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Minister’s Foreword

The Class of 2019 sat for the National Senior 

Certificate (NSC) examinations in a year that our 

great nation celebrated 25 years of democracy, 

constituted the sixth democratic parliament and 

South Africans united in celebrating yet another 

Rugby World Cup victory. In his State of the Nation 

Address, the President of the Republic of South 

Africa, His Excellency, President Cyril Matamela 

Ramaphosa highlighted education as one of the 

seven priorities of the new administration. The 

cornerstone of the democratic era has been an 

improving education system committed to the 

pursuit of quality basic education, the necessary 

raising of standards and careful introspection of 

progress. Government’s strategy of improving the 

quality of basic education has been articulated 

in the National Development Plan (NDP) Vision 

2030: Our future – Make it work.

In this regard, the education sector has listed 

eleven priorities for this administration, which 

include inter alia, improving the foundational 

skills of literacy and numeracy; implementation 

of a curriculum with skills and competencies 

for a changing world; dealing decisively 

with the quality and efficiency through the 

implementation of standardised assessments; 

urgent implementation of the two-years of 

Early Childhood Development before Grade 

1, promoting school safety, health and social 

cohesion and completing an integrated 

Infrastructure Development Plan. It is against 

these priorities and noting that the education 

enterprise is a highly complex activity where the 

outcome is based on a multiplicity of factors, 

that we use the National Senior Certificate 

examination results, as one of the barometers 

to evaluate our success. There are noteworthy 

signs of progress as observed in the recent 

cycles of international and regional assessment 

programmes. 

In terms of the Action Plan of the Department 

of Basic Education (DBE), the following three 

key targets are directly measured through the 

performance in the National Senior Certificate:

(a) Increase the number of Grade 12 learners 

who become eligible for a Bachelor’s 

Programme at a university;

(b) Increase the number of Grade 12 learners 

who pass Mathematics; and

(c)  Increase the number of Grade 12 learners 

who pass Physical Science

 

The Quality Assurance Council, Umalusi, 

which plays a critical role in upholding the 

integrity of the NSC examination, has after 

rigorous verification of all examination 

processes, approved the results of the 2019 

NSC examination. This achievement has been 

attributed to an examination and assessment 

system that has robust administrative systems 

and processes, sets papers that are internationally 

comparable, improved its marking processes 

so that competent markers are appointed and 

trained, and introduced robust quality assurance 

measures to improve the quality of marking. The 

strengthened administration processes saw a 

reduction in examination irregularities. The NSC 

results are subjected to a rigorous standardisation 

process conducted by Umalusi prior to the 

release. The NSC examination processes have 

been consistently reviewed and strengthened 

over the past 25 years and the qualification is 
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therefore trusted by employers, higher education 

institutions and the South African public.

A total of 616 754 full-time candidates entered 

the 2019 NSC examinations. The achievements 

of the class of 2019 confirm that the standard 

and quality of the South African examinations 

system is improving annually and stabilising. The 

proficiency of our education system is confirmed 

by:

• An improvement in the pass rate and quality 

of passes in most of the Gateway subjects;

• A noteworthy and credible increase in the 

percentage of learners who achieved the 

NSC;

• A significant increase in the percentage of 

learners qualifying for Bachelor studies; and

• The phenomenal gains in the margins of 

improvement among Quintile 1 to 3 schools.

We celebrate the achievements of the Class of 

2019. A number of our learners have persevered 

despite all odds to ensure that they attain 

the National Senior Certificate that serves 

as a Gateway to a career, entrepreneurial 

opportunities or further studies. We congratulate 

you on your achievements and we are confident 

that you will make a difference not only to your 

families, but to your communities and to our 

nation as a whole.

 

The objective of the schooling system is to 

ensure that every learner attains a National 

Senior Certificate. Therefore, learners who do 

not meet the requirements of the NSC in their 

first attempt, are offered a second opportunity 

in the June Examinations. The Department has 

also established a Second Chance Programme, 

which offers support to learners that would 

require to write either the June Examination 

or the November Examination as a part-time 

candidate.

I encourage all learners to see this achievement 

as an important milestone to even greater 

success in furthering their life opportunities 

in higher education, in the workplace and 

as valuable citizens in our constitutional 

democracy. I also thank parents, teachers, 

principals, teacher unions, communities, district 

and provincial officials, and social partners for 

supporting the Class of 2019. I therefore invite 

all education stakeholders and the broader 

South African public to view the results with a 

sense of ownership and involvement, to support 

the projects, programmes and efforts of the 

Department in our mission to deliver quality 

basic education to all learners.

There is no doubt that the results of the Class of 

2019 are remarkable but the greater challenge is 

to work together to sustain this achievement.

We need to focus on learner well-being thus 

ensuring that our children are protected 

from social ills which have a bearing on their 

performance. It is really now in our hands as a 

country to work collaboratively to sustain the 

upward trajectory of the basic education system.

Mrs AM Motshekga, MP 

Minister of Basic Education 
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Executive Summary
 A total of 787 717 candidates entered for the November 2019 NSC examination. This number was made 

up of 616 754 full time and 170 963 part time candidates. This was the sixth cohort of candidates to write 

the NSC examination that is aligned to the national Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS), a 

curriculum which is benchmarked against international standards. 

Umalusi has shown great appreciation for the heightened standards under which the Department of Basic 

Education (DBE) administers the NSC examination. Apart from the marked improvement in the quality 

of question papers set for the NSC examination, Umalusi has commended the DBE for conducting a 

successful NSC examination with no systemic irregularities that would have jeopardised the integrity and 

credibility of the 2019 NSC examination. 

The Class of 2019 is the second cohort to be introduced to 12 new subject offerings, comprising the South 

African Sign Language (SASL) as Home Language (HL), Civil Technologies, Mechanical Technologies, and 

Electrical Technologies – each with three subject specialisations; as well as Technical Mathematics and 

Technical Sciences. The number of candidates offering these new subjects is still generally low  given that 

this is only the second year of implementation. It is encouraging that the number of SASLHL candidates has 

increased from 54 candidates in 2018 to 99 in 2019.

The overall candidate performance in the November 2019 NSC has improved significantly compared to the 

previous years. The Class of 2019 registered an overall pass percentage of 81,3%, which is an improvement 

of 3.1% to the performance of the November 2018 cohort and is the highest pass percentage recorded in 

the last 25 years. The graph below represents the past percentage in the last 12 years. 

 

Figure 1: Comparison of performance in the NSC Examinations: 2008 to 2019 
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Table 1 below indicates the performance of provinces in the November 2019 NSC examination and their 

ranking.

Table 1: 2019 NSC provincial performance and their ranking

Province
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EASTERN CAPE 65 733 46 393 70.6 8 63 198 48 331 76.5 7 5.9

FREE STATE 24 914 21 806 87.5 2 25 572 22 602 88.4 1 0.9

GAUTENG 94 870 83 406 87.9 1 97 829 85 342 87.2 2 -0.7

KWAZULU-NATAL 116 152 88 485 76.2 6 116 937 95 017 81.3 5 5.1

LIMPOPO 76 730 53 254 69.4 9 70 847 51 855 73.2 9 3.8

MPUMALANGA 44 612 35 225 79.0 5 43 559 34 995 80.3 6 1.4

NORTH WEST 29 061 23 578 81.1 4 26 819 23 272 86.8 3 5.6

NORTHERN CAPE 9 909 7 264 73.3 7 9 138 6 990 76.5  7 3.2

WESTERN CAPE 50 754 41 350 81.5 3 50 404 41 502 82.3 4 0.9

NATIONAL 512 735 400 761 78.2   504 303 409 906 81.3   3.1

The number of learners who qualify to enrol for the bachelor programmes at institutions of higher learning 

has improved significantly compared to previous years (see the Table 2 below).

Table 2: Comparison of admission to Bachelor progammes: 2018 - 2019

Province

2018 2019

Number  

Wrote

Number  

Achieved 

with 

Admission 

to 

Bachelor

%  
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to 
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Number  

Wrote
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with 
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to 
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%  

Achieved 

with 
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to 

Bachelor

Eastern Cape 65 733 18 001 27.4 63 198 20 419 32.3

Free State 24 914 9 333 37.5 25 572 9 992 39.1

Gauteng 94 870 41 410 43.6 97 829 43 494 44.5

Kwazulu-Natal 116 152 38 571 33.2 116 937 44 189 37.8

Limpopo 76 730 17 999 23.5 70 847 19 022 26.8

Mpumalanga 44 612 13 199 29.6 43 559 14 228 32.7

North West 29 061 9 449 32.5 26 819 9 964 37.2

Northern Cape 9 909 2 589 26.1 9 138 2 769 30.3

Western Cape 50 754 21 492 42.3 50 404 21 981 43.6

National 512 735 172 043 33.6 504 303 186 058 36.9
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Although there is a drop in the number of candidates passing Mathematics in the November 2019 NSC 

examination compared to 2018, the trend with regard to learners attaining admission to Bachelor studies 

and passing Physical Sciences as per the indicators outlined in the National Development Plan is on an 

upward trajectory. The Table below indicates the performance of full time candidates attaining 30% and 

above in the 11 “Gateway subjects”.

Table 3: Candidates’ performance in Gateway subjects at the 30% level and above – 2015 to 2019

Subjects 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

Accounting 59.6 69.5 66.1 72.5 78.4

Agricultural Science 76.9 75.4 70.4 69.9 74.6

Business Studies 75.7 73.7 68.0 64.9 71.0

Economics 68.2 65.3 71.0 73.3 69.3

Geography 77.0 76.5 76.9 74.2 80.5

History 84.0 84.0 86.0 89.7 90.0

Life Sciences 70.4 70.5 74.4 76.3 72.3

Mathematical Literacy 71.4 71.3 73.9 72.5 80.6

Mathematics 49.1 51.1 51.9 58.0 54.6

Physical Science 58.6 62.0 65.1 74.2 75.5

The following are notable achievements in the November 2019 NSC examination:

· Significant improvement in performance in 7 of the 11 Gateway subjects (Accounting, Agricultural 

Sciences, Business Studies, Geography, History, Mathematical Literacy and Physical Sciences).

· Improvement in the number of learners qualifying for admission to bachelor studies from 172 043 

to 186 058 (3.3% improvement).

· Improvement in the number of learners qualifying for admission to diploma studies from 141 700 

to 144 672 (1.1% improvement). 

· The number of quintile 1 to 3 schools performing at an overall pass percentage of 80% and above 

increased from 1 961 in 2018 to 2 484 in 2019. This represents 50% of the total number of quintile 

1, 2 and 3 schools countrywide.

· Improvement in the overall pass percentages of 8 of the 9 provinces.

· 96 976 of the admission to bachelors studies come from quintiles 1, 2 and 3 as compared to 78 037 

that are coming from quintiles 4 and 5.

· All the 75 districts are performing at 60% and above with 45 of the districts (compared to 34 in 

2018) performing at 80% and above.
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The NSC examination is primarily designed for certification i.e. to assess candidates’ attainment of expected 

learning outcomes at the end of twelve years of teaching and learning. However, the NSC examination 

has over the years become the central indicator of the performance of the system as a whole. It provides 

valuable data to education planners, institutional role players and decision makers in the sector to improve 

the quality of basic education. It also has an important diagnostic role in assisting educators and subject 

specialists to identify areas of weakness and strength in each of the subjects offered in the qualification. 

The plan that drives the Basic Education Sector is the Action Plan, 2030, which provides the key targets for 

the sector and on an annual basis, the performance of the system is measured against these targets. The 

Department of Basic Education has over the last few years, recognised the importance of the early years 

of schooling which is the more important determinant of performance of learners at the end of twelve 

years of schooling. Hence, much of the efforts of the sector have now been devoted to early childhood 

development (ECD) and the General Education and Training (GET) Band.

In sync with the focus on ECD and the GET band, the assessment regime of the sector is also in the 

process of being re-aligned so that the assessment system is more reflective of the fundamental tenets 

of quality education, which are developed in the early years of schooling. The Department has adopted 

the National Assessment Framework (NAF), which has three core components and these include: ongoing 

formative assessment, systemic evaluation and summative assessments. These three components will be 

embedded in the entire schooling system and there will be a concerted effort to focus more attention on 

the ongoing formative assessment that takes place in the classroom. The model for systemic evaluation 

has been approved and will be implemented for the first time in Grades 3, 6 and 9 in 2020. This will provide 

the system with a more holistic evaluation of the performance of the system in the GET band. In an effort 

to ensure that there is a standardized universal assessment at a level below Grade 12, the Department 

is targeting the implementation of a General Education Certificate at the end of Grade 9, in 2022. This 

will provide learners, teachers and parents with an authentic indicator of performance after ten years of 

schooling and this will allow for remedial measures to be taken ahead of Grade 12.

This report provides a consolidation of the performance of learners in the 2019 National Senior Certificate 

examination at the national, provincial, district and school levels. Included in this report are also pertinent 

details on the NSC and the underlying methodology of examination processes followed this year. The 

presentation of results is preceded by a detailed account of specific quality controls on question paper 

development, examination administration, marking, and school based assessment. The analysis of results 

is presented graphically and in tabular format and covers national, provincial and district contexts. The 

analysis covers the results of both full-time and part-time candidates. A summary of the key improvements 

concludes the report.

1. Introduction
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Prior to a presentation of the results of the Class of 2019, which is an important barometer, of the progress 

made in the system, it is necessary to reflect on the progress made in the schooling sector based on 

national, regional and international data available. At the heart of development in the schooling sector 

must obviously be what learners learn. This is made clear in the National Development Plan (NDP) and the 

Sustainable Development Goals. It continues to be of great significance for South Africa’s development that 

learning outcomes, according to reliable standardised testing programmes, have continued to improve. 

The following graph outlines past achievements and what government targets envisage for the future, in 

terms of the TIMSS1 Mathematics tests. When ambitious TIMSS targets extending to 2025 in Action Plan 

to 2014 were formulated, there was little certainty that they could be reached. It was thus good news when 

2011 and 2015 TIMSS results revealed significant improvements, in fact along a trajectory that was about 

as steep as that of the fastest improving countries in the world (for instance Brazil’s PISA2 improvements 

between 2000 and 2012). This puts South Africa on track to achieving its long-range TIMSS targets. By 

2015, South Africa was almost on par with Botswana (which also tested Grade 9 in 2015). Assuming that 

past improvement trends continue, South Africa is set to reach a level of performance seen in Grade 

8 in Thailand in 2015 by around 2022, and would surpass Malaysia’s 2015 level by 2030. These further 

improvements are of course not guaranteed, but sustained dedication to the activities outlined in the DBE’s 

plans, and the NDP, would improve the chances of reaching the targets.  
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Figure 2.1: Past and envisaged educational quality trend for South Africa

Sources: Points indicated in the graph, South African and other, are from official TIMSS reports, with one 
exception, namely the 2002 Grade 9 figure for South Africa, which are from South Africa’s own 2011 TIMSS 
report.

Note: All the South Africa points refer to Grade 9. The 2002 Grade 8 average was 264, 21 points below the 
Grade 9 average for the same year, but this Grade 8 figure is not reflected in the graph. The 2019 target 
of 401 is from MTSF targets published online in 2016. The 2029 target of 472 is from Action Plan to 2019.   

1  Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study.
2  Programme for International Student Assessment.

2. Progress in the Sector
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Mathematics trends to those of other developing countries is telling. South Africa has experienced the 

steepest and most sustained improvement, though Ghana in the years 2003 to 2011 saw a similarly positive 

trend. TIMSS science results reveal similar patterns to TIMSS Mathematics. Analysis for the landmark 2017 

High Level Panel report of the legislative sector confirmed that South Africa’s TIMSS’s gains were strongest 

amongst the most disadvantaged, meaning that schooling has contributed to reduce social inequalities. 

Importantly, it is these improvements in the grades below Grade 12 which account for upward trends in the 

Grade 12 indicators. 

SACMEQ3 and PIRLS4 results at the primary level are somewhat more difficult to interpret than the TIMSS 

results, in part due to statistical adjustment issues, yet they both point to improvements of a magnitude 

comparable to those seen in TIMSS. Specifically, while TIMSS Mathematics improvements in Grade 9 

for 2002 to 2015 came to 0.07 standard deviations a year, the 2007 to 2013 improvement in Grade 6 

Mathematics, according to SACMEQ, came to a similar 0.06 standard deviations a year. Looking at annual 

improvements this way, in terms of standard deviations, allows one to make approximate comparisons of 

trends across different testing programmes.

Trends in the attainment of the National Senior Certificate, and a sub-set of this, the NSC with admission to 

Bachelors studies, both certificates which tend to have a decisive influence on the opportunities available 

to young South Africans, are illustrated in Figure 2.2 below. It is important to note that most learners who 

obtain the NSC, but not admission to Bachelors studies, achieve the lower level of admission to Diploma 

studies. For example, in 2019 65% of learners with an NSC but not admission to Bachelor studies obtained 

the admission to Diploma studies. This permitted an additional 145 000 learners from the class of 2019 to 

study for a Diploma at a university. Overall then, 81% of those who obtained the NSC as full-time students 

in 2018 have qualified to study at a university. Both indicators shown in Figure 2.2 have displayed a general 

upward trend for the last twenty or so years. The increase in Bachelors-level passes, at 4.3% a year, has been 

the strongest. Youths qualifying for entry into a Bachelors programme at a university has increased from 

around 100 000 in 1994, to around 160 000 in recent years. These figures are from the public examination 

system only and exclude, above all, the approximately 10 000 a year Bachelors-level passes emerging from 

the Independent Examinations Board (IEB) system. 
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Figure 2.2: NSC and Admission to Bachelors-level increases since 1994

Note: Prior to 2008, admission to Bachelors studies was referred to as a Matriculation Exemption. Values 

reflect only results of full-time candidates, excluding the effect of the supplementary examinations and 

any examinations taken by MEO (Multiple Examination Opportunity) candidates in the following year.   

3  Southern and Eastern Africa Consortium for Monitoring Educational Quality. See in particular Department of Basic
  Education (2017a).
4  Progress in International Reading Literacy Study.
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Figure 2.2 under-states the progress made by reflecting just certficates received by full-time examination 

candidates after the first sitting of the examinations. What is thus not reflected are the following: the 

situation after supplementary examinations used to be written early in the following year, before the 

supplementary examination was merged with the June Senior Certificate examination; NSCs obtained 

by part-time examination candidates, generally youths repeating all or part of their Grade 12 studies; 

and credits obtained in the following year for Multiple Examination Opportunity (MEO) candidates. In 

addition, a comprehensive tallying of the NSCs needs to take into account the fact that roughly 4 000 

learners a year obtain the NSC in their second attempt, as part of an effort to improve their subject-specific 

results. These factors describe opportunities that have become increasingly available to youths to pursue 

the ‘Matric’ beyond their first attempt. The MEO was introduced only in 2015. The number of part-time 

candidates has increased dramatically, from around 1 000 in 2008, to 83 000 in 2010, to around 170 963 

in 2019. Once all these factors have been taken into account, the net result is that the number of NSCs 

obtained per year in the public examination system is around 23 000 higher than the levels illustrated in 

Trends in the attainment of the National Senior Certificate, and a sub-set of this, the NSC with admission 

to Bachelor studies, both certificates which tend to have a decisive influence on the opportunities available 

to young South Africans, are illustrated in Figure 2.2 below. It is important to note that most learners who 

obtain the NSC, but not admission to Bachelor studies, achieve the lower admission to Diploma studies. 

Thus one can say that in 2018 around 425 000 youths obtained the NSC for the first time. Around one-

third of the additional 23 000 is due to part-time candidates qualifying for the NSC, while two-thirds is due 

to full-time candidates failing on their first attempt, but then reaching a point where they fulfil all the NSC 

requirements, via a second opportunity. 

Stats SA data collected from households confirm the rise in the number of youths obtaining the NSC. 

Specifically, the percentage of youths successfully completing Grade 12 has increased from about 45% in 

2005, to over 55% in 2018 (very similar statistics are obtained from the National Income Dynamics Study 

[NIDS] data of the Department of Planning, Monitoring and Evaluation [DPME]). 

Figure 2.3 breaks Grade 12 (or NSC) attainment down by province. These patterns offer important contextual 

information for understanding the NSC pass rate. For instance, KwaZulu-Natal, which has historically not 

performed particularly well in terms of the pass rate (NSCs divided by examination takers), does in fact do 

relatively well in terms of ensuring that a high proportion of youths obtain the NSC. In the case of KwaZulu-

Natal, the relatively low pass rate is due to this province’s tendency to curb dropping out below Grade 12 

and to ensure that a relatively high proportion of youths get to participate in the Grade 12 examination – 

this inflates the denominator in the pass rate. 
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Figure 2.3: Grade 12 attainment by province according to household data

Source: Stats SA’s General Household Survey. The mean statistics across the three values for 2016, 2017 

and 2018 are represented.

The fact that just under a half of youths do not obtain the NSC, and thus leave the schooling system without 

a formal qualification with which to navigate post-school education and the labour market, is a concern 

that is often raised. Successful completion of Grade 12 must continue to increase, but it should also be 

remembered that South Africa’s secondary school completion is not unusual among developing 

countries. According to UNESCO, the upper secondary education completion rate for South Africa has 

been equal to that of middle income countries in general in recent years. By comparison, it is currently 

slightly above those of Tunisia, Egypt and Uruguay, but a bit below that of Indonesia. 

Given the special importance of building skills needed for mathematically-oriented and scientific 

professions, the Department of Performance Monitoring and Evaluation (DPME) has set targets for the 

number of learners achieving a 50% mark in Mathematics and Physical Science. These have been complex 

indicators to track, as even with Umalusi’s standardisation process, it is clear that the difficulty of reaching 

specific mark thresholds has changed slightly over the years, in particular in Mathematics in the years 

following 2008 (this was the year when the National Senior Certificate replaced the Senior Certificate). 

By using, as a benchmark, a set of high-performing and stable schools, it was possible to produce a more 

comparable set of statistics. Both the ‘raw’ and comparable indicator values are illustrated in Figure 2.4 

below. The recalibration makes very little difference to the overall Physical Sciences trend, but it does 

influence the Mathematics trend. It moreover brings the trends for the two subjects roughly in line with 

each other, which is what one would expect, given that they complement each other academically. The 

recalibration has a rather large impact on the 2019 Mathematics points in the graph – the ‘raw’ figure is 

45 101, against a recalibrated figure of 56 833. Trends in the high-performing and stable schools sample 

(32 schools nationally for Mathematics), suggest strongly that since 2016, examinations have become 

increasingly demanding. The 2019 targets set in the MTSF for achievement of a 50% mark were 64 646 

for Mathematics and 46 233 for Physical Science. The general trend since 2008 has allowed the Physical 

Science target to be exceeded, while the system is not too far from achieving the Mathematics target. 

Importantly, and according to published research, the improvements seen with respect to these indicators 

are mainly the result of more high-level subject passes in historically disadvantaged schools. The trend has 

thus contributed to narrowing historical inequalities. 
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Figure 2.4: Grade 12 Mathematics and Physical Science

Source: Data on the results of full-time examination candidates after the first sitting (before 

supplementary examinations).

Note: Solid lines are trendlines for the comparable statistics, while dotted lines are trendlines for the ‘raw’ 

statistics.   

Improvements in the quality of schooling are a large part of the reason why more youths are ‘surviving’ 

school to a higher grade and obtaining the NSC. An analysis of Grade 11 completion along the lines of 

Figure 2.3 reveals that nationally completion of this grade improved from 61% in 2007 to 73% in 2018. The 

corresponding figures for Grade 10 are 73% and 84%. This trend has occurred without a noticeable increase 

in the average age of learners. For instance, the average age of Grade 12 full-time examination candidates, 

on 1 January of their Grade 12 year, has remained stable at around 18.1 years since at least 2008. 

The evidence presented above points unequivocally to progress in the Basic Education sector in the area 

that matters most, namely learning outcomes. It is important to understand as best as possible what drove 

this progress, as this needs to inform the way forward. Apart from the intervention strategies implemented 

by the Department, the new policies that were introduced in the education system added value to the 

improvements and successes achieved by the system. Five policy related changes in the sector seem 

to stand out as those that contributed directly to the improvements and successes of the system. These 

policy changes, which were also discussed in some depth in the 2018 examinations report, include: (a) the 

CAPS tools designed to facilitate the implementation of the curriculum in the classroom; (b) better access 

among learners to high-quality books, such as the national workbooks; (c) more focussed assessment 

practices; (d) improved subject knowledge among newly graduated teachers; and (e) increasing access to 

both Grade R and pre-school below Grade R. 
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3.1 Profile of the 2019 NSC Class

The Class of 2019 entered the formal schooling system in Grade 1, in January 2008, the same year in which 

the first group of Grade 12 learners wrote the first National Senior Certificate (NSC) examination. This implies 

that this class is the 12th cohort of candidates to write the NSC. The Class of 2019 has therefore been the 

beneficiaries of twelve successive years of development and support relating to the NSC, improved teacher 

confidence and consequently improved teacher output. The Class of 2019 has also had the advantage of 

being the sixth cohort to be exposed to the Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS), which 

was introduced in 2014, at a time when the standard and quality of the public examination system was 

considered to be maturing and stabilising.

The policy on progression was first introduced in 2014 in the Further Education and Training (FET) band and 

the criteria for progression were reviewed in 2016. The basic principle relating to the policy on progression 

is that no learner should spend more than four years in a phase. However, the following criteria were added 

as pre-requisites to a candidate being progressed from either Grade 10 to Grade 11 or from Grade 11 to 

Grade 12. These criteria included the following:

(a) The learner must have failed to meet the promotion requirements of either Grade 10 or Grade 11 

and repeated either Grade 10 or Grade 11.

(b) The learner must have passed the language of learning and teaching (LoLT) and another three of 

the seven subjects.

(c) The learner must have attended school on a regular basis, and absenteeism in excess of 20 days 

without a valid reason, will disqualify a learner from being progressed.

(d)  The learner must have complied with the school based assessment requirements in all subjects, 

for that academic year. 

The Multiple Examination Opportunity (MEO) option was applied for the first time in the 2015 NSC 

examinations. In order to ensure uniformity in the application of the Multiple Examination Opportunity 

option, a set of criteria was developed to determine which learners should be allowed to exercise the MEO 

option. These criteria were applied more stringently since 2018. A learner qualifies to exercise the MEO 

option when he/she meets the following criteria: 

 i. be a progressed learner;

 ii. have completed all his/her SBA requirements in all seven subjects;

iii. have attended school regularly (not absent for more than 20 days without a valid reason);

 iv. have written the preparatory examination in all subjects; and

 v. have failed a minimum of three subjects.

The number of subjects for which an MEO candidate may sit for in the final examination is determined by 

his/her performance in the preparatory examinations. The learner must sit for a minimum of three subjects, 

excluding Life Orientation.

3. The Class of 2019
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The Class of 2019 is the second cohort to offer a series of new subjects in the Grade 12 NSC examinations. 

These include South African Sign Language Home Language (SASL HL), Technical Mathematics, Technical 

Science, Civil Technology (Construction/Civil Services/Woodworking), Electrical Technology (Digital 

Systems/Electronic/Power Systems) and Mechanical Technology (Automotive/Fitting and Machining/

Welding and Metal Work).

The other feature of the Class of 2019 is that 87.7% of the learners who were 6 year-olds in 2007 went 

through Early Childhood Development (ECD) programmes. The foundations for lifelong learning that these 

young learners were exposed to, included language, motor skills, perceptual skills, problem-solving, basic 

numeracy, self-regulation, executive functioning and the love for learning. 

The Class of 2019 was also exposed to a high degree of stability in the schooling system with minimum or 

no disruptions to schooling. The implementation of the National Strategy for Learner Attainment (NSLA) 

has taken firm root, resulting in provinces, districts and schools heightening their efforts in implementing 

differentiated but specific learner support programmes and the effect and impact of major learner support 

programmes are constantly measured and monitored. It is also noteworthy that the standard and quality 

of the public examination system is gradually maturing, and higher standards are being phased in. The DBE 

has improved its data collection, data analysis, and data feedback processes such that learner performance 

data is collected on a quarterly basis from every school in the country, in every subject and this data is 

consolidated per district, per province and nationally and analysed so as to track learner performance on a 

quarterly basis. This allows for schools and specific subjects with poor performance to be identified early in 

the schooling continuum so that remedial measures can be implemented. 

3.2 Scope and Size of the November 2019 NSC Examinations

The Table below indicates the scope and size of the November 2019 NSC examination.

2019 NSC Examinations

Full-Time Candidates entered 616 754

Part-Time Candidates entered 170 963

Question Papers 147

Printed Question Papers 8 million

Scripts 7,6 million

Examination Centres 6 870

Invigilators 65 000

Markers 45 500

Marking Centres 141
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3.3 Key Learner Support and Interventions for the Class of 2019

Given South Africa’s divided past, and the continued negative impact of socio-economic realities, especially 

poverty, on learning outcomes, the intervention programmes attempt to counteract the unintended 

negative impact thereof on learner attainment. Accordingly, the learning interventions that have been 

established over the years cater for progressed learners, learners at risk of failing, as well as learners that are 

moderate to high achievers. This differentiated approach aims to address both content deficiencies that 

may prevent learners from achieving an NSC as well as support moderate to high achievers to improve their 

performance, and thereby improving the quality of learning outcomes.

Figure 4: The illustration above highlights the key drivers for learner support in the South African 

context.

Academic learner support in South African schools is not a new phenomenon, it comprises a broad 

collection of educational strategies, including supplementary material, vacation classes, after-school 

programmes, teacher content training, volunteer teachers such as university students, as well as alternative 

(differentiated) ways of grouping and teaching learners. Schools also provide learner support programmes 

to address specific performance results or trends, such as challenging content identified through various 

modalities. The Class of 2019 therefore, also benefitted from targeted support to increase their potential to 

obtain a quality National Senior Certificate (NSC). 

While the design and purpose of academic-support programmes may vary widely from province to 

province, district to district and at times school to school, the following are some representative examples 

of common forms of learner support offered in all nine provinces.

· Classroom-based strategies: Teachers continually monitor student performance and learning needs, 

and then adjust what they teach or how they teach to improve and strengthen the process of learning.

· School-based strategies: Schools create learning-support opportunities during the school day, such 

as learning hubs, to increase the instructional time that academically struggling learners receive, whilst 

also varying the method of instruction. For example, if learners primarily learn in large or small groups 
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that all work at the same pace, learners in a support programme might work one-on-one with a teacher 

and be given more time to practice skills or learn complex concepts.

· After-hours strategies: Schools provide after-school or before-school programmes, usually within the 

school building, to provide learners with additional teaching or mentoring, or to help with preparation 

for classes or to acquire self-study skills.

· Extra –mural -school strategies: Corporate and community groups as well as volunteer-based 

learning programmes, often work in partnership with schools, to provide a variety of complementary 

programmes that enrich the learning process.

· Provincially driven strategies, e.g. Vacation schools: These are traditionally large scale centrally 

controlled interventions, either at Provincial and or at District level. The focus of these classes vary, 

based on the needs of the targeted population. These additional learning opportunities are provided 

during vacation classes in autumns, winter and spring.

· Technology-assisted strategies: Provinces, on an increasing scale are using digital and online learning 

applications to help learners grasp difficult concepts. These options may be self-directed by learners 

or overseen by teachers, or they may be provided during the school day or may allow learners to work 

from home at their own pace.

Learner support programmes are primarily offered based on the three wave model of educational 

interventions. The first wave is to ensure that all learners are exposed to quality teaching and learning 

within the classroom context. The second wave of intervention and support relies on subject teachers 

identifying content and skills deficits during teaching and offering additional support to identified learners 

at school level. This support is usually more differentiated and focuses on particular areas of needs. The 

third wave, is driven by the provincial and district offices, includes both performing and underperforming 

learners. Support is offered to a larger cohort of learners based on their specific needs to address specific 

performance trends, such as challenging content, improving the number of learners who obtain subject 

distinctions, achieve a pass at bachelor level or improving the performance of girl learners in STEM subjects. 

The main feature of the three wave model is the increase in intensity of support in each wave and the 

decrease in learner numbers in each wave.  

By far, the biggest learner support programme, in terms of scope and reach, is the vacation school 

programmes, offered during autumn, winter and spring vacations. The programme targets a diverse set of 

learners including progressed learners, learners at risk of not achieving the NSC and learners that have the 

potential to achieve distinctions in various subjects in an effort to focus on quality improvement.  Vacation 

classes aided approximately ± 40% of the Class of 2019. The 2019 cohort received on average between 

15 – 20 additional days (120 – 160 hours) of extra tuition across either face to face or through ICT enabled 

platforms. 

Vacation schools are offered across all nine provinces, ranging in length from 5 – 10 days per vacation, 

across a range of subjects. The key subjects offered at vacation schools include Accounting, Agricultural 

Sciences, Business Studies, Economics, Geography, History, Life Sciences, Mathematics, Mathematical 

Literacy, Physical Sciences and English First Additional Language. Of note is that a significant number of 

provinces offered additional support for historically “smaller” subjects such as Dramatic Arts, Consumer 

Studies, Religion Studies, Tourism, Agricultural Management Practices, Technical Mathematics, Technical 

Sciences, Engineering Graphics and Design, Technology subjects with specialisations, Agricultural 

Technology, and Computer Applications Technology. Differentiating learners based on performance, needs 

and gender further enhanced the learning experience.
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In 2019, all provinces also expanded extra tuition and support for all Home Languages including South 

African Sign Language (SASL) as the newest Home Language. The increase in the scope of intervention to 

include Home Languages augurs well given the role of Home Languages in the ultimate attainments of the 

NSC. Approximately 40% of the 2019 full time cohort attended vacation schools, which resulted in exposure 

to an additional 15 – 20 days (120 – 160 hours) of high quality teaching and learning. The 2019 interventions 

also included efforts by the system to determine, the immediate impact of interventions through the 

implementation of diagnostic pre-and post-tests for both teacher and learner driven interventions.

The Class of 2019, was also exposed to a myriad of technology enabled interventions which include 

broadcast lessons via dedicated platforms such as Telematics, Internet Broadcast programmes (IBP) and 

life streaming from You Tube channels created specifically to support learning on a continuous basis. The 

utilisation of a blended approach to improve learning allows learners to take responsibility for their own 

learning and extend the exposure to quality teaching and learning beyond the classroom. 

In addition to the core textbooks, a repository of supplementary electronic curriculum aligned/enriched 

content resources such as additional textbooks, study guides, past question papers, interactive workbooks, 

access to broadcast lessons and revision guides were provided both as online and offline content, spanning 

a multiplicity of subjects to the class of 2019, to mediate topics that are challenging for both teachers and 

learners in targeted schools.

Learner support to the Class of 2019 span a number of years. For instance, between 2014 - 2016 when the 

Class of 2019 was in Grades 7 - 9, the DBE provided free Mathematics workbooks as follows: Grade 7 (1 

928 640) , Grade 8 (1 982 300) Grade 9 (3 857 280). Furthermore, 24 386 020 free Language workbooks 

were provided by the DBE, when the cohort completed Grade 6 in 2013. Likewise, support was intensified 

between Grades 10 – 12 with the provision of additional LTSM, extra tuition, ensuring exposure to quality 

school based assessment, providing standardised high quality common examinations and tests in high 

enrolment subjects, in an effort to ensure the Class of 2019, achieve at optimum level. 

A main feature of the learner support programmes was the determination of the impact of support 

programmes and the quarterly tracking of learner performance. Interventions are delivered and informed 

by deep level analysis and intelligent use of qualitative and quantitative data. Vacation schools included 

pre- and post-tests as an indicator of the success of the intervention, with a view of refining the support 

programme based on the findings. 

Besides academic support, other dimensions to the support programmes include study skills, psycho-social 

support, and exposure to motivational speakers, career guidance and assisting with application forms for 

tertiary institutions. In 2019, non-governmental organisations, corporates, institutions of higher learning, 

community groups as well as volunteer-based learning programmes, often worked in partnership with 

schools, to provide a variety of complementary programmes that enriched the learning process for the 

Class of 2019.
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4. Administration of the November 
    2019 NSC Examination

The level of efficiency in which an examination is administered and conducted is often used as the measure 

of its credibility. The policy requirements for the administration and conduct of an examination must be 

followed thoroughly to ensure that the credibility of the examination is not compromised. The Regulations 

pertaining to the Conduct, Administration and Management of the National Senior Certificate Examination 

is followed by the DBE in preparing for the conduct and administration of the NSC examinations. During 

each examination cycle, the DBE ensures that all examination processes during the preparation for the 

administration of the examinations are implemented as per the policy. The following are key examination 

processes that warrant precise planning, preparation and implementation in preparation for the NSC 

examination:

· Registration of Examination Centres and Candidates

· Development of National Question Papers

· Quality assurance of School Based Assessment

· Writing of the NSC Examination

· Marking of the NSC Examination Scripts

· Management of examination irregularities.   

· Managing Resulting and Certification processes

This section of the report focuses on the activities implemented by the DBE in preparation for the conduct 

and administration of the November 2019 NSC examination and also highlights new innovations and 

strategies that the DBE employed to ensure that the 2019 NSC examination is credible and that its integrity 

is not compromised.

4.1 Registration 

It is imperative for all candidates at Grade 12 level who intend to write the NSC examination to register 

for the examination at an institution that is accredited by Umalusi and has satisfied all the requirements 

to be registered as an examination centre by the respective Provincial Education Department (PED). Two 

categories of candidates are registered for the NSC examinations; full – time and part – time candidates. 

Full time candidates are usually based at a formal school, public or independent, where they receive full – 

time tuition for the entire academic year. Part – time candidates are mainly repeat candidates who were 

unsuccessful in one or more subjects in their attempts to obtain the NSC in previous examinations. 

It is of paramount importance to ensure that all candidates who register for the NSC examinations at 

Grade 12 satisfy all the requirements, which include having satisfied the pass requirements in their Grade 

10 and 11 years. For this reason, PEDs conduct an intensive verification process of the Grade 11 schedules 

prior to the registration of candidates for the NSC examination. The DBE has ensured that the verification 

process is completed by all PEDs before the registration data for the 2019 Grade 12 cohort is loaded into 

the examination system for processing. 
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All centres are also verified and checked prior to registration and, only independent centres accredited by 

Umalusi are eligible to conduct  the NSC examinations. 

The Minister granted a special dispensation for the Senior Certificate (SC) candidates to write the November 

2019 NSC examination. In terms of the dispensation, only the following categories of the SC candidates 

qualified to write the November 2019 NSC examination: 

a) Only candidates who registered and wrote the June 2019 examination and failed (i.e achieved below 

30% for the subject or below 40% in the case of Home Language).

b) Candidates who registered and were absent with a valid reason.

This dispensation has necessitated for system changes and development to be made on the Integrated 

Examination Computer System (IECS) to be able to accommodate the SC candidates for both registration 

and resulting purposes.

4.2 Development of National Question Papers

The question paper remains the de facto standard of the curriculum, therefore setting a question paper that 

accurately reflects the standard and the intended outcomes of the curriculum is of paramount importance. 

To ensure this, the DBE appointed and trained panels of examiners and Internal Moderators per subject. 

Each panel comprises a minimum of three examiners, a chief examiner and one or two Internal Moderators, 

based on their expertise and experience. Prior to the commencement of setting of the November 2019 

examinations the panels reviewed and considered the feedback received from the 2018 marking processes, 

the standardisation of the November 2018 results, public and professional bodies. This feedback fulfilled a 

cardinal role in improving the quality of the 2019 question papers.

A total of 147 question papers were set by the DBE for the November 2019 NSC examination. The November 

2019 question papers were developed following the format of the November 2018 and May/June 2019 

examinations. In addition, based on a contractual arrangement with the Independent Examinations Board 

(IEB), 45 question papers for non-official Languages were set by the IEB. Fifty five (55) question papers were 

adapted for Braille, 73 papers were offered in large print and 53 question papers were adapted for deaf 

learners. The adaptation of the question papers for the blind and deaf was conducted by special examiners, 

who are mainly subject specialists with proven experience in the education of the blind and deaf, together 

with the chief examiners or Internal Moderators from the national panel. 

In 2019, a series of new subjects were offered for the second time in the Grade 12 NSC examinations. These 

include South African Sign Language Home Language (SASL HL), Technical Mathematics, Technical Science, 

Civil Technology (Construction/ Civil Services/ Woodworking), Electrical Technology (Digital Systems/ 

Electronics /Power Systems) and Mechanical Technology (Automotive/ Fitting and Machining/ Welding 

and Metal Work). These learners are the beneficiaries of the educational transformation that heralded the 

move towards a technologically-enhanced curriculum.

All question papers were internally moderated by independent DBE-appointed Internal Moderators to 

ensure that the question paper was of the appropriate quality and standard. Once the question papers 

were approved by the Internal Moderators, Umalusi’s external moderators verified, evaluated and approved 
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all the question papers for the November 2019 and June 2020 NSC examinations concurrently, to ensure 

comparable standards. The rigorous external moderation process ensured that the question papers were 

of a high quality and an appropriate standard for Grade 12 learners. 

The final quality assurance of the 2019 NSC question papers was conducted at the DBE in collaboration 

with the PEDs. The quality assurance process comprises editing, correlation, proofreading and quality 

control. After the DBE’s editing team had completed the editing and correlation, a team of selected editors 

from different provinces were used to conduct a second round of editing and proofreading of the question 

papers. The external and Internal Moderators also proofread and signed off, the final print-ready copies of 

each question paper and the marking guidelines.

The November 2019 question papers compared favourably with that of previous years. The question papers 

complied with the prescripts of the Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statements and the Examination 

Guidelines. The rigorous internal and external moderation processes ensured that the question papers 

were of a high quality and an appropriate standard for Grade 12 learners. This was evident in the Umalusi 

approval summary which indicated that 97% of the November 2019 question papers were approved at first 

and second moderation levels. After approval by Umalusi, the question papers were subjected to in-house 

quality assurance and fairness review to ensure language is of the appropriate standard and accessible to 

all learners, free of any bias and errors.

Question papers were released to the PEDs, based on their printing plans and in seven of the nine PEDs, a 

‘Just in time’, printing approach was adopted. This minimised the exposure of the question papers and thus 

enhanced the security of the question paper.

4.3 The writing of the examination

In order to ensure uniformity in the conduct, administration and management of examinations in all 9 

PEDs, the DBE conducts standard setting meetings for all key examination processes annually. At these 

meetings, Norms and Standards were reviewed, refined and amended in line with developments over the 

previous years. These were also mediated with participants from PEDs to ensure a common understanding 

and implementation of these standards. 

The standards setting meetings has culminated in the development of the Standard Operating Procedure 

(SOPs) Manuals for the various examination processes such as the Standard Operating Procedures for 

the writing of the NSC examination, Chief Invigilator Training Manual, Invigilation Procedure Manual 

and the Standard Operating Procedure Manual for Monitoring and Evaluation of Examination Systems 

and Processes. The manuals deal with aspects relating to invigilation, as well as Pre-, during- and Post-

writing procedures, including the collection and the return of examination material. PEDs make use of 

these manuals, especially the Chief Invigilator Training Manual and the Invigilation Procedure Manual in the 

training of chief invigilators.

The training of chief invigilators and invigilators in preparation for the November 2019 NSC examination 

was rigorous and most PEDs adopted a cluster training approach. Chief invigilators were trained by the 

provincial training team, and invigilators were clustered together in circuits and trained by a provincial 

training team, that utilised district officials. This ensured better standardisation and ensured that the training 

of invigilators was not left to a single chief invigilator. This approach was adopted by most PEDs and the 

DBE will continue to encourage the PEDs that are still following the traditional approach to the training of 

invigilators to adopt the cluster training approach as it has proved to be more effective. The Western Cape 
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enhanced its training of invigilators by producing video material that recorded the actual execution of the 

responsibilities of the Chief Invigilator and Invigilator in a real examination context.

In 2013, the DBE introduced the initiative of signing a pledge by candidates. In signing the pledge, the 

candidates make a commitment to comply with the examination code of conduct and to uphold the 

examination rules in general. The class of 2019 signed the pledge on Friday, 11 October 2019. The signing 

of the pledge is a formal ceremony conducted across the nine provinces at each school on the same day 

at more or less the same time.  This practice has contributed significantly to the reduction in the ‘Acts of 

dishonesty’ by candidates. In addition, the DBE developed a commitment agreement which all candidates 

and parents/legal guardians of candidates signed prior to the examination. The agreement highlights 

key rules and regulations which candidates and parents/guardians should be aware of and to ensure 

compliance. The possible sanctions that could be imposed by the DBE in the event of a contravention, 

are also outlined in the Commitment Agreement. It is envisaged that the increased awareness regarding 

examination malpractices has dissuaded candidates from getting involved in such acts. 

Examination centres were audited by the PEDs and categorized according to their risk profiles based on 

previous irregularities. All schools/centres with a previous history of irregularities were classified as high risk 

centres and the administration of the examination at such centres was taken over by the provincial officials 

or district officials. All independent centres were also audited by the PEDs and in cases where the integrity 

of the examination was questionable, a resident monitor was placed at that centre or alternatively, the 

administration of examinations at the centre was taken over by the provincial or district officials. Medium 

risk centres were assigned a roving monitor who covered a group of centres.

The DBE views the monitoring of the examination processes as a critical aspect towards ensuring that 

the credibility of the examination is not compromised. The monitoring of the writing of the November 

2019 NSC examination was enhanced and intensified by the DBE part-time monitors and the School 

Improvement Support Coordinators (SISCO). The participation by the SISCO in the monitoring of the 

writing of the November 2019 NSC examination increased the coverage of the centres thereby increasing 

the scope of monitoring. The SISCO also assisted the DBE in the “monitoring of the monitor” initiative 

across districts as they also checked on the frequency in which specific centres are monitored. The DBE 

part-time monitors on the other hand followed the whole distribution chain where they monitored the 

collection of examination materials at distribution points and followed up to the storage and administration 

of the examination at centre level including the return of the scripts to the collection/distribution point. 

In addition the DBE monitored the monitoring capacity of PEDs and a minimum average percentage 

coverage of 60% was recommended in terms of the number of centres and subjects/papers monitored for 

the duration of the examination and a number of PEDs exceeded this minimum. 

To ensure that the security of the examination materials is intensified, the DBE continued to engage the 

State Security Services and requested intelligence support from National Intelligence Agency (NIA) during 

the writing of the 2018 NSC examinations. This also assisted the DBE to respond timeously to social acts 

such as community protests to ensure that the writing of the November 2019 NSC examination was not 

disrupted. In addition, the collaborative structure which was established with SAPs, Crime Intelligence and 

Disaster Management services through National Joint Operational and Intelligence Structure (NATJOINTS) 

and Provincial Joint Committees (PROVJOINTS) were briefed and they all supported the DBE and PEDs in 

conducting the examinations.
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4.4 Marking

Reliable marking is a priority for the Department of Basic Education as the national assessment body in 

South Africa. The outcomes of reliable marking are that Markers’ judgments are   appropriate, consistent 

and fair to candidates. Marking reliability is shaped by factors such as Marker competency, standardization 

of the marking process and the marking guideline, the organization of the marking process, implementation 

of quality assurance measures and the quality assurance of the marking of the examination.

For the marking of the 2019 NSC examination, a range of integrated interventions were implemented to 

ensure the confidence in the credibility of the marking of the examination by both the candidates and the 

public.  This year the DBE continued to refine the following marking standardisation systems and processes: 

(a) Audit of PED 2019 NSC Marker selection and appointments.

(b) Improvement of the rigour of 2019 NSC Marking Standardisation meetings.

(c) Implementation of Centralised Marking of selected small enrolment subjects that included South 

African Sign Language (Home Language) which was offered for the second year in Grade 12 in 

2019.

(d) Quality assurance of the marking conducted in all the Gateway subjects and selected subject fields 

across all provinces.

(e) Monitoring of marking centres.

a) The Audit of Marker Appointments 

The appointment of approximately 45 500 Markers for the 2019 NSC examination across nine provincial 

education departments was an intricate and comprehensive process that required advocacy, screening, 

verification, and recommendation of the shortlisted Markers for appointment. The Marker appointments 

were made in adherence to the basic selection criteria as stipulated in the Personnel Administrative 

Measures (PAM).  To ensure that the full complement of Markers was appointed in all subjects, the DBE 

conducted an audit of the recommended 2019 NSC Markers, to evaluate the PEDs’ levels of compliance 

with the selection criteria stipulated in the PAM and to verify the Grade 12 teaching and marking profiles 

of the experienced and novice Markers appointed. Feedback and monitoring of the appointments ensured 

that only Markers who met the criteria were approved for appointment to mark the 2019 NSC examination.

b) Improvement of the rigour of the Marking Standardisation Meetings

 

The national marking standardisation meetings were convened at the DBE from 24 October 2019 to 30 

November 2019.  The objectives of the marking standardisation meetings were to: 

(a) Facilitate feedback on the question paper by the Chief Markers and Internal Moderators, discuss 

any questions that were deemed unfair so that those questions could be appropriately mediated 

and discussed during the standardisation of the marking guideline; 

(b) Facilitate inputs into the amended marking guideline by all PEDs so that all possible alternative 

responses could be accommodated on the approved, signed off marking guideline that would be 

implemented by the Markers; and

(c) Facilitate the training of Chief Markers and Internal Moderators so that they were able to replicate 

the training process in PEDs and ensure a uniform application of the marking guideline during the 

marking session. 
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To ensure objectivity of the process and to strengthen the collaborative accountability of all participants 

in the decisions and discussions that informed the standardisation of the 2019 NSC marking guidelines, 

the DBE continued with the practice of having a nominated senior official from the DBE or a PED, from 

the level of Director and above, to chair the marking standardisation meetings. The allocation of a neutral 

chairperson served to ensure that the integrity and professionalism of the marking standardisation meeting 

was assured. 

Building on a practice introduced to improve the accuracy of marking of the dummy scripts during the 

training in 2018, all panels continued to focus on the individual variance patterns against the agreed scores, 

as well as on group variance patterns, to ensure stronger agreement among Chief Markers and Internal 

Moderators, or within a provincial team. This peer group was able to identify and locate the variance in marks 

at an item level, and discuss the reasons for a mark allocation that may have contributed to the variances 

in the marks awarded on the same question. This depth of the process enabled vigorous discussion that 

led to agreement about the specific open ended/ subjective questions at which the Tolerance Range (TR) 

could be set.

Once the TR was set, all Chief Markers and Internal Moderators were expected to mark within the Tolerance 

Range and to be authorized to lead the marking process in their respective provinces. For the marking of 

the NSC examinations, a Tolerance Range of a maximum of between 2% - 3% was adopted in most papers. 

To ensure the standardisation of the marking of the 2019 NSC examination, the PED Chief Markers and 

Internal Moderators were required to replicate the standardised Marker training done at the DBE, with their 

marking teams in their respective provinces.

 

c)  Centralised Marking of small enrolment subjects by the DBE

The purpose of centralizing the marking of selected small enrolment subjects was to ensure that marking 

was reliable and valid. The centralised marking approach was implemented due to low entries in some 

PEDs which did not justify the appointment of the different levels of moderators for quality assurance. 

Centralised marking allowed for the limited marking expertise and capacity to be pooled together from 

across the country to promote reliability in the assessment of learner scripts.

The following 2019 NSC subjects were centrally marked by the DBE: Agricultural Management Practice 

(AMP), Agricultural Technology (AT), Dance Studies, Music, Second Additional Languages (SAL) namely: 

English, IsiZulu, IsiXhosa, SiSwati, IsiNdebele, Tshivenda , Xitsonga, Setswana, Sesotho and Sepedi, and, the 

First Additional Languages (FAL) namely: SiSwati, IsiNdebele, Tshivenda ,Xitsonga, Setswana, Sesotho, Sepedi. 

South African Sign Language Home Language (SASL HL) was also marked centrally by the Department of 

Basic Education.

 

The marking of scripts for blind and deaf candidates was centralised in Gauteng and Western Cape Provinces 

to ensure consistency in the marking which is achieved by making sure that only practitioners in this field 

are allowed to mark these scripts. 

d) Quality Assurance of Marking 

Marking was conducted at 141 marking centres in the country. The quality of marking was ensured through 

national monitoring and moderation conducted. 

The DBE deployed a team of onsite moderators to quality assure the marking of 21 NSC subjects. These 

included the following: Accounting, Agricultural Sciences, Business Studies, Economics, English First 
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Additional Language, Geography, History, Life Sciences, Mathematical Literacy, Mathematics, Physical 

Sciences, Afrikaans First Additional Language, IsiXhosa FAL, IsiXhosa Home Language, Sepedi Home 

Language, Civil Technology, Electrical Technology, Mechanical Technology, Visual Arts, Tourism and 

Information Technology. 

The onsite moderators were able to observe, evaluate and report on the following aspects of the marking 

of each subject: 

· Implementation of the standardised approach to the training of the Markers. 

· Organisation of marking in terms of the ratio of Markers to Senior Markers, and Senior Markers to 

Deputy Chief Markers and hierarchical structure of the marking teams. 

· Frequency, modality and quality of moderation conducted by the Senior Markers, Deputy Chief 

Marker, Chief Marker and Internal Moderator; 

· Adherence by the Markers to the established Tolerance Ranges per paper; 

· Consistent and correct application of, and adherence to, the marking guideline by the Markers; 

· Application of the technical marking principles that underpinned the marking within each subject, 

including the interpretation and application of rubrics; 

· Frequency and quality of feedback and retraining of Markers within the hierarchical line function in 

the marking teams; 

· Sustainability of marking quality throughout the marking session;

· The management and leadership of the Chief Marker and Internal Moderator as the custodians of 

the marking of 2019 NSC examination.

The DBE onsite moderators were able to provide support for the training of Markers, and where required, 

they were able to engage in an open, developmental and professional manner with the Chief Markers and 

Internal Moderators, where relevant.

e)  Monitoring of marking centres

The Department of Basic Education monitored the marking of the November 2019 National Senior Certificate 

(NSC) examinations across the nine Provincial Education Departments (PEDs). The DBE monitoring teams 

conducted visits to a sample of marking centres at which the Gateway and new subjects were marked at 

each of the nine PED. The focus of the monitoring of the 2019 NSC marking was as follows:

(a) Evaluation of the general organisation of the marking centres (including how the centre was 

organised, the flow and management of scripts, deployment of Markers, security at the marking 

centre)

(b) Identification and Management of Irregularities

(c) Quality of Marking

(d) Capture of Marks

A new area of focus for the DBE monitoring team was to evaluate the quality of marking by conducting 

a qualitative longitudinal evaluation of the quality assurance chain (from Marker to Internal Moderator). 

This was done through the conduct of short interviews with the marking personnel at various levels. 

Information was gathered about the mode of training facilitated and received, the authorisation process, 

the organisation of the marking of the particular subject/paper, the monitoring and moderation conducted 

by each level in the hierarchical structure. The interviewees were also asked to make recommendations to 

improve marking processes in 2020.

 The DBE monitoring team also sampled scripts from completed batches of marked scripts to establish 

Marker and moderator agreement at each level of the marking process (Marker and Senior Marker, Senior 
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Marker and Deputy Chief Marker, Deputy Chief Marker and Chief Marker, Chief Marker and Internal 

Moderator) and verify the internal moderation model in place from the Senior Marker level (per question 

moderation) and from the Deputy Chief Marker to Internal Moderator level (whole script moderation).

  

Verifiable evidence of the training of Markers, internal moderation processes, feedback and retraining 

was found across all the marking centres visited and subjects sampled. The lessons extrapolated from the 

monitoring reports will be used to review, refine and strengthen marking systems and practice in 2020. 

4.5 School Based Assessment

In a predominantly examination-dominated and assessment of learning driven culture, School Based 

Assessment (SBA) provides opportunities for educators to integrate the assessment of learning and the 

assessment for learning. The National Protocol for Assessment Grades R-12, complemented by the 

assessment framework provided in the CAPS, outlined the designated Grade 12 SBA, PAT, Oral assessment 

tasks that have to be administered by the educators under controlled conditions and stipulated timeframes.  

School Based Assessment (SBA) comprises 25% of the final examination mark. SBA provides information 

and insight on learner achievement in a range of designated assessment tasks that are administered to 

assess knowledge and skills that may not be tested in the written examination.

Evidence of learner achievement are gathered from formally administered SBA tasks, PATs, Oral Assessment 

and observing and signing assessment tasks, during each term.  The formative potential of SBA in the 

classroom, is intended to supplement the summative nature of external examinations, provide a more 

holistic and valid measure of learners’ abilities, and to ensure that learners develop the range of skills 

and knowledge that prepare and enable them to participate in a variety of real world contexts. Educators 

therefore play the crucial, yet dual role of facilitating learning, and assessing what has been taught, which 

in turn enables them to continuously evaluate and adjust their teaching to match the desired learning 

outcomes. 

The variable contexts in which SBA is implemented across our schools, districts and provinces, presents a 

challenge to the standardised implementation of SBA in the system. The following national standards and 

quality control measures were implemented to ensure that the outcomes of the 2019 NSC SBA are reliable 

and valid:

  

a) Implementation of a four tiered national moderation system 

This tiered approach to quality assuring SBA implementation in all provinces enabled the DBE to evaluate 

and compare the standards of the SBA assessment tasks and performance of candidates within and across 

schools at each level of the system, and to provide iterative feedback to enhance teaching and learning.  

This included the quality assurance of Provincial SBA and Practical Assessment Task (PAT) moderation 

systems and processes as well as the quality assurance of the moderation of the common Assessment 

Task for Life Orientation. 

b) Quality Assurance of PED PAT moderation in selected subjects

The provincial moderation programmes were shadowed and quality assured in the following selected 

subjects with a practical component: Design, Civil Technology, Electrical Technology, Mechanical 

Technology, Engineering Graphics and Design, Technical Sciences, Tourism, and Visual Arts.  Since the 

PATs are nationally set, the quality assurance of moderation systems, processes and learner outcomes 

provided the DBE with an insight into the contextual and resource challenges that impacted on the 

effective administration and reliable moderation of the respective 2019 NSC PATs, and to identify lessons 

to refine the setting of the PATs in future examinations.



NATIONAL SENIOR CERTIFICATE EXAMINATION REPORT 2019

32

c) The quality assurance of provincially set Preparatory Examination question papers, marking 

guidelines and analysis grids

The DBE implemented this intervention with the dual purpose of setting national standards and building 

the professional and technical capacity of provincial examiners in the setting of the 2019 NSC Preparatory 

Examinations question papers in the 11 Gateway subjects. The question papers set were rigorously moderated 

by the DBE panels to ensure that they are of an equivalent standard to the final written examination. 

Iterative feedback was provided to the PEDs to ensure that the question papers were print ready and that 

marking guidelines were reliable and valid.  The approved Preparatory Examination question papers were 

administered in provinces in accordance with the respective provincial examination timetables.

d) Setting National Common Assessments

In addition to standard setting of the 2019 NSC Preparatory Examinations, the DBE set Common 

Examinations for Grades 10 and 11 in English First Additional Language (Paper 3), Mathematics and Physical 

Sciences. These examinations are set and administered to learners in the FET phase to enable the system 

to keep abreast of progress made by learners against the standard set. Tracking learner performance in 

these subjects enables the system to identify interventions needed to ensure learners have the requisite 

skills and knowledge that must be demonstrated in the Grade 12 NSC final examination. The marking 

of these internally administered examinations was standardized nationally to ensure credible marking of 

these examinations at schools. 

e) The setting of the 2019 NSC Grade 12 Practical Assessment Tasks (PATS)

Practical Assessment Tasks were set in the following subjects: Agricultural Management Practice, 

Agricultural Technology, Dance Studies, Dramatic Arts, Music, Visual Arts, Civil Technology, Electrical 

Technology, Mechanical Technology (for all three specialisations within each subject), Engineering Graphic 

and Design, Computer Applications Technology, Information Technology, Consumer Studies, Hospitality 

Studies, Tourism and Technical Sciences. The national PAT Guidelines for teachers and learners outlined the 

controlled conditions under which every PAT must be administered and moderated. The quality assurance 

of the PED moderation systems included an evaluation of compliance by all schools sampled at each level 

of the system.

f) Quality Assurance of the South African Sign Language Home Language (SASLHL) School Based 

Assessment and Observing and Signing

South African Sign Language Home Language (SASL HL) is in its second year of implementation as an NSC 

subject. This year a total of one hundred and two (102) Grade 12 learners at 15 schools across 7 provinces 

(Eastern Cape, Free State, Gauteng, KwaZulu-Natal, Limpopo, Northern Cape and Western Cape) enrolled 

for the subject. The DBE conducted onsite moderation of SASL HL SBA and Observing and Signing to 

evaluate compliance with the required standards of the designated SBA tasks, and to verify the marks 

awarded. The onsite moderation was conducted at a centralised venue in each province and verification 

of the Educator’s SASL HL file, all sampled learners’ files with USBs (recording of learners’ assessments) 

and the term and composite mark-sheets was conducted. Detailed feedback was given to stakeholders on 

the last day of the moderation process, via reflection and feedback session facilitated for all participating 

schools in each of the seven provinces. The findings from the quality assurance process will be utilized to 

strengthen systems and processes, and build educator capacity at all SASL HL schools in preparation for 

the 2020 academic year. 
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g) Standardisation of the Marking of the Practical Examinations for Design and Visual Arts

This standardization process arising out of a 2017 NSC directive issued by Umalusi resulted in the hosting of a 

two-day marking standardisation meeting for the Design Paper 2 and Visual Arts P2 (Practical Examination) 

respectively which were centralised at the DBE.  The Design P2 marking standardisation meeting included 

the training of the PED Chief Markers and Internal Moderators through simulated moderation sessions 

that facilitated the application of the rubrics contained in the respective examination papers. Authentic 

samples of Grade 12 learners’ sourcebooks and artworks across a range of design disciplines were used in 

the training. The Visual Arts P2 training focused on group and individual marking of sampled sourcebooks 

and strengthening the uniform interpretation and application of the assessment criteria to standardise the 

marking.  Emerging from this standard setting process is the need to standardize the implementation of 

the Retrospective Exhibitions and administration of the Practical examinations in all provinces in 2020.

h) Strengthening the Legislative Framework for the Quality Assurance of School Based Assessment

The Draft Policy on the Quality Assurance of SBA in Grade 10-12 that was published for public comments 

will be promulgated in 2020.  This policy aims to strengthen the current legislative framework to standardize, 

support and evaluate the implementation of SBA in all schools. The policy will assist PEDs to standardise 

and align their moderation and monitoring systems for SBA, Oral Assessment and Practical Assessment 

Tasks in terms of the quality assurance of assessment tasks at schools, the frequency of moderation, the 

composition of the moderation teams for district and provincial moderation, the sampling of schools, and 

portfolios, all of which contribute to improved reliability of the learners’ SBA marks.  

Whilst the statistical moderation of the 2019 NSC SBA moderation records conducted by Umalusi is 

intended to ensure that the outcomes are commensurate with that of the final written examination, the 

DBE has been considering how this process can be improved by introducing the following factors into the 

statistical moderation discourse going forward: 

(i) SBA must not be compromised by assuming that SBA and exams measure the same construct, and 

hence the assessment outcome should be the same.

(ii)  There is a need to distinguish the constructs measured in SBA, and treat like with like.

(iii) Adopt a sampling technique that links the school, to the cluster, to the district, to the province and 

finally to the DBE and Umalusi.

Integration of a statistical moderation and expert moderation judgment methodologies will provide a more 

holistic frame within which to view both test and non-test type school based assessment tasks.

4.6 The management of examination irregularities

One of the key components relating to the credibility of high stakes examinations is the successful 

administration of the examination, where it can be confirmed that the administration of the examination 

complied with the Examination Regulations and protocols. Credibility is also measured by the ability of the 

system to identify examination malpractices and ensure that these malpractices are managed in such a 

manner that they do not compromise the examination as a whole.

The consistent management and adjudication of irregularities across all Provincial Education Departments 

(PEDs) is of cardinal importance in ensuring fairness and the credibility of the examination. The National 

Examination Irregularities Committee (NEIC) is a Ministerial committee established to ensure that in line 

with the Regulations on the Conduct, Administration and Management of the NSC Examinations, the 

irregularities are handled in a consistent manner across PEDs. This committee is chaired by an independent 

chairperson with a legal background, whose key role is to ensure that there is compliance to the Regulations 
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and that there is uniformity across the nine provincial education departments, in the way they deal with 

examination irregularities. The NEIC met on 20 December 2019 to discuss the preliminary reports on 

the examination irregularities submitted by the chairpersons of the Provincial Examinations Irregularities 

Committees (PEICs).

Provincial Education Departments (PEDs) managed their examination irregularities through the oversight 

of the Provincial Examination Irregularities Committee (PEIC). Reports arising from the investigations that 

were conducted by the PEDs outlined in detail all the administrative errors and omissions and behavioural 

offences and acts of dishonesty that were detected in each province. These reports were presented and 

discussed at the NEIC meeting of 20 December 2019 and the following were the key irregularities:

(a) Unregistered candidates 

(b) Unauthorised material and equipment i.e. cellular phones and crib notes

(c) Candidates assisting each other 

(d) Candidate/s wrote incorrect subject level

There has been a change in the focus of the NEIC meeting which now deals with, in the main, behavioural 

offences and acts of dishonesty and the administrative errors and omissions, are managed between the 

Department of Basic Education and the Provincial Education Departments, outside of the NEIC meetings. 

Only administrative errors and omissions that are of such a nature that they have the propensity to 

compromise the credibility of the examination, are dealt with by the NEIC. The target of the NEIC meeting 

of 20 December 2019 was to ensure that all behavioural offences and acts of dishonesty, which were of 

such a nature that they could be resolved prior to the release of the results on 8 January 2020, must be 

concluded so that the majority of candidates receive their results. Only those irregularities that could not 

be finalised prior to this meeting, given that candidates were not available to allow for the conduct of the 

investigations and the subsequent hearings, could be delayed until after 8 January 2020. The meeting also 

agreed that all the administrative errors and omissions that were not finalised should be finalised before the 

27 December 2019.  All the reports that were presented by the PEICs were endorsed by the NEIC. 

The NEIC was encouraged by the reduction in both administrative errors and omissions and behavioural 

offences and acts of dishonesty. This attests to a system that is constantly reviewing its business processes 

with a view to strengthening the areas of weakness, so that a national examination system of the highest 

credibility is administered in the country. It was also extremely encouraging that there were no leakages of 

question papers which points to the success of the interventions relating to heightened security measures 

across all PEDs.  

The NEIC after a lengthy and intensive interrogation of all the examination irregularities confirmed that 

there were no irregularities that compromised the examination as a whole and in the case of the individual 

candidate irregularities, they were appropriately managed and in most cases the results of the candidates 

will be finalised prior to the 8 January 2020. Only in exceptional cases where the irregularities are of such a 

nature that further investigations are required, and hearings need to be conducted, these will be completed 

by the end of January 2020 and arrangements will be made for these irregularities to be endorsed by the 

NEIC and Umalusi so that candidates are not subjected to a long wait for the outcome of these investigations.
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4.7 Resulting and release of results

(a) Data Capturing and Processing of Results

The marks achieved by candidates are transferred from the scripts to the mark sheets immediately after 

the marking process has been completed. The PEDs appoint Examination Assistants (EAs) to quality assure 

the process of transferring marks from the answer scripts to the mark sheets. The EAs quality assure the 

process of transferring marks by verifying and checking that the marks have been transferred accurately 

to the mark sheets. Data capturers are also appointed to capture the marks from mark sheets onto the 

Integrated Examination Computer System (IECS).

The capturing system demands that all SBA, Oral marks, practical examination marks and written examination 

marks are subjected to a double capture process for quality control purposes. This double capture entails 

that every mark was captured independently by two separate individuals and if the mark captured by the 

second individual is different from the first, the system disallows the mark. A third official then verifies the 

captured mark before it is finally accepted onto the system. The verification of marks by three independent 

persons ensured a high accuracy in the capture of marks. 

Final marks were computed from the combining of the different components of the subject. It is a 

requirement that all components of the subject are aggregated to obtain a final score. A subject will 

therefore not be resulted if a component is missing.  

(b) Standardization of Results

Standardization is a process used in large scale public examinations to mitigate the fluctuations in learner 

performance caused by factors outside the learners’ knowledge and aptitude. Undesirable fluctuations in 

examination processes such as variations in the standard of question papers and variations in the standard 

of the marking are addressed during the process of standardisation.

Standardisation therefore ensures that a cohort of learners is not unduly advantaged or disadvantaged 

by undesirable fluctuations in the examination processes, and the system produces a relatively constant 

quality of output from one year to the next. Historical data on learner performance for a period of five years 

is used to determine the norm to which current performance is compared. Umalusi makes adjustments 

where there are anomalies in the performance trends. Qualitative input from the marking process in terms 

of reports from marking is also considered in making recommendations for adjustments.

Standardisation of the results of the 2019 class was held by Umalusi on 23 December 2019. The process was 

observed by key stakeholders in the Basic Education Sector, including the quality councils in the education 

sector, Teacher Unions and representatives of Examination Councils from other countries. 

(c)  Final Approval of Results

The final approval and declaration on the credibility of the NSC results is the prerogative of Umalusi as the 

Quality Council for the General and Further Education and Training sector as mandated by the General and 

Further Education and Training Quality Assurance (GENFETQA) Act No. 58 of 2001, as amended in 2008. 

The Umalusi Council, chaired by Professor Volmink, approved the results of the 2019 NSC examinations 

on Monday, 30 December 2019 based on the fact that the 2019 NSC examinations were administered in 

accordance  with the applicable policies and regulations and therefore the Umalusi Council was satisfied 

that, based on the evidence at their disposal, there were no systemic irregularities reported that may have 

compromised the overall integrity and credibility of the November 2019 NSC examinations as administered 

by the DBE. 
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This section of the report provides the analysis of the data at national, provincial and district levels. The 

report will focus on full-time candidates that have written seven or more subjects, therefore it will be based 

on the 504 303 candidates that wrote the examination in all subjects. The performance of a total of 106 

385 part-time candidates will be analysed separately, as these candidates register for one or more subjects 

and in most cases these are less than the full package of seven subjects. Therefore, their results cannot be 

analysed in the same way as those for the full-time candidates.

This section will focus on the following analyses:

5.1   Overall Performance in the 2019 NSC Examination

5.2   Comparison of provincial performance

5.3   Subject Performance

5.4   Performance of learners with special needs

5.5  Performance of repeat candidates

5.6   Performance of part-time candidates

5.7   Performance on progressed learners

5.8   District performance 

5.1   Overall Performance in the 2019 NSC Examination

As seen in the Table 5.1.1, of the 504 303 full-time candidates who wrote seven or more subjects during 

the 2019 year-end examination process, 409 906 candidates, or 81.3% of the total, obtained the NSC. The 

achievement rate varies at the provincial level from 88.4% in the case of the Free State, to 73.2% in the case 

of Limpopo. Six provinces achieved pass rates above 80%, with the other 3 provinces achieving over 70%. 

Table 5.1.1:  Overall performance in the 2019 NSC examination 

Province
2019

Total Wrote Total Achieved % Achieved

Eastern Cape 63 198 48 331 76.5

Free State 25 572 22 602 88.4

Gauteng 97 829 85 342 87.2

KwaZulu-Natal 116 937 95 017 81.3

Limpopo 70 847 51 855 73.2

Mpumalanga 43 559 34 995 80.3

North West 26 819 23 272 86.8

Northern Cape 9 138 6 990 76.5

Western Cape 50 404 41 502 82.3

National 504 303 409 906 81.3

5. Performance in the 2019 
     NSC Examinations
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Figure 5.1.1:  NSC Provincial Performance in Rank Order  

Free State achieved the highest pass rate (88.4%) whilst Limpopo achieved the lowest pass rate (73.2%). 

Figure 5.1.2: NSC Achievement Rate from 2008 to 2019

The figure above illustrates the achievement rate from 2008 to 2019. The 2019 performance is the highest 

achievement rate since 2008. A comparison of the achievement between 2008 and 2019 indicates an 

improvement in achievement of 18.7% over the 12 year period. 

Provincial Performance
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The results from the 2019 NSC examination confirms that the “The System is on a Rise”. The comprehensive 

analysis of the NSC data shows that there is overall improvement with relation to the social justice principles 

of access, redress, equity, efficiency, quality and inclusivity.

6.1 Access

Access to education opportunities for the South African learners has increased over the years. South Africa 

spends a bigger share of its gross domestic product on education than any other country in Africa. A No-

Fee schools policy has abolished school fees in the poorest primary schools across the country , helping to 

attract poor, orphaned, disabled and vulnerable children to school. In the area of assessment, there are two 

examination opportunities currently for candidates who want to sit for the exit NSC and SC examinations 

ie, November and June respectively each year. This also confirms the greater accessibility of the education 

system to the broader society. Increased access to education is confirmed by the following numbers:

a) 409 906 candidates attained the NSC in 2019. This represents an increase of 3.1% compared to the 

2018 cohort.

b) The percentage of learners eligible for admission to Bachelor programmes at institutions of higher 

learning increased from 33.6% to 36.9%. This means that 14 015 more candidates achieved their 

NSC with admission to Bachelor studies compared to 2018.

c) 11 184 Senior Certificate (SC) candidates wrote the November examination for the first time.

6.2 Redress

With regard to matters relating to redressing the socio-economic disparities of the past, the November 

2019 NSC examination achieved the following:

a) 249 162 candidates from “no-fee” schools obtained an NSC compared to 141 475 from “Fee 

paying” schools;

b) 2 484 of the “no-fee” schools achieved above 80% pass rate;

c) 306 of the “no fee” schools attained a 100% pass rate;

d) 96 976 of those eligible for admission to Bachelor studies come from “no-fee” schools, compared 

to 78 037 from “fee-paying” schools; and

e) 23 483 (68.1%) of the progressed learners that wrote all seven subjects obtained the NSC.  

6. Summary of Achievements
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6.3 Equity

Equity refers to the levelling of the playing field in education with specific focus on all aspects of the 

system that perpetuated unfairness. In relation to equity, the November 2019 NSC examination was able to 

demonstrate the following:

a) 339 249 girls,  compared to 277 505 boys entered the NSC examination (61 744 more girls than 

boys);

b) 224 906 girls, compared 185 000 boys, passed the 2019 NSC examinations;

c) 103 310 girls attained admission to Bachelor Studies compared to 82 748 boys; and 

d) 63.8% of the distinctions were attained by girls, including distinctions in critical subjects such as 

Accounting, Business Studies, Economics, Mathematics, and Physical Science.

6.4 Quality

A good quality education is one that provides all learners with capabilities they require to become 

economically productive, develop sustainable livelihoods, contribute to peaceful and democratic societies 

and enhance individual well being. South African has done well in the areas of access and equity but there 

is need for a greater focus on ensuring quality at various levels in the system. The areas of achievement in 

the November 2019 NSC examination that serve as pointers of improvement in quality are the following:

a) Improvement in the performance of key subjects at the 30% level – Accounting, Mathematical 

Literacy, Physical Science, Business Studies, Geography, History, Agricultural Sciences and English 

First Additional Language; 

b) Improvement in Physical Sciences at the 40% level from 48.7% to 51.7%;

c) 186 058 learners achieved admission to Bachelor studies, which is equivalent to 36.9%;

d) 330 730 candidates (65.6%), who achieved admission to Bachelor and Diploma studies, are eligible 

to register for studies at higher education institutions;

e) All of the 75 districts performing above 60%; and 

f) 45 of the 75 districts performing above 80%.

6.5 Efficiency

The efficiency of the system has improved considerably over the past years. The following in relation to the 

efficiency of the system can be highlighted:

a)  23 483 (68.1%) of the progressed learners that wrote all seven subjects obtained the NSC;  

b) Progressed learners attained 2 134 of the total number of distinctions, even in Gateway subjects;

c) 87.5% of the learners with special education needs who wrote the 2019 NSC examinations 

successfully achieved the NSC; and

d) 1 277 distinctions of the total number of distinctions were achieved by the learners with special 

education needs. 
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6.6 Inclusivity

The DBE embraces the need for inclusivity in education as outlined in White Paper 6. Thus learners with 

special educational needs are not discriminated against but are offered opportunities to participate actively 

in the education system. In the past two years, the DBE introduced the South African Sign Language (SASLHL) 

as another initiative to make education programmes and assessment more inclusive. With regard to the 

achievement in the November 2019 NSC examination, the following confirms the sectors commitment to 

inclusivity:

a) Offered the second examination in Sign language to 102 learners.

b) A total of 2 576 learners with special needs wrote the NSC examination and 2 255 learners attained 

the NSC.

c) 1 211 learners with special needs attained admission to Bachelor Studies, 640 achieved admission 

to Diploma Studies and 205 achieved admission to Higher Certificate Studies.
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The 2019 National Senior Certificate (NSC) Report provides a comprehensive account with extensive data 

for education planners, institutional role players and decision makers in the sector to critically evaluate the 

schooling system so as to identify the good practices and their locations and at the same time to hone in 

on the weaknesses and areas that warrant attention. The performance in this examination confirms that the 

system is on a rise. As a system we need to ride the improvement wave and harness the gains and strive for 

excellence in every area of schooling. The following are a summary of the gains:

a) The pass rate has increased from 78.2% in 2018 to 81.3%, representing an increase of 3.1%. This 

is the highest pass rate in the last twenty five years. Quality cannot be adjudged by numbers alone. 

There needs to be a deeper probe into certain quality indicators that will lead to higher quality 

outputs.

b) All PEDs have performed above 70%. This is particularly remarkable given the variability in resources 

across the provincial education departments, and the contextual factors that determine education 

outcomes. 

c) Six of the nine provinces have performed above 80% and this is extremely encouraging and where 

provinces have made significant gains, this needs to be further evaluated and good practices shared.   

d) The three rural provinces have demonstrated significant improvements in their overall percentage 

achievement which indicates that the intervention programmes are beginning to yield the desired 

outcomes: 

•	 Eastern Cape improved by 5.9% from 70.6% in 2018 to 76.5%.

•	 Limpopo improved by 3.8% from 69.4% in 2018 to 73.2%.

•	 KwaZulu-Natal improved by 5.1% from 76.2% to 81.3%

e) Number of candidates achieving admission to Bachelor programmes increased from 172 043 

(33.6%) in 2018 to 186 058 (36.9%). We need to begin to trace the performance of learners that 

proceed to Higher Education Institutions and establish to what extent are they succeeding.  

f) Number of Districts performing above the 80% mark increased from 34 to 45. Districts are the 

interface between the provincial head office and the school and this high level of performance 

attests to the success of the relationship between these two critical components of the system. The 

Ministerial intervention at district level is beginning to bear fruit.

g) Number of schools achieving at 80% and above has increased from 2 934 in 2018 to 3 495. 

h) Number of Quintile 1 to 3 schools achieving at 80% and above increased from 1 961 in 2018 to        

2 484. This confirms that the pro poor policies of Government are beginning to work.

Despite the gains in the 2019 NSC examinations, we acknowledge that while we have made good progress, 

we are still striving for the foundational skills of reading, writing and arithmetic, as well as having the basic 

necessities in place for quality teaching and learning to take place, especially in the early grades.  

7. Conclusion


