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Principals Upfront is a platform where school leaders come together to share information and working practice 

about different facets of school leadership.  

The first dialogue of 2017, Educational Journey to Matric: A Data Analysis of the 2016 Matric Results was held 

on 1 March 2017 at the Matthew Goniwe School of Leadership and Governance. This dialogue overview 

highlights the key themes and issues discussed, giving readers a taste of the perspectives and concerns of the 

speaker, the panellists and the audience.  

 

 

THE 2016 MATRIC RESULTS – ARE WE HEADING IN THE RIGHT DIRECTION?  

Dr Beverley Damonse of the National Research Foundation unpacked the 2016 NSC 

results, comparing them with previous years and using the data to identify trends 

that address the question of whether our education system is improving over time.  

Dr Damonse notes that the system is highly complex, with success depending on a 

range of different factors, some within and some outside of our control. While there 

has been some progress in terms of access, participation and retention, gains in 

performance have been slow, and the significant underlying issues are crucial for 

understanding the full picture. 

Key data sets that speak to the health of the system relate to the number of bachelor 

passes and the number of learners passing maths and science. Content knowledge, 

cognitive demand and language skills are also key drivers within the system. 

In terms of access and retention, the results from 2008 to 2016 show that more 

learners (including more girls) are reaching grade 12 and enrolling as full time 

candidates for the NSC, although far too many learners are still getting lost on the 

way. Of every 100 learners who start school, about 60 write the NSC exam and about 37 pass. We also need to 

factor in the number of grade 11 progressed learners, and that over 40% of those who reach grade 12 have 

repeated at least one grade, and possibly up to three grades along the way.  

In terms of performance, there has been a marginal increase in the pass rate in 2016. The DBE views the results 

as a sign that the system is maturing and stabilising. It is also possible that earlier interventions to improve 

performance are now taking effect and that the pass rate could begin to increase.  

What is wanted is for both participation and pass rate to increase, at the same time.  
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Keynote Address 

Dr Beverley Damonse 

“The pass rate is a very blunt instrument. As a percentage it doesn’t say much, or give us much with 

which to measure the very complex educational challenges we face in this country. Instead of getting 

into debates over small changes in the percentage of the pass rate, we should be having the hard 

conversations about what the pass rate means on the ground.” Dr Beverley Damonse 

Click here to view 

the presentation 

http://www.bridge.org.za/knowledgehub/2016-matric-results-heading-right-direction-comparative-look-trend-data/


Dr Damonse contends that comparing the pass rate by province is not helpful, as it assumes all provinces start 

on an equal footing for success in a competitive order, and we know this is not the case. We may also ask 

ourselves what kinds of behaviour this emphasis on the pass rate actually produces within in the system. 

In 2016 about 27% of candidates who wrote the NSC achieved bachelor passes. A notable development is that a 

greater proportion of bachelor passes are now being achieved by learners attending quintile 1- 3 schools. For the 

sake of the country the percentage of bachelor passes should be much higher, and at the current rate the NDP 

target of 300 000 bachelor passes per year by 2030 will 

not be reached. 

A particular challenge in terms of bachelor pass numbers 

is the system’s capacity to fulfil the expectation it is 

creating that if learners achieve a bachelor pass, they will 

be going to university. This is not the case, as nearly all 

university programmes have additional entrance criteria. 

Another concern is the low number of learners with maths 

and science who qualify for bachelor passes. This has 

implications for both fields of study and post graduate 

education. Furthermore, while 50% in maths is sufficient for a bachelor pass, competitive entry requires at least 

60%. The very small number achieving this score represents a significant blockage in the system that, unless it 

can be released, will have serious consequences for the country. On a positive note, more candidates are sitting 

for both science and maths, and the pass rate for both science and maths has increased.  

There has been a steady decline in the number of passes in maths literacy, but in the period 2010 – 2015 over 

4000 learners achieved distinctions, suggesting they could have done maths itself and scored more than 50%. 

What does this mean for individuals and the system?  Does it reflect schools or provinces channelling learners 

towards maths literacy as a means of improving percentages? 

In terms of the supply of skills, the emphasis on universities, together with the quality problems in the TVET 

sector (as well as the limitations in maths and science) means that as a country we are missing much needed 

higher level technical skills. The limited number of maths and science passes also has implications for individuals 

in terms of their future career prospects. Graduates in the engineering field, for example, have better access to 

employment and more diverse career opportunities as their skills allow them to move into other occupations 

and sectors (e.g. 31% of engineering graduates work in the financial sector).  

Another major problem is the poor educational foundation of many of those who achieve bachelor passes. This 

is evident from the high failure rate for 1st years, the high dropout rate, and the extended time taken to 

completion in both the university and the TVET systems. 

 

 

In closing, Dr Damonse reiterated that socio-economic status continues to impact severely on learning and 

performance and that matric achievement remains highly unequal. While there have been improvements in 

some areas, the slow pace of progress, particularly in maths and science, the poor climate in many schools for 

teaching and learning, the implications of a 30% pass mark, and the educational supply mismatch in terms of 

STEM graduates remain as major problems to be addressed.  

The focus must be on improving the quality of the system, and on providing quality education to all. 

“It is not what happens in the matric year, but what went on before, that really matters. The 

improvement in TIMSS results points to early childhood development and foundation phase learning 

as the key areas to emphasise, if we are to change performance.” Dr Beverley Damonse 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mrs Elizabeth Masemola, principal of Zonkizizwe Senior Secondary School, 

Kathelong, explained that in her view learning gaps have to be assessed against the 

background and circumstances of the learners.  

Zonkizizwe Senior Secondary School serves a community where unemployment is 

exceptionally high, and learners have to contend with severe social and economic 

issues. Many learners are categorised as orphaned and vulnerable, are destitute, 

suffer from diseases such as HIV, or are living without their parents, having migrated 

from other provinces so as to have access to better quality schooling. 

Learning gaps also have to be looked at in terms of the requirements of the system. 

Currently either maths or maths literacy is required as a passing subject. Do we have 

the capacity and the culture to make maths, or maths literacy, compulsory?  

Problems in maths can already be seen in primary school, where teachers are not coping. It is difficult to 

understand why we in South Africa are so focussed on maths and science – these subjects are not for every 

child, as not everyone has the capacity to deal with maths.  So the gaps also arise because of the overemphasis 

on subjects which ordinary people are not able to access. 

English, as the language of teaching and learning, is a major gap. There is also a need to have psychologists 

assess whether all learners in the school are capable of accessing the education we provide – it is so linear, that 

it is not able to cater for the diversity of abilities we have in our schools.   

There are significant gaps and schools might not be able to address them if the system continues as it is. 

 

 

Some important contributors to learning gaps: 

 A lack of parental involvement – in the community this school serves, children tend to be ‘dumped’, with 

the expectation that the school will provide care and uniforms, and ensure that learners pass. Parents 

must be encouraged to be more engaged and to contribute in kind. 

 Learners play the system – for example, “I failed grade 7 therefore I may not fail grade 9”. If learners see 

themselves as receivers of the service, they expect to be provided with everything without effort on 

their part. This is a reason for the high number of progressed learners. 

 The language we use – the manner in which we say things affects our learners and turns them into 

passive recipients. Schools have to change the language, to encourage learners to use their effort and to 

put in something of their own, in order to achieve more than they have.  

Input from the Panellists 

The themes of the educational journey and ways of improving learner performance and matric results were 
explored further by the panellists who have had to deal with a number of learning gaps and other challenges in 
their respective school situations. 

Panellists were asked to respond to the following questions: 

 What are some of the learning gaps (if any) that you have discovered at your school? 

 How do you think the learning gap/s came about? 

 How are you as a leader (and the school) addressing the gap/s? 

 What kinds of external support will help you address the gap/s more effectively? 

Mrs Elizabeth Masemola 

“We need to look over and above learning capabilities 

at how social and economic issues in the community 

contribute to suppressing the abilities of our learners.” 
Mrs Elizabeth Masemola 



 

 

Ways in which the school addresses the gaps: 

 We start the year by making learners aware of where they are and where they want to be, and enter 

into performance contracts with them. They decide what they want to achieve, set targets and commit 

to improvements. We also give them assessment dates and information for the different learning areas, 

so that they can prepare towards assessment.  

 At the end of each term we review the targets, looking at what went wrong if they were not achieved, 

and what can be done to get back on track.  

 We reach out to parents and guardians to involve them in supporting the learners to reach their goals. 

 We don’t accept less than 40% as a pass.  

By these means the school has succeeded in improving its matric pass rate from 32% in 2009 (the first matric 

class) to 93% in 2015. 

The school has a number of partners who assist with resources and interventions that improve the quality of the 

education it provides and its learners’ quality of life. These include organisations that work with learners on 

social issues; TeachSA graduates in maths and science; government (the DBE’s provision of meals and the DSD’s 

provision of uniforms) and business.  

The school also has a relationship with Dr Muavia Gallie who assists it to address learning problems and to plan 

appropriate learning paths for its learners. “We understand that it is not possible for all learners to do well in 

maths and science, so we look for other fields where they will be better suited, and encourage them to do well 

in the social sciences,” explained Mrs Masemola.  The school tries to avoid any discrimination between learners 

in terms of affordability, and its partners help a great deal in this respect.  

 

 

Mrs Waahida Tolbert-Mbatha, co-founder and principal of Kgololo Academy, 

Alexandra 

Kgololo Academy is a fee paying primary school. It opened in 2015 with 40 learners in 

grades pre-R and R, and is adding a grade per year. Fees of approximately R900 per 

child per month cover half the costs and the school fund-raises the other half. 

Learners are taught in both English and isiZulu. 

With children entering into the learning environment early, the school aims to 

address challenges relating to background and circumstances before they become 

significant gaps. Language is the biggest challenge faced so far. When the children enter the learning 

environment there is already a gap in that they have a very limited vocabulary (i.e. a low number of words) in 

their mother tongue. 

Children have also not received much intellectual stimulation, so this area has to be made up. While there has 

been a lot of education in communities like Alex around how to keep children physically healthy, there has not 

been much education around how to stimulate children intellectually during their early years, when the child’s 

brain is primed for learning, for example by talking to and reading to them. If children don’t engage with text 

 

“To get a clearer picture when we unpack matric statistics we need to convert the percentages to numbers, 

and to look at these numbers across racial, gender and economic lines. The fact is that most learners in the 

failing bracket are black, and provinces with large rural areas are at the bottom.” Mrs Elizabeth Masemola 

Mrs Waahida Tolbert-Mbatha 



and numeracy in their early years, it will be more challenging when they are older to close those gaps. 

Preventing these gaps from forming is a matter of educating parents.  

The school uses a range of different resources and solutions to close gaps and set the learners up for success:  

 Eliminating as many physical barriers to learning as possible, for example by proving healthy meals to 

make sure children aren’t hungry and are able to concentrate.  

 Making sure they have committed teachers who are able to deliver high quality education, through 

rigorous selection and by supporting them with weekly professional development sessions to improve 

their teaching practice and team meetings to address learner issues. 

 Conducting regular assessments, analysing the results, and re-teaching where needed. 

 Providing academic and social support for learners – this includes bringing in counsellors to assist 

children whose circumstances have caused additional challenges.  

 Engaging parents as partners into the school community, making a concerted effort to reach those who 

are not educated, and upskilling parents on ways of engaging with their children.  

The school is also working towards being more inclusive and doing more to assist learners who have special 

needs. They have connected with several organisations which provide free services, for e.g. occupational 

therapy and parent-child counselling and therapy. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Members of the audience formed groups to discuss issues. Here is a selection of questions, comments and panel 

responses that explore more fully some of the issues raised by the speaker and the panellists.  

 

 

 

 

Contact with industry partners has highlighted the need for schools to encourage learners to follow the TVET 

route and to become technicians and artisans.  

However, schools need to be aware that the quality of TVET colleges varies considerably, and that they need to 

identify colleges that are able to deliver. This includes providing learner support and practical training to enable 

learners to develop the kinds of skills required. Colleges that have formed relationships with industry and 

business generally offer a higher standard of training. 

Questions, Comments and Panel Responses  

Several questions and comments related to TVET colleges:  

 the stigma around TVET colleges and vocational education in general  

 the challenges in terms of systems, human resources, quality and delivery, and the need to address these 

challenges in order to relieve the pressure on universities and provide technical skills 

 the need for advocacy with learners, parents and teachers  



The negative perceptions of TVET are due to the failure of the TVET system to overcome the problems in the 

way it operates. The TVET system first has to right itself and when that happens, through advocacy, through 

proof of systems that work, and through communication that says there are other ways of learning that are 

acceptable, there will be less emphasis on the universities. But we should not rely only on that – we also need to 

advocate for entrepreneurship and to create a mindset for young people of their ability to achieve in the 

entrepreneurial area.  

It is important to learners to have options, and for them to be able to make an informed choice. For this we may 

need to change the way we frame TVETs, so that they are not just perceived as being for learners who didn’t get 

a bachelor pass. It is also important that we don’t push a particular race or class towards a particular track.  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The system as a whole from grade R up to university level does not have sufficient coherence.  The DBE and 

DHET need to work together to ensure coherence, so we can achieve what is needed. Until 2014 the system 

worked well, and the NSC was able to have follow-through. Schools understood Umalusi’s role as the quality 

assurer, assessment and moderation were in line with expectations and school-based assessment was carried 

out, with school-based support teams and so on.  

Schools can use pass requirements to benefit learners and to achieve higher pass rates. For example, 

maintaining the higher GET pass requirements throughout the FET phase will accustom learners to a higher 

standard and enable them to achieve bachelor passes. 

Some primary school promotion requirements are difficult to support:  

 We recognise that learners have different strengths and abilities, with some not coping in maths. Yet 

promotion requires a pass in maths, so that learners who do very well in languages but fail maths, do not 

progress.  

 We apply language concessions that allow learners from other African countries to progress to the next 

grade, but do not allow concessions for South African learners who move to a different part of the 

country, and do not speak the First Language offered by schools in that area.  

Is there any possibility of changing the promotion requirements to take situations of this kind into account?  

Language of instruction: 

 Our education system is good, but needs people who believe in it and can deliver.  The challenge is to 

start addressing issues early, in the Foundation Phase.  

 One of the main issues is language. We must not make language the excuse for poor performance. We 

should not view English as a barrier to learning - English is a unifying language and children want to learn 

and use English.  

 We should teach maths in English right from the start of the Foundation Phase, as the transition to 

English in grade 4 creates serious problems. 

Maths and maths literacy: 

 Many teachers come from the old school of thought that maths is difficult, and pass on their negative 

attitudes to learners.  

 Children are naturally ‘good with gadgets’, which shows they have the ability to engage with maths 

concepts.   

 Schools should push people to achieve to the best of their ability, in order for more people to gain 

qualifications that will take our country forward.  It is true that people are different, but we need to set 

children up to achieve success, and for this they need maths, not maths literacy. 



Right now language is a barrier but not an obstacle. In many cases learners who do not pass other subjects still 

manage to pass the languages. But language does have a significant impact, especially in urban areas. As a 

temporary solution, multilingual schools can relieve the effects of language as a barrier by:  

 Teaching in whatever language or combination of languages reaches the learners.  

 Using the learners’ home language as their First Language. While English is more powerful, learners pass 

their home languages better – it is easier to get a good NSC pass for African languages than for English. 

 

 

 

 

 

CLOSING THOUGHTS 

In summing up the various strands of the dialogue, Professor Anne McLennan of 

the Wits School of Governance reflected on the following points.  

We are making progress – while it has been slow, improvements are starting to 

show. Change takes time and requires sustained effort. 

To really understand learning gaps and their causes we should be looking back to 

children’s early years, and at the ways in which social and economic deprivation 

affect the experiences that children bring to school. In terms of addressing gaps 

and progressing learners, this suggests that there is a need to approach maths 

and language more creatively.  

Where learning gaps are structural or relate to the system as a whole, extra support and partnerships are 

needed to enable principals and schools to push harder to close those gaps, particularly in impoverished 

communities.  

It is tremendously important to build learners’ self-belief and for them to take some responsibility for their own 

learning. Getting learners to set goals for themselves and having an expectation that they will perform and will 

go on to achieve in their lives, changes the language in schools. 

It is vital for teachers, schools and principals to communicate with and support parents and guardians to become 

involved in building their children’s futures. Ideally this should start early and continue beyond matric. 

 

Date of next Principals Upfront Dialogue: 17 May 2017 

 

 

 

 

 

“To improve the quality of teaching and learning, let’s involve the learners, let them be part of what 

they want to learn, and encourage them to own it. Let’s find out from them if we are doing the right 

things. If we are to improve, what is it that we must do?  

Don’t be afraid to be criticised – just take the comments, work out what has been negative in your 

teaching and make it positive, and move forward with your learners.” Mrs Elizabeth Masemola  

For more information on the Principals Upfront Dialogue Series, contact Patience Voller at Patience@BRIDGE.org.za 
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