
(1)  
An overview of the South 

African education system 



State of SA education since transition 

• “Although 99.7% of South African children are in 
school…the outcomes in education are abysmal” 
(Manuel, 2011) 

 

• “Without ambiguity or the possibility of 
misinterpretation, the pieces together reveal the 
predicament of South African primary education” 
(Fleisch, 2008: 2) 

 

• “Our researchers found that what students know 
and can do is dismal” (Taylor & Vinjevold, 1999) 

 

• “It is not an overstatement to say that South African 
education is in crisis.” (Van der Berg & Spaull, 2011) 
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Student performance 2003-2011 

TIMSS (2003)  PIRLS (2006)  SACMEQ (2007) 

TIMSS 2003 (Gr8 Maths & Science) 
 

 

• Out of 50 participating countries (including 6 
African countries) SA came last 

• Only 10% reached low international benchmark 
• No improvement from TIMSS 1999-TIMSS 2003 
• See Reddy et al (2006) 

PIRLS 2006   (Gr 4/5 – Reading) 
 

• Out of 45 participating countries SA came last 
• 87% of gr4 and 78% of Gr 5 learners deemed to be 

“at serious risk of not learning to read” 
• See Howie  et al. (2006) 

SACMEQ III 2007   (Gr6 – Reading & Maths) 

• SA came 10/15 for reading and 8/15 for maths 
behind countries such as Swaziland, Kenya and 
Tanzania 

• See Moloi & Chetty (2010) & Spaull (2012) 
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 TIMSS (2011)  prePIRLS (2011) 

TIMSS 2011   (Gr9 – Maths & Science) 

• SA has joint lowest performance of 42 
countries 

• Improvement by 1.5 grade levels (2003-2011) 

• 76% of grade nine students in 2011 still had not 
acquired a basic understanding about whole 
numbers, decimals, operations or basic graphs, 
and this is at the improved level of performance 

• See Reddy et al. (2012) & Spaull (2013) 

prePIRLS2011 (Gr 4 Reading) 

• 29% of SA Gr4 learners completely 
illiterate (cannot decode text in any 
langauge) 

• See Howie et al (2012) 

 

 

 

• NSES 2007/8/9  

• Gr 3/4/5 
• See Taylor, Van der Berg & Mabogoane (2013) 

 

• Systemic Evaluations 2007 

• Gr 3/6 

 

• Matric exams 

• Gr 12 
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“But what does this low & unequal 
performance look like in practice, on the 

ground, in the classroom?”  



NSES question 42 
NSES followed about 15000 students (266 schools) and tested them in Grade 3 (2007), Grade 4 (2008) and 

Grade 5 (2009).  

Grade 3 maths curriculum: 
“Can perform calculations 
using appropriate symbols to 
solve problems involving: 
division of at least 2-digit by 
1-digit numbers” 
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Even at the end of Grade 5 
most (55%+) quintile 1-4 
students cannot answer 
this simple Grade-3-level 
problem.  
 
“The powerful notions of ratio, rate 
and proportion are built upon the 
simpler concepts of whole number,  
multiplication and division, fraction 
and rational number, and are 
themselves the precursors to the 
development of yet more complex 
concepts such as triangle similarity,  
trigonometry, gradient and calculus” 
(Taylor & Reddi, 2013: 194) 

(Spaull & Viljoen, 2014) 
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Insurmountable learning deficits: 0.3 SD 
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Actual grade (and data source) 

South African Learning Trajectories by National Socioeconomic Quintiles 
Based on NSES (2007/8/9)  for grades 3, 4 and 5, SACMEQ (2007) for grade 6 and TIMSS (2011) for grade 9)  
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Spaull & Viljoen, 2014 (SAHRC Report) 



• 550,000 students drop out before matric 

• 99% do not get a non-matric qualification (Gustafsson, 2011: p11) 

• What happens to them? 50% youth unemployment… 
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(2)  
Mathematics content 

knowledge of SA teachers 



SACMEQ 

 Southern and Eastern African Consortium for Monitoring Educational Quality 

 14 participating countries 

 SACMEQ II (2000), SACMEQ III (2007) 

 Nationally representative 

 Testing : 

o Gr 6 Numeracy 

o Gr 6 Literacy 

o HIV/AIDS Health knowledge 

 

SACMEQ III: South Africa 

  9071 SA Grade 6 students 

  498 SA Grade 6 math teachers 

  392 SA primary schools 
 

• See SACMEQ website for research 

Background: Data 



 
But this is the 

AVERAGE Grade 6 
maths teacher. 

Extremely high levels 
of inequality in SA 

means that the 
average score hides 
the real truth. What 
does it look like if we 

disaggregate it… 
 

Maths teacher content knowledge 
(SACMEQ 2007) 

Source: Stephen Taylor 
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“But what does this low performance look like 
in practice, on the ground, in the classroom?”  



(3)  
What is the role of school 

management in addressing 

problem areas? 



Role of SMT 
• Utilizing existing capacity better. 

– There is existing capacity within schools, within groups of schools and within teacher unions 
that is currently under-utilized. 
• Master-teachers  
• Mentoring new teachers better (internships? Shadowing?) 

• Developing a collaborative culture 
– “My classroom, my kingdom” thinking is unhelpful. Develop a culture of teachers observing 

each other teach – not to catch each other out or to punish but to learn and improve.  
• “Why do you think no one seemed to understand this particular example?” 
• “What works for you?” “How do you teach this?” “How do you think I can do this better?” 

– Some teachers are better at teaching some subjects/topics than others. Teachers can learn 
from each other. We mustn’t be afraid to differentiate and say “We all agree that this teacher 
is the best at teaching XYZ topic, let them observe our teaching and help us improve” 

– Publicly recognizing exceptional teachers. At prize-giving or at big sporting days or other 
prestigious events, recognize master teachers.  

• Instructional leadership 
– Placing learning at the center of EVERYTHING that the school does. Not rugby or sports or 

anything else. The chief function of the school is learning. Everyone must know this. 
– Leading teacher development – take charge in advocating for improvements to teaching 

practices 
– Protecting instructional time 
– Setting clear learning goals 
– Understanding what is going on in your classrooms – what are teachers doing? Lesson 

observations are important, providing constructive feedback on potential improvements 
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Instructional leadership 

• Instructional leadership is about the leadership practices that create the 
conditions for enhanced teaching and learning, it is about LEADING 
LEARNING. This is the core function of every principal.  

 

• “Management in education is not an end in itself. Good management is an 
essential aspect of any education service, but its central goal is the 
promotion of effective teaching and learning…The task of management 
at all levels of in the education service is ultimately the creation and 
support of conditions under which teachers and their students are able to 
achieve learning…the extent to which effective learning is achieved 
therefore becomes the criterion against which the quality of 
management is to be judged” (Bush & Heysteck, 2007 p.73) 
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Instructional leadership 

Meta-analysis of 27 published studies of the effect of 
instructional leadership on student outcomes yielded the 
following five aspects of school leadership: 

1. Establishing goals and expectations 
• “Goals provide a sense of purpose and priority in an environment where a 

multitude of tasks can seem equally important and overwhelming. Clear goals 
focus attention and effort and enable individuals, groups and organizations to use 
feedback to regulate their performance (p. 661)” 

2. Resourcing strategically  

3. Planning, coordinating and evaluating teaching and the curriculum 

4. Promoting and participating in teacher-learning and development 
• “The leader participates in the learning as leader, learner, or both. The contexts 

for such learning are both formal (staff meetings and professional development) 
and informal (discussions about specific teaching problems)” (p663) 

5. Ensuring an orderly and supportive environment 
(Robinson, Lloyd and Rowe, 2008 p.635) 83 



“Managing to Learn” – Hoadley & Ward (2007) 

• Most SA principals described their main activity in school as 
administration and the disciplining of learners rather than 
the managing of teaching and instruction 

• Factors associated with better performance included 
– Curriculum coverage 
– Parental valuing of and support for education 
– Willingness of the SGB to help the school 
– Structuring of the school day for maximum student learning 
– Effective management of learning and teacher support materials  
– Positive relationships between staff members at the school 
– Collaboration between teachers at the school 
– School having a plan to improve students results 
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Questions that need to be answered: 

1. How will we identify “master-teachers” in the profession?  
– Teachers who are universally acknowledged to be exceptional teachers and have a desire to 

help other teachers. 
 

2. Once we have a successful “Stage 3” intervention, how will we identify teachers 
that lack content knowledge and pedagogical content knowledge and need the 
training? 
– Testing? 

•  Who creates the test? 
• At what level? Cannot be idealistic (everyone must pass matric math exam). Need to be realistic.  
• Voluntary/compulsory? 
• VERY important to stress that these tests are DEVELOPMENTAL, not PUNITIVE  

 

3. Who will provide the funding for these “master-teachers” to develop the 
professional development program?  
– DBE? Teachers need to be given a reduced teaching load (replacement-time funded by DBE?) 

so that they can develop and implement the program. 
 

4. Is it possible for the major teacher unions to collaborate? 
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Conclusion 

1. It is not an exaggeration to say that there is an ongoing crisis 
in education in South Africa. 
 

2. Severe inequalities in education translate into severe 
inequalities in society. 
 

3. It is not an exaggeration to say that there is an ongoing crisis 
in mathematics teacher content knowledge . 
 

4. Teacher unions and SMTs need to act pre-emptively. You 
know who the best teachers are. You know who should be 
developing teacher training programs. You cannot just leave 
it to universities or DBE or NGOs. We need you.  
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Thank you 
 

Comments & Questions? 
 

This presentation and papers available online at: 

www.nicspaull.com/research   
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Teacher union membership in SA 
(as at 31 December 2012) 
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Breakdown as at 31 December 2012 (Audited stats for December 2013 will be availabkle mid-year) 
These Stats include educators and a small numebr of support staff 

Union EC GP FS KZN LP MP NC NW WP TOTAL 

SADTU 45968 29307 13853 57086 43706 25750 5826 18572 12944 253012 

NAPTOSA 12508 14805 4171 7346 687 2701 934 3335 9651 56138 

SAOU 2957 8090 4925 1244 1174 2452 1581 2242 4197 28862 

PEU 380 2807 71 193 7824 1728 128 1210 0 14341 

NATU 380 580 416 25424 55 1334 0 284 0 28473 

TOTALS 16225 26282 9583 34207 9740 8215 2643 7071 13848 127814 

Thanks to Mike Myburgh (NAPTOSA) for supplying data 



Accountability: teacher absenteeism 
(SACMEQ III – 2007 – 996 teachers) 
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Teacher absenteeism 
SACMEQ III (2007) 

 
• What is the distribution 

of teacher absenteeism 
across school SES 
quintiles? 
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Figure 2: Average Grade Eight mathematics test scores for middle-income countries 
participating in TIMSS 2011 (+95% confidence intervals around the mean) 

TIMSS Maths (2011) 



How do SA’s wealthiest 20% of school perform? 

• RE Max DuPreez’s 
comments 
yesterday  that our 
Model-C schools 
are “good”, even 
by international 
stds 

• Important to 
remember size of 
SA schooling 
system (25,000 
schools, the top 
2% =500 schools!) 

• Top 1% probably, 
not top 15%  
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Dropout between Gr8 and Gr12 

• Of 100 Gr8 quintile 1 students in 2009, 36 passed matric and 10 qualified for university 
• Of 100 Gr8 quintile 5 students in 2009, 68 passed matric and 39 qualified for university 
• “Contrary to what some would like the nation and the public to believe that our results hide 

inequalities, the facts and evidence show that the two top provinces (Free State and North West) 
are rural and poor.” (Motshekga, 2014) 94 
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Qualifications by age (birth cohort), 2011 (Van der Berg, 2013) 
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Links between education & the labour-market 

1. Intervening in the labour-market (BBBEE) is too late 
– Need to do this but MORE focus on (pre) school. 

2. Social grants important to reduce abject poverty 
but cannot change inequality much 

3. Wages account for 80% of total inequality 

4. Unless you can increase the wages of black labour-
market entrants cannot change structure of SA 
income distribution  

5. (4) not possible without improving quality of 
education. 
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SOLUTION? 
 

Accountability 

AND  

Capacity 



98 



99 



100 



101 



102 



103 



104 

“Only when schools have both the incentive 
to respond to an accountability system as well 
as the capacity to do so will there be an 
improvement in student outcomes.” (p22)  



There are signs of hope… 

• The DBE has begun to focus on the basics 
– CAPS curriculum 

– Workbooks (numeracy and literacy) 

– ANAs (not without problems) 

 

• Some improvement in Gr9 student outcomes 
between TIMSS 2003 and TIMSS 2011  
– 1.5 Grade levels (but post-improvement still 

exceedingly low) 

105 


