. This 

is the route we ought to follow, if only. 

The COVID-19 pandemic risks jeopardizing the gains of years of progress 

towards the SDG4-2030 Education Agenda and as the world is entering 

into a phase of gradual recovery, time has come to increase efforts to 

mitigate and curtail the impact of the current crisis on education systems 

and to leverage education and skills development as an effective and 

efficient means for economic revival and sustainable development.  

In countries that value education, such as Mozambique, Namibia, South 

Africa etc, the central governments of these countries have provided 

COVID-19 funds for education and skills training: created more 

supplementary budget for education and accelerated emergency 

spending. These governments have not adopted defence mechanisms 

with the mantra of ‘lack of sufficient resources;’ instead, drew funds from 

the broad-based existing stimulus packages. That is what is termed 

political and administrative will, not the wailing we are seeing at the MoET 

with its dependency syndrome on the sole development partner, UNICEF 

as the Messiah. The ministry is still having a tall order in getting off the 

training of Trainer of Trainees [ToTs] on the compressed curriculum since 

January 2021.  
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Testament to the above, South Africa saw this COVID-19 disruption from 

afar [2020], thus the central government established the Stimulus 

Programme which, through the Basic Education Employment Initiative 

(BEEI), created 200 000 employment opportunities for Education 

Assistants and 100 000 for General School Assistants. The ambitious 

employment drive [focusing on youth between 18-35 years] was facilitated 

by the Harambee Youth Accelerator, a non-profit organisation, 

successfully placing assistants in nearly 26,000 public schools. This mass 

recruitment initiative is funded by a R100 billion stimulus package focused 

on job creation. The Education assistants-including safety officers, 

cleaning staff, and school maintenance personnel, focused on Quintile 1–

3 schools as a priority. The President himself, Cyril Ramaphosa, posited 

that the school assistants were to help teachers with “basic and routine 

work” so that more time is spent on teaching and enabling learners to 

catch up from time lost because of COVID-19. Now that is what a leader 

does!  

Ours here in Swaziland is a different case as educators are seen as 

machines to clean classrooms, screen learners in schools, capacitate 

learners on COVID-19, apply a plethora of pedagogies to teach a 

compressed syllabus, give learners psycho-social support, assess 

[diagnostic, formative, summative] progress of learners etc. All this, the 

MoET espouses, should happen with the skeleton staff in schools as 

confirmed by the survey we conducted last week. Any endeavour to open 

that necessary discourse hits a snag at the slightest moment since we 

have unique set of circumstances in place. A number of teachers have 

responded to the Lord’s call from last year [may their souls rest in peace], 

including Administrators. It’ll take massive digging to the employer to get 

the data processed and a decision taken to fill up these vacant posts 

before schools even open.  

This reality does not sink-in with the MoET; instead, they are anxious about 

employing people to ‘laze at home and do nothing,’ as the PS puts it time 

and again. The question that literally begs answers is: should we be really 

having that conversation? Even during a pandemic, the conservative 

stance has not changed with those in the echelons of power. Even during 

a whole year disruption, the MoET is yet to wake up to smell the coffee in 

meaningfully supporting schools to be capacitated towards reopening. 
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What the SMT knows is to engage in emotional blackmail when some of 

the panaceas are scrutinised, a regrettable attitude. 

By and large, there is no iota of doubt that when schools reopen, the need 

for Teaching Assistants [TA] will be as clear as day. With hybrid blended 

learning set to become the new normal, these TAs will be responsible for 

handling some logistical elements of hybrid or online synchronous class 

sessions. They will help monitor student progress and help instructors flag 

students who are in need of additional support. Create online assignments 

and conduct grading by using the various technology platforms for 

collecting and returning student work.  

In other countries, these TAs were engaged to assist in classrooms 

(teaching and learning assistance), general Administration (Clerical and 

admin), general/Basic School Infrastructure Maintenance (repairs, 

maintenance, inspection, plumbing, fittings etc), IT and Data Capturing, 

resource and Information Services to all learners and teachers (Library 

assistance), cleaning, Cook, Laundry etc assistance (Hostel).  

With our education system ‘theoretically’ inclusive, the re-opening of 

schools will present a different set of challenges for learners with Special 

Educational Needs [SEN]. Students with special needs require various 

adjustments throughout the study process and in the study environment 

because they inevitably encounter obstacles which prevent or impair their 

full and efficient inclusion and participation in the study process. That is 

why considerate governments have engaged TAs and established 

Exceptional Student Services Unit (ESSU) webpages that provide support 

to educators and children with disabilities through the provision of Special 

Education-specific information and resources during the COVID-19 

pandemic. Expertise of TAs have been sought to complement the actual 

teaching in classrooms thus close the achievement gap in schools, 

contributing in the process to the overall Human Development Index [HDI] 

of the country. We submit.     

 
For comments and feedback, send 

to motsamcolisi@gmail.com or +268 

7606 5972. 
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