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Towards the realisation of Schooling 2030 III

Foreword by the Minister

I am proud to present Action Plan to 2029, the Department of Basic Education’s (DBE) framework to guide the sector in the 
period up to 2029. I am pleased to see that priorities I have expressed over the past year have been incorporated in the plan. 
In particular, it was important for the five key priorities of the seventh administration put forward in my 2024 Budget Speech to 
be carefully considered. The five priorities are as follows:

1.	 Firstly, we will intensify efforts to improve access to and quality of early childhood development, recognising that the 
formative years are critical to laying a strong foundation for our children’s education journey.

2.	 Secondly, we are steadfast on improving literacy and numeracy skills across all phases of schooling. 

3.	 Thirdly, we will increase efforts to improve access to and the quality of inclusive education for learners in our most 
vulnerable communities and learners with special education needs. It is our duty to ensure that our education system is 
accommodating and supportive of all learners.

4.	 Fourthly, we will intensify efforts to improve access to and the quality of training and professional development 
opportunities available to our school management teams and teachers. Teachers are the backbone of our schooling 
system. Given the many and varied challenges that our teachers and principals are required to respond to in their daily 
work, we need to ensure that they are supported to achieve the quality learning outcomes we so desperately need.

5.	 And finally, but certainly not least, we will be working tirelessly to improve the safety and quality of schooling 
environments for our learners and teachers.

The first two of these priorities deal directly with the need to reorient the system towards a stronger focus on foundational 
learning, within Early Childhood Development (ECD) and the Foundation Phase. The commitment of educators, parents and 
communities towards this task is strong. The current Action Plan will assist in understanding the how of this momentous task, 
a task which is vital for the socio-economic development of the country, can be taken forward. We cannot pronounce full 
success as a basic education system until we are certain that all our Grade 4 learners can read for meaning in at least one official 
language. 

I would urge the many vital stakeholders involved in expanding and enhancing ECD to read the current plan in conjunction 
with the DBE’s strategy to 2030 for ECD learning programmes, released by the DBE in 2023, and already the catalyst for critical 
innovations. 

The full realisation of compulsory Grade R, following the 2024 Basic Education Laws Amendment Act, remains a complex area 
we need to pay close attention to. 

This Action Plan provides important guidance on how to bring together the various strands of the planning process: pedagogical, 
human resourcing, public perceptions, and financing. A holistic approach is necessary. The growing awareness that we should 
bring the full breadth of our rich linguistic heritage to bear on early grade learning is something I welcome. The emphasis on 
the monitoring of foundational learning, using as complementary tools international assessments and our own South African 
Systemic Evaluation (SASE), is important.

In short, I look forward to the realisation of an even stronger, more caring and professionally-oriented basic education sector 
as envisaged in this plan.

MS GWARUBE, MP
MINISTER OF BASIC EDUCATION
01/10/2025
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Foreword by the Director-General

It is my pleasure to preface Action Plan to 2029, the fourth five-year plan of its kind released by the Department of Basic 
Education. This plan expands on the goals and targets of the education section as expressed in the Medium Term Development 
Plan, government’s apex five-year plan released earlier this year by the Department of Planning, Monitoring and Evaluation. 
Through these plans, the seventh administration of democratic South Africa and the country as a whole have a solid evidence-
based resource to assist in the work of bringing about a better future for all South Africans. 

This Action Plan reflects the key messages of the original National Development Plan, released in 2012, the African Union’s 
Continental Education Strategy for Africa, an updated version of which was released earlier this year, and the UN’s Sustainable 
Development Goals, launched in 2015. Inequality is a scourge we need to tackle head-on. Improving schooling systems is a key 
part of this, and action to bring about change should be informed by evidence. With regard to evidence, a plan of this depth 
and quality is made possible by the many people, from school principals to education administrators to researchers, inside and 
outside government, who have tirelessly worked on ensuring our information is reliable and properly used.

Our focus on informed and consultative planning has yielded results. This Action Plan is based on the premise that ours is a 
schooling system on the rise. It has demonstrated it is resilient and capable of improving the quality of learning and teaching. 
While the COVID-19 pandemic set us back, even here we were able to sustain limited gains in mathematics at the secondary 
level. Improvements, reflected in the international and national assessments of learning we have participated in, and in our 
National Senior Certificate results, have been achieved largely through reducing inherited inequalities. Our improvements are 
by now well known in the international arena, where South Africa has been put forward as an example of how a country can 
rise above a difficult and unequal past. During 2025, our education sector’s active involvement in the G20 processes hosted by 
South Africa have given us a unique opportunity to share our experiences. 

This Action Plan draws not only on past successes, but also on honest assessments of where we could have done better. Any 
good system aims to understand its past mistakes, in order not to repeat them.

The plan acknowledges the very dynamic context of the twenty-first century, where new technologies are continually creating 
new opportunities, but also new challenges and threats. How our system responds to these changes will to a large extent 
determine our ability to sustain the kinds of improvements we have seen in the past.

MR HM MWELI
DIRECTOR-GENERAL
24/07/2025
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Summary of Action Plan to 2029

 	 Section 2 of this plan locates South Africa’s educational challenges within in a historical context, and explains the role of 
education in overcoming the legacy of colonialism, inequality and poverty. 

 	 Section 3 describes the international and national policy commitments which inform our direction: the National 
Development Plan; the commitments of the Government of National Unity and Medium Term Development Plan 
(MTDP); and the goals of the African Union and the United Nations.

 	 Section 4 encapsulates a vision for a modern and decolonised schooling system. 

 	 Section 5 presents the theory of educational change that informs this plan, meaning our understanding of how 
educational improvement comes about.

 	 Section 6 describes recent trends which inform the plan. It outlines serious budgetary and demographic challenges, but 
also substantial gains in learning outcomes achieved over the last 20 or so years, according to international assessments 
and the local evidence. The basic strategy that would ensure these improvements continue is outlined. In doing this, the 
way forward for five likely reasons for past improvements are discussed.

 	 Section 7 describes five areas where innovation is important: identifying and building skills for the 21st century; aligning 
learning to the country’s rich linguistic heritage; improving early grade learning; assessment approaches; and e-Education.

 	 Section 8 discusses issues in relation to the first 13 goals of the plan, goals which specify exactly what learning outcomes 
we want to improve. Much of the emphasis falls the interpretation of the available statistics, and better measures of 
progress in the future.

 	 Section 9 discusses the remaining 14 goals, goals which specify how learning outcomes are to be improved. (The 27 
goals are listed on the following page.)
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The 27 Schooling 2030 goals

This plan has 27 goals. Goals 1 to 13 deal with outputs we want to achieve in relation to learning and enrolments. Goals 14 to 
27 deal with how the outputs are to be achieved. Goals with three stars («««) are strongly linked to the five priorities of the 
Minister of Basic Education explained in her July 2024 budget speech. In the interests of continuity, the 27 goals are the same 
as those appearing in Action Plan to 2014 (the one exception is Goal 9, which refers to Grade 9, where the earlier plan referred 
to Grade 8). These goals were also used in Action Plan to 2019 and Action Plan to 2024.    

Goal 1
«««

Increase the number of learners in Grade 3 who, by the end of the year, have mastered the minimum language 
and numeracy competencies for Grade 3.

Goal 2 Increase the number of learners in Grade 6 who, by the end of the year, have mastered the minimum language 
and mathematics competencies for Grade 6.

Goal 3 Increase the number of learners in Grade 9 who, by the end of the year, have mastered the minimum language 
and mathematics competencies for Grade 9.

Goal 4 Increase the number of Grade 12 learners who become eligible for a Bachelors programme at a university.
Goal 5 Increase the number of Grade 12 learners who pass mathematics.
Goal 6 Increase the number of Grade 12 learners who pass physical science.
Goal 7 Improve the average performance of Grade 6 learners in languages.
Goal 8 Improve the average performance of Grade 6 learners in mathematics.
Goal 9 Improve the average performance of Grade 9 learners in mathematics.
Goal 10 Ensure that all children remain effectively enrolled in school at least up to the year in which they turn 15.
Goal 11
«««

Improve the access of children to quality Early Childhood Development (ECD) below Grade 1.

Goal 12 Improve the grade promotion of learners through Grades 1 to 9. 
Goal 13 Improve the access of the youth to Further Education and Training (FET) beyond Grade 9.

Goals 14 to 27 deal with the things we must do to achieve our 13 output goals.

Goal 14 Attract a new group of young, motivated and appropriately trained teachers to the teaching profession every year.
Goal 15 Ensure that the availability and utilisation of teachers are such that excessively large classes are avoided.
Goal 16
«««

Improve the professionalism, teaching skills, subject knowledge and computer literacy of teachers throughout 
their entire careers.

Goal 17 Strive for a teacher workforce that is healthy and enjoys a sense of job satisfaction.
Goal 18 Ensure that learners cover all the topics and skills areas that they should cover within their current school year.
Goal 19 Ensure that every learner has access to the minimum set of textbooks and workbooks required according to na-

tional policy.
Goal 20 Increase access amongst learners to a wide range of media, including computers, which enrich their education.
Goal 21 Ensure that the basic annual management processes take place across all schools in the country in a way that 

contributes towards a functional school environment.
Goal 22 Improve parent and community participation in the governance of schools, partly by improving access to import-

ant information via the e-Education strategy.
Goal 23 Ensure that all schools are funded at least at the minimum per learner levels determined nationally and that 

funds are utilised transparently and effectively.
Goal 24
«««

Ensure that the physical infrastructure and environment of every school inspire learners to want to come to 
school and learn, and teachers to teach.

Goal 25 Use schools as vehicles for promoting access to a range of public services amongst learners in areas such as 
health, poverty alleviation, psychosocial support, sport and culture.

Goal 26
«««

Increase the number of schools that effectively implement the inclusive education policy and have access to cen-
tres that offer specialist services.

Goal 27 Improve the frequency and quality of the monitoring and support services provided to schools by district offices, 
partly through better use of e-Education.
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1	 Purpose of the Action Plan

This Action Plan to 2024 provides evidence-based strategic guidance for the basic education sector for the five-year 
period 2024 to 2029. It follows a series of three earlier five-year ‘action plans’ with horizons being 2014, 2019 and 
2024 respectively. 

In the interests of continuity, and recognising the fact that changing the structure of the plan would have ripple 
effects across various national and provincial reporting processes, the structure from previous iterations of the plan 
has been retained. Thus, for instance, the original 27 goals are used here. This does not mean that goals have not 
shifted. However, it was possible to incorporate these shifts within the original structure. 

This Action Plan draws extensively from the National Development Plan (NDP), specifically Chapter 9 of that plan, 
while taking into account that circumstances have changed since the 2012 release of the NDP. This plan is moreover 
aligned with the 2024 to 2029 Medium Term Development Plan (MTDP) of the country, issued by the Department 
of Planning, Monitoring and Evaluation (DPME). The Action Plan is also intended to work in tandem with a number 
of education-specific plans, in particular the five-year strategic plans of the ten departments dealing with basic 
education, as well as the annual performance plans of these departments. 

A key reason why this plan is shorter than its previous iterations is that previous ones have included detailed 
analysis to support the plan. Much, though by no means all, of the analysis underpinning this plan can be found in 
a separate sector review released by the Department of Basic Education (DBE) in 2024 and titled Review of progress 
in the basic education sector to 2024: Analysis of key statistics. 

Importantly, the official source for high-level indicators for the basic education sector is the MTDP, and not the 
current document. The very first Action Plan to 2014 included a detailed description of the sector’s indicators 
because at that stage the overall five-year plan of government had not been released yet. 
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2	 The historical context

F The NDP on education’s role in dealing with the apartheid legacy:

The education system will play a greater role in building an inclusive society, providing equal opportunities and helping 
all South Africans to realise their full potential, in particular those previously disadvantaged by apartheid policies, namely 
black people, women and people with disabilities. (p. 296)

The way forward for the schooling sector must be informed by our past. 

Decolonising the system as 
a whole, and the curriculum 
in particular, involves 
understanding the harm 
done to nationhood and 
the psychology of both 
the oppressed and the 
oppressors.

Decolonising the schooling system, and the curriculum in particular, involves 
understanding the harm done to nationhood and the psychology of both the oppressed 
and the oppressors.

In basic education, the most enduring apartheid legacy has likely been the unequal 
system of teacher training. Though the impact of this legacy has dwindled over time, as 
an increasing number of young teachers have emerged from the post-1994 university-
based training system, addressing this apartheid legacy, through effective in-service 
training, will remain necessary for another decade or so.

For historical reasons, South Africa has a public schooling system which is inclusive, but at the same time highly unequal. 
Given the centrality of educational access in the struggle against apartheid, major advances were made in this area. Today, 
South Africa is among the best in the world when it comes to providing widespread access to schooling. Yet the schooling 
system remains highly unequal, largely due to two factors: the ability of public schools serving better-off communities to 
charge fees, and the fact that the best teachers tend to gravitate towards advantaged schools, where working conditions 
are often better. These factors have deep historical roots. The equity of current (non-capital) public funding per learner 
is arguably not a major problem, and South Africa has been recognised for establishing a relatively equitable formula-
driven approach to public school financing in the early years of democracy. Inequalities, of all forms, must be continually 
monitored, in part to ensure that they do not worsen, and programmes aimed at reducing inequalities must be prioritised. 
This is of special importance in the context of very serious budget constraints experienced currently. In short, the challenge 
is to improve equity within a public school system that operates in a highly unequal society.

Insufficient discipline and 
accountability in the system, from 
the classroom up to the offices 
of some senior managers in the 
administration, continues to be a 
hurdle in the path of development.

It is widely acknowledged that accountability and discipline in the schooling 
system should be strengthened. This is a need existing from the household, to 
the classroom, and up to the offices of senior managers in the administration. The 
National Development Plan underlines the importance of addressing accountability 
gaps. In doing so it is important to be cognisant of how our history of oppression, 
and resistance to this oppression, shaped the culture and politics of the schooling 
system. Accountability solutions need to be tailored for the South African context. 

School governing bodies could play an even greater role in strengthening community engagement in the task of tackling 
‘learning poverty’, in particular weak learning in the earliest grades. This should be seen as a continuation of South Africa’s rich 
history of community-based struggles.

The 1913 Land Act set in motion a 
process of land dispossession and 
resettlement that has shaped the 
human geography of South Africa and 
influenced the location of schools.

Land dispossession and forced removals, much of it set in motion by the 1913 
Land Act, created rural areas in South Africa with very specific problems. The 
schooling system could do better at addressing the challenges faced by rural 
communities. At the same time, it should not be assumed that schools in rural 
areas always face greater challenges than those in urban areas. As explained in 
the current plan, in certain respects rural schools out-perform urban schools1. 

1	  See section 8.2.
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Schools have a vital role to play in combatting the marginalisation of indigenous African languages. While the predominance 
of English, and to some extent Afrikaans, in the higher school grades and broader society is a reality, policy should always be 
informed by the fact that for 92% of learners today, English is not their main home language2. Policy should also take into 
account that multilingualism is a reality in many schools and households across the country, making neat separations between 
languages at times problematic3.

Technical and vocational education has been proven to empower youths. Here the historical legacy remains strong, with for 
instance white National Senior Certificate candidates being six times as likely as black African candidates to take one or more 
of the four key technical subjects4. But the problem is in part attitudinal, with many youths incorrectly believing that a strongly 
academic education is the only pathway to success. Advocacy in this regard is needed, as well as more in-depth research into 
the labour market returns of different educational streams.

2	 The reference here is to Grade 3 learners – see Department of Basic Education (2024a: 67). 7% of learners report having Afrikaans as their home language, 
with the three largest indigenous languages isiZulu, isiXhosa and Sepedi accounting for 56% of learners. 

3	 Mbude, 2019.
4	 Engineering Graphics and Design, Civil Technology, Electrical Technology, Mechanical Technology.
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3	 National and international commitments

F The NDP on the role of educational quality in the national development process:

Improved education ... will lead to higher employment and earnings, while more rapid economic growth will broaden 
opportunities for all and generate the resources required to improve education. (p. 26)

3.1	 The National Development Plan

Government’s apex plan is the National Development Plan (NDP)5. This section sums up the basic education priorities put 
forward in the NDP. Further details about these priorities, and how successful the sector has been in responding to them, are 
outlined in sections 6 to 9. 

Chapter 9 of the NDP deals with education. However, other parts of the plan, dealing for instance with the kind of society we 
strive for, and the systems and culture needed in the public service as a whole, are also important for the sector.

Economic development is recognised as critical for fighting poverty, with education playing a central role6:

Improved education ... will lead to higher employment and earnings, while more rapid economic growth will 
broaden opportunities for all and generate the resources required to improve education. (p. 26)

How education and economic development are linked, particularly in the case of South Africa, is explained in section 7.1.

Critical success factors for the NDP, but also for effective planning and implementation in education, are the following (p. 59):

Focused leadership: ‘Policy changes should be approached cautiously based on experience and evidence ...’ 

A plan for all: ‘Broad support across society is needed for ... successful implementation ... Vigorous debate is 
essential for building consensus.’ 

Institutional capability: ‘Institutions improve through continuous learning and incremental steps ... This requires 
good management ... high performance ... ethics and a willingness to learn from experience.’ 

Willingness to prioritise: ‘... senior public officials should focus most of their attention on a few strategic priorities.’ 

Chapter 3, dealing with the economy and employment, includes proposals which are of direct relevance for basic education:

Provide skills development for students currently in school with a focus on grooming an entrepreneurial attitude. 
This should include reviewing the curriculum with a view to encouraging entrepreneurial thinking and creating 
the skills necessary for start-ups. The review should consider focusing education into technical and academic 
streams after grade 8, and establishing vocational and technical training for students in grades 9 and 11. (p. 143)

The above underpins the DBE’s Three Streams Model proposal, discussed in various places, including section 6.2. 

Turning to Chapter 9, the sections on early childhood development (ECD) and basic education are of direct relevance to the 
basic education sector.

The section on early childhood development stresses the need to deal with the very basics of early childhood development. In 
South Africa, high numbers of children suffer from physical stunting as a result of poor nutrition in the early years – one in five 
children are affected according to the NDP (p. 299). The ten government departments, one national and nine provincial, dealing 
with basic education are expected to take on a larger responsibility in the area of ECD. Specifically, these departments would 
begin managing the public funding of ECD centres, now commonly referred to as early learning programmes (ELPs). These 
departments are also expected to take forward the NDP goal of universal coverage for all children in the year prior to Grade R. 
ECD centres are expected to provide not just education, but a range of support, including nutrition. 

5	 National Planning Commission, 2012.
6	 A recent World Bank (2018a) report on fighting poverty in South Africa provides important details on the relationship between poverty reduction and 

education. 
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The section on basic education has 11 sub-sections.

(1) The role of stakeholders in basic education. The NDP reiterates the ideal of collaboration, support and accountability 
between stakeholders. Specific systems to facilitate accountability to parents are envisaged:

Providing meaningful information to parents on their children’s performance can enable them to hold schools 
accountable. Performance tends to improve when parents are actively involved and take an interest in the affairs 
of the school. (p. 303)

(2) School infrastructure. The NDP stresses the importance of applying minimum standards, and envisages all schools having 
libraries, laboratories, computer centres and broadband. 

(3) Curriculum, incentives, inclusivity and language issues. The plan emphasises curriculum stability, and the need for mother 
tongue instruction in the initial years of school, in order to establish a solid reading and language scaffolding for the child. Better 
career guidance, starting already at the primary level, is also emphasised.     

(4) Sports, art and culture. The role of both sports and physical education are affirmed, in a context where health problems 
such as child obesity are on the rise. Arts and culture should serve to foster a deeper understanding of history. 

(5) Long-term goals for basic education. The top long-term developmental priority in the NDP is to increase the percentage of 
learners reaching adequate achievement levels with respect to their language and mathematical (or numeracy) competencies. 
Monitoring of this should occur via national assessment programmes, as well as international programmes. This aligns with 
global monitoring priorities agreed on in conjunction with the Sustainable Development Goals – see section 3.3 below. 
Moreover, at a higher level of achievement, it is expected that a much larger percentage of Grade 12 learners would be ready 
for mathematically- and scientifically-oriented programmes at university.   

(6) Retain more learners. Here the aim falls on getting more youths to complete twelve years of education, either at school 
in some alternative institution, such a TVET7 college. This has implications for coordination between the Department of Basic 
Education (DBE) and the Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET). 

(7) Proposals to improve human capacity. This is a substantial sub-section. Increasing the quantity of teachers over the longer 
term, in order to reduce the number of unacceptably large classes, is emphasised. Improving the quality of teaching should also be 
pursued through various strategies. Effective in-service training is needed, teachers need better access to the latest technologies 
that assist teaching, career paths should be better at rewarding good teachers, and teachers in schools whose results improve 
should be rewarded through incentives directed to the school as a whole. The critical importance of relations between the 
employer and teacher unions is acknowledged. In line with lessons from other countries, union leaders should be given access to 
training that will assist them in fulfilling their role as leaders in the profession and in the broader national development process. 
Finally, the NDP calls for the departments to assume a more pro-active role in determining where young teachers end up teaching, 
in the interests of getting more good teachers with relevant qualifications into historically disadvantaged schools. 

(8) Proposals for improving school management. In order to strengthen management by existing school principals, both support 
and accountability are emphasised. The capacity of districts to support schools is important. Moreover, work needs to proceed on 
the design of performance contracts for school principals. Principals who consistently fail to reach reasonable targets should be 
replaced. The South African Schools Act approach of increasingly placing mechanisms for school improvement under the control 
of principals – they need powers if they are to be held accountable – is affirmed in the NDP. With regard to the appointment of 
new school principals, the NDP proposes the use of competency assessments, and underlines the importance of removing undue 
union influence in the appointment process, partly by strengthening the relevant oversight functions in districts. 

(9) Proposals for results oriented mutual accountability. The NDP envisages a strengthening of two-way accountability between 
districts and schools: districts need to provide support and services which schools find useful, and schools need to account to 
districts for the quality of the schooling offered to the community. Moreover, two-way accountability between parents and the 
school are needed: schools need to report in better ways to parents on how well children learn, and parents need to demonstrate 
that they provide support in the home. Crucially, these lines of accountability depend on ‘reliable measures’ of learning outcomes 
at schools which everyone can use to gauge progress. The NDP acknowledges how difficult accountability reforms can be:

7	  Technical and vocational education and training.
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Accountability measures are likely to be met with resistance because they change the balance of power. At first, 
they will add to the workload of teachers and principals and put new obligations on parents. Once systems and 
routines are established, the workload will lessen and the system will deliver benefits for everyone.  (p. 311)

(10) Proposals to improve school infrastructure. How poor infrastructure, including a lack of access to information and 
communication technologies (ICTs), exacerbate disadvantage in poorer parts of the country is emphasised in the NDP. In solving 
these problems, better coordination between various organisations, more data-driven planning, for instance in relation to 
future enrolment patterns, and a lowering of costs, are needed. Why costs are so high should be better understood. 

(11) The education pact. The NDP recognises that social buy-in for school improvement is crucial, but can also be difficult to 
achieve. It envisages ongoing efforts, led by the DBE, and guided by an education pact, that promotes a common understanding 
among stakeholders and recognises and supports the work of all parties. 

3.2	Commitments of the GNU and MTDP

The Statement of intent of the Government of National Unity (GNU), constituted in 2024, refers to nine high-level priorities. 
The first is about ‘rapid, inclusive and sustainable economic growth’. The fourth priority relates to education: ‘Investing in people 
through education, skills development and affordable quality health care’. On the whole, the Statement of intent espouses 
policy positions very similar to those of the NDP.

The Medium Term Development Plan (MTDP) for the country, released in early 2025, focusses partly on elaborating the 
priorities of the GNU Statement of intent. The MTDP forefronts ‘a capable, ethical and developmental state’ as a prerequisite 
for all public services, including the effective provision of basic education. 

Within basic education, the MTDP focusses strongly on children’s formative years. It emphasises taking forward South Africa’s 
2030 strategy for early childhood development programmes8, released by the DBE in 2023. The following is emphasised with 
respect to the initial school grades9:

…improvements in reading and mathematics, especially at Grade 3 level. Other interventions will include improved 
lesson plans, graded reading books and individualised coaching of teachers. 

There are five key outcome indicators for basic education in the MTDP. These indicators deal with access to ECD, the competencies 
of Grade 3 learners, achieving a 60% mark in mathematics and physical sciences in the NSC, and the expansion of vocational 
training in special schools.  

8	  Department of Basic Education, 2023a.
9	  Department of Planning, Monitoring and Evaluation, 2025: 85.
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3.3	International commitments

Continental commitments captured within African Union (AU) plans and South Africa’s global commitments as reflected in 
United Nations documents largely complement each other, and are to a large extent reflected in our NDP. They underline that 
the current Action Plan is not just about building a better South Africa, but also about a better Africa and a better world.

In 2025, the African Union released the Continental Education Strategy for Africa 2026-2035 (CESA), an extension of the 
original 2016 to 2025 strategy10. These strategies have positioned global commitments within the African context. Moreover, 
CESA supports the African Union’s multi-sectoral ‘Agenda 2063’11. The more recent CESA makes the complexity of the task of 
educational improvement and the need for careful and evidence-based planning clear12:

… education systems are not sailboats: they cannot change direction easily. They are like tankers. To change direction, 
beyond strategic vision, careful planning will be needed. … Assessing both needs and the cost-effectiveness of alternative 
interventions to meet these needs based on national and local contexts will be essential to maximize the benefits from 
investments in education.

CESA puts forward 20 objectives, of which 14 are directly relevant to basic education. 

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of the United Nations13 replace the previous Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs), which expired in 2015. The SDGs differ from the MDGs in two key ways. Firstly, in education they shift the emphasis 
decisively towards the quality of schooling, or what learners actually learn, whereas the MDGs had focussed largely on 
enrolment. Secondly, they represent an important shift towards a much stronger concern around the dangers of inequality, 
across the world and within countries. The quality of schooling, and the ‘inequality of quality’, are matters which have been on 
the South African policy agenda for many years. The fact that they are central to the SDGs should be welcomed. 

SDG Goal 4 is: ‘Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all’. This goal 
has a number of sub-goals. 

10	  African Union, 2016b, 2025.
11	  African Union, 2016a.
12	  African Union, 2025: 17.
13	  United Nations, 2017a.
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4	 Our vision of a modern and decolonised basic education system

F The NDP...

... envisions a South Africa where everyone feels free yet bounded to others; where everyone embraces their full potential, 
a country where opportunity is determined not by birth, but by ability, education and hard work. (p. 24)

The vision for schools that guides this document is stated below. It is essentially the same vision that informed the previous two 
Action Plans. The vision for early learning programmes (ELPs), which since the 2021 function shift now constitute around 15% 
of children in the sector, is provided in a separate box below.  

Making sure that every young South African receives quality schooling is an urgent need. Yet, we realise that this cannot 
be brought about overnight. We need a clear vision of where we want to be in 2030, or even before then if possible. And 
we must make sure that every year we move a bit closer to our vision, recognising that a large improvement is actually an 
accumulation of many smaller changes. By 2030 we must see the following in every South African school:

Learners attend school every day and are on time because they want to come to school, the school is accessible and because they 
know that if they miss school when they should not, some action will be taken. Learners understand the importance of doing 
their schoolwork, in school and at home, and they know their school will do everything possible to get them to learn what they 
should. Much learning happens through the use of computers and, from Grade 3 onwards, all learners are computer literate. 
Part of the reason why learners want to come to school is that they get to meet friends in a safe and secure environment where 
everyone is respected, they will receive a good meal, they know they can depend on their teachers for advice and guidance, and 
they are able to participate in sporting and cultural activities organised at the school after school hours. 

Teachers who received the training they require are continuously improving their capabilities and are confident in their 
profession. Teachers understand the importance of their profession for the development of the nation and do their utmost 
to give their learners a good educational start in life. They are, on the whole, satisfied with their jobs because they feel their 
employer is sensitive to their personal and professional needs and that their pay and conditions of service in general are 
decent and similar to what one would find in other professions. 

The school principal ensures that teaching in the school takes place as it should, according to the national curriculum, and 
understands his or her role as a leader whose responsibility is to promote harmony, creativity and a sound work ethic within 
the school community and beyond. 

Parents, who are well informed about what happens in the school, are keen to be involved in school affairs. They receive 
regular reports about how well their children perform against clear standards that are shared by all schools. These parents 
know that if something is not happening as it should in the school, the principal or someone in the department will listen to 
them and take steps to deal with any problems. 

Learning and teaching materials are in abundance and of a high quality. National policy, which is widely understood, 
describes the minimum quantity and quality of materials that every learner must have access to. Computers in the school 
are an important medium through which learners and teachers access information. 

School buildings and facilities are spacious, functional, safe and well maintained. Learners, teachers and the school 
community as a whole look after their buildings and facilities because they take pride in their school.

The 2030 vision for ELPs appearing below draws from a vision and general points in the early childhood development strategy 
of 202314.

Children all get to attend an ELP before entering school as there are no barriers to participation such as distance or 
unaffordable fees. They enjoy the safe, friendly and structured environment of the centre, nutritious meals, as well as a 
variety of resources that facilitate education and play. They make friends and form bonds with caring staff. The staff are 
adequately trained and feel they are part of a profession that lays the foundation for the future success of individual learners 
in school and for the development of the nation. They moreover feel they work in a larger system where government is 
sensitive to realities on the ground and manages public spending and effective systems accordingly. Parents receive relevant 
feedback about their children and have the ability to influence how children are cared for and educated at the centre. Finally, 
the physical environment of the centre is safe and appropriately designed, which allows children to thrive. 

14	  Department of Basic Education, 2023a.
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5	 Our theory of educational change

‘Theory of change’ means the Department of Basic Education’s understanding of how better quality schooling is brought about. 
The details of this are a matter of lively debate, even among the experts, though the evidence is increasingly clear15. 

In what follows, early childhood development (ECD) is considered as a sub-system of the schooling system, and as something 
that influences change in schooling. Especially with the 2021 incorporation of ECD centres into the basic education sector, it 
has become increasingly important for the sector to focus on how change and improvement occurs within those centres. That 
is not covered in any detail below, in part because the 2023 ECD strategy16 does include this.   

In the diagram appearing below, each solid-line box is an actor. The central actor is the learner. The theory of change is about 
improving learning, with a clear focus on foundational language and numeracy competencies, and beyond that specific subject 
knowledge and life skills. 

Each dotted-line box is a sub-system of the schooling system. Each can have three features:

§	 Support, in the form of personal interaction or tools that facilitate work, aimed at actors such as teachers and school 
managers, to enable service delivery and build human capacity. 

§	 Accountability which, put simply, is about demonstrating that one has done the best one can given the resources available, 
and the context. 

§	 Information to facilitate fair accountability systems and the targeting of support. 

Lines between the boxes in the diagram highlight where the need for collaboration, responsibility and alignment is particularly 
strong.

The diagram is a simplification of reality. To highlight just one key omission, school infrastructure is excluded partly because 
the evidence on, for instance, the impact of specific classroom designs on learning is mixed. Moreover, infrastructure such as 
decent toilets is not just about effective learning, but also basic human rights. 

There is increasing evidence of how important early childhood development, including the right health and psychosocial 
interventions, are for subsequent learning in school. Well-designed ECD influences the physical development of the brain in 
positive ways, in particular if interventions occur early enough. However, the research also warns that poorly-designed ECD 
services can have zero or even negative impacts on a child’s development. The NDP emphasises expanding and improving the 
quality of our ECD. At the most basic level, around a quarter of children have suffered stunting due to poor nutrition, which can 
result in lasting impairments in the ability to learn. Clearly this is unacceptable and should be eradicated17.

Importantly, investing in ECD should not be seen as an alternative to strengthening teaching and learning further in the initial 
school grades. Both are needed, and trade-offs in terms of budgets and management effort should be carefully considered18. 

Once in school, a learner’s chances of learning are strongly influenced by three key classroom factors: the capabilities of the 
teacher, the availability of learning and teaching support materials (LTSMs), and class size. Moreover, in particular for learners 
from poorer households, a nutritional meal provided by the school plays a major role. 

The capabilities of the teacher depend on a complex combination of factors. Initial teacher education (ITE) should provide 
teachers with the professional grounding needed for effective teaching. The evidence suggests that this has improved in the last 
two decades (see section 9.3). However, currently around 60% of public school teachers received their ITE before the reforms of 
the early 2000s, and it is only in around 2038 that we can expect all teachers to have a post-reform ITE background. 

15	 Good summaries of the vast array of evidence, such as UNESCO (2014), other UNESCO Education Global Monitoring Reports, and World Bank (2018), 
can be useful in guiding the debates.

16	 Department of Basic Education, 2023a.
17	 Yoshikawa and Kabay, 2015; National Planning Commission, 2012: 299; World Bank, 2022a. 
18	 See for instance Evans and Hares (2021) and Akkari (2022). 
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TEACHER
With his or her subject 
knowledge, linguistic 
background, teaching 

skills, professional 
identity, level of job 
satisfaction, view of 

society.

SYSTEM OF TEACHER 
DEPLOYMENT

Includes incentives to 
teach in disadvantaged 

schools. 

LEARNING AND 
TEACHING SUPPORT 
MATERIALS (LTSMs)
With 'hardware' (e.g. 
book or tablet) and 
'software' (content) 

elements.

CURRICULUM AND 
ASSESSMENT POLICY
STATEMENT (CAPS)

Includes supplementary 
policies and guidance 
relating to teaching 

methods, assessment tools, 
and grade promotion.

CONTINUOUS 
PROFESSIONAL 

TEACHER 
DEVELOPMENT (CPTD)

Also known as 'in-
service training'.

LEARNERS
Arranged in classes 
of particular sizes, 

and with a range of 
individual special 

needs.

INITIAL TEACHER
EDUCATION (ITE)

Also known as 'pre-
service training'.

CONDITIONS OF 
SERVICE

Includes career
pathways.

EARLY CHILDHOOD 
DEVELOPMENT

SCHOOL PRINCIPAL AND 
SMT

SCHOOL ACCOUNTABILITY FRAMEWORK
Draws from School Improvement Plans, 
annual reports, school report cards, SA-

SAMS,Grade 12 examinations, IQMS, WSE.

NATIONAL STRATEGY
Includes this 'theory of change', effective plans and reliable reports, maintenance of a 
lively and constructive policy discourse, alignment with international commitments. 

PROVINCIAL AND 
DISTRICT AUTHORITIES

PARENTS AND 
SCHOOL 

GOVERNING 
BODIES

SCHOOL-SPECIFIC 
POLICIES AND ETHOS

A THEORY OF CHANGE FOR QUALITY BASIC EDUCATION

LANGUAGE
POLICY

SOCIAL PROTECTION
Includes nutrition 

and health 
interventions, school 

safety.

Teachers, like other professionals, require ongoing updating of their skills, as teaching methods and technologies evolve. Those 
with a weak ITE foundation need especially effective continuous professional teacher development (CPTD). Evidence suggests 
that it is hard to change classroom practices through CPTD, yet some approaches work better than others. This has led to a 
strong emphasis on evaluating existing programmes, and a keen interest in more teacher-driven and less top-down professional 
learning communities (PLCs). There are certain topics, such as early grade reading, which need to be covered far better in both 
ITE and CPTD19.

The relatively poor performance of boys, starting already in the earliest grades, warrants more attention. While this problem 
is not unique to South Africa (see section 8.1), it is likely to be a factor contributing to the scourge of gender-based violence in 
schools.  

19	  UNESCO, 2014a: 236; Crouch, 2020; VVOB, 2017.
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The availability of effective LTSMs relies in part on investments in good content – the ‘software’ – and in part on funding, 
distribution systems and technologies making texts accessible to learners – the ‘hardware’ side of the equation. The positive 
impacts of LTSMs are likely to be enhanced if learners can take materials home. Not all LTSMs are equally effective across 
different linguistic, socio-economic and cultural contexts. Good research into what works best, for instance when it comes to 
the complex area of reading acquisition for young learners, can lead to better materials. The current shift away from paper-
based to digital materials can be beneficial, but also presents new challenges relating to portability outside the school, electrical 
supply, the security of devices, and harmful online materials.

Our language policy has major implications for learning. Learners who speak an indigenous African language at home generally 
experience a dual disadvantage: they begin learning in an unfamiliar language in Grade 4, mostly English, but also tend to come 
from more socio-economically disadvantaged households. The favouring of mother-tongue instruction, especially for younger 
learners, is supported by research20. The current interest in South Africa to expand the use of mother-tongue instruction into 
higher grades, an element of the Mother Tongue-based Bilingual Education (MTbBE) approach embraced by the DBE in 2024, is 
shared by several countries (see section 7.2). 

Hard evidence on the benefits to learning of reducing class sizes is difficult to find, for South Africa and other developing 
countries, in part because appropriate data on learning outcomes and class size are scarce. Existing evidence suggests classes 
would need to be reduced to a large degree for a substantial learning gain to be seen. This could have serious cost implications, 
though as described in section 9.2 there are relatively low-cost ways to reduce class size. South Africa’s classes are large 
compared to those in key non-African middle income countries, which is particularly concerning at the primary level, where 
individualised attention to learners is so important. Experiences in countries such as Brazil, which has opted for automatic 
grade promotion at the primary level, should be looked at carefully, as repetition pushes class sizes up21. It is noteworthy that 
within Africa SEACMEQ22 data point to better levels of reading in Grade 6 in some places compared to South Africa, even though 
on average class sizes are worse23. 

Other elements in the diagram, described below, may not impact as directly on the classroom as the ones referred to above, 
yet they remain vital change factors. 

Policies on conditions of service influence who chooses teaching as a profession, and whether the best teachers remain in the 
public system. The research underlines the importance of developing clear and logical career pathways, including opportunities 
for advancement with respect to pay, responsibilities, and professional self-fulfilment. How promotion occurs into schools-
based management posts, such as those of our ‘heads of department’, is important24. 

The system of teacher deployment includes the ‘post provisioning’ policy governing how enrolment numbers are used to 
generate each school’s entitlement to publicly paid educator posts. Shortages of teachers in schools are often blamed on this 
policy, when the root problem has more to do with the availability of budgets and the average costs of teachers. A crucial 
element of any deployment system should be incentives to teach in disadvantaged schools25, in other words schools which are 
typically not a teacher’s first choice.

The Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS), introduced after 2012, has in general been well received26. However, 
supplementary guidance to Foundation Phase teachers is needed to help them teach reading and writing properly, in line with 
emerging evidence. While there has been progress with regard to the availability of good assessment tools, more work is needed. 
Research emphasises the importance of better formative assessment in schools throughout the school year. Formative assessment 
is assessment for learning, where summative assessments represent assessment of learning and often occurs twice a year. 

The NDP considers the school principal a key agent of change. Research emphasises that principals, supported by their School 
Management Team (SMT), need to play a stronger instructional leadership role. School principals moreover play an important 
role in tackling the scourge of corruption. The schooling sector has not been immune to such ills, as demonstrated by a 
Ministerial Task Team report released in 201627. 

20	  Mohohlwane et al, 2023
21	  Wills, 2023b; Koppensteiner, 2013; Department of Basic Education, 2024a.
22	  Southern and Eastern Africa Consortium for Monitoring Educational Quality.
23	  This is true for Kenya and Zanzibar (Awich, 2021: 50, 77). 
24	  UNESCO, 2014a: 264; Department of Basic Education, 2017a.
25	  UNESCO, 2014a: 251.
26	  Department of Planning, Monitoring and Evaluation, 2017; Care et al, 2017.
27	  World Bank, 2018: 148; Department of Basic Education, 2016a.
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While schools are accountable, through various means, to districts and the provincial authorities, there is still a need for the 
holistic school accountability framework envisaged by the NDP. Existing school accountability elements include the annual 
school improvement plan, each school’s annual report, the increasing use of the SA-SAMS28 school management system and 
the DDD29 dashboards to organise and visualise information, and the Whole School Evaluation (WSE) programme. 

For the 6 400 or so public schools offering Grade 12, accountability often revolves around the Grade 12 examination results. 
With better data30, the system is now in a much better position to produce measures of Grade 12 success that move beyond 
the traditional pass rate, which easily produces biased statistics, depending on how subtle forms of ‘gatekeeping’ into Grade 12 
are employed by schools. 

A Grade 9 General Education Certificate (GEC), as proposed by a Ministerial Task Team in 201431, is in the process of being taken 
to scale. The primary purpose of this is to facilitate subject choices beyond Grade 9 and articulation between schools and TVET32 
colleges. Information generated by the new examinations should feature within the school accountability system. 

Strengthening the accountability of the approximately 15 200 public primary schools with no grade above Grade 7, remains a 
key challenge. The NDP refers to the need for ‘reliable measures’ of performance for every primary school, something which 
often goes under the rubric of ‘school report cards’ in other countries33.

Data that already exists should be used better. School-based assessment (SBA) data is more available than ever before. Quality 
Management System (QMS) data evaluating school principals (and teachers) is now routinely captured on the payroll system. 
While these data sources do suffer from comparability problems, they can be used as a source to understand what is happening 
in individual districts and schools. Importantly, while the monitoring solutions alluded to here can be helpful, it is essential that 
any high-stakes evaluations, for instance of school principal performance, be based on data that are comparable34.

Policies dealing with, for instance, nutrition, scholar transport, safety in schools and the identification of especially vulnerable 
children contribute to the social protection offered by schools to mitigate the effects of poverty. 

Districts play a critical role in supporting schools and teachers, and in the accountability of schools. Their functions span many 
of the boxes in the diagram, including CPTD, teacher deployment, LTSMs, and school governing bodies. As stressed by the NDP, 
the accountability between districts and schools is mutual. Schools are accountable to districts for effective use of the available 
resources, and districts are accountable for providing quality support services35.  

The national strategy on how to bring about quality basic education is expressed in the NDP and the current Action Plan. The 
national strategy must be a living one, characterised by a lively and constructive policy discourse, and informed by reliable 
information produced by government and non-government players. This can influence the mood in the sector, and trust 
between stakeholders, which inevitably impacts on what happens in schools and classrooms. 

28	  South African School Administration and Management System.
29	  Data Driven Districts.
30	  Department of Basic Education, 2024a: 38.
31	  Department of Basic Education, 2014a.
32	  Technical and vocational education and training.
33	  Cheng and Moses, 2016; UNESCO, 2019.
34	  Chetty, 2016; Van der Berg and Shepherd, 2008; Department of Basic Education, 2017a.
35	  National Planning Commission, 2012: 311.
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6	 Developments up to 2024 that influence our strategic direction

F The NDP on over-arching ‘critical success factors’ for national development:

Focused leadership: “Policy changes should be approached cautiously based on experience and evidence ...” 

A plan for all: “Broad support across society is needed for ... successful implementation ... Vigorous debate is essential for 
building consensus.” 

Institutional capability: “Institutions improve through continuous learning and incremental steps ... This requires good 
management ... high performance ... ethics and a willingness to learn from experience.” 

Willingness to prioritise: “... senior public officials should focus most of their attention on a few strategic priorities.” (p. 59)

This section summarises what the key developments in the sector up to 2024, in particular those since 2019, have been and 
what this means for the way forward. More details can be found in the discussion of the 27 goals, starting in section 8. First, 
two largely unanticipated and serious trends which have been beyond the control of the education departments, namely an 
increase in the child population and serious budget constraints arising largely out of weak economic growth and the after-
effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, are outlined (section 6.1). Thereafter, the several policy and service delivery successes in the 
sector, despite the budgetary and demographic challenges, are discussed (section 6.2). Finally, challenges experienced in the 
sector, within areas where the education departments do exercise considerable control, are discussed (section 6.3). 

6.1	 The demographic and spending trends

A large increase in Grade 1 enrolments, particularly in 2011, followed by a large Grade 2 increase in 2012, and so on up the 
grades, were a reflection of serious and unexpected demographic shifts, related to a rise in the number of births during the 
2003 to 2005 period. Figure 1 provides a simplified illustration of various related trends – each series of statistics starts at 100 in 
2007. The graph reflects the 2007 to 2024 trend for the age 5 to 19 population. The increase for the entire period was 13%. For 
the years 2024 to 2028, a further increase of 2,1% is expected, after which the trend is expected to gradually move downward. 
The school-age population in 2040 is expected to be 5% lower than in 202836. 

A key matter is the spread of the school-age population across the primary and secondary levels. The percentage of this 
population corresponding to the primary level has been on the decline since 2019, and is expected to decline up to 203037. 
This is largely due to rising levels of survival to Grade 12 at the secondary level. An important effect of this is that the post 
provisioning policy will shift teachers away from the primary level and towards the secondary level.  In absolute terms, however, 
the school-age population corresponding to the primary level will be slightly higher in 2030 than in 2019, the difference being 
0,7%38.

Despite the continual improvements in the survival to Grade 12, and increases in the number of National Senior Certificates 
(NSCs) obtained, enrolment numbers have roughly increased in line with the school-age population. The 8% increase for school 
enrolments between 2007 and 2023 seen in Figure 1 is in fact lower than the 11% increase in the school-age population for the 
same period. This has been possible largely due to lower grade repetition rates39. 

36	  From Figure 2 in Department of Basic Education (2024a).
37	  The 2019 to 2030 decline is from 62% to 57% - Department of Basic Education (2024a: 15).
38	  Thembisa data behind Figure 2 of Department of Basic Education (2024a).
39	  Department of Basic Education, 2025a: 17; Department of Basic Education, 2024c: 17. 
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Figure 1: Indicators of funding and costs since 2007
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Sources: Real GDP is from the Reserve Bank. The population trend is from Stats SA’s mid-year population estimates. School enrolment is 
official figures from DBE publications, with learners in all grades and both public and independent ordinary schools counted. Educator 
pay is calculated from actual spending figures in Persal, counting just permanently employed educators. The employee count is also from 
Persal, with any educator, whether permanent or not, employed in November (or, for some years, October) being counted. The per learner 
spending trend uses a price index where 20% is weighted by CPI and 80% is weighted by the cost of the average employee. Spending fig-
ures cover just current (non-capital) spending, for whole provincial education departments. But to ensure comparability over time, these 
figures exclude spending on functions moved from the provincial to national level between 2014/15 and 2015/16, namely FET colleges and 
adult education. They also exclude post-2019 real increases linked to either the shift of ECD services to education or the youth employment 
stimulus introduced during the pandemic. 

Figure 1 illustrates South Africa’s relatively slow GDP growth, which affects the availability of public funding for services such 
as education. South Africa’s growth has been, and is mostly expected to be, the lowest in the BRICS group of countries40. Yet 
the overall real growth in GDP over the 2007 to 2024 period, of 24%, exceeds by far the demand for schooling as reflected in 
the abovementioned 13% rise in the age 5 to 19 population. There are a few key factors which dilute the potential benefits of 
this for basic education. One is that an increasing proportion of government spending has had to be devoted to the servicing of 
government debt, debt which arose in large part due to the increasing wage bill of government, which included better salaries 
for teachers, though a further significant factor was unexpected public spending required during the crisis of the COVID-19 
pandemic, starting in 2020. The percentage of public spending going to debt servicing costs rose from 11% in 2013 to around 
20% in 202441. 

A further factor limiting manoeuvrability in spending in basic education has been the real increase in the cost of the average 
educator, a trend which has mostly been driven by above-inflation cost-of-living adjustments during pre-2020 years, but to a 
limited extent also by the rising average age among educators up to 2017 (since that year the trend has been for the average 
age to decline)42. Figure 1 shows that despite declines in recent years, spending per educator in real terms was 30% higher 
in 2024 than 2007. This has for instance limited the opportunities for expanding the size of the publicly employed educator 
workforce. Yet in 2024 the number of these educators was 8% higher than in 2007, and 5% higher than in 201543. 

40	  Budget Review 2024.
41	  Figure 3.2 of Budget Review 2024. 
42	  Analysis of Persal data. 
43	  The raw numbers behind the trend seen in the graph are around 387,000 in 2007 and 420,000 in 2024.
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Finally, the blue curve in Figure 1 represents what could be bought for each learner, taking into account the rising cost of 
educators, and assuming that non-personnel costs rose in line with CPI. Despite very serious budgetary pressures, what can be 
bought for each learner in 2024 was 11% more than in 2007. The widely perceived decline relates largely to the 2011 to 2024 
period. Over this period, what could be bought for each learner has declined by 5%, largely as a result of a combination of 
budget pressures, movements in the average cost of an educator, and rising enrolments. 

The trends seen in Figure 1 bring about challenges, yet they are manageable. Delivering quality schooling is not impossible, and 
as will be shown below, there are reasons to be optimistic. Despite economic difficulties, learning outcomes have continued to 
improve in key areas, and important innovations have been occurring in the sector, as described in section 7. 

As one might expect, the pressures described above have resulted in a deterioration in an important indicator, the learner-
educator (LE) ratio. Currently, this ratio stands at around 29,3, a worsening relative to the 27,4 seen in 201144. However, a 
worsening overall LE ratio does not necessarily mean larger classes. The latter depends in part on where learners are distributed 
across the system45, but also how teaching time is utilised (see section 9.2 on the latter). 

6.2	 Areas of service delivery success

At the heart of development in the schooling sector must be what learners learn. This is made clear in the NDP and the 
Sustainable Development Goals. It continues to be of great significance for South Africa’s development that learning outcomes, 
according to the three international standardised testing programmes South Africa participates in, have improved. The 2024 
international McKinsey report46 on education acknowledged that South Africa, together with Morocco and Peru, represent 
hope for educational progress in the developing world. Not only do these countries monitor learning outcomes well, they have 
seen exceptionally steep improvements over the longer term. 

The following graph (Figure 2) updates a similar graph appearing in Action Plan to 2024, and focusses on the one international 
indicator where the most consistent improvements have been seen: lower secondary TIMSS47 mathematics. When ambitious 
TIMSS targets extending to 2025 in Action Plan to 2014 were formulated, there was little certainty that they could be reached. 
Thus, the significant improvements seen in the 2011, 2015, and 2019 TIMSS results were encouraging, as they followed a 
trajectory comparable to that of the fastest-improving countries worldwide. Even the 2019 to 2023 trend was a positive one, 
despite the pandemic, though less so than in previous periods. Despite the setbacks of the pandemic, in TIMSS 2023 South 
Africa performed better than a few other developing countries at this lower secondary level, including Brazil and Morocco. 
But this needs to be seen against the fact that South Africa tested Grade 9, where other countries tested Grade 8. Moreover, 
in South Africa tested learners were around a year older than in other countries. As can be seen from Figure 2, South Africa 
will have to work hard to achieve the 2029 target set back in 2014 and published in Action Plan to 2019 of the Department of 
Basic Education (DBE). Specifically, a steeper improvement than originally envisaged would be necessary to compensate for the 
slowdown caused by the pandemic. To provide an idea of the meaning of the 2029 target of 472 TIMSS points, this is slightly 
above what Grade 8 learners in Malaysia achieved in 2019, just before the pandemic.    

44	  Department of Basic Education, 2024a: 21.
45	  Department of Basic Education, 2024a: 32.
46	  McKinsey & Company, 2024.
47	  Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study.
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Figure 2: Past and envisaged educational quality trend for South Africa
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The point is often made that compared to similar middle income countries South Africa has displayed exceptionally low levels 
of learning outcomes48. With the release of the country’s 2023 lower secondary TIMSS scores, South Africa has for the first time 
emerged in this type of comparison as a typical developing country. This new status of not being an ‘outlier’, at least for the 
secondary level, has been achieved due to the improvements stretching over two decades – see the red arrow in Figure 3. The 
graph illustrates the likely level of performance in Grade 8 in 2023, in line with the measures for other countries, drawing from 
historical South Africa data49. It is noteworthy that this Grade 8 level of performance for South Africa equals the comparable 
measure for Brazil.

Figure 3: Income and mathematics outcomes of countries
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Note: The graph has been truncated on the right, excluding five high-income countries, though the polynomial trendline is based on all 
available countries.

48	  World Bank, 2025: 33.
49	  Department of Basic Education, 2017b.
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South Africa’s improvements have been strongest among the most disadvantaged, meaning that schooling has contributed 
to reducing social inequalities. Importantly, it is these improvements in the grades below Grade 12 which largely account for 
upward trends in the Grade 12 indicators, though to some extent these trends are also affected by other factors, particularly 
subject choice. 

As in other countries, the pandemic had a significant impact on South Africa’s learning outcomes. Analysis by the World Bank 
estimates that South Africa’s learning losses were roughly in line with the global average. South Africa’s Grade 9 mathematics 
average in TIMSS was the only South African indicator from the three international assessments to display an improvement 
during the pandemic. TIMSS Grade 9 science and TIMSS Grade 5 mathematics and science all saw declines between 2019 and 
2023. The TIMSS Grade 5 mathematics trend, which goes back to 2015, is particularly noteworthy. The 2015 to 2019 trend here 
was flat, and was the first trend in an international assessment not to display an improvement in the post-2002 period, yet 
the 2015 to 2019 period was before the pandemic. It has been speculated that this could be a manifestation of the impacts of 
budgetary and demographic pressures on, for instance, class size. The PIRLS  trend for 2016 to 2021 was negative, as was the 
2013 to 2021 SEACMEQ trend.  

Turning to Grade 12 results, the highly publicised pass rate, meaning NSCs obtained immediately after the year-end examinations 
divided by learners writing the examination, is but one of many indicators tracking trends at this level. Government’s Medium 
Term Development Plan (MTDP), which is based on the NDP, emphasises obtaining a mark of at least 60% in mathematics and, 
as a separate indicator, 60% in physical sciences. This threshold in mathematics is particularly important as it is a common 
entrance requirement for mathematically-oriented university programmes such as accounting and engineering. While steep 
improvements in the number of examination candidates obtaining an NSC with a Diploma- or Bachelors-level pass have expanded 
the pool of youths able to apply for studies at a university, mark thresholds in specific subjects, especially mathematics, remain 
a barrier for entry for many.  

Fortunately, the number of examination candidates obtaining at least 60% in mathematics and physical sciences has risen, and 
in the case of mathematics the 2024 target set in government’s Medium Term Strategic Framework (MTSF) was exceeded. 
The numbers need to rise further, however, if the mathematically-oriented occupations are to be strengthened in line with the 
needs of the economy. Specifically, the 2022 skills shortfall report of the Labour Market Intelligence initiative of DHET points to 
the need for basic education to prepare more youths for mathematically-oriented studies at university. 

The evidence relating to the task of strengthening mathematics needs to be considered carefully. While public concerns have 
been expressed around declining levels of participation in mathematics, as opposed to mathematical literacy, in Grade 12, it is 
also clear that too many mathematics candidates did not have the grounding in the subject to pass at an even minimal level. 
Participation declines are thus arguably about better decisions being made around who is ready for mathematics. Provinces 
with high participation levels in mathematics tend to be provinces with a relatively low number of high-level mathematics 
passes relative to all examination candidates. The evidence moreover suggests that the focus needs to remain on narrowing 
racial inequalities when it comes to high-level mathematics achievement. Here the challenge is in part to produce better results 
among urban black learners, who tend to display worse mathematics outcomes than rural black learners. The underlying 
reasons for this phenomenon are poorly understood and warrant more research. Lastly, given the bulge of learners below 
critical thresholds in mathematics, seen for instance in TIMSS Grade 9, it is important not to think of increases in the number 
of high-level achievers in Grade 12 as necessarily linear. It seems possible to project relatively optimistic targets for the coming 
years.      

An unforeseen consuequence of the pandemic was to accelerate the rise in the proportion of youths entering the Grade 12 
examinations, and obtaining the NSC. Essentially, changes in the grade promotion rules intended to ensure that repetition did 
not become unmanageably high during the pandemic had the unintended consequence of reducing repetition levels to below 
what had been seen before the pandemic. This increased the flow of learners into Grade 12. A steep rise in the number of NSCs 
obtained in 2021 suggested that previously the promotion rules had been holding back too many learners. 

The proportion of learners who get to obtain the NSC, or something equivalent, is a matter of great public interest. Here it is 
important to remember that NSCs obtained through the public examination system among full-time candidates – these numbers 
often feature prominently in the debates – exclude some 12% of all first-time NSC-equivalent qualifications obtained by youths. 
This 12% is made up of, in descending order of importance, part-time NSC candidates who have accumulated enough subject 
credits for the qualification, TVET college students obtaining the NC(V), NSCs obtained through the Independent Examinations 
Board (IEB), and Amended Senior Certificate (ASC) qualifications obtained largely through community education and training 
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(CET) colleges. It is thus important to view successful completion of twelve years of education holistically, even if full-time 
candidates in the year-end public examinations account for 88% of the phenomenon. Household and education department 
data indicate that the percentage of youths obtaining a national qualification after twelve years of education increased from 
45% in 2008 to 63% in 2023. This last statistic is in line with what is found in countries beyond South Africa with a similar level 
of economic development. 

The percentage of youths obtaining a national qualification representing twelve years of education must continue to increase. 
However, it is unrealistic to expect this to reach 100% in the near future, given the timeframes typically seen across the world. 
However, the General Education Certificate (GEC) currently being piloted in Grade 9 will fill a gap by greatly expanding the 
number of young people with some standardised national qualification. In recent years, some 93% of youths have successfully 
completed Grade 9. 

The evidence presented above points to significant progress in the basic education sector in the area that matters most, namely 
learning outcomes. In the 2019 to 2024 period, this progress was seriously compromised by the pandemic, which resulted in 
intermittent school closures and periods of rotational timetables from March 2020 through to February 2022. Overall, learners 
lost around three-quarters of a year of schooling. Apart from the direct harm of the school closures on learning in schools, the 
redirecting of efforts within the education administration to deal with the emergency negatively affected initiatives envisaged 
in plans as they stood at the start of 2020. South Africa is considered to have performed well when it came to managing the 
crisis in education. For instance, South Africa was among the earliest countries to generate good information on the nature and 
impact of the crisis. While it is estimated that some 3 600 publicly employed educators tragically lost their lives as a result of 
the pandemic, the basic education sector’s readiness to run a large-scale teacher vaccination campaign, bringing forward the 
vaccination of teachers relative to the general adult population, is estimated to have prevented some 870 additional teacher 
deaths.

Returning to the long-range improvement trend, it is important to understand as best as possible what drove progress in 
learning outcomes, as this needs to inform the way forward. New policies, and successes in implementing these policies, 
provide an indication of the likely drivers of change. Five factors are commonly cited as critical for having brought about 
the improvements over the longer term: (1) the CAPS tools designed to facilitate the implementation of the curriculum in 
the classroom; (2) better access among learners to high-quality books, such as the national workbooks; (3) more focussed 
assessment practices; (4) improved subject knowledge among newly graduated teachers; and (5) increasing access to both 
Grade R and pre-school below Grade R. The discussion that follows is organised in line with these five critical factors. 

Improvement 
factor 1: The 
CAPS tools 
designed to 
facilitate the 
implementation 
of the 
curriculum in 
the classroom

According to a cross-country comparison by the Brookings Institute, South Africa’s CAPS curriculum 
guides, introduced in schools between 2012 and 2014, are well designed to generate relevant ‘skills 
for a changing world’. Yet in the context of the pandemic, it became clear that certain adaptations 
were needed to deal with the emergency. Some of these adaptations may be optimal for the 
longer term. In mid-2020 a School Recovery Plan released by the DBE, later re-named the Learning 
Recovery Plan, outlined key adaptations, including trimming content in order to permit teachers to 
focus more on core skills, particularly in the areas of language and mathematics. Details for specific 
grades and subjects were released in the form of standard national annual teaching plans (ATPs).

During 2021 and 2022 the DBE and the National Education Collaboration Trust (NECT) worked with UNICEF in providing training 
to, among others, staff and parents in 650 quintiles 1 to 3 primary schools in the three largest provinces aimed at assisting 
the learning recovery process. The evaluation of the intervention was positive regarding its design and implementation. Some 
of the trimming of the CAPS, captured in the ATPs, is expected to continue for at least some years. The strong emphasis on 
mathematics as part of the School Recovery Plan is likely to have contributed to the fact that contrary to expectations, South 
Africa saw an improvement in Grade 9 TIMSS results between 2019 and 2023, as discussed above. 

The DBE’s research work aimed at evaluating new approaches to teaching in the early grades continued, despite some 
pandemic-related interruptions, with direct benefits for targeted schools and wider benefits in terms of better materials to 
support the implementation of the CAPS. In 2024, the findings of the most recent work, which focussed on using schools-based 
heads of departments to conduct coaching previously implemented by external experts, were released.
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Under the umbrella of the Three Streams Model, the original CAPS of 2011 were supplemented by several learning programmes 
aimed at expanding and improving the technical and vocational streams in the schooling system. The number of candidates 
taking new technical subjects introduced in the NSC examinations since 2018 has increased slightly, though significant further 
growth is needed. In 2020, CAPS documentation for 13 new vocational subjects in grades 8 to 9 was launched. The roll-out 
of these subjects has thus far occurred within schools catering for special education needs. In 2024, final CAPS documents 

 for the subject coding and robotics, for grades R to 9, were released by the DBE, after several years of consultation and piloting.

Improvement  
factor 2: Better access 
among learners to 
high-quality books, 
such as the national 
workbooks

By 2019, access to learning materials among learners was relatively good, and far better than 
before that. The question is whether in the context of serious budget constraints, access to 
materials in the classroom has been duly protected. With regard to spending, careful financial 
management by the provincial departments of education has ensured that non-personnel 
non-capital budgets have been relatively well protected. In real terms and for public ordinary 
schools, per learner spending for this budget line increased marginally between 2017 and

2024. DBE spending on the national workbooks has remained roughly unchanged in real terms between 2020 and 2024, 
allowing for the continuation of one of the sector’s most vital and internationally acclaimed initiatives. The initiative is expected 
to continue to put 60 million books in the hands of some nine million learners, who become the owners of the books, every 
year.

The DBE’s School Monitoring Survey (SMS), based on a nationally representative sample of around 2 000 schools, was run again 
in 2022, to monitor trends with respect to issues such as access to books. The trend between the earlier 2017 run of the SMS 
and SMS 2022 was a slight improvement to key books for Grade 3, and slight decline for grades 6, 9 and 12. In PIRLS, statistics 
on the school principal’s view on the degree to which learning is adversely affected by resource shortfalls improved slightly 
between 2016 and 2021. 

Improvement 
factor 3: More 
focussed 
assessment 
practices

In 2019 long-awaited changes to section 4 of the CAPS were finalised. Section 4 of the CAPS deal with 
assessment, and there had been concerns that the original CAPS of 2011 required assessments that were 
unnecessarily onerous. To illustrate, the 2019 amendments reduced the number of formal assessments 
required in Grade 6 mathematics from nine to seven. In Grade 3 mathematics, 11 assessment tasks 
were reduced to just four. The 2019 amendments were largely aimed at freeing more time for 

classroom activities other than assessment, essentially learning and teaching. Policy changes during the pandemic reduced 
the weighting of examinations, relative to non-examination assessments. For instance, in grades 10 and 11 the weighting 
attached to the examination in each subject was reduced from the original 75% to 40% in 2020. This was partly reversed with 
the establishment of a 60% weighting for examinations in 2023. 

Systemic assessments are assessments without any direct implications for individual learners, for instance with regard to grade 
promotion, but which help managers and planners understand the relative academic performance of whole schools, districts, 
provinces, or the country, and track whether there is improvement at these levels. Outside of the international sample-based 
assessments South Africa participates in, there has been progress in building systems responding to local needs. The newly 
designed and sample-based South African Systemic Evaluation (SASE) was run in 2022, with reports released in 2024 – this 
initiative is discussed in section 7.4 below. Provincial departments have taken forward initiatives of their own. Particularly 
noteworthy is Gauteng’s oral reading fluency (ORF) programme aimed at assessing small samples of Grade 3 learners per school 
to help the province identify schools in most need of support, and to improve school-level accountability. 
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Improvement factor 
4: Improved subject 
knowledge among 
newly graduated 
teachers

Despite concerns around the quality and relevance of initial teacher education at universities, 
SEACMEQ data point very clearly to younger teachers being better equipped to teach, in terms 
of subject knowledge, than their older peers who received their initial training in the previous 
system  . In policy terms, this pattern suggests that moving all teacher education from colleges to 
universities in the late 1990s was a necessary change. Had all of South Africa’s teachers displayed 

the subject knowledge competencies of younger teachers graduating after around 2005, South Africa would have been in 
position three in the SEACMEQ teacher assessment rankings (after Kenya and Zimbabwe). In 2024, educators aged 44 and 
below, roughly those educators who would have been trained in the later university-only system, comprised 46% of all educators  

. This is set to increase rapidly in the coming years as a peak in retirements in 2030 is reached. By 2030, 68% of educators will 
have been trained under the post-reform training system  . This points to opportunities for further improvements in the subject 
knowledge of teachers, driven largely by younger teachers. 
 
A key trend has been the sharp increase in the production of new teacher graduates emerging from universities between 
2014 and 2024. The figure has doubled from around 17 000 to around 33 000 over this period  . Despite concerns that too 
many secondary-level teachers are being produced, the overall trend means South Africa seems well placed to meet the 
phenomenal rise in demand associated with the retirement wave. The cost to this ‘stocking up’ has been rising unemployment 
among newly graduated teachers, a problem which is likely to be resolved in the coming years as vacancies in the educator 
workforce become increasingly available  . 

Challenges in the area of teacher supply include a real decline in spending on the Funza Lushaka bursary programme for 
teachers. The real decline has been 17% between 2014 and 2024. Though only around a fifth of teacher graduates have been 
Funza Lushaka recipients in recent years, the spending trend has weakened the ability of the state to influence matters such as 
specialisations chosen among future teachers.

Improvement factor 5: 
Increasing access to both 
Grade R and pre-school 
below Grade R

The 2024 passing of the Basic Education Laws Amendment (BELA) Act marks a milestone 
in the sector. Section 2 of the Act changes the status of Grade R participation in a school 
from optional to compulsory, thus extending the compulsory school grades from nine to 
ten years. Moreover, in 2021 the responsibility for ELPs50 serving children before school had 
been transferred from the social development sector to the ten education departments. To 

support the planning of these major policy shifts, a number of data gathering and analysis exercises were conducted. In 2021 
a groundbreaking census of the country’s approximately 42 000 ELPs was conducted, by the DBE in collaboration with the 
LEGO Foundation51. Also in 2021, the DBE worked with various partners on the Thrive by Five initiative to collect data on the 
early learning levels and health of four- to five-year-olds in a representative sample of 1 247 ELPs52. The exercise was repeated 
in 2024 in order to monitor the trend. Collaboration between the DBE and the World Bank resulted in a major study of ECD53 
by the latter, finalised in 202254. In recent years the DBE has piloted the Early Learning National Assessment (ELNA), intended 
to assist schools and administrators gauge the readiness of learners at the start of Grade 1. All this work fed into a multi-year 
strategy for ECD, released by the DBE in 202355. The DBE has launched the eCares system, initially for the online registration 
and management of ELPs, something which will help address several problems of the past, such as the exclusion of ELPs not 
able to deal with burdensome administrative processes. 

 
While problems and solutions are relatively well understood at the pre-Grade 1 level, this is an area where budget constraints 
curtail what can be done to a significant degree, even with real spending improvements announced in 202556. While a national 
conditional grant for ELPs has helped to ringfence some public funding within provinces, limited budgets have resulted in a per 
child daily subsidy amount which has declined in real terms, for instance by 24% in the 2018 to 2024 period. The real decline in 
per learner spending in public schools has been far less severe, at 3% between 2017 and 202257. At the same time, the number 
of publicly subsidised children in ELPs has barely increased, the number being just over 600 000 in 2024. It is estimated that just 

50	  Early learning programme. Here the reference is to a mostly non-public centre, possibly subsidised by the state, providing children with pre-schooling. 
51	  Department of Basic Education, 2022a.
52	  Giese et al, 2022. 
53	  Early childhood development. 
54	  World Bank, 2022a.
55	  Department of Basic Education, 2023a.
56	  Details in section 8.5.
57	  Department of Basic Education, 2024a: 17.
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over two million children should ideally be subsidised58. Strengthening the delivery of Grade R, in line with the BELA Act, also 
comes with major financial implications. 

What has been described are service delivery successes in terms of five factors believed to be particularly important for 
improving learning outcomes. Clearly, these five areas need to be watched carefully in future years to ensure that positive 
change continues.

There is important background work which may not appear to be impacting directly on educational outcomes, but which 
is nonetheless important. The National School Nutrition Programme (NSNP) has consistently reached a high percentage of 
learners, around 85%, for the last decade, despite unavoidable problems at the height of the pandemic. The percentage of 
learners not paying fees as a result of government’s no fee schools and fee exemptions policies has been slightly higher in the 
post-2019 period than during previous years, and currently stands at around 73%. All these figures are from Stats SA’s General 
Household Survey and therefore reflect responses from recipients of the interventions59.

Other ‘background achievements’ include relatively sound financial management by the ten education departments. While 
there is clearly room for improvement with respect to the transparency and oversight of spending, it is worth remembering that 
South Africa has been among the top countries in the world with respect to budget transparency in the Open Budget Survey60. 

6.3	 Challenges and how to resolve them

Improving learning outcomes in schools is a central concern, even if it is not the only concern. Instilling appropriate values 
in young South Africans is a further concern that is particularly important. However, without adequate fundamental skills, 
particularly as far as language and mathematics are concerned, school-leavers will be at a disadvantage, and will not be in a 
position to translate values into personal and social advancement. 

In improving learning outcomes, it is important to be cognisant of the country and the education’s history (see section 2). The 
NDP lays out a vision for society, the economy, and the education system, a vision which this Action Plan should reflect (section 
3.1). Moreover, the Government of National Unity has created new opportunities for collaboration among South Africans 
(section 3.2). But South Africa is inextricably linked to a rapidly changing world. To deal with the latter, visions laid out by the 
African Union and the Sustainable Development Goals should provide guidance (section 3.3). An overall theory of change that 
is sensitive to local circumstances should be used to ‘join the dots’ when attempting to bring all these imperatives together, and 
in the difficult task of prioritising certain things over others (section 5). 

It is common to hear in South Africa, but also elsewhere, that the education system is failing and that only a completely different 
trajectory can save it. In the case of South Africa this is an ill-informed view. Learning outcomes have improved significantly 
over a couple of decades, to an exceptional degree according to some reputable international sources (section 6.2). Without 
appreciating and trying to understand this, plans for future improvements would be incomplete. While there are clearly areas 
where innovation is needed (section 7 below), a case can also be made for focussing on existing strengths, and promoting 
stability where this is called for. 

The classroom is the nexus of the schooling system. Even more than when the NDP was released, over a decade ago, the 
evidence points to the need to strengthen how teaching and learning occurs in the earliest grades. The Minister of Basic 
Education emphasised this in 202461:

I … applaud those components of our national system who take seriously how important it is to increase the 
reading and calculating ability of our youngest learners, making sure that every learner has a fair chance of 
staying the course to Grade 12.

Thanks to important research and experimentation by the DBE and others far more is known now than a decade ago about 
the nature of the challenges in the earliest school grades, and how to tackle them effectively. Again, the fact that important 
system-wide improvements have occurred over the last twenty or so years in the earliest grade must inform the road ahead. 

58	  Department of Basic Education, 2023a: 11, 23.
59	  Department of Basic Education, 2024c: 43, 47.
60	  Open Budget Survey, 2023.
61	  Minister Gwarube’s 2024 budget vote speech to Parliament. 
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There is of course also a need for interventions targeting specifically the upper primary and secondary levels, yet improvement 
at these levels is highly dependent on what occurs in the earliest school grades. Strengthening early childhood development 
through inter-sectoral collaboration62 and through capacitating ELPs can greatly assist schooling in the Foundation Phase 
(grades R to 3) in schools, yet how soon large-scale improvements can be realised through the ELPs remains uncertain for a 
number of reasons, but particularly because budget commitments still remain well below what they should be. In contrast, the 
Foundation Phase has for many years been better resourced, even if here too there are some very serious constraints.

The schooling system is multi-layered, and in terms of the Constitution a concurrent function. It is vital to consider what each 
layer of the system is legally responsible and accountable for, and what each layer can reasonably be expected to do, given 
financial and above all human resource constraints. It is furthermore essential to consider how the layers depend on each other.

What can national government do to advance the cause of continued improvements in learning outcomes, particularly in the 
earliest grades? Three especially important areas stand out. 

§	 Firstly, DBE needs to further strengthen the pedagogical advice to educators, and broader societal messages, around 
learning and teaching, particularly as far as the fundamentals in the early grades are concerned. The mechanisms for 
doing this are the CAPS, various guidelines and circulars, strategic documents, learning materials, research products and 
advocacy campaigns pointing to what works best. 

§	 Secondly, DBE and DHET need to deepen their partnership as far as the initial training of teachers is concerned. Young 
teacher graduates are needed with the right mix of language and subject specialisations, and Foundation Phase teachers 
should be conversant with the debates and techniques relating to the teaching of early grade reading, writing and 
numeracy, as well as how language ought to be used in the classroom, a setting which is often highly multilingual. 

§	 Thirdly, policies which distribute resources across provinces and across the levels of the basic education sector are 
mostly national. DBE, in collaboration with Treasury, should examine carefully whether the funding system that has 
served the system relatively well for over two decades needs adjustment, for instance to strike a balance between the 
primary and secondary levels, and between the school quintiles. Over-sized classes in the Foundation Phase have been 
a special concern in this regard. It is arguably in the earliest grades that the educational cost of excessive class sizes is 
highest.

Provincial education departments, of which district and circuit offices are an integral part, account for 98% of spending on the 
basic education sector, and are crucial agents of change and progress. Provincial departments carry most of the responsibility 
and accountability for the breadth, quality and impact of support to schools, given that most spending on this is from the 
provincial department. While collaboration between the national and provincial levels in the areas of support is necessary, 
inevitably this can lead to some tension where approaches differ, or there is some duplication. This tension should be seen as 
an opportunity for both the national and provincial levels to learn from each other. Provincial officials, who understand the 
resourcing systems well, and the possible impacts of any changes, must be integrally involved in any reviewing of national 
policies, specifically education’s part in Treasury’s equitable share formula, the post provisioning norms, and the school 
funding norms. Provinces are central in building and maintaining school accountability systems, given that the great majority 
of educators and school principals are employees of the provincial education department. School accountability for learning 
in the case of schools writing the Grade 12 examinations tends to be relatively well focussed across all provinces. However, in 
the case of primary schools, fair accountability systems, which are informed by past mistakes and innovative work, remains a 
challenge, and is uneven across provinces. The evidence suggests work in this area should be cautious and incremental, yet it 
needs to happen. It should be guided by the NDP’s notion of results oriented mutual accountability. It is not just schools which 
must be accountable for learning. Officials who support schools should be accountable for the quality of their support work. 

62	  National Planning Commission, 2024b.
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Schools themselves are of course key agents of change. The South African Schools Act (SASA), most recently updated through 
the 2024 BELA Act, is clear about the school’s responsibility to improve learning outcomes, and to report on them. It is also clear 
from SASA and the NDP that ideally schools should reach a point where they manage themselves to a large degree, but also that 
schools which are struggling require special assistance and interventions, and closer oversight by the circuit and district offices. 
SASA is moreover clear about the state’s responsibility to adequately resource schools, in a manner that takes into account vast 
disparities across schools, for instance with regard to school infrastructure and the financial and human resources available 
through parents. 

The prospects for continued improvements in the basic education sector are in part dependent on the overall functionality 
of the state. Chapter 13 of the NDP, titled ‘Building a capable and developmental state’, deals extensively with this matter, 
including the work culture within the public service as a whole. The NDP’s call for continual change in these areas should 
resonate within the plans of the basic education sector. The NDP sums up the key challenges as follows63:

The main challenge has been unevenness in capacity that leads to uneven performance in local, provincial and 
national government. This is caused by a complex set of factors, including tensions in the political-administrative 
interface, instability of the administrative leadership, skills deficits, the erosion of accountability and authority, poor 
organisational design and low staff morale. … The search for a quick fix has diverted attention from more fundamental 
priorities. A deficit in skills and professionalism affects all elements of the public service.

The NDP’s vision of the developmental state is expressed as follows:

A developmental state brings about rapid and sustainable transformation in a country’s economic and/or social 
conditions through active, intensive and effective intervention in the structural causes of economic or social 
underdevelopment. Developmental states are active. They do not simply produce regulations and legislation. They 
constantly strive to improve the quality of what they do by building their own capacity and learning from experience. 
They also recognise the importance of building constructive relations with all sectors of society, while insulating 
themselves from capture by sectional interests.

The implication of this is that those working for the development of the basic education system increasingly need to improve 
how things get done, not just focus on what is done.

63	  National Planning Commission, 2012: 408-9. 
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7	 Innovation priorities

Four of the five priorities appearing below are essentially carried through from the previous Action Plan, as they continue 
to capture key innovation concerns. A fifth priority, dealing with education in a multilingual context, has been added given 
increasing emphasis in this area. 

Innovation lies behind many of the successes outlined in section 6.2 above. Here the aim is to sum up what the opportunities 
appear to be. For the purposes of this section, innovation is about discovering new ways of doing things. This could be 
through the use of new digital technologies in education, though innovation can also be ‘low tech’ in the sense of doing things 
differently while using well-established technologies. Innovation in education could be driven by the need to respond to a 
changing environment, for instance climate change, artificial intelligence (AI) and new concerns about data privacy. 

7.1	 Skills for the 21st century  

What skills youths need in the 21st century, and how new these demands are, is a matter of lively debate, but also some 
confusion. These questions are clearly important in deciding what to prioritise in the schooling system, and what kind of 
curriculum change is needed. The previous Action Plan referred to a few important global guiding documents. An influential 
2016 UNESCO guide64 emphasises clarifying basic principles in relation to four core areas: knowledge, competencies, attitudes 
and broad approaches to learning. A World Economic Forum (WEF) guide65 underlines the need for ‘digital fluency’. The 2019 
World Development Report, which focusses on trends in the nature of work, underlines the importance of the foundational 
skills that must underlie any move to more advanced skills66:

Three types of skills are increasingly important in labor markets: advanced cognitive skills such as complex problem-
solving, sociobehavioral skills such as teamwork, and skill combinations that are predictive of adaptability such as 
reasoning and self-efficacy. Building these skills requires strong human capital foundations and lifelong learning. 

Striking the right balance between a focus on foundational skills and the generation of specialised skills within the basic 
education sector has large implications for the achievement of post-school education targets, but also for job creation and 
ultimately economic growth. This task should be informed by the fact that despite improvements in access to post-school 
education, the current reality is that some 60% of youths do not experience any formal education after leaving school, and only 
18% get to obtain a post-school qualification67. 

While strengthening foundational skills, in particular in the areas of languages and mathematics, is often not considered an 
innovation, how this is done can and should be innovative, as explained in sections 7.3 to 7.5. The evidence is very clear 
that improving foundational skills represents one of the best opportunities for developing countries to advance socially and 
economically68. 

The Presidential Commission on the Fourth Industrial Revolution released, in 2020, a detailed guide on how to understand the 
Fourth Industrial Revolution in the South African context. This guide reiterates the importance of foundational skills69:

Critical competency skills such as creative thinking, critical thinking and problem solving are hugely impacted by 
the cognitive development which takes place in the foundation phase of a child’s education (up to 7 years) and 
the optimal time for developing this ability in the pre-school and foundation phase years.

This guide considers the existing school curriculum as a good basis within which to bring about important innovations, and 
warns against unnecessary curriculum instability. It also warns against letting technologies dictate what the education policies 
should be, and emphasises that the starting point for technological change should be the question of how one improves the 
cognitive development of learners70:

64	  Hughes and Acedo, 2016: 6.
65	  World Economic Forum, 2017. 
66	  World Bank, 2019b: 3.
67	  Department of Basic Education, 2024a: 48.
68	  OECD, 2010.
69	  Department of Communications and Digital Technologies, 2020: 272.
70	  Department of Communications and Digital Technologies, 2020: 168.
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Rather than deploy a suite of technological artefacts to schools, the Commission sees greater potential in insisting 
on a curriculum that teaches computational thinking, as this cognitive skill better prepares learners to develop 
mastery over technology.

One particularly compelling argument for further improving mathematics skills seen among secondary learners is that in in 
many respects the supply of youths leaving Grade 12 having reached critical mathematics thresholds is below what universities 
currently demand in order to reach post-school graduation targets71. This results in universities relaxing these thresholds in 
some cases, and providing bridging courses for students who struggle.  

In recent years there has been an interest in a more competency-based curriculum, especially to cater for the needs of learners 
who are less academically inclined, and less likely to enter a post-school institution. The rising interest in this type of innovation 
is a global phenomenon, and is in many ways a response to a rapidly changing workplace and labour market. As explained in 
a UNESCO Bureau for Education guide72, a more competency-based curriculum can mean many things: a greater awareness of 
how certain competencies span traditional school subjects; responsible use of emerging technologies, including social media; 
and facilitating a sense of personal fulfilment in an increasingly complex world. It is important for the exact focus to be clear and 
responsive to local needs, and for policy to be informed by evidence of what works and the capacity of teachers. In South Africa, 
the Sandbox Schools Initiative provided an important opportunity to explore various competency-based approaches to learning 
at the primary level, ranging from innovative ways of pursuing the new coding and robotics subject, to the use of mindfulness 
exercises in the classroom73.

7.2	 Learning that is aligned to South Africa’s linguistic heritage

In recent years, there has been a growing interest in a more innovative use of South Africa’s rich linguistic heritage not just to 
advance social equity and social cohesion, but also accelerate learning in schools. The basic education sector has a vital role 
to play in this regard. Chapter 15 of the NDP, titled ‘Transforming society and uniting the country’, makes the following points74:

By 2030, every South African should be functionally literate in English. However, South Africans must continue 
to make daily use of languages other than English. It is vital that these languages, which are used in family and 
social networks, grow and flourish. … Both the government and society have to take active steps to ensure that 
this happens.

Since a few non-African South Africans speak any African language, a second challenge is to encourage those 
for whom an African language is not a mother tongue to develop at least a conversational competency in one of 
these languages. This will enrich the experience of the language learners. Both government and society should 
promote and celebrate this form of multilingualism.

The second challenge has received attention through the implementation of the 2013 policy ‘The incremental introduction of 
African languages in South African schools’. To deal with the broader challenge, in 2024 the Department of Basic Education (DBE) 
made a clear commitment75 to a more extensive and integral use of the nine official African languages, under the banner of 
Mother Tongue-based Bilingual Education, or MTbBE. MTbBE is in part about innovation in how we think about our languages 
in South Africa, but also innovative in concrete curriculum terms. It involves combatting the stigma associated with the use 
of African languages in the teaching of non-language subjects beyond Grade 3, as well as the stigma often associated with the 
mixing of languages in the classroom. The latter is thus about promoting translanguaging76 in the classroom, wherever this 
assists the learning process. 

71	  Department of Basic Education, 2024a: 57.
72	  Marope et al, 2017.
73	  National Education Collaboration Trust, 2023.
74	  National Planning Commission, 2012: 471.
75	  See the 2024 annual performance plan of the DBE. See also Minister Gwarube’s ‘Release of Diagnostic Reports’ speech on 4 December 2024.
76	  bua-lit language and literacy collective, 2024b.
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In practical terms, and in an initial phase, MTbBE is focussed on increasing the use of the historically marginalised African 
languages as a language of learning and teaching (LOLT) in grades 4 to 7 through a bilingual approach, where the aim would be 
for some subjects to be taught mostly in an African language and others in English. The effect would be twofold: to empower 
African languages, which have been historically marginalised, while facilitating learning through the avoidance of an overly 
abrupt transition to only English as a medium of instruction. One envisaged scenario is that teaching time using English would 
be reduced to 20% in Grade 4 but thereafter rise gradually, reaching 50% in Grade 777. This would apply in schools where the 
majority of learners have an African language as their home language. The promotion of African languages as the LOLT beyond 
Grade 3 is not new. The 1997 ‘Language in education policy’ emphasised the benefits of structured bilingual approaches that 
include mother tongue instruction across all school grades. The current MTbBE focus on grades 4 to 7 should thus not preclude 
language innovation from also being piloted at the secondary level. 

It is clear that the new approach has large teacher training and resourcing implications. It moreover relies on a substantial 
shift in the mindset of many South Africans, who often believe, incorrectly, that effective learning can only occur in English. 
An indication of the commitment to the new approach was the DBE’s release, during 2024, of new mathematics and science 
materials for Grade 4 in all official languages.

South Africa is not alone in exploring a more effective use of mother tongue instruction in the basic education system. In a major 
policy shift in India in 2020, the extension of mother tongue instruction up to Grade 8 is envisaged78. Ethiopia is an example of 
an African country which has used mother tongue instruction extensively across all school grades at the primary level. South 
Africa should learn from other countries, while also sharing lessons that draw from local experiences and evidence79.

7.3	 Early grade learning

Despite advances in digital technologies, the key innovations proven to achieve system-wide improvements in the early grades 
remain relatively ‘low tech’. These innovations were discussed in some depth in Action Plan to 2024 and include two vital 
elements: ensuring that learners are engaged in learning activities all the time; and making sure each class contributes to a 
year-long process of learning in which skills are logically built up. Good use of tools such as standard year plans, lesson plans 
and ‘curriculum coverage trackers’ have proven to facilitate this, not just in South Africa, and not just in developing countries80. 
This innovation has already taken root in many of South Africa’s primary schools, in part through national, provincial and non-
government initiatives81, yet more schools need to be exposed to the necessary training and materials82. 

One element of the ‘toolbox’ is the reading fluency test, which has been found to be particularly well-suited to gauging whether 
children are learning to read. Though such tests do not measure everything about reading – for instance their focus is typically 
not strongly on comprehension – they have been found to produce important signals of whether a child’s reading is at the level 
it should be83. One challenge with these tests is that methods for making assessment results comparable over time, in order 
to gauge progress, are not as developed as in the case of more traditional assessments84. Yet comparability of results across 
languages has become possible in South Africa following the release of reading benchmarks, based on extensive research into 
the reading word counts of children of similar levels of ability85. 

77	  Department of Basic Education, 2024m; bua-lit language and literacy collective, 2024a. 
78	  India: Ministry of Human Resource Development, 2020.
79	  Taylor and Coetzee, 2013; Mbude, 2019; UNICEF, 2016; Trudell et al, 2021; Ramadiro, 2022.
80	  Piper et al, 2018; Blaszcyk, 2021; Department of Basic Education, 2019b, 2022b, 2024f.
81	  World Bank, 2022b.
82	  In the language subjects (more so than in mathematics) there are important polemics, in South Africa and elsewhere, around optimal classroom pedagogies 

in early grades. The South African polemics are perhaps most clearly evident in disagreements between some South African education academics and 
the DBE’s 2019 National framework for the teaching of reading in African languages in Foundation Phase  – see bua-lit language and literacy collective 
(2019) and Department of Basic Education (2019a). Many of the disagreements relate to terminology, the framing of the problem, and insufficient consul-
tation, suggesting that further discussion could resolve much of the disagreement. It is important for there to be sufficient agreement among stakeholders 
if progress is to be achieved 

83	  Hasbrouck, 2020.
84	  UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2024.
85	  Department of Higher Education and Training, 2022. 
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How to advance school accountability for learning outcomes, particularly at the primary level, remains an area requiring 
innovative thinking. The technical and political hurdles are formidable. A province displaying promise in this regard is Gauteng. 
Here, as part of the Oral Reading Fluency (ORF) initiative86, in one year some 700 schools offering Grade 3 are targeted, and 
within each school at least ten randomly selected learners in this grade participate in a one-on-one assessment focussing on 
letter and word recognition, fluency in reading and basic comprehension using a grade-appropriate passage. The assessment 
is conducted by an official external to the school. Of critical importance are the tablets used by officials, which digitise and 
streamline the assessment process itself and the data integration. Gauteng’s initiative displays many similarities with Kenya’s 
Tusome initiative87. What is innovative about this approach is twofold: it provides the administration with sufficiently reliable 
and objective measures of what learners can do in individual schools, while not disrupting the regular teaching programme of 
the school to a significant degree. A key problem with the Annual National Assessments programme, which came to an end in 
2015, was that it failed to live up to either of these expectations. The National Planning Commission recognises the importance 
of provinces, such as Gauteng, as critical innovators in the area of early grade assessments88.  

UNESCO, the OECD and others have emphasised the benefits of providing young children with skills in expanding technologies 
such as coding and robotics89. At the same time, these organisations point to the difficulty of doing this well, and in a manner 
which truly benefits children. Teachers themselves need to upgrade their skills and understand optimal pedagogies. Careful 
choices around cost-effective materials for learners must be made. Low-cost materials can in some situations effectively be used 
to build the desired skills90. There is no single optimal approach to exposing learners to digital technologies. Many countries, 
including developing countries, now introduce these technologies in the earliest grades91. South Africa’s recently completed 
curriculum statements for the subject coding and robotics stipulate between one hour per week in the earliest grades to two 
hours per week in grades 7 to 9 for this subject. While the finalisation of the curriculum is an important first step, much work 
lies ahead with respect to the training of teachers and piloting of different combinations of materials.

7.4	 Assessments

There is a need for innovation in the area of assessments, apart from what has already been discussed in section 7.3. 

Assessing the school-readiness of children who have not entered school yet is an important monitoring task, which has become 
especially important for the education departments with the transfer of ELPs to the basic education sector. The resultant 
information is important for the planning of both quality improvements in the ELPs and appropriate teaching approaches in 
grades R and 1. South Africa’s Thrive by Five 92 data collection, started in 2021 and based on a nationally representative sample, 
is an innovative approach to the holistic monitoring of young children that covers educational, physical health and emotional 
dimensions. The design of the one-on-one assessment was the outcome of a lengthy process drawing from experiences in other 
countries, and publication of the South African approach in an international peer-reviewed journal. Future innovation in this 
programme is likely to focus on sampling approaches that can better capture children who do not participate in ELPs prior to 
entering school. 

86	  Gauteng Department of Education, 2025.
87	  Piper et al, 2018.
88	  National Planning Commission, 2024a: 7.
89	  UNESCO, 2023b: 82; OECD, 2023; Vegas et al (2021).
90	  UNESCO, 2023a: 235.
91	  See Ripani and Vasquez-Brust (2023) for a discussion of Latin America. 
92	  Giese et al, 2022; Tredoux et al, 2022. 
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While South Africa has a long history of participating in sample-based assessments in grades 3 to 9 aimed at monitoring systemic 
trends, the capacity within the country to design such assessments, and interpret the data coming out of them, has been 
limited. A major step towards building the required psychometric capacity was the 2022 South African Systemic Evaluation 
(SASE), which assessed reading and mathematics in grades 3, 6 and 9. This work involved collaboration between South African 
assessment experts and experts from the Australian Council for Educational Research (ACER), permitting considerable local 
capacity building. Two key innovations, relative to the earlier sample-based Systemic Evaluation system run from 2001 to 2007, 
stand out. Firstly, the new SASE permits a wider range of skills to be tested, because not one, but five to seven test forms per 
grade and subject are used. Link items (or questions) spanning these test forms permit comparable results across all learners to 
be calculated. Secondly, not only are there link items across test forms within one grade and subject, but also across grades in 
the same subject. This makes it possible to compare the skills of learners across grades. SASE is expected to once again collect 
data from a nationally representative sample of schools in 2025. A challenge here will be to evaluate the programme’s ability 
to detect with sufficient reliability trends over time, even minor trends given that improvements are typically slow. While SASE 
has been designed for this purpose, it typically takes some adaptation to ensure an assessment programme can in fact produce 
sufficient comparability over time. A further challenge is to ensure that a range of researchers have access to the data, both to 
build local analytical capacity and given the wide spectrum of questions the data can potentially answer93. 

In recent years innovative work has occurred to promote formative assessment94, or more informal assessments used on 
a daily basis in the classroom to provide teachers and learners with a better sense of progress and learning gaps. Revised 
CAPS guidelines for assessment released in 201995 clarified what is meant by formative assessment, sometimes referred to as 
assessment for learning (AfL), to distinguish it from assessment of learning. In 2020, the DBE’s Assessment Circular 3 of 202096 
provided further information. 

Assessments behind the General Education Certificate (GEC), piloted incrementally since 2021, include innovative ways of 
generating relevant information about the skills of Grade 9 learners. While the GEC assessments are mainly of the traditional 
subject-focussed kind, two novel assessment approaches have been included. Firstly, the 2021 draft policy on the GEC97 
stipulates that an integrated common assessment task (ICAT) should be included as an assessment activity. This would integrate 
elements across various subjects. Options for this have been outlined in the guides for teachers98 participating in the GEC pilot. 
Secondly, online psychometric ‘inclinations assessments’ are being introduced to give learners feedback about their personal 
strengths and weaknesses, partly to promote better subject choices beyond Grade 999. 

The previous Action Plan emphasised the need for innovative use of the large volumes of school-based assessment (SBA) data. 
The Data Driven Districts (DDD) partnership has facilitated analysis into, for instance, the reliability and comparability of these 
data100. The comparability across schools of SBA statistics is clearly weak. This is not an easy problem to resolve as SBA serves 
two purposes simultaneously: assessing learning against the official curriculum while also ensuring that grade repetition is 
kept at manageable levels within each school. Notwithstanding these limitations, it is clear that SBA data could be used more 
extensively to compare the quality and coherence of assessment practices across schools. 

7.5	 e-Education

Here e-Education means the use of modern information and communication technologies (ICTs) in the delivery of schooling. 
The previous Action Plan emphasised the need for a strategy to guide the sector. This is necessary in part to provide certainty 
for public and private entities investing in hardware and software within the sector. The area of e-Education is complex. Without 
an over-arching strategy, the risk of misplaced investments and wasteful expenditure increases. 

93	  Though SASE-type assessments, which include the collection of background information on learners, teachers and schools, are expected to provide in-
formation on factors contributing to better learning, it remains methodologically difficult to draw firm conclusions in this regard. Gustafsson and Taylor 
(2022) have explored methods of relevance to the South African context. 

94	  See for instance Kanjee (2020).
95	  Government Notice 1429 of 2019.
96	  Title ‘Implementation of formative assessment in the General Education and Training (GET) band’.
97	  Department of Basic Education, 2021a.
98	  Department of Basic Education, 2021b.
99	  Details on the assessment, which has been funded by the Mastercard Foundation, can be found at www.yenzacareers.com. 
100	  See for instance Van der Berg et al (2023).



Action Plan to 202932

In 2024 a draft strategy was completed by the DBE101. This represents an important step towards more certainty and clarity, and 
hence faster and more meaningful progress. The new strategy is based on a realistic assessment of recent trends. Progress has 
been too slow, and inequities remain glaring. The latter became especially clear during the pandemic when schools attempted 
to continue the learning process remotely during disruptions to contact teaching. The strategy draws from lessons within South 
Africa and beyond. It is clear that in the past sustainability and the maintenance of systems have too often been weak, in part 
due to poor financial planning. The strategy confirms the importance of good leadership at the national and provincial levels 
and specifies minimum staffing norms for the required planning units. Better information on what infrastructure and capacity 
exist across all schools, and what additions schools consider important, is needed. While some of the information gap could be 
filled through more e-Education questions in the School Monitoring Survey, dedicated data gathering systems for e-Education 
are probably needed given the breadth of information required. Key future tasks include improving the understanding among 
teachers of e-Education, building on the success of existing public and private initiatives wherever possible, and being clear about 
the e-Education opportunities and limitations inherent in the budgets of the ten departments dealing with basic education. This 
should be explicit in the annual budgets.    

Among eight ‘emerging technologies’ identified in the strategy, a few have already been the subject of substantive innovation. 
For example, ongoing work to make coding and robotics a widely available subject in grades R to 9 relates to the ‘educational 
gaming’ area of technology. Importantly, this subject is not only about exposing learners to new technologies, but also about 
improving their general problem-solving capabilities. The ‘big data analytics’ area has seen progress, largely due to better data 
on individual learners, which for instance assisted in clarifying the impacts of the pandemic on school participation102. The 
sector is now able to track the participation and academic progress of individual learners in ways which were not possible five 
years ago. This is largely due to the expansion of the SA-SAMS103 school management system and the accompanying Data Driven 
Districts (DDD) dashboards – see section 9.13. 

F The NDP on the importance of broadband in schools:

... the most crucial enabler of ICT [in schools] is high-speed broadband. (p. 303)

The strategy echoes the NDP in considering high-speed internet connectivity an essential cornerstone of e-Education. This 
has gradually improved thanks to a variety of initiatives. The percentage of learners in schools with any form of access to the 
internet, for any purpose, has steadily risen, from 35% in 2011 to 67% in 2022104. However, just over half of learners still do 
not access a computer or tablet for educational purposes in their school, a situation that has remained roughly unchanged for 
several years105.    

101	  Department of Basic Education, 2024h.
102	  Department of Basic Education, 2022c.
103	  South African School Administration and Management System.
104	  Department of Basic Education, 2024e: 106.
105	  Analysis of School Monitoring Survey 2022 data. 
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8	 Output goals that look at learning outcomes and coverage (Goals 1 to 13)

8.1	 Goals 1 to 3: Meeting minimum standards in grades 3, 6 and 9 «««

Goal 1
«««

Increase the number of learners in Grade 3 who, by the end of the year, have mastered the minimum language 
and numeracy competencies for Grade 3. 

Goal 2 Increase the number of learners in Grade 6 who, by the end of the year, have mastered the minimum language 
and mathematics competencies for Grade 6.

Goal 3 Increase the number of learners in Grade 9 who, by the end of the year, have mastered the minimum language 
and mathematics competencies for Grade 9.

These goals feature prominently not just for educational reasons, but also given evidence that improving the quality of learning 
in schools is a major facilitator of future social and economic progress106. 

The NDP was premised strongly on the use of the Annual National Assessments (ANA) as the principal national programme to 
monitor learning below Grade 12. ANA was discontinued in 2015, however, largely because too many purposes were imposed 
upon just this programme, making the programme unsustainable107. There is now a clearer understanding that separate 
programmes which are inter-linked would have been preferable. The function of monitoring national and provincial learning 
trends through a national programme customised to deal with local phenomena now sits with the sample-based South African 
Systemic Evaluation (SASE), first run in 2022108. SASE’s design draws from local and foreign expertise to ensure that it produces 
relevant and comparable data. Monitoring learning in a manner that is sensitive to the unique complexities of South Africa’s 
multilingualism is a key aim of SASE.

The importance of SASE is reflected in the fact that among the Medium Term Development Plan’s (MTDP) high-level indicators 
is monitoring progress in reading and mathematics in Grade 3 as shown by SASE. SASE’s next rounding of testing is expected 
to occur in 2027. 

Complementing SASE is the Funda Uphumelele, introduced in 2024 and drawing from a small sample of 150 primary schools 
nationally. Its aim is to provide clarity around ‘precursor skills’, such as letter recognition and basic reading fluency, among 
primary learners109. While SASE uses a group-administered ‘paper-and-pencil’ approach, Funda Uphumelele involves assessing 
each sampled child on a one-on-one basis. 

A key challenge has been to develop assessment programmes which can generate the required learning statistics at the district 
and school levels. Recent years have seen important innovations by provincial departments. Gauteng’s approach stands out for 
its several benefits: it carries a relatively low cost, it entails minimum disruption to regular school processes, and it produces 
statistics which are relevant and easy to understand110. It is important for the Department of Basic Education (DBE) to facilitate 
inter-provincial learning, drawing for instance from Gauteng’s experiences. One key challenge will be to ensure that learning 
statistics, in particular at the level of the school, are sufficiently comparable. This requires having assessment instruments which 
are sufficiently comparable over time, yet not exactly the same, as the risk then arises that schools will drill learners using the 
specific instrument. It is important to monitor change over time in schools, yet this must be sufficiently credible if the process 
is to be seen as fair. A key purpose of the words-correct-per-minute benchmarks developed by the DBE in recent years111 has 
been to facilitate comparable results over time.

106	  OECD, 2010.
107	  Department of Basic Education, 2020c.
108	  Department of Basic Education, 2024g.
109	  Department of Basic Education, 2024i; Sebaeng and Nyathi-Mohohlwane, 2025.
110	  See section 7.2 above. Western Cape’s systemic tests are a well-established and respected alternative approach, though one carrying higher costs. Apart 

from Gauteng, Free State and Eastern Cape showcased their approaches to assessing early grade reading through the 2030 Reading Panel process. While 
all three provinces provide important lessons, Gauteng’s approach stands out for relying exclusively on assessors who are external to the school, thus 
improving actual and perceived comparability and fairness, while ensuring that assessors are part of the existing bureaucracy, and thus do not entail new 
costs. (Free State Department of Education, 2025; Eastern Cape Department of Education, 2025)

111	  Department of Higher Education and Training, 2022; Department of Basic Education, 2024j.
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While school-based assessment (SBA) data, available through the SA-SAMS112 and DDD113 systems, are currently not suited for 
reliable comparison across schools or the monitoring of progress, they warrant careful analysis nonetheless. Specifically, they 
are able to gauge the consistency of assessment practices within each school, and to understand the subject choices learners 
make before Grade 10. SBA data are increasingly being used for these purposes114.    

8.2	 Goals 4 to 6: Meeting minimum standards in Grade 12

Goal 4 Increase the number of Grade 12 learners who become eligible for a Bachelors programme at a university.
Goal 5 Increase the number of Grade 12 learners who pass mathematics.
Goal 6 Increase the number of Grade 12 learners who pass physical science.

The Grade 12 examinations are primarily intended to certify individual learners, not for monitoring achievement in the sector, 
yet very careful use of Grade 12 examinations data can assist in shedding light on the quality of schooling. To illustrate, while 
the tradition is to pay considerable attention to the pass rates of schools or whole provinces, the DBE has increasingly pointed 
out the limitations of this. While the top provinces in terms of the pass rate have tended to be Gauteng, Western Cape and 
Free State, the probability that a learner who starts schooling will survive to Grade 12 and obtain the National Senior Certificate 
(NSC) has tended to be highest in different provinces, namely Limpopo, Mpumalanga and KwaZulu-Natal115. 

The quality of education achieved by learners in Grade 12 needs to be viewed not just in terms of marks but also the relevance 
of subjects taken. Specifically, participation in vocational subjects such as tourism, consumer studies and hospitality studies116 
has risen as a response to the clear need for more vocational pathways. However, whether current trends are optimal in terms 
of preparing learners for life after school is a matter that requires more attention, in part through closer collaboration between 
relevant government departments and employer organisations. 

The number of learners achieving an NSC with an endorsement for Bachelors-level studies at a university was by 2024 four 
times what it was before 2003117. Numbers now easily exceed the intake capacity of universities. The principal hurdle in terms 
of entry into university studies is now adequate mathematics, and to some extent physical sciences, marks. Here supply 
from the schooling system still does not meet the annual demand from universities. Around two-thirds of first-year university 
students are subject to some minimum NSC mathematics admissions requirement118. Figure 4 breaks this information down 
by university field of study, specifically with reference to 12 large fields accounting for three-quarters of first-year students. 
Even relatively non-mathematical fields, such as law, will in the case of many universities require applicants to have a certain 
mathematics mark119. These requirements need to be communicated better to secondary schools to incentivise achievement 
and facilitate realistic career paths. 

112	  South African School Administration and Management System.
113	  Data Driven Districts.
114	  Claasen, 2025.
115	  Department of Basic Education, 2024a: 39.
116	  Department of Basic Education, 2024a: 46.
117	  Department of Basic Education, 2025a: 17.
118	  Department of Basic Education, 2024a: 57.
119	  Fields in the graph are abbreviated versions of the full CESM labels, with ‘(D)’ meaning ‘Diplomas and certificates’, as opposed to Degrees. ‘Other’ refers 

to fields representing the remaining one-quarter of first-year students. For the 1% of university students where the admission requirement would not have 
been a mark that is a multiple of ten, for instance 55, rounding up occurred.   



Towards the realisation of Schooling 2030 35

Figure 4: NSC mathematics marks required for university studies
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Source: ‘Manual’ analysis of university prospectuses and related documents to identify the predominant mathematics mark requirement. 
Categories used were CESM first order fields used by the Power HEDA online querying facility, whose first-year student numbers for 2021 
were used for weighting both in the sample extraction and the statistics. From a universe of 548 university-field combinations, 400 were 
randomly selected for the analysis. 

The MTDP emphasises mathematics and physical sciences achievement in Grade 12 with a focus on the percentage of 
candidates taking these subjects who obtain 60%. While this is an important indicator, monitoring it should involve taking 
the broader context into account. To illustrate, while in recent years KwaZulu-Natal has tended to out-perform Limpopo in 
mathematics in terms of the MTDP indicator, if factors such as dropping out are taken into account, Limpopo out-performs 
KwaZulu-Natal120. The MTDP essentially envisages the number of learners achieving 60% in mathematics from around 45 000 in 
2024 to around 73 000 in 2029, with a similar trend for physical sciences expected121. 

These targets are among the more vital for the schooling system if national development is to be accelerated. They should be 
monitored carefully, and strategies need to be informed by recent trends. For instance, while it is often believed that increasing 
numbers in the mathematics class, relative the mathematical literacy class, in grades 10 to 12 is necessary, the data in fact 
point to the fact that it is those provinces which have been more restrictive when it comes to mathematics participation are 
the provinces best able to get learners to achieve critical mark thresholds needed in universities122. Moreover, it is commonly 
believed that rural schools under-perform relative to urban schools, when it comes to mathematics at the secondary level the 
evidence suggests the opposite is true for the country as a whole, in particular as far as black African and coloured learners are 
concerned123. The challenge is thus to learn from pockets of success in rural areas and address a poorly understood problem 
of under-performance in urban areas. 

120	  Department of Basic Education, 2024a: 77.
121	  Department of Basic Education, 2025a: 20.
122	  Department of Basic Education, 2024a: 74.
123	  See section 6.2 above. 
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8.3	 Goals 7 to 9: Improving average performance in international tests

Goal 7 Improve the average performance of Grade 6 learners in languages.
Goal 8 Improve the average performance of Grade 6 learners in mathematics.
Goal 9 Improve the average performance of Grade 9 learners in mathematics.

As explained in section 6.2, South Africa’s data emerging from the international assessment programmes, and particularly 
from TIMSS124 at the lower secondary level, have led to the conclusion that South Africa is among the most rapidly improving 
countries in the world. Specifically, mathematics outcomes in Grade 9 have displayed improvements between 2002 and 2023, 
even while participation improved. The percentage of young South African successfully completing Grade 9 rose, for instance, 
from around 83% to 93% between 2009 and 2022125. The quality trends seen in the international assessment are less clear-cut 
at the primary level. In particular, the absence of improvements in the TIMSS Grade 5 mathematics results between 2015 and 
2023 have been a cause for concern126. Yet what ultimately matters for national progress and the opportunities youths enjoy 
is the skills with which they leave school, and this means secondary school as the great majority of learners get to experience 
at least some schooling at this level.

The fact that South Africa’s learning outcomes have been improving relatively quickly is not widely understood, yet this has 
profound policy implications. It suggests that planning should be especially oriented towards improving what is already working, 
in order to sustain improvements into the future. The evidence does not suggest that the schooling system is fundamentally 
flawed, an impression that is sometimes created. 

Monitoring of learning through international programmes should continue. International programmes facilitate international 
comparisons and are understood by investors from abroad, who have an interest in knowing that human capabilities are 
improving in the country.

Statistics on the proportion of learners who are proficient need to be interpreted with much caution. The UNESCO Institute 
for Statistics reporting system for Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) indicators reflects learning proficiency statistics ranging 
from 17% for Grade 3 mathematics – this is based on the Grade 5 TIMSS results – to 57% for reading at the end of primary 
in 2013 – this is based on Grade 6 testing in the SACMEQ127 programme. Because the grades specified in the SDG indicator 
descriptions often do not align with grades tested in the variety of assessment programmes that exist, grade comparability is 
one of several comparability problems that arise in this area of monitoring. It is of utmost importance to ensure that statistics 
are in fact comparable before drawing conclusions.  

8.4	 Goal 10: Compulsory schooling

Goal 10 Ensure that all children remain effectively enrolled in school at least up to the year in which they turn 15.

Historically, children aged 7 to 15 have been subject to compulsory schooling. The Basic Education Laws Amendment (BELA) 
Act of 2024 extended the compulsory age band down to 6, effectively making Grade R compulsory. 

Fears during the pandemic that large numbers of compulsory-aged learners were at risk of not returning to school following the 
school closures, turned out to be mostly unfounded128. Yet the most recent school participation analyses, using 2022 household 
data, suggest the effects of the pandemic on participation have not completely disappeared. Specifically, while children aged 7 to 
15 not in school during the pre-pandemic years ranged from 1,0 to 1,3%, this reached 2,4% in 2020, and then declined, reaching 
1,4% in 2022. It is possible that more recent household data will indicate that a complete return to normality has occurred. The 
data suggest there were around 150 000 compulsory-aged children outside school in 2022 (against 110 000 in 2013)129. 

124	  Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study.
125	  Department of Basic Education, 2024c.
126	  Department of Basic Education, 2024a: 53.
127	  Previous name of current SEACMEQ.
128	  Department of Basic Education, 2022c.
129	  Department of Basic Education, 2024c: 28.
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Reaching 100% participation means paying careful attention to services for disabled children. At the same time, action must be 
based on an accurate picture of the problem. Disabled children who are out-of-school are smaller in number than what has often 
been reported130. It is clear that the sector needs to do more to accurately track the disabled and produce reliable statistics. 

Efforts to comply fully with the BELA Act’s introduction of compulsory Grade R should be sensitive to budget pressures, and 
prioritise the most disadvantaged. The data point to around 100 000 children who enter a quintile 1 to 3 public school in Grade 
1 not receiving Grade R in a school. Some would receive Grade R in an early learning programme (ELP) centre outside a school. 
The first priority should be to provide Grade R spaces in schools for quintiles 1 to 3 learners who would otherwise not receive 
this service. The second priority should be carefully assess whether children in disadvantaged areas who attend Grade R outside 
a school should have their centre reclassified as a school, or move to Grade R in an existing primary school. Grade R enrolment 
of middle class children in non-school settings is common, and would not be compliant with BELA. This is a matter than would 
also eventually have to be dealt with.  

8.5	 Goal 11: Access to ECD and Grade R «««

Goal 11
«««

Improve the access of children to quality Early Childhood Development (ECD) below Grade 1.

After several years of little progress in terms of participation in ELPs, with participation in an education institution for children 
aged 0 to 6 remaining at around 45% since 2013131, important positive developments have occurred. In 2021 centres became 
the responsibility of the basic education departments, in 2023 a national strategy for early childhood development (ECD) 
informed by the latest evidence was released, and in 2025 it was announced that the ECD grant to provinces would grow in 
real terms by 20% between 2024/25 and 2027/28132.

The importance of these developments for improving learning outcomes should not be under-estimated. As explained in 
section 6.2, growth in ECD participation before 2013 is considered one of five factors explaining South Africa’s improvements in 
the international assessments. Two challenges for the coming years stand out. Firstly, in a difficult budgetary context, managing 
costs and budgets well will be critical. Secondly, interventions and monitoring that focus on improving what children learn in 
ECD centres, or ELPs, are vital. 

The MTDP envisages the number of publicly funded children in ELPs rising from 722 549 in 2024 to 1 600 000 in 2029, a 120% 
increase. Moreover, the ECD strategy points to the need to increase the value of the per-child subsidy by 27% in real terms 
between 2024 and 2029133, in part to offset post-2015 declines in the value of this subsidy134. While the increase in the national 
grant is a very positive trend, this is not steep enough to ensure the attainment of the service delivery targets. The fact that in 
recent years provincial education departments have augmented the grant amount by about 20%, through general equitable 
share revenue which could be re-allocated135, produces an additional risk to the stability of ECD funding. 

The strategy refers to the Quality Assurance and Support System (QASS), which would focus on the quality of ELP services. 
Finalising the modalities of this should be a priority. Evidence from the past confirms that improved ECD participation and 
funding does not always translate to better subsequent learning in schools136, though this should be a key aim. While the Thrive 
by Five initiative (discussed in section 7.4) is sample-based and cannot deal with quality across all centres, from this programme 
have emerged valuable assessment tools which could be used in local settings to ensure ELPs are accountable for providing 
the best quality education possible, given the resources available. It is envisaged that the new web-based eCares system, 
which is currently focussing on digitising ELP registration processes, will eventually encompass several functions, including the 
monitoring of the quality of services. 

130	  A widely quoted figure of 600 000 children with disabilities not being in school draws from a 2015 report by the Department of Basic Education (2015a: 
21), which does not take into account differences in the definition of disability across various data sources. The 600 000 figure is used for instance in a 
Centre for Child Law (2023) report to the United Nations. It is clear that children with disabilities have in recent years experienced lower enrolment rates 
than non-disabled children, yet around 80% of disabled children are enrolled according to reliable data – see Department of Basic Education (2024c: 28). 
The abovementioned figures of 110 000 or 150 000 children aged 7 to 15, whether disabled or not, outside the schooling system is clearly not compatible 
with 600 000 disabled children being out of school, at least not in the age 7 to 15 range. 

131	  Wills et al, 2020: 15.
132	  2025 Estimates of National Expenditure.
133	  Department of Basic Education, 2023a: 23.
134	  World Bank, 2022a: 150.
135	  World Bank, 2022a: 62.
136	  Department of Planning, Monitoring and Evaluation, 2014.
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8.6	 Goals 12 to 13: Improving grade attainment

Goal 12 Improve the grade promotion of learners through Grades 1 to 9. 
Goal 13 Improve the access of the youth to Further Education and Training (FET) beyond Grade 9.

The percentage of young South Africans successfully completing Grade 9 has increased, despite financial strains in the sector 
and the pandemic: between 2009 and 2022 the figure rose from 83% to 93%137. At the same time the schooling sector has 
become more efficient in the sense that grade repetition declined. This declined not only at the upper secondary level (see 
section 6.2), but also in the lower grades. The percentage of learners repeating in grades 1 to 8 declined from 8,8% to 6,9% 
between 2019 and 2021, a difference of around 2 percentage points138. This is part of longer trend spanning several years139. 

In grades 1 to 3 learners repeating declined from 9,7% to 8,1% between 2019 and 2021. Whether grade repetition should 
exist at all in the initial three grades remains an important debate, especially given over-sized classes and the fact that, for 
instance, reducing grade repetition from 8% to zero would mean reducing class sizes by roughly 8%. The benefits of this type of 
class size reduction need to be weighed carefully against the notion that learners gain in terms of their learning from repeating, 
something which to a limited extent is supported by local evidence140. But this evidence also suggests that a part of the problem 
is simply weak assessment approaches: certain learners are made to repeat even though externally administered assessments 
not used for promotion purposes suggest they perform no worse than their peers who did proceed to the next grade. 

Completion of Grade 9 will gain new meaning when the General Certificate of Education (GEC) is made universal. By 2024 
schools involved in the multi-year piloting of the new assessments had reached 1 000, representing around 11% of public 
schools offering Grade 9141. 

Successfully completing twelve years of education, or the Further Education and Training (FET) band, remains a widely discussed, 
but at times misunderstood matter. As explained in section 6.2, improvements against this indicator, driven largely by better 
learning in earlier grades, is an ongoing reality and South Africa’s figure of 63% is in line with what is seen in similar middle 
income countries. What is often referred to as the ‘dropout crisis’ needs to be understood in this context. Having everyone 
successfully complete twelve years of education should be a long-range target, yet progress is being made and the evidence 
suggests it would be difficult to move even faster without compromising quality. Ultimately, tackling dropping out means 
improving learning in the earlier grades, so fewer learners reach a point where they no longer cope with their studies. This will 
also help to ensure that those who do not achieve twelve years of education still bring usable skills into the post-school world.  

Importantly, the evidence suggests that financial constraints are not a key reason why learners drop out. Instead, the key 
reason is that learners fall behind in their learning142. Yet it is noteworthy that household surveys, when asking why a young 
person who has not completed Grade 12 is not in an education institution, will often state that financing is a factor. In the 
context of most schools being no fee schools and given free schools meal for even secondary learners in disadvantaged areas 
(see sections 9.9 and 9.11), these kinds of household responses need to be interpreted carefully. A likely explanation is that in 
many cases households decide that it is not worth financing items typically paid for by the household – in particular the school 
uniform and transportation – in the case of learners who are continuously repeating and performing poorly in assessments. 

137	  Department of Basic Education, 2024c.
138	  Department of Basic Education, 2024a: 31.
139	  Department of Basic Education, 2024c: 17.
140	  Wills, 2023b. 
141	  See for instance Department of Basic Education (2023c).
142	  Branson et al, 2014.
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9	 The goals dealing with the how of improving schooling (Goals 14 to 27) 

9.1	 Goal 14: Supply of young teachers

Goal 14 Attract a new group of young, motivated and appropriately trained teachers to the teaching profession every 
year.

Teacher supply and demand has received considerable attention in the media and been the subject of extensive research 
in recent years. For example, the Teacher Demographic Dividend (TDD) and PrimTEd143 research projects, both involving the 
Department of Basic Education (DBE), have produced a number of important research outputs. As explained in section 6.2 
above, initial fears of an under-supply of teachers in the coming years have subsided after it became clear that the output of 
teacher graduates from universities increased substantially144. 

Instead, there have recently been concerns about an over-supply of young teacher graduates. While this helps to ‘flatten the 
supply curve’, and prevent the need for a steep and further increase in university outputs in the coming years, it is true that 
some graduated teachers have struggled to find jobs. The numbers of unemployed teachers are difficult to ascertain, in part 
because the available online registration portals for teachers seeking employment tend not to remove individuals once they do 
find employment, in either a public or private post.  

Rising retirements have helped to ensure that relatively large numbers of young teachers have entered the public educator 
workforce in recent years. This can be seen in Figure 5. 

Figure 5: Teachers joining the public educator workforce
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Note: Someone is counted as a joiner if he or she was not present in the system during any of the previous three years. See Department of 
Basic Education (2018a) for the methodology. 

Challenges facing the sector relate not so much to overall teacher numbers, but the supply of specific specialisations among 
teachers. It is clear that the training system produces too many secondary teachers, and too few primary teachers. This has 
led to a situation where around a third of newly appointed teachers at the primary level are actually trained to teach at the 
secondary level. Despite concerns in some quarters, the supply of young teachers with a mathematics specialisation is not a 
major problem. The challenge lies more in retaining such teachers in the public workforce as they age and gain experience. 
With respect to young primary teachers, there is a clear under-supply of teachers who are fluent in, and have been trained in, 
one of the nine African languages145. 

While graduates emerging from the Funza Lushaka bursary programme come to only a quarter of all young teacher graduates 
who enter the public workforce, more could be done to ensure that this programme addresses the supply imbalances. The 
anticipated review of the programme should look into how its aims can be sharpened, what its ‘theory of change’ is, and how 
data can be better used to inform and monitor the programme. 

143	  See for instance Roberts and Moloi (2022).
144	  Gustafsson, 2023: 42.
145	  Department of Basic Education, 2025b.
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9.2	 Goal 15: Teacher availability and class sizes

Goal 15 Ensure that the availability and utilisation of teachers are such that excessively large 
classes are avoided.

Excessive class sizes remain a serious concern. In 2023, half of grades 1 to 7 learners in public schools were in 
classes exceeding 40, meaning these learners were predominantly in a classroom with more learners than the room 
was built for. Moreover, 13% of primary learners were in classes exceeding 55 learners. The situation has improved 
only slightly since 2015, though the learner-educator (LE) ratio has remained more or less constant146. This trend has 
been possible largely due to the closure of small and unviable schools. 

The class size situation would have been worse had grade repetition not declined (see section 8.6), and if the 
declining average age of educators had not limited the cost of the average educator, which is expected to remain 
constant in real terms for the next decade or so. Despite serious budget pressures, the November 2024 count 
of publicly educators, at 407 779, was the highest since 2013, when the count stood at 391 735147. Moreover, 
according to the School Monitoring Survey (SMS) of 2022 the ability of the system to fill educator posts has remained 
relatively good148. 

Demographic trends in the child population create opportunities for reducing class sizes during the coming years. 
Following a large increase in the school-age population of 16% between 2015 and 2025, this population will remain 
static between 2025 and 2030, after which a gradual decline can be expected149.  

The Minister of Basic Education and others have expressed a strong interest in revising the post provisioning 
norms150 so that they favour the early grades more strongly. This could further alleviate the class size situation, 
particularly in the initial grades where foundational skills must be laid. 

The fact that in different provinces schools with similar LE ratios often display very different class sizes remains 
a concern151, and underscores the importance of effective timetabling and ensuring that physical infrastructure is 
aligned to the number of teaching posts provided to each school. 

Lastly, an informed debate around whether the public resourcing of schools is sufficiently pro-poor should continue. 
This is necessary in a context where schools in more middle class areas can employ more teachers and reduce class 
sizes as a result of private fee income. While South Africa’s funding formulas have received praise, it is also true that 
several other developing countries have even more pro-poor funding regimes than South Africa152.  

9.3	 Goal 16: Teacher capacity and professionalism «««

Goal 16
«««

Improve the professionalism, teaching skills, subject knowledge and computer 
literacy of teachers throughout their entire careers.

Teacher capacity and professionalism is justifiably one of five high-level priorities identified by Minister Gwarube in 2024. It is 
improvement in this area which would largely explain the country’s exceptional improvements in learning outcomes in past 
years – see section 6.2. Yet there is much room for improvement. 

The latest data from the international SEACMEQ153 programme reinforce earlier findings that younger teachers who received 
their initial training in the reformed post-1994 university-only system154 display better subject-specific competencies. For 
instance, teachers aged below 45 in 2021 produced an average score of 56% in the mathematics test, against 50% for teachers 
aged 45 and above – see Figure 7155.  

146	  Department of Basic Education, 2024a: 34.
147	  The 407 779 value is calculated in the same way as historical values in Table 2 in Department of Basic Education (2024a: 20).
148	  Department of Basic Education, 2024e: 24.
149	  Department of Basic Education, 2024a: 14.
150	  Government Notice 1451 of 2002; Department of Basic Education, 2009.
151	  Wills, 2023a.
152	  Lustig, 2016: 53.
153	  Southern and Eastern Consortium for Monitoring Educational Quality.
154	  From around 2001 all graduates would have been emerging from the new system – see Paterson and Arends (2009). 
155	 Closer analysis of the data may reveal whether the apparent decline in mathematics competencies between 2013 and 2021 – see Figure 7, also Department 

of Basic Education (2024b: 70) – is real and, if so, what the reasons may be.
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Figure 6: Classical scores in reading of teachers 2007-2021
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Source: Analysis of SEACMEQ microdata.
Note: Ages are aligned to facilitate comparison across SEACMEQ waves with respect to when the initial training would have been received. 
For example, a teacher who was 30 in 2007 would be aged 44 in 2021. Reading results represented here are classical scores based on 16 
questions or items common across all three years.  

Figure 7: Classical scores in mathematics of teachers 2007-2021
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Note: Mathematics results represented here are classical scores based on 19 questions or items common across all three years.  

The evidence suggests that the most urgent change needed in university-based initial teacher education is better training of 
Foundation Phase teachers. Teachers themselves often feel they have been poorly prepared to teach reading156, yet recent 
evidence of innovative pedagogies which have been proven to work are compelling157 – see section 7.3. One approach prioritised 
by the Medium Term Development Plan (MTDP) is individualised coaching. Yet the teaching of reading is a dynamic area, with 
many important debates around, in particular, strategies for the nine African languages. Teachers should be in a position to 
engage with these debates on an informed basis. 

In the teaching of mathematics too there is a need for innovation, especially insofar as the use of the African languages to build 
mathematical foundations is concerned158. While secondary teachers specialising in mathematics tend to have a relatively 
good grounding in the subject, reflected already in their Grade 12 results, the evidence suggests that more needs to be done to 
build up the mathematics subject knowledge of those training to be primary teachers159. 

156	  Mokobe et al, 2024.
157	  Department of Basic Education, 2022c, 2023d; Crouch, 2020; Spaull and Taylor, 2022; Fleisch, 2018.
158	  Cekiso et al, 2019; Ramashego et al, 2022.
159	  Department of Basic Education, 2025b: 25; Roberts and Moloi, 2022.
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Even with good initial training, there is a growing realisation that a more effective induction programme is needed for teachers 
entering the profession, or assuming positions such as head of department (HoD) in the school160. Induction should include 
getting to understand the role teachers play in national development, and how improvement in learning outcomes is monitored 
by the national and provincial education authorities.

Turning to in-service training, or continuing professional teacher development (CPTD), it is encouraging that school- and teacher-
initiated professional learning communities (PLCs) have become more common across all provinces, and at the primary and 
secondary levels – see Table 1 below. In addition, the hours devoted to professional development by educators have been on 
the increase for around a decade161. However, the evidence seen in the TALIS162 2018 survey that South Africa’s teachers make 
relatively little use of online teacher development courses remains concerning and points to an opportunity for strengthening 
CPTD163. 

Table 1: Teachers saying there is at least one PLC in 2017 and 2022

2017 2022
% at the 

primary level
% at the 

secondary level % overall
% at the 

primary level
% at the 

secondary level % overall
EC 27 28 27 39 49 43
FS 72 81 75 88 91 89
GP 59 68 62 92 94 93
KN 51 50 51 67 68 67
LP 27 29 28 54 59 56
MP 40 40 40 63 70 66
NC 37 50 43 76 82 78
NW 41 46 43 68 64 66
WC 48 56 51 61 76 67
SA 45 48 46 67 71 69
Source: Analysis of School Monitoring Survey 2017 and 2022 data. 
Note: Teachers are asked the following question: ‘Does your school have a Professional Learning Community (PLC)?’ Statistics are the 
percentage of learners in schools where at least one teacher responds ‘Yes’.

Direction will be provided by a new teacher development strategy to be released in 2025, following the expiry of the previous 
strategy in this year164. 

9.4	 Goal 17: Teacher well-being and job satisfaction

Goal 17 Strive for a teacher workforce that is healthy and enjoys a sense of job satisfaction.

A key challenge during the COVID-19 pandemic was to minimise the impact on the lives and well-being of the around 450 000 
publicly and privately employed educators in the schooling system. As explained in section 6.2, the country’s decision to bring 
forward the availability of vaccines for educators saved an estimated 870 educator lives, in a context where around 3 500 lost 
their lives as a result of the pandemic. Lessons must be learnt from COVID-19, so that the sector is better prepared for future 
emergencies.

After a financially favourable period, when for instance educator salary notch values increased by 32% in real terms between 
2007 and 2019, the sector and the country entered a difficult period. As a result, some of the past gains were lost. Between 
2019 and 2024, notch values declined in terms of their purchasing power value by 6,7% for young educators, and 7,5% for more 
senior educators. Fortunately, the 2019 upward alignment of the annual notch progression of educators, to 1,5%, putting this in 
line with the rest of the public service, has helped to cushion the negative impact on pay. Consequently, the net income of an 
educator in the public system between 2019 and 2024, aged 35 to 44 in 2024, remained constant in real terms. For educators 

160	  Mahome and Mphahele, 2023.
161	  Department of Basic Education, 2024e: 33.
162	  Teaching and Learning International Survey.
163	  Department of Basic Education, 2020c: 108.
164	  Department of Basic Education, 2011.
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aged 45 to 59 in 2024, there was a 1,4% decline165. Not only did the improvement in the annual notch progression help prevent 
or minimise a reduction in purchasing power, it also helped to steepen South Africa’s relatively flat wage gradient for educators. 
This problem, highlighted by the National Development Plan166, has been cited as an important reason why retention rates for 
older educators have not been better.

While teachers face many challenges in school, some of which affect their physical and mental health, it is encouraging that 
teacher absenteeism dropped substantially between 2017 and 2022, according to the School Monitoring Survey167. 

More should be done to monitor the purchasing power of the pay of both publicly and privately employed educators. 
Moreover, rigorous comparisons to teachers in other countries and other professionals within South Africa168 are necessary. 
Misperceptions, such as that teachers in South Africa are exceptionally well paid in an international comparison, must 
continue to be dispelled169. Accurate information is needed, especially in a context of limited budgets, and given that young 
people’s interest in pursuing teaching is in part influenced by what they are told about pay in the profession. 

9.5	 Goal 18: Curriculum coverage in schools

Goal 18 Ensure that learners cover all the topics and skills areas that they should cover within their current school year.

While covering the curriculum remains important for educational success, this must clearly not be a ‘tickbox exercise’, where 
the whole class moves onto the next topic without having covered the previous topic in sufficient depth. Two key challenges 
stand out. Firstly, questioning the currency of the existing curriculum is something any schooling system must do, in a context 
of a rapidly changing world. Secondly, teaching and learning time should be protected on every school day and in every school. 

As discussed in section 6.2, in an important international evaluation of school curricula South Africa’s curriculum emerged 
as relatively well-placed to prepare young people for the twenty-first century world. Arriving at the existing curriculum was 
not an easy journey for the country, which underlines the difficulty of curriculum change. Clearly, any changes should be 
carefully planned. The pandemic set in motion a process of curriculum trimming, as part of the School Recovery Plan, in order 
to facilitate a stronger focus on fundamental competencies. This narrowing down of the focus in certain subjects and grades 
remained applicable beyond the pandemic. A key question is whether this should become a more permanently entrenched 
element of the curriculum. As in many countries, there is ongoing discussion around making the curriculum more competency-
oriented170. This means a stronger prioritisation of skills, relative to content. In several respects, the existing curriculum focusses 
on competencies. Yet this element could be strengthened. 

Effective time use assumes high levels of daily attendance by learners. The pandemic forced the system make better use of 
the attendance data collected through SA-SAMS171. This type of monitoring should continue, while quality problems in the SA-
SAMS data should be resolved172. The fact that Stats SA is not collecting learner absenteeism data from households as regularly 
as it did some years ago173 underlines the importance administrative data within the sector. 

Concerns raised by the 2017 evaluation of the curriculum’s implementation around teacher absenteeism during the first and 
last periods of the school day, and other time management problems, remain current174. A policy brief of the National Education 
Collaboration Trust provides practical advice on better time management in schools. Yet school accountability for learning, as 
explained in section 7.3, is perhaps the best mechanism for ensuring that time is managed well. Monitoring learning well, and 
striving for certain targets, inevitably involves looking at the optimal use of school time. 

165	  The comparison uses November 2019 and November 2024 payroll data, with net pay being all payments minus all deductions (including, above all, de-
ducted income tax). The 0,0% and -1,4% changes referred to here are those for the median educator in the specific age range. Stats SA’s consumer price 
index (CPI) was applied. 

166	  National Planning Commission, 2012: 309.
167	  Department of Basic Education, 2024e: 45.
168	  Shepherd, 2022: 12.
169	  Gustafsson and Maponya, 2020.
170	  See section 7.1.
171	  South African School Administration and Management System.
172	  Department of Basic Education, 2022d.
173	  Department of Basic Education, 2024c: 35.
174	  Department of Planning, Monitoring and Evaluation, 2017: 10.



Action Plan to 202944

9.6	 Goals 19 to 20: Educational materials

Goal 19 Ensure that every learner has access to the minimum set of textbooks and workbooks required according to 
national policy.

Goal 20 Increase access amongst learners to a wide range of media, including computers, which enrich their education.

Access to books is relatively good in the initial primary grades. In the 2022 School Monitoring Survey, around 96% of Grade 3 
learners responded that they had been issued the relevant copies of the national workbooks, for language and for mathematics175. 
This reflects the fact that spending on the workbooks by the national department has been relatively well protected – the 
workbooks are a rare example of spending on school resources undertaken directly by the national level. Moreover, 87% of 
Grade 3 learners were in classes where the teacher said graded readers were being used to practice reading176, a figure which 
is slightly lower than the 90% seen in 2017, during the previous run of the SMS. 

The 2022 SMS pointed to a less favourable situation for textbooks in the senior primary and secondary levels, especially 
in Eastern Cape. For instance, teacher responses on the availability of mathematics textbooks in the Grade 6 class pointed to 
access in the other eight provinces improving from 66% to 74% of learners between 2017 and 2022, but declining in Eastern 
Cape over this period from 58% to 36%. Similarly, in Grade 9 the statistic went from 59% to 53% in the other eight, and 71% to 
26% within Eastern Cape. These figures are all lower than they should be, and all should be rising, not declining. The especially 
concerning Eastern Cape trends should be seen in the light of the fact that this province has seen the steepest real decline in 
per learner spending in the relevant budget line177, while also seeing a sharp drop in funds flowing to school bank accounts as 
part of a central procurement effort (see section 9.9). 

Though the Foundation Phase grades appear relatively well resourced, concerns have been raised about the fact that spending 
per learner on ‘goods and services’, within which books comprise an important item, has risen faster for secondary learners 
than for primary learners178. Spending on books, and access to them, need to be more regularly monitored so that the right 
actions can be taken. 

Despite the percentage of learners in schools with libraries rising from 45% to 62% between 2011 and 2017, according to the 
SMS, little progress appears to have been made since then. According to PIRLS179 and TIMSS data, learners’ access to libraries 
barely improved180. In 2025, preparations were being made for the next SMS, which will pay special attention to school libraries. 
Again, action is needed to improve the situation, but this needs to be based on good information, including information on the 
resources within existing libraries and how libraries are used by school communities. 

The widespread use of hand-held electronic tablets in schools serving relatively well-off communities can create the impression 
that this is the only route towards providing learners with exposure to digital devices within their education in school. Yet for 
reasons of cost, security and electricity access, such devices may not be easily rolled out across the entire schooling system, at 
least not in the near future. It is noteworthy that the Presidential Commission on the Fourth Industrial Revolution advocates 
the more traditional computer centre, which may be a more sustainable option in many schools181: 

DBE must work towards every school having access to internet and no less than 25 computers and a printer, a 
dedicated room as a maker space for robotics curriculum and a basic set of music and art equipment.

Identifying the most cost-effective technology solutions will be a key part of taking the DBE’s new e-Education strategy forward182.

175	  Department of Basic Education, 2024e: 56-58.
176	  Analysis of the SMS 2022 microdata. 
177	  Department of Basic Education, 2024a: 34. The Eastern Cape non-personnel non-capital (NPNC) trend in the public ordinary schools programme over the 

years 2017 to 2025 in Figure 51 of that report is more steeply downward than for any other province. 
178	  Janari, 2024.
179	  Progress in International Reading Literacy Study.
180	  The PIRLS microdata indicate that the percentage of Grade 4 learners in a school where the principal answers yes to ‘Does your school have a school 

library?’ was 39% in 2016 and a slightly higher 41% in 2021. The TIMSS values for Grade 5 learners are not that different: 40% for 2019 and 45% for 
2023. Why these values are so much lower than the 62% in 2017 seen in the School Monitoring Survey is not clear. It is noteworthy that the sample-based 
2022 Whole School Evaluation of the DBE found that only half of schools (of any level) had libraries in 2022 – see Department of Basic Education (2024k: 
247). 

181	  Department of Communications and Digital Technologies, 2020: 289.
182	  Department of Basic Education, 2024h.
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9.7	 Goal 21: School management

Goal 21 Ensure that the basic annual management processes take place across all schools in the country in a way that 
contributes towards a functional school environment.

F The NDP on empowering capable school principals:

Gradually give principals more administrative powers as the quality of school leadership improves, including in financial 
management, the procurement of textbooks and other educational material, and human resources management. These 
delegations ensure that principals are held accountable for their schools. Provincial departments will remain the employer 
of educators, and wages will continue to be centrally determined. (p. 310)

In shedding light on the quality of school management, the School Management Survey has focussed on the ability of principals 
to show fieldworkers certain documents that policy requires schools to produce. Examples are the education-focussed annual 
academic performance report and the school’s financial statement, both required in terms of the South African Schools Act. 
Since the SMS began in 2011, the percentage of schools passing this test has remained at around 50%183. Improving compliance 
with basic legislated requirements should continue to be a priority. 

Advice to School Management Teams (SMTs), comprising the principal and, where applicable, deputy principals and heads of 
department, on how to lead the teaching and learning process is becoming clearer, though more advocacy is needed. A 2023 
guide to SMTs184 represented an important shift. In part as a result of the crisis arising from the pandemic, it became clearer 
that striking a balance between curriculum requirements and the needs of learners, many of whom are behind in their learning 
trajectories, is not easy and should be addressed through careful judgement by teachers, guided by school management. 
Principals need to ensure that there is enough ‘collaboration time’ between teachers to take stock of where learners are, and 
to take difficult decisions in relation to curriculum pacing. 

Innovation with regard to school accountability for learning outcomes at the primary level is needed – see section 7.3 – in part 
through learning from existing good practice. The parameters within which the SMT is accountable for learning outcomes, and 
what constitutes fair judgements of schools, are matters that the DBE should make clearer.  

Much depends on the calibre of people who become school managers, and in particular school principals. Given retirements 
among a bulge of older educators, the schooling system is in a state of significant flux. Between 2019 and 2024 some 37% 
of schools saw their principal change. Among several factors to consider in this process is gender. This is not just a matter 
of employment equity, but also about the values the system stands for. Only 48% of the approximately 8 200 new principals 
appointed during these five years were women185, in a context where 70% of educators are women. The percentage of all 
principals who are women shifted slightly, from 38% in 2019 to 41% in 2024. The sector should aim to improve this figure 
further by 2029. Many opportunities exist: in 2024 53% of school principals were aged 55 and over, in other words close to 
retirement. 

9.8	 Goal 22: Community participation

Goal 22 Improve parent and community participation in the governance of schools, partly by improving access to 
important information via the e-Education strategy.

F The NDP on school accountability for learning:

Providing meaningful information to parents on their children’s performance can enable them to hold schools accountable. 
Performance tends to improve when parents are actively involved and take an interest in the affairs of the school. (p. 303)

As has been explained elsewhere, for instance in section 7.3, some provinces are making progress when it comes to accountability 
to the administration for learning at the primary level. However, as far as such accountability to parents is concerned, much 
work remains to be done. While the traditional report card per learner serves a useful purpose, it remains difficult for parents 
to gauge how well or poorly their school does relative to specific standards and relative to other similar schools. 

183	  Department of Basic Education, 2024e: 68.
184	  Department of Basic Education, 2023e.
185	  The average age of new appointees was 50. 
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The school governing body (SGB) elections of 2027 provide an opportunity to communicate to school communities the 
importance of having at least one SGB member who is, firstly, knowledgeable about the educational process and, secondly, 
is willing to advocate for better practices in the school and in the homes of learners with a view to improving learning. A 
stronger sense of the educational purpose of SGBs could encourage communities to push for greater functionality in this critical 
structure. The School Monitoring Survey has consistently found that a third of SGBs are not effective in the sense that minutes 
of meetings are not kept as they should be186.     

SGBs play a critical role in promoting the education of young South Africans. This remains the case today, despite misperceptions 
that for instance the Basic Education Laws Amendment (BELA) Act of 2024 weakens the authority of SGBs. Legal experts from 
civil society have insisted that this is not the case, and that the legal basis for SDGs to become key agents in the country’s 
educational improvement remains strong187. 

One aim of the BELA Act is to ensure that schools serve all learners living near the school equitably and do not discriminate 
in the admissions process, for instance on the basis of race or language. On the whole, policies such as those relating to fee 
exemptions have been successful insofar as they have promoted integration and inclusiveness. To illustrate, in schools serving 
only white learners before 1994, 70% of learners were not white by 2021188. Yet examples of discrimination still persist, and 
these should be dealt with decisively. One way of informing the public debates in this regard would be to include indicators 
of integration, in particular with reference to race, in the official enrolment reports of the DBE. Further integration within 
schools should be expected, in particular as inherited patterns of residential segregation are eroded.    

9.9	 Goal 23: School funding

Goal 23 Ensure that all schools are funded at least at the minimum per learner levels determined nationally and that 
funds are utilised transparently and effectively.

Though school allocation funding flowing to schools constitutes only some 5% of overall spending on public ordinary schools, 
it is a vital budget line that permits schools some flexibility when it comes to responding to the school’s educational and 
infrastructure maintenance needs. Moreover, the pro-poor formula behind the school allocation favours schools declared 
no fee schools and hence is a vital mechanism through which parents are relieved of pressure to contribute financially to the 
school.

Though for the country as a whole non-personnel non-capital (NPNC) budgets have been relatively well protected in recent 
years189, despite serious budget constraints, trends with respect to transfers to schools are worrying. The School Monitoring 
Survey has tracked the percentage of learners in schools where the school received the full transfer the provincial department 
said would be transferred. The figure in 2021 was in the case of four provinces better than or the same as in the past. These 
four provinces are Free State, Gauteng, North West and Western Cape. In these provinces the figure was over 90% in 2021. Yet 
the national statistics have steadily worsened, mainly due to a deteriorating situation in one province, Eastern Cape, where the 
figure went from 75% in 2010 to 20% in 2021190. This is likely to be a major contributor to the deterioration in access to books 
among learners in this province – see section 9.6 above.

Added to the abovementioned problem is the fact that what the provincial department says it will pay schools falls in many 
cases below the minimum funding thresholds set by the DBE. Compliance with these national targets, and the reasons for and 
the consequences of non-compliance, should be reported on more consistently by the DBE. This will help to create pressure 
for the attainment of these especially vital targets.

Fortunately, the under-funding of schools has not resulted in households reporting more payment of fees to schools. The 
percentage of learners in public schools for whom no fees were paid has risen over time and stabilised at just over 70% in recent 
years191.    

186	  Department of Basic Education, 2024e: 78.
187	  SECTION 27, 2024. 
188	  Gruijters et al, 2024: 185.
189	  Department of Basic Education, 2024a: 66.
190	  Department of Basic Education, 2024e: 86.
191	  Department of Basic Education, 2024c: 43.
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9.10	Goal 24: School buildings and facilities «««

Goal 24
«««

Ensure that the physical infrastructure and environment of every school inspire learners to want to come to 
school and learn, and teachers to teach.

F The NDP on building more with the money we have:

Investigate the spiralling costs of building schools ... Develop measures to build schools at a reasonable cost without 
compromising quality. (p. 313)

This goal on buildings and facilities is also one of the five priority goals of the Minister of Basic Education. A decent and functional 
physical environment at a school reflects the value we attach to young South Africans, and is the shared responsibility of 
the education administration and the school community. Strong public interest in this aspect of the schooling system is to be 
expected.  

Despite a real decline of around 20% on infrastructure spending by the provincial education departments between 2017 and 
2024192, indicators of the quality of school infrastructure have displayed some improvement. The School Monitoring Survey 
reveals that the percentage of schools with the basic minimum with respect to water, toilets and electricity rose from 57% to 
67% between 2011 and 2022. The 2022 figure means 74% of learners were in schools reaching the standard – smaller schools 
tend to have greater challenges with respect to these infrastructure factors. If sufficient availability of classrooms is added as 
a criterion, the percentage of adequately resourced schools went from 40% to 43% between 2011 and 2022193 – the 43% of 
schools in 2022 account for just 40% of learners as small schools tend to suffer less severe classroom shortages. 

What stands out in the provincial values is that Gauteng and Western Cape have both seen declines in their infrastructure 
quality, despite general improvements across other provinces. This reflects the intense pressure faced by the two provinces, 
which have both seen major in-migration. 

That over half of learners were in schools in 2022 where the physical environment, including the number of classrooms, was 
inadequate is very concerning. The situation would undoubtedly have been less critical had infrastructure budgets not borne 
the brunt of cost-cutting efforts. What warrants more serious attention, and was emphasised in the NDP, is reducing the costs 
of building school infrastructure – a 2023 Development Bank of Southern Africa report estimates that costs could be reduced 
by as much as 38% if more efficient spending strategies were pursued194. Provinces such as Gauteng have already successfully 
reduced building costs through more effective contracts with delivery agents195. 

9.11	Goal 25: Learner well-being

Goal 25 Use schools as vehicles for promoting access to a range of public services amongst learners in areas such as 
health, poverty alleviation, psychosocial support, sport and culture.

The prevalence of hunger among children is a key indicator of child welfare. Hunger, which had been on the decline196, was 
severely aggravated by the pandemic197. Recovery in this area, as in the case of employment, has been slow198. In 2022 12% of 
children aged 0 to 17 were in households reporting hunger sometimes, often or always199. Tackling hunger specifically and the 
underpinning socio-economic ills remains a key priority of government. Hunger carries short- and long-term impacts which can 
compromise learning. The uneven distribution of the problem should be considered. The situation is worse in urban than rural 
areas200. UNICEF has classified South Africa’s child hunger problem as ‘medium’, and similar to that of Ecuador and Egypt201.   

Schools promote child well-being through various initiatives, including the National School Nutrition Programme (NSNP), the 
Integrated School Health Programme (ISHP), and Care and Support for Teaching and Learning (CSTL).

192	  Department of Basic Education, 2024a: 101-102.
193	  Department of Basic Education, 2024e: 64. 
194	  Development Bank of Southern Africa, 2023: xx.
195	  Chanee, 2023.
196	  National Planning Commission, 2022: 29.
197	  Van der Berg et al, 2021.
198	  Statistics South Africa, 2024: 63; Statistics South Africa, 2024: 12.
199	  Slemming et al, 2024. 
200	  Statistics South Africa, 2023.
201	  UNICEF, 2024b: 19.
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While the protection of NSNP budgets has helped increase spending in real terms by 9% between 2014 and 2023, the situation 
remains difficult in a context where the school-age population grew by about 15% over these years202. Projected real growth in 
spending in the coming years may moreover not keep pace with growth in demand. Despite these challenges, the system has 
succeeded in maintaining high levels of service delivery: since 2014 the percentage of public school learners receiving meals 
has remained at around 85% according to household data203. 

The ISHP has succeeded in reaching large numbers of especially younger learners. According to the School Monitoring Survey, 
in 2022 78% of primary learners were in schools where it was reported that a health official or school nurse had visited the 
school in 2021 or 2022 to screen learners, for instance to assess their need for eyeglasses. As can be seen in Figure 8, Gauteng 
has been especially successful. Gaps need to be addressed. For instance, 16% of primary learners were in schools where there 
had been no visits for screening at any point in the 2019 to 2022 period. 

Figure 8: Health screening at schools
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Source: Analysis of SMS 2022 dataset. 

A 2022 evaluation of the CSTL initiative204, which aims to train schools in a holistic approach to learner well-being, was in many 
respects positive, but also pointed out that too many schools remained unfamiliar with the CSTL tools. Initiatives such as this 
have becoming increasingly important in a context where substance abuse and physical and cyber-based bullying are by some 
accounts on the rise. 

9.12	Goal 26: Inclusive education «««

Goal 26
«««

Increase the number of schools that effectively implement the inclusive education policy and have access to 
centres that offer specialist services.

Access to special needs schooling and inclusive education is one of the five top priorities of the Minister of Basic Education. 
Insufficient access should be a concern. While over-stated statistics regarding the problem205 should be avoided, it is clear 
that disability is associated with worse school participation, and that this situation appears to have deteriorated since the 
pandemic206.  

Roughly half of enrolled children with disabilities are in a special school, the other half being in ordinary schools, often 
those classified as full-service schools207. Though the ideal of a much higher proportion of disabled learners attending ordinary 
schools, in a context where these schools would be equipped to serve special needs adequately, is not immediately realisable, 
we should not lose sight of this ideal. In fact, South Africa should aim to be a pioneer in this area, thus advancing the 2007 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities208. 

202	  Department of Basic Education, 2024a: 14.
203	  Department of Basic Education, 2024c: 47.
204	  MIET Africa, 2021, 2022.
205	  See earlier footnote 164.
206	  Department of Basic Education, 2024c: 25.
207	  Department of Basic Education, 2024l. The grand total of enrolled disabled learners in this source is about 260 000 (139 000 plus 121 000). Department 

of Basic Education (2024c: 25) points to a higher figure of around 350 000 enrolled disabled learners, based on household data. Differences such as these 
are often related to differing definitions used.   

208	  Article 24 in this document is of particular relevance.
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All ordinary schools require some experts in special needs education. Materials and guides for training educators have 
improved209, and considerable capacity building has occurred. Yet around a fifth of schools in 2022 still reported lacking anyone 
with the necessary expertise210 and full-service schools are unevenly staffed211. Schools declared full-service schools have 
stabilised at just over 800, producing a national ratio of learners per full-service school of around 15 000 to one. However, this 
ratio varies widely across provinces: from 4 000 in North West to 60 000 in Limpopo. 

Turning to special schools, the ability to meet the demand remains severely constrained by budgets. It has been estimated that 
existing budgets should ideally triple212. Conditional grants that ringfence spending for special needs learners are one option. 
The Learners with Profound Intellectual Disabilities (LPID) conditional grant, started in 2017 and now comprising around 2% of 
spending on special schools, has facilitated the development of new and innovative learning materials. A key challenge is to be 
clearer on what can be done with existing budgets, and how services could improve incrementally with budget growth. 

The low number of publicly employed psychologists and therapists in the sector remains concerning, even if the numbers 
have improved slightly: psychologists rose from 206 to 226 between 2019 and 2024, the figures for therapists being 1177 and 
1236213.

Better research into challenges and solutions is needed, and can assist the Ministerial Task Team set up in 2025 to review the 
White Paper on special needs education.

9.13	Goal 27: District support

Goal 24 Ensure that the physical infrastructure and environment of every school inspire learners to want to come to 
school and learn, and teachers to teach.

F The NDP on districts:	

Many of the weaknesses in schools are a reflection of weaknesses at the district level. ... Deploy multidisciplinary support 
teams to work with districts in the short to medium term. (p. 310)

Though formally district offices are a part of the provincial administration, the district layer is for good reasons often treated 
as distinct, with a specific role when it comes to progress in the sector. Thus the meetings of the District Directors’ Forum, 
occurring several times a year where the national Minister engages directly with the 75 district directors, are a vital link in the 
system. The annual National Education Excellence Awards moreover acknowledge the work of outstanding districts.

District offices are at the heart of one of the country’s most ambitious e-Governance projects, namely the Data Driven 
Districts (DDD) initiative, which draws from the schools-based SA-SAMS system and provides schools and district offices with 
key information to facilitate monitoring, support and accountability. Recent DDD enhancements include new mapping facilities 
in the online dashboards, and better quality assurance of data, for instance with respect to the teacher data in SA-SAMS214. 
Current efforts to make SA-SAMS fully web-enabled, which are at an advanced stage, are expected to vastly improve the speed 
and accuracy of the data integration process underpinning DDD. Moving forward, the set of DDD users should be further 
expanded, in part through rigorous needs analysis and the meeting of these needs where possible. Moreover, training in the 
use of both SA-SAMS and DDD should be strengthened.

Despite serious resourcing constraints in district offices, school principals’ evaluations indicate improved satisfaction with 
their monitoring and support services. According to the School Monitoring Survey, the percentage schools reporting that 
they were visited at least twice in the current year has remained at around 93% between 2011 and 2022. There are clearly 
schools within every province which are under-served. The percentage of principals among the 93% who were ‘satisfied’ or 
‘very satisfied’ with the district rose from 77% to 87% between 2017 and 2022, with improvement reflected in essentially all 
provinces215. Figure 9 below is constructed like a similar map in the previous Action Plan, except here 2022 values instead of 
2017 values are reflected. Only districts with a critical number of schools within the sample are coloured. Improvements in the 

209	  Majoko and Phasha, 2018.
210	  Department of Basic Education, 2024e: 112.
211	  Deghaye and Hanass-Hancock, 2023.
212	  Department of Basic Education, 2024l.
213	  Analysis of November downloads of Persal. 
214	  Jacobs and Makatu, 2024; Van der Berg et al, 2023.
215	  Department of Basic Education, 2024e: 112.130.
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levels of satisfaction across all districts in Free State are visible. The district with the largest improvement was Zululand (ZU), 
which went from the bottom category in 2017 to the top category in 2022. 

Figure 9: School principal satisfaction with the district in 2017
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SMS data confirm that district offices visit secondary schools for monitoring and support purposes somewhat more frequently 
than primary schools. This is understandable given the current emphasis on the results of the national Grade 12 examinations. 
Yet a key challenge is to strengthen the engagement between district offices and primary schools as better ways of monitoring 
learning in the primary grades emerge (see section 7.3). Substantive district involvement is vital in the task of bringing about 
better learning foundations. 
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