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           24 January 2019 
 
Dear Merchiston Parents, Old Boys and Friends 
 
I have taken an extract from my end of year, 2018, Prize Giving speech and amalgamated it with 
the motivation behind the decision to cease homework across our school. I do apologise for the 
length of the communication, but I am sure you will find the contents enlightening. 
 
My letter of communication is designed in two parts, one being about boarders and boarding and 
some of the antics they invariably get up to and the second part is about young boys being just 
that …. young boys! 
 
In America there is a place called Death Valley. It is the hottest, driest place in the USA … nothing 
grows there. In the winter of 2004, it rained …. 17.5cm of rain fell over a very short period of time.  
In the spring of 2005, there was a phenomenon – flowers grew so profusely that a thick carpet of 
flowers covered the valley. Thousands of people flocked to see this phenomenon. It proved that 
Death Valley wasn’t dead, but rather, was dormant.The seeds below the surface were lying in wait 
– waiting for the right conditions for growth. 
 
Fifty-something years ago I was raised in a neighbourhood where every family struggled to make 
ends meet - meals were simple and hand-me-down clothing was an accepted practice. The 
neighbourhood though was rich in opportunities for children to grow and develop. The seeds of 
growth and development for us children were germinated in a very special act that we thrived on 
… it was called PLAY! Play was serious business for us young children - and the opportunity to 
play freely was vital to our healthy development and our growing creativity. No matter who you are 
or where you live and no matter how old you are, play is a way to learn about yourself, the world 
around you and it is a good way to build relationships, social skills, physical development and 
emotional well-being. Our play presented so many opportunities for us to learn to be creative and 
to take risks as we learnt to solve problems. 
 
I clearly recall building tunnels underground and building camps in the bush near our house. You 
could become a legendary hero if you made a big enough fire in the bush forcing the local fire 
brigade to come out and extinguish the fire. I remember us 16 kids of the neighbourhood making 
badges for our jackets … the badge read, “Devil’s Disciples”. I’m sure many of the moms and 
dads, and children of other neighbourhoods, thought we were evil little creatures anyway. 

This kind of play and interaction with the neighbourhood kids, ensured special friendships; it 
developed our social skills; we were adept at being creative and more often than not, we took 
unbelievable risks. Broken bones, ‘roasties’ and the odd punch in the mouth came with the 
territory as we grew and developed.  
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A wonderful story was written late last year by The Idler (Graham Linscott) and it is entitled Zama-
Zama Days in Pietermaritzburg. He initially starts his story by giving an account of zama-zama, 
illegal miners in Johannesberg, who are working underground, digging and blasting for gold. 
Imagine – blasting near to gas lines and fuel pipelines! 

There is a fear, according to The Idler, that the FNB Stadium could be swallowed up. The 
Department of Minerals is busy investigating. He writes further: “while they are about it, they might 
care to look for evidence of zama-zama work in Pietermaritzburg many years ago. The tunnels 
must still be there”.  
 
He continues, “It happened at Merchiston Preparatory School – the ‘Merchie Mudrats’, as they are 
known because of the proximity to the uMsindusi River, at the school’s old premises between 
Burger and Prince Alfred Streets. 
 
In a corner of the grounds the boarders were encouraged to keep vegetable gardens. Then came 
the movie – The Wooden Horse about the way British Prisoners of War tunnelled their way out of 
a German prison camp, digging their way from under a wooden exercise horse over which their 
friends were vaulting. Soon a proliferation of tunnels began in the boarders’ vegetable patch, the 
mouth of each covered by a box of seedlings. One group even set out to tunnel under the 
adjoining road, Commercial Road, to come up in Oxenham’s Bakery on the other side of the road.  
 
One shudders at the recollection. One afternoon, the headmaster suddenly appeared and 
engaged a couple of boys in conversation about lettuce seedlings, quite unaware that beneath the 
seedling box was a Mudrat with a paraffin lamp, waiting to get out of the tunnel”.  
 
“Fortunately, the tunnelling craze petered out before there could be a disaster. Incidently, the 
group who were tunnelling under Commercial Road to reach Oxenham Bakery found that the 
foundations of the road were very deep and so they gave up”. 
 
The tunnelling escapades of the boarders mentioned in the story lit the spark of curiosity in these 
young boys, engaged their imaginations, they worked as teams and they were prone to taking 
risks from which they learnt valuable life lessons.  
 
So many of our boys have not been exposed to this kind of life. I believe that it is important that 
they find opportunities to interact with their friends through play and creative activities. Creativity is 
one of the most important gifts we have all been given by God and we have to learn how to 
develop this wonderful side of our lives.  
 
There are three kinds of tunnels that boys are going to face in the years to come – two are 
challenges and one is of hope.  

The first tunnel I make reference to is: TUNNEL VISION 

Having a vision is a powerful tool. It means that you are honoring your goals, aspiring towards 
them, and taking risks to expand your horizons. But sometimes our visions for ourselves subtly 
turn into tunnel vision. We can't see anything that contradicts our intentions and desires. We get 
selective perception, which limits our ability to remain open and to see things clearly. Instead of 
being present to our reality, we put the blinders on and barrel ahead towards our hopes 
and dreams. 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/motivation
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/dreaming
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Tunnel vision is when we tend to focus exclusively on a single or limited objective or view. This 
means that you are looking at one angle and are not giving consideration to anything else. The 
following story is an example of tunnel vision: 

A woman was walking through the forest when she came upon a man who was furiously sawing at 
a very thick tree. He was covered in sweat and looked exhausted — the man wasn’t making much 
progress though. 

“You seem to be determined to cut through that tree, but it appears the saw blade is blunt,” the 
woman said. “Why don’t you take a moment to sharpen it?” Barely looking up, the young man said, 
“I have to cut down this tree, and two after it, by the end of the day. I don’t have time to sharpen my 
saw.” 

Being stuck is like cutting through a tree with a blunt saw — no matter how much you try, you won’t 
make any progress. Stress and anxiety narrows our vision. Listen to those around you, even the 
dull and ignorant, they too have their story.  

The second tunnel our boys will have to face is TUNNELLING THROUGH THINGS. This means 
sticking to a task, remaining committed to it until you have completed it. You never let anything 
become so big that you can’t deal with it. How do you eat an elephant? Piece by piece! 

The final tunnel is: THERE IS A LIGHT AT THE END OF THE TUNNEL.  

Proverbs reminds us – “There is light at the end of the tunnel.” The metaphor light at the end 
of the tunnel usually refers to the first sign of ‘hope’ of escape from a hopeless situation.  It depicts 
a person trapped inside an actual tunnel, walking one foot in front of the next in darkness, 
remaining uncertain with every step until suddenly a glimmer of light becomes apparent in the 
distance. This glimmer signals the end to the doubt and uncertainty and is the first sign of a 
positive outcome. 

If we truly believe everything that's in that book, God is in control. He is working for our good. It 
doesn't mean everything is going to be smooth, but that is all we need to know. There is a light at 
the end of the tunnel. 

 
The light is an indication that a long period of difficulty is nearing an end. You are going to have to 
face many trials and tribulations and you have to deal with them unless you bury your head in the 
sand like an ostrich. You need to know though, that these difficulties will pass and they will no 
doubt also define who you are as a character. 
 
During 2018 I spent a tremendous amount of time researching the merits/demerits of homework 
and I also looked at how our boys are living their lives in this fast-paced world we live in. 
Throughout the year-long exercise I was continually struck by a single fact that kept on ringing my 
alarm bells ….. our boys are under extreme pressure. I transported myself back to my childhood 
and the afternoons and early evenings and weekends where I interacted with my family and 
friends …. it seems like another world in a bygone era. How sad for our modern children!  
 
I understand the days of my youth were before television and gaming and I am of another 
generation. The fact remains that our boys have fewer and fewer opportunities to play in the 
company of friends and learn all the life skills I have highlighted earlier in this communication. I 
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honestly believe that we as the adults have to ensure that our boys, our children, are given more 
quality with family and friends. 
 
NO HOMEWORK 
 
My main focus in this regard is from Grades 1 to 7. There certainly is a place for homework but it is 
felt that children of high school going age are more mature and are better equipped emotionally to 
deal with the rigours of working on their academics in the evenings.  
 
A concerning fact that has come through regarding primary school children is that they are under 
enormous pressure to achieve; their days are extremely busy; the demands of society and careers 
on our parents is reaching alarming levels. It is our strong belief that boys need to be boys and at 
some point in their days they need to be able to be just boys and relax and enjoy life. 
 
Traditionally at Merchiston, a Wednesday evening has been No Homework night and the proof 
has been unrivalled that this one evening of the week is prized and treasured by our boys and 
parents alike. With this as our yardstick Merchiston is embarking upon a new course …. that of no 
homework across the school! We do understand and appreciate that there are various 
philosophies and opinions regarding homework. Academic staff are serious about what they do 
and they are forever watching academic trends throughout KZN and further abroad.  
 
I have spent considerable time studying the system called homework and at the same time have 
analysed the pressures our boys are under. To this end I take the liberty of sharing a number of 
points with you. 
 
The current education system in South Africa requires staff and pupils to follow the CAPS system 
of education. It is demanding and time constraints are always under the spotlight. Deadlines and 
assessment are non-negotiables and this in turn places enormous pressure on staff and pupils 
alike. Inevitably staff of schools feel the need to use homework as a medium of ensuring pupils 
understand the curriculum better and that they learn their work. Studies world-wide show that 
there are a number of inherent drawbacks to school work being completed at home and I list a 
number of these: 

 Homework discriminates against children whose parents are not well educated, against 
parents who have English as a second language, against, essentially, parents who are not 
able to provide adequate support at home.  

 Education should level the playing field but homework has the potential to create 
inequitable learning environments. 

 Access to resources at home is unequal. 

 Parental support and tutoring, high speed internet, quiet work spaces, and role models may 
not be available or, if they are, may need to be shared with other siblings. 

 School days are extended due to the fact the sport occupies a large proportion of 
afternoons and extra coaching also dominates free time. 

 It is increasingly more prevalent that both sets of parents work long hours. 

 There are many children with barriers to learning and there are those who struggle to focus. 

 Homework is not set according to ability level.  

 Homework is a known source of stress and arguments. 

 Research shows the level of academic benefit is negligible. It is not a good investment of 
time. 
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From a Merchiston perspective it is our desire to ensure the following: 
1. Our boys have a love of learning; 
2. Our staff teach in a meaningful and creative way to ensure our boys enjoy coming to school 

and want to learn; 
3. Teaching needs to be left to the expertise of qualified teachers; 
4. The CAPS curriculum must be confined to teaching between the hours of 07h30 and 

14h30; 
5. Lesson are creative and the work covered is quality work – time is always of the essence. 

 
It is our strong contention that boys need to spend a productive day at school 5 days a week and 
that they pay particular attention to their academics. Thereafter, they attend to their sport 
commitments. Once they arrive at home we honestly believe that they need to spend quality time 
with their family and friends indulging themselves in wholesome family activities which are 
underwritten by fun and relaxation. Burnout in children is a very real thing and schools and parents 
need to heed the warning signs of stress and burnout. 
 
Merchiston fully appreciates that there will be concerns about the abolition of homework. One 
needs to bear in mind that revision and learning for assessments is not being abolished and 
neither is reading. These aspects of learning will remain a part of home – work. 
 
If we create this quality family and friend time, and make it sacrosanct, our children will develop 
better skills which are prerequisites for their adult lives. Furthermore, it is absolutely critical that 
parents work closely with the school to ensure that their children use this time, which has been 
created, to ensure their child/children interact with other children and or with moms and dads. 
 
On a closing note, there are numerous ways of assisting your child to develop critical areas such 
as self-discipline, grit and determination, responsibility and learning how to occupy one’s time 
productively. My follow up correspondence will highlight some thoughts and ideas for your bedtime 
reading. 
 
I will be monitoring the academic progress throughout the school this year and I will also be paying 
particular attention to the growth and development of our boys during this new dispensation of No 
Homework.  
 
Parents will be carefully communicated with regarding this new system. I invite you to 
communicate with me should you have any thoughts and ideas regarding the new academic focus 
and the no homework policy. This is a work in progress and with change comes challenge – and 
challenge is what makes us stronger. For this we will always be Ready Aye Ready. 
 
Yours in education. 
 
 
 
 
DAVE BEETAR 
HEADMASTER 
 
 
 


