
S P O T L I G H T  O N  B A S I C  E D U C A T I O N  C O M P L E T I O N  
A N D  F O U N D A T I O N A L  L E A R N I N G

South Africa

In partnership with





 

2 

Acknowledgements  
This report would not have been possible without the contribution of numerous people and institutions. 

The Spotlight series on universal basic education completion and foundational learning in Africa aims to leverage research 
insights to influence policy decisions at continental and national levels. We are honoured and grateful for the opportunity to 
launch this South Africa country report at the 2024 Basic Education Sector Lekgotla.  

We extend our gratitude to the Minister of Basic Education and the senior management team at the Department of Basic 
Education (DBE) for their leadership in guiding the report’s direction and validating its findings. Within the DBE, the development 
of the report was a collaborative effort involving Stephen Taylor and Kholosa Nonkenge in the Research Coordination, 
Monitoring and Evaluation Unit, and Elspeth Khembo and Asiya Hendricks in the Mathematics Science and Technology, 
Curriculum Innovation and e-Learning Unit.  

Special thanks are due to the head of the project team, Ingrid Sapire, and her colleagues Lindiwe Tshuma and Roelien Herholdt, 
who spearheaded the research, analysis and co-authoring of the report. We also acknowledge PDG for facilitating the 
operations, including field visits and stakeholder consultations.  

Consultations on the report were held during the Teacher Development and Curriculum Management committee meeting and 
at a consultation meeting with DBE staff, provincial level actors, experts from the National Education Collaboration Trust and 
academics from the University of the Witwatersrand. Through the fieldwork, perspectives from teachers, communities, school 
leaders and district officials further enriched the report.  

We appreciate the partnership and collaboration with the African Union and the Association for the Development of Education 
in Africa (ADEA), particularly the guidance provided by Albert Nsengiyumva and Shem Bodo at ADEA.  

The contribution of Jennifer Allain in copy-editing the report is recognized. We also extend our gratitude to those who supported 
the production of the report, including Godfrey ‘Gado’ Mwampembwa, Optima Graphic Design Consultants Ltd. 

  





































































































 

 

    

 

 

Annex 5. Further PIRLS findings  
Reading scores by gender  

In South Africa, boys perform lower than girls (almost 0.5 standard deviations lower) and the share of boys not 
reaching the minimum proficiency level (MPL) in reading is higher (by around 10 percentage points).  

The gap between girls and boys did not significantly change between 2016 and 2021. However, the share of girls 
not reaching the MPL has increased significantly, by 4 percentage points, while the share of boys not reaching the 
MPL has only increased by 1 percentage point. 

 

FIGURE A5.1. READING SCORES BY GENDER  

  

Note: MPL: minimum proficiency level.  
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