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CHAPTER 1: ORIENTATION

1.1 INTRODUCTION

America is experiencing a large numbers of learners with reading problems (Boyer &
Burnette, 2008:1). Even in Sub-Saharan Africa, 774 million young people (over 15 years of
age) and adults cannot read or write (Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and
Development, Germany, 2013:1). Across Africa, the ministries of education are doing all
they can to ensure that standards are progressively improved (Nsamenang & Tchombe,
2011:29). Business Tech (2015a:1) notes that South Africa’s Mathematics and Science
education is among the worst in the world — second last — according to global school
rankings. A study undertaken by the Department of Basic Education (DBE) on Annual
National Assessment (ANA) during 2012 on literacy levels among Grade 3 learners showed
that 36% of children could not read or write at the appropriate level for their age (United
Nations [UN], 2013:50). This is an indication that problems with South African education

start at an early age.

| conducted the study in the context of key generic curriculum factors affecting Grade 12
learner performance in selected South African secondary schools in Gauteng Ekurhuleni
North District. | started teaching in 1998 in a private school and entered the public school
system in 2009. Since then the South African curriculum has moved from Bantu Education
to Curriculum 2005 (C2005), which was based on an Outcomes-Based Education (OBE)
approach, to the National Curriculum Statement (NCS) and now to the Curriculum

Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS).

As a teacher, my experience is that workshops were conducted when a new curriculum is
introduced, but this was limited to two days. The agenda for the first day was the introduction
of the new policy documents, and for the second day, the agenda addressed subject
content. According to Johnson (2001:3), the one-shot approach is not effective, and the
single day, or even two- or three-day training sessions are ineffective. An important question
is whether the time allocated for the workshops is sufficient for the effective training of the
teachers? If teachers are not competent and confident about the new curriculum, the desired
results will not be achieved, and this could affect learner performance. Grade 12 results
have also fluctuated with the changes in the curriculum. This study is thus positioned in the

broader environment of the key curriculum challenges experienced in South Africa.



| also realised that the poor performance of Grade 12 learners can be attributed to curricula
challenges. Teachers might not be equipped enough about implementation of a new
curriculum in order to achieve the desired results. Every teacher must be geared towards
the successful implementation of the new curriculum in order to improve learner
performance. Literature review on learner performance agrees that there are many factors
contributing to poor performance including teacher involvement in the curriculum
development and design. Teachers are only involved in the implementation process. To
bridge the gap teachers with more than 20 years of teaching experience and are still
teaching should be involved in the curriculum development and design. Teachers should

therefore not be separated from the development and design.

The study findings aimed at identifying ways in which curriculum could be effectively
developed, designed and implemented in order to improve Grade 12 learner performance.
| noted that interventions are done in secondary schools, especially in Grade 12. The study
is based on a principle that not only Grade 12 learner performance is important but that
proper subject content foundation in primary school could yield better result in Grade 12.
Commitment is required from all the stakeholders to prepare learners sufficiently from
Foundation Phase. My experience as a secondary school teacher made me aware that
learners from primary school do not have the required subject content foundation. I,
therefore, identified that a need existed for such a study. The findings of this study could
help to identify key generic curriculum factors affecting Grade 12 learner performance in

South Africa and how curriculum theory can effectively guide curriculum implementation.
1.2 BACKGROUND TO THE RESEARCH

The South African government measures education performance by Grade 12 pass rate (Du
Plooy, Henkeman & Nyoka, 2014:4). The South African Grade 12 pass rate has fluctuated
as the curriculum changed from Bantu Education to the CAPS. Table 1.1 shows the progress
made from Bantu Education with the improvement in the pass percentages. There were
other educational systems prior to 1994 but my study will focus on Bantu Education. While
the curriculum content has changed for the better, | believe that the government could focus

more on improving learner performance than designing new curricula.



Table 1.1: Performance of Learners in South Africa on the National Grade 12 Examinations
from 1994-2016 (Business Tech, 2015b:3; Department of Basic Education [DBE], 2016:2)

Year |Curriculum % Pass of Gr 12
1994 | Bantu Education 58%

2004 | Senior Certificate 70.4%
2008 | Curriculum 2005 (C2005) 62.5%
2013 | National Curriculum statement (NCS) 78.2%
2016 | Curriculum Assessment and Policy Statement (CAPS) 72.5%

Table 1.1 shows a 12,4% increase in the pass rates from Bantu Education to the Senior
Certificate in 2004. On 29 December 2005, the Gauteng Minister of Education, Ms Naledi
Pandor, stated “It is unhelpful to compare an untransformed system in 1994 with the
transformed system in 2005” (DBE, 2009:1). Nevertheless, | believe that it is helpful as it
shows the progress that we have made with the CAPS. Angie Motshekga, the Minister of
Education for the Department of Education (DoE), mentioned in her speech on the first
Grade 12 awards in 2008, that “our OBE Grade 12s are beneficiaries of the fruits of
democracy” (DBE, 2009:1).

However, in 2008, there were more than 3 070 schools that had a pass rate of below 60%,
and 24 schools had a 0% pass rate (DoE, 2007:37). It is unacceptable to have more than 3
070 schools underperforming. It is even worse to have 24 schools with a 0% pass rate. If
the Grade 12s of 2008 are indeed the beneficiaries of seeds planted more than ten years
ago, why do we have 24 schools with a 0% pass rate which have not benefited at all from
C2005? These schools should have been monitored within that period to avoid or to

minimise the disastrous issue of underperforming schools.

Table 1.1 further shows a decline of 7,9% in the Grade 12 pass rate from 2004 to 2008. This
may be the reason why C2005 was revised. The recommendations from the task team
assigned by the Minister of education were that there was curriculum overload; there must
be a clear description of the skills, knowledge, values and attitude needed to produce the
kind of citizens that SA needs; curriculum design features must be reduced from eight to
three critical and developmental outcomes, learning outcomes and assessment standards;
curriculum and assessment need to be aligned.in order to-improve teacher orientation,
training learning support and provincial support; and that time frames for implementation
needed to be extended (DoE, 2002:5).



Table 1.1 also reflects that there was an increase of 15.7% in the Grade 12 pass rate from
C2005 between 2008 and 2013. According to the DBE (2013a:202), this incremental
improvement was due to the sustained inputs into basic education over several years.
However, Spaull (2013:1) says the NCS examination results in 2013 are basically
misleading because they do not take into account those learners who never make it to Grade
12 and the fact that more learners are opting for easier subjects like Mathematics Literacy
instead of Mathematics. The 78.2% pass rate in 2013 is actually 40% when we look at the
number of learners who wrote Grade 12 compared to the number that entered primary
school in 2001 (Equal Education, 2015:2).

In 2014, the Grade 12 pass rate was 75,8% (DBE, 2014a:3). This was a decline of 2.4% in
the Grade 12 pass rate from 2013 (NCS) to 2014 (CAPS). The decrease of 2,4% pass rate
can be explained by the policy changes that were implemented in 2014, but the Minister of
Education was of the opinion that it would produce positive outcomes in the medium term
(DBE, 2014a:3). In 2014, out of 6 704 schools, 16 schools had a 0% pass rate (DBE,
2014a:4). Furthermore, 24 schools in Eastern Cape, five in KwaZulu-Natal and 16 schools
in Limpopo achieved below 40% over a period of five years (DBE, 2014a:12). In 2016, the
Grade 12 pass rate dropped again to 72.5%, which is expected to increase because it is the
third group to write the CAPS examinations since the CAPS was implemented in 2014 for

the Senior and FET phases.

One might argue that a 70% pass rate is a good percentage but, when we take into
consideration the promotion requirements of FET phase, they are very low because learners
are allowed to pass with 30% in a subject. It seems the focus is on the number of learners
passing not the quality of the pass rates. According to the National Policy Pertaining to the
Programme and Promotion Requirements of the NCS Grade R-12 (NPPPPR), learners will
be promoted if they achieve 40% in three subjects, one of which is an official language at
Home Language level and 30% in the three other subjects (DBE, 2011a:21). However, the
admission requirement to a Bachelor's Degree is a NSC with an achievement of (50-59%)
in four recognised, 20-credit subjects (DBE, 2015a:16). The learners cannot go to university
with the promotion requirements of the DBE. This is an indication that the focus is on pushing
more learners out of the school system. Spaull (2013:39) believes that the focus on Grade
12 results is short-sighted because South African learners experience learning problems
early on their schooling and this is the main cause of underperformance in later years.

Against this background, the following section presents the theoretical framework of the

study.



1.3 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This section describes the theoretical framework that was employed to investigate
curriculum factors affecting Grade 12 learner performance in selected South African
secondary schools. A theoretical framework provides you with a guide to organize literature
(Kumar, 2011:52). It may be used to provide understanding about what is going on (Richards
& Morse, 2013:249). It helps the researcher to develop and explore ideas about how the
world operates (Walliman, 2011:66). A useful theory gives you new insights and broadens
your understanding of that phenomenon (Maxwell, 2008:14). The value of including a
theoretical perspective is that it contributes to an in-depth description of how Grade 12
learner performance can be described in terms of curriculum challenges. Matthews and
Ross (2010:22) add that it helps us to work out a response to a problem. It can also increase
the efficiency of the existing theory (Verschuren & Doorewaard, 2010:42).

For the purpose of this study, curriculum theory was the most appropriate theoretical
framework. Curriculum theory applies to what is taught in any educational institution and
relates to whether it provides the learners with resources for appropriate performance
(Paulo, 2014:4). Freire’s theory, critical theory as well as Tyler's theory, were applied to
guide this study. Freire states that education is a collective activity between participants
(Rugut & Osman, 2013:23). In addition, critical theory asserts that active and critical learning
are encouraged (DBE, 2011b:4). Tyler (1949:65) states that for objectives to be attained there
must be interaction between the learner and the external environment. Therefore, all the
stakeholders must be considered when designing a new curriculum. If all the stakeholders
collaborate, the desired results will be achieved. These theories are discussed in detail in
Chapter 3.

In this study, | wanted to understand how curriculum theory can effectively guide curriculum
implementers to overcome poor learner performance. To explore this question, | asked all
the participants questions which were based on theory, literature review, research and my
experience as a teacher in order to identify the curriculum factors affecting Grade 12 learner

performance.

To clarify important aspects, the key concepts used in this study are discussed in the next

section.
1.4 KEY CONCEPTS

For the purpose of this research, clarification of key terms is given.
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1.4.1 Curriculum

Curriculum entails what the teachers are going to teach and what the learners are going to
learn and how will they learn (Su, 2012:153). For the purpose of this study, curriculum

focuses on the secondary school.
1.4.2 Curriculum Change

Curriculum change is a process of using resources effectively in order to improve curriculum
(Yasmin, Rafiq & Ashraf, 2013:1). For the purpose of this study, curriculum change means
moving from Bantu Education, to C2005 which was based on OBE, to the NCS and now to
CAPS.

1.4.3 Curriculum Factors

According to Su (2012:155), curriculum factors include goals and objectives, content,
teaching and learning methods, assessment and learning environment. In this study, it is

crucial to identify which curriculum factors affect Grade 12 learner performance.
1.4.4 Grade 12 Learner

Learner means any person receiving education or obliged to receive education in terms of
this Act (The Presidency, 2011:2). In this study, a learner is any person in Grade 12 whose
responsibility is to receive formal education.

1.4.5 Learner Performance

Learner performance means measuring the amount of academic content a learner learns in
a determined amount of time (Carter, 2010:1). For the purpose of this study, learner
performance is measured according to the promotion requirements for Grades 10-12
stipulated in the National Policy Pertaining to the Programme and Promotion Requirements
of the NCS Grade R-12 (NPPPR) (DBE, 2011a:21).

1.5 PROBLEM STATEMENT AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Countries worldwide have experienced changes to their curriculum and this has had an
intense impact on the way in which it has been conceptualised and implemented
(Horsthemke, Siyakwazi, Walton & Wolhuter, 2013:3). In South Africa, the change of
curriculum was a response to the 21st century demands of higher level skills and knowledge
(UN, 2013:11).



1.5.1 Main Question

According to Jurs and Wiersma (2008:82), the goal of research is to collect information that
will answer a postulated research problem. In this regard, the main research question of this
study was:

What are the key generic curriculum factors affecting Grade 12 learner performance in

selected South African secondary schools?
1.5.2 Sub-Questions

In the light of the main question, the sub-questions posed below serve as key foci for the

research study:

e How can curriculum theory effectively guide curriculum implementers?

What are the key curriculum challenges experienced in South Africa?

What are the effects of curriculum change?

How do teachers perceive the CAPS in South Africa?

What are teachers’ experiences regarding the CAPS?
1.6 AIM AND OBJECTIVES

In view of the problem statement, the aim of this study was to identify the key generic
curriculum factors affecting Grade 12 learner performance in selected South African

secondary schools.
The objectives of the research were to:

e Determine how curriculum theory can effectively guide curriculum implementers;
e Determine the key curriculum challenges experienced in South Africa;

¢ Identify the effects of curriculum change,;

e Investigate how teachers perceive the CAPS in South Africa;

e Explore teacher’s experiences regarding the CAPS.

The following section discusses the research methodology.



1.7 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Methodology is a way in which research problems are solved systematically (Rajasekar,
Philominathan & Chinnathambi, 2013:5). It provides the norm for organizing, planning,

designing and conducting research (Mohajan, 2017:1).
1.7.1 Research Design

Research design is the overall process within which the research is conducted which
constitutes for measurement (Mohajan, 2017:7). The next sections discussed the research

paradigm, research approach, and research type.
1.7.1.1 Interpretive Research Paradigm

Interpretivism focuses on human interpretation of the social world and the significance of
both participants and the researcher’s interpretation and understaning phenomenon being
studied (Ritchie & Lewis, 2013:11). Interpretivism was regarded as the most appropriate
paradigm for this study because it is concerned with revealing multiple realities as opposed
to searching for one objective reality (Guest, Namey & Mitchell, 2013:6). This study not only
focuses on urban schools but township schools as well to understand these multiple
realities. Matthews and Ross (2010:28) add that interpretivism helps with the interpretation
of meaning within a specific context. It means to look at a situation from the participants’
perspective (Tracy, 2013:40). Meaning does not exist independently of the human
experience of a phenomenon (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011:17). | did not only interviewed
Heads of Departments (HODSs) individually but also conducted focus groups with teachers
in order to explore the challenges they face when implementing a new curriculum. This

allowed for different perspectives on the research questions.
1.7.1.2 Research Approach

What exactly the researcher is trying to find out will lead him to either qualitative or
guantitative research (Blaxter, Hughes & Tight, 2010:67). Qualitative research is used to
research the history of, trends in and theories about a topic (Graustein, 2014:37) while
Richards and Morse (2013:5) add that it provides researchers with tools to resolve
confusion. In order to understand the key curriculum challenges experienced in South Africa,
a qualitative research approach was employed as the best option for the collection of
relevant data. A qualitative approach was chosen because it involves the use of multiple
data collection methods such as case study, personal experience, life stories, interviews

and observations that describe individual’s daily experiences (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011:21).
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Since it was relevant to this study to gain an in-depth understanding of the HODs’ and
teachers’ perceptions and their experiences regarding curriculum challenges, the use of

more than one interpretive practice was required.
1.7.1.3 Research Type

This study identified with a multiple case study because it is designed to allow the researcher
to develop an in-depth analysis of a case (Creswell, 2014:14). Its goal is to present enough
evidence to gain the reader’s confidence that the researcher knows his/her subject and has
attended to the validity of the evidence (Yin, 2009:17). Kumar, (2011:123) states that case
study is very useful when exploring an area where you want to have a holistic understanding
of the phenomenon. Along this line, | chose three urban schools and three township schools
(each school was regarded as a case) in order to understand the dynamics of different types
of schools and to present evidence to ensure the validity of the results. Yin (2010, as cited
in Vohra, 2014:55) emphasises that multiple cases strengthen the results by replicating the
patterns, thereby increasing the robustness of the findings.

1.7.2 Research Methods

Research methods are all measures used for conducting research (Rajasekar,
Philominathan & Chinnathambi, 2013:5). The selection of participants and the methods to

collect and analyse data are discussed in the next sections.
1.7.2.1 Selection of Participants

Selection of participants means choosing participants who can provide an acceptable
compromise between cost and representativeness (Stopher, 2012:65). Purposeful selection
was found to be appropriate for this study. This means that the researcher purposefully
chooses participants who fit the parameters of the research project, research questions and
research purpose (Tracy, 2013:134). Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2007:112) state that the
researcher can select participants geographically and test all participants selected. In the
Ekurhuleni North District, there are 78 schools, which are divided into six clusters. | selected
District 6 because the schools in this district were accessible and geographically convenient
to me which made the study cost-effective. | visited three urban and three township schools
in Cluster 1. | conducted individual interviews with two HODs from each school (12 in total)
and interviewed five to seven teachers in a focus group at each school; i.e., six focus group

interviews were conducted in total (36 participants). Participants had ten or more years of



teaching experience, which meant they had experienced at least three curriculum changes
since 2008.

1.7.2.2 Data Collection

The data collection processes and the specific data collection instruments that were used in

this study were in-depth individual interviews and focus group interviews.
i) In-depth Open-Ended Individual Interviews

Interviewing is a very useful technique which involves questioning or discussing issues with
people which would likely not be accessible using techniques such as observation or
guestionnaires (Blaxter, et al., 2010:93). However, a rigidly predetermined schedule was not
used which allows for a more flexible approach during the interview so that the interviewer
can deviate from the interview schedule to possibly explore issues that may lead to deeper
understanding. The researcher has complete freedom in terms of what questions to ask and
what wording to use (Kumar, 2011:338). Specifically, this study used one-on-one open-
ended interviews to allow interviewees the freedom to elaborate as they saw fit. | conducted
individual interviews with 12 HODs (two per school) because they are the curriculum
implementers and monitors. In order to get the best out of open-ended interviews; they are
usually audio-recorded and then transcribed for later review. Therefore, all interviews were

recorded for this study.
il) Focus Group Interviews

A focus group interview is a small group discussion that is used to obtain a better
understanding of a problem (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010:363). In these discussions, the
participants got an opportunity to share their perceptions, point of views, experiences and
wishes without forcing a consensus. | used focus group interviews for collecting data from
the teachers in different disciplines on curriculum factors affecting Grade 12 learner
performance. The purpose of focus group interview is to explore attitudes, perceptions
towards an issue through a free and open discussion (Kumar, 2011:124). My main aim with
the focus group interview was to hold productive discussions with the teachers in order to
capture as much data as possible about their perceptions and experiences regarding the
curriculum challenges. | visited the schools before data collection began to make
appointments and arrangements with the teachers for the focus group interviews and to
explain the purpose of the research to all participants, familiarising them with the topic and

outlining possible benefits that would accrue from the study.
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iii) Pilot Study

A pilot study is used to investigate the possibility of undertaking the study on a larger scale
and to streamline methods and procedures for the main study (Kumar, 2011:336). McMillan
and Schumacher (2010:237) state that it is important to pilot test the interview guide before
conducting the study. A pilot study was done in this study to ensure that the instruments
matched the research objectives and would be able to produce the desired results. The pilot
study was implemented in settings similar to those where the empirical research was carried
out. Piloting gave me an idea of the pattern of responses that were likely to occur. First, the
instrument was reviewed by three district facilitators to check for relevance and clarity. The
facilitators were asked to comment on the length, clarity and content of the interview guide.
Following their comments and suggestions, the interview guide was revised. It was then
tried out in interviews with two HODs and a focus group of five teachers chosen from my

school which was not sampled in this study.
1.7.2.3 Data Analysis and Interpretation

Data analysis include gathering, ordering, labeling, printing and sometimes reformatting the
data (Tracy, 2013:205). Topics were broken down into their components parts which fit
together. Qualitative data analysis involves coding the data, dividing the text into small units,
assigning a code to each unit and then grouping the codes into themes (Creswell & Plano
Clark, 2011:208). Coding is a process by which items are assigned meaningful codes
(Blaxter, et al., 2010:221). Once the data had been condensed into manageable chunks,
main themes were established, recurring responses were identified, then concepts and
categories were developed (Dolowitz, Buckler & Sweeney, 2008:50). In this study, data
analysis started as soon as data collection began and it was an ongoing process. Interview
guestions were continually modified and refined during the intervention. Audio-recordings

from the interviews were transcribed verbatim and are discussed in detail in Chapter 5.

Measures for trustworthiness of data are explained and ethical considerations are discussed

next.
1.8 MEASURES FOR TRUSTWORTHINESS

Guba (1981, as cited in Hill, 2012:175) states that qualitative researchers should use

credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability to evaluate trustworthiness.
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1.8.1 Credibility

Credibility refers to establishing whether the results of the research are believable from the
perspective of the participant (Kumar, 2011:172). To achieve credibility, the researcher
talked less and listened more to allow the respondents to express themselves fully. | also
kept audio-recordings of the interviews. | prepared a list of interview and focus group

guestions based on theory and literature to answer the research questions.
1.8.2 Transferability

Transferability refers to the degree to which the results of a qualitative research can be
generalised to other contextual settings (Kumar, 2011:349). | explained the research steps
in detail to make sure that the reader understands how the study was conducted in the event
that someone else might want to do a similar study in another context.

1.8.3 Dependability

Dependability refers to whether the same results would be obtained if the same thing could
be observed twice (Kumar, 2011:333). Data integrity was ensured by keeping two or more
copies of the same data in a storage device (Sivathanu, Wright & Zadok, 2005:1). | stored
my data in a laptop, used an encrypted password system. Hard copies were locked in a

filing cabinet for which there was only one key.
1.8.4 Confirmability

Confirmability refers to the degree to which the results can be confirmed by others (Kumar,
2011:332). | collected the data from HODs and teachers in order to get different perspectives
on the challenges they experienced in implementing new curricula. During the interviews, |
tried to remain as unbiased as possible to avoid contaminating data with my own ideas,
perceptions and previous knowledge on the subject. In the same way, the ethical

considerations explained next were attended to.
1.9 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS

According to Blaxter, et al. (2010:161), ensuring that research is ethically appropriate is a
significant aspect of the conduct of sound research. The researcher must be knowledgeable
about ethical principles before conducting research (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010:122).
UNISA (2007:9) asserts that research should make a positive contribution towards the
welfare of people; research should not cause harm to the research participants; and the

researcher should respect the autonomy, rights and dignity of research participants. |
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applied to the College of Education’s ethics committee to request ethical clearance
(Appendix A). A letter requesting permission to conduct research was sent to the Gauteng
DBE head office in Johannesburg accompanied by research ethics clearance certificate
from UNISA. Permission was also requested from the HODs (Appendix D) and teachers
(Appendix F). All research participants were informed in advance about the intended
empirical study. They were also informed about the content of the questions posed, the fact
that the interviews would be recorded, that the information they provided would be treated

as confidential, and that their responses would remain anonymous.
1.10 CHAPTERS DIVISION

The research report comprises the following chapters, which also indicates the research

programme that was followed:

Chapter 1 outlines the introduction and brief historical overview of the background for the
study. The theoretical framework, key concepts, problem statement, aim and objectives of

the study, research methodology and chapter division are also stated.

The purpose of Chapter 2 is to provide the contextual framework of the study. A historical
overview of the learner performance internationally is presented. statistical scenario of
learner performance, factors contributing to poor learner performance, dropout rates and
underperforming schools are discussed. Effectiveness of promotion requirements and
manipulation of results are analysed. Strategies to improve learner performance
internationally and in South Africa are also discussed. Curriculum challenges experienced

in South Africa and factors involved in curriculum transformation are also presented.

In Chapter 3 the theoretical framework of the study is presented. It also identifies how
curriculum theory can effectively guide curriculum implementation. The theoretical
framework of this study is based on Freire’s idea of curriculum theory, critical theory as well
as Tyler's theory. Also from Chapter 3, the literature study provides the conceptual

framework covering concepts like curriculum, curriculum factors and curriculum change.

In Chapter 4, the research design and methods used in the research process are discussed
in detail. The selection of participants, data collection procedure, data analysis,

trustworthiness and ethical considerations are explained.
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Chapter 5 provides an in-depth analysis of the results. Some of the theory and literature
reviewed in Chapters 2 and 3 is integrated into the findings of the study to confirm or refute

the existing perspectives. The interpretation of the results is also reported here.

Chapter 6 provides the conclusion to this study. This chapter aims to answer the main
research question and the supportive research questions. The implications of the theoretical
and empirical research are summarised. Based on the theoretical and empirical research,
solutions to the challenges faced by curriculum implementers are provided. To address the
main question, key generic curriculum factors affecting Grade 12 learner performance are
described. The limitations of the study are stated and recommendations for further research

are made.
1.11 CHAPTER SUMMARY

This introductory chapter outlined the background of the study. The background placed the
study in the South African context. Grade 12 learner performance is a problem in South
Africa because more learners are passing with 30%. Learners experience problems in the
Foundation phase and move to the FET phase when the damage has already been done. |
noted that the curriculum changed three times in a period of 10 years which might affect

teachers’ ability to implement the curriculum.

The next chapter presents the literature review, including the contextual framework of the

study.
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CHAPTER 2: LEARNER PERFORMANCE AND CURRICULUM
CHALLENGES: A CONTEXTUAL FRAMEWORK

2.1 INTRODUCTION

The intention of this study was to identify key generic curriculum factors affecting Grade 12

learner performance. Chapter 1 outlined the orientation to this study.

This chapter provides a review of related literature and provides the contextual framework
of the study. Historical overview of the learner performance, dropout rates and
underperformance of schools are discussed. Promotion requirements and manipulation of
results are investigated. Strategies to improve learner performance are also suggested.

Furthermore, curriculum challenges experienced in South Africa are presented.

Since learner performance affect all the countries, a brief international overview of learner

performance follows.

2.2 AN INTERNATIONAL OVERVIEW OF LEARNER PERFORMANCE

Education is considered extremely important throughout the world, but it still remains that
not every country does it the same and indeed some countries are better at it than others
(MBC Times, 2009:1). In a recent comparison of academic performance in 57 countries,
learners in Finland came out on top overall (Wilde, 2015:1). Finland has continued to
perform well and is therefore regarded as an example of an excellent school system (Ryan,
2013:5). In Finland, they only take the top 10% of college graduates to enter the teaching
profession (US DoE, 2011:1). Teachers in Finland have assistants who have been trained
to assist struggling learners (Hendrickson, 2015:37). During the last three years of high
school, learners are separated into academic and vocational tracks, and if learners need

extra help, intensive intervention is provided (Wilde, 2015:2).

England has an estimated 24 000 incompetent teachers, that is one in every school, and it
was found that learners taught by incompetent teachers can drop more than a grade in any
subject than those taught by competent teachers (Shepherd, 2008:1). Nkadi (2015:119)
asserts that teaching experience and appropriate teacher qualifications help to improve
learner performance. One percent (1%) of teachers in England are Advanced Skills
Teachers meaning that they produce excellent outcomes with learners; they possess

excellent subject knowledge and are able to advise on the best practices; they possess the
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ability to plan both operationally and strategically to ensure successful learning, they
possess excellent ability to assess and evaluate; and lastly, they advise and support other
teachers, including coaching and training both in their own schools and in other settings
(Brighouse & Woods, 2013:4). This is an indication 99% of teachers are not skilled enough
to produce skilled learners. This is a serious concern since teachers are the drivers of
curriculum and could play a major role in improving learner performance. Learners need
knowledgeable, skillful teachers trained in effective strategies to teach academic knowledge
and skills in order to improve their performance (Maimuna, 2016:4). In order to ensure better
understanding and performance, teachers should make use of recent and relevant teaching

materials in the teaching and learning process (lge, 2016:79).

Since 2006, the education system of the United Kingdom (UK) which always had one of the
best education systems, is at risk and is ranked 25th for reading, 28th for Mathematics and
16th for Science (Shepherd, 2010:3). Learners in the UK struggle to perform Mathematics
tasks with higher cognitive demands such as taking real world situations and translating and
interpreting them into mathematical terms (OECD, 2012:1). Research conducted in the UK
reveals that better teachers lead to better performance and better performance leads to
higher learner motivation (British Council, 2015:1). Most learners in Scotland achieve an
average of 70% in numeracy although, in secondary schools, only about 40% achieve high
standards. However, in reading, both primary and secondary learners perform at high
standards of around 80% (OECD, 2015:63).

The United States of America (USA) is struggling with Mathematics because it ranks 26th
out of the 34 Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) countries
(Ryan, 2013:3). Among the 34 OECD countries, it performed below average in 2012 in
Mathematics and around average in reading (OECD, 2012:1). In a 2010 report only 6% of
USA learners were found to be performing at the advanced level in Mathematics, much
lower than those attained by 30 other countries (Hanushek, Peterson & Woessmann,
2012:1). Again in 2015, USA’s learner performance in PISA scored average in reading and
below average in Mathematics (OECD, 2017:1). Studies show that a teacher’s level of
literacy in the USA affects learners’ performance more than any other measurable teacher
attribute (McKinsey, 2007:16).

Zimbabwe has the highest literacy rate in Africa. From 2009 to 2016 learners’ performance
has been very low and unacceptable, ranging between 19% and 29% (Nyoni, Nyoni & Bonga
(2017:3). The ratio of qualified teachers is 42:1 for primary schools and 31:1 for secondary

schools (Higherlife Foundation, 2016:2). The low academic performance among the Grade
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12 learners in Namibia has become so stressful and frustrating to all the stakeholders
(Maemeko & Nkengbeza, 2017:96). Research conducted in Namibia reveals that teachers
who are qualified and have more years of experience are able to impact learners more than
teachers with fewer years of experience (Owalabi, 2012:75). Experienced teachers are able
to get through to the learners easily because they know different approaches. Teachers are
important tools in improving learner performance. It is, therefore, imperative that they are
skilled. Learner performance seems to be a challenge around the world, which is an
indication that proper teacher training needs to be a priority because teachers are the

curriculum drivers and if they are skilled, they will be able to improve the results.
2.3 LEARNER PERFORMANCE IN SOUTH AFRICA

South Africa was identified as one of the worst performing countries in the field of education
by the World Economic Forum Report (Du Plooy, Henkeman & Nyoka, 2014:2). South Africa
ranks 10th out of 15 African countries for Grade 6 reading and eighth for Mathematics, even
when compared with low income countries such as Tanzania, Kenya, Swaziland and
Zimbabwe, even though South Africa has fewer pupils per teacher, better resources and
more qualified teachers than those countries (Jacobsohn, 2017:1). This is an indication that
most learners acquire learning deficits early on primary school and then carry these with
them as they move through the higher levels (Spaull, 2017:1). It is my assumption that poor

performance in the lower grades may have an influence on Grade 12 learner performance.

The context of learner performance in South Africa, the statistics of learner performance in
South Africa and factors contributing to poor learner performance are discussed in the next

section.
2.3.1 The statistical scenario of learner performance in South Africa

Africa Check (2014:3) states that the Grade 12 results are not a good measure of a
successful curriculum because the results only account for about half of those who entered
school in Grade 1. The pass rate is an indication that the curriculum is moving in the right
direction or not. It is an indication of how many learners gain access to tertiary education
and what the gap between the best and worst performing schools is (Davis, 2017:3). Table

2.1 presents Grade 12 performance from 2012 to 2017.
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Table 2.1: Grade 12 Pass Rate from 2012-2017 (DBE, 2015a:43; 2016a:2; 2017d:23)

YEAR | NO. OF LEARNERS WROTE | % PASS
2012 511 152 73,9%
2013 562 112 78,2%
2014 532 860 75,8%
2015 644 536 70,7%
2016 674 652 72,5%
2017 651 707 75,1

From Table 2.1, one would say that 70% is a good pass rate because only 30% have not
achieved. However, many learners disappeared from the system between Grade 10 and
Grade 12 in the two top provinces namely, Northwest and Free State, and their
disappearance is one of the reasons for the increased pass rate of 78.2% in 2013 (News24,
2014:1). In 2017, three provinces that had higher pass rates compared to 2016 (Eastern
Cape, Limpopo and Kwazulu Natal) also had the largest decline in the number Grade 12s
writing matric (Spaull, 2018:2). Furthermore, approximately only 23% of Grade 12s in South
Africa would probably have passed had they been forced to score 50% for each subject
(News24, 2014:1). This is an indication that out of 70% pass rate, 47% consists of quantity

passes and 23% will be able to further their studies at universities.

The pass rate of 75.8% in 2014 is actually 58.7% if it is calculated using the number who
registered and not the number who wrote (Vermeulen, 2015:1). Spaull (2015:2) shares the
same sentiments, but he used Grade 2 figures because there is excess grade repetition in
Grade 1. He adds that the real matric pass rate would be about 36% for 2014, down from
40% in 2013 (ibid.). Lovemore (2015:1) adds that the real pass rate measured as a
percentage of learners who started Grade 10 in 2012 and achieved the NSC in 2014 was
just 37.9%. Equal Education (2015:5) argues that the 2014 pass rate is misleading because
up to 50% of the learners drop out of school before they reach Grade 12. Any pass
percentage calculated from the number of learners who wrote Grade 12 at the end of the
year would, therefore, be inaccurate and inflated (Vermeulen, 2015:1).

Even in 2016, the true Grade 12 pass rate would only be 40.2%, not 72.5%, if poor
performing learners who were removed from the system were accounted for (Davis, 2017:3).

Business Tech (2017:2) adds that 40.2% is correct since the dropout rate is also not taken
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into consideration. In Grade 10 in 2014, there were 1,1 million learners, and in Grade 12 in
2016, there were 610 000; the dropout rate is thus 44.6%. The pass rate increased from
72,5% in 2016 to 75,1% in 2017. However, Spaull (2018:2) argues that the real pass rate is
closer to 55%, not 75%, because the throughput rate is calculated by dividing the total
number of passes by the Grade 10 enrolment two years earlier or by the Grade 2 enrolment
10 years earlier. This could mean that the DBE’s focus is based on Grade 12 only and many
learners are lost throughout the system. It is imperative to keep track of learners from Grade

R in order to improve the quality passes.
2.3.2 Factors contributing to poor learner performance

The type of school leadership by the principal, teacher-pupil ratio qualified and dedicated
teachers, classrooms and learner performance are the points at which effectiveness of a
curriculum can be measured (Nyoni, Nyoni & Bonga, 2017:1). South African schools are
characterised by a lack of adequate school buildings, insufficient classrooms, poor or non-
existent sanitation, a lack of clean water, insufficient instructional material such as textbooks
as well as weak leadership (Legotlo, 2014:1). In schools that cannot afford more teachers
or that are unable to increase the number of classrooms, classes are sometimes
overcrowded to the point that children learn under trees and teachers have to spend more
time on classroom management than on teaching, which can result in poor learner
performance (Higherlife Foundation, 2016:3). Learners’ performance does not occur in
isolation to other factors therefore it is important to consider learners’ socio —economic
issues (OECD, 2017:70). Quality teaching in the classroom, better management, more
information to stakeholders and greater accountability are needed (Jacobsohn, 2017:1).
Without a principal who manages by ensuring that teachers and learners arrive at school on
time, learner performance is limited (ibid.). The factors contributing to poor learner

performance for this study are discussed next.

2.3.2.1 Medium of Instruction

One of the challenges of the CAPS is language as a barrier to the learners (Mbatha, 2016:1).
According to the White Paper on Special Needs Education, this barrier to learning for
learners arises from different aspects of the curriculum such as medium of instruction (DoE,
2001:19). English is regarded as a medium of instruction for majority of South African
schools. A study conducted by Howie (2013:1) revealed that learners’ proficiency in English
was a strong predictor of their performance. In South Africa, the majority of rural and

township schools are doing English as a Second Language and ex-Model C schools are
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doing English as First Additional Language. However, that is not taken into consideration
when setting national question papers. Most schools are doing English First Language with
Second Language learners, and this impacts negatively on other subjects (News24,
2015:2). English is mainly the language used in other subjects; therefore, extra tuition is

needed for second language speakers (Mji & Makgato, 2006:263).

A poor foundation in English creates a challenging learning environment (Gbayange,
2014:3). If learners can firmly grasp English at an early age, it increases their academic
performance (Nyandwi, 2014:27). In addition, if learners have good effective communication
skills and good competency in English, learner performance will improve (Mushtaq & Khan,
2012:22). Learners perform poorly because of their lack of English competence which limits
their chances of going on to tertiary education (Nyandwi, 2014:36). Grade 12 learners are
struggling to communicate in English, and that is a disadvantage because English is the

language they need to use to respond to questions in the examination (Rammala, 2009:21).

When learners learn in a language that is not their mother tongue, they are not always able
to interpret a question correctly in the examination. As a result, the chance of providing the
correct answer is limited (Dhurumraj, 2013:60). Learners who interact using English tend to
understand it better and do well in the examination (Reche, Bundi, Riungu & Mbugua,
2012:131). In rural and township schools, although the medium of instruction is English,
learners spend most of the time speaking in the vernacular. As a result, learners do not
participate in class because they cannot express themselves in English. Research
conducted in Namibia also identified English as a medium of instruction as a factor
contributing to poor learner performance (Nkadi, 2015:119). Learners will not be able to
perform well in other subjects if their English is poor (Arsad, Buniyamin & Manan, 2014:44).
For learners to perform well, they should have mastered reading, writing, speaking and

listening as well as being competent using the language (Mosha, 2014:75).
2.3.2.2 Lack of Qualified Teachers

Teachers are the main resources in the learning process, and learner performance is
determined partly by the qualification and motivation of teachers (Department for
International Development, 2011:1). Most teachers around the world know only a little about
their subject matter (UN, 2013:42). Sufficient, qualified teachers would improve learner
performance (OECD, 2012:6). All schools should have access to the same resources,
including qualified teachers teaching subjects they are qualified to teach (UN, 2013:77).

However, most schools in Limpopo, for example, do not have sufficient teachers and
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teachers are overburdened because the province continues to cut the number of posts in
schools. As a result, Limpopo learners will continue to perform poorly in Grade 12 and all
other grades (South African Democratic Teachers’ Union [SADTU] Limpopo Secretariat,
2016:1). Performance depends to a large extent on the number of teachers, their quality,
their devotion to duty and their effectiveness on the job (Ahmad, 2016:78). If these
challenges are not addressed, this will affect the type of skilled learners who will be
produced, and the economic growth of the country will be negatively affected (Murava,
2017:4).

Teachers must know that their work as their standards, their preparation, their effort and
their initiatives in the classroom all shape the education of the learners (Babbage, 2013:7).
Teachers must always be prepared for lessons, must make lessons interesting and must
motivate the learners. In order for teachers to be successful in fulfilling their duties, they
need relevant materials, continuous professional development and support from the
principal and teacher support groups to share their concerns and discuss successes and
failures (Wan & Gut, 2011:62). It is imperative that all teachers should have knowledge of
the subject content, and more importantly, know how to teach (Mola, 2016:2). Teachers
need to take pride in their profession and follow basic concepts such as teaching reading,
writing and arithmetic (Mouton, Louw & Strydom, 2013:41). If teachers can transition their
practices to focus on lifelong learning, learners will be prepared for the real world (Wan &
Gut, 2011:8). The DBE should continuously empower teachers in order to avoid a
continuous decline in learner performance (Baloyi, 2008:1). Nevertheless, subject
knowledge alone will not be enough to ensure effective teaching and learning and to improve

learner performance if resources are not available.
2.3.2.3 Lack of Resources

Rural schools generally have poorer resources compared to their urban counterparts (UN,
2013:61). The Eastern Cape remains the worst performing province with a 63.3% pass rate
in 2016, which has been attributed to poor school infrastructure and a lack of materials and
resources (Jacobsohn, 2017:1). A study conducted by Rammala (2009:23) revealed that
there is a strong relationship between learner performance and the quality of the facilities
available to learners. A lack of resources affects the effectiveness of a teacher’s lessons
(Reche, Bundi, Riungu & Mbugua, 2012:129). The resources available to enhance the
learning process are a vital factor that impacts on the learner’s ability to learn (Department
for International Development, 2011:1). By the time they are in Grade 3, learners who are

in schools that lack resources tend to be years behind learners in well-resourced schools
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(Equal Education, 2015:1). In South Africa, there are two types of schools: ex-Model-C
schools which are well-resourced, and rural or township schools which are under-resourced.
As far back as 2001, the Department of Education (2001:19) identified a lack of materials

and equipment needed in schools as a barrier to learning.

To improve learner performance, the challenges presented by two types of schools must
first be addressed. Epri (2016:98) asserts that learners are handicapped if they attend
schools with insufficient learning materials. Teachers from these schools have low
performance expectations from the learners and when learners realise that, they perform
poorly (Ali, Haider, Munir, Khan & Ahmed, 2013:1). Adequate resources enhance academic
performance (Jacobsohn, 2017:1). Schools which are well-resourced normally maintain high
academic performance (Nyandwi, 2014:31). Under-resource centres, as well as computer
and science laboratories, are challenges in the implementation of the CAPS. (Murava,
2017:1). Most public schools in South Africa lack proper laboratory facilities making learning
difficult (Dhurumraj, 2013:21). Nyandwi (2014:32) further states that, to keep learners
interested in a subject involving laboratory work, resources are needed to transfer
knowledge and facts to learners to enable them to perform well in the examinations. The
success of theoretical and practical lessons depends on the availability of resources
(Dhurumraj, 2013:21). However, if we have qualified teachers and well-resourced schools
but insufficient time allocated to complete the syllabus, learner performance will still be a
challenge.

2.3.2.4 Time Allocated to Complete the Syllabus

Time allocated for teaching and learning is one of the factors influencing learner
performance (Reche, et al., 2012:12). The weekly instructional time for Foundation Phase
Grade R-2 is 23 hours; for Grade 3, itis 25 hours; for Intermediate Phase Grade 4-6, Senior
Phase Grade 7-9 and FET phase Grade 10-12 it is 27,5 hours (DBE, 2013c:25). The task
team sent by the Minister of Education suggested that more teaching time should be
allocated in the lower grades (Parliamentary Monitoring Group [PMG], 2009:1). Barriers to
learning are associated with the pace of teaching and the time available to complete the
syllabus (DoE, 2001:19). Each subject has an Annual Teaching Plan (ATP) which guides
the teacher on the time allocated for each topic. According to my experience, especially in

Accounting, the time allocated to complete certain concepts is insufficient.

There are slow learners, average and fast learners in a class but the time allocated to

complete the syllabus does not cater for slow learners. Teachers are forced to neglect the
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slow learners in order to ensure that they are up-to-date with the prescribed time allocated
for each subject (Epri, 2016:97). The content for the CAPS curriculum is very dense and the
periods are too short for the pace of the learners which results in a high failure rate (Du
Plessis & Marais, 2015:8). The syllabus is overloaded, and slow learners make it difficult to
complete the syllabus on time (Sundai & Sheriff, 2015:1052). Non-completion of the syllabus
is associated with poor performance (Mji & Makgato, 2006:262).

According to the DBE (2015f:3), the purpose of assessment is to ensure that the curriculum
as stated in the CAPS document across all subjects is covered to ensure that teachers
cannot “teach to the paper”. This is basically what teachers are doing because they teach
concepts that they are certain will be asked, or if they are preparing for the School-Based
Assessment (SBA) task, they teach exactly towards what is covered in the task. However,
the CAPS syllabus provides for progression from grade to grade. Therefore, if a syllabus is
not thoroughly covered, the learners’ understanding will be limited in the next grade and this
will affect their performance. The ATP does not take examination time into consideration as
teachers are expected to teach up to a certain time and, by then, the learners are not coming
to school because they have already started with their examinations. This forces the teacher
to rush through the syllabus which leads to learners having a poor subject content

foundation.
2.3.2.1 Poor Subject Content Foundation

Grade 12 begins in Grade R and 1, but if learners have a poor subject content foundation
by the end of Grade 3, the chances of their achieving a good Grade 12 pass is unlikely
(Jacobsohn, 2017:1). “National Professional Teachers’ Organisation of South Africa
(NAPTOSA) president, Dr Anthea Ceresto, stated that ‘if you progress a learner in Grade 1
to Grade 2 who has no language ability, research suggests that more than half of our
children in Grade 3 can’t read or write in any language, not even their mother tongue™
(Hlophe, 2016:1). Spaull (2018:2) states that “78% of Grade 4 learners cannot read for
meaning in any language, 66% of our Grade 9s can’t do basic Mathematics and 79% of our
Grade 6 Mathematics teachers can’t pass a Grade 6 Mathematics test”. This is an indication
that the system is not producing strong learners who will perform well when they get to FET
and university. Therefore, the system is ineffective and inefficient (UN, 2013:61) despite the
fact that the primary purpose of the NSC is to equip learners with skills, knowledge, values
and attitudes that will enable them to_participate.meaningfully in society (DBE, 2011b:9).
Lower grade teachers should caver the whole curriculum on time, and carry out regular and

guality assessments in the lower grades (Mola, 2016:1).
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Learners’ problems in primary schools are usually carried over to secondary school, and
ultimately to higher education institutions as many learners struggle to cope academically at
tertiary institutions (Bharuthram, 2012:1). If learners do not perform well in lower grades, it
affects their understanding of the subject in the FET phase (Sundai & Sheriff, 2015:1052).
Learners in Grades 10 and 11 drop out and even repeat because they did not acquire the
foundational skills in earlier grades (UN, 2013:61). Mola (2016:1) suggests that baseline
assessment in Grade 9 should be conducted to assess whether the learners lack basic
knowledge to enter the FET phase. It should be noted that National Senior Certificate is a
three-year qualification covering Grades 10, 11 and 12 (UN, 2013:61). Our curriculum does
not develop the learners’ cognitive and higher-order thinking skills to grasp the content at
tertiary level. As a result, many of them drop out in their first year at university (Mola, 2016:1).
This may be because of the introduction of the progression policy which allows learners to
move from one grade to the next irrespective of whether they have the required subject

content foundation and skills to be on that grade.
2.3.2.6 Progression of Learners

Learners are pushed through the system until Grade 11; then schools weed them out to
avoid a low pass rate in Grade 12 (Africa Check, 2014:2). They weed out poor performing
learners in order to increase the pass rate of the school, and by default, this contributes to
a higher pass rate nationally (UN, 2013:67). The schools are now using the progression
policy to prevent poor-performing learners from writing the Grade 12 examinations or even
diverting them to enroll them as part-time learners in order to achieve a better pass rate
(Mola, 2016:2). In 2015, 22 000 Grade 11s (i.e. 37,6% of learners) were progressed and 65
700 Grade 12 learners were progressed nationally (DBE, 2015b:77).

In 2016, 109 000 learners were progressed to Grade 12 (DBE, 2016b:10). This was the
second year in which the progression policy was enforced, but it had already doubled in
number from 2015. It should be noted that progression in Grades 10-12 does not guarantee
the final certification requirements as contemplated in paragraph 37(1)(9) of the National
Policy Pertaining to the Programme and Promotion Requirements (NPPPPR) of the NCS
Grades R-12 to enable him or her to obtain a National Senior Certificate (DBE, 2015e:8).
Learners are progressed until Grade 12 and then abandoned and are expected to pass on
their own of which, for some, might be the first time they have to pass because they have
been progressed from Grade 1. It should be noted that Grade 12 is a three-year study
programme and that, if learners do not understand the Grade 10 and 11 curricula, their

chances of passing Grade 12 are 