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Focus group of the Community for Effective Practice – Maths and science learner support  

Summary of the Learner Selection and Programme Design Focus Group Meeting 

29 May 2012  

11h00 to 14h00 

VIP Boardroom, Sci-Bono Discovery Centre, Newtown 

Dear Community Member 

The second meeting of the Learner Selection focus group for 2012 was facilitated by Barbara Dale-

Jones of BRIDGE with assistance from Carlene Gonzo and Lethabo-Thabo Royds. The following 

members of the focus group also attended: 

Alexandra Education Council   Carol Wyeth  

Department of Basic Education   Gumani Mudau 

Gauteng Department of Education  Leonore Hermanus  

Girls and Boys Town    Bheki Mdzikwa  

ISASA     Ros Jaff  

ISASA     Gwen Williams  

ISASA     Madeleine Hayhurst 

Khulisa      Jennifer Bisgard  

Make a Difference Foundation  Linda Geldenhuys  

RMB Fund    Yvette Nowell  

SAQA      Edcent Williams  

Sci-Bono     Hemant Waghmarae 

Sci-Bono     Lali Naidoo  

Student Sponsorship Pgm   Laurence Corner  

University of KwaZulu Natal  Paul Hobden 

Wits University     Landi Mashiloane  

Wits University     Megan Reeves 

Wits University     Femi Otulaja 

Zenex Foundation    Lettie Miles 

 

In this session, three presenters shared valuable information on learner selection including the 

impact of selection on National Senior Certificate results, implementers’ responses to evaluation 

feedback and a funding organisation’s response to evaluation feedback.  

 

Learner selection in general 

Professor Paul Hobden of the University of KwaZulu Natal opened the discussion with his reflections. 

Paul is a maths and science educator with many years experience in tertiary institutions. He has also 

led organisations in the non-profit sector and acted as an evaluator of non-profit initiatives. His 

presentation focused on learner selection.  
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Professor Hobden argued that the purpose of selection should be clear. The programme 

implementer should be able to draw a line between the selection criteria applied and the desired 

learner outcome. Once this is purpose is clearly understood, it is possible to recruit the most 

appropriate learners for a learner support intervention by utilising the most revealing tools to find 

these pupils.  

 

Learner backgrounds are diverse and thus selection methods cannot be uniformly applied across the 

board. There are variations among where learners come from and this often has a direct impact on 

the type of intervention from which they can benefit the most. Observation of evaluation data 

Professor Hobden has worked with shows that the best predictors for success are different for 

different groups of learners. On the one hand, for those learners coming from functional schools, 

often former model C schools, high maths scores are a good predictor that the learner will be a 

successful beneficiary of a support intervention. On the other hand, for learners from disadvantaged 

backgrounds and less-resourced schools, language is better predictor of whether or they are likely to 

pass the NSC exam well.  

 

Despite these assertions, some learners are unpredictable, Hobden cautioned the focus group. 

Selectors do not have a predictor of undetected talent and potential; the current tests simply 

confirm what we already know about a learner’s current ability. He suggested that it is potentially 

time to include new tests, for example aptitude and reasoning tests, into the selection regimen in 

the hope that these will show selectors some of the latent qualities programme candidates may 

possess.  

 

There appear to be significant learning and subject-content gaps, even for those learners selected 

for after-school and Saturday School interventions. Many learners are not conversant with 

important elements of the curriculum in their grade. This means most learner support programmes 

need to engage in some remedial work before any enrichment work can take place. 

 

The most challenging observation Professor Hobden made is the fact that current learner support 

interventions are not able to make significant changes to learner performance trajectories. In many 

cases, learners maintain the levels of success that they had been achieving but rarely make 

significant changes in an upward direction. It is time to change our learner selection approaches in 

order to reach and enrich learners in a manner that will result in a significant shift in Matric results.  

 

Combining learner selection with learner support: ISASA Maths and English Programme 

Ros Jaff is Programme Manager of the Maths and English Programme at Independent Schools 

Association of South Africa (ISASA). This programme aims to increase the pool of disadvantaged 

learners with university passes in Maths and English. It hopes to achieve this by identifying learners 

with potential, placing them in independent schools and providing them with support services that 

enable them to succeed in the grade 12 exam and beyond.  

 

Ros shared the results of a formative evaluation process carried out on the Maths and English 

programme in 2009 and ways in which the programme has evolved to serve better the learners on 

the programme. In order to recruit learners for the programme, prior to the evaluation regional and 

local papers carried advertisements; a screening process was carried out on the applications using 
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current school marks which are 60% or higher and family income. The applicants went through 

English tests  that showed their reading age, comprehension and writing skills. They also wrote 

Maths tests that assessed mathematical knowledge, appropriate skills for grade 9 and the ability to 

solve problems mathematically. Finally, the learners underwent an interview process which 

eventually matched them with an appropriate school for placement. 

 

The evaluation process was designed to examine whether the intervention was achieving its 

objectives and whether it was cost-effective. A combination of baseline, formative and summative 

elements was incorporated into the evaluation. The findings of the process were noted and the 

programme is actively working on solutions to some of the issues raised.  

 

1. Due to the limited number of learners with quality results, at times compromises were made 

allowing learners with marks lower than 60% to enter the programme. Given the eventual 

effects on NSC results, the evaluators recommended that only learners with entrance test scores 

of 50% or above should be accepted onto the programme. The programme immediately began to 

apply this policy.  

 

2. English proficiency is a key part of learners succeeding in the programme. The programme now 

promotes opportunities for pupils to acquire effective English communication and reading skills. 

It achieves this through placement in programmes where English is considered a first language 

medium as well as extracurricular activity like public speaking.  

 

3. Critical reasoning ability is a key issue among the learners. In response, since 2009 critical 

thinking tests have been included in the selection regimen of the Maths and English programme.  

 

4. Although the programme has a mentorship element, evaluators found that mentor support was 

inconsistent. In response, the programme has now formalised mentorship activities. Mentors 

know what is expected of them through a defined professional development path. The 

programme implementers conduct advisory meetings with mentors in which expertise and 

insights are shared.  In addition, the mentorship activity is supported through a school allowance 

that covers any costs arising as result of interactions. A standardised quarterly reporting cycle 

compels mentors to submit detailed learner progress reports.  

 

5. Evaluators also uncovered basic skills deficits among the learners on the programme. Early 

detection of the deficits goes a long way to helping learners catch up. The programme now uses 

international benchmark tests and basic skills tests, which were created by ISASA staff, to 

identify areas where students are weak. The programme then works in conjunction with schools 

to ensure that students “at risk” are supported individually in maths, physical science and 

English.  

 

6. The learner support programme, especially camps, adds great value to the programme. The 

programme has therefore made the camps a permanent feature of the programme. Camps bring 

together learners on the programme from various schools. It is also a central event that allows 

the programme to conduct progress tests, for example.  
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7. It is essential to assess each learner in relation to school group averages. The programme has 

begun reviewing each learner’s performance against his/her peers, as recommended.  

 

8. Positive impact of boarding was underlined. The programmes implementers now actively 

promote boarding schools and assist their learners to gain entry into boarding school, where 

possible. This offers selected learners a positive environment where all the important resources 

are provided: food, accommodation and a good study environment, among others.  

 

Ros and her colleagues explained that, when learners enter the ISASA schools at grade 10, they are 

often faced with many challenges in their new environment. Many have not received a quality 

education up to that point and so marks often drop during the transition period. Some pupils take 

new subjects like Chemistry, Physics or English as a home language where it was previously a first 

additional language. The Targeted Academic Intervention programme tackles these issues. The 

intervention is diagnostic in nature and seeks to identify knowledge gaps or misconceptions for each 

pupil’s needs. The identified gaps are then tackled in small groups or individually in a hierarchical 

manner. This builds learners’ confidence and ensures that any incorrect learning can be rectified 

early.  

  

The programme results attained by learners since the evaluation were shared. Grade 10 pass rates 

have gradually improved; students with bachelors entry grade passes rose from 82.5% of the 

programme cohort in 2009 to 98.14% in 2011; similar improvements applied to the grade 11 

cohorts. Most notably, the grade 12 NSC results showed gradual improvement, overall pass rates for 

the group remain over 94%, while the bachelor grade pass rate rose from 48.1% in 2009 to 77.2% in 

2010 and even higher to 80% in 2011. It seems clear that a combination of improved selection 

methods and ongoing learner support has contributed to these improvements.  

 

Learner selection and social investment funding 

The Zenex Foundation focuses its work in education in a number of key areas including teacher 

development, whole school development, learner development, and research and development. 

The foundation’s key strategic objective is to increase the number of learners with quality passes in 

maths, English and science at Bachelor’s level. The foundation hopes to assist 1650 learners over a 

ten year period, 80% of whom should acquire Bachelor’s degree passes.  

 

Lettie Miles, Programme Manager at the Zenex Foundation, shared the funder’s perspective. Over 

time the Foundation’s framework for education work has come to focus its analysis on the learner 

and a holistic view of his or her development. Lettie explained that targeted interventions, remedial 

and academic extension activities and tertiary access support for the learners are now part of the 

strategy going forward.  

 

The ISASA Maths and English programme is a recipient of the Zenex Foundation’s grants, and the 

evaluation findings have informed its future thinking. For instance, although selection methods have 

been found wanting in some ways, the Foundation continues to support learner selection for the 

various programmes it funds. The Foundation will continue to select learners based on socio-

economic circumstances, maths and English test marks and grade-specific tests. It does, however, 

acknowledge that it is ideal to create a combination of selection methods that will give each 
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prospective learner a chance to benefit. New measures will also be considered such as a review of 

educational disadvantage, critical thinking (which ISASA has already started utilising) and interviews 

for learners and their parents. Learner attitude, resilience and coping skills will also be used to 

identify learners for selection into programmes.  

 

Evaluation findings are used to inform funding strategies across all of the Zenex Foundation’s learner 

development programmes. For example, the Foundation will now focus on strengthening existing 

projects and will not take on any new projects; it will support the improvement of selection 

procedures; a differentiated approach will now be used to admit and develop learners in the support 

programmes and, finally, tracer studies will be used to monitor the impact of the interventions.  

  

In working with communities for effective practice, Bridge has the following objectives: 
 

 The contribution of the community to the whole system; 

 Creating common purpose, peer support and trust among stakeholders; 

 The maximising of resources by the community; 

 The spread of effective practice within the community and its associated stakeholders 
(horizontal integration); and 

 The vertical integration of policy and practice. 

 

This meeting is a good example of an instance spreading of effective practice within the community 

and its associated stakeholders. Professor Hobden, the Zenex Foundation and ISASA generously 

shared their experience, both the successes and shortcomings, in a manner that builds on the maths 

and science learner support community’s contribution to the body of knowledge based on objective 

evaluation evidence. ISASA has kindly shared a batch of maths skills tests that are used to precisely 

determine areas where learning gaps exist. This maximises the array of diagnostic resources 

available within the community.  

 

Best wishes 

 

The Bridge Team 

August 2012 

 

 

 


