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Setting the scene 

The first Main Maths and Science Community of Practice (CoP) of the year was held on the 21 
March 2017 and involved a diverse range of maths and science education stakeholders.  

The facilitator opened with an overview of the topics explored during 2016, recalling the key ideas 
shared by the speakers. 
  

 Prof Jill Adler of Wits University spoke about the connections between language and maths, 

the challenges of comprehension, and how language can be both a barrier and an aid to 

maths learning.  

 Prof Melanie Craven of Rhodes University described the value of using maths clubs as a way 

of exploring and addressing learning challenges and some of the underpinning problems.  

 Fiona Wallace of CozaCares described the Nolwazi kiosks which bring practical support and 

quality resources in the form of downloadable lesson plans and activities to develop new 

skills and knowledge, especially in maths and science, to primary school teachers in areas of 

weak connectivity.  

 Rael Lissoos took the CoP outside of the academic sphere, describing the innovative and 

impactful MOOV programme which uses open source online programmes to bring IT 

learning to young people, giving them the skills to take that vital first step into employment, 

or on a path of further learning.  

 

While the thread connecting these topics is maths and science from the learner perspective, the 

CoP enables a broader view and creates an opportunity for collaborating, sharing and networking 

amongst the wide range of stakeholders.   

 

 

Overview of presentation 

The guest speaker, Prof Anil Kanjee of the Tshwane University of Technology presented an inspiring 

view of the potential for assessment to improve the quality of teaching and learning for all learners, 

but especially for marginalised learners, in South Africa.  
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After examining some of the continuing problems in South Africa’s education system, Prof Kanjee 

argued that the fundamental problem is a lack of equity and quality of learning. While there are 

examples of quality, it is quality for the few, and the many learners who slip out of the system or 

are not able to function at the requisite grade level, emphasise the extent of 

the equity challenge.  

Prof Kanjee made the point that while our system is assessment focussed, it 

is measurement driven. We need to distinguish between learning and 

performance, and to recognise that in South Africa we focus attention on 

performance, and on measuring performance, rather than on learning.  

 

The potential to improve learner performance lies in the areas of curriculum, teaching, and 

assessment, and of these three the area that holds the most promise, particularly for marginalised 

learners, is assessment. However, we in South Africa tend to conflate assessment and 

measurement, and it is vital that we make a clear distinction between them. Measurement is 

related to getting and keeping scores, while assessment is a process of identifying what learners 

know and can do, and how to improve what learners know and can do.    

 

There are several challenges to using assessment effectively to improve learning. Firstly, our focus 

on measurement, which is reinforced by the (NSC) exam system and the school monitoring and 

evaluation system, does not promote classroom assessment. An effective, enabling assessment 

system would place classroom assessment at the centre, but currently, although it holds the 

greatest potential for improving learning, it is the last to be considered.  Secondly, the capacity 

within the system to use assessment to improve learning is limited. This is a crucial point – unless 

the information gained from assessing is used to improve learning, it is useless. 

 

How then can we achieve this shift in policy and practice? To correct our “data rich but information 

poor” system, Prof Kanjee suggests that the measurement focus should be linked to better ways of 

reporting that allow teachers to use the information from large scale surveys at classroom level.  At 

school and district level, evidence based reporting should focus on specific learning achieved (not 

only in terms of percentages and averages, but in terms of how many learners have actually 

improved and by how much). Most importantly, teachers need to use formative assessment 

effectively and to engage learners in the classroom and to use formative assessment effectively..  

 

Engaging learners means making sure every child feels wanted and is part of the session, and giving 

everyone an opportunity to be heard. Learners attend more closely to the lesson, and the teacher is 

The title, “Pull up your socks”, relates to unhelpful teacher comments 

that don’t support learner improvement. Prof Kanjee uses this as a 

proxy for misdirected effort within our classrooms, and contends that 

the analogy can be extended to our education system as whole. 
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better able to identify and respond to issues. Some effective techniques to enhance learner 

engagement include making sure learners know what they are learning and how to check that they 

have learnt it; using name sticks to call on learners randomly, instead of learners putting their 

hands up; and using exit tickets for quick learner feedback (e.g. one new thing I learnt & one 

question I still have).  

 

Prof Kanjee argues for a broad understanding of formative assessment as assessment that leads to 

improved learner performance, including informal questioning. Its value lies in the way teachers 

use the information gathered to benefit learners, which should include immediate direct feedback. 

To be effective, marking comments have to provide guidance on what is expected and what the 

learner can do in order to improve.  Peer assessment also features positively, provided learners 

have been shown how to engage and give feedback constructively. 

 

Two projects in the pipeline include developing a national reporting framework, in association with 

the DBE, to better engage with teachers about their learners’ results; and publishing two easy to 

use books on formative and summative assessment that teachers will be able to use in an 

integrated way with their classes, while developing their own capacity.   

 

 

After the presentation, participants raised various questions for discussion as follows: 

 

In terms of classroom practice and the focus on formative assessment and engaging learners, can 

one use strategies (especially if classes are large), such as breaking the class into groups and using 

peer teaching and peer assessment?   

Prof Kanjee highlighted that peer assessment should be part of every teacher’s assessment 

strategy, but it is important to use it effectively.  It is not just about exchanging books and marking 

each other’s work.  Learners have to be taught how to engage and give feedback constructively. 

This works well when teachers use this approach and learners follow their example.  

 

Should we have a single common assessment, or is there an argument for using differentiated 

papers?  Why do we assess gifted learners and those who are average with the same common 

assessment and in the same manner? 
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The South African society and economy needs exams, and external exams have to be standardised. 

But teachers should adapt assessments so they are relevant to the learners, just as they adapt their 

teaching. This is why is it so important for teachers to know the children they teach.  

 

Does this approach mean that assessment is driving the teaching, as opposed to the curriculum 

driving the teaching?  If assessment is driving the teaching, does assessment actually assess what 

we want to know?   

We make a clear distinction between assessment and measurement, and what this question is 

about is measurement. What is happening currently is that measurement is driving the teaching. 

We need to move away from measurement to assessment, and we need to see assessment as 

central to the teaching and learning process. Teachers need to find out immediately if learners are 

‘with them’ in the lesson. The technique to improve learning is to use assessment and direct 

feedback at the same time. We argue that assessment is teaching.   

 

Teachers also need (firstly) to identify what ‘the learning’ is in every lesson, and (secondly) how to 

evaluate it, i.e. how to engage the learners so as to know whether they are learning during the 

teaching-learning process, and (thirdly) what to do about it, if they haven’t learned it. 

 

How can teachers struggling to cope with very large, crowded classes use this approach to 

formative assessment?  

Whenever you as a teacher talk to a child, you assess that child, and when working with a group 

you can see what the individual children are doing. That is part of your assessment, and you don’t 

need to record it, or put in a score for the district official. The first step is to use a process that 

involves all the learners and ensures all of them are listening and paying attention. The second step 

is to make the purpose of the learning clear (“this is what we are learning, and this is how you will 

know you have learnt it”). The third point is to mark less but to make meaningful comments so that 

learners can do something about gaps and errors. If you are teaching properly you are assessing all 

the time. 

 

 

Discussion   

 

After the presentation, participants were asked to engage with two questions. The first question 

addressed was - what, in your opinion, are the challenges of equity versus quality in education?  

Assessment is also important for building teachers’ knowledge. Teachers accumulate 

knowledge over the years  from the answers that learners give and the types of questions 

that they ask, which guides teachers in terms of what they need to teach and how they 

use that knowledge to deal with typical problems that learners might have. 
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 Would a push towards equity mean a loss of quality and vice versa? After unpacking the terms, 

the group concluded that equity and quality in education are not opposing concepts. Quality in 

education is about value (i.e. not narrowly focussed on high achievement). Equity is about 

fairness and impartiality, and can sustain the idea of differential inputs in order to achieve 

equality of outputs. The two concepts are related: equity is necessary for quality education, and 

quality education must lead to equity. 

 Assessing the whole class provides information for evaluating the quality of teaching; to 

evaluate the quality of learning, where the output is about equity, one has to assess learners 

individually to obtain information that is 

more specific and detailed.  

 Systems, processes and resources – and the 

intelligent use of resources – are all 

necessary for quality education, and relate to 

the quality of both input and outcomes. 

 When writing comments it is important to 

assess learners according to their own 

achievements and to applaud progress and improvement.  Positive remarks that help learners 

to focus on their own performance are motivating.  

 

On the question of challenges of equity versus quality in education participants had the following to 

say:  

 Most teacher development interventions are directed towards priority schools (schools that are 

failing). In terms of equity, meaning fairness to all, the interventions should not just focus on 

weak schools but should be across the board – there would be so much more improvement.  

 Quality education refers to deep learning, i.e. learning for understanding, for reasoning, and 

where learning can transfer to other situations. This is often not happening in our classrooms, 

because teachers focus on procedures and compliance.  

 Teachers need to use appropriate language that will enable them to reach learners, and to 

unpack concepts so they are fully understood by the learners. 

 Formative assessment is context based and should not be prescriptive. It is important to use a 

variety of strategies, such as peer and self-assessment, but how to do this effectively is not 

universally understood or applied.  

 Teachers’ content and pedagogical content knowledge is critical for both equity and quality. The 

issue is whether teachers have the knowledge to use questioning effectively to find out what 

learners know so they can scaffold the learning, and to create learning opportunities. It is also 

debatable whether they have the knowledge to support the development of concepts and 

processes within the learners, and to evaluate this.  

 

 

 

Our policy focus on measuring performance 

makes it difficult for teachers to achieve 

equity because they have to provide the 

kind of performance that is expected of 

them. This is a major challenge to achieving 

equity and quality. 
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Participants’ reflections 

 

 

 

 

 

Facilitator’s reflections on the CoP  

 

In her reflection, the facilitator highlighted that Professor Kanjee had opened up some key aspects 

of the debate around assessment. She noted that we need to challenge the prevailing attitudes 

towards assessing performance and counteract the negative effects of focusing on measurement 

for the sake of all learners, but especially because of their detrimental impact on the learning and 

performance of marginalised learners.   

 

The facilitator remarked that South Africa is assessment focussed but measurement driven and 

posed a number of questions challenging the status quo– for example, what does a 75% matric pass 

rate actually mean? Is our pass rate good or bad? We are data rich but information poor – we have 

the statistics, but do we interpret them to find out what exactly they mean? She encouraged NGOs 

to push agendas and collaborate, and for funding organisations to make their voices heard.   

 

In conclusion, she emphasised the need to get to grips with what the fundamental issues are in our 

classrooms, within teaching, and in our organisations. We have to refocus our attention on 

formative assessment and learner engagement, in order to understand what is happening with our 

At the end of the meeting, CoP members commented on what they might take forward from the 

meeting into their own contexts.  

 

 Engaging with the purpose of assessment – assessment should check for the implementation of 

the knowledge gained. The key is to create a balance between memory and meaning.  

 The need to involve all learners in lessons and ways of doing this.  

 In terms of effective formative assessment, the need for teachers to engage learners on a daily 

basis, and to know what they want to achieve in their lessons and are looking for from their 

learners. 

 Techniques such as exit tickets and their value for keeping learners involved and finding out 

what they learnt from the lesson. 

 Using peer assessment and teaching learners to give constructive feedback. 

 Starting by finding out what learners know about an area and scaffolding on that. 

 The value of journals as a way of learning about the children and their experiences, and as a 

basis for continuous assessment. 

 The importance of balance when assessing, and of avoiding a narrow focus on right/ wrong and 

good/ bad.  

 The importance of using carefully worded comments to give constructive feedback, and the 

need to guard against detrimental effects of language.  
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children. We have to look at equity in terms of helping those children who are least able to cope. 

Item analysis is one way to start improving marks and equity.   

 

 

 

List of Participants 

 

Name Organisation Name Organisation

Alexandra Trinder-Smith Private Monde Kazeni University of Johannesburg

Beatrice Ngulube TUT Mpho Masedi Braamficher Primary School

Benter Okelo BRIDGE Innovation in Learning P.S Masiteng Dalpark Primary School

Clerence High school Pat Sullivan Facilitator

Cronje Click Foundation Patricia Mokgosi TUT

Diana Kamau BRIDGE Innovation in Learning Peter Glover Independent Consultant

Duduzile Ngoepe PROTEC Prof Anil Kanjee Tshwane University of Technology

Edcent Williams Independent Consultant Randy Mremi Funda Afrika

Elza Hattingh North-West University Rufus Wesi Sasol Inzalo

Emmanuel Libusha University of Johannesburg Salosh Govender Unisa

Irene Miya Izibuko Primary School sizakele Mphatsoe Kagiso Trust

Jayna Chiman Pearson Institute of Higher EducationSydney Hadebe IBM

Jaynil Govan Private Tumelo Moloko Educhange and Research Foundation

Jenny Dry IBL Lindela Makumsha Tamaho Primary School

Lolo Maphophe IKEF Foundation Roger Skidow Merseta

Maggie Josko Girls and Boys Town Gumbi Pearl Braamficher Primary School

Margaret Balazi Girls and Boys Town Ntombela Samantha Braamficher Primary School

Margie Vorwerk Phalane Ananias Braamficher Primary School

Marissa Rollnick Wits  

 


