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One of the barometers to evaluate 
success in the South African education 
landscape, is the National Senior 

Certificate examination results. The South African 
Public Examination standards are comparable 
to the best in the world. At the heart of a 
successful education system, is a credible public 
examination system built on the foundations and 
pillars of integrity, credibility and fairness. The 
National Senior Certificate has stood the test of 
time and enjoys respect and is acknowledged by 
higher education institutions, employers and the 
public as whole

The year 2020 will go down in history as one 
in which we faced unprecedented challenges 
that affected every facet of human life. A rapid 
global analysis conducted by UNESCO in April 
2020 to assess the impact of school closures on 
the conduct of assessments and examinations 
indicated that 58 out of 84 countries surveyed had 
postponed or rescheduled examinations. Twenty-

three countries had introduced alternative methods such as online or home based testing. Twenty-
two countries maintained examinations as a modality of assessment but 11 countries cancelled 
examinations completely. South Africa was among the 22 countries that opted to maintain the grade 
12 exit level National Senior Certificate Examination. This examination was written later between  
November 2020 and 15 December 2020. The marking and resulting processes were extended into 
the beginning of 2021. The academic year for university students was also adjusted to commence 
in March 2021 to enable universities to confirm placement offers to students based on their 2020 
NSC results that would be released on 23 February 2021.

The pandemic did not derail the Department of Basic Education from its primary objective to deliver 
quality education and credible examinations. We have taken extraordinary measures to combat and 
manage the spread of the epidemic in our sector. We adopted a staggered approach for the re-
opening of schools to avoid congestion and observe the novel social distancing. Our strategy to 
rescue the 2020 academic year was predicated on curriculum trimming for all grades, except Grade 
12. The full curriculum coverage for Grade 12 aimed to ensure that the exit qualification of the Class 
of 2020 enjoys the same status as the previous cohorts. I am also pleased to report that the required 
credentials of the grade 12 assessment programme remained largely in-tact and policy revisions 
were restricted to a cancelled June Examination sitting. 

The systemic trend of learner achievement of which this cohort has been a part of over the last 12 
years was an upward trajectory. In 2009, the National Senior Certificate pass rate was 60% and 109 
000 learners qualified for Bachelor admissions. In 2020, 76.2% of learners who wrote the National 
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the last 10 years, the pass rate has remained consistently over 70% since reaching this benchmark 
in 2011. Internal analyses by the Department of Basic Education on the 2020 cohort indicated that 
the Grade 11 and Grade 10 results were higher than their counterparts of the 2019 cohort. The 
predictive analysis pointed to a continued upward trend in 2020. But we did not expect the system 
to be faced with a devastating pandemic that engrossed education systems, teaching and learning, 
parents and learners across the world into crisis. This unfortunately impacted on the performance 
of the Class of 2020.

A total of 578 468 full-time candidates sat for the 2020 NSC examinations. The overall pass rate for 
the 2020 cohort represents a decrease of 5.1 percentage points from 81.3% in 2019. Although there 
is a decrease in the pass percentage, there has been a notable increase in the number of learners 

urban settings. This may be ascribed to the COVID-19 pandemic conditions having a greater impact 
on schooling in rural areas and their constrained ability to re-organise and regain lost learning time 
due to school closures, learner absenteeism, teacher well-being, and access to resources. 

Despite the challenges posed by the pandemic and against all odds, the Class of 2020 persevered 

gateway to a career, entrepreneurial opportunities or further studies. We celebrate the perseverance, 

that whatever challenges and obstacles come their way, they already have a historical roadmap to 
success on which future successes can be built. 

The achievement of the Class of 2020 should be acknowledged with due respect to the fallen heroes 

to the pandemic has robbed learners, families, the education sector and society of a multitude 
of individual talents, skills, dedication, and commitment that served generations of South African 
children from early learning to adolescence. The contribution of these “soldiers of learning”, many 
of whom invested into the achievements of the Class of 2020 will be forever remembered. In light 
of this I thank parents, teachers, principals, teacher unions, communities, district and provincial 

 

The Xitsonga saying, ‘Dyondzo I xitlhangu xa vutomi’ is forever true. Roughly translated, ‘Education 
is the shield of life’. I therefore invite all education stakeholders and the broader South African 
public to view the results with a sense of ownership and involvement and to support the projects, 
programmes and efforts of the Department in our mission in 2021 to remediate and accelerate 
learning and assessment as learners return to schools.

MRS ANGIE MOTSHEKGA, MP
MINISTER OF BASIC EDUCATION
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The 2020 Combined June and November examination will be remembered and acknowledged 
as not only the largest examination that was written, but an examination that had to 
accommodate major challenges relating to the COVID-19 pandemic that impacted on every 

facet of human life. The successful administration of this examination was a major achievement for 
the Department of Basic Education. 

The 2020 examination was a combined examination that included both the May/June Senior 
Certificate (SC) candidates and the October/November National Senior Certificate (NSC) candidates. 
The number of candidates that wrote the October/November 2020 NSC examination is 607 226 
full-time candidates and 117 808 part-time candidates. 

The Class of 2020 is the third cohort to be introduced to 12 new subject offerings, namely South 
African Sign Language Home Language, 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 third year of implementation. In addition, the class of 2020 is the first 
cohort to sit for the NSC examinations with Accounting and Business Studies split into two papers.

The overall candidate performance in the November 2020 NSC has declined when compared to 
the previous years in terms of overall pass percentage. However, there has been an increase in the 
number of candidates that attained the National Senior Certificate. There are many factors that 
led to the decline in the pass percentage, which could be attributed in the main to the impact of 
Covid-19 on the school calendar and the restrictions on gatherings as per the disaster management 
regulations. The Class of 2020 registered an overall pass percentage of 76,2%, which is a decline of 
5,1% compared to the performance of the November 2019 cohort. 

Figure 1 below shows the Grade 12 pass percentages of the past 13 years, since the 
inception of the NSC in 2008.
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Figure 1: Comparison of performance in the NSC Examinations: 2008 to 2020
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Table 1 below indicates the performance of provinces in the November 2020 NSC 
examinations.

Table 1: 2020 NSC Provincial performance in the 2020 National Senior Certificate examinations

Province
2020

Total Wrote Total Achieved % Achieved Ranking

Eastern Cape 72 926 49 691 68.1 8

Free State 27 928 23 779 85.1 1

Gauteng 110 191 92 285 83.8 2

KwaZulu-Natal 135 225 104 938 77.6 4

Limpopo 78 695 53 634 68.2 7

Mpumalanga 53 391 39 367 73.7 6

North West 36 871 28 093 76.2 5

Northern Cape 11 608 7 665 66.0 9

Western Cape 51 633 41 250 79.9 3

National 578 468 440 702 76.2

Although the percentage of candidates who qualify for Bachelor studies has declined from 36,9% in 
2019 to 36,4 % in 2020, the actual number of candidates who obtained Bachelor passes increased 
by 24 762 from 186 058 in 2019 to 210 820 in 2020. Table 2 below provides a comparison of the 
number of candidates who qualified to register for a Bachelor programmes from 2015 to 2020 at a 
national level.

Table 2: Comparison of Bachelor achievement: 2015–2020

Year Total Number  
Wrote

Bachelor

Achieved %  
Achieved

2015 644 536 166 263 25.8

2016 610 178 162 374 26.6

2017 534 484 153 610 28.7

2018 512 735 172 043 33.6

2019 504 303 186 058 36.9

2020 578 468 210 820 36.4
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The number of candidates passing Mathematics and Physical Sciences has declined in the 
November 2020 NSC examination compared to 2019. The biggest drop in the number 
of candidates passing is registered in Physical Sciences with the pass rate dropping from 
75.5% in 2019 to 65.8% in 2020. 

Table 3 below shows the pass percentages of learners on selected gateway subjects from 
2016 to 2020.

Table 3: Candidates’ performance in gateway subjects at the 30% level and above – 2016 to 2020

Subjects 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

Accounting 69.5 66.1 72.5 78.4 75.5

Agricultural Science 75.4 70.4 69.9 74.6 72.7

Business Studies 73.7 68.0 64.9 71.0 77.9

Economics 65.3 71.0 73.3 69.3 68.8

Geography 76.5 76.9 74.2 80.5 75.3

History 84.0 86.0 89.7 90.0 92.1

Life Orientation 99.7 99.8 99.7 99.8 99.4

Life Sciences 70.5 74.4 76.3 72.3 71.0

Mathematical Literacy 71.3 73.9 72.5 80.6 80.8

Mathematics 51.1 51.9 58.0 54.6 53.8

Physical Science 62.0 65.1 74.2 75.5 65.8

The following are the notable achievements in the November 2020 NSC examinations:

•	 74 165 more learners wrote the 2020 NSC examination compared to 2019

•	 440 702 candidates attained a NSC, an increase of 30 796 from 2019​

•	 24 762 more candidates attained admission to Bachelor Studies compared to 2019​

•	 A total of 323 343 (65.87%) of Social grant learners attained an NSC

•	 �943 learners with special needs attained admission to Bachelor studies and 582 attained 
achieved admission to diploma Studies.

•	 Learners with special educational needs attained a total of 653 distinctions.

•	 �216 075 of the 387 717 “no-fee” learners have access to  a Higher Education study, with 
115 444 having attained admission to Bachelor Studies and 100 631 having attained admission 
to Diploma studies.

•	 �3 026 of the progressed learners that wrote all seven subjects obtained the NSC. 

•	 �65.0% of the distinctions were attained by girl learners, including distinctions in critical subjects 
such as Accounting, Business Studies, Economics, Mathematics, and Physical Science.
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1.	 INTRODUCTION

The NSC examinations are primarily designed for certification, i.e. to assess candidates’ 
attainment of expected learning outcomes at the end of 12 years of teaching and learning. 
However, over the years the NSC examinations have 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 basic charter of the sector is the Action Plan, 2030, which provides the key targets for the 
sector and on an annual basis, the performance of the system, more specifically, in terms of the 
Further Education and Training Band, is measured against these targets and the results of the NSC 
examinations serve as the most reliable indicator of the extent to which these targets are achieved. 
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 are currently in the process of being embedded in the entire schooling 
system and there is a concerted effort to focus more attention on the ongoing formative assessment 
that takes place in the classroom. The systemic evaluation is intended to 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 standardised universal assessment at a level below Grade 12, the Department is 
targeting the implementation of a General Education Certificate (GEC) at the end of Grade 9, in 
2023. 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 2020 National Senior 
Certificate examinations at national, provincial, district and school level. Included in this report 
are also pertinent details of 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 2020 examination was a combined examination that included both May/June Senior Certificate 
candidates and October/November National Senior Certificate candidates. This report covers 
only the 2020 National Senior Certificate candidates that registered for the October/November 
examination. The analysis covers the results of both full-time and part-time candidates. 
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2.	 PROGRESS IN THE SECTOR

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 improved 
for many years. 

The following graph outlines past achievements and what government targets envisage for the 
future, in terms of the TIMSS1 Grade 9 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, 2015 and 2019 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. This put South Africa on track to achieve its long-range TIMSS targets. By 2019, South Africa 
had reached almost exactly Botswana’s 2015 level of performance (Botswana also tests Grade 9, but 
did not participate in TIMSS 2019). Assuming that past improvement trends continue, South Africa is 
set to reach, by around 2025, a level of performance seen in Grade 8 in Thailand in 2015, and would 
surpass Malaysia’s 2019 level by 2030. These further improvements are of course not guaranteed, 
especially in the context of the Covid-19 pandemic, but sustained dedication to the activities outlined 
in the DBE’s plans, and the NDP, would improve the chances of reaching the targets.  

1	  Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study.
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TIMSS science results reveal similar patterns to TIMSS Mathematics. As shown in the Department 
of Basic Education’s Action Plan to 2024, South Africa’s TIMSS gains have been strongest among 
the most disadvantaged learners, meaning that schooling has contributed to reducing social 
inequalities. Importantly, it is these improvements in the grades below Grade 12 which account for 
upward trends in the Grade 12 indicators. 

Improvements in Grade 12 in the long run depends on what happens at the primary level now. 
SACMEQ2 and PIRLS3 results at the primary level are somewhat more difficult to interpret than 
the TIMSS Grade 9 results, in part due to statistical adjustment issues, yet they both point to 
past improvements of a magnitude comparable to those seen in TIMSS. Specifically, while TIMSS 
Mathematics improvements in Grade 9 for 2002 to 2019 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. The figure for PIRLS Grade 4 reading, following a PIRLS correction 
detailed in Action Plan to 2024, for the period 2006 to 2016, is 0.07 standard deviations a year. 
Looking at annual improvements this way, in terms of standard deviations, allows one to make 

2	  �Southern and Eastern Africa Consortium for Monitoring Educational Quality. See in particular Department of Basic Education 
(2017a).

3	  Progress in International Reading Literacy Study.
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approximate comparisons of trends across different testing programmes. 

Disappointingly, the 2015 to 2019 TIMSS Grade 4 Mathematics trend displayed no improvement. 
This is the most recent trend available from the international programmes at primary level. This is 
concerning. The reasons behind this absence of progress are being investigated by the DBE. 

Trends in the attainment of the National Senior Certificate, and a subset of this, the NSC with an 
admission to Bachelor studies, 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 a Bachelors-level pass, achieve the lower diploma-level pass. For example, 
in 2019 65% of these learners obtained the diploma-level pass. 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 2019 have qualified to study at a university. 
Similar patterns are seen in 2020. 

Both indicators shown in Figure 2.2 have displayed a general upward trend for the last 20 years. The 
increase in Bachelors-level passes, at 3,6% 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 
165 000 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. Figure 2.2: NSC and Bachelors-level increases since 1994
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Figure 2.2 understates the progress made by reflecting on the qualification received by full-
time examination candidates after the first sitting of the examinations. In addition, a further 
30  000 ‘Matrics’ have been obtained annually in recent years through other avenues 
which have become increasingly available, including part-time studies and improvements 
of past results through the supplementary and June examinations. Among the 30 000 are 
approximately 6 000 recipients of the Senior Certificate (as amended), which carries exactly 
the same status as the NSC in the National Qualifications Framework.   

Stats SA data collected from households confirms 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 around 57% in 2019 (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 Matric) 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 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 
examinations – this inflates the denominator in the pass rate. Figure 2.3: Grade 12 attainment 
by province according to household data
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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. 
To illustrate, 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, DPME has set national targets for the number of learners achieving marks in 
Mathematics and Physical Sciences required by university faculties such as engineering, commerce 
and medicine. Previously, DPME’s targets focussed on achieving a 50% mark in the two subjects. In 
the 2019 to 2024 Medium-term Strategic Framework (MTSF), the country’s five-year plan released in 
2020, the threshold was raised to 60%. The thresholds 50%, 60% and 70% are all important as they 
are all used by the university sector, depending on the institution and faculty concerned. 

These indicators have been complex to track, as even with Umalusi’s standardisation process, it 
is clear that the difficulty of reaching specific mark thresholds changes 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 has been possible to produce a more comparable set of statistics. ‘Raw’ and 
comparable indicator values, using a 50%-mark threshold, as in the previous year’s NSC report, 
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. Moreover, the trends seen in the graph underestimate 
progress as they assume the high-performing benchmark schools have seen no progress, though 
TIMSS data indicates that even high-performing schools have seen improvements. In short, the 
skills displayed by Grade 12 Mathematics learners have improved over time. 

The 2020 school disruptions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic have clearly affected performance 
in the Grade 12 examinations, and relative performance across subjects. Subjects which rely to a 
high degree on contact teaching, and perhaps the use of equipment in the classroom, would have 
suffered most. Subjects which lend themselves to more independent studying by learners would 
have fared better. Moreover, the fact that learners spent less time in school, and were less subject 
to the rigours of the school timetable, is likely to have affected the spread of learner effort across 
subjects. What is already clear from the 2020 data, is that learners performed relatively poorly in 
physical sciences. This could have been because of the role played by experiments and classroom 
demonstrations in this subject. The 2020 ‘raw’ numbers in Figure 2.4 point to a decline in the case 
of physical sciences. The DBE is still looking into how these patterns were influenced by the 2020 
disruptions. What is important is not just the marks obtained by learners, but also the underlying 
abilities of learners, built up during over a decade of schooling, which may not be perfectly reflected 
by the marks. 
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Figure 2.4: Grade 12 mathematics and physical science
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Table 2.1 below provides statistics on how many learners reached the 60% threshold, now used by 
the MTSF, in the two subjects. Each year’s value reflects the situation for full-time candidates only 
before any supplementary examinations, in order to make values comparable to the 2020 values. 
The trends here are similar to those for ‘raw’ in Figure 2.4 (which uses a 50%-mark threshold). As 
shown above, the 2017 to 2019 trend for Mathematics, at face value a downward trend, is largely 
influenced by increasingly difficult papers. 

Table 2.1: Full-time candidates with 60% or more in the first sitting

Mathematics Physical Sciences

2017 32,071 29,208

2018 28,152 30,369

2019 23,796 32,572

2020 30,882 26,641
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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 2019. 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 almost uninterrupted 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, 
and strategies to return the primary level to its pre-2015 improvement trajectory. It is impossible to 
attribute the improvements in any scientific way to specific interventions and social trends. However, 
new policies, and successes in implementing these policies, provide an indication of the likely 
drivers of change. Action Plan to 2024 focusses on five likely factors behind the improvements:

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.
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THE CLASS OF 2020

3. THE CLASS OF 2020

3.1	 Profile of the 2020 NSC Class

The Class of 2020 is the seventh cohort to be exposed to the Curriculum Assessment Policy 
Statement (CAPS). Hence, we can infer that this class benefitted from the developments of 
the last seven years relating to CAPS, which would have created a high degree of stability 

in the system with regard to the teaching, learning and assessment. 

These learners are also the beneficiaries of the educational transformation that heralded the move 
towards a technologically enhanced curriculum. The Class of 2020 is the third cohort to offer a series 
of new subjects in the Grade 12 NSC examinations. These include South African Sign Language 
at Home Language level (SASL HL), Technical Mathematics, Technical Sciences, Civil Technology 
(Construction/Civil Services/ Woodworking), Electrical Technology (Digital Electronics/Electronics/
Power Systems) and Mechanical Technology (Automotive/Fitting and Machining/Welding and Metal 
Work).

In a bid to ensure that the examinations at Grade 12 level are more reflective of the scope of the 
subject, the number of question papers in Accounting and Business Studies have been changed to 
two each. This will allow learners to be examined on specific aspects of the curriculum in Paper 1 
and Paper 2 and hence their preparation will be more focussed. This approach allows learners more 
time to be tested in the individual papers. The Class of 2020 was the first cohort to be exposed to 
this new paper format.

In 2019, the policy on Multiple Examination opportunity was discontinued, which implies that the 
learners that are progressed in 2020, will not write their subjects over two years as their counterparts 
in previous years did. This may be regarded as a disadvantage to the progressed learners but it may 
also be regarded as a stimulant to motivate learners to apply themselves more seriously knowing 
that they will be subjected to a full examination at the end of the year.

The Grade 12 candidates of 2020 were unfortunately subjected to a myriad of challenges, brought 
about by the COVID-19 pandemic. It resulted in the national lockdown and the disruption of 
schooling. Despite all efforts by the Department to insulate the Grade 12 class of 2020 from the 
ill effects of the pandemic and to grant them maximum exposure to face-to-face teaching and 
learning, the challenges posed by the pandemic impacted significantly on the teaching and learning 
programmes, contact time, access to information etc. This certainly will be observed in the final 
performance of the Class of 2020. 
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3.2	� Scope and Size of the November 2020 NSC 
Examinations 

The table below indicates the scope and size of the November 2020 NSC examinations.

2020 NSC Examinations
Full-time Candidates 607 226

Part-time Candidates 117 808

Question Papers 149

Printed Question Papers 8 million

Scripts 7.6 million

Examination Centres 6 872

Invigilators 80 000

Markers 45 000

Marking Centres 190

3.3	� Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Teaching, 
Learning and Assessment

The 2020 academic year and the responsiveness of education systems around the world were 
tested by the occurrence of the global COVID-19 pandemic which led to the disruption of daily 
life, including schooling for South African learners. It is estimated that Grade 12 learners lost the 
least number of school days because their return to school was prioritized as a secondary school 
exit level grade. Between late March and July 2020 the country was placed on risk alert level 5 
and subsequently moved to risk alert level 1 by September 2020. The education system went 
into immediate recovery planning mode to mitigate the impact of the loss of contact time and 
prepared for a range of possible scenarios that would enable access to learning for all learners in 
the schooling system. This resulted in national policy review and adjustments to enable optimal 
curriculum recovery and minimize learning loss. 

Some of the interventions included:

•	 Grade 12 learners returning to school before the other grades;

•	 �Social distancing necessitated that classes had to be divided so that a smaller number of learners 
were accommodated in each class. This implied that teachers from Grade 10 and Grade 11, 
who were qualified to teach the subject, were used to teach the additional classes.

•	 The SBA requirements in Grade 12 were reviewed to allow for additional teaching time. 

•	 �A variety and range of curriculum support material was developed and provided on the DBE 
and provincial websites.
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•	 �Adapted teaching and assessment modalities, including the introduction of online/virtual 
teaching, self-directed learning and a refocus of learning to the level of the individual learner. 

•	 �The development and implementation of different timetabling models to accommodate the 
safe return to school for learners and teachers to accommodate social distancing, occupational 
health and safety protocols, the wearing of masks and mandatory COVID-19 screening 
procedures. 

To mitigate the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the writing and marking of the 
2020 NSC examinations the following measures were implemented to ensure that the 
assessment process was accessible, fair, reliable and valid: 

a. Review of the SBA Requirements 

There was no trimming of the curriculum but the SBA had to be reviewed to allow for 
more teaching time in Grade 12 and to ensure that the COVID-19 regulations relating 
to social distancing and hygiene were implemented and complied with. The following 
principles underpinned the review of the SBA for the Grades 12: 

•	 All SBA requirements, Term 1, had to be completed by each school. 

•	 �The 2020 June examinations were excluded but the Preparatory Examinations were still be 
written at all schools. 

•	 �Where possible, written tests that constituted part of the SBA tasks were excluded in favour of 
alternative forms of assessment tasks, such as projects, assignments and case studies that would 
enable the assessment of knowledge, skills and competencies that could not be assessed in the 
written examinations. 

•	 The number of Oral Tasks in Languages were reduced. 

•	 �All practical assessment tasks (PATs) were reviewed to accommodate the COVID-19 regulations. 
Consideration was also given to the occupational health and safety measures that had to be 
applied in all the Technology, Services and Arts subject fields.  

•	 �The practical aspect of the Life Orientation (LO) PET was excluded to accommodate the 
COVID-19 health and safety protocols. An outline of the theoretical aspects of the PET was 
provided to schools. 

•	 �Group/Ensemble performances in the Performing Arts were adapted to solo performances 
aligned to the same assessment criteria. 

Districts were required to ensure that all schools implement the COVID-19 social 
distancing protocols, hand sanitisation, sanitisation of the work spaces in all subjects with 
a practical component and to monitor and to ensure: 

•	 �The rotation of learners in workshop situations and the sanitisation of workshop equipment and 
machinery.  

•	 �Clear guidelines were provided to teachers and learners to confirm the use of face masks in the 
conduct of certain performance tasks in subjects like Dramatic Arts, Music and Dance Studies.
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b. �Implementation of Protocol for the Writing of the 2020 NSC examination 
in Compliance with the COVID-19 Requirements

In response to the impact of the COVID-19 environment on examination processes, and the need to 
ensure that all provinces adhered to the health protocols for the safety of both staff and candidates 
during writing, the DBE developed the Protocol on the Writing of the 2020 November Examinations 
in Compliance with the COVID-19 Requirements. All the PEDs were required to include this 
protocol during the training of invigilators and implement these protocols during the administration 
of the examinations. The purpose of this protocol was to prevent both candidates and officials 
from contracting the COVID-19 virus, and to encourage hygienically approved practices that would 
minimize the rate of infection, during the writing of examinations. The need to maintain social 
distancing, to sanitise hands and to wear personal protective equipment, such as face masks, as a 
strategy instituted by the World Health Organisation (WHO) to combat the spread of COVID-19 had 
a direct impact on the occupational health and safety processes to be followed during the writing 
of examinations. Most importantly, this protocol aimed to provide standardised procedures to be 
implemented as precautionary measures at all examination centres when managing the following 
processes relating to the writing of examinations:

•	 Preparation of the examination centre

•	 Preparation of the examination room 

•	 Admitting candidates into the examination room.

•	 Invigilation of the writing of the examination.

•	 Management of irregularities associated with the writing.

•	 Monitoring of the writing.

•	 Management of COVID-19 cases.

•	 Management of scribes and readers

Candidates who had tested positive for COVID-19 and those who displayed symptoms relating 
to COVID-19 were allowed to sit for their examinations under strictly controlled conditions at 
specifically designated isolation centres. The writing of the examinations by candidates that tested 
positive was managed in conjunction with the Department of Health to ensure that the protocols 
were strictly adhered to. 

c. �Implementation of a Protocol for the Marking of the 2020 NSC 
Examinations in Compliance with the COVID-19 Requirements

To ensure the health and safety of all officials involved in the marking process, the DBE developed 
a Protocol for the Marking of the Combined NSC and SC Examinations in compliance with the 
COVID-19 requirements. Marker wellness and the psychological well-being of marking personnel 
was prioritised to ensure that they marked in enabling and safe conditions. Initially the protocol was 
developed for a Risk Alert Level 1 context but due to the occurrence of the 2nd wave of infections 
and the publication of Government Gazette No. 44044 on 29 December 2020, the Protocol was 
revised to respond to the mandatory health and safety measures that were to be applicable at 
marking centres at adjusted Risk Alert Level 3. 
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The Protocol for the Marking of the 2020 Combined NSC and SC Examinations in Compliance with 
the COVID-19 Requirements that was disseminated to PEDs contained the following information for 
a nationally coordinated implementation at all marking centres: 

•	 �The guiding principles related to screening, sanitising, use of space, organisation of personnel, 
expected conduct and behaviour of all marking personnel;

•	 R�oles and responsibilities of the marking centre management and COVID-19 Compliance 
Officer; 

•	 Accessing testing and emergency medical help for sick marking personnel; 

•	 Organisation and conditions that had to be in place in all marking rooms;

•	 Management and intervention related to marking personnel with symptoms; 

•	 �Management and intervention (prior, during the marking session) of marking personnel who 
tested positive for COVID-19; 

•	 Organisation, management, safety related to accommodation and catering; and 

•	 �Identification of anticipated contextual/operational challenges that might occur and how to 
respond. 

The dedicated efforts of marking personnel in all marking centres ensured adherence to the 
Protocol in a responsible and empathetic manner. Centre management, supported by COVID-19 
Compliance Officers, provided support and ensured compliance to the safety measures intended 
to protect the lives of everyone based at a marking centre. 

3.4	� Key Learner Support and Interventions for the  
Class of 2020

The persistence of socioeconomic divide in the South African schooling system continues to 
engrave negative trends of learner performance in disadvantaged communities. In an attempt to 
address the adverse effects of uneven performance of learners in schools, the Department of Basic 
Education devised various intervention strategies to assist and support learners to overcome their 
constraints, including the learning deficiencies accumulated during their schooling years. 

The establishment of learning interventions over the years have proven to cater for progressed 
learners, learners at risk of failing, as well as moderate to high achievers. In essence, the 
differentiated approach utilised in learner support and related interventions aims to address both 
content deficiencies that may prevent learners from achieving an NSC as well as provide support to 
moderate to high achievers to improve their performance, and subsequently improve the quality of 
learning outcomes.

The year 2020, brought about an unprecedented unique educational context for the Class of 2020. 
The Basic Education sector responded swiftly to implement a holistic recovery plan to mitigate 
against the negative impact on learning.
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Figure 3.4.1: Unique educational context of the Class of 2020

A number of broad educational strategies were implemented for academic support in South African 
schools. The most widely used learner support interventions included: 

a.	 Provision of supplementary material; 

b.	 Offering vacation classes and after-school programmes; 

c.		 Conducting teacher content training;  

d.	 Service of volunteer teachers such as university students; and

e.	 Alternative (differentiated) ways of grouping and teaching learners. 

In spite of the strategies that were implemented, the 2020 academic year has witnessed a volatile 
educational landscape within which the insurgence of the Corona virus resulted in the extended 
closure of schools. Similar to its global counterparts, South Africa had to venture into the distinctive 
territories of e-learning, remote learning and at-home learning, where learning was offered on 
digital platforms. In 2020, interventions implemented to support learning, were characterised by 
a significant increase in online learner support since the inception of level 5 lockdown procedures.

While the design and purpose of academic support programs may vary widely from province 
to province, district to district and at times even from school to school, the following are some 
representative examples of common forms of learner support offered in all nine provinces: 

a. Classroom-based strategies; 

b. School-based strategies, such as before-school or after-hours classes; 

c. Extra-mural co-curricular programmes; 

d. Provincially driven strategies, e.g. vacation schools; and 

e. Technology-assisted strategies.

Adherence to lockdown and social distancing protocols disrupted most of the planned face-to-face 
interventions such as the autumn and winter vacation classes. The Class of 2020 benefitted from 
spring vacation classes in October, as well as weekend classes during August and September, where 
face-to-face revision classes were offered. In contrast to previous years, the classes were mostly 
offered on-site at schools, as opposed to the large-scale residential camps hosted in the past, to 
ensure the health and safety of learners.
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Due to the lockdown, the use of digital and online learning applications, such as radio lessons, video 
lessons offered on various platforms and social media platforms and e-resources on various national 
and provincial websites, grew exponentially. One of the major interventions was the nationally 
driven development and broadcasting of virtual lessons during lockdown since April on ‘free-to-air 
programmes’, ‘user pay channels’ as well as the extensive use of national, community and regional 
radio stations to offer lessons to the Class of 2020. 

The key subjects covered in the virtual lessons were the 10 gateway subjects plus offering lessons 
to cover the entire curriculum in most subjects. The Woza Matrics catch-up programme emerged 
as an answer to continue learning during the extended lockdown. It exploited the fact that 81% 
of SA homes have at least one TV set (Stats SA, 2018) and started as a ‘free-to-air’ educational 
TV programme to ‘offline’ and online learner support. The 2020 cohort also had access to online 
Siyavula textbooks. The total number of learners who used Siyavula textbooks during the 2020 
academic year was more than 1,5 million inclusive of other grades besides Grade 12. Grade 12 
Siyavula textbooks in Mathematics and Physical Sciences have questions for learners to practise 
through the online practice platform. Furthermore, in 2020 Siyavula made provision for IT and CAT 
textbooks to broaden the spectrum for learner support.

As in previous years, the Class of 2020, continued to benefit from a myriad of technology enabled 
interventions which included broadcast lessons via dedicated platforms such as virtual schools, 
online schools, telematics lessons, internet broadcast programmes (IBP) and live streaming from 
YouTube 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 exposure to quality teaching and learning opportunities beyond the classroom. 
Subject specialists and teachers prepared virtual lessons using MS Teams or Zoom platforms, as 
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well as other online applications with various access levels. In addition, schools were also supplied 
with details for online lessons and broadcasting programmes. Novice teachers were provided with 
Zoom-hosted lesson plans on challenging topics where support was required.

Evidence from the field revealed that the DBE and PEDs have provided extraordinary support to the 
Class of 2020. Interventions were informed by deep-level analysis and used advanced qualitative and 
quantitative data, coupled with an increased desire to improve the quality of learning outcomes for 
all learners ensured that the Class of 2020 received optimum support to successfully obtain the NSC. 

The Class of 2020 also benefitted from interventions and support in earlier grades, for example in 
2015, the DBE supplied workbooks for Grades 8–9 Mathematics. The 2020 cohort had exposure 
to these useful resources when they were doing Grade 8 and 9 in 2016 and 2017 respectively. The 
Class of 2020 also benefitted from workbooks in Home Languages; Mathematics; Life Skills and 
English First Additional Language when completing the foundation and intermediate phases. The 
class of 2020 also benefitted from the state-owned Siyavula textbooks in Grades 10 and 11 for 
Mathematics and Physical Sciences in partnership with the Shuttleworth Foundation. The above 
resources and support testify of a targeted approach to provide learner support prior to Grade 12. 
In all provinces, there was substantiating evidence of the implementation of subject improvement 
plans linked to the implementation of the NSLA to enhance the quality of the 2020 NSC results. 

Despite the negative and disruptive impact of COVID-19 on teaching and learning, innovative 
measures were developed and implemented to ensure the readiness of the Class of 2020 for final 
NSC assessment. Provinces, partners, educational stakeholders, parents and civil society (NGOs) 
went beyond the call of duty to assist and support Grade 12 learners in 2020. Learners, teachers 
and SMTs are commended for the resilience portrayed throughout 2020 in an effort to brave the 
pandemic in pursuit of the ultimate goal to achieve the best possible outcome for the Class of 2020.



NATIONAL SENIOR CERTIFICATE EXAMINATION REPORT 2020 29

4.

ADMINISTRATION OF THE NOVEMBER  
2020 NSC EXAMINATION



30 NATIONAL SENIOR CERTIFICATE EXAMINATION REPORT 2020 

4.	� ADMINISTRATION OF THE NOVEMBER 
2020 NSC EXAMINATION

The NSC examination is administered under strict rules and regulations as contained in the 
Regulations Pertaining to the Conduct, Administration and Management of the National 
Senior Certificate Examinations policy document. The strict adherence to the examination 

regulations has resulted in an improved efficiency in the administration of the examinations over 
the years both at the national and provincial levels. 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. During each examination cycle, the DBE ensures that all 
examination processes relating to the administration of the examinations are implemented as per 
the policy. The following are key examination processes that warrant precise planning, preparation, 
implementation and monitoring: 

•	 Registration of examination centres and candidates

•	 Development of national question papers

•	 Quality assurance of school-based assessment

•	 Writing of the NSC examinations

•	 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 2020 NSC examinations and also highlights new 
innovations and strategies that the DBE employed to ensure that, despite the impact of Covid-19, 
the 2020 NSC examination is credible and that its integrity is not compromised.

4.1	 Registration 

All candidates at Grade 12 level who intend to write the NSC examinations are expected to register 
for the examinations at an institution that is has satisfied all the requirements to be registered as 
an examination centre by the respective provincial education department (PED) and in the case of 
independent schools, is accredited by Umalusi. 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 attempt 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 level satisfy all the requirements, which include having satisfied the pass requirements 
in their Grade 10 and Grade 11 years. For this reason, PEDs conduct an intensive verification of the 
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Grade 11 schedules prior to the registration of candidates for the NSC examinations. The DBE has 
ensured that the verification process is completed by all PEDs before the registration data for the 
2020 Grade 12 cohort is loaded onto the examination system for processing. 

All centres are also verified and checked prior to registration. Public secondary schools are registered 
by the province and receive automatic accreditation as examination centres by Umalusi. With 
regard to independent centres, only those that have been evaluated and accredited by Umalusi as 
examination centres are permitted to administer the NSC examination. 

The Minister granted a special dispensation for the May/June Senior Certificate (SC) examinations to 
be combined with the writing of the October/November 2020 NSC examinations as it was disrupted 
by the advent of COVID-19. The examination timetable was revised to accommodate the combined 
examination and the examinations commenced later, on      and concluded on 15 December 2020.  

4.2	 Development of National Question Papers

The success of any examination relies on the quality of question papers. The reliability and validity 
of questions forms the foundation of assessment. Question papers need to be of high quality in 
order to provide the relevant evidence required to evaluate educational progress. 

The DBE set a total of 149 high quality question papers for the November 2020 NSC examinations, 
which included back-up question papers for Life Orientation, Information Technology Paper 1 and 
Computer Applications Technology Paper 1. The Class of 2020 was the first cohort to sit for two 
separate question papers in Accounting and Business Studies. The splitting of these papers was 
phased in from Grade 10 in 2018, Grade 11 in 2019 and then Grade 12 in 2020. 

The 2020 May/June examinations were postponed due to the amendment of the school calendar 
to accommodate COVID-19 pandemic. The question papers, that were scheduled to be written in 
the May/June 2020 examinations were now written in the October/November 2020 examinations. 
These question papers were developed following the format of the November 2019 question 
papers and were set concurrently with those of November 2019. It is important to note that the 
question papers were not changed and the content was neither trimmed nor reduced as was the 

case with Grades 1 to 11 due to challenges posed by the COVID-19 pandemic. 

All question papers were internally moderated by independent DBE-appointed internal moderators 
to ensure that they were error-free and pitched at the correct cognitive level. Once the question 
papers were approved by the internal moderators, Umalusi’s external moderators verified, evaluated 
and approved all the question papers. The rigorous internal and external moderation processes 
followed by the DBE and Umalusi ensured that the question papers were of a high quality and an 
appropriate standard for Grade 12 learners. The cognitive levels of these question papers were 
appropriate and accommodated problem-solving and the critical thinking skills as required by the 
Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statements (CAPS).

The final quality assurance of the 2020 NSC question papers was conducted at the DBE. The 
quality assurance process comprises editing, correlation, proofreading and quality control. A 
four-tier editing process is followed. The first step involves editing, which is done concurrently 
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with language simplification to ensure that the language used is accessible and that, in the non-
language question papers, there is judicious correlation between Afrikaans and English versions. 
During the quality assurance process accuracy in language, format, translation, and the correct and 
consistent use of terminology are ensured. The layout and design of all question papers are also 
checked to guarantee that they are learner-friendly, consistent and uniform across all the subjects. 
All accompanying diagram sheets and annexures are checked for clarity and legibility.

After the DBE’s editing team completed the editing and correlation, the external and internal 
moderators proofread the final print-ready copies of each question paper and marking guidelines. 
As an additional quality assurance measure and to ensure that the papers were fair to the 2020 
cohort; these question papers were reviewed and proofread again in July 2020 and August 2020. 
Both internal and external moderators were invited to the DBE to review these question papers. 

In addition, the DBE adapted 64 question papers for Braille candidates, 55 question papers for 
deaf candidates and 51 question papers were made available in large print and 61 question papers 
were made available in an audio version. The adaptation of the question papers for the blind, 
partially sighted and deaf was done by special examiners, who are mainly subject specialists with 
proven experience in education for learners with special needs together with the chief examiners or 
internal moderators from the national panel. In 2020, a total of 135 deaf candidates enrolled for the 
examination in South African Sign Language Home Language (SASL HL). The DBE set, moderated, 
administered and centrally marked the final examinations in SASL HL. 

After, the quality assurance processes and adaptations were completed, question papers were 
released to provincial education departments (PEDs) for printing, packing and distribution. Each 
PED has developed printing and packing procedures that adhere to the DBE’s standard operating 
procedures. The DBE and PEDs have implemented measures to ensure that the quality of the 
printing of question papers is not compromised in any way. 

4.3	 The writing of the examinations

There is a need to ensure uniformity in the conduct, administration and management of examinations 
in all nine (9) PEDs. To synchronise processes and to ensure uniformity when the examinations are 
administered, all PEDs are expected to comply with the norms and standards as stipulated in the 
standard operating procedure manuals (SOPs) for each of the examination processes. The SOPs 
cover a number of critical examination processes such as invigilation, monitoring, measures relating 
to the safety and security of question papers during storage and distribution, setting up of marking 
centres and management of scripts during marking. 

PEDs adopted various modes of training for invigilators in preparation for the writing of the 
Combined 2020 Grade 12 examinations due to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. In most 
cases, PEDs used a virtual modality during the training of chief invigilators by the provincial head 
office staff whilst a face-to-face modality was used for the training of the invigilators by the chief 
invigilators. A standardised national video that captured actual writing sessions were used in the 
training. Training across all PEDs for both chief invigilators and invigilators was rigorous and this 
contributed to the successful administration of the examinations. The training content was based on 
the following SOP manuals, namely the Standard Operating Procedures for the Writing of the NSC 
Examinations, Chief Invigilator Training Manual, Invigilation Procedure Manual and the Standard 
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Operating Procedure Manual for Monitoring and Evaluation of Examination Systems and Processes 
as well as the Protocol on the Writing of the 2020 November Examinations in Compliance with the 
COVID-19 Requirements 

Examination centres were audited by PEDs firstly for compliance with the COVID-19 safety 
protocols as well as to determine the monitoring strategy. A larger than usual enrolment, due to 
the combining of the June and November examinations, meant that additional space had to be 
prepared to accommodate the large number of candidates, in addition to the additional space 
required to comply with the social distancing requirement. The examination system was severely 
tested by the impact of COVID-19 pandemic as learners who tested positive for COVID had to be 
accommodated to sit for the examinations at special quarantine/isolation centres. Invigilators that 
tested positive also had to be replaced. 

All centres were categorized according to their risk profiles based on previous irregularities and the 
outcomes of the audits. All schools/centres with a previous history of irregularities were classified as 
high-risk centres and the administration of the examinations 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 examinations was questionable, a resident monitor was placed 
at that centre or, alternatively, the administration of examinations at the centre was taken over by 
provincial or district officials. Medium-risk centres were assigned a roving monitor who covered a 
group of centres during the monitoring of the writing.

In 2013, the DBE introduced the initiative of candidates signing a pledge. 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 2020 signed the pledge on Friday, 16 October 2020. 
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 were expected to sign prior to the examinations. The agreement highlights 
key rules and regulations which candidates and parents/guardians must be aufait with and must 
ensure compliance. The possible sanctions that could be imposed on the candidates 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. 

The DBE views the monitoring of the examination processes as a critical aspect towards ensuring 
that the credibility and the integrity of the examination is not compromised. Based on the norms 
and standards as outlined in the SOPs, the DBE embarked on a series of monitoring activities 
to ensure that PEDs comply with the Regulations Pertaining to the Conduct, Administration and 
Management of the NSC Examinations as well as the Protocol on the Writing of the 2020 November 
Examinations in Compliance with the Covid-19 Requirements.

All the examination system evaluation and support activities to the PEDs for the 2020 academic 
year were conducted virtually to avoid close contact of personnel in a bid to minimise and avoid 
the transmission of COVID-19. The integrated evaluation of the status of the national examination 
system with regard to the preparation for the 2020 combined November examinations, which 
included the DBE, was conducted with all the PEDs following a virtual modality during the month of 
August 2020. All the PEDs and the DBE received reports on the evaluation which detailed the areas 
that needed attention and provided specific intervention strategies that were to be implemented 



34 NATIONAL SENIOR CERTIFICATE EXAMINATION REPORT 2020 

for improvement purposes. The evaluation teams were composed of officials from the National 
Assessment and Public Examinations (NAPE) chief directorate and the Heads of Examinations from 
the respective PEDs. These virtual engagements focussed on evaluating the progress made by each 
PED in relation to the improvement plan as developed during the previous review visits. In general, 
PEDs are making progress with regard to the areas identified for intervention as indicated on their 
improvement plans. 

The evaluation of the state of readiness of PEDs to manage the conduct and administration of the 
combined 2020 Grade 12 examinations was also conducted virtually during September/October 
2020. The purpose was to establish progress made by each PED in the areas of risks/concerns 
identified during the review of the examination system and support conducted earlier in the year, to 
assess the PEDs’ preparations towards the administration of the combined 2020 Grade 12 November 
examinations and to ascertain their level of readiness to manage the conduct and administration of 
the examinations.  The level of preparedness of the PEDs was found to be satisfactory and most of 
the examination processes were almost complete at the time of evaluation. 

A total of 56 DBE officials comprising 24 part-time monitors, 24 School Improvement Support 
Coordinators (SISCO) and 8 officials from the Examinations Directorate and other directorates were 
deployed to provinces to monitor the writing of the November 2020 NSC examinations. There 
were monitoring visits to examination centres/schools, nodal points, distribution points/district and 
provincial offices. The chief invigilators of these examination centres/schools, district officials and 
senior personnel at provincial offices involved in the conduct of the examinations were interviewed 
and examination facilities were inspected.

In addition to the expected monitoring of the writing at centres/schools, SISCO officials monitored 
and reported on the frequency of monitoring of the centres/schools by the officials at both 
provincial and district levels. It is pleasing to note that the frequency at which centres/schools were 
monitored was satisfactory (for the sample of centres where SISCO officials were able to monitor). 
The DBE part-time monitors on the other hand monitored the collection of examination materials at 
distribution points and followed it up to the storage and administration of the examination at centre 
level including the return of the scripts to the collection/distribution point. The involvement of both 
the SISCO officials and the DBE part-time monitors was crucial because it increased the scope of 
the DBE monitoring. 

Each province submitted a daily report on the writing of the question paper/s for the day. All 
the monitoring teams also submitted monitoring reports to the DBE. The monitoring reports were 
analysed by the DBE on a daily bases and any non-compliance was then communicated to the 
affected Heads of Examinations immediately to ensure that these were rectified.

The DBE also monitored the marking of the combined 2020 Grade 12 examinations at a selected 
sample of marking centres across the provinces. The focus of the monitoring was on the organisation 
of marking including the hierarchical structure for the management of marking, preparation of 
the marking venues, adherence to the marking protocols and compliance to the Covid-19 safety 
protocols. A total of 14 DBE part-time monitors and four DBE officials monitored a selected sample 
of marking centres across the nine provinces.
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4.4	 Marking

Since this high-stakes examination and its outcomes impact on the economic and social mobility 
of candidates in their pursuance of higher education, other educational, or entrepreneurial or 
employment opportunities, the DBE is committed to ensuring that the national standard and 
quality are constant across all key processes relating to examinations. Central to the credibility 
of the marking process are marker competency, experience and accuracy, a rigorous marking 
standardisation processes, reliable and valid marking guidelines, uniform organisation of markers, 
consistent quality control and quality assurance measures. All of which was implemented with the 
express aim of ensuring reliable and valid outcomes for every candidate. 

Despite the disruption of routine planning and preparations during the course of 2020, the 
Department of Basic Education placed the integrity, reliability and credibility of the marking at the 
centre of all preparations and planning at provincial and national levels. Qualitative and quantitative 
evidence of the required rigour in the following key processes was monitored at regular intervals 
and national support and assistance was provided to the PEDs in the following areas:

•	 �The recruitment and appointment of adequate, appropriately qualified and experienced 
markers; 

•	 �Reconfiguration of the 2020 Marking Standardisation Meetings (MSMs) that incorporated a 
mixed modality approach (integration of contact meetings and virtual meetings) to ensure the 
health and safety of all officials involved in the marking standardisation process; 

•	 �An increase in the number of days allocated to mark the combined examination scripts for a 
period of up to 18 days (an extension of the norm of 10-12 days used for marking under normal 
circumstances);

•	 �Ensuring a fit-for-purpose work environment at the DBE and in PEDS to implement the mixed 
modality approach to the 2020 NSC and SC MSMs; 

•	 �Collaborative planning for the full participation of PEDS and hosting by the DBE of the fully 
fledged MSMs to ensure a reliable and valid output, i.e. an approved marking guideline that 
would be mediated and implemented with accuracy and confidence by markers. 

•	 �The adapted approach and modality that would be implemented to standardise the marking 
processes and train markers to ensure the national standard and maintain marking consistency 
and high inter-marker agreement in all subjects within the new workplace safety rules, anxieties 
that needed to be managed; 

•	 �Information Technology support and resourcing as well as various logistical conditions required 
to facilitate and respond to new conditions impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic;

•	 �Development and implementation of the Protocol for the Marking of the Combined 2020 NSC 
and SC Examinations in compliance with the COVID-19 requirements; and

�Compliance with internal and external quality assurance processes through implementation of the 
tolerance range, standardised internal moderation systems and processes that had to be in place 
in place through the hierarchical organisation of marking and the quality assurance of marking 
through, onsite moderation in selected subjects this year.
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Strengthening existing systems and processes required for the marking of the Combined 2020 NSC 
and SC Examinations 

The key marking processes, i.e. marker selection and appointments, hosting of the marking 
standardisation meetings and the administration and conduct of the marking session remained as 
the key levers of planning and preparation across the system. However, the following key processes 
had to be realigned to the novel context and in some cases refined or reconfigured to be responsive 
to the new circumstances in which the marking session was to be conducted.

Audit of Marker Selection 

Marker selection and appointment processes in all provinces were adapted due to the impact 
of the hard lockdown implemented since March 2020. The prolonged school and office closures 
caused delays to the administrative processing of application forms, verification processes at the 
respective levels of the system and the timelines in which marker selection meetings would have 
been held. However, provinces were resilient in harnessing human and technical resources and 
made a lot of effort to migrate from manual, paper-based marker selection systems to the use of 
virtual platforms to conduct ranking, shortlisting and selection of markers by panels. To assist the 
marker selection process that was further exacerbated by applicants with comorbidities withdrawing 
applications, a national decision was made to roll over the appointed markers from 2019, provided 
that verification of all markers on the provincial databases was done. To address growing marker 
shortages, provinces were permitted to appoint additional novice and reserve markers as part 
of the contingency planning. Where in-person marker selection meetings were held, these were 
conducted in smaller groups, and involved the grouping of a fewer subjects across a few venues, 
and over more days to mitigate the risk of infection of any officials involved in the selection process. 
Several provinces had to postpone the marker selection process to ensure that members of the 
selection panels felt safe enough to travel to a venue to conduct the selection of markers. Due to 
the restriction on interprovincial travel, the DBE conducted a desktop verification of PED marker 
recruitment circulars, communiques, online/virtual selection processes and document reviews to 
ensure compliance with the marker selection criteria articulated in the Personnel Administrative 
Measures. Under severe constraints, provinces were able to appoint the required markers for the 
marking session scheduled for 3 to 22 January 2021.  

Mixed Modality Approach to the Marking Standardisation Meetings

The national marking standardisation meetings were convened at the DBE from 27 October 2020 
to 22 December 2020. The last Marking Standardisation Meeting was convened between 28 and 
30 December 2020. The Marking Standardisation Meetings were conceived of and implemented 
using two main modalities, viz. Modality 1 which was a hybrid model of the face-face and virtual 
meeting. This took place under the supervision of the examination official in province for the full 
duration of the two-day MSM in the respective subjects. Both modalities required that the DBE 
panels and external moderators be convened at a central venue to facilitate the respective marking 
standardization meetings. 

Whilst the mixed modality approach had to incorporate the ergonomics of virtual meetings into the 
facilitation and approach, there was strict adherence to the two-day format, objectives, outcomes 
and outputs of the marking standardisation meetings. Notwithstanding minor technical glitches 
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and connectivity issues that were experienced, the mixed modality approach was implemented to 
comply with the following established and standard practice: 

•	 �Provision of qualitative feedback on the question papers by the chief markers and internal 
moderators and curriculum specialists, identification and motivation for any questions that 
were considered to be unfair and enabled discussion on the content and construct validity of 
such questions. The pre-marking of sampled scripts formed the basis for the qualitative and 
quantitative analyses done; 

•	 �Development of an amended marking guideline that was disseminated to provinces in 
preparation for the collective standardisation of the marking guidelines; 

•	 �Samples of dummy scripts provided by PEDs that were considered in the compilation of the 
training and authorisation materials disseminated to all participants; 

•	 �Facilitation of the training of chief markers and internal moderators, with the required adaptations 
to a virtual modality, conducted in real time and rendered effective through the discipline and 
professionalism of all participants so that they would be able to further adapt and replicate the 
training process at the marking centres in compliance with the COVID-19 health and safety 
measures in place.; and

•	 �Establishment of a tolerance range at the end of the training process so that all chief markers and 
internal moderators could then apply this tolerance range in the marking of the authorisation 
scripts.  For the marking of the combined 2020 NSC and SC examinations, a tolerance range of 
a maximum of between 2% and 3% was adopted in most papers.

To ensure the integrity of the mixed modality approach to the marking standardisation meetings, 
the PEDs and the DBE had clearly articulated roles and responsibilities to guide implementation 
and to enable collective risk management and contingency planning and optimal deployment of 
human and technical resources that at times became severely constrained. 

Staggered Marking of the combined examinations 

The examination regulations allow for a staggered start to the marking process where localised 
circumstances necessitate it. The marking of the Combined 2020 NSC and SC examinations was 
scheduled nationally from 3 to 22 January 2021. However, three provinces, viz. Mpumalanga, 
Gauteng and Limpopo opted to stagger the marking of selected subjects predominantly because 
of historic/chronic marker shortages experienced in these subject papers. An additional factor was 
the lack of adequate marking venues and accommodation space during the main marking session 
to accommodate all the markers in all subjects. 

The space requirements were further impacted by the rules that applied to social distancing and the 
accommodation of 50% of a marking centre/hostel’s capacity in adherence with the Risk Adjusted 
Level 3 Covid-19 safety measures that were applied.

Consequently, Mpumalanga conducted Session 1 of the marking from 1 to 12 December 2020 to 
mark English Home Language Paper 1.  Session 2 (main marking session) was conducted between 
4 and 22 January 2021. Gauteng opted to stagger the marking sessions so that they could manage 
the impact of historic marker shortages as well as expand the scale of their e-marking pilot to 
include a wider range of Senior Certificate subjects. Session 1 was held from 13 to 22 December 
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2020 and included the marking of the following subjects: English HL P1; Afrikaans HL P1; Afrikaans 
FAL P1; Mathematical Literacy NSC P1; Mathematical Literacy P2 (SC); Mathematics NSC P1 (and 
SC); Mathematics P2 (SC); History P1; Business Studies (SC); Life Sciences (SC); CAT P1 and IT P1. 
Limpopo implemented the first marking session from 5 to 18 December 2020 to mark the following 
subject papers: Sepedi HL P1; English FAL P1; Xitsonga HL P1; English FAL P2. The main marking 
session in Limpopo was conducted from 6 to 19 January 2021. All other PEDs administered the 
marking of the Combined 2020 NSC and SC examination across 178 marking centres between 3 
and 22 January 2021. 

Centralised Marking 

Since 2014 the centralised marking approach has been implemented in certain subjects in which the 
low enrolment in some PEDs does not justify the appointment of the different levels of moderators for 
quality assurance. Centralised marking allowed the DBE to harness the pool of subject and marking 
expertise and capacity from provinces to conduct reliable and valid marking of the selected small 
enrolment subjects of the 2020 Combined NSC and SC Examinations. The following subjects were 
centrally marked in Pretoria: Agricultural Management Practice (AMP), Agricultural Technology (AT), 
Dance Studies and Music, Second Additional Languages (SAL), namely English, IsiZulu, IsiXhosa, 
Tshivenda, Xitsonga, Setswana, Sesotho, Siswati and Sepedi, and the First Additional Languages 
(FAL) for Tshivenda, Xitsonga, Setswana, Sesotho, Sepedi, Siswati and IsiNdebele and South African 
Sign Language Home Language (SASL HL).

The marking of scripts for blind and deaf candidates was centralised in Gauteng and the Western 
Cape to ensure consistency in the marking which is achieved by making sure that only practitioners 

in this field are allowed to mark these scripts.

Quality Assurance of Marking of the Combined 2020 NSC  
and SC Examinations 

The quality of the marking of the combined 2020 NSC and SC examinations was ensured through 
internal moderation processes at each of the 179 (including the one centralised marking centre 
hosted by the DBE) marking centres as well as the external quality assurance conducted by the DBE 
via on-site moderation. 

Due to the unique circumstances, many on-site moderators withdrew from on-site moderation 
deployment during the marking session due to personal concerns about safety and fears among 
on-site moderators to travel to other provinces and marking centres that were considered to be 
Covid-19 hotspots. Consequently, in 2020, due to the limited capacity of on-site moderators, the 
subject coverage for quality assurance was severely impacted. 

The on-site moderation tools were updated to include the following additional indicators to evaluate 
the conditions at the marking centre:  

•	 �The adapted training approach implemented with DCMs/SMs and markers in respect of 
Covid-19 health and safety requirements; 
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•	 �Organisation of markers in the marking room in respect of social distancing and flow of marking 
and quality assurance by senior markers, deputy chief markers, chief markers and internal 
moderators; and

•	 �Safe handling, management, movement of scripts during marking, internal and external 
moderation.

The reliability and validity of the marking and internal moderation was confirmed through 
comprehensive recording and reporting of the scripts moderated by the DBE teams. Variances in 
marks awarded by the external moderators were within the tolerance range of the subject paper and 
gave credence to the accuracy of the marking and consistent application of the marking guidelines. 
As such the marking of 13 subjects was quality assured across nine provinces, with 952 examination 
centres and 2 097 whole scripts moderated. 

The on-site moderators reported excellent levels of compliance with the Covid-19 protocols 
implemented at marking centres, the organisation of markers was carefully planned and implemented 
using additional space. There was sound adherence to the national training and authorisation model 
and the suggested adapted approaches that could be implemented to ensure the safety of all 
markers during the training implemented across subjects. Adherence to the marking guidelines and 
implementation of the required internal quality assurance of marking, the management of additional 
novice markers and their integration into the marking teams were verified by the on-site moderators.  

Areas of concern identified were predominantly technical or related to specific marking principles 
that applied to a specific paper. Feedback to improve internal moderation systems and to streamline 
the work of chief markers in large enrolment subjects was highlighted. This iterative feedback will 
be incorporated into the diagnostic reporting and analysis and will be included in the professional 
capacity-building engagements with educators and markers during the 2021 academic year.  

4.5	 School-based Assessment

School-based Assessment (SBA) comprises 25% of the final examination mark. For the class of 2020, 
the programme of assessment comprised of designated formal and informal assessment tasks, both 
of which require that regular feedback be given to learners to enhance their mastery of specific skills 
and knowledge. SBA is intended to provide information and insight into 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.  

Through the programme of assessment, educators are able to integrate the assessment of learning 
and the assessment for learning in an effort to enhance the quality of teaching and learning, and 
to ensure that learners develop and build the range of generic skills and learning outcomes that 
prepares them for participation in a variety of real world contexts.

To ensure compliance with national standards the DBE is mandated by policy to monitor and quality 
assure provincial implementation of SBA in Grade 12 on an annual basis to ensure that the outcomes 
of the NSC SBA component are reliable and valid. This year the DBE’s quality assurance role was 
restricted due to the impact of the global pandemic on schooling. However, the DBE was still able 
to adapt its engagement with PEDS to monitor, support and verify the following key aspects of SBA 
implementation: 



40 NATIONAL SENIOR CERTIFICATE EXAMINATION REPORT 2020 

Administration of SBA and moderation systems at school, district and 
provincial levels 

In 2020, the DBE was unable to conduct in-person visits to provinces to conduct on-site moderation 
to quality assure SBA implementation in all provinces due to the impact of the lockdowns and 
school closures which affected the timelines in which the designated tasks could be completed by 
learners. While all provinces adapted their moderation modalities to respond to the localised district 
and school terrains, the assessment criteria were implemented without change. Districts moderated 
all schools but reduced the sample of learners and portfolios of evidence for moderation. The 
moderation of oral assessment and performance arts subjects was adapted to ensure the safety of 
learners, educators and moderators, while ensuring the integrity of the learners’ performance and 
the moderation processes. 

The DBE in turn enhanced its monitoring of SBA implementation through virtual engagements with 
PEDs to track the adapted modalities and approaches that schools and districts were implementing 
to ensure learners completed their tasks and complied with the SBA requirements for each term. 
The resilience and strength of the provincial moderation systems were evident in the adaptability of 
educators, learners and school communities to the new modalities in which the SBA and performance 
of candidates within and across schools at each level of the system could be administered, internally 
moderated and quality assured at district and provincial level. This adaptability extended to the 
administration of practical assessment tasks (PAT), the credibility of the moderation systems and 
processes and the verification of the marks. 

During the fourth term, the DBE conducted centralised verification of eight (8) PEDs’ teacher files 
between 17 and 20 December 2020. The Western Cape (the ninth province) submitted electronic 
evidence of their online moderation processes. Cognisance was taken of the different modalities of 
SBA administration, adapted sampling and moderation approaches implemented in each province. 

Selected gateway subjects, with the inclusion of Life Orientation, were sampled across all provinces 
for moderation purposes. The DBE identified two districts per province and sampled schools that 
were already selected for moderation by the PED. The schools and subjects sampled in the Eastern 
Cape were drawn from the schools that participated in the Pilot Project on Bilingual Trial Examination 
question papers implemented in Mathematics, Physical Sciences and Life Sciences. The DBE team 
moderated non-test type assessment tasks and the Preparatory Examinations in the sampled schools. 
To ensure accuracy in the capturing of SBA marks, given the changes in the SA-SAMS and working 
mark sheets, the respective SA-SAMS patches were issued by the DBE to all PEDs. 

Devolving the setting and quality assurance of Preparatory Examination 
question papers to the PEDS 

Due to differential progress of schools on the teaching programme it was not advisable 
for all schools to write a common preparatory examination. The national decision was that 
schools would set their own preparatory examinations with support from subject advisors. 
However, eight provinces (except the Western Cape) had already appointed provincial 
examiners and had begun the drafting of the question papers by mid-March 2020, so 
they were able to proceed with the setting and internal approval of these question 
papers, marking guidelines and analysis grids. In the Western Cape, schools set their own 
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preparatory examinations and continued with this practice in 2020. Thus systems were in 
place in all PEDs to proceed with the internal setting and moderation of the preparatory 
examination papers that were administered between September and the first week in 
October 2020 in accordance with the provincial timetables. 

The setting and Review of the 2020 NSC Grade 12 Practical Assessment 
Tasks (PATS)

At the beginning of the school year, the DBE set and disseminated the practical assessment tasks 
(PATs) for the following subjects to the PEDs: 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 Graphics 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 practical assessment tasks (PATs) for 2020 were subsequently reviewed in line with Covid-19 
protocol and regulations. Among others, these reviews included reduced human contact, social 
distancing and minimising group work. In most instances, without compromising the standard and 
quality of assessment, the modalities of assessment had to be amended. For example, instead of 
face-to-face presentations, learners submitted video-recorded tasks. 

�Standardisation of the Marking of the Practical Examinations for 2020 NSC 
Design Paper 2 and Visual Arts Paper 2

The marking standardisation meetings for the Visual Arts and Design practicals were conducted 
virtually. The PED chief markers, internal moderators participated in the one-day meeting that 
focused on standardising the marking of these practical examinations in respect of the following:

•	 �The implementation of the standardised criteria to be utilised for the evaluation of learners’ 
Retrospective Exhibitions as a cohesive body of work by utilising the rubrics provided in the 
Design and Visual Arts 2020 PAT documents; and  

•	 �The uniform approach to ensuring the fair assessment of learners who were not able to attend 
school due to comorbidities or other health concerns and could not set up their exhibitions. In 
this case it was agreed that they could have independent exhibitions to ensure their work was 
marked and moderated. 

4.6	 The management of examination irregularities

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 the” PEDs, in 
a high-stakes examination. The credibility of all high-stakes examinations are determined by the 
successful administration of the examinations, where it can be confirmed that the administration 
of the examination complied with the Examination Regulations. Credibility is also measured by the 
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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 NEIC met on 30 January 2021 to discuss the preliminary reports on the examination irregularities 
submitted by the Provincial Examinations Irregularities Committees (PEICs). Provincial education 
departments (PEDs) compiled PEIC reports in preparation for the NEIC meeting and these reports 
clearly outlined in detail all the administrative errors and behavioural offences/serious irregularities 
which had occurred in each province. The reports presented and discussed at the NEIC meeting 
of 30 January 2021 indicated that the following are the key irregularities that occurred across most 
Provinces:

The NEIC was encouraged by the reduction in both Administrative Errors and Technical Omissions 
and Behavioural Offences and Acts of Dishonesty in the National Senior certificate examinations. 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. The unfortunate leakage of the Mathematic P2 and Physical sciences P2 of the 
2020NSC examinations was a threat to the credibility of the examinations. However, the swift action 
of the DBE to deal with these irregularities ensured that the credibility of the examinations in these 
subjects and in the examinations as a whole was maintained.

The Director General established the National Investigation Task Team (NITT), that was tasked to 
fully investigate the source of the leak, the extent of the leak, whether the examination in these 
papers were compromised and to make recommendations on how the examination system can 
be improved to avoid such leakages. The initial recommendation by the NITT to re-write both 
Mathematics Paper 2 and Physical Science Paper 2, was over-turned by the high court and hence 
the NITT after having continued with its investigation and carried out the investigative marking, 
interviews with the learners implicated and conducting the statistical analysis, was able to conclude 
that even though it is not possible to determine the full extent of the leak, given the mode of 
transmission, the NITT was confident that the spread of the leaked question papers was limited. 
Therefore, the NITT recommended to the Director General and Umalusi, that the results of the 
candidates in these two papers be released, except where there is evidence that the learners were 
directly implicated in sourcing the question paper or were responsible for spreading the leaked 
question paper.

The recommendation regarding the leaked papers was accepted by Umalusi and the investigation 
will continue to ensure that the learners implicated are penalised appropriately.

4.7	 Resulting and release of results

Data Capturing and Processing of Results

Marks obtained by individual candidates in each subject are transferred from the scripts to the 
mark sheets at the marking centres after the marking process has been completed and intensive 
verification has been conducted. 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 
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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 entailed 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 capture. A third official then verifies the captured mark before it is finally accepted onto 
the system. The verification of marks by three independent persons ensures 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.

Standardisation of Results

Standardisation 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.

The standardisation meeting for the results of the November 2020 NSC examinations was held on 
3 February 2020. During standardisation, Umalusi was able to consider the inputs provided by the 
DBE and the final standardisation decisions were made by Umalusi.

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 2020 National Senior 
Certificate examinations on Friday, 12 February 2020. In their statement, Umalusi indicated that 
despite the identified isolated irregularities, including the group copying and the unprecedented 
leakages of the Mathematics P2 and Physical Sciences P2 question papers, the DBE has been able 
manage the conduct and administration of the November 2020 NSC examinations without any 
systemic irregularities that may have compromised the integrity and the credibility of the examination.
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5.	 PERFORMANCE OF THE CLASS OF 2020

This chapter provides some basic analysis of the performance data at national, district and 
provincial levels. The analysis is based on the performance of the full-time candidates who 
enrolled and sat for seven or more subjects in the November 2020 NSC examinations. 

The total number of candidates who sat for seven or more subjects during the November 2020 
NSC examinations is 578 468. The performance of the part-time candidates will be analysed and 
reported on separately from the full-time candidates as they did not write the full package of 
subjects at a single sitting. 

The analysis of the candidate performance results will focus on the following:

•	 Overall Performance in the 2020 NSC Examinations;

•	 Comparison of Provincial Performance;

•	 Subject Performance;

•	 Performance of Learners with Special Needs;

•	 Performance of Repeat Candidates;

•	 Performance of Part-time Candidates;

•	 Performance of Progressed Learners; and

•	 District Performance.

5.1	 Overall Performance in the 2020 NSC Examinations

A total of 440 702 of the 578 468 candidates who sat for seven or more subjects in the November 
2020 NSC examinations obtained the NSC. This translates to an overall national pass percentage 
of 76,2%. This performance shows a decline of 5.1% compared to the overall national pass rate of 
81,3% attained in 2019. Two provinces performed above 80%, four provinces performed between 
70% and 79% and three provinces performed between 60% and 69%. Table 5.1.1 below indicates 
the overall performance in the November 2020 NSC examinations.

Table 5.1.1: Overall Performance in the 2020 NSC Examinations

Province
2020

Total Wrote Total Achieved % Achieved
Eastern Cape 72 926 49 691 68.1

Free State 27 928 23 779 85.1

Gauteng 110 191 92 285 83.8

KwaZulu-Natal 135 225 104 938 77.6

Limpopo 78 695 53 634 68.2

Mpumalanga 53 391 39 367 73.7
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Province
2020

Total Wrote Total Achieved % Achieved
North West 36 871 28 093 76.2

Northern Cape 11 608 7 665 66.0

Western Cape 51 633 41 250 79.9

National 578 468 440 702 76.2

Figure 5.1.1 below shows the provincial performance ranked from the top performing to 
low performing province. 

Figure 5.1.1: NSC Provincial Performance in Rank order

Figure 5.1.2: National NSC pass rate from 2008 to 2020

Figure 5.1.2 indicates that the overall pass percentage in 2020 is the first decline recorded in the 
past five years.
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6.	 SUMMARY OF ACHIEVEMENTS

The overall performance of the November 2020 NSC candidates has declined from 81,3% in 
2019 to 76,2% in 2020. The general decline in performance can be attributed to the impact 
on teaching and learning brought about by the unprecedented advent of the Covid-19 

pandemic. However, the comprehensive analysis of the system over the past 26 years shows that 
there is overall improvement in access, redress, equity, efficiency and quality.

6.1	 Access

The DBE has improved access to examination opportunities to the general public over the past 
years. Currently there are two examination opportunities for candidates who want to sit for the exit 
NSC and SC examinations in November and June respectively each year. Due to the impact of the 
Covid-19 pandemic, it was not possible to conduct the administration of the SC June examinations 
in 2020. Hence the granting of permission by the Minister of Basic Education to postpone the 
writing of the June 2020 examinations to November 2020, thereby merging the November and 
June examinations. Over one million candidates wrote the November 2020 combined examinations. 
The number of Part time candidates registering to write the NSC examinations has increased 
exponentially over the years, from as little as 39 719 in 2013 to over 170 000 in the past few 
years. This also confirms the greater accessibility of the education system to the broader society 
in the republic. Achievement in terms of numbers and percentages for the November 2020 NSC 
examination is given below:

a)	� A total of 440 702 candidates from the total of 578 468 that wrote the November 2020 
NSC attained the NSC. This translates to an overall national pass percentage of 76,2%;

b)	 �Of the 440 702 learners who achieved the NSC in 2020, 210 820 are eligible for admission 
to Bachelor programmes at institutions of higher learning. This translates into 36,4% of the 
total number of learners who sat for the November 2020 NSC examinations; and

6.2	 Redress

�With regard to matters relating to redressing the socio-economic disparities of the past, 
the November 2020 NSC examinations achieved the following:

a)	 �249 162 candidates from “no-fee” schools obtained an NSC compared to 141 433 from 
“Fee paying” schools;

b)	� 1 736 of the “no-fee” schools achieved above 80% pass rate in the November 2020 NSC 
compared to 2 484 in the November 2019 NSC examination; and

c)	 �24 244 of the progressed learners that wrote all seven subjects obtained the NSC. 
This number increased from 23 483 in the November 2019 NSC. This translates into a 
percentage increase of 3,1%.
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6.3	 Equity

�Equity is one of the critical social justice principles that the system needs to pay special 
attention to as it helps in eradicating the social divide between girls and boys. In relation 
to equity matters, the November 2020 NSC examinations were able to achieve the 
following:

a)	 �339 628 girls compared to 267 598 boys enrolled for the November 2020 NSC 
examinations (72 030) more girls than boys);

b)	 �244 530 girls, compared 196 172 boys, passed the 2020 NSC examinations; and

c)	 119 874 girls attained admission to Bachelor studies compared to 90 946 boys.

6.4	 Quality

A general improvement in the quality of results attained by candidates in the NSC has been observed 
over the past 26 years. Furthermore, there is a general trend of decline in the number of candidates 
achieving at higher certificate level and a noticeable increase in the number of learners achieving 
at Bachelor and diploma levels. The following areas of achievement in relation to quality for the 
November 2020 NSC examinations are highlighted:

a)	� Improvement in the performance of key subjects at the 30% level – Accounting, 
Mathematical Literacy, Business Studies, History, Agricultural Sciences and English First 
Additional Language; 

b)	 �210 820 learners achieved admission to Bachelor studies compared to 186 058 in 2019.

c)	 �361 420 candidates (62,5%), who achieved admission to Bachelor and diploma studies, 
are eligible to register for studies at higher education institutions;

d)	 Only two (2) of the 75 districts are performing below 60%; and 

e)	 �26 of the 75 districts are performing above 80%.

6.5	 Efficiency

It is worth noting that 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)	� 24 244 of the 65 499 progressed learners that wrote all seven subjects obtained the 
November 2020 NSC;  

b)	� Progressed learners attained 2 134 of the total number of distinctions, even in gateway 
subjects;
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c)	� 2 058 of the learners with special education needs who wrote the 2020 NSC examinations 
successfully achieved the NSC; and

d)	 943 learners with special educational needs achieved at Bachelor level. 

6.6	 Inclusivity

White Paper 6 advocates the need for inclusivity in all government and individual department 
service delivery to the general public. The DBE embraces the need for inclusivity and has put 
efforts in place to ensure that none of the learners are excluded from effectively participating in 
educational activities. Thus learners with special educational needs are not discriminated against 
but are offered opportunities to participate actively in the education system. In the past three years, 
the DBE introduced the SASLHL as another effort to make education programmes and assessment 
more inclusive. With regard to the achievement of the November 2020 NSC examination in relation 
to inclusivity, the following is highlighted:

a)	� A third opportunity for learners to sit for the examination in the South African Sign 
Language Home Language was offered to a total of 103 learners;

b)	� From a total of 2 058 learners with special needs that wrote the November 2020 NSC 
as full-time candidates, 1 757 attained the NSC. This translates to 85.4% overall pass 
percentage for learners with special educational needs; and

c)	 �943 learners with special needs attained admission to Bachelor studies, 582 achieved 
admission to diploma Studies, 204 achieved admission to higher certificate studies and 28 
achieved the SNE NSC.
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7.

CONCLUSION
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7. 	CONCLUSION

Although the overall national pass percentage has declined from 81,3% in 2019 to 76,2% in 2020, 
the system as a whole continues to show improvement in a number of critical areas, including visible 
achievements linked to the efforts to address the six social justice principles; access, redress, equity, 
quality, efficiency and inclusivity. In relation to the performance of the Class of 2020, the following 
achievements are highlighted:

a)	� The number of learners achieving at Bachelor level continued to rise. 210 820 learners 
achieved admission to Bachelor studies in the November 2020 NSC compared to 186 058 
in 2019;

b)	� Although there has been a number of disruptions to the academic creating instability to 
teaching and learning, none of the provinces performed below an average pass percentage 
of 60%. Only two of the 75 districts performed below 60%; and

c)	� A significant improvement in the overall learner performance in Business Studies and the 
improvement in the number of learners attaining distinctions in Accounting. This may be 
attributed to the  split into two papers for each of the subjects.

However, there are areas which warrant greater attention and these relate to:

a)	� The decline in the overall pass percentage in the November 2020 NSC;

b)	� The significant decline in the pass rate for Mathematics and Physical Sciences;

c)	� Although more girls than boys are enrolling for the gateway subjects such as Physical 
Sciences and Mathematics, their performance is still trailing that of boys;

d)	� The low enrolment of special needs learners remains as a concern;

e)	� Raising the bar in terms of learner performance levels (40%); and

f)	� The safety and security of question papers during the conduct of the examinations is of 
great concern. The leakage of the Mathematics P2 and the Physical Sciences P2 question 
papers during the November 2020 NSC examinations has indicated a need for the DBE 
to put in place stricter measures to ensure the security of question papers from printing, 
storage to distribution.
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