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A NOTE ON THE 2020 CORONAVIRUS PANDEMIC
30 April 2020

The current report was completed before it had become clear that the 2020 COVID-19
pandemic would become a major disruptor influencing the world in several ways. How, in the
opinion of the authors, does the pandemic influence the findings of the report?

It must be emphasised that there is currently much uncertainty about the new coronavirus.
Much of this uncertainty should be cleared in the coming months. From an education angle,
what is vital to watch is what appears to be a shift towards an understanding that children are
not only unlikely to become ill, but are also unlikely to transmit the virus. This would in many
ways overturn what has been a strong emphasis on closing schools.

It seems unlikely that current school closures will impact substantially on the current upward
trend with respect to learning outcomes. The basic education system is probably sufficiently
resilient to compensate for time lost through various forms of catching up, some of it
structured, and some unstructured. If the pandemic impacts negatively on the learning
outcomes trend, this would probably be through more indirect effects, such as through
lowered cooperation between government and teacher unions in a context of shrinking
purchasing power for teachers due to the longer-term effects of the pandemic.

With regard to messaging, COVID-19 may in fact create opportunities. llliteracy among
young children needs to be detected, as proposed in the current report, and acted upon. There
are obvious parallels between this and the testing and action taken in relation to the
coronavirus.

The pandemic greatly worsens the prospects for progress at the post-school level. This is
largely because the pandemic will shrink the fiscus in various ways. The tension outlined in
the current report between ambitious and necessary enrolment increases on the one hand, and
recent increases in unit costs, on the other, will be exacerbated by the pandemic. This makes it
more important than ever to explore the diversification of funding proposals of the report.

This report did not deal in depth with technological innovation in education, though one of the
four main priorities put forward by the report is more informed and cost-sensitive planning in
this area. South Africa is behind other middle countries by not having a clear national strategy
on e-education, not having the specialised institutions within government to take this forward,
and in terms of actual access to technologies in schools. The pandemic has brought to the fore
these deficiencies. This might actually help to accelerate progress in this area.




The pandemic is likely to destabilise the politics of the education sector as previously
unanticipated scenarios become a reality: a surge in the interest in distance education; a rise in
poverty among children and youths; and unprecedented budget constraints. This makes it
more important than ever for government to manage information and communication well, so
that the policy discourse can be as informed as possible. This is something which was
emphasised strongly in the report. Breaking down statistics by socio-economic status and
population group, and interpreting what they mean for action, needs to be done better. In part
this needs to be done to highlight where progress has been made, so that enough attention can
go towards protecting those gains, and ensuring they are not reversed. Better information on
the quality of education institutions, a sensitive matter, can help to direct the public focus
towards this critical matter.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This paper, prepared for the National Planning Commission (NPC), examines progress in the
education sector against the National Development Plan (NDP), but also assesses the NDP
itself. In hindsight, how well-placed and realistic were the education priorities of the
NDP, which was released in 2012? Have developments since then shifted what can or should
be done? While the paper focusses on the education sector as a whole, the focus on basic
education is somewhat stronger, given that a separate paper deals specifically with selected
post-school topics.

The paper is the outcome of discussions with selected National Planning Commissioners, and
other relevant experts and stakeholders. It also presents some new data analysis, focussing on
technical subjects in schools, as well as South Africa’s international standing with respect to
secondary school completion and post-school qualifications.

The paper concludes that the NDP’s coverage of education is good, and that with regard to the
education sector, the plan still represents an excellent tool to guide the national policy
debates and more detailed implementation plans, up to at least 2030, the time horizon of
the NDP. Crucially, the paper does not conclude that there is a need to revise the education
part of the NDP. There are elements which have become redundant, or which could have been
explained better, but on the whole the NDP provides relevant guidance. The position of the
paper is thus that instead of devoting effort to revising elements of the plan, efforts should
rather be devoted to taking the NDP forward, in ways explained below.

The international evidence on what promotes economic development in the long run has
shifted the policy emphasis strongly towards the quality of basic education. It has also
stimulated interest in measuring the basic literacy and numeracy competencies of school
learners, and contributed towards an extensive system of international testing programmes.
The NDP’s focus on improving the quality of schooling in South Africa is in line with this
evidence.

Another strand of economic evidence focusses on the income returns to acquiring
additional years of education, and additional qualifications. This evidence supports the
NDP’s focus on ensuring that all South Africans obtain at least some educational
qualification, and that many more than is currently the case acquire a post-school
qualification, either at a university or through some more vocationally oriented route.

Despite recent improvements, key education indicators point to South Africa being behind

other middle income countries. The quality of schooling can be said to be at a level more
typically associated with a low income country, for instance Lesotho or Nepal, than a middle




income country. Youths in South Africa are about half as likely to acquire a university degree
than youths in countries such as Brazil or Turkey. Currently, only around 8% of South
Africa’s youths do. (Around 19% of South African youths currently get to obtain any post-
school qualification.)

Yet some of South Africa’s education statistics are at a level one would expect from a
middle income country. Successful completion of twelve years of education, currently
achieved by 57% of youths, is typical. Pre-school and school enrolment statistics are normal
to high.

For progress to be made where South Africa is behind, it is important to examine historical
factors. The apartheid legacy makes it particularly important to track achievement by
population group, and to promote the educational outcomes of the historically
disadvantaged. The legacy of poor quality education is clearly rooted in the exclusionary
policies and segregated teacher training of the apartheid era. However, there may also be
additional regional factors. Botswana, a country South Africa has been trying to catch up with
in terms of the international test scores, is itself an under-performer among middle income
countries, and performs worse than Kenya, a low income country.

A table of indicators appearing after this executive summary sums up the recent past, and the
likelihood of further improvements envisaged by the NDP. The focus in the table is largely on
educational outcomes (as opposed to the internal dynamics of the education system). The
percentage of learners in the schooling system displaying what are now widely accepted
international minimum levels of competency varies, depending on where one focusses, but
key figures are the following. Only 22% of Grade 4 learners reach a minimum level of
reading. In Grade 9, 39% of learners reach a minimum level in mathematics (though this
minimum level is actually intended for Grade 8). What is good, is that for almost twenty
years, there has been a gradual upward movement in the competencies of learners. In
fact, this upward movement is about as fast as one could expect, given what has been seen
among the strongest improvers around the world. The sobering reality is that educational
quality, at least for whole countries, advances more slowly than one would want. The NDP
envisages 90% of learners achieving minimum competency levels by 2030. While this is a
noble goal, even with a healthy rate of improvement, it would be difficult to exceed 60% by
2030, at least if the standards of the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are used.
This may seem pessimistic, yet many developing countries today are well below a level of
90%. For instance, in Iran only 65% of Grade 4 learners reach a minimum reading level, using
international standards, while in Morocco the figure is an even lower 36%.

Turning to the acquisition of university qualifications, it is important to distinguish total
qualifications issued in a year, currently around 260,000, from the number of people
obtaining a university qualification for the first time, currently around 170,000. The latter
comes to about two-thirds of the former. The distinction is important, because if someone
acquires, say, a second university qualification, this does not add to the number of university-
qualified people in the labour market, even though one assumes the level of skills of the
individual has risen as a result of the second qualification. The NDP’s goal is for universities
to graduate 425,000 people each year by 2030. We can assume around 320,000 of these
graduations would involve the first-time acquisition of a university qualification. If trends
seen since the late 1990s continue, then it is feasible for South Africa to reach, or almost
reach, these targets by 2030. However, as discussed below, an anticipated rise in the average
public cost per student after 2012 poses a serious challenge.

What about post-school qualifications outside universities? The NDP envisages the number of
people qualifying as artisans to increase to 30,000 by 2030. The current figure is just above
21,000. Though the NDP has no graduation targets for TVET colleges, enrolment is expected
to increase from around 880,000 today to 1.25 million by 2030.




In line with practices elsewhere, the NDP emphasises the importance of mathematically-
oriented studies at universities, in areas such as engineering and financial management. With
regard to schools, there is an emphasis on mathematics and physical science, but also more
vocational and technical education.

Increases in post-school enrolments in recent years are the result of a combination of factors,
including improved budget allocations for the sector, and demand brought about by larger
numbers of Grade 12 graduates, particularly graduates qualifying for degree or higher
diploma studies. What lies behind the qualitative improvements in the schooling sector is less
easy to identify, yet for planning purposes it is clearly important to understand, as far as
possible, what the critical drivers of change are. The position of the Department of Basic
Education (DBE) is that better access to books, more assessing of learners, and clearer
curriculum guidelines for teachers lie behind the improvements. This seems plausible, but
also suggests these inputs should be protected at all costs, and further strengthened.

Developments since the NDP’s release in 2012 have in some cases facilitated the pursuit of
the NDPs goals, while in others have arguably made this more difficult.

Ground-breaking research initiated by the DBE into the impacts of various interventions to
improve early grade reading have greatly clarified what needs to be done in this area.
Essentially, a model of teacher training, involving some individualised coaching of teachers,
combined with access to specific learning materials, results in substantial improvements in the
reading competencies of lower primary learners. These findings strengthen South Africa’s
ability to respond to the worldwide call for a stronger focus on fixing early grade reading,
which is fundamental for all subsequent education. Government’s clear commitment to
reading is perhaps best captured in President Ramaphosa’s June 2019 State of the Nation
Address, which says that in ten years ‘every 10 year old will be able to read for meaning’.

The 2019 announcement by government that a Grade 9 national examination and certificate
would be introduced, represents a major structural change, one which comes with new
opportunities and risks. Insofar as clearer standards improve quality at the lower secondary
level, it supports the NDP’s goal of better completion of upper secondary schooling.
However, the Grade 9 certificate could also have the effect of taking attention away from the
need to strengthen school-level monitoring systems at the primary level. It is important to
bear in mind that currently 43% of youths — 100% minus the 57% who successfully
complete twelve years of education — do not obtain a qualification of any kind with which
to navigate either employment or further studies after school. This is clearly problematic, and
is a key reason why the new Grade 9 certificate is being introduced (around 88% of youths do
successfully complete Grade 9, based on standards set largely by each school). The NDP
envisages that by 2030, 80% to 90% of youths would complete twelve years of education,
either in a school or TVET college. However, historical trends suggest that a more likely
outcome is that 65% of youths would achieve this by 2030 (this would be a level comparable
to that found in China today). If 35% of youths do not successfully complete twelve years of
education by 2030, this strengthens the argument for some qualification before Grade 12 in
the schooling system.

Turning to post-2012 setbacks, the halting of the Annual National Assessments (ANA)
programme in 2015, due to union opposition, clearly removed a key pillar of the NDP’s
envisaged monitoring and accountability system for schools. ANA involved universal testing
of learners, with a specific focus on grades 3, 6 and 9. In many ways, arguments put forward
by unions were valid: the programme suffered technical flaws and its purpose was not clear in
policy. This points to the need for very clear policy in future, for instance in relation to the
proposed Grade 9 examination, and for greater technical capacity in the DBE in the area of
assessments.




The #FeesMustFall protests at universities, starting in 2015, resulted in major per
student spending improvements in universities and TVET colleges, especially from 2018.
Had spending per student remained unchanged, these spending improvements would have
been large enough to cover the NDP’s envisaged increases in university enrolments. This
provides a sense of the magnitude of the budgetary shifts. However, the additional funds will
be directed at better funding per student, especially historically disadvantaged ones. While
this is desirable, it also means that the enrolment expansions envisaged by the NDP become
much more difficult to achieve, from a budget perspective, than was initially thought.

The recent per student cost hikes in post-school education take South Africa from being an
average spender per student, in an international context, to one that is slightly above average,
by 20% or more. Yet, the fact that university enrolments remain at about half of what they
should be, still leaves South Africa as a net under-spender when it comes to post-school
education. This is with regard to public spending. What makes South Africa unusual, is a
combination of highly ambitious post-school graduation targets, combined with little in the
way of proposals around how funding sources can be diversified. Other countries, such as
India and China, which have seen major growth in the university sector, have to a large
extent achieved this by facilitating more private and foreign involvement in the sector. A
2019 World Bank report provides a valuable analysis into what diversification of funding
strategies might work, from a practical and political standpoint, in South Africa. Especially
after the recent increases in public spending per student, exploring other options has become
vital if the post-school sector is to grow as anticipated.

Following a doubling of public TVET college enrolments between 2010 and 2014, enrolment
numbers were essentially frozen due to budget constraints and a concern that the quality of
TVET education needed attention before enrolment was expanded further. If the
economic context improves, and if the college sector can produce a second surge in
enrolments which doubles the size of the sector, the NDP’s targets can still be met. However,
given current fiscal and capacity constraints, this may be overly optimistic. Here too,
exploring ways of diversifying funding sources is important.

The education system is large and complex, and in certain respects, the available information
and knowledge is weak. There is much work that the various stakeholders, including the NPC,
must do, yet prioritising tasks is not easy. In education, the evidence, on the one hand, and
public opinion can pull in different directions. The NPC is well-placed to ‘steer’ the debates
in a manner that promotes a more informed public discourse. The NPC is also well-placed to
advocate for investment into critically needed research and the proper design of policies and
systems.

A 2018 NPC paper put forward the following five proposals:

Restore confidence in the appointment of school principals.

Monitor school performance.

Raise standard of reading comprehension and numeracy in the Foundation Phase.
Strengthen youth pathways from learning to earning.

Drive equitable access for poor and working class students to higher education and
training.
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The current paper uses these proposals as a point of departure in advocating the following
four priorities.

Priority 1: ‘Reboot’ the NDP’s focus on accountability in the schooling sector. While

DBE and the provincial education departments at least nominally promote accountability in
the schooling sector, details on how better accountability will be built up over the years is
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largely absent from their plans. One of the strongest parts of the NDP’s section on schooling
is a description of an envisaged ‘results oriented mutual accountability system’, centred
around the school and the school principal. Taking this forward implies specific policy and
political work. More discussion is needed between the departments, teacher unions, school
principal associations, and organisations representing parents, on how existing ‘social pacts’
can be taken forward to encompass what is envisaged in the NDP. It also implies specific
technical work. Though the NDP does not envisage school report cards, simple annual reports
which assess the learning outcomes trends of schools, and how schools compare to other
socio-economically similar schools, are implied by the NDP’s focus on providing information
on school performance to parents. ANA has demonstrated how counter-productive technical
flaws in well-intended accountability systems can be. There are lessons from abroad and from
within South Africa, for instance in relation to the Data Driven Districts initiative, which
should be considered when taking tools such as school report cards forward.

It is important to see innovations with respect to support to teachers, such as in early grade
reading, and accountability tools, as complementary. Schools and teachers need the right
materials and methods to teach, say, early grade reading, but they also need to be accountable
for ensuring that historically low levels of literacy are improved, and this requires
accountability systems. At the heart of the accountability reforms should be the
professionalisation of the country’s corps of around 25,000 school principals.

Priority 2: Stimulate the debate on how best to improve and monitor reading in the
early grades. While important South African research, largely driven by government, has
emerged in recent years on how to teach reading better in primary schools, the uptake of this
research is still weak, judging for instance from the annual plans of a couple of provincial
education departments. Not just teachers, but parents and society at large need to understand
what good and bad classroom practices look like. There are interesting programmes outside
South Africa where parents have been empowered with simple methods to gauge whether
their children are behind in their reading. In short, parents need to be mobilised in the push to
eliminate functional illiteracy among children.

A difficult question is how better measures of primary school performance, for instance in
areas such as the reading skills of learners, can be realised. Such measures are envisaged by
the NDP. The obvious solution is a new universal testing system, which would replace ANA.
This should be the ultimate aim, but technical capacity constraints, the inherent difficulty of
designing such systems in a manner that allows for progress at each school to be reliably
measured, and teacher union unease around standardised testing all suggest that a new
universal testing will not be introduced very soon. There are second-best options, however.
Parts of the schooling system have experience with simple ‘dipstick’ approaches for gauging
the reading skills of learners, involving the collection of assessment data through tablets or
smartphones. While such approaches are insufficient to form the basis for rigorous system-
wide accountability, they can help in raising awareness among, for instance, school district
officials, of where the problems lie.

Priority 3: Insist on better monitoring of sectoral trends. The monitoring of trends and
progress in the education sector is often weak. Inaccurate, unclear or missing information is
common. This compromises not just government planning work, but the public debates which
influence education policymaking to such a large degree. To illustrate, the plans of the
Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET) suggest that more should be done to
monitor the impact of the post-school sector on societal trends, including the acquisition of
qualifications in the population, and employment. DHET’s own extensive database of
students should be used better for planning purposes. In particular, it is important to link these
data to the learner record data the DBE has, in part to clarify movements between schools and
TVET colleges, and the extent to which youths are ‘double-dipping’ in the sense of obtaining
two qualifications at the same level, first in a school and then in a college. Moreover,
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spending per student at the sectoral and sub-sectoral level should be better monitored and
projected into the future. This could make future budget constraints clearer, and bring forward
the debate around the diversification of funding sources. A part of the challenge is to use
existing data in better ways, but there should also be a lively debate around where investments
into new information systems should be directed. Little is known about the quality of the
various post-school institutions, and the inequality of this. This is unlike the basic education
sector, where there is considerable emphasis on narrowing quality gaps between historically
advantaged and disadvantaged schools, based on data. In the post-school sector, other
countries have successfully experimented with ways of generating data on the relative value
of particular qualifications. One option is to gather and make public employment data on
students leaving specific institutions with specific qualifications. This can both help students
to make choices and stimulate debate around why certain university programmes lead to
better opportunities than others

In basic education, the DBE could make it clearer that educational outcomes are improving in
South Africa, to counter a sense of despair or scepticism, but also to stimulate the debate
around what is causing this change.

Priority 4: Provide direction in the technology-intensive 4IR and e-Education policy
spaces. The Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR) concept is now commonly used in South
Africa’s education policy debates. This is a concept which emerged after the NDP was
released. Government needs to clarify exactly what the concept means for the education
sector, and emphasise that while it may change some of the modalities for achieving the
targets of the NDP, it does not invalidate or replace in any way the fundamentals of the plan.
There needs to be a balance between more long-range envisioning and planning for more
immediate interventions, in particular those aimed at addressing the low levels of access to
new technologies among the historically disadvantaged.

A key initiative in the basic education sector is the Three Stream Model, which aims to
provide more technical and vocational pathways at the secondary level. In part, this is about
providing more so-called twenty-first century skills to youths. This could easily represent the
most ambitious post-1994 reform in the schooling sector, apart from the undoing of the
unequal apartheid funding models in the late 1990s. Clearly, much of the planning focus will
have to be directed to this reform in the coming years. ‘Low hanging fruits’ include ensuring
that existing technology subjects in secondary schools are accessed more equitably. Currently,
while 56% of white Grade 12 learners take at least one technical subject, the figure for black
African students is just 8%.

While the focus on acquiring a post-school qualification as a means of enhancing the
employability of youths is important, it is important to remember that three-quarters of
employed South Africans currently hold no post-school qualification. The NDP’s targets, if
met, would mean raising the proportion of youths who obtain a post-school qualification from
the current 19% to about 40%. In other words, even in an optimistic scenario, in 2030 over
half of youths would not go beyond having a school education. This underscores the
importance of maximising the employability of school-leavers, for instance through access to
more vocational and technical education at the secondary level.

The diagram and table appearing on the following three pages summarise the structure of the
NDP’s education goals, and the report’s findings in relation to the NDP’s indicators of
progress on educational access, attainment and quality. The diagram draws very much from
section 2.1, while the table draws from various sections of the paper, but particularly 2.1 and
3.3.
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QUALITY IMPROVEMENTS

EXPANSION

Early childhood

education

Primary

Lower

secondary

Better career
guidance

Upper
secondary

Bachelor or

Post-school non-
equivalent

tertiary

Better planning, information on outcomes,
and interaction with unions

'Results-oriented mutual accountability'

system

Principals as agents of change |

Better quality
e.g.via
university-
based training
of ECD
teachers

Two years of
compulsory
pre-schooling
below Grade 1

Pink means additional budget needed.
Green means savings may be implied.

Better teacher incentive system |

Better in-service training of teachers

Better training of college

Master or

doctoral

lecturers and more college-
industry engagement

Better university governance and more
output-oriented funding systems

Increase in 'throughput rate' to 75%

Strengthening of SETAs so that funding supports
development better

Better information available to citizens on post-school
education

More equitable teacher placement

Better quality learning outcomes
monitored e.g. via international
assessments

Enabling framework for private institutions, maybe
even funding of poor students

More comprehensive funding of disadvantaged post-

Division between DBE and DHET

responsibilities

Summary of the NDP's education priorities

7 T school students
Decreaseinage \f ncrease in public || Increase in first-time
at which

students move
from school to
college

college enrolments
from 300,000 to
1.25 million

university-based
graduates from 120,000
to 320,000

Increase in
number of post-
graduate
qualifications
from 50,000 to
110,000

Increase in

artisan production

- to 30,000

\: 80 to 90% of community college Increasein univers.it\./ enrolments to 1.6
youths enrolments to one million
| completing 12 million
| years of I = |
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Expansion in distance education
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SUMMARY OF KEY NDP INDICATORS OF PROGRESS

Area of progress

Baseline around 2012

Progress 2012 to about
2019

Current level (and rate of
change) viewed against
other middle income
countries

2030 target

Feasibility,
appropriateness and
clarity of the target

Early childhood developm

ent

Access: Proportion of
children aged zero to three
accessing early childhood
development (ECD)
services

Around 29% patrticipating
in pre-school.

Very little.

Level not unusual,
perhaps above average.

All children, for ECD
services viewed broadly.
No pre-school participation
target for this age band.

Feasible and appropriate,
though specifics on
educational services
absent.

Participation: Proportion of
children attending two
years of pre-school

Around 92% for Grade R,
and 75% for the year
before this.

Grade R has improved
slightly, from 92% to 94%
(2018). The year below
Grade R has remained
roughly unchanged.

Level not unusual, though
comparisons difficult as
levels vary so much
across countries.

All children.

Apparently feasible,
appropriate and
sufficiently clear.

Schooling system

Completion: Proportion of
youths successfully
completing twelve years of
schooling.

Around 51%, or 49% if
only schools counted (and
colleges excluded).

Figures have risen to
around 57% and 54%.

Level about average, rate
of change good.

In the range of 80% to
90%, but this includes
colleges.

Not feasible. 65%, for
colleges plus schools,
would be feasible, given
historical trends.

Quiality: Proportion of Using UN SDG standards, | Relatively rapid Level remains 90%. Any target above an

learners achieving ranges from 22% for improvement of one to two | exceptionally low, though ambitious 60% not

minimum competency Grade 4 reading to 39% percentage points a year rate of change good. supported by historical

levels. for Grade 9 mathematics. occurring. evidence.

Post-school outside universities

Participation: Number of 657,690 in public colleges, | An increase in the two Level low. Post-school 1.25 million. Probably feasible, despite

enrolled college students with a further 115,586 in figures to about 710,000 participation and budget constraints, but

private colleges. and 170,000. completion in general appropriateness depends
around half of what it is in on comparisons with less
comparator countries. costly technical education
in schools.
Participation: Number of 300,000 No significant increase See above. One million. Does not appear feasible.

students enrolled in
Community Education and

apparent.




Area of progress

Baseline around 2012

Progress 2012 to about
2019

Current level (and rate