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Youth Voice and Influence

Equal Education has effectively embodied UNESCO's call for meaningful youth 

participation by transforming youth voices into actionable policy reforms and 

school-level changes in South Africa's education system. Our theory of change, 

developing a conscientised, organised youth as enablers of equal, just, and quality 

education through progressive reforms, material school changes, and politicised 

activists, directly aligns with UNESCO's 2026 Youth Report emphasis on moving 

beyond consultation to genuine influence.



UNESCO's (Youth Participation Call)

UNESCO's (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization) 

2026 GEM Report "Lead with Youth" introduces a global indicator measuring how 

governments include and act on youth input in education decision-making. It 

highlights a systemic gap: while many nations consult youth, only 1 in 3 youth 

organisations report their feedback being used, and 1 in 5 see collaborative 

engagement. The report urges formal mechanisms, political will, and resources to 

make youth roles essential for equitable reform.



Equal Education's Theory of Change



Impacts on SA Education Landscape

EE's efforts have elevated education on South Africa's national agenda over 15+ 

years, securing court victories (e.g., school infrastructure regulations) and 

influencing Basic Education policies. These changes have politicised school 

communities, reduced inequities in poor and rural areas, and fostered safer 

learning environments, directly advancing UNESCO-aligned goals like inclusive, 

quality education. Youth-led actions have also amplified voices on issues like 

sanitation, contributing to broader systemic shifts.



Minimum Norms & Standards for Public School Infrastructure

​1. The "Victory of a Generation": School Infrastructure 

Norms 

EE’s most significant achievement was the 2013 

promulgation of Minimum Norms and Standards for School 

Infrastructure. 

The Change: For the first time, it became legally 

mandatory for every school to have water, electricity, 

sanitation, and safe classrooms.

The Impact: This law removed "escape clauses" that 

previously allowed the government to avoid responsibility 

due to a lack of resources from other state organs.



National School Nutrition Programme

​2. Safeguarding the Right to Food

During the COVID-19 pandemic, EE secured a 

massive victory for learner health and nutrition. 

The Case: When schools closed, the National 

School Nutrition Programme was initially halted.

The Victory: EE successfully litigated to ensure 

that all 9.6 million eligible learners continued to 

receive daily meals, even while at home.



Scholar Transport

​3. Scholar Transport in KwaZulu-Natal (KZN)

After a seven-year struggle, EE won a major court 
order in 2017 to provide safe transport for learners. 

The Issue: Thousands of learners in Nquthu, KZN, 
were forced to walk long, dangerous distances to 
reach school.

The Victory: The court ordered the provincial 
government to provide transport to 12 schools in 
the area and develop a broader provincial scholar 
transport policy.



Water & Sanitation

​4. EE, alongside Section27, has been 

instrumental in the Michael Komape case and 

continued advocacy, which fights for safe 

sanitation in Limpopo. 

The Progress: Our monitoring of the court-

ordered infrastructure delivery plan roll-out led 

to the near-total replacement of illegal plain pit 

latrines in hundreds of high-priority schools by 

2025.



Leader Committee (LC) Structure

Equal Education has successfully modeled 
school-level youth participation through its 
Leadership Committee (LC) structure, aligning 
with its theory of change by empowering 
conscientised, organised youth to drive reforms, 
school improvements, and activist networks. 
This approach strengthens Representative 
Councils of Learners (RCLs) and their input into 
School Governing Bodies (SGBs), especially 
under the BELA Act, ensuring youth voices 
shape governance.



RCLs and School-Level Participation

South African public secondary schools must have RCLs as legally mandated 
channels for learner input into SGBs and district processes. 

The BELA Act enhances this by promoting inclusive governance, creating 
opportunities for meaningful youth influence on decisions like resource allocation, 
policy and school development plans. 

However, these are only effective in theory and well-supported contexts, but 
struggle in practice.

EE's work amplifies RCLs, turning them into proactive mechanisms beyond 
consultation.



EE's Leadership Committee Model

EE's LC comprises elected school 
representatives (two per active school) who 
mobilise peers, engage principals and 
teachers, and coordinate campaigns. This 
embodies EE's theory of change: developing 
politicised activists who secure material school 
changes (e.g., tables and desks in Amos 
Maphanga Secondary School) and policy 
reforms, while conscientising communities. 
LCs hold regular meetings, share updates, and 
prepare for national events, directly modeling 
robust RCL functionality.



Effects on SA Education Agenda

EE's LCs have ensured youth voices set agendas by winning court-mandated 

infrastructure norms, sanitation improvements, and equitable policies, politicising 

thousands of schools. This has shifted the landscape toward youth-driven equity, 

with RCLs gaining influence in under-resourced areas and amplifying issues like 

safety under BELA. Over 6 000 equalisers (Equal Education learner members) 

now participate, fostering motivated school communities.



Government Lessons

● Establish formal elected Committees (youth councils) 

within RCLs

● Prioritise acting on/implementing youth inputs via tracked 

indicators

● Integrate conscientisation programs nationally

● Collaborate with civil society organisations that already 

have an organised youth focused on issues within the 

Education sector



Thank you!


	Slide 1: The Power of Youth in Co-creating Education
	Slide 2: Youth Voice and Influence
	Slide 3: UNESCO's (Youth Participation Call)
	Slide 4: Equal Education's Theory of Change
	Slide 5: Impacts on SA Education Landscape
	Slide 6: Minimum Norms & Standards for Public School Infrastructure
	Slide 7: National School Nutrition Programme
	Slide 8: Scholar Transport
	Slide 9: Water & Sanitation
	Slide 10: Leader Committee (LC) Structure
	Slide 11: RCLs and School-Level Participation
	Slide 12: EE's Leadership Committee Model
	Slide 13: Effects on SA Education Agenda
	Slide 14: Government Lessons
	Slide 15: Thank you!

