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EDITORS NOTE 
In post-apartheid South Africa students are promised access to quality education, both by the 
constitution (1997) and the South Africans School’s Act (1996). The matric results over the years 
remind us that more needs to be done to achieve access to quality and equity in the education system. 
 
The intention of this report is to engage with a wide range of stakeholders in education, namely, 
teachers, students, department officials, community activists, trade unions, parents and the general 
public on what the 2015 matric results mean. Data from the National Senior Certificate (NSC) technical 
report (2015) and from the provincial database is analysed to discern the performance of students.  An 
overview of national, provincial, district and school level result is provided to show a range of 
performance variables. These overviews provide a basis on which to present a succinct analysis of the 
results. 
 
The class of 2015 is the largest cohort of learners in the history of education in South Africa. In 2004, 
the 2015 cohort of matriculants started grade 1 the year the Revised National Curriculum Statement 
(RNCS) was introduced. The Curriculum Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS) replaced the RNCS and 
was intended to be more systematic and less complex in its application. Notwithstanding these 
curriculum reforms, the results generally show that access to quality and success in education is illusive 
for most students in the country. 
 
Of the 644 536 students who wrote the 2015 National Senior Certificate, 87 090 were from the Eastern 
Cape. We hope to convey the point that school performance is generally the same across all provinces, 
in the sense that discrepancies between those who do well and those who perform poorly are found 
in each province. But there are provincial differences that has much to do with each province’s history 
and the extent to which colonial and apartheid legacies persist in schools. For example, Eastern Cape 
schools are distributed somewhat differently to the rest of the country, with a bigger proportion of 
schools being far-flung, under-resourced and isolated from administrative and other forms of school-
based support. To the contrary, in Gauteng and the Western Cape schools are more consolidated into 
fewer administrative centres which makes it easier for them to access provisions and teacher-based 
support. 
 
In this issue, we present a perspective that combines statistical data with an analysis that probes 
deeper meaning of the results. We hope the perspective we offer is more than statistical in nature, 
and that a historical and structural dimension is brought to bear on how we understand the yawning 
gap in provincial performances. 
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Executive Summary 
 

 The National Senior Certificate (NSC) examination of 2015 replaced the Senior Certificate in 2008 and is 

in its eighth year of implementation. 

 The class of 2015 records the highest enrolment of Grade 12 learners in the history of education in South 

Africa both nationally and in Eastern Cape. 

 In the Eastern Cape, a total of 109 052 learners enrolled for the National Senior Certificate (NSC). Of 

these learners, 87 090 candidates wrote and 49 475 passed. Of the 49 475 learners who passed, 15 291 

obtained a bachelors pass (university entry pass); an increase of 1 856 candidates compared to last 

year’s 13 435 bachelors pass.   

 The South African 2015 NSC examination results dropped by 5.2 percentage points from 75.9% in 2014 

to 70.7% in 2015. In the Eastern Cape, it dropped by 8.6 percentage points from 65.4% in 2014 to 56.8% 

in 2015. 

 The decrease in the overall NSC pass rate is attributed to among other factors, the higher enrolment 

which has placed severe pressure on the resources of the sector; a higher standard of question papers 

in the 2015 NSC examination; the introduction of the policy on progressed learners which has allowed 

more borderline learners to be transferred to Grade 12; and other factors affecting the quality of 

education, such as quality of teaching and learning. 

 Results in three most rural provinces Eastern Cape (56.8%), KwaZulu-Natal (60.7%) and Limpompo 

(65.9%) and in the urban provinces Gauteng (84.2%) and Western Cape (84.7%) significantly differ. The 

socio-economic status of households affect the learners’ performance. 

 In the Eastern Cape There were 37 schools (with 2 855 learners) with 100% pass rate. Of these 37 
schools, 6 are independent schools; 16 from Quintile 5; 10 from Quintile 4; 3 from Quintile 3; 1 from 
Quintile 2; and none from Quintile 1.  

 Nationally, there were 8 districts that performed below 50%. Seven of these districts are in the Eastern 
Cape, and one from KwaZulu-Natal. There were 14 districts that performed between 50 and 59.9%; two 
of these are Limpopo, four in KwaZulu-Natal, and eight in the Eastern Cape. 
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1 Introduction 
 

The National Senior Certificate (NSC) examination is generally recognised as an important 

milestone in a student’s life. More commonly referred to as matric, it marks the transition to 

post-schooling or employment prospects for youth. According to the Department of Basic 

Education’s report, the number of learners who wrote the 2015 examination is the highest in 

the past 20 years.  

The overall national decline in the NSC results in 2015 begs the question “why are the results 

declining”? Nationally, the pass rate dropped by 5.2 percentage points from 75.9% in 2014 to 

70.7% in 2015. In the Eastern Cape, it dropped by 8.6 percentage points from 65.4% in 2014 

to 56.8% in 2015. To shed light on this question, this report seeks to contextualise the 2015 

results and offer possible reasons for the decline in the matric pass rate. 

We look particularly at the Eastern Cape results and argue that the 8.6 percentage points 

decrease in pass rate is attributed to, among other factors, expanding learner enrolment in 

grade 11.  

This report presents a statistical overview of the 2015 Matric results and considers data from 

the Eastern Cape Education Department and from the National Department of Education 

(DBE) to gain a better understanding of this result. Factors that possibly affect the results are 

explored and a response to issues in basic education are suggested.  Performance 

discrepancies between districts are also discussed in this report. 

Often public commentary describes the Eastern Cape as the worst performing province but 

such statements seldom provide a nuanced perspective, particularly on the historical and 

structural factors. 

2 Results in Context 

2.1 South Africa  
A 53% majority of the country’s matriculants come from provinces with large rural populations. 

These provinces obtained pass rates as follows: Limpopo (65.9%); KwaZulu-Natal (60.7%); and 

Eastern Cape (56.8%). The Western Cape obtained the highest pass rate of 84.7%, followed 

by Gauteng by a narrow margin of 84.2%. With the pass rate ranging from 56.8% in the Eastern 

Cape to 84.7% in the Western Cape, there is an overall a performance gap of 27.9% within the 

same country (See Figure 1).   
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Figure 1: 2015 Matric Pass Rate in South Africa 

 
Source: ECSECC, 2016. Figures were derived from the National Department of Basic Education 

 

Free State and North West obtained very similar pass rates, 81.6% and 81.5% respectively. 

Mpumalanga and Northern Cape followed with 78.6% and 69.4%. The three most rural 

provinces i.e., KwaZulu Natal, Limpopo and Eastern Cape, registered 200 945, 118 755, and 

109 052 matriculants, respectively. The total number of registered candidates in the three 

rural provinces represents 53.6% of the total 2015 NSC national cohort. Of this total of 428 

752 candidates; 215 182 candidates from KZN, Limpopo and Eastern Cape obtained NSC 

passes. However, 213 570 of these candidates failed. The number of candidates who failed in 

these provinces equated to the 9% drop from the 2014 NSC results in KZN; 8.6% drop from 

the 2014 NSC results in the Eastern Cape; and 7% drop from the 2014 NSC results in Limpopo.  

Conditions of poverty and under-development are reflected in both rural and urban areas in 

the country, a structural feature that makes it imperative to address quality in education.  

 

2.2 Eastern Cape  
In the Eastern Cape, a total of 109 052 learners enrolled for the National Senior Certificate 

(NSC). Of these learners, 87 090 candidates wrote and 49 475 passed (56.8% pass rate). 

Figure 2 shows that of the 49 475 learners who passed, 15 291 obtained a bachelors pass 

(university entry pass); an increase of 1 856 candidates compared to last year’s 13 435 

bachelors passes.  
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      TOTAL ENROLMENT (EC, 2015) 

109 052 

FULL-TIME ENROLMENT 
89 740 

PART-TIME ENROLMENT 
19 312 

 

LEARNERS WHO WROTE 
87 090 

 

LEARNERS WHO PASSED 
49 475 

 

QUALIFY FOR BACHELOR 
15 291 

QUALIFY FOR DIPLOMA 
20 055 

 

QUALIFY FOR HIGHER 
CERTIFICATE    14 119 

 

ENROLLED BUT DID NOT WRITE  
2 650  

 

LEARNERS WHO FAILED 
37 615 

Figure 2: Overview of the Eastern Cape 2015 matric results 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Own calculation. Figures were derived from the National Department of Basic 
Education 

Figure 2 implies that for every 100 candidates who wrote the National Senior Certificate (2015 
NSC):  

 43 candidates failed, and  

 57 candidates passed. Of the 57 candidates who passed,  

 18 candidates qualified for a bachelor degree 

 23 candidates qualified for a diploma 

 16 candidates qualified for a higher certificate 

The Eastern Cape is the fourth largest contributor, country-wide, to the number of learners 

who are eligible for bachelor studies after Gauteng, Kwazulu-Natal, and Western Cape.  
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Figure 3: Overall performance and trend of the Eastern Cape and RSA NSC pass rate: 2003 -2015 

 

Source: DBE NSC 2015 Examination Report Overall performance of candidates in the 2015 NSC examination  

In 2005 the Eastern Cape had a pass rate of 56.7%. A decade later, in 2015, the province’s pass 

rate remains the same, at 56.8%. The highest achievement in the province was recorded in 

2014 (65.4%). Figure 3 shows that the Eastern Cape improved the pass rate from 50.6% in 

2008 to 65.4% in 2014. An upward trend was experienced from 2009 to 2014, but 

performance has turned downward again in 2015.  

 

2.3 Eastern Cape Education Districts 
In 2015 there was a general decline in pass rates across all 23 education districts. According 

to the Eastern Cape Department of Education report, of the 8 districts with less than 50% pass 

rate in the country, 7 are in the Eastern Cape.  

Table 1 shows that, with the exception of Mount Frere district, the matric pass rate dropped 

in all 23 districts.  All district results declined by an average of 8.6%. Qumbu district had the 

highest drop of 27.1 percentage points from 75.0% pass rate in 2014 to 48.1% pass rate in 

2015. In 2014, six districts had an average pass rate above 70%. In 2015, only one district in 

the province had an average pass rate above 70%. Cradock is the district that performed best, 

with a pass rate of 71.6% in 2015. But this pass rate is 11.3% lower than the 82.9% achieved 

in the previous year. 
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Table 1: Eastern Cape districts ranked in terms of matric pass rate and the pass rate drop (2014-2015) 

Districts matric pass 
rate 2014 and 2015 

2014 
% 

2015 
% 

Pass rate drop 
(2014 - 2015)   

  
Districts ranked in terms 
of pass rate drop 

Pass rate drop 
(2014 - 2015) 

 Cradock          82.9        71.6  -11.3   1 Qumbu -27.1 

 Uitenhage          75.5        69.0  -6.5   2 Ngcobo -17.8 

 Port Elizabeth          74.3        66.0  -8.3   3 Lady Frere -17.6 

 Mthatha          67.6        63.7  -3.9   4 Lusikisiki -13.9 

 Cofimvaba          66.7        61.9  -4.8   5 Libode -13.8 

 East London          74.9        61.8  -13.1   6 East London -13.1 

 Grahamstown          71.9        60.6  -11.3   7 Cradock -11.3 

 Graaff-Reinet          63.3        60.1  -3.2   8 Grahamstown -11.3 

 King Williams Town          64.0        59.0  -5.0   9 Sterkspruit -10.7 

 Queenstown          58.0        56.7  -1.3   10 Mt Fletcher -9.2 

 Maluti          61.7        55.9  -5.8   11 Port Elizabeth -8.3 

 Mt Fletcher          64.9        55.7  -9.2   12 Fort Beaufort -7.2 

 Mount Frere          55.1        55.1  0.0   13 Mbizana -6.7 

 Butterworth          57.1        54.9  -2.2   14 Uitenhage -6.5 

 Mbizana          60.1        53.4  -6.7   15 Maluti -5.8 

 Dutywa          57.9        52.2  -5.7   16 Dutywa -5.7 

 Sterkspruit          60.5        49.8  -10.7   17 King Williams Town -5.0 

 Fort Beaufort          56.9        49.7  -7.2   18 Cofimvaba -4.8 

 Libode          62.4        48.6  -13.8   19 Mthatha -3.9 

 Ngcobo          65.9        48.1  -17.8   20 Graaff-Reinet -3.2 

 Qumbu          75.0        47.9  -27.1   21 Butterworth -2.2 

 Lusikisiki          61.1        47.2  -13.9   22 Queenstown -1.3 

 Lady Frere          63.9        46.3  -17.6   23 Mountt Frere 0.0 

Source: DBE –National Senior Certificate: Technical Report, 2015 

 

2.4 Schools  
In 2015 the Eastern Cape had 924 schools registered for the National Senior Certificate 

compared to 853 in Gauteng. However Gauteng has 21 352 more candidates spread across 91 

fewer schools. The widely spread cohort of matriculants in the Eastern Cape impedes the 

provision of quality education and the administration of these schools. Resources, including 

teachers, are more consolidated in urbanised areas like Gauteng which makes supporting, 

managing and supervising schools easier. Eastern Cape schools are distributed across 23 

education districts whereas in higher performing provinces such the Free State and the North 

West there are only 5 and 4 districts to manage and support the schools.  
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3 Statistical Overview of Results  
 

The following overviews provide a statistical overview of students’ performance according to 
the following variables: province, university entry, gender, subject, school quintile, and pass 
range. 

3.1 Students Performance by Province 
 

Table 2: NSC examination in 2015 and achievement by province 

   Learners who wrote Learners who pass 

% Achieved 

  
      
Number 

             % Share Number % Share 

EC  87 090  13.5 49 475 10.9 56.8 
FS  31 161  4.8 25 416 5.6 81.6 
GP 108 442  16.8 91 327 20.0 84.2 
KZN 162 658  25.2 98 761 21.7 60.7 
LP 101 575  15.8 66 946 14.7 65.9 
MP  54 980  8.5 43 229 9.5 78.6 
NW  33 286  5.2 27 118 5.9 81.5 
NC  11 623  1.8 8 064 1.8 69.4 
WC 53 721  8.3 45 489 10.0 84.7 

RSA 644 536  100.0 455 825 100.0 70.7 

Source: DBE –National Senior Certificate: Technical Report, 2015 

 
Table 2 traces each province’s cohort of matriculants who progressed from writing the NSC to 

achieving a pass. From this table one can deduce levels of drop-out, failure and repetition. Of 

the candidates who enrolled for the NSC examination in the country, 70.7% passed the 

examination. In the Eastern Cape, of the 87 090 candidates who wrote the examination, 49 

475 passed and the rest will either repeat the examination, or try to join the already saturated 

labour market. High drop-out rates impact on the vulnerability of youth and possible reasons 

for this need further investigation. According to Statistics South Africa’s Quarterly Labour 

Force Survey, the youth unemployment rate increased to 55.2% in quarter one of 2015 from 

46.5% in 2008.  

 

3.2 Students Performance by University Entry 
Figure 4 shows that fewer than two out of every ten learners who wrote the 2015 examination 

matriculated with a pass rate that qualifies them for university. Comparatively, in the Western 

Cape, almost close to half of those who wrote the 2015 examination will eventually 

matriculate with a pass that qualifies them for university. 
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Figure 4: Quality basic education: University entry as a percentage of whose who wrote the 2015 NSC 

 
Source: DBE –National Senior Certificate: Technical Report, 2015 

 
For the country as a whole, a quarter of those who wrote the NSC examination qualified for 

university entrance, on average. However this does not mean that everyone who qualifies for 

university entrance will necessarily enroll for tertiary education. Often parents will not be able 

to afford tertiary education. Students move to other provinces such as Gauteng and the 

Western Cape in search of potential colleges and universities or in search of employment.  Of 

the few who are admitted for a first year at university, more than 50% usually drop out (for 

either academic or financial reasons).   

Figure 5: Number of candidates qualifying for Bachelor studies, 2014-2015 

 
Source: DBE –National Senior Certificate: Technical Report, 2015 
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Bachelor passes have declined from 20.1% in 2014 to 17.6% in 2015. However in numerical 
terms, Figure 5 shows that the number of candidates with “Bachelor Passes” in the Eastern 
Cape has increased from 13 435 to 15 291 (a numerical increase of 1 856).  Much higher 
numerical increases can be seen in Limpopo (4 667) and the Western Cape (3 855). KwaZulu-
Natal is the only province where bachelor passes declined by almost a thousand candidates.  

 

3.3 Students Performance by Gender 
 
In the Eastern Cape, the Grade 12 pass rate performance is unequal between males and females. 
The performance gap between males and females is larger in 2015 than in 2008. These results 
are in contrast to the significantly higher number of females (48 910) compared to males (40 
830) who wrote the NSC examination in 2015. Pass rates for males were 51.6% and for females 
50%. 
 
A similar pattern occurs when examining the learners who qualify for Bachelor studies. 

 
Figure 6: NSC examination pass rates by gender in the Eastern Cape 

 
Source: DBE –National Senior Certificate: Technical Report, 2015 

 
Although more females than males enrolled for the examination, the matric result is still more 

favorable for males than for females. Possible reasons for the discrepancy can be related to 

gendered perceptions of the role that males play in society compared to females. For example, 

girls continue to have more responsibility for childcare and housework and less time for 

studying compared to boys. Gender-based inequalities in education are reflected in broader 

society such as places of work, community and home. In order to address gender inequalities 

in society and the associated power relations, schools should cultivate healthy attitudes and 

identity-formation amongst learners, and integrate such approaches into the curriculum. 
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Table 3: Overall achievement and candidates qualifying for Bachelor studies by gender: 2015 

  Female (%) Male (%) 

  Overall Achievement 
Qualified for 

Bachelor 
studies 

Overall Achievement 
Qualified for 

Bachelor 
studies 

EC 54.5 16.8 59.6 18.4 
FS 81.1 30.0 82.1 29.5 
GP 83.2 36.9 85.4 34.3 
KZN 60.2 21.7 61.3 20.9 
LP 62.5 18.7 70.7 23.1 
MP 76.5 23.0 81.2 26.4 
NW 79.4 26.1 84.0 27.2 
NC 68.8 21.3 70.0 20.8 
WC 84.1 42.1 85.4 41.0 

RSA 69.3 25.7 72.4 25.9 

Source: DBE –National Senior Certificate: Technical Report, 2015 

 

3.4 Student Performance by Subject 

 

The number of pupils who wrote mathematics in the Eastern Cape increased by 25.7% from 
31 091 in 2014 to 39 084 in 2015.  However the proportion of those who passed mathematics 
with 40% and above dropped by 3.3 percentage points, from 25.1% in 2014 to 21.8% in 2015 
(See Table 4).  
 

Table 4: Eastern Cape subject performance and level of achievement in 2014-2015 

  
Number of learners 

who wrote 
% of learners who 

achieved 30%-100% 
% of learners who 

achieved 40%-100% 

  2014 2015 2014 2015 2014 2015 

Mathematics    31 091 39 084 42.0 37.3 25.1 21.8 
Physical Science    21 855  27 749 51.5 45.9 26.5 24.8 
Math Literacy    36 467  48 877 77.1 55.6 48.4 29.2 
Accounting    15 482  18 021 61.4 52.7 37.7 29.2 
Business Studies    23 581  29 344 73.9 68.9 47.7 43.5 
Economics    18 353  23 020 59.6 53.9 28.5 26.6 
Geography    26 379  35 312 74.7 66.9 44.5 39.6 
History    15 877  22 827 77.8 72.5 52.1 47.4 
Life Science    37 564  50 440 66.4 59.8 41.8 36.1 

Source: DBE –National Senior Certificate: Technical Report, 2015 

 

Of interest is the increased number of pupils who wrote physical science in the Eastern Cape. The 
number increased by 26.9%, however a decrease in the proportion of those who passed with 
30% and above is recorded.  

 

For analytical purposes, subjects can be grouped in three categories, namely: Commerce 
(Business studies, Economics, Accounting); social sciences (Life science, History, Geography); 
and STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics). Subject choices and 
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performance are important phenomena, to ascertain students’ interests and how they make 
choices that potentially shape how they eventually contribute to society. Both science and 
humanity based subjects are needed to advance the technological and social needs of society. 

 

3.5 Student Performance by school quintile 
All South African public ordinary schools are categorised into five groups, called quintiles, 

largely for purposes of the allocation of financial resources. Quintile one is the 'poorest' 

quintile, while quintile five is the 'least poor'. A school quintile ranking is important as it 

determines the amount of public funding that a school receives each year and whether or not 

the school is permitted to charge fees. Learners attending Quintile 1, 2 and 3 schools do not 

pay school fees. In order to compensate these schools for their loss in fee income, the state 

provides them with a larger financial allocation. Schools classified as "fee-paying" schools in 

quintiles 4 and 5 receive a lower state subsidy. These rankings are determined nationally 

according to the poverty rate of the community around the school as well as certain 

infrastructural factors. 

The performance contrast between quintile 1 and quintile 5 is significant, showing how 

inequality in the education system is linked to socio-economic markers.  

Table 5: Number of schools in each quintile by pass rate range, (Eastern Cape, 2015 matric results) 

Pass rate 
range 

Quintile 
1 

Quintile 
2 

Quintile 
3 

Quintile 
4 

Quintile 
5 

Independent 
schools 

Other 
TOTAL 
schools 

 Number of schools in each quintile by pass rate range   

100% pass 
rate 0 1 3 10 17 6 0 37 

81% to 99% 12 14 32 19 29 17 3 126 
61% to 80% 40 37 101 6 6 17 2 209 
41% to 60% 68 75 121 4 1 6 2 277 
21% to 40% 56 56 111 0 0 3 2 228 

Less than 
20% 18 9 18 0 0 2 0 47 

TOTAL 194 192 386 39 53 51 9 924 

Source: DBE –National Senior Certificate: Technical Report, 2015 

 

Table 5 shows how 924 schools in the Eastern Cape performed by quintile. Overall, 37 schools 

out of the 924 schools achieved 100% pass rate; 126 schools achieved pass rate between 81% 

and 99%; and 47 schools in the province achieved a pass rate below 20%. Of the 194 schools 

in quintile one, none of these achieved 100% pass rate; Of the 192 schools in quintile 2 only 1 

school achieved 100% pass rate; Of the 386 schools in quintile 3, 3 schools achieved 100% 

pass rate; Of the 39 schools in quintile 4, 10 schools achieved 100% and of the 53 schools in 

quintile 5, 17 schools achieved 100% pass rate.  

Overall only 4.0% of all schools in the Eastern Cape achieved 100% pass rate and only 5.1% of 

all schools in the province achieved a pass rate below 20%. One can infer from this table that 

inequality in household income is reflected in learners’ performance. Historical imbalances 
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perpetuate the pattern that poor schools perform lower than wealthy schools, which is 

especially manifest in a province like the Eastern Cape. 

Schools in quintile 4 and 5 by and large feed the universities, while the majority of learners in 

quintile 1 to 3 qualify for higher certificates. For historical reasons, such as the former separate 

development laws, the pattern of dual performance is being perpetuated. Students in poorer 

communities perform below their potential compared to their middle class counterparts. 

They are less likely to obtain higher qualifications that will potentially make them eligible for 

well-paid posts in the formal economy. Therefore those who are on the margins of the 

economy continue to be excluded from participating in the main economic, social and political 

activities. The matric results mirrors the phenomenon of those in higher socio-economic 

echelons having access to privilege, partly because the schooling system enables them to do 

so.  

3.6 Student Performance by Pass Range 
In total, almost a third of schools in the Eastern Cape achieved a pass rate below 40% (see 

Table 6). In other words, 3 out of every 10 schools in the Eastern Cape produced candidates 

who only qualify for higher certificate, who are unable to register either for a Diploma 

course or for a university degree.  

 
Table 6: Distribution of schools in the EC and their performance for the 2015 NSC examination 

Pass rate 
 Range 

Distribution 
of Schools (%) 

Learners 
who wrote 

(%) 

Learners 
who 

passed (%) 
Average 
pass rate 

0% to 10% 1.4% 0.6% 0.0% 2.4% 

11% to 20% 4.2% 3.8% 1.1% 15.8% 

21% to 30% 10.1% 7.7% 3.6% 26.5% 

31% to 40% 15.8% 15.3% 9.8% 36.5% 

41% to 50% 14.4% 14.7% 11.9% 46.2% 

51% to 60% 15.6% 16.8% 16.6% 56.1% 

61% to 70% 12.2% 14.6% 16.9% 65.4% 

71% to 80% 9.8% 9.8% 13.1% 75.8% 

81% to 90% 6.6% 6.5% 9.8% 85.2% 

91% to 100% 9.8% 10.1% 17.2% 97.1% 

TOTAL 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 56.8% 

Source: DBE –National Senior Certificate: Technical Report, 2015 
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4 Analysis of Results  
 

4.1 Overall observations  
The data presented in the previous section points to how structural forces of racial 
classification, class positions and gender disparities bolster inequalities in society. Inequalities 
are expressed distinctly in education and an analysis of the matric results provides an 
opportunity to see these structural determinants more clearly. By way of bringing the 
overview data into an analysis we make the following overarching points, derived from these 
graphs: 

Performance of students by quintiles reinforces the well-known observation that results are 
generally linked to socio-economic status, and by implication to class position and to the home 
languages of students. The home languages of students relate directly to learning and 
performance on the one hand and to socio-economic location on the hand. 

There is a general increase in the number of students who wrote the NSC in 2015. 
Development and appropriate policy is one of the contributing factors that we raise in this 
section to shed more light on the large cohort of matriculants. 

5.6% of schools obtained between 0% and 19.8% pass rate. Over 90% of these schools have 
students whose home language is isiXhosa. The schools are distributed across the province 
but are concentrated in the eastern region, which is characterised by rurality and by being 
remote from administrative centres.  
 
Comparatively speaking, the feature of being far-flung from district offices and the associated 
implications, are far less prevalent in provinces such as Gauteng and the Western Cape. All 
these schools are in quintile one which puts them in the lowest socio-economic category of 
schools. This may explain why ten of the poorest performing schools are in the seemingly 
urban education districts of King Williams Town, East London and Port Elizabeth.  
 
From Table 7 we note that 10 of these schools have 22 candidates and fewer which means 
there might be constraints around how subject offerings can be matched with the 
qualifications of teachers.  
 
The following table of school performance in the Eastern Cape shows how bifurcated the 
schooling system is, a pattern that is found across the country.  

Noteworthy are the number of performing schools in the Eastern Cape that increased from 
405 in 2014 to 522 in 2015. Table 7 shows the ‘worse’ performing schools in the province (with 
pass rate below 20%) and Table 8 shows the ‘top’1 performing schools (with a pass rate of 99% 
or above).  Two schools had 0% pass rate, and both of these schools are located in King 
Williams Town. 

 
 
 

                                                        
1 We use the terms ‘worse’ and ‘top’ schools with reservation. The descriptors are imported from the 
DoE database. 
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Table 7: Schools with less than 20% pass rate (Eastern Cape, 2015 matric results) 

Area School 
Learners 
who wrote 

Learners who 
passed 

Pass rate 
(%) 

King Williams Town Jama Senior Secondary School  22 0 0.0 

King Williams Town St. Thomas For The Deaf 12 0 0.0 

Mt Frere Ntsizwa Senior Secondary School 91 2 2.2 
King Williams Town Zwelamandlovu Senior Secondary School 26 1 3.8 

Fort Beaufort J.M Ndindwa High School 70 4 5.7 

Lady Frere Ikhwezi Lokusa Senior Secondary School 16 1 6.3 

Cofimvaba Bubele Senior Secondary School 15 1 6.7 

Maluti Ralebitso Senior Secondary School 43 3 7.0 

Sterkspruit Nompumelelo Senior Secondary School 55 4 7.3 

Lady Frere Echibini Senior Secondary School 90 7 7.8 

Mt Fletcher Bethania Senior Secondary School 61 5 8.2 

Cofimvaba Middle Zolo Senior Secondary School 11 1 9.1 

King Williams Town Ndema Senior Secondary School 20 2 10.0 

East London Msobomvu High School 18 2 11.1 

Mthatha Sea View Secondary School 53 6 11.3 

Port Elizabeth Lwandlekazi High School  53 6 11.3 

Queenstown Sijongephambili  44 5 11.4 

Libode Ngqeleni Senior Secondary School  138 16 11.6 

Port Elizabeth Sek Mqhayi Senior Secondary School  34 4 11.8 

Graaff-Reinet Carel Du Toit High School  42 5 11.9 

Dutywa Mathumbu Senior Secondary School  75 9 12.0 

Fort Beaufort Ngangelizwe Senior Secondary School  33 4 12.1 

Libode Smuts Ndamase Senior Secondary School  175 22 12.6 

East London Zweliyandila High School  78 10 12.8 

Graaff-Reinet Cookhouse Senior Secondary School  30 4 13.3 

Libode Vakele Technical Senior Secondary School  110 15 13.6 

Dutywa Xolilizwe Senior Secondary School  172 25 14.5 

Lady Frere Sosebenza Senior Secondary School  48 7 14.6 

Lady Frere Nonkqubela Senior Secondary School  54 8 14.8 

Mthatha Mditshwa Senior Secondary School  74 11 14.9 

Qumbu Welsh Senior Secondary School  138 21 15.2 

Libode Mabhulana Ndamase High School 105 16 15.2 

Sterkspruit Cebolethu High School  13 2 15.4 

Mthatha Tyelinzima High School  96 15 15.6 

Lusikisiki Zwelibongile Senior Secondary School  368 61 16.6 

East London Oxford College 12 2 16.7 

Queenstown Zolani Junior Secondary School 54 9 16.7 

Mthatha Hlabatshane Senior Secondary School 89 15 16.9 

Libode Nogemane Senior Secondary School 228 39 17.1 

East London Qaqamba Senior Secondary School  111 19 17.1 

Queenstown Siyaphakama Senior Secondary School  46 8 17.4 

Maluti Hlangwini Senior Secondary School  63 11 17.5 

King Williams Town Rabula Senior Secondary School  17 3 17.6 

Butterworth Ezingcuka Senior Secondary School  171 31 18.1 

East London Qhasana Senior Secondary School  55 10 18.2 

Ngcobo Gwarubana Senior Secondary School  111 21 18.9 

Qumbu Jongilizwe Senior Secondary School  81 16 19.8 
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Table 8: Schools with more than 99% pass rate (Eastern Cape, 2015 matric results) 

Area School 
Learners 
who 
wrote 

Learners 
who 
passed 

Pass rate 
(%) 

Queenstown Queen's College Boys' High School  105 104 99.0 

East London Hudson Park High School  212 210 99.1 
Port Elizabeth Alexander Road High  School  231 229 99.1 

Uitenhage Brandwag High School  163 162 99.4 

Port Elizabeth Victoria Park High School  197 196 99.5 

East London Stirling High School 219 218 99.5 

Cradock Tarkastad High School  26 26 100.0 

East London Beaconhurst School  62 62 100.0 

East London Cambridge High School  208 208 100.0 

East London Clarendon Girls High School  141 141 100.0 

East London Gonubie High School  83 83 100.0 

East London Grens High School  111 111 100.0 

East London Lilyfontein School  27 27 100.0 

East London Selborne College Boys High  147 147 100.0 

East London Ulwazi High School  78 78 100.0 

Fort Beaufort Enkwenkwezini  Senior Secondary School  15 15 100.0 

Graaff-Reinet Gill College  53 53 100.0 

Grahamstown Victoria Girls High School  83 83 100.0 

King Williams Town Cathcart High School  76 76 100.0 

King Williams Town Kingsridge High School  88 88 100.0 

King Williams Town Stuttereim High School  53 53 100.0 

Maluti Bergview College  42 42 100.0 

Maluti King Edward High School  39 39 100.0 

Mbizana Zamokuhle Special School  7 7 100.0 

Mt Fletcher Maclear High School  27 27 100.0 

Mthatha Holycross  Education Centre Kiddie Land  99 99 100.0 

Port Elizabeth Collegiate Girls High School  138 138 100.0 

Port Elizabeth Elsen Academy  4 4 100.0 

Port Elizabeth Ethembeni Enrichment Centre  68 68 100.0 

Port Elizabeth Grey Boys School  186 186 100.0 

Port Elizabeth Hoerskool D.F Malherbe  100 100 100.0 

Port Elizabeth Insight Learning Centre &College  2 2 100.0 

Port Elizabeth Pearson High School  181 181 100.0 

Port Elizabeth Theodor Herzl High School  31 31 100.0 

Port Elizabeth Westering High School  186 186 100.0 

Queenstown Hoerskool Hangklip  55 55 100.0 

Queenstown Queenstown Girls High School  101 101 100.0 

Sterkspruit Burgersdorp High School  51 51 100.0 

Uitenhage Global Leadership Academy  39 39 100.0 

Uitenhage Hoerskool Mc Lachlan  24 24 100.0 

Uitenhage Hoerskool Nico Malan  154 154 100.0 

Uitenhage Kirkwood High School  35 35 100.0 

Uitenhage Paul Sauer High School  35 35 100.0 
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Disparities in school performance are a common feature across the breadth of South African 
schools. Each province features uneven performance amongst schools across a wide range of 
communities, as the pattern shows in the above Eastern Cape schools. Performance disparity 
is a norm across all provinces. What distinguishes provinces is not reducible to results, but is 
rather attributable to the extreme inequalities of the educational conditions that history 
created. In the Eastern Cape there is a concentration of schools that are impoverished at the 
level of teachers and at the level of material resources. 

Schools that have a pass rate range between 99-100%, show an impeccable result. The 
majority of these schools have a history of being well resourced and of having high academic 
standards. The communities in which they are located are largely affluent middle class areas. 
Parents are generally by the means materially and in other ways able to contribute to an ethos 
of high performance. Well qualified teachers who are able to offer a wide range of subject 
specializations as well as access to other resource is a cross cutting feature of these top-
performing schools.  

A school such as Ulwazi High School is an exception to the above socio-economic profile. It is 
located in Mdantsane township in Buffalo City and has excelled academically despite the odds 
and herein lies hope for the majority of schools. There are other exemplary schools in the 
Eastern Cape that we can draw on to reshape the system towards better standards in quality. 

 

4.2 Structural and Historical factors  
The quintile categories are useful in helping us to clearly see the class, racial and social 
divisions in the education system. As the pattern repeats itself, todays well-resourced schools 
are the ones which have been historically better endowed with resources. The parents with 
higher income and levels of education generally form the economic base for schools which 
are already well resourced.  

Many schools in townships and in rural areas have dilapidated classrooms, poor access to 
services such as water and electricity, no landline telephones and internet and very few public 
or school libraries. The Eastern Cape has the highest number of children who walk for more 
than 30 minutes to school every day, (11.2%). This phenomena has implications for their 
ability to learn properly as fatigue, safety and energy take its daily toll on children. 

Schools are therefore economically bifurcated, which is a structural feature across the country. 
Of the 37 Eastern Cape schools who achieved a 100% pass rate, only 1 school in quintile 2 and 
3 schools in quintile 3. This pattern is the same at national level. Schools that obtained 
between 0-19% pass rate total 126 in quintile one compared to 0 in quintile 5. On the opposite 
end of the performance spectrum in quintile 1 32 schools achieved 100% compared to 142 
schools in quintile 5. 

Many of these problems are linked to socio-economic factors, such as poverty and 
unemployment. Conditions such as these are not conducive to offering quality in education. 
However students in schools quintiles 4 and 5 have access to reasonable quality in education, 
including a diverse subject offering.  
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4.3 School Typology 
The Eastern Cape has an unusually high number of combined schools compared to other 
provinces. 43% of children are in combined schools that include grades R to 8 and grade 9. 
These schools were set-up in the Apartheid era to provide a dumbed-down education to 
bolster a labour reserve to be used on mines and farms. Such labour was referred to, 
derogatively, as unskilled or semi-skilled. 

The ethos of these schools was, therefore, not about teaching children to think critically but 

instead for them to be socialised into roles that were pre-destined for social alienation and 

socio-economic struggle. Generally these schools have limited subject choices with few 

specialist trained teachers and poor infrastructure (19% of Eastern Cape schools do not have 

running water). The mission schools which have historically existed in the Eastern Cape 

present quite an opposite picture. Contrary to the combined schools, the mission schools had 

well trained and disciplined teachers who went the extra mile for their students and produced 

a well- educated tier of school-leavers2. The ethos of the latter has to be recalled and displace 

that of the current combined school. Reconfiguring the school typology is another way of 

addressing the urgent issue of improving quality in education. 

 

4.4 Progression Policy 
The national department attempts to address the problem of high drop-out rates in the 

system through a policy that allows school children to proceed to the next grade. A 

progression policy, first gazetted in 2012, states that a child will not be held back in a phase 

for more than 4 years. The intention of this policy is to retain students in the schooling system. 

Effectively learners proceed through the phases, in a number of cases even if they fail. The 

four phases are: Foundation from grade R - 3, Intermediate from grade 4-6, Senior from grade 

7-9 and Further Education and Training from grade 10-12.  

Should learning and teaching not be of a high quality children still proceed through the 

education system, from as early as the foundation phase, with a learning backlog. Often 

teachers, children and parents are not sufficiently aware that their child’s academic standards 

do not meet minimal progression requirements. The bigger casualty of course is that children 

do not acquire the essential quality of learning to think critically.  

Essentially there is a crisis in the quality of education and the progression policy exacerbates 

the compromise on quality by causing bottlenecks in the last phase of the system, namely 

grades 10, 11 and 12. Often reflection on the matric results exposes this contradiction 

between the crisis of educational quality on the one hand, and the need to keep students in 

the system on the other.  To express this numerically, there were 65 671 students nationally 

who were progressed despite having failed, but still registered for the National Senior 

Certificate.  Only 22 060 of these registered students actually passed. 

                                                        
2 These schools have produced leaders for South Africa. 
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Similarly in the Eastern Cape we see a bloated cohort of grade 11s with 11 709 ‘progressed’ 

learners. There are cases where students fail grade 11 twice but the policy progresses them 

to grade 12. According to the Eastern Cape Department of Education, this is the largest grade 

12 group in the past 5 years. 

With declining educational standards and an expanding number of ‘progressed’ students the 

matric results will continue to decline if these causal factors are not resolved. Amongst the 

many aspects in addressing quality in education, the single-most important aspect is to build 

strong teachers. And not merely to build their conceptual and pedagogical ability but to also 

invest in their psycho-emotional abilities too. Fresh premises for the project of teacher 

development should be prioritized. Of course other factors that relate to the nature of the 

curriculum and the purposes of education will help re-define how we orientate and prepare 

teachers, parents and students. Notwithstanding all these, the core of an intervention will 

have to concentrate on high quality teaching and learning from the foundation phase up. 

 

4.5 Language Medium Practice 
The matric results are severely affected by the language medium policy and practice. An 

educationally sound language medium practice simply means that children learn best in the 

language that they know best.  From a legislative and from a moral point of view children must 

learn in their mother tongue for at least 7-8 years while acquiring proficiency in the language 

of power, namely English. This is a central aspect for uplifting quality in education in the 

Eastern Cape and in the rest of South Africa. 

Over 80% of children are deprived of this right in the Eastern Cape. If we consider the quintile 

4 and 5 schools it is evident that those high performing schools have mother tongue education 

throughout school. Or, they have very good home-based support for acquiring academic 

proficiency in English while at the same time maintaining, in varying degrees, their mother 

tongue. 

The Eastern Cape is known as a province that has political support for a Mother-tongue based 

system for the first 6 years. It has a provincial office set-up to implement the Language-in 

Education policy of 1997 which stipulates children should learn in the language that allows for 

their best conceptual development. This is an unfolding project and needs the support of the 

publishers to print textbooks in isiXhosa. Support from the general public is needed to 

understand that isiXhosa is essential as a language that needs to be acquired throughout 

schooling, or at the very least for the first 7-8 years of school. Support is also needed to 

endorse isiXhosa as a language medium that stands to qualitatively elevate standards of 

education in the provincial system. There is a rich repository of linguistic resources in the 

Eastern Cape and our provincial universities have to undertake the required research and 

training functions to build the body and the domains of use of isiXhosa.   
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5 Conclusion and recommendations 
 

We conclude this report with the following remarks and recommendations:  

 The national Department of Education is initiating a second chance matric programme 

that aims to retain students who did not pass grade 12 in the system. Learners will have 

a chance to write certain subjects again to obtain their NSC. This same department 

conducted a diagnosis of the question papers to establish how effectively students 

responded to them, so that the formulation of the questions as well as areas of content 

can be improved. 

 

 The Eastern Cape Department of Education is considering consolidating the 23 districts 

into about 12 districts. This initiative would hopefully enable better administration and 

support to school communities. The widespread distribution of combined and small 

schools in the Eastern Cape causes many of the management and quality problems. 

Reconfiguring the school typology is an important to task to be undertaken. 

 

 Leadership, nationally and provincially, has to find ways of concentrating efforts to uplift 

standards of education in poverty stricken areas that are located in far-flung rural 

communities and in urban townships. There are schools in the province which are 

demonstrating that, despite historical and structural challenges, they provide excellent 

education for their children. Engaging with them on the practical, theoretical and other 

aspects of quality in education is a good starting point to raise the platform of education 

as a province.  

 

 At the level of policy, the progression policy needs to be reflected on critically as it is 

compromising on the quality of educational outcomes. The objective of achieving quality 

in education should receive more prominence within the policy discourse.  

 

 The crisis of quality in education needs to be addressed with dedicated effort to a craft a 

plan and provide resources for this project. Such a plan should actively engage teachers, 

parents, education officials and the public. Curriculum content and methods will be 

primary in offering students a learning experience that embeds values such as democracy, 

reflective and critical thinking and valuing of self and others. Key to the project of building 

quality in education is also ensuring that a mother-tongue-based education system is 

implemented. Publishers and the broader public should commit to providing the 

multilingual materials and classroom practices that stand to decolonise the current 

system.  

 

 Efforts to strengthen Early Childhood Development (ECD) is an urgent task. Students that 

have the benefit of being exposed to good early learning generally perform better in their 

subsequent grades. All hands on deck are required to ensure that the basic needs of 
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babies and of young children are provided for: Good nutrition, books to read and write in, 

trained caregivers, safe and stimulating environment.  

 

 Pay particular attention to the schools in poorer contexts, to their overall functionality 

and infrastructural needs. Children in all phases of learning need to be treated with dignity 

and to be provided with conducive conditions in which to learn.  

 

 The Curriculum Assessment Policy or CAPS is the curriculum that framed teaching and 

learning for this cohort and is considered by the department as a more streamlined and 

content-based curriculum, compared to the former one. To the contrary, teachers 

generally report that the curriculum makes heavy administrative demands and takes time 

away from actual teaching. Attention needs to be given to how students can have more 

contact and learning time with teachers, as opposed to teachers being too bogged down 

with assessment related tasks.  

 

 The DoE needs to think creatively about how to make provision for thousands of students 

who do not matriculate, a feature found across all provinces. Such provision might include 

mechanisms to cater for students who wish to repeat matric or for those who wish to 

enter colleges. Community colleges for example, will be one channel through which 

students can pursue a variety of work and pedagogic and service related activities.  

 

 Inequality in education persists and is manifest in both the material and psychological 

conditions of students. There are numerous demonstrations of success in the Eastern 

Cape where schools in poor communities thrive academically and are able to prepare their 

students to pursue any course of study at any university in the country. We need to draw 

on the valuable knowledge and experience that these schools have and find ways to apply 

their basic concepts across a broader range of schools. 

In conclusion, as a society we need to work alongside our teachers and children to ensure that 
they feel supported and inspired in their teaching and learning. The impact of the education 
system and the performance of students ultimately depends on the quality of education that 
is (co)constructed between the teacher and the student. 
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