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OUR PURPOSE AND REACH
Our mission is to raise student achievement in rural South 
African communities.

We partner with like-minded 
organisations to advance our 
mission for rural students across 
the province and country by 
scaling innovation and unlocking 
systemic challenges.

We use a Charter-like model called 
Public School Partnerships. Our 
goal is to develop high quality rural 
schools. Schools receive additional 
coaching and support in exchange 
for higher expectations. 

Nobalisa: Gr R-3
Early grade 
literacy 

Masakhane: Gr 4 - 7
Building strong 
language & maths 
foundations

Pathways: Gr 7-12+ 
Career guid-
ance & tertiary 
applications

Ekukhuleni: Gr 10 - 12
Science, maths & 
English support

Yenzokuhle: Gr 4 - 9
Closing gaps and 
building skills in 
maths

We choose to work at three different, but connected levels: student, school and 
system. Our student-focused programmes have a direct and immediate impact 
on student learning, while our school and systems work is often longer term and 
involves working with and through others, but is equally important if we want to 
raise achievement levels for all rural learners.

As an organisation we use these 7 questions to measure our success, with answers carefully 
supported by data - essentially our yardstick for whether we’re succeeding or not.

1.	   Are we growing the number of students we serve?
2.	   Are our students on track for success in earlier grades?
3.	   Are our students completing school?
4.	   Are our students leaving school with purpose, agency and options?
5.	   Are our alumni accessing further study or meaningful work?
6.	   Are we building an effective talent pipeline? 
7.	   Are we building a sustainable operating model?

How do we know if we’re succeeding?

Rural 
Student

Rural 
System

Rural 
School
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Mapping our impact

Axium Amajingqi Site
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17 new schools joined in 2025 

38 schools continuing from 2024 

Axium Mnqanduli Site

Coffee Bay

Hole In 
The Wall

Axium Zithulele Site

8 000
In 2025, we reached more than 8 000 learners across our 
programmes and expanded our footprint from 41 to 55 
schools across the rural Eastern Cape. Nobalisa grew to 
49 schools, while Maqanyeni Primary School and Twali-
kulu Primary School joined our Public School Partner-
ships network, growing the PSP cohort to 13 schools.

Learners across our programmes
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Message from the 
Executive Director

Looking back, 2025 feels both like the culmination 
of five years of careful growth and a bridge into a 
new chapter for Axium.

We added two schools to our Public School 
Partnerships network, bringing the total to 13, and 12 
schools to Nobalisa, 
bringing its total to 
49. Together, our pro-
grammes reached 
more than 8,000 rural 
learners across two 
education districts, 
more than double the 
number we reached in 
2021.

Reaching more 
learners matters, but we 
have always known that 
growth can come at a 

cost, whether to pro-
gramme quality, organ-
isational culture or staff 

wellbeing. Our results 
remain strong, even if 

they are not yet 
as consis-

tent as we 
would 
like. The 
Grade 
12 pass 
rate at 
both 
PSP 
high 

schools has stabilised and remains well above 
pre-partnership levels. Grade 3 learners in our 
AmaJingqi PSP schools are reading at three times 
comparative national levels, while children who have 
participated in Nobalisa for three or more years 
read at more than twice those levels. Progress has 

been slower in Grades 6 and 9, but 
our Teaching at the Right Level pilots 
are beginning to show signs of closing 
foundational gaps in English and 
mathematics.

This commitment to quality also 
meant taking a more rigorous look at 
our work. In 2025, we made our most 
intentional investment yet in strength-
ening the evidence behind Nobalisa. 
Independent research and a detailed 
programme review are helping us 
understand what is working, what needs 
to improve and how the programme 

might contribute beyond the schools Axium serves 
directly.

These questions came at an important point in 
Axium’s journey. Having completed one long-term 
growth plan, we began looking towards our next stra-
tegic phase to 2030. We remain deeply rooted in rural 
communities, but we are also thinking more carefully 
about how our experience can support government 
to strengthen education at a much larger scale. We 
have started asking what it would mean for Axium to 
become a “small giant”: not necessarily operating at 
scale ourselves, but influencing at scale.

That shift is also shaped by the realities of the 
funding environment. Like any nonprofit, we remain 
vulnerable to changes in local and international 
funding. The dismantling of USAID indirectly affected 
South Africa’s education sector, while much of the 
funding that remains is increasingly directed towards 
large-scale, government-linked work delivered at a 
low cost per learner.

“Together, our pro-
grammes reached more 
than 8,000 rural learners 
across two education 
districts, more than dou-
ble the number we reached 

in 2021.”
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Against this backdrop, we entered a difficult 
restructuring process towards the end of the year, 
resulting in the retrenchment of a third of our staff. 
After 16 years of steady growth, this was a painful 
period for the entire organisation, particularly 
because employment opportunities for young people 
in rural communities remain so limited. What carried 
us through was the conviction that a leaner, more 
sustainable Axium would ultimately be better posi-
tioned to make a lasting contribution.

Through the progress, difficult decisions and 
uncertainty of 2025, our vision remained constant: 
every rural learner leaving school with purpose, 
agency and options.

Craig Paxton
Executive Director
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Message from the Chief Operations Officer 

In 2025, our operational focus 
was on ensuring that Axium’s 
infrastructure, transport and 
leadership could support a 
growing organisation. We 
strengthened our office spaces 
and staff accommodation and 
supported maintenance and 
infrastructure work at our Public 
School Partnership schools. We 
also opened a satellite office on 
Mqanduli Road, bringing opera-
tional support closer to schools 
located far from our main site.

Transport 
remained one of 
our largest oper-
ational demands. 
We strengthened 
our vehicle fleet by 
purchasing three 
new vehicles and 
appointing addi-
tional 

drivers. This gave staff more time 
to support schools and learners 
and less time working around 
transport limitations.

The pace of recruitment at 
the beginning of the year also 
tested our systems. More than 
100 new staff members, mainly 
youth facilitators, joined Axium 
during the first quarter alone. HR 
managed their recruitment and 
onboarding while filling sev-
eral other key positions. Closer 

coordination between HR and 
Finance also strengthened pay-
roll preparation.

Alongside this, we continued 
building leadership from within 
Axium through our Emerging 

Leaders programmes and 
other training led by Central 

Education. With stronger lead-
ership at site level, we clarified 
how operational decisions 
should be made. Site leaders 
were given greater responsi-
bility for day-to-day decisions, 

while the central office continued 
overseeing procurement, trans-
port, infrastructure and matters 
carrying wider financial or rep-
utational risk. This allowed sites 
to respond more quickly while 
maintaining consistent stan-
dards across Axium.

Supporting staff and pro-
grammes across widely dis-
persed rural communities 
continued to place pressure 
on our vehicles, buildings and 
maintenance capacity. Towards 
the end of the year, funding 
pressures led to restructuring 
across Axium. We reduced costs, 
redistributed responsibilities and 
adjusted roles while keeping 
essential services running and 
retaining as much of the organi-
sation’s experience and capacity 
as possible.

In 2026, our focus will be on 
building a leaner, more sustain-
able organisation. We will test 
different ways of working with 
government and public employ-
ment initiatives and strengthen 
the systems needed to recruit, 
train and support young people 
at scale. We will also continue 
improving the infrastructure, 
transport and operational sys-
tems that allow our programmes 
to function reliably across rural 
schools. As new operational 
demands emerge, our respon-
sibility is to ensure that these 
systems remain dependable, 
sustainable and responsive to 
the people we serve.

Sithembele Zondeka
Chief Operations Officer

Growing together means ensuring that Axium’s systems, infrastructure 
and leadership can keep pace with the organisation’s work.

“Transport remained one 
of our largest operational 
demands. We strengthened 
our vehicle fleet by pur-
chasing three new vehicles 
and appointing additional 
drivers. This gave staff 
more time to support schools 
and learners and less time 
working around transport 

limitations.”
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Message from our Head of Education
Growing together in education means learners learning, leaders growing, 
and the systems around them growing too.

In 2025, our Education team focused on 
strengthening the systems behind effective class-
room practice. We conducted a mixed-method 
study into the relationship between coaching and 
learner outcomes, while adapting our training 
and coaching design for both permanent Axium 
staff and young people employed through public 
employment programmes.

This work required us to look closely at what 
happens between training and implementation. 
We developed and piloted new tools and systems 
to monitor classroom practice and the support 
provided to staff. The evidence showed that leaders 
were not able to coach as frequently as needed 
to bring about consistent changes in practice. It 
was a difficult finding, but also an important one. 
Evidence is never simply “good” or “bad.” It helps 
us see where our assumptions do not match 

reality and where our systems need to change. In 
response, we clarified coaching responsibilities, 
reviewed the tools used to support classroom prac-
tice and adapted our training strategies for staff 
entering or transitioning into new roles.

We also continued investing in the young leaders 
who form the backbone of Axium. Two Emerging 
Leaders cohorts supported new and aspiring 
leaders to build the confidence and skills needed 
to guide teams, while several coaching bootcamps 
helped staff prepare for new responsibilities. 

We do not know exactly what the future holds 
for Axium’s projects, but we know what is growing 
here is good. Our staff, many of them raised in the 
same rural communities they now serve, continue 
to teach, support and educate the children of the 
Eastern Cape, and they keep finding better and 
stronger ways to do it. Masikhule kunye.

Joanna Reynolds 
Head of Education

“We do not know exactly what 
the future holds for Axium’s 
projects, but we know what 
is growing here is good. Our 
staff, many of them raised in 
the same rural communities 
they now serve, continue to 
teach, support and educate the 
children of the Eastern Cape, 
and they keep finding 
better and stronger ways 
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Our core values

1. STRIVING FOR EXCELLENCE

This year, we stopped assuming our model 
works and started testing it. Our pilot study with 
Stellenbosch University’s RESEP unit, and our 
involvement in the Global Schools Forum’s Labs 
at Scale, pushed us to hold Nobalisa up to inde-
pendent scrutiny rather than rely only on our own 
assessment.

 
 
 
 
 
 
2. NEVER STOP
 LEARNING

We found that our leaders were not able to coach 
as often as needed, and TaRL results were lower 
than expected. Rather than soften that finding, 
we treated it as feedback and redesigned our 
coaching and training systems in the second half 
of the year.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. UNDERSTAND FIRST

Pathways tracked more than 250 learners to find 
exactly where their post-school journeys were get-
ting stuck, whether that was choosing a course, 
applying, or securing registration, accommoda-
tion or funding. Support was then aimed at that 
specific barrier.

4. DO WHAT WE SAY

In 2021, we committed to reaching more than 
10,000 rural learners by the end of 2025. More 
than 8000 learners were reached across our 
programmes.

How our eight values influenced 
decisions and delivery in 2025

What it took to grow together
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5. MASAMBENI

In PSP, Coaching Champions, principals, depart-
ment heads and teachers now give one another 
direct feedback. This moved coaching from some-
thing Axium delivers to schools towards something 
schools lead and sustain themselves.

6. CHILD-CENTRED

Axium exists to ensure that every rural learner 
leaves school with purpose, agency and options. 
This showed up clearly in Masakhane, our after-
school programme, where learners increasingly 
helped shape their own sessions. They requested 
specific topics, asked facilitators to repeat activ-
ities they enjoyed, and some even attended on 
days they weren’t scheduled to.

7. MOTIVATED MOTIVATORS

For many of our 86 new Nobalisa facilitators, this 
was their first formal job. Nearly half of them now 
see teaching as a future career.

WWWW

8. SERVANT LEADERSHIP

The hardest decision of the year, reducing our staff 
complement and consolidating our directly man-
aged schools, was made to create a leaner, more 
sustainable Axium that could serve rural learners 
for longer.
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Meet the team
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From 2 in 2009 to 350+ in 2025
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Public School Partnerships
PSPs are built on the belief that schools do best when they grow together, 
with one another, their communities and a non-profit partner like Axium.

Public School Partnerships are Axium’s long-
term partnerships with government schools. Over 
several years, we work closely with school leaders 
and staff to strengthen teaching, leadership and 
school culture. Our PSP network grew to 13 schools 
in 2025 with the addition of Maqanyeni Primary 
School and Twalikulu Primary School.

At the same time, our AmaJingqi schools began 
preparing for a new phase after seven 
years of intensive support. Moving 
some schools to a lighter-touch model 
means our team will be less involved 
in their day-to-day work while main-
taining the relationships and progress 
built over time. It also creates space 
for us to focus intensive support where 
it can have the greatest effect and 
explore opportunities in other rural 
regions.

The strongest growth this year was in leader-
ship and school culture. A new school walk tool 
gave principals and the Axium PSP team a struc-
tured way to visit classrooms together, observe 

teaching and learning, and record 
what they saw. Nine of our 13 prin-

cipals now participate in these 
walks regularly. Seeing the same 

classrooms and discussing the 
same evidence has strength-
ened school-wide account-
ability, contributing to partner 

schools that are safer, 
more orderly and 

more focused on 
the activities that 
support learning.

The AmaJingqi transition is a good example 
of Masikhule Kunye in action. The team worked 
carefully to ensure that decisions were fair, evi-
dence-based and followed a clear process. School 
Support Team meetings were held at the end of 
each quarter and attended by the full site leader-
ship team. Using school-level evidence and data, 
these meetings identified which schools were 
ready for lighter support and which still required 

Axium’s full-service 
model.

Our coaching 
approach is also 
becoming more 
school-owned. Rather 
than relying only on 
external coaches, 
we identify and train 
Coaching Champions 
from among principals, 

departmental heads, teachers and other School 
Management Team members. In 2025, 53 of these 
school-based leaders were trained and coached to 
provide real-time feedback to their peers. Building 
this capacity within schools makes improvement 
less dependent on Axium’s daily presence. The 
experience also surfaced an important challenge: 
some school leaders, particularly in Willowvale, 
were less willing to participate in coaching 
themselves.

In 2026, Hlabizulu Primary, Ntlahlane Primary, 
Dumalisile Comprehensive High and Ngadla 
Primary will move to the lighter-touch model. 
Mgxabakazi Primary, Dumalisile Primary, Jongikwezi 
Primary and Zwelinzima Primary will continue 
receiving full-service support. This approach gives 
each school the level of support it needs while pro-
tecting the progress built over the past seven years.

“In 2025, 53 of these 
school-based leaders were 
trained and coached to 
provide real-time feed-
back to their peers.”
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We are also beginning a new assessment 
partnership with the Amathole East District. Our 
Foundation Phase Coach is working with the dis-
trict’s Senior Education Specialist to co-create the 
Grade 3 isiXhosa Collaborative School Assessment 
papers for June 2026. Over time, we hope to extend 
this work to assessments across key subjects, sup-
porting closer alignment with the standards and 
level of rigour expected by the national curriculum.

Jacob Chirumanzi
Head of Schools
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Nobalisa: Early Grade Literacy
Growing together through Nobalisa means strengthening children’s 
foundations while creating opportunities for young people to learn, lead 
and serve their communities.

Nobalisa is our flagship foundational literacy 
programme. In 2025, we reached more than 8,000 
children across 49 rural schools, more than double 
the number we reached in 2021. To support this 
growth, 86 new facilitators joined our team, while 
10 facilitators and 3 mentors were promoted into 
leadership roles. All 13 began their Axium journeys 
as facilitators. This internal progression strengthens 
literacy support in schools while creating employ-
ment and development opportunities for young 
people from the same communities as the children 
they serve.

Pamela Mdlandla, one of our Site Leaders based 
at Hole in the Wall, shared what this work looks like 
on the ground:

I always say that a rural child has the same 
potential as any urban or township child. We just 
need to be patient with them. The teachers were 
warm, but honest too, about the big classes, the 
learners who struggled to show up, and roads that 
flooded so badly on rainy days that some children 
couldn’t cross the bridge to get to school.

Despite these challenges, the team kept showing 
up. Nobalisa facilitators ran reading clubs after 
school, and teachers began noticing the differ-
ence. One Grade 3 teacher at Coffee Bay Primary 
shared that her class had come first in the spelling 
bee for the first time in the school’s history.

The roads Pamela describes reflect a 
wider challenge we faced during the year. 
Nobalisa expanded into six new rural 

locations, and 12 of our schools were situated more 
than 50 kilometres from our main site. We opened 
a satellite office on Mqanduli Road to bring support 
closer, giving teams more time with facilitators, 
teachers and learners, and less time on the road.

Through our partnerships with The Learning 
Trust and Small Projects Foundation, 150 facilitators 
received stipends through the Social Employment 
Fund in 2025. Together with Nal’ibali and The 
Learning Trust, we are working towards extending 
this support to all the facilitators in the programme, 

which now includes more 
than 300 young people. The 
stipends provide an income 
and workplace experience 
while helping us retain trained 
facilitators and give learners 
more consistent support.

In 2024, we started asking 
ourselves a harder question: 
is the Nobalisa programme 
really working in the way 
we think it is? Answering it 
required a year of careful 
preparation and trust-
building with principals, 

School Management Teams and communities, 
particularly at the schools that would form part of 
the control group and not receive the intervention 
immediately.

In 2025, our pilot study with Stellenbosch 
University’s Research on Socioeconomic 
Policy unit began across 31 schools. 

Seventeen schools received 
the intervention, while 14 

formed the control group. 
Comparing literacy 
outcomes between the 
two groups is helping us 
assess the programme 
more rigorously and 
identify what needs to be 

strengthened. Our 
involvement in the 

Global Schools 
Forum’s Labs 

I have a grandchild  who is now in Grade 4 
and what I have noticed is that  her reading 
skills  have improved , she is reading flu-
ently , even when they play after school you 
would hear them singing  playing all the 
games that they were taught by Nobalisa
Mrs Nani, Macosa PS
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Gr R–3 at Scale is also helping us build a stronger, inde-
pendent evidence base for Nobalisa’s design and 
impact.

Looking ahead, we are reconsidering what 
growth should mean for the programme. In 2026, 
we will focus on a smaller, more stable group of 
schools under our direct management and intro-
duce numeracy alongside literacy for the first 
time. We also want to share the model with gov-
ernment and other organisations that can take it 
further than we could alone. We believe the Basic 
Education Employment Initiative could provide an 
important route for doing this. The next phase of 
Nobalisa’s growth will be measured not only by 
how many schools we reach ourselves, but by how 
well we strengthen the model, share what we have 
learned and support others to implement it.

Babalwa Matikinca
Nobalisa Growth 
& Logistics Manager
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Our programmes

Alongside Nobalisa and our Public School Partnerships, four connected programs 
support learners at different stages of their education. Masakhane strengthens 
English and Mathematics foundations in Grades 4-7, while Yenzokuhle helps 
learners in Grades 4-9 close gaps in Mathematics. Ekukhuleni provides additional 
support in Mathematics, Physical Sciences and English to learners in Grades 10-12, 
and Pathways helps young people in Grades 7-12 navigate their options beyond 
school. Each responds to a different point in the learner’s journey, but all share the 
same purpose: helping rural learners grow in confidence, strengthen their skills 
and move towards futures with greater purpose, agency and choice. Here is a 
snapshot of what we built together in 2025.
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