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Context, theory, design[Cover image to 

come here]

The South African school context 

Th e country has made signifi cant progress towards normalising its racially 
divided society and redressing the deprivations imposed by apartheid since the 
advent of democracy in 1994. Yet, enormous challenges of poverty, inequality 
and unemployment remain. Th e analysis by South Africa’s National Planning 
Commission, situated in the Offi  ce of the Presidency, provides a balanced view 
of the economic and social gains made and continuing challenges faced by 
the country (NPC, 2011). It is estimated that 48% of the population was living 
on less than $2 a day in 2008 and at 0.67 in 2005 the Gini coeffi  cient was the 
highest in the world. Although the incomes of both the richest and poorest 
20% of the population rose by about 45 percent between 1995 and 2005, the 
distribution of income did not change signifi cantly: the poorest 20% of the 
population earns about 2.3% of national income, while the richest 20% earns 
about 70%. While the proportion of Africans in the top 20% of income earners 
increased from 39% in 1995 to 48% in 2009, inequality within the African 
population has increased sharply. In 2010, unemployment stood at 25.4% of 
the economically active population still seeking work, with joblessness among 
the 15–24 year old cohort at 51.3%. 

Th e South African struggle for democracy was spared the trauma of civil 
war in order to achieve universal suff rage. However, it remains a traumatised 
society, a situation aggravated by the highest rate of HIV/AIDS infections in 
the world. National mortality trends for the last 15 years illustrate the point. In 
a country of some 48 million, annual deaths nearly doubled from 383 000 in 
1997 to over 600 000 in 2007 (Harrison, 2009; Friedman and Coovadia, 2011). 
By far the largest single cause of death is AIDS, more than 4.5 times more 
frequent than the next most common cause, which is interpersonal violence, 
followed by tuberculosis and preventable childhood diseases (some of which 
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can be linked to AIDS), and traffi  c injury. In other words, the overwhelmingly 
largest numbers of deaths are self-infl icted by the population through 
pathological forms of behaviour: unsafe sex, murder, reckless driving, poor 
parenting and high levels of intoxication and violence. Largely as a result of the 
AIDS epidemic, more than two million school-going children live with only 
one or no parents, around 17% of the cohort.

Table 1.1: Orphans at school

Father 
deceased

Mother 
deceased

Both 
deceased

Total

2008

2009
Source: DBE, 2010

Whatever the psychological explanation for its causes may be, the roots of South 
Africa’s psychopathy illustrated by the demography of these mortality fi gures 
must lie in large measure in a century and a half of war and subjugation, and 
the destabilising infl uence on families of migrant labour, greatly exacerbated 
at the present time by the exponential acceleration of urbanisation from both 
within and without the country’s borders. Under the social conditions that 
South Africa fi nds itself in at present, educational institutions have a doubly 
important role in socialising young citizens into the values and skills needed 
to act independently and in community with others in a modern economy. 
Too many schools are not doing the job, as we shall see below, and the need to 
improve the quality of schooling must rank as the country’s highest priority. 

Spending on education
In 1994 the new government, aft er equalising teacher salaries across the races 
and progressively introducing school feeding for the poorest 50% of schools, 
embarked on a three-pronged redress strategy, redistributing the budget 
towards social services, towards the poorest provinces, and towards historically 
disadvantaged schools. Since 2006, the poorest two quintiles of schools have 
been classifi ed as ‘no-fee schools’ and this was later extended to include the 
third quintile (DBE, 2011a). Non-personnel spending is redistributive: such 
spending on the poorest fi ft h of schools is roughly six times higher than 
spending on the richest fi ft h of schools (Van der Berg et al, 2011). However, 
although non-personnel funding received by schools is pro-poor, schools in 
more affl  uent communities remain better resourced due to the practice of 
charging school fees. Nevertheless, the country’s per learner expenditure, at 
$1 383, compares very favourably with that of the Sub-Saharan ($167) and 
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Latin American ($614) averages (DBE, 2011a). South Africa’s school system 
is relatively well fi nanced when compared with those of the large majority of 
developing countries. 

Access to school
Th e expansion of a Grade R programme (the year before Grade 1) in the last 
decade and the lowering of the age of admission to Grade 1 in 2002 resulted in 
a substantial improvement in access to education for fi ve-year- and six-year-
olds. By 2009, 78% of fi ve-year-olds and 95% of six-year-olds were enrolled in 
an educational institution (DBE, 2011a). Th e participation rate of children who 
are of compulsory school age is extremely high with almost 99% of children 
aged seven to 15 enrolled in an educational institution in 2009. However, 
beyond compulsory school age the participation rate in any form of education 
begins to drop: whereas 96% of 15-year-olds participated in an educational 
institution in 2008, this dropped to 93% of 16-year-olds in 2009. Th e biggest 
decline in learner participation in an educational institution occurs among 
17- and 18-year-olds, with fewer than 90% of 17-year-olds participating in 
education and among 18-year-old youth the fi gure is below 75%. In the age 
range beyond 16, South African participation rates in education are quite 
high, though poor progression and weak performance in matric (Grade 12) 
constrain graduation rates to lower than that of other middle-income countries 
(Gustafsson, 2011). 

Quality 
South Africa participates in three cross-country comparative studies: Trends 
in Mathematics and Science Studies (TIMSS) (Grade 8 maths and science), 
Progress in International Reading Literacy (PIRLS) (Grade 4 and 5 reading) and 
Southern and Eastern Africa Consortium for Monitoring Education Quality 
(SACMEQ) (Grade 6 reading and maths). Th e message coming from all three 
sources is unambiguous: the country performs poorly compared with many of 
its more impoverished neighbours, and very poorly in relation to developing 
countries in other parts of the world (Taylor et al, 2008). For example, in the 
round of SACMEQ testing conducted in 2000, of the 14 Southern and Eastern 
African countries participating, South Africa was placed ninth in both reading 
and mathematics. South Africa scores signifi cantly lower than a number of 
countries whose per capita GNI fi gures are around one-tenth of South Africa’s. 
Th e bad news is that things are not getting better: results from the SACMEQ 
III exercise conducted in 2007 again place South Africa in the bottom half of 
the 15 African country sample (Spaull, 2011). 
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Equity 
Under apartheid, spending on white learners was around fi ve or six times the 
amount spent on Africans (Buckland and Fielding, 1994; SAIRR, 2010) but, 
as mentioned above, recurrent per capita public spending is higher today for 
African than white learners (NPC, 2011). With respect to gender equality, 
the country also has an excellent record: access to schooling in South Africa 
has been achieved equally for male and female learners. However, girls move 
through the system more effi  ciently than boys, who repeat more frequently 
and drop out without completing their schooling in greater numbers than their 
female counterparts (see Chapter 9). As a result the gender parity index moves 
from 0.97 in primary schools to 1.07 in secondary schools (DBE, 2011a). 

Poorer learners receive signifi cantly inferior schooling to their more 
affl  uent peers. Disaggregating the SACMEQ III results by poverty quartile, 
Spaull (2011) shows that for the wealthiest 25% of learners, South Africa ranks 
forth out of 15 for reading. Th is is a noteworthy fi nding, showing that even 
the wealthiest quartile of South African schools is not only outperformed by 
the Seychelles and Mauritius (island nations with a higher than average socio-
economic status or SES) but also by Tanzania, which, along with Malawi, has 
the lowest SES rating in the sample (Hungi et al, 2011). However, when ranked 
by the performance of the poorest 25% of learners, South Africa ranks 14th 
out of 15 for reading. For maths, the fi gures are sixth out of 15 for wealthy 
learners and 12th out of 15 for poor learners. Th us, the average poor South 
African learner performs worse at reading than the average poor Malawian 
or Mozambican learner; this is in spite of the fact that the average poor South 
African learner is signifi cantly less poor than the average poor Malawian or 
Mozambican learner (Van der Berg et al, 2011). 

Clearly the South African primary school system is signifi cantly 
underperforming relative to its regional counterparts given its large relative 
advantage in material resources. South Africa is still a tale of two school sub-
systems: one, which is functional, wealthy, and able to educate learners, and 
the other poor, dysfunctional, and unable to equip learners with the necessary 
numeracy and literacy skills they should be acquiring in primary school 
(Van der Berg et al, 2011; Spaull, 2011). Th is inequality of school provision 
has consequences for the labour market, poverty and hereditary poverty, and 
this pattern has strong racial overtones: residents of poor and predominantly 
black neighbourhoods frequently attend schools with a lack of discipline, weak 
management and few competent teachers. 
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Possible explanatory factors for the 
underperformance of South African schools

Much has been written about the home-, school- and classroom-level factors 
associated with poor learner performance (Taylor, N, 2009; Hoadley, 2010; van 
der Berg et al, 2011), and in this section we provide only a brief summary of 
the standout factors. 

Poverty 
Poverty has devastating eff ects on children’s life chances, and nowhere is this 
more strongly felt than in schooling. Th e mechanism for this reproductive 
eff ect of schools is the co-variation between lack of home support, the poverty 
of the community, and the expertise of principals and teachers. Van der Berg 
et al (2011) observe that the eff ects of the community and the combined socio-
economic status (SES) of schools are more pronounced than the individual-
level eff ect of socio-economic status. In other words, the individual learner’s 
socio-economic background matters less for her performance than the area 
she lives in and the school she attends. A principal purpose of the National 
School Eff ectiveness Study (NSES) reported on in this volume is to identify 
options for policy and practice which are most likely to increase the traction 
exerted by schools in reducing inequality, in breaking the reproductive cycle of 
poverty currently exercised through the country’s school system. 

Well-run schools can eff ect a very signifi cant improvement in the life 
chances of poor learners. For example, when controlling for learner and 
school SES, African language learners in historically white schools enjoy a 
considerable performance advantage over those in historically black schools, 
even when one considers their generally more advantaged home background 
(Taylor and Yu, 2009; Chapter 3, this volume). Th is diff erence is statistically 
signifi cant and large, especially so in the case of numeracy. Van der Berg et al 
(2011) conclude that although achievement is strongly connected with learner 
SES, much of this connection has to do with the eff ectiveness of schools in 
which learners are located. Given that primary schooling forms the foundation 
both for all further education and training and for labour market opportunities, 
the overwhelming challenge for the entire system is to improve the quality of 
basic education provided to poor learners. 
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Civil service capacity
According to Crouch and Vinjevold (2006), some of the roots of the poor 
quality of South Africa’s schools lie in the rapid expansion of the system. Th us, 
between 1970 and 1995, when enrolment increased from 30% of the population 
to over 90%, large numbers of institutions were established, while the training 
capacity of the higher education system and the management capability of the 
civil service both consistently remained below the levels required to deliver 
anything but very poor quality schooling to these burgeoning numbers. Th e 
eff ects were exacerbated as a result of the reorganisation of the teacher training 
system, the FET college sector, and the educational bureaucracy since 1994. 

Th e NPC sounds a warning regarding these conditions, citing rising 
corruption and the weakening of state institutions as signals which have 
preceded the decline of empires in historical times (NPC, 2011). According 
to government’s Special Investigating Unit, it is estimated that 20–25% of 
state procurement expenditure, amounting to roughly R30 billion a year, is 
wasted through overpayment or corruption (Report of Special Investigations 
Unit to Parliament, 30 March 2011). Th e following year the head of the Asset 
Forfeiture Unit stated publicly that government attempts to rein in corruption 
were woefully inadequate, with only fi ve convictions obtained for civil service 
corruption in the last decade (Th e Star, 20 February 2012). In 2011 the 
provincial department of education in the Eastern Cape and Limpopo were 
placed under administration by central government in terms of Section 100 of 
the Constitution (Republic of South Africa, 1996). 

Developments in the Eastern Cape are particularly apt in illustrating the 
importance of consequences of the breakdown in civil service discipline. Central 
government takeover of the Eastern Cape Education Dept was precipitated by 
an overspend of R1.2 billion in the province, in part the results of a shrinkage 
in learner numbers and consequent reduction in allocation to the province by 
the Treasury, without an accompanying reduction in teacher numbers. As a 
result, school feeding and learner transport systems collapsed, but some 7 000 
excess teachers kept their jobs (Business Day, 20 February 2012). In response 
to the department’s proposal to redeploy teachers away from under-utilised 
schools towards overcrowded schools and to terminate the contracts of 4 000 
temporary teachers, SADTU, the largest teacher union, mounted a ‘go-slow’, 
which eff ectively turned into a three-week unregulated strike (Business Day, 8 
February 2012). Th e matter was resolved when the leader of Congress of South 
African Trade Unions (COSATU), Zwelinzima Vavi, negotiated a ‘compromise’ 
according to which all temporary teachers would be re-employed (SA FM 
radio discussion 16h00–18h00, 8 February 2012). It seems that the union now 
eff ectively controls the provincial education budget. 
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Th e latter point illustrates the power of the unions in the public sector. Th e 
NPC Diagnostic Report notes that strike action consumes as much as ten days 
a year (5% of school time), while holding union meetings during school time 
is oft en the norm in township schools. Procedures for dismissing teachers for 
misconduct are complex and time-consuming – and dismissals are rare as a 
result. School districts and the Department of Education have not provided 
adequate means to address allegations of extreme misconduct involving 
teachers. (NPC, 2011). In 2011 SADTU membership stood at 246  947 and, 
although they comprise only 12% of organised workers affi  liated to COSATU 
(fi gures supplied by COSATU head offi  ce), the high levels of organisation of 
SADTU and the location of branches in every corner of the country give the 
union power way beyond its numbers. Furthermore, the location of COSATU 
in a tripartite alliance with the ruling African National Congress and the SA 
Communist Party, makes the resolution of disputes such as the situation in the 
Eastern Cape described above very diffi  cult. However, in Chapter 4 below, we 
return to this issue, where we conclude that it is not clear in many situations to 
what extent the union is exhibiting predatory behaviour and to what extent it 
is protecting teachers against bureaucratic incompetence. 

Th e prognosis for the NPC is that, under these conditions, a coordinated 
eff ort is required to turn the civil service into an eff ective instrument of 
development:

Addressing the uneven performance of the public service will not 
be achieved through multiple new initiatives but rather through a 
focused and coordinated approach. This will require addressing a set of 
interrelated issues including instability resulting from repeated changes 
in policy, under-staffi  ng and skills shortages, obstacles to building a 
sense of professional common purpose in the public service, political 
interference, lack of accountability, and insuffi  cient clarity in the division 
of roles and responsibilities. (NPC, 2011:26). 

Teacher subject knowledge
Th e last few years has seen the accumulation of evidence to indicate that 
the majority of South African teachers know little more about the subjects 
which they teach than the curriculum expects of their learners, and that some 
teachers know considerably less than this (Taylor, N., 2009; Carnoy et al, 2011). 
In his analysis of the SACMEQ III results, Spaull (2011) notes that the subject 
tests given to teachers were comparable to those taken by the learners, but 
that the average teacher scores in both the reading and mathematics tests were 
mediocre. We analyse these tests and the scores of both learners and teachers in 
Chapter 8, and suffi  ce to say at this stage that the subject knowledge of teachers 
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is too low to provide their learners with an adequate conceptual foundation in 
either literacy or mathematics. 

Despite their poor subject knowledge, the large majority of South African 
educators are considered to be appropriately qualifi ed, as indicated by possession 
of a Senior Certifi cate (Grade 12) and a minimum of three years of appropriate 
post-school training. Educator qualifi cations have increased dramatically in 
the last two decades: in 1990 only 53% of educators were appropriately qualifi ed 
by these yardsticks, and by 2008 this had increased to 94.4% (DOE, 2009). 
Th is increase in the proportion of teachers reaching qualifi ed status is in stark 
contrast to the absence of any discernible improvement in learner performance 
in the same period. In July 2010 the Department of Basic Education (DBE), in 
announcing the release of the Integrated Strategic Planning Framework (DBE 
& DHET, 2011), admitted that the R1.1 billion available annually for teacher 
in-service training was not optimally used (Business Day, 27 July 2010), but 
conceded that it had not yet decided how to design more eff ective training. 
Th e massive growth in teacher qualifi cations over the last decade has been 
fuelled by the part-time Accelerated Certifi cates of Education (ACE) off ered 
by universities. Th e quality of many of these programmes has been questioned 
by the Council on Higher Education (CHE, 2010). Similarly, the impact on 
school performance of the uncertifi ed training provided by donor funded 
NGO programmes and by provincial departments of education has been 
disappointing (Taylor, 2009). Th e two-week block release programme off ered 
by the Cape Teaching and Leadership Institute is the only in-service initiative 
that has been shown to be associated with signifi cant rises in learner scores in 
both reading and maths in the annual provincial tests (Dechaisemartin, 2010). 
Th e model of training off ered by the CTLI is also used by Gauteng’s SciBono 
Centre, and the Maths and Science Teacher Education College in Limpopo: 
an intensive residential course of relatively long duration (two weeks for CTLI 
and SciBono; nine weeks for MASTEC) focusing on subject content, with 
substitute teachers employed to release teachers for training. While research 
on these programmes is incomplete, the model does appear to hold some 
promise (Pereira, 2011). 

It is unclear at this stage to what extent programmes in initial teacher training 
equip learners for teaching in South African schools, since the large majority of 
teachers currently in service were trained by the 120 largely rural teacher colleges 
which were closed or amalgamated with one of the 23 universities in 2003, 
resulting in a dramatic drop in the numbers of teachers trained. What can be 
said is that both the number and quality of learner teachers appear to have risen 
since the introduction of a state bursary scheme for the study of teaching in 2009 
(DHET, 2011), although there is evidence to indicate that new graduates struggle 
to fi nd jobs, despite persistent projections of teacher shortages (Deacon, 2011). 
Th e latter eff ect may be due to the tight control over employment exerted by the 
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unions, as illustrated in the case of the Eastern Cape described above. Research on 
both the fl ow of newly qualifi ed teachers and the extent to which the curriculum 
better prepares learners in terms of subject and pedagogical knowledge are 
needed to illuminate these questions. 

Time management 
Th e ineffi  cient use of time is a prominent feature of many South African 
schools, occurring at three levels: getting to school, getting to class, and 
covering the curriculum effi  ciently when in class. An analysis of data collected 
from principals and teachers during the SACMEQ II study revealed high levels 
of teacher absenteeism and late coming, as reported by principals (Van der 
Berg and Louw, 2006). Th is problem is particularly widespread in the four 
poorest quintiles of the system, where 97%–100% of principals reported it 
as a problem. A substantial proportion of schools (26%) in the most affl  uent 
quintile reported experiencing the same problem. 

Leave, and in particular the abuse of sick leave by teachers, off ers another 
gap for teachers to spend less time at school. Teachers are entitled to 36 days 
sick leave over a three year cycle, and it seems that many teachers have come to 
see this leave as an entitlement which must be taken, rather than as a generous 
service benefi t in case of serious illness. A recent study by the Human Sciences 
Research Council (HSRC) (Reddy et al, 2010) found that the public school 
system has a leave rate somewhere between ten and 20%, the wide margin of 
error indicating poor data systems for monitoring teacher leave. Th is implies 
that teachers are on leave between 20 and 40 school days per year and is in 
contrast to a rate closer to 5–6% in developed countries. Th e HSRC study 
estimates that over three quarters of leave is of one or two days’ duration and 
therefore does not require a doctor’s certifi cate. Th e way in which this benefi t 
is abused is clearly shown by the incidence of leave for Mondays and Fridays 
being twice that of Tuesdays and Th ursdays, respectively. 

Furthermore, when they are at school, it seems that many South African 
teachers spend less than half their time in class and teaching. Th is fi nding was 
identifi ed by Chisholm et al (2005), who, through a national survey verifi ed by 
case studies in ten schools, concluded that: 
• Teachers self-reported that they worked an average of 41 hours per week, 

out of an expected minimum of 43. 
• In all, 41% of this time was spent on teaching, which translated to 3.4 

hours a day;
• 14% was devoted to planning and preparation, and 
• 14% was spent on assessment, evaluation, writing reports and record 

keeping.
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Ensuring the eff ective use of time in any institution is essentially a leadership 
responsibility, and it appears from the available evidence that it is a responsibility 
that the large majority of South African principals are unable to rise to. 

Classroom practice
Many of the problems observed in South African classrooms are clearly rooted 
in the poor knowledge resources of teachers. Th ese links are manifest in the 
judgment of teachers when assessing the performance of their learners. For 
example, van der Berg et al (2011) found that Foundation Phase teachers in the 
Western Cape province were in general very optimistic about whether their 
learners were at the right level: teachers interviewed indicated that around 
80% of their learners could perform at the appropriate standard at the end of 
the grade, in both home language literacy and in numeracy. Th ese optimistic 
expectations are in sharp contrast to the weak performance of their learners on 
the annual provincial assessment tasks, with only 22% of learners in the schools 
observed actually meeting the provincial standard for adequate performance. 
Th e poor knowledge judgment of teachers is accompanied by very slow pacing 
of curriculum delivery, and low levels of coverage and of cognitive demand 
relative to curriculum specifi cations (Reeves and Muller, 2005; Carnoy et al, 
2011); a paucity of books in schools, and low levels of book use in class, even 
when they are available (see Chapter 7). 

Instructional leadership
An important dimension of school leadership is the responsibility of the principal 
and her team to ensure not only that teachers are in class and teaching during 
school hours, but also that teachers cover the curriculum eff ectively when they are 
in class. Th e majority of South African principals apparently do not understand 
their responsibilities regarding this latter function: Hoadley and Ward (2009) 
surveyed 200 schools in the Eastern Cape and Western Cape to investigate school 
management practices. Th ey found that the majority of principals described their 
main activities as administration and disciplining learners. Th is is in contrast to 
the conclusion of the international literature that school managers should focus 
on the task of ‘instructional leadership’, a set of systems that propel teaching and 
learning in the school (Leithwood et al, 2004; see Chapter 4). 

Moves to systemic accountability
Following the general election in April 2009, the new cabinet adopted a set of 12 
Outcomes which captured a comprehensive set of targets for government, and 



CONTEXT, THEORY, DESIGN     • 11

which were included in the performance agreements signed by the President 
with each of his Ministers. Th e principal goal for the Department of Basic 
Education is captured by Outcome 1: ‘Improved quality of basic education’. 
Th e following year the DBE published the fi rst of its plans for achieving 
Outcome 1 in the form of Schooling 2025, described as a long term plan for 
the basic education sector  which will allow for the monitoring of progress 
against a set of measurable indicators covering all aspects of basic education 
including enrolment and retention of learners, teachers, infrastructure, school 
funding, learner well-being and school safety, mass literacy and educational 
quality (DBE, 2010b). Th is was followed by the publication of the DBE’s 
Action plan to 2014: Towards the Realisation of Schooling 2025 (DBE, 2011b), 
which outlines 27 goals focused on raising learner test scores in Grades 1–9, 
increasing education and training opportunities beyond Grade 9, improving 
the quality of teaching, and school supervision and support. At the same ti me 
the Minister of Basic Education announced in Parliament that she intends to 
hold principals and deputies accountable for the performance of their schools 
through performance agreements, while a performance appraisal system for 
circuit managers and other ‘offi  ce-based educators’ would direct these offi  cials 
to rigorously assess the work of principals (Business Day, 20 April 2011). 

Th e fi rst practical measure instituted in support of these accountability 
targets was the Annual National Assessment exercise, the fi rst administration 
of which was done in 2010. Th ese consist of literacy and numeracy tests in 
grades 1–6 which are administered and scored by teachers. Th e following 
year government distributed the fi rst annual set of workbooks to all learners 
in grades 1–6 in mathematics and the 11 offi  cial languages, in support of 
implementation of a new curriculum. 

Multivariate modelling research on schools

Th e state of public schools is accorded a high priority in most countries, 
but it seems that South Africa has more cause for concern than many, and 
a more urgent need to understand the reasons for underperformance of our 
schooling system. Th e National School Eff ectiveness Study (NSES), the results 
of which form the core of this book, is the fi rst attempt to relate home-, school- 
and classroom-level factors to learner learning in South Africa, based on a 
longitudinal research design and a nationally representative sample of primary 
schools. In the English-speaking world, two traditions are discernible in work 
of this kind. On one hand, school eff ectiveness research (SER) has accumulated 
a body of literature which periodically and self-consciously examines its own 
theoretical orientations, research designs and policy legacies (see Levine and 
Lazotte, 1990; Sammons, Hillman and Mortimore, 1995; Reynolds and Teddlie, 
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2000; Marzano, 2003; Mujis, Harris, Chapman, Stoll and Russ, 2004; Luyten, 
Visscher and Witziers, 2005; Verspoor, 2005; Xu, 2007; Riddell, 2008; and 
Teddlie, 2010 for successive reviews of the fi eld). Riddell (2008) distinguishes 
three waves of SER research. Th e fi rst derived from the 1960s, 1970s and early 
1980s and placed the emphasis on identifying individual variables that infl uence 
learning outcomes, and on distinguishing the eff ect of family background 
versus that of the school. According to Riddell the second wave, from the late 
1980s, focused more on process variables and the classroom, and was more 
strongly based on education theory. Th e third wave, according to Riddell, also 
started in the late 1980s, but focused on the interrelatedness of factors using 
multi-level modelling. Multi-level modelling, for instance hierarchical linear 
modelling (HLM), is a technique of multivariate modelling that explicitly uses 
a nested design (e.g. of learners nested within classrooms, with modelling then 
at two levels, individual level and class level). Th ere are debates about whether 
this off ers a superior technique for dealing with nestedness (Osborne, 2000).

A second tradition more closely resembles individual studies that all 
happen to use production-function methods more than a coherent body of 
work (see Hanushek, 1986; 1989; Brown & Saks, 1986; Elberts & Stone, 1988 
for early examples). In contrast to proponents of SER, who have been closely 
associated with the annual International Congress for School Eff ectiveness and 
Improvement since 1998 and the specialist journal School Eff ectiveness and 
School Improvement, analysts working in the second tradition are at least as 
likely to publish in journals of economics than in educational journals; for 
this reason we will refer to this approach as the economics of education 
(EE) tradition. Both perspectives use multivariate modelling as their central 
analytical rubric. Multivariate analysis, such as regression analysis, considers 
the joint eff ect of diff erent factors on an outcome variable, such as cognitive 
learning. For instance, it is likely that more qualifi ed teachers teach in more 
affl  uent schools, and to know whether teacher qualifi cations make a diff erence 
to learning outcomes, it is not enough to consider whether outcomes are 
higher where teachers are better qualifi ed: other factors likely to produce 
higher learning outcomes should also be considered, such as the school’s 
socio-economic status. Th is can best be done through regressions, where the 
joint and individual associations of all the factors aff ecting learning can be 
evaluated simultaneously. Th en it is possible to consider the coeffi  cient on any 
one variable to be its ‘eff ect’ on learning, given the values of all other variables. 

 Interestingly, while the two research traditions of school eff ectiveness 
research and economics of education research, or SER and EE, share the same 
objects of study and method and produce very similar fi ndings, in general 
they do not reference each others’ work. An exception in this regard is a meta-
analysis by Glewwe et al. (2011), which attempts to summarise the major results 
of the past two decades of empirical research that has appeared in economics 
or education journals.
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Although one of the earliest SER studies to raise the question of non-
quantifi able sources of variance in student learning was located in Southern 
Africa (Fuller and Clarke, 1994), the region, and indeed much of Anglophone 
Africa, has been dominated by studies situated in the EE quadrant (Lockheed 
and Verspoor, 1991; Henneveld and Craig, 1996; Lee, Zuze and Ross, 2005; 
Howie and Plomp, 2010; Van der Berg et al, 2010). 

Noting the diminishing returns produced by reviews of the fi eld, Bogotch, 
Miròn and Biesta (2007) conclude that SER is at a conceptual crossroads. 
Sandoval-Hernandez (2008) asserts that the merit of a theoretical framework 
is that it leads to novel predictions or the confi rmation of explanations. From 
this point of view, a theory both guides the search for data and links together 
information from various sources. Such a theory would be in contrast to what 
some regard as predominant practices by both SER and EE researchers of 
‘fi shing for correlations’ (Coe and Fitz-Gibbon, 1998) among a battery of items 
held together by little more than common sense (Lauder et al. 1998). A major 
problem with what some see as an unprincipled approach to data collection 
and analysis, followed by immersion in the wash of modelling in the hope that 
something shows up as signifi cant, is that the indices and instruments adopted 
by diff erent studies are generally very diff erent. As a consequence, replication 
is seldom done and knowledge growth is in danger of remaining segmented 
and unsystematic. 

One writer who has made a concerted eff ort within an SER perspective to 
develop a coherent model of educational eff ectiveness (which includes both 
school- and teaching-level eff ects) is Creemers. Starting with his comprehensive 
model (Creemers, 1994) and later expanded to a dynamic model (Creemers 
and Kyriakides, 2006) the lynchpin of this initiative is the assumption of 
the multilevel structure of schooling, where schools are nested in contexts, 
classrooms are nested in schools, and learners are nested in classrooms. Th is 
idea has become a standard feature of SER. According to Kyriakides (2008) 
such models serve a number of purposes, chief among which is that they 
explain previous empirical research parsimoniously, and provide a useful road 
map for practitioners. In testing the validity of Creemers’ dynamic model in 
six separate research studies, Kyriakides (2008) has demonstrated that SES 
shows up as positively associated with learning in fi ve of the studies (learner 
aptitude was also signifi cant in fi ve studies, while subject motivation, time on 
task and opportunity to learn were all signifi cant in four). However, the model 
makes no attempt to explain why SES is important, what it is about poverty or 
affl  uence that aff ects learning so profoundly. 

In contrast, the EE approach to education production functions is 
imbedded in economic theory, which assumes that individuals maximise their 
utility, and that the behaviour of social actors, such as teachers or principals, 
would thus be a response to the incentives they face. Th is explains the attention 
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paid in the EE literature to accountability, management and various forms of 
sanctions and other incentives (see for instance Hanushek and Woessmann, 
2011). Whereas much of the literature emanating from the education fi eld 
implicitly assumes that teachers do the best they can, sometimes under diffi  cult 
circumstances, the EE literature assumes that teacher eff orts would only be 
optimised if accountability structures and incentives were appropriately 
aligned with the outcomes society desires. Th ese assumptions draw from 
the theory regarding the principal-agent problem, which arises from the 
question as to how one individual, the principal (say an employer), can design 
a compensation system (a contract) which motivates another individual, his 
agent (say the employee), to act in the principal’s interests (Stiglitz, 2008). In 
education, the issue in terms of this perspective is what structures and rules to 
set in place to get teachers and school principals (the agents) to act in the best 
interests of learners (the real principals, in this context), though parents and 
policymakers are oft en assumed to act on their behalf. Precisely because of the 
problem of asymmetric information, parents or policymakers do not know 
whether teachers are really making an all-out eff ort in the interests of learners, 
and the education production function can illuminate to some extent whether 
and where performance is better or worse than expected, thus off ering some 
guide to policy intervention. But the best remedy, in the eyes of proponents 
of EE, is that parents/learners should have as much information on learners’ 
performance, and ways to put pressure on teachers/schools to perform: this is 
assumed to empower the clients of service delivery directly (Bruns, Filmer and 
Patrinos, 2011).

Qualitative perspectives

To date neither SER nor EE has been able to penetrate the black box of 
schooling to postulate a principled relationship between the input factors and 
the outcomes of learner knowledge, skills and values. On this point there is 
agreement between proponents of SER such as Teddlie and Reynolds (2001) 
and critics like Slee et al (2001). According to Sandoval-Hernandez (2008), 
building theory, which gives coherence to the fi eld, involves the formulation of 
causal explanations. We agree, and would add that a good theory of schooling 
must begin by explaining the most commonly derived research results, and 
providing productive hypotheses for studying the enduring questions that 
continue to plague policy makers, parents, principals and teachers alike. In the 
fi rst instance a theory of schooling must have a plausible explanation for the 
powerful association between social class, educational outcomes and labour 
market position, and for the tendency for schools to reproduce social divisions 
in general, while providing class mobility for only a minority of individuals. 
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A useful starting point in this quest is Bourdieu’s view of schooling as the 
transmission of cultural capital, which represents ‘long-lasting dispositions of 
the mind and body’ (1986: 47). Th e acquisition of cultural capital is the process 
whereby external wealth – capital in the economic sense – is converted into 
an integral part of the acquirer, into what Bourdieu calls habitus, the shaping 
of character and way of thinking. Th is requires an investment of time on the 
part of the acquirer, of her family (and particularly from her mother) in the 
domestic situation, and of the school in the public sphere. Bourdieu notes that 
a feature of cultural capital is that its diff use, continuous transmission within 
the family escapes observation so that the educational system seems to award 
its honours based on the natural qualities of the individual rather than the 
dispositions acquired from her family. 

However, what exactly is passed on to the acquirer during this process? Can 
we identify the currency of cultural capital in order to make its transmission 
through the school more effi  cient, particularly for poor learners? Bernstein’s 
(1990) answer to this question lies in his code theory, where a code is defi ned 
as a culturally determined positioning device. Th e code is what orients the 
child towards a particular way of classifying experience and creating meaning. 
Bernstein described two distinct patterns of sense making among children. All 
children make use of what Bernstein called a restricted code, which they use 
in colloquial situations with family, friends or peer groupings. Community or 
restricted codes make sense mainly in local contexts, and their use is learned 
largely tacitly. 

A second kind of positioning, what Bernstein called the elaborated code, 
refl ects a diff erent perspective and a diff erent set of classifi cation principles, 
which transcend local contexts. Th e elaborated code is an orientation to 
meaning for fi nding commonalities across specifi c contexts, for understanding 
principles and operations, and their application to new situations. Where the 
restricted code provides rich access to the layers of cultural meaning in the 
child’s home and social sphere, the elaborated code enables the child to make 
connections between particular and general classifi cations, and hence to link 
community to more general categories of meaning. In the restricted code 
meaning is context-dependent and generally takes a narrative form, while 
in the elaborated code meaning is context-independent and is more likely to 
assume an analytical structure. 
Th e crucial point about these codes is that, while all children master a community 
code at home, middle-class children learn the basics of the elaborated code at 
home as well. Th us, middle-class learners generally come to school with two 
coding modalities, while working-class learners come to school mainly with 
one. From this perspective, the crucial question for any educational practice is: 
What needs to be done, under a particular set of circumstances, with a given 
child or group of children, to facilitate access to the processes and products of 
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elaborated meaning? Th is is the question we used to guide the construction of 
indicators shown in Table 2 below. 

Schooling is the means by which any society, at whatever stage of its 
industrialisation, develops specialised skills and appropriate comportment in 
young citizens. Bernstein (1996) tells us this is much more than transferring 
knowledge and skills, but involves primarily a regulative discourse. By 
establishing the pedagogic relationship, framing time and space, and classifying 
knowledge, the regulative discourse creates order. Th is is primarily a moral 
order, which establishes the rules of social conduct and builds identity and 
character; as Bernstein says, it shapes consciousness. Or, put another way, 
spending 12 years in a well-functioning school in which academic excellence, 
fairness and rational debate are valued and in which time is effi  ciently used for 
intellectual work, children are socialised into internalising these characteristics 
as habits of mind. Th e regulative discourse in the school always dominates, in 
the sense that systematic instruction occurs best under conditions of a certain 
social, temporal and physical order. 

From the perspective of Bernstein’s code theory, reading assumes a 
particularly important role. Once a child can read, independent, solitary work 
is possible. S/he is introduced into non-oral forms of discourse, the rules of 
which are generally quite diff erent to those of the oral forms through which 
restricted meanings are usually conveyed. Th e child becomes less dependent 
on the teacher and has access to alternative perspectives. Most important, the 
written word is the way of communicating knowledge across space and time 
and the child gains entry to the world of recreational reading, serious discussion 
in newspapers and journals, and the thoughts of great historical thinkers. 
Moore and Maton (2001) illustrate the latter point through the example of the 
three-century history of attempts to solve Fermat’s Last Th eorem, in which 
later mathematicians had the advantage of seeing the progress and dead ends 
produced by their predecessors. 

Research design of the NSES

  Th e National School Eff ectiveness Study was initiated in 2007 in response to 
three gaps in the terrain of large-scale research on the South African school 
system (see Taylor, Muller and Vinjevold, 2003, for a more detailed analysis of 
these issues). First, there is a paucity of research working on a representative 
national sample, rendering generalisations of the system questionable at best. 
Systemic test programmes, both national and international, have become 
relatively common over the last ten years but, important as these continue to 
be in elucidating the quality of learning in South African schools, they have 
not looked at management and teaching practices in any great detail, if at all. 
Th e latter two foci are the principal subjects of the NSES. 
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A second shortcoming in research on schools in the country is the absence 
of cohort or longitudinal studies: these are particularly important in relating 
specifi c teacher characteristics to learning. Learning outcomes for any 
particular learner depend most importantly on home characteristics and 
secondarily on all the teachers through whose hands the learner has passed. 
Th erefore, cross sectional studies cannot adequately account for the practices 
of the teacher currently working with any particular learner. In order to 
address this problem, a cohort design was adopted for the NSES: this enables 
the gain scores exhibited by a learner over any one year to be related to the 
characteristics of the teacher for the same year, while controlling for school 
and home variables. Also, by studying the same learners over time, individual 
characteristics of the learners that are likely to remain largely unchanged (such 
as aptitudes, ability, motivation), can be implicitly taken into consideration. 
Th ese factors would aff ect learners in one grade, but presumably also in the 
next; thus, their gain score from one year to the next would also control for 
such factors. 

Th ird, school and classroom data was collected by means of interviews 
and direct observations, in contrast to questionnaires, which has generally 
been the method used by surveys conducted by studies such as SACMEQ, 
PIRLS and TIMSS. Th e study conducted by Carnoy et al (2011) in the North 
West province and Botswana is a second exception to this trend. Interviews 
and direct observation provide for the verifi cation of data by experienced 
observers, greater consistency across schools and a fi ner grained data set. An 
important element of the NSES design was to include many common questions 
in the interview schedules for principals and at least two teachers per school, 
providing for data verifi cation by triangulation. 

Th e study is a collaboration between researchers working in the multivariate 
modelling tradition, and those who approach the study of schools from 
a qualitative perspective (in Fuller and Clarke’s (1994) evocative terms, the 
‘policy mechanics’ and the ‘classroom culturalists’, respectively). Regarding the 
modelling component, the NSES, with its focus on process variables and the 
classroom level, fi ts well into Riddell’s (2008) Wave 2. However, the modelling 
approach, though not explicitly multi-level, uses interaction eff ects and takes 
into consideration clustering eff ects in classrooms in a way that makes it 
very similar to Riddell’s Wave 3. Regarding the qualitative component, NSES 
utilises descriptive and case study designs to probe the associations revealed 
by its regression models.

Our research model is based on a number of assumptions about how schools 
work in eff ecting learning. At the end of the learning chain a set of outcome 
measures display what learners know and can do. We take the attainment score 
(or in some cases the gain score) as the dependent variable, and then take 
all the other measures as intervening variables that, with varying degrees of 
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independence and interdependence, impact on learner attainment. Learner 
attainment was assessed using the same Grade 3 literacy and mathematics 
instruments developed for the national Systemic Evaluation (SE) exercise 
conducted by the Department of Education in 2007, with one important 
diff erence. While SE tests were written in the home language of the learners 
at Grade 3 level, the NSES tests were written in English. Th e reason behind 
this decision was that the NSES followed the same cohort of learners for three 
years, administering the same test annually. Because most schools for African 
learners change their medium of instruction in Grade 4 from mother tongue 
to English, we wanted to have comparable scores for the same learners for each 
of the three years. Th us, while at Grade 3 level the learners would have been 
disadvantaged by writing in a language with which they were unfamiliar, this 
design enabled us to compare scores directly across the three years. Because 
the NSES schools were a subsample of the SE sample the design also provided 
a unique opportunity to compare scores by the same Grade 3 learners on the 
same test written fi rst in their mother tongue and second in English. Th e latter 
results are described in Chapter 2, while a comparison of these two sets of 
scores are discussed in Chapter 5. 

One minor defi ciency of the design is that the Grade 3 test was used 
unchanged for the three years over which learners were tested. Th is may have 
placed a ceiling on the gain scores better learners could have achieved: Th ose 
who already started with close to top marks in Grade 3 could not show their 
progress fully over the duration of the study. Disappointingly, few learners 
were in this category, and this factor would not have aff ected fi ndings in a 
major way. Due to the relatively limited frequency of this occurring, it was 
judged best to use this same Grade 3 test throughout.

Th e intervening variables are not all in the same place  in the process 
chain. Outside of the school, the normally invisible time subsidies of the 
home are directly measured by reading and speaking English at home using 
a questionnaire administered to learners at the same time as the test. We used 
an asset-based method for assessing learner SES using the same questionnaire, 
which also collected learner attributes such as gender, age and family structure. 
Ideally we would have wanted information on family income and parental 
education, but measuring these factors by means of learner questionnaires has 
been found to be unreliable in South Africa for Grade 9 learners (Simkins and 
Patterson, 2005), and we surmised that the problem would be much greater for 
younger learners. Asset-based measures of SES using questions about books 
and electrical appliances in the home, have been widely used internationally as 
they provide reliable proxies for poverty (for a South African application, see 
Stephen Taylor (2010)). 

Within the school, the level immediately before the learner-outcomes 
is occupied by indicators of opportunity to learn or pedagogically engaged 
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time. Th is set of variables is principally a direct eff ect of what the teacher 
does in the classroom and makes available to learners. In this regard, it was 
decided not to conduct classroom observations as part of the NSES design. 
Th is decision was motivated by the experience in earlier studies (for example, 
Taylor and Moyana, 2005) that in order to produce reliable estimates of teacher 
competence a number of observations of the teacher need to be conducted, 
an approach which would have placed a prohibitive fi nancial burden on the 
study. As a result, classroom-level data is derived from interviews with the 
language and mathematics teachers (in many cases the same person at Grade 
3 level); analyses of teachers’ assessment records and planning documents, 
and an analysis of all the written work done by the best learner in each class 
(as nominated by the teacher) in each of the two subjects. Selecting the work 
of the best learner in each class provides a best-case scenario regarding the 
number of times in the year writing have been done, the quantity and quality 
of writing and the level of cognitive activity elicited by each writing episode. 

We further assume that teacher subject knowledge is a teacher-level measure 
that is co-dependent with teacher competence. Th is factor was measured 
by administering a short test to the language and mathematics teachers, 
respectively. Th e tests proved to be too short to provide either a rich picture 
of teacher knowledge or satisfactory associations in the modelling exercise. As 
a result, Chapter 8 utilises the data from the SACMEQ tests administered to 
teachers in 2007, though modelling of learner performance did consider the 
NSES teacher tests as explanatory variable, as described in Chapter 3.

Th en at the school level, we have a cluster of factors on which opportunity 
to learn depend. Collectively we call these leadership and management factors: 
resources (learner-teacher ratios, availability of textbooks, school assets), 
time maximisation indicators (time on task), and instructional leadership 
factors (school-level monitoring of teacher plans, assessment practices and 
the like). Th ese factors were assessed by means of the same teacher interviews 
described above, interviews with the principal, or in her absence the deputy, 
and a school observation schedule that guided fi eldworkers to assessing aspects 
of the school such as the design of and adherence to the timetable, or learners 
out of class during lessons. We also looked at the state of the book inventory 
and the teacher attendance register, if present, and recorded the number of 
teachers absent on the day of the visit. 

 At an even further remove from the chalk face, are the set of system-level 
policy directives and interventions aimed at improving the outputs of schools. 
We assume that those district- and higher-level interventions that align most 
closely with school-level instructional leadership indicators have an eff ect on 
learning, but in an indirect manner. Information on this factor was obtained 
through the interviews with the principal and teachers, where we asked about 
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the frequency of visits to the schools by district offi  cials, and the kinds of 
activities undertaken during these visits. 

Th e logic model showing the relationships between these levels is 
summarised in Figure 1.

System levers: 
• Support schools
• Monitor 

performance 

Home subsidy: 
• Resources: home resources, relationship of 

caregiver
• Practices: language, reading, homework

School leadership and 
management:
• Language 
• Time maximisation
• Instructional leadership
• Resources

Opportunity 
to learn: 
• Teacher 

knowledge 
• Teacher 

competence

Learner 
attainment

Figure 1.1: Logic model for the National School Eff ectiveness Study

As we have said, the NSES schools are a subsample of the 1 500 schools selected at 
random from the primary school population stratifi ed by the nine provinces for 
the Department of Education’s Systemic Evaluation (SE) exercise. In the end, the 
province of Gauteng was not included in the NSES sample, as it was discovered that 
the province was testing Grade 3 learners in all schools in the province at the time 
of the fi rst round of NSES testing and it was important not to interfere unduly with 
learning in the classroom. We used the same probability procedure used by the SE 
exercise to select the 300 NSES schools, 268 of which ended up participating in all three 
years of the study. Around 16 000 learners participated in the study each year, with a 
cohort of 8 383 who were tracked over all three years, ending in Grade 5 in 2009. Th e 
teachers and learners in all classes within the respective grade level were included in 
the study. 

NSES indicators 
As explained above, we used a single question, derived from theoretical 
considerations of what values and competences it is that schools are intended 
to inculcate in learners, to derive a set of indicators for structuring our research 
instruments. In short, the argument starts with the question: which particular 
activities in homes, schools and classrooms augment or diminishes mastery of 
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abstract knowledge? Th e derivation of these indicators is shown in Taylor et al 
(2003), and we will not repeat the detail here. Table 2 shows the relationship 
between the indicators and the factors situated at diff erent levels of the school 
system listed in Figure 1.
 
Table 1.2: Indicators guiding the NSES data search 

Level Factor Indicator

Learner 
attainment

Competence 
in literacy and 
mathematics

Test performance in literacy and 
numeracy

System 
levers

Support schools
Monitor 
performance

Frequency and nature of school visits

Training

Monitor learner attainment

Monitor and support curriculum 
coverage

Home 
subsidy

Resources Resources in home

Family structure

Practices Exposure to language of the school at 
home

Frequency of reading

Frequency of and support with 
homework

Instructional 
leadership

Time maximisation Teacher absenteeism and punctuality
Timetable exists and is followed
Effi  cient use of time in class

Language Promote profi ciency in language of 
instruction

Curriculum 
management

Plan curriculum delivery

Monitor curriculum progress

Moderate assessment

Resources Procure and manage books
School resources: communicational 
and administrative

Opportunity 
to 
learn

Teacher knowledge Subject knowledge

Teacher 
competence

Curriculum coverage

Frequency of reading

Quantity and quality of writing

Frequency and nature of assessment:
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One may argue, with some justifi cation, that the indicators listed in Table 2 
are not yet indicators, but indicator categories, which more specifi c questions 
in the research instruments further illuminate. Whatever the terminology 
used, each item in the third column in the table was broken down into one 
or more questions, using the main theoretical question discussed above as a 
touchstone. It would be tedious to detail this process exhaustively here, so we 
will limit ourselves to one illustration of the procedure adopted in formulating 
the NSES instruments. 

Let us take the issue of assessment. What kind of assessment practices 
would we expect system level offi  cials, principals, teachers and parents 
to pursue so as to promote the learning of analytical thinking in children? 
Starting in the classroom, in discussing any curriculum topic with one or more 
learners, we would expect the teacher to ask carefully posed questions so as to 
make the learner utilise deductive or inductive reasoning, to explain or justify 
answers. We would expect the teacher to use each exchange to provide detailed 
feedback on the verbal knowledge displays of the learner, drawing attention to 
misconceptions and authorising appropriate responses. Th is is what Morais 
and Pires (2002) call ‘explicating the evaluation criteria’. Not every exchange 
would look like this, but we would expect teachers to push the discussion to 
these levels frequently with all learners in the class, individually and collectively. 
We would expect the teacher to set frequent written exercises which stimulate 
the same cognitive processes, particularly through extended writing exercises 
in language and solving non-routine mathematical problems, and to respond 
in detail to learners’ written knowledge displays. Class tests and examinations 
would follow the same pattern. 

At school level, we would expect subject heads to set policy for each grade 
regarding the number and type of assessment exercises to be undertaken over 
the year; to moderate the content of written tests in order to ensure that an 
appropriate level of cognitive challenge is maintained across a range of tasks; to 
monitor the results for each class, and to provide the respective teachers with 
feedback on the results. We would expect principals and teachers to engage 
parents on the progress of their children, providing them with information 
through written reports and face-to-face meetings, and encouraging them 
to take an interest in their children’s homework and test preparation. We 
would, furthermore, expect district level offi  cials to undertake a parallel set of 
activities that mirror those of school management, and to arrange professional 
development activities for teachers on curriculum areas where test results 
indicate a need. 
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Method 
Th e indicators shown in Table 1 were translated into structured instruments: 
interview schedules for principals, literacy and numeracy teachers, and 
observation schedules. Th e details are discussed in the respective chapters 
that follow. A team of two fi eldworkers, experienced in school observations, 
visited each of the 300 schools in the sample for two days a year in 2007 (grade 
3), 2008 (grade 4) and 2009 (grade 5). During this period they administered 
learner tests, interviewed principals and teachers, and examined learner books, 
teacher records (assessment schedules, planning documents) and school 
documents (attendance records, assessment schedules, book inventories). 
Moderation procedures and other quality controls during the scoring of test 
scripts were aimed at ensuring consistency of marking over the three waves of 
test administration. Th e most important variables derived from the questions 
and constructs used are discussed in Chapter 3. 

Conclusion

Th e systematic study of schooling has long been plagued by acrimonious 
debates around theoretical foundations and research methods. Our starting 
point is that the existence of these debates is indicative of the enormous 
complexity of the fi eld, and that, far from representing the most appropriate 
approach, each of the contending perspectives provides a partial view and 
limited but valuable insights into the terrain of schooling. Th us, research 
studies that utilise multilevel modelling techniques attempt to unravel the 
many variables that direct and shape teaching and learning, and to understand 
their relative importance and interactional eff ects. Within this broad church, 
the traditions of school eff ectiveness research and the economics of education 
bring complementary perspectives to bear. While the former assumes 
that individual actors, and in particular school principals and teachers, are 
motivated by altruism and the desire to do the best for the learners in their 
care, economists assume that actors are motivated largely by self interest. 
Taken together, these views sound like a good description of human behaviour. 

However, large-scale statistical studies, from either the SER or EE approach, 
do not provide an adequate account of how the moral and technical contents of 
the school curriculum interact with the socio-economic and cultural contexts 
of learners to structure diff erential learning eff ects and life opportunities. Even 
more importantly, they are unable to explain how occasionally individual 
learners and even entire school cohorts are able to transcend these broad 
reproductive trends and assume life trajectories which defy aggregate 
prediction. It is here that a variety of qualitative perspectives fi nds their 
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greatest application. In particular, the sociological work of Bourdieu and 
Bernstein described above, the cognitive (Chapter 6) and semiotic (Chapters 
2, 7 and 8) framing lenses elaborated on below, and the use of case studies 
(Chapter 4), assist in understanding the links between language, social class 
and consciousness; and in tracing the spark that links analytical thinking, 
written and verbal symbol systems and individual identity. 

Some may dismiss our research approach as one of unprincipled eclecticism. 
Our reply to such a charge would be that the principle that drives our search 
is the desire to fi nd those processes of schooling that optimises the acquisition 
of high levels of literacy and numeracy for those learners disadvantaged by 
social circumstance. Further, we assume that the use of multiple perspectives 
in pursuing this search is entirely appropriate, given the complex nature of 
schooling and the many factors, sometimes contradictory, which motivate 
human actors. We postulate that a unifi ed science of schooling would not 
necessarily need to incorporate these perspectives directly, but would need to 
provide responses to the questions they raise that are at least as insightful as 
those refl ected in accounts currently available. 

We conclude this opening chapter with a brief synopsis of the remainder 
of the book. 

Chapter 2 starts with a description of the architecture of the Grade 3 
literacy and numeracy tests used in the NSES. Annual results are discussed 
in terms of changes in overall scores and outcomes on measures of diff erent 
cognitive tasks. In general, learners show mastery of only the most basic skills 
in literacy and numeracy, and it is only in these areas that improvements over 
the years are noted in national aggregate scores. New evidence is produced 
concerning the achievement gap between two sets of schools in South Africa, 
with Grade 3 learners in suburban schools outperforming Grade 5 learners in 
rural and township schools. 

Th e backbone of the NSES is a multivariate modelling exercise described 
in Chapter 3. Th e results highlight areas for the attention of policy makers 
and practitioners at four levels of schooling: policy and systems management, 
schools, classrooms and homes. Many lessons may be drawn from these fi ndings. 
At the same time, some of the associations derived in Chapter 3 provide only 
blunt responses to questions like ‘Is the monitoring of assessment practices by 
school management associated with improved learning, when controlling for 
SES?’ In the case of the NSES the answer to this question is affi  rmative, but 
that tells us little about what is entailed in these monitoring activities: it seems 
likely that monitoring is one element in a constellation of activities undertaken 
by eff ective school leaders in order to maximise the impact of assessment on 
learning. And the really useful knowledge that principals and policy makers 
need to understand is what that constellation of practices consists of and how 
it ranges across schools that produce stronger and weaker test performances. 
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In order to investigate the last question, and a number of related issues 
concerning school leadership and management, a set of case studies was 
undertaken, the results of which are described in Chapter 4. A matched-pairs 
design was used to compare fi ve well-performing primary schools with fi ve 
schools that perform very poorly under the same conditions of culture and 
language, apartheid history, poverty and political economy. Th e leadership 
characteristics of successful principals and school management teams are 
described, and the beginnings of a stage theory of school improvement 
delineated. 

Chapter 5 addresses the emotive and contentious issue of language, and 
in particular the language of instruction and the relationship between English 
and various African languages. New data contrasts the results on the tests 
administered to Grade 3 learners in 2007 by the DBE’s Systemic Evaluation 
exercise (in mother tongue) with the same instruments administered to the 
same learners one month later by the NSES (in English). Th e results show a 
distinct advantage for mother tongue administration with respect to literacy, 
but the diff erences in maths scores for the same learners are generally not 
signifi cant, whether they wrote the test in English or their mother tongue. 

Chapters 6, 7 and 8 are about teaching practice and teacher knowledge. 
Since the NSES did not include lesson observations, the evidence consists of 
structured observations of learner books and teacher records for Chapters 6 
and 7, and in Chapter 8 of learner and teacher scores on the SACMEQ Grade 6 
tests. In addition, we used selected classroom vignettes to illustrate theoretical 
issues. Th ese lesson descriptions were obtained during visits to the ten case 
study schools described in Chapter 4, and to 12 additional schools by the fi rst 
author as part of two unrelated research programmes. Th ese brief inserts are 
intended to be illustrative rather than predictive. 

Chapter 6 looks at the frequency and quality of learner writing in literacy 
over the course of one academic year. Th e data is set against a discussion in the 
research literature on the role of writing in cognitive development. In Chapter 
7 we undertake a similar analysis of learner writing in mathematics, within 
the context of a theoretical discussion on forms of representing mathematical 
entities and the function of writing in learning mathematics. It is clear from 
this evidence that the majority of South African classrooms are places in which 
oral and collective communication predominates and that poor learners are 
not being inducted into a literate culture. 

Chapter 8 profi les teacher subject knowledge in language and mathematics. 
Th e NSES teacher test scores showed a signifi cant but small association with 
improved learner outcomes for literacy, but an eff ect was only observed in 
maths in those cases where teachers answered all fi ve items correctly. However, 
the tests were too short to provide an extensive picture of teacher knowledge 
resources. Th is information was therefore supplemented by data drawn from 
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the SACMEQ study conducted in 2007. Th e SACMEQ data is interesting in 
that the tests for teachers overlapped with those administered to learners in a 
signifi cant number of items, allowing a direct comparison between teacher and 
learner scores on key topics in both math and language. Th e results provide 
the most detailed picture yet of teacher knowledge, and of the relationship 
between teacher knowledge and learner success. 

Chapter 9 turns attention to the issue of learner age. Birthdates provided 
by the cohort of 8 000 NSES learners tracked over three years, together with 
the full sample of some 16 000 each year, give a clear picture of the extent of 
over-age enrolment in Grades 3 to 5. Th ese patterns are structured according 
to poverty, gender, and learner achievement. 

Th is book speaks to a policy audience: to policy makers (people taking 
decisions in the generation of government policies, projects, programmes and 
plans), those engaged in application of policy, and those involved in or with an 
interest in the policy debate. At the same time, the NSES fi ndings hold many 
lessons for parents, teachers, school principals and system-level bureaucrats. 
Chapter 10 deals with the important and sometimes strained relationships 
between research and policy, and researchers and policy makers, before going 
on to discuss some policy recommendations. Th e NSES was undertaken with 
the express attention of informing policy making and policy thinking, and 
of providing practical guidelines for educational practices in homes, schools 
and classrooms. It could not have been undertaken without the expressed 
cooperation of national and provincial policy makers and many of those 
engaged in applying policy on the ground – administrators, principals and 
teachers.

 Th e various chapters in this report are all aimed at interrogating the 
nature and adequacy of policy and practice and to asking how policy can be 
improved. Th us, all the chapters are relevant to the policy debate, although 
Chapter 10 is the only chapter that deals explicitly with policymaking, mainly 
at the broad system level. Chapter 10 begins by providing a South African 
perspective on the debate of how research and policymaking are linked, and 
ought to be linked. It then assesses the current policy trajectory of the South 
African schooling system in the light of the fi ndings in the foregoing chapters, 
and the evidence from other developing country schooling systems. 
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