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In the current South African society, characterised by typical neo-liberal market-driven priorities also forced upon the
education sector, the search for quality education needs careful consideration. This search has taken a prominent focus in
robust academic, public, political, and school governance debates in South Africa for the past 2 decades. Officials of the
Department of Basic Education (DBE) admit that, despite noteworthy efforts, it fails in providing quality education for all
learners. Key stakeholders in education neglect their professional duties. This paper investigates factors related to (dominating)
structure and (a lack of) agency that might be deterrents to attainment of quality education. Bureaucratic and labour structures
often deny professional educators their agency. The central question is what the nature of the impact, if any, of the conflicting
powers of structure and agency is on quality public education. It was found that the conflict between structure and agency
often have a negative effect on the delivery of quality education but that the advantages of both structure and agency, once
reconciled, might lead to the improvement of the delivery of quality education in South Africa.
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Introduction

In July 2017, the executive director of the Centre for Development and Enterprise (CDE), Anne Bernstein, said
that South African education was in crisis (Draper, Hofmeyr & Johnston, 2017). Referring to the public education
system, she declared: “[w]e can’t do the same thing and expect better results. Until we make significant progress
for millions of poor people, it’s safe to say that South Africa today is not a good place for young people”
(Dhlamini, 2017:para. 8). With the unsatisfying and even disturbingly poor condition of public education in mind,
and considering different means of enhancing the quality thereof, the nature of human conduct, and particularly
that of educators, should be considered.

One expedient theoretical construct to understand human action is the primarily sociological notion of
structure and agency, which is the point of departure for the argument that follows. Referring to human action,
Tan (2011:36) asks the question: Should the social sciences view action as shaped by individual agency or by the
constraining forces of social structure? In the fields of sociology, policy studies, and organisational leadership, in
particular, a wide array of scholarly works offer discussions related to the ongoing “structure versus agency”
debate. According to Hewson (2010:13), a person’s agency is his or her independent capability to think critically
and act of his or her own will, while structure refers to social forces or influences that impact positively or
negatively on individuals’ agency. Tan (2011:26) adopts one of an array of opposing opinions among leading
sociologists, which portrays structure as exerting a constraining effect on individuals’ agency.

The point of departure of this paper is the view that the strife between structure, as embodied in labour and
bureaucratic entities, and agency, the capacity of a person or group to act autonomously and to experience freedom
of choice, might be a major normative problem underlying poor quality education. Indications are that such
conflict also leads to continuous deprofessionalisation of education, the disruption of education delivery by
teacher unions’ strikes, and a general lack of adherence to the rule of law. It is often claimed in literature that
structure is the rival of agency, with structure often being the victor. The goal and purpose of this paper is to
interrogate the nature of the influence, if any, of the conflicting powers of structure and agency on quality
education in South African public education. We also explore the way in which these powers, through
reconciliation, may complement each other in the quest for quality education. Such an approach was originally
presented in 1984 in the theoretical framework by Anthony Giddens (Whittington, 2010:109), according to which
there is a dialectical relationship between structure and agency, referred to as the structuration theory. Whittington
(2010:109) points out that Giddens’ “notion of social structure allows for both constraint and enablement.”

It should be noted that this paper is no attempt to offer an in-depth discussion of all the relevant aspects of
the extensive sociological field of structure and agency. The reasons for narrowing down the scope of the
theoretical discussion of structure and agency to the basics are obvious. Firstly, the limitation in length of this
paper, and more importantly, the fact that no consensus has been reached in this debate that originated in a 1938
publication by Durkheim (Tan, 2011:39) among leading sociologists. Amid such a variety of viewpoints on
whether structure or agency is dominant, one basic viewpoint was selected for the purpose of this paper. The paper
develops an argument that, in education, enhanced positive agency of professional educators can lead to higher
quality education provision in the public school system.
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According to De Groof (2006:7), Dutta
(2011:13), Makhanya (2011:4) and Moloi
(2014:268), education is a highly contested arena:
politicians, society, and unionists all demand to have
a say. Dutta (2011:9) states that schools have to cope
with bureaucratic structures that should, ideally, al-
low individual agency to emerge. According to
Dutta (2011:9), the strife between agency and struc-
ture has an adverse effect on quality education.

The central research question is: what is the na-
ture of the impact, if any, of the conflicting powers
of structure and agency on quality education in
South African public education? To answer this
question, the paper offers an analysis of relevant lit-
erature related to the nature of the impact of struc-
ture and agency in social sciences, particularly in ed-
ucation. The concepts of structure and agency are
discussed separately, followed by a brief exposition
of the most salient aspects of the confrontation be-
tween them. In a quest for quality education in South
Africa, the possibility of a reconciliation between
structure and agency is discussed, after which we
elaborate on the impact of unions as structures in
public education. By means of a Cartesian coordi-
nate system, five possible permutations are demon-
strated, including a discussion of the implications of
such scenarios for the provision of quality educa-
tion.

In any scholarly work about educators the chal-
lenge lies in the fact that one cannot generalise when
it comes to professionalism. In South Africa some
educators are highly professional, while an unac-
ceptably high percentage are workerist or lack pro-
fessional conduct (De Clercq, 2013:20). The nature
and effect of their agency will differ accordingly.
We argue that enhancing the agency of the profes-
sional educator will promote quality education. This
forms the central argument of this paper. Similarly,
to discuss unions one should not generalise — some
unions focus on members as professionals, and some
encourage workerist conduct among its members. It
may be argued that teacher unions should be re-
garded as collective agency, but for the purpose of
this paper unions are regarded as structure. The ef-
fect of the profession-focused unions on quality ed-
ucation will be significantly different to that of the
second type, namely those unions that promote a
workerist approach among its members.

Education is a multi-disciplinary social science
in which educators, learners, parents, education ex-
perts, community, state, political parties, and labour
unions have a stake (Metcalfe, 2009:9; Moloi,
2014:264). This involvement of other stakeholders
in education often leads to power conflicts between
structure and agency, or between different structures
or different agencies. Acknowledging the fact that
both structure and agency, and the conflict between
them, may impact on a wide variety of aspects in the

sphere of education, this paper, against the back-
ground of education law, addresses the delivery of
quality education in public schools.

Literature Review

Quality education for all still only remains a dream
in the South African public education system. More
than two decades into democracy, the South African
public education system is still troubled with enor-
mous challenges, reflected in an alarmingly high
drop-out rate and very low reading and mathemati-
cal ability of a high percentage of learners (Ensor,
2019). The Minister of Basic Education, Angie Mot-
shekga, expressed her appreciation (Dhlamini,
2017) for a report published after commissioned re-
search by the CDE (2017), which draws attention to
deficiencies and gaps in the teaching profession. The
CDE report recommends the strengthening of pro-
fessional development and effectiveness and further
indicates that a lack of accountability is one promi-
nent constraint on improving the quality of educa-
tion.

The education transformation in the mid-nine-
ties gave rise to several statutes and policies to reg-
ulate education and if implemented properly, these
could improve quality education in public schools
(Moloi, 2014:266). According to Moloi (2014:266),
the international community and non-governmental
organisations such as the Human Sciences Research
Council (HSRC) view general academic productiv-
ity of South African educators, which is significant
in improving quality education, as among the lowest
in the world.

The lack of professionalism among a signifi-
cant percentage of educators adversely affects the
quality of education delivered in South African pub-
lic schools (Beckmann & Fiissel, 2013). In their re-
port on the Programme to Support Pro-Poor Policy
Development (PSPPD), Moses, Van der Berg and
Rich (2017:6) conclude as follows:

This inertia is particularly apparent in South Af-
rica’s education system that continues to provide ed-
ucation quality of a standard similar to that found in
developed countries to a small elite, while the ma-
jority of learners (mostly black) attend schools that
for the most part are as dysfunctional as they were
under apartheid.

While the human and physical resource deprivation

under apartheid in the former black part of the

school system undoubtedly contributed to the dys-
functionality of many of these schools, weak func-
tioning in schools is further exacerbated by intangi-
ble elements such as weak management, low levels
of cognitive demand, and poor teacher and learner
discipline.
It is apparent that governmental initiatives are not
bearing the fruits envisaged, considering the level of
the monetary spending on such efforts and despite a
well-developed legal framework. The South African
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Council for Educators Act (31 of 2000) (Republic of
South Africa, 2000) (hereafter referred to as the
SACE Act) and the Employment of Educators Act
(76 of 1998) (Republic of South Africa, 1998) have
been promulgated specifically to regulate the profes-
sional conduct of educators. Jansen (2011:58)
doubts whether the current legislation is applied as
effectively as intended because many schools have
remained toxic and chaotic.

Some legislation related to education is meant
to enhance professionalism among educators and
proper governance and accountability, thereby en-
hancing quality teaching and learning in schools.
However, if educators’ conduct is to be judged in
light of the provisions of the SACE Code of Profes-
sional Ethics for Educators, it is nowhere near the
ideal (Musgrave, 2007:3). Jansen (2007:12) reports
an account of unprofessional conduct during one of
his visits to schools where he found classrooms
packed with learners but no educators in sight. He
noted that the staffroom was full of educators, and
learners’ books, marked and unmarked, littered the
floor. Jansen (2007:12) is convinced that the greatest
obstacle to transforming South Africa’s education
system is the lack of accountability by educators and
managers. This seems to suggest that educators and
managers neglect their professional obligations to
learners.

While it is argued that greater agency for edu-
cators should be allowed and that there should be a
decrease in structural oppression, the problems in
education also allude to excessive negative agency
and suggest the existence of laxity in structural pow-
ers within schools. Structural powers within schools
consist of the principal representing the internal bu-
reaucratic structure, the School Governing Body
(SGB), of which the principal is a permanent mem-
ber, and labour structures, unions in particular, and
the Education Labour Relations Council (ELRC).
External powers are mainly the provincial and na-
tional departments of education.

The literature review above, which mainly re-
ports on the problems associated with the public
school system, was extended with the aim of deter-
mining the strengths, flaws, and discrepancies re-
lated to structure and agency in general. Of im-
portance is also the nature of the impact of, and in-
dicators, developments, and current debates on
structure and agency — specifically in the public ed-
ucation sphere. Quality education in the post-1994
South African public education system has also been
investigated for the purpose of responding to the re-
search question of this paper. The purpose of the lit-
erature review was to provide an overview of the
theoretical background to the topic (Leedy &
Ormrod, 2005:70) of structure and agency.

Conceptual Framework

Before embarking on a more extensive exposition of

the concepts of structure and agency, we offer a clar-

ification of some concepts, which are prominent
throughout this paper:

e Quality education: Gu (2001:135) and Jansen (2013)
perceive quality education as the teaching and learn-
ing process that brings the curriculum to life, allows
for critical thinking, and freedom of expression within
the parameters of the Constitution of the Republic of
South Africa, 1996, (here after referred to as the Con-
stitution) and subsequently enhances the quality of
learning outcomes. As is indicated next, neoliberalism
has a specific view on quality education.

e Neoliberalism: While not a simple phenomenon to de-

fine (Van der Walt, 2017:12), certain characteristics
are clear. For the past two decades the main threat of
neoliberalism for education worldwide has been its
drive towards commercialisation, whereby educa-
tional institutions are seen as mere businesses that
need to adhere to the demands of a consumerist ethos.
Students become clients and schools/teachers become
service providers (Van der Walt, 2017:11).
Under neoliberalism, quality in education is, as can be
expected, measured in terms of the economic value
gained by individuals for the “market.” High skill lev-
els are primarily for the purpose of contributing to the
economic growth of a country, according to human
capital theory. Welch (1998:157) warns that “both in-
dividual worth and the worth of education can be re-
duced to economic terms.” In keeping with Welch’s
cautioning, in this paper quality in education is not re-
duced to such a destitute, reduced type of education as
idealised by neoliberalism, but also includes the de-
velopment of physical, social, psychological, and spir-
itual components of every learner.

e Unionism: Carrel, Elbert, Hatfield, Grobler, Marx and
Van der Schyff (2000:454) define trade unionism as
the process of forming workers’ organisations with the
intention of furthering economic and social interests
of workers. Rossouw (2010:2) adds that unionism is
about labour-related issues such as workers’ griev-
ances, labour disputes, service conditions, working
hours, remuneration, and collective bargaining. In
South Africa, labour unions are often synonymously
used or associated with politics because of their incli-
nation towards direct political affiliations (Liwane,
2017:40-42). Teacher unions differ significantly in
their respective approaches to education and their per-
ceptions on teacher professionalism. While the Con-
gress of South African Trade Unions (COSATU)-af-
filiated South African Democratic Teachers’ Union
(SADTU) often mobilises its members towards a
workerist approach, the National Professional Teach-
ers’ Organisation of South Africa (NAPTOSA)-affili-
ated Suid-Afrikaanse Onderwysersunie (SAOU) (the
South African Teachers’ Union) approach education
in a more professional way.

In order to properly answer the research question re-

garding the nature of the impact, if any, of the con-

flicting powers of structure and agency on quality
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education, we discuss the key concepts of structure
and agency next. We then deliberate on the interre-
lationship and tension between them. Similar to
structure, a wide variety of types of agency do exist,
such as individual as opposed to collective (social)
agency (Billett, 2008), professional versus workerist
agency, or the agency of certain structures. We also
recognise that different agencies or structures may
come into conflict with one another. While acknowl-
edging an array of possible permutations within the
theory of structure and agencys, this paper is purpose-
fully limited to the basic notion, as portrayed in nu-
merous structure-agency debates: the power of
structure exercised to the detriment of individual
agency. The main focus is on the professional
agency of the educator, and where applicable, also
referred to as the agency of the professional educa-
tor.

Structure

While neoliberal forces, as discussed, pose struc-
tural challenges for holistic quality education in their
drive towards commercialisation and the resulting
reduction of education worldwide, for the purpose of
this paper, structure refers to organisations and other
bureaucratic entities directly affecting education. A
better understanding of the nature of the impact that
structure has on individuals within such a structure
commences with comprehension of the theory of
structure.

In his lecture on the Two Sociologies Theory,
Craig (n.d.:para. 7) refers to structure as “the pano-
ply of social institutions, customs, laws, traditions,
and ideologies which establish frames of reference
for social agency or action.” Hewson (2010:13) de-
fines structure as the specific sets of rules and re-
sources that either constrain or enable people. The
implication here is that structure deals with the dis-
tribution of structural conditions of acting, with dif-
ferential allocations of productive resources (includ-
ing cognitive resources) to persons and groups, and
in doing so, structure allows for the possibilities of
different and antagonistic interests or conflicts
within societies.

Structure defines and limits the possibilities
that are available to people when they want to exer-
cise their agency to engage in practices that influ-
ence their total well-being. All public institutions are
juristic persons that are represented by natural per-
sons. In the case of schools as juristic persons, they
are represented by the SGBs in decision-making and
thus have agency within such a structure.

As provided for in the South African Schools
Act (SASA) (Republic of South Africa, 1996a),
schools as institutions are structures governed by
SGBs as structures too. When an SGB acts on behalf
of the juristic person (the school), they utilise both
proxy agency and collective agency, which give
them structural powers. Sometimes, the limitations

to which the bureaucratic structure subjects schools
are contrary to the provisions of legislation.

Eikendal Primary School and another v WCED
and others, (394/09) [2009] ZAWCHC, for instance,
indicates the abuse of structural powers due to the
influence of the individual agency of the Head of
Department (HOD). In this case, the HOD rejected
the recommendation of the SGB regarding the ap-
pointment of an educator in the school and ap-
pointed a different person. The HOD took this step
without consulting the SGB as a statutory, school-
based structure to explain the reasons for rejecting
their collective recommendation. According to sec-
tion 16 of the SASA, the principal represents the
HOD within the SGB; as such, the decisions of the
SGB have the input of the HOD through the princi-
pal’s proxy agency. In this case, the HOD under-
mined his own legally appointed representative. It
suffices to submit that, in this case, the action of the
HOD is a token of bureaucratic arrogance. In other
cases, SGBs can similarly abuse their powers in a
variety of ways, among others, related to the ap-
pointment of less suitable educators.

Perhaps Dutta’s (2011:9) statement that struc-
ture refers to the recurrent patterned arrangements
that influence or limit the choices and opportunities
available to people best explains the source of
clashes between structure and agency. The implica-
tion here is that, despite the fact that the Constitution
grants rights to all citizens and that statutes such as
the SASA (Republic of South Africa, 1996a) con-
cretise certain provisions of the Constitution, some
structures may illegally limit the rights of people
and/or contravene the law using their structural pow-
ers emanating from either professional, individual,
proxy, or collective agency. The various types of
agency are discussed next.

Agency
Referring to the work by Giddens (1979), Sewell
(1992), and Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury
(2008), Coburn (2016:466) points out that “the
structure-agency question has been central to the
discipline of sociology for decades.” Agency can be
understood as “an actor’s ability to have some effect
on the social world — altering the rules, relational
ties, or distribution of resources” (Scott, 2008:77).
This paper takes a positive stance towards the
improved professional agency of educators. We
acknowledge, however, that the agency of educators
might not always be conducive to quality education,
especially in cases of unprofessional educators.
Such educators’ recalcitrance might affect progress
in the implementation of good practices and legisla-
tion. While it is argued here that the agency of pro-
fessional educators should be enhanced, it has to be
acknowledged that agency might also be abused by
unprofessional educators in the same way as struc-
tural powers are abused. The scope of the paper does
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not allow discussions of the wide variety of permu-
tations that can be identified.

Accordingly, it is important to state from the
outset that agency is a very flexible variable in hu-
man nature. In social sciences, agency is understood
as part of a person’s self-perception as being auton-
omous (Gunn, 2009:28). A person’s agency is his or
her independent capability to think critically and act
of his or her own will (Hewson, 2010:13). Agency
also refers to the ability of individuals to act inde-
pendently and to make their own choices (Gunn,
2009:28). In essence, the meaning of the external
world is acquired through agency, which entirely de-
pends on the way in which the human mind works.
According to Gunn (2009:28), this view implies that
“the paradigm self-conscious human being is des-
tined to become an agent and thus harbors an incip-
ient agency at birth.”

Gunn (2009:28) declares that, in modern phi-
losophy, agency is associated with self-transpar-
ency, self-knowledge, and rational decision-making.
Based on the associations mentioned above, it is ar-
gued that, in an educational setting, freeing the
agency of educators and triggering agency of learn-
ers can be expressed as a goal of teaching and learn-
ing environments.

The right to a basic education granted in sec-
tion 29 of the Constitution (Republic of South Af-
rica, 1996b) enables learners to realise their agency.
Although the Constitution (Republic of South Af-
rica, 1996b) does not specifically mention it in the
education clause (s. 29), quality must define the
right to a basic education because education is an
empowerment right (Horsten & Le Grange,
2012:509; Woolman & Fleisch, 2009:117). Con-
trary to what neoliberal forces prescribe, quality de-
livery of education trains learners to improve com-
munication skills as well as social, moral, and polit-
ical actions in the public sphere and private life.
Press, Woodrow, Logan and Mitchell (2018:328)
warn against the opposite approach to education:
“childcare as a commodity — a commodity marketed
and sold to its consumers (read parents) as a private
benefit.” This neoliberal approach blatantly refutes
the nature of quality education delivery that should
prevail and is advocated in this paper.

Hewson (2010:12) further clarifies agency as
referring to the experiences of acting, doing things,
making things happen, exerting power, or control-
ling matters. Dutta (2011:9) concurs when he states
that agency is an inborn urge in every person to act
independently and to make choices of their own free
will. Due to human intelligence, human beings can
abuse their agency in the same way that structure
abuses power (Gunn, 2009:28). For instance, the
agency of an unprofessional educator often rebels
against the enhancement of quality education. As
one example, McGregor (2010:3) confirms how ab-
senteeism among educators runs at chronic levels in

some South African public schools, often because of
abuse of sick leave processes.

Ideally, the agency of an educator should re-
vive the vocation or calling theme of the SACE Act
(Republic of South Africa, 2000) pertaining to
teaching, which is unique in the sense that it advo-
cates the notion that teaching involves personal sac-
rifice. In line with Durkheim and Simpson
(1952:38), Elder-Vass (2011:1), supported by Aston
(2013:4), submits that agency is revealed through
one’s consciousness; educators need to be sensitive
to their consciousness because the futures of many
children lie in their hands. It is clear that educators
sometimes abuse their agency, leading to unprofes-
sional conduct that deprives learners of quality edu-
cation.

As stated, some individuals or groups do not
have original, autonomous power, but certain func-
tions are delegated to them by means of proxy. In
such cases, these individuals or groups have proxy
agency and, where appropriate, they have to report
back to the body that delegated the power. Lastly, it
should be noted that civil society groups and associ-
ations, while also forming structures, have collective
agency, which, as a power, should be distinguished
from structural powers.

Structure versus agency

Averments and arguments that have surfaced from
the scholarly body of knowledge in education cite
confronting political issues behind poor education
quality, which is in many cases closely linked to
some teacher unions. Organisational structures such
as those teacher unions and the provincial depart-
ments of education may stifle educator agency as
they wield powers the latter lacks (Hewson,
2010:17). Educators are vital to curriculum delivery
and policy implementation but often do not enjoy
enough agency.

Dutta (2011:9) offers an alternative confronta-
tion though — that of structure and agency. Dutta
(2011:9) and Hewson (2010:10) contend that insti-
tutions within which educators practise are sub-
jected to an authoritarian systems approach (bureau-
cratic structure) that governs them in, ideally, a dem-
ocratic environment that should allow for individual
agency. Due to the legacy of authoritarian practices
by structure in education in general, the democratic
practices are not acknowledged and encouraged
(Jansen, 2013:12), and this leads to clashes between
structure and agency. Despite constitutional rights,
educators still cannot adequately exercise autonomy
or let their voices be heard in their trade because bu-
reaucratic and labour structures dominate in South
African public education, which reduce agency and
abuse of structural powers. In this paper we argue
that the underlying normative issues of structure ver-
sus agency form part of the problem in public edu-
cation.
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Discussion

Reconciling Structure and Agency Towards

Quality Education

From the previous discussions it should be evident
that, closely related to common understanding of
agency and structure in social sciences, is the con-
cept of power. Social, cultural, economic, and edu-
cational power struggles influence one’s perception
of agency and autonomy in interpersonal dynamics
(Gunn, 2009:30). The starting point is to engage
with the nuances at play regarding structure and
agency, and to acknowledge that sociology is
founded on the belief that human behaviour is caus-
ally influenced and, in particular, that social factors
influence human behaviour (Elder-Vass, 2011:1).

Based on Durkheim and Simpson’s (1952:38)
claim, a question that should elicit answers is
whether the African culture of communal co-exist-
ence and collectivism through the concept of ubuntu
are the reasons for educators themselves, at least
those who are part of such culture, giving up their
agency and succumbing to labour structure and bu-
reaucratic structure. If the answer is positive, such
educators should have long realised that the culture
in question should have ceased to influence them the
day they committed to professionalism of which, in-
ter alia, specialised knowledge, professional auton-
omy, and professional accountability are its core
tenets (Oosthuizen, 2012:217).

Consistent with Giddens’ structuration theory
(Tan, 2011:38; Whittington, 2010:109) and the dia-
lectic interplay between structure and agency (Beau-
champ & Thomas, 2009:176) we further investigate
whether structure and agency may be reconciled to
complement each other towards the attainment of
quality education. The existing clash emanates from
the fact that educators, as agents within the bureau-
cratic, labour, and social structures, are left with no
room to be who they really are (Beauchamp &
Thomas, 2009:176). For instance, Beauchamp and
Thomas contend that an analysis of educators’
agency as diverse change that should be embedded
in the education system stands largely unexamined
in education laws and policies.

Educators are transformed through their ac-
tions and thus yield individual agency as they are re-
designed and reassembled to do things differently
within the structured public education system. Sec-
tion 22 of the Constitution grants everyone the right
to choose their trade, occupation, or profession
freely and further stipulates that the practice of a
trade, occupation, or profession may be regulated by
law. Educators have chosen teaching as a profession
and their employment is regulated by the SACE Act
(Republic of South Africa, 2000) and the Employ-
ment of Educators Act (Republic of South Africa,
1998). However, it is argued that they do not practise
freely and in accordance with the law, inter alia be-
cause the law is disregarded by the structures with
whom they associate. In the light of the above sub-

missions, it could be that Beauchamp and Thomas
(2009:178) confirm educators’ change of identities
and, in some cases, complete loss of identities.
Beauchamp and Thomas (2009:179) and Dutta
(2011:343) argue that people sometimes get accus-
tomed to being suppressed and do not bother to think
how situations could virtuously turn around if they
could take control and not submit all their powers to
structure. Jansen (2008:14) believes that some edu-
cators dread structure and that this has led them to
believe that indeed labour organisations “empower”
them.

The word “empower” is often used in the
SADTU mass meetings. However, Colditz (2014)
and Dutta (2011:342) argue that humans have an in-
nate power and do not need to be empowered; rather,
they need to be capacitated. Through capacitation,
professional educators need to realise their innate
power emanating from agency and should defend
quality education. Realising this would perhaps as-
sist them to live their personal and professional val-
ues. It would also drive their professional authority
and autonomy, eventually leading to better learner
performance.

To resolve current ills within South African
public education, structures need to consult educa-
tors in decision-making on curriculum-related mat-
ters. Currently, educators must merely implement
what the bureaucratic structure has discussed with
labour structures. A qualitative research study done
by Liwane (2017:230) confirms that, in some un-
ions, unionists at higher echelons are no longer con-
cerned with issues pertaining to the welfare of their
members as such; they collude with the bureaucratic
structure in various ways that have a detrimental ef-
fect on quality education.

One example of such undue influence by un-
ions was the selling-of-posts problem, where mem-
bers from the union, SADTU, and the union as such,
were seriously implicated. In 2016 the Ministerial
Task Team report, also referred to as the Volmink
report (Volmink, Gardiner, Msimang, Nel, Moleta,
Scholtz & Prins, 2016), investigated 75 cases; 30
provided grounds for suspicious wrongdoing; 13 of
these cases were already strong enough to be passed
on to the police. Arrests were imminent. At the re-
lease of the report, Education Minister, Angie Mot-
shekga, said that the “report indicates that the major-
ity of the provinces are union-run, to an extent that
unions appear to control government for selfish rea-
sons, which don’t benefit learners or the country.
The government intended to put stringent measures
into place to prevent the misuse of processes where
unions dominated decisions on teacher and principal
appointments” (Tandwa, 2015:para. 8-9).

The Volmink report further confirmed:

e That there is corrupt and undue influence in the ap-
pointment of teachers and principals;

e There are weaknesses in the appointment system of
the basic education department;
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e The authority of the state and powers of certain stake-
holders need to be reviewed with regard to appoint-
ments.

The labour structures only turn against the bureau-
cratic structure when a decision does not benefit
them.

The bureaucratic structure (DBE) would
greatly benefit from educators who are academically
strong, as they would operate from a free space in
which both the educators and learners would release
their agential powers to create a healthy teaching
and learning environment. The DBE must only reg-
ulate, without unnecessary constraints, the agency of
educators in education-specific legislation and poli-
cies.

The two dominant structures in education
should consider liberating educators’ and learners’
right to freedom of expression as granted in sec-
tion 16 of the Constitution (Republic of South Af-
rica, 1996b). The focus should be on the provision
of quality education. Educator professional forums
would allow educators to share ideas towards quality
education and structure would ensure implementa-
tion. It is possible for structure and agency to recon-
cile and complement each other towards quality ed-
ucation.

The impact of unions as structures in public
education

Teacher unions are social structures that have be-
come a familiar phenomenon in education. In the
South African context it is pointless to discuss qual-
ity education without discussing unionism. While a
minority of unions does make a positive contribu-
tion, we argue that unionism predominantly offers a
platform for the emergence of negative collective
agency. On electing Mugwena Maluleke from the
ranks of SADTU as vice-president during its 8th
World Congress held in Ottawa, Canada, in 2015,
Education International (EI) stated that “COSATU
is South Africa’s largest trade union federation with
more than 21 union affiliates, including SADTU,
with a membership spanning over 1,8 million.
SADTU is the second largest union in COSATU
with more than 235,000 members and the single
largest public sector union” (EI, n.d.:para. 7). De-
spite such international recognition of SADTU’s
general secretary, Barbeau (2009:15) contends that
teacher unions, SADTU in particular, undermine
public education by subjecting it to their political
agenda and power struggles.

The former Minister of National Planning, Tre-
vor Manuel (2011:2), asserts that the South African
government has built schools, but it has not been
able to make children go to school and study hard. It
will take the commitment of parents and educators
to ensure that this happens. It is notable that Manuel
(2011:2) raises the issue of access to education while
he also raises issues about the core business of every
school not being addressed fully.

Makhanya (2011:4) and Manuel (2011:2) con-
cur in proposing that only those educators who meet
the criteria regarding qualifications, skills, and pro-
fessionalism should be appointed in schools and that
there should be no undue political or teacher union
interference in public schools. It becomes evident
from Manuel’s submissions that the country has a
problem with low skills and insufficient profession-
alism as well as an absence of clarity between the
political and administrative or professional func-
tions of civil servants. Makhanya (2011:4) further
contends that there is always a danger in societies
that when the public service is insufficiently insu-
lated from political control, standards can be under-
mined as public servants such as educators are re-
cruited based on political connections rather than
skills and expertise.

Zengele (2009:2) avers that expectations for
promotions, brought about by the increasing in-
stances of the promotion of union officials since
1994, have increased. Volmink et al. (2016) found
that, as was confirmed by Liwane (2017:228),
teacher union activists get promoted to higher posi-
tions without meeting the requirements. This, as
Bascia (1994:44) and Zengele (2009:3) point out, re-
sults in unionists occupying high positions for which
they have little or no experience, qualifications, and
skills to manage, compromising delivery of quality
education.

Deacon (2014:13) further argues that the
unique relationship between COSATU and the Afri-
can National Congress (ANC) within government,
along with the structural power this affords unions
in the workplace, renders any procedures to address
poor work performance, and particularly dismissals
of educators on the grounds of poor work perfor-
mance, unlikely. For this reason, it is highly doubtful
that any provincial department of education (bureau-
cratic structure) would take stringent measures
against office bearers of SADTU (labour structure)
(Deacon, 2014:13).

The power game is played by the two structural
powers dictating education — bureaucratic structure
and labour structure. The voices of parents are also
undermined as key stakeholders in education by
these two structures. Because many parents do not
have a clear understanding of the concept of power,
they need to be capacitated in order to enable them
to defend their children’s rights enshrined in the
Constitution (Republic of South Africa, 1996b), es-
pecially the right to basic education (s. 29).

Leaders in education on provincial and na-
tional level need to show courage to take underper-
forming departmental bureaucrats to task, break
SADTU’s stronghold on public schools (Jansen,
2008:14) and must be able to apply legal remedies
to educators who perform poorly (Deacon,
2014:14). According to Carrel et al. (2000:454), the
role of teachers’ unions is to safeguard fairness in
labour relationships, but not to overstep the mark by
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protecting underperforming union members at the
expense of quality education for learners.

Conflicting powers and some permutations

From the literature review, two tensions emerged:
that of the conflicting powers of structure and
agency; and the tension between the pursuance of
quality education on the one hand, and unprofes-
sional conduct of educators on the other. As illus-
trated in Figure 1, it is a quadrangular matter, with
all four factors influencing one another.

In the discussion that follows, these tensions
are discussed in a quest to answer the central re-
search question related to the nature of the impact, if
any, of the conflicting powers of structure and
agency on quality education in South African public
education. For the purpose of the subsequent argu-

Unprofessional

ment, agency is defined only as a positive oppor-
tunity for professional educators to express them-
selves in an autonomous way and without unneces-
sary restrictions, while acknowledging that, as dis-
cussed, educators’ agency is not always used to-
wards quality education. Similarly, structure refers
to the often-negative impact on quality education, as
discussed, of bureaucratic (DBE) and labour (union)
structures. It is acknowledged that structures such as
well-functioning SGBs and unions focussing on pro-
fessional conduct also exist, making a valuable con-
tribution to quality education in the public-school
context. Examples of well-functioning school dis-
tricts and provincial education structures also exist.
These positive powers are unfortunately not the
norm in South Africa and are not factored into this
discussion.

Agency

10

Delivery

conduct -10 -5

of quality
education

0 5 10
(c
N

-5

Structure

Figure 1 Conflicting powers in the quest for quality education

We designed a simple Cartesian coordinate
system (see Figure 1) to illustrate graphically a cer-
tain position or school scenario where the four ex-
tremes — agency, structure, delivery of quality edu-
cation, and unprofessional conduct of educators —
stand in a certain relationship with each other. In the
figure, the x-axis (horizontal) represents the contin-
uum where either delivery of quality education, on
the one extreme, and unprofessional conduct of ed-
ucators, on the other, becomes more prevalent at the
expense of the other. Similarly, the y-axis (vertical)

represents the continuum where structure and
agency form the extremes. Again, in this figure and
the discussion that follows, only the negative (re-
strictive) aspects of structure and the positive contri-
butions of educators’ professional agency are con-
sidered in the analysis. In the coordinates, the x-
value is mentioned first.

According to the graph in Figure 1, point A
(-10, -10) represents a school scenario where struc-
ture and unprofessional conduct are at their highest
levels. This depicts a school that is per definition
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dysfunctional, with unionism (structure) dominating
to such an extent that quality education is eradicated
and unprofessional conduct is protected. Here, pro-
fessional educators, if any, who form part of the
staff, do not experience adequate agency towards the
delivery of quality education. The impact of such a
scenario where the agency of professional educators
is close to non-existent, and the negative forces are
dominant, is that the delivery of quality education is
virtually non-existent. The South African public
school system is largely inefficient because this sce-
nario is typical of the majority of public schools.

A scenario where structure and the delivery of
quality education are relatively strong, is repre-
sented by point B (5, -5) with unprofessional con-
duct and individual agency prevailing, but not in a
dominant position. This depicts a school that func-
tions on a relatively high level of service delivery,
but unionism and bureaucratic structures still have a
dominating influence. Unprofessional conduct is un-
der control, but educator agency is suppressed. This
combination of factors prevents the school from be-
coming a school of excellence.

Point C (0, 0) represents a public school where
there is a balance between the negative influences of
structure and the positive effect of the agency of pro-
fessional educators. This depicts a school where un-
ionism does not dominate, but educator agency also
does not come to its right. The effect of such a sce-
nario is that education of a mediocre quality is of-
fered, and unprofessional conduct does have a visi-
ble influence on matters. The forces balance out
each other, resulting in moderate quality education,
while moderate instances of unprofessional conduct
prevail. There is good potential that higher quality
education and effective leadership that encourages
professional conduct can make a significant differ-
ence in such a school.

Point D (2, 5) represents a scenario where, due
to a reasonable balance, neither structure nor unpro-
fessional conduct plays a dominant role. Education
of an above average quality is offered, and educators
experience some agency. This depicts a school
where there are more positive aspects than negative;
however, it still is not the ideal place for quality ed-
ucation to be delivered. Educational leaders in such
a school should aim at enhancing the agency of the
professional educators, simultaneously encouraging
more professional conduct by all, which will result
in higher quality education being offered.

Point E (10, 4) represents a position where a
sound balance between structure and agency has
been reached, with high quality education offered
and little, if any, unprofessional conduct among ed-
ucators prevails. This depicts a school where struc-
tures that tend to impact negatively on the school are
effectively neutralised by strong agency among ded-
icated professional educators. Where structures do
play a role, the ethos of this school is of such a nature

that unprofessional conduct is not tolerated and de-
livery of quality education is the result.

Recommendations

In the exploration of the research question, we found
that conflict between structure and agency does exist
in South African public schools. In certain scenarios,
this conflict retards progress towards quality educa-
tion. However, using the current education-specific
legislation to redirect the public education system,
structure and agency can be reconciled towards the
attainment of quality education. The public educa-
tion system is a bureaucratically controlled service
provider and both structure and agency play a vital
role in the delivery of education in public schools.

Central to the resolution of the conflict be-
tween structure and agency, and the constraints
placed on individual autonomy, is the assertion that
being human involves interaction and intersubjec-
tive transactions between individuals and institu-
tions or groups. Neither total release of individual
agency nor absolute structural action is ideal for or-
ganising and protecting the interests of learners in
public schools. Accordingly, the state should bal-
ance the protection of individual freedoms in the
form of individual agency, with collective or institu-
tional rights and interests of other members, such as
learners. The boundaries of structure (bureaucracy
or labour) must be determined by the rights of others
and by the legitimate needs of others within the
school community. It is only then that structure and
agency can complement each other towards the at-
tainment of quality education.

There is hope for the attainment of quality ed-
ucation in the South African public education arena,
but educators must uphold their professional ethics
and professional standards of practice. Ideally, the
DBE and SACE need to tighten the reins at the point
where educators enter into the system. Careful
screening of students applying for study at faculties
of education is recommended to only include stu-
dents with the potential to become professional
teachers. The curriculum should give prominence to
professional development of student teachers. In the
final year of the study, competency examinations (in
addition to academic examinations) should be com-
pleted before the SACE Certificate is issued to any
educator. A combination of adequate initial screen-
ing, professional development, and competency test-
ing would certainly curb the absorption of inapt ed-
ucators into the education system.

The DBE and SACE should also effectively
control the power of unions in the system in order to
prevent the wrongful protection of unprofessional
educators who make themselves guilty of tardiness
or other forms of misconduct. Synergy and purpose-
ful utilisation of the advantages of both structure and
agency, as promoted by the structuration theory by
Giddens (Tan, 2011:38; Whittington, 2010:109)
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might lead to increased professionalism and more
effective application of legislation towards the im-
provement of quality education in South African
public schools.

In sum, structure (unionism and bureaucracy)
and agency (of professional educators) can merge
and complement each other towards enhancing qual-
ity education and professionalism by putting the in-
terests of the learners first. This demands a commit-
ment by every individual and group to serve the pub-
lic education system in a professional way.
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