19 January 2024

Equal Education statement: Annual matric pass rate a misleading barometer of the true health of the
schooling system

"Matric was challenging and daunting initially but...writing my final exam was made
simple because of the intervention of my principal and teachers." — Matric Equaliser,
Vezukhono Secondary School, Gauteng

Yesterday, 18 January, Basic Education Minister Angie Motshekga announced a national 83% pass rate for
the matric class of 2023. These learners navigated their high school years under difficult conditions in the
sector, including COVID-related learning losses linked to rotational school attendance, trimmed
curriculum, and extensive learning recovery in their grade 10 and 11 years. Many of these learners also
had to face increasingly difficult circumstances in preparation for their final examinations brought on by
rolling electricity blackouts (loadshedding), climate shocks, and disruptions to crucial school
interventions such as the National School Nutrition Programme (NSNP).

Equal Education (EE) celebrates the diligence and commitment of the class of 2023 in surmounting the
challenges of the past three years to reach this important milestone. We also commend the time and
effort teachers, parents and communities invested in supporting them. Despite the hard work it shows,
the national matric pass rate can be misleading of the true performance of the schooling system and the
sector, and must therefore be interpreted with caution.

Traditional matric pass rate: An annual facade

Obtaining a matric certificate is a gateway for young people to further education or the world of work.
Despite its importance and the public hype around it, the national pass mark alone is an unreliable
indicator of the success of the schooling system because it hides certain conditions in the sector
contributing to inefficiencies in the system.

Not all learners make it to matric, and not all those that do, succeed. Even though some learners choose
to leave at the end of grade 9 to pursue their education through technical and vocational education and
training (TVET), many simply drop out of the schooling system before they even reach matric. Though
positive, the current pass rate does not accurately reflect the future trajectory of the majority of the
class of 2023.

A better insight into the health of the schooling system will be to consider details such as provincial
performance trends, the types or quality of the passes (particularly across no-fee paying schools), and
the throughput rate'. For instance, our analysis of matric results over the last decade (2012-2022) shows
that while there is generally an upward trend in the throughput rate across all provinces, education
departments are still struggling to get all learners to the finishing line and out of the schooling system.

' Percentage of pupils who were in Grade 2 together and go on to complete matric 10 years later.


https://pmg.org.za/committee-meeting/37663/

Even if learners make it and pass matric, the quality of their passes matters greatly and provides a good
indication of the quality of schooling across and within provinces. Obtaining a bachelor-level pass (the
gold standard) unlocks the prospect of access to tertiary education opportunities. A closer look at the
quality of passes learners achieve over the years exposes fault lines in education delivery—some of
which are a result of apartheid education—that require urgent intervention to ensure equal full access to
quality schooling.

The value of the matric certificate must be worth the paper it is printed on. It is therefore important that
the conversation goes beyond the public hype of the pass mark into its true potential to propel learners
into the future they dream of.

"“The taxi strike really affected me in so many ways. For example, | [was] being left behind
in my school work while I'm here at home so that means there's a possibility that | will
fail my trials." — Matric Equaliser, Sinethemba High School, Western Cape

Pressurised learning

EE is encouraged by the various national and provincial support packages that the class of 2023 received
throughout their high school journey, particularly in the lead-up to their final examinations. These
included dial-a-tutor support, TV and radio revision lessons, online platforms, weekend catchup
programmes and holiday classes.

Support and intervention throughout the schooling career are important for learners’ performance and
success. However, these initiatives should only supplement efficient education delivery. They must not
be a bandaid for a system that otherwise fails learners throughout their schooling journey.

Matric performances reflect not only learners’ academic ability but also the gaps and weaknesses in the
schooling system meant to prepare them for a fast-changing world. Learners from marginalised
communities attending under-resourced schools often have to learn under unusual conditions during
their schooling journey, including in overcrowded classrooms and at times without the necessary
teaching and learning resources to succeed. In addition to systemic issues, the class of 2023 encountered
unique challenges in their final school year that may have shaped the performance of some learners.

The ongoing Eskom crisis continued to pose a challenge as reports indicated that loadshedding in 2023
was worse than the previous eight years combined. This may have impacted learners’ preparation and
fuelled anxieties in an already stressful period.

Coupled with the rolling electricity blackouts, some learners in Gauteng and the Western Cape had to
contend with school interruptions during their final year and in the build-up to the final examinations
because of various natural and climate shocks.


https://www.moneyweb.co.za/news/south-africa/load-shedding-in-2023-worse-than-the-last-eight-years-combined/
https://www.timeslive.co.za/news/south-africa/2023-02-01-schooling-affected-as-water-challenges-continue-in-tshwane-and-joburg/
https://wcedonline.westerncape.gov.za/news/storm-damage-keeps-21-western-cape-schools-closed-wednesday

For learners in KwaZulu-Natal, the NSNP collapse in April 2023 saw over 2 million participating learners
across 5 400 schools go without meals because the service provider appointed by the provincial
education department failed to deliver food to schools.

The week-long minibus taxi strike in the Western Cape in August 2023 led to over 70% of learners staying
out of school because of safety concerns, robbing affected learners of crucial teaching and learning time

at a critical point in their preparation for matric trial examinations.

While some of these obstacles were unexpected, others remain preventable longstanding challenges
that continue to compromise learners’ schooling outcomes. A recent EE report investigating the
relationship between school infrastructure conditions and teaching and learning outcomes confirms that
the infrastructure conditions of a school play a role in shaping learners’ schooling experience and
academic performance. National and provincial education departments have legal duties to fulfil their
obligations in terms of the Norms and Standards for Public School Infrastructure (school infrastructure

law) to aid learners’ educational achievement.

“It was not nice to stay at school the whole day because of afternoon classes and waking
up at 05:00 to be at school before 07:30. [But] the relationship with our teachers was so
encouraging and building to a point that we didn't feel too much pressure with our
exams especially the final exams.” — Matric Equaliser, Hector Peterson High, Western
Cape

Conclusion

The same attention that accompanies the matric year should be directed towards the learner’s entire
12-year schooling journey. For the sector to realise its objective of “developing, maintaining and
supporting a South African school education system for the 21st century” that is accommodating of all
learners, EE reiterates its calls for:

e education departments to fulfil the requirements in the Norms and Standards for Public School
Infrastructure and urgently #FixOurSchools to create conducive teaching and learning
environments;

e education departments to invest in strengthening foundation phase learning and provide
proactive retention support to all learners throughout their schooling to reduce drop out; and

e national and provincial Treasuries’ increase funding to basic education to improve service
delivery.
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