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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

1 MISTRA, 2017. The Pedagogy of Mathematics in South Africa: Is there a unifying logic? Johannesburg: MISTRA.

The dire state of mathematics education in South Africa is a cause for concern. South Africa falls 
short in international assessments. Poor performances in maths and science are a legacy of gross 
racial, gender and spatial inequalities. Much attention has been given to maths education post-
apartheid. However, there has been minimal improvement in results. This means that methods 
of teaching mathematics require a constructive re-look, particularly those methods engaged at at 
the basic level of teacher to learner. MISTRA’s 2017 publication on the pedagogy of mathematics 
in South Africa1 investigated whether there can be a unifying way of teaching maths that would 
benefit both the learner and the teacher. The research found that suitable pedagogies can be 
built, based on the varied natural cognitive modes of different learners, which are determined by 
their language, culture and living environments. The publication provided a number of explicit and 
implicit ideas as to how the situation can be improved, including developing language and thought; 
creative use of technology; better teacher development; and developing mathematical identities.

Subsequently, approximately three years after the release of the publication, MISTRA conducted 
focus group fieldwork research in primary and high schools located in peri-urban and rural areas of 
Gauteng, Free State, Limpopo and Western Cape. Core objectives were to communicate research 
findings from the publication to mathematics educators, while obtaining additional insights from 
these educators. Specifically, the focus group research was aimed at eliciting feedback on the 
findings in the book relating to key areas for implementation, and at identifying gaps which both 
reveal and confirm areas for improvement in mathematics education. The fieldwork research 
corroborated the findings in MISTRA’s 2017 publication, and further emphasised the need for 
improved teacher development and involvement in curriculum changes. This focus-group research, 
like the publication findings, highlights the barrier language presents for teaching and learning 
maths, amongst other factors. Broadly, maths learners’ and teachers’ needs are unmet because of 
a continuous failure to sufficiently reduce historical inequalities.
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INTRODUCTION

2 Kruss, G. 1988. ‘People’s education in South Africa: An examination of the concept’. Centre for Adult and Continuing 
Education, University of the Western Cape. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED396130.pdf, accessed 27 July 2021.

3 MISTRA, 2017, op. cit. 
4 Webb, P. and Roberts, N. 2017. ‘Introduction and Overview’. The Pedagogy of Mathematics in South Africa: Is there a Unifying 

logic? Johannesburg: MISTRA.

Mathematics is granted high status – on a par with literacy – and is seen as necessary knowledge 
for successful functioning in daily life. The underperformance in mathematics in South Africa 
is thus concerning and has been recognised as such by the public sector, private sector and 
trade unions. As early as 1986, the National Education Crisis Committee (NECC)2 identified the 
mathematics education problem, which has remained on the public policy agenda ever since. 
Poor performance is usually attributed to, among other factors: limited access to textbooks; a 
lack of good educators; inadequate coverage of the curriculum; and a host of problems that are 
identified in earlier grades and are left to compound in later grades.3 There have been many 
initiatives from government to tackle the problem, such as national bursaries, mathematics being 
made compulsory until Grade 9 and the overhauling of the teacher qualification framework. 
The private sector has initiated corporate social investment programmes, focusing on ensuring 
that South African learners have access to quality learning materials for mathematics, including 
through a range of technologies. Trade unions have set up mathematics winter schools and 
offered professional development to practicing teachers. However, the concern is that despite so 
much attention and investment, there is little improvement to show for it.4 This is the narrative 
that is reiterated every year. MISTRA’s research brings to light the crucial missing details from this 
tale and highlights the effort, research and new knowledge required.
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BACKGROUND

5 MISTRA, 2017, op. cit.
6 MISTRA, 2017, op. cit.

7 Howie, S. J. 2001. Mathematics and Science Performance in Grade 8 in South Africa 1998/99: TIMSS-R 1999 South 
Africa. Pretoria: Human Sciences Research Council.

8 Reddy, V. 2012. Towards Equity and Excellence: Highlights from TIMSS 2011. http://www.hsrc.ac.za/uploads/
pageContent/2929/TIMSSHighlights2012Dec7final.pdf, accessed 7 May 2016. 

9 Mullis, I. V. S., Martin, M. O., Foy, P., Kelly, D. L., and Fishbein, B. 2020. TIMSS 2019 International Results in Mathematics and 
Science. https://timss2019.org/reports/, accessed 3 August 2021.

10 Merton, R. K. 1968. ‘The Matthew Effect in Science’. Science, 159 (3810), pp. 56–63.

In 2017, MISTRA published an edited book titled The Pedagogy of Mathematics in South Africa: Is 
there a unifying logic?5 The publication was mainly aimed at addressing the issue of how mathematics 
is taught, and whether a unifying logic for the pedagogy of mathematics can be developed. This 
is against a backdrop of South Africa emerging from centuries of colonial domination, with the 
immediate task in 1994 of uniting the country in eliminating the legacy of colonialism and creating 
an equitable society. A critical element of this task was the extension of access to education 
and ensuring the quality of educational services. While much has been achieved, South Africa’s 
performance in maths and science leaves room for much improvement even when measured 
against countries with fewer resources.6 International assessments of education have consistently 
rated the quality of South African mathematics education as being comparatively low, as reported in 
Trends in Mathematics and Science Studies (TIMSS).7,8,9 It is significant that the studies reveal varied 
results from South Africa, with historically white schools achieving results closer to the international 
average compared with traditionally black schools; an indication that the past is still present. The 
‘Matthew Effect’10 describes the phenomenon of how accumulated privilege begets more privilege: 
it gives an individual or groups an inherent advantage which does not simply disappear over time. 

Post-apartheid South Africa inherited an unequal system of education which has proved difficult 
to eradicate. The socio-political history of South Africa has imprinted its values on the country’s 
educational system. Hence its pedagogy will reflect the socio-political system of the time. 
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MOTIVATION FOR THIS INTERVENTION 

After launching The Pedagogy of Mathematics in South Africa: Is there a unifying logic?, MISTRA 
sought to both disseminate the research to maths teachers and evaluate the findings of the book 
with the teachers. Focus groups were identified as an appropriate channel for this. One of the 
central messages in the publication is that research into the pedagogy and practical teaching of 
mathematics should form a critical part of efforts to attain better outcomes. Consequently, MISTRA 
designed a research process which entailed focus-group interviews, primarily with mathematics 
educators. 

The objectives of the focus group research were to: 

• communicate research findings with the primary audience for these findings: mathematics 
educators in South Africa. 

• provide feedback on the findings which may reveal key areas for implementation, and/or 
identify gaps which may reveal or confirm areas for improvement in mathematics education.
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KEY APPROACH 

The classical definition of pedagogy is the ‘learning and teaching of a subject’. In this instance, 
pedagogy is also understood to be the interface between society and its values. The vast inequalities 
in maths education mirror those found in South African society. After all, mathematics education 
does not take place in a void. Rather, the realities of both educators and learners are shaped by 
socio-political histories with legacies that transcend generations. The confluence between the 
legacy of apartheid and the present shapes the attitudes and understanding of educators and 
learners.

The MISTRA publication and the subsequent fieldwork reflect on matters to do with language 
of instruction; awareness and creative utilisation of the social environment; attitudinal factors; 
and the need for ongoing research into the teaching of mathematics. The notion of three pillars on 
which a unifying pedagogy can rest was used. These pillars are: the type of mathematics teaching 
identified as optimum for schools in South Africa; the building of positive mathematical and social 
identities; and the use of linguistic diversity as a resource for learning. 

Arising from that, the publication and this subsequent policy paper draw on the ideas that it is 
important to deepen mathematical foundations for teachers and learners; promote positive 
identities; use languages as a resource; use technology; and develop teacher training, systemic 
research, reviews and interventions. These themes were reiterated by teachers in the focus groups.
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MAIN ARGUMENTS FROM MISTRA’S PUBLICATION

11 The difference between what a student is expected to have learned by a certain grade level versus what they have actually 
learned up to that point.

A key theme running through the publication is that the historical impact of the socioeconomic and 
political relations which characterised apartheid education is an important part of understanding, 
and responding to, South Africa’s current mathematics education problem. The concern was that 
the country’s current psyche as it relates to mathematics education has not been adequately 
addressed, even though the impact of South Africa’s history is correctly identified as an important 
context for work in mathematics education. Mathematics education in South Africa has been 
distorted by exclusionary categorisation. Related to this are the country’s national attitudes and 
beliefs about mathematics education.

Mathematicians often have positive associations with the subject, such as ‘excitement’, ‘creativity’ 
and ‘curiosity’. Yet many school children and university students do not use these terms. Instead, they 
believe that the subject is for the intellectually gifted and this belief is compounded by the manner in 
which mathematics is taught, which shapes the attitudes and perceptions of learners. The history of 
elitist access to mathematics, and an employment context in which mathematics is required to gain 
decent work, have major political and socioeconomic implications. While education may be used for 
emancipation, mathematics can be used as a weapon to increase and perpetuate inequality.

The publication discusses the need to bolster support for teachers, particularly those working with 
learners who need help to catch up with the curriculum. The learning gap11 between the poorest 
60 per cent and the wealthiest 30 per cent of learners in South Africa is about three grade levels in 
Grade 3, growing to four grade levels by Grade 9. The less mathematics that learners know when 
they come into a teacher’s class, the harder it is to help them catch up and move on with the 
curriculum at the same time. The education system does not allow for catch-up, and teachers are 
not supported to do this. Other arguments in MISTRA (2017) include:

Beyond the role of teachers: Learners and their parents are central actors in improving mathematics 
learning. Learning takes place both inside and outside the classroom. Parents need to understand new 
approaches to the curriculum, and they need to encourage their children to embrace it. Homework 
drives are one of the ways in which all learners can be given an opportunity to independently 
engage in meaningful mathematical tasks – both during and outside of school time. Where parents 
are unable to do this, other forms of collaborative engagement can be fostered. 
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Importance of Indigenous Knowledge Systems: There is a long history of mathematics in different 
cultures and many studies have shown that various mathematical concepts can be identified in 
different cultural settings. Teachers are called to recognise mathematical concepts, principles and 
processes in any activities (including indigenous activities) which entail these. This approach would 
go a long way towards making mathematical concepts accessible to learners, by connecting these 
concepts to lived socio-cultural experiences. 

Language and reasoning matters: Learners are provided with abstract explanations of mathematical 
concepts and procedures in a language or languages that conflate meanings. They will thus have 
difficulty in making sense of mathematical problems. Mathematical language, like language in 
general, develops in context to support communication.

Research into the pedagogy and the practical teaching of mathematics is critical: This needs to 
entail bringing together the community of researchers on maths education, with the aim of forging 
a unifying logic to mathematics pedagogy in South Africa. Such logic should bring psychology, 
sociology and politics into the discourse on the pedagogy of mathematics.

KEY FACTORS AFFECTING TEACHERS’ ATTITUDE 
TOWARDS MATHEMATICS

12 Brodie, K. 2017. ‘Mathematics pedagogy in South Africa: A human and academic project’. In: The Pedagogy of Mathematics in 
South Africa: Is there a unifying logic? Johannesburg: MISTRA.

13 MISTRA, 2017, op. cit.

The role that educators play in the perception, attitude and teaching of mathematics is crucial 
in addressing the mathematics crisis. Mathematics educators are not meant to simply impart 
mathematics content. Rather they should engage with surviving pre-colonial mathematical 
traditions and with mathematical activities in people’s daily lives and find ways to incorporate these 
into the curriculum. The teacher’s role is to bring the learner into a relationship with mathematics 
which enables deeper understanding of our world. The teacher is thus identified as being central 
to the mathematical enterprise, and teacher development is seen as a key contributor to improved 
education. Research has shown that one of the key factors in students’ mathematics achievement 
is a teacher who believes that the learner can do mathematics.12 A curriculum of engagement, as 
opposed to a curriculum of compliance, promotes teachers’ confidence in students. It was thus 
important to use the findings from MISTRA’s publication as a base, and then to get feedback from 
teachers as to how those findings tally with or diverge from their experiences in the classroom. The 
process was aimed at identifying any gaps in research or implementation.

METHODOLOGY
Most of the primary and high schools that participated in this focus group study are located in 
peri-urban and rural areas (of Gauteng, Free State, Limpopo and Western Cape) since mathematics 
performance is worst in those areas.13 Each group consisted of an average of 10 mathematics 
educators teaching Grades 1–12. The inclusion of teachers of all grades aligns with the research 
design used in the MISTRA publication which investigated the entire basic education pipeline. The 
educators in the focus group discussions had between 2 months and 35 years of experience as 
maths educators.

The insights provided by the mathematics teachers in the focus group fieldwork, conducted from 
August 2019 until March 2020, confirmed MISTRA’s prior research, undertaken approximately 
three years earlier. 
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The next section highlights the key findings from the focus group discussions convened with 
mathematics teachers.

14 Department of Education (DoE). 1997. Curriculum 2005: Lifelong Learning for the 21st century. Pretoria: DoE.
15 Department of Education (DoE). 2002. Revised National Curriculum Statement Grades R-9 (Schools) – Mathematics. Pretoria: DoE.
16 Venkat, H. 2017. ‘Primary mathematics pedagogy in South Africa: The state of play and ventures for probable development’. 

In: The Pedagogy of Mathematics in South Africa: Is there a unifying logic? Johannesburg: MISTRA.
17 Department of Education (DoE). 2008. Foundations for Learning: Assessment framework, Foundation Phase. Pretoria: DoE.
18 Department of Basic Education (DBE). 2011. Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS): Foundation Phase 

Mathematics, Grade R-3. Pretoria: DBE.

KEY FINDINGS FROM THE FOCUS GROUPS

Difficulties faced by teachers

The focus groups showed that teachers enjoy teaching mathematics and are passionate about the 
subject. However, the following challenges were identified by the teachers during the focus group 
discussions, based on their experiences at the maths education coalface:

The ever-changing curriculum is problematic: Educators in the focus groups were concerned about 
the pace of change in the curriculum, saying that the changes do not allow educators and learners 
to settle and reap benefits. When a new curriculum is introduced, educators themselves are not 
familiar with it and have to quickly browse through the changes. This can cause confusion for both 
educators and learners and negatively affect performance.

These observations support a number of studies conducted in the context of the implementation 
of Curriculum 200514 and the Revised National Curriculum Statement,15 which pointed to concerns 
about the pace of teaching in primary mathematics classrooms,16 The concerns fed into a 
reformulation of the curriculum in – initially – the Foundations for Learning policy,17 and then in the 
Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS)18 in which content, sequence and pacing were 
much more tightly specified. 

Too much content to be taught in too short a time: The curriculum is bloated, which means that 
educators have to rush through topics, and this impedes meaningful reflection and evaluation to 
the detriment of educators and learners. Ensuring that the syllabus is completed, as per directives 
from the Department of Education, often means that learners left behind are unlikely to be assisted 
sufficiently because of time constraints. It is common to do one topic for a week and then swiftly 
move to the next the following week. Educators wish to avoid being blamed for the failure to 
complete the syllabus by the Department and hence adhere to these schedules. 

Training and support: There are opportunities for training and development, but there were mixed 
views about these. It was widely acknowledged that the Department provided workshops to 
support teachers, but there were varying opinions on their usefulness. Some educators felt that 
they had no time to spare as they often had to attend the workshops in their own time – which is 
not feasible due to the crammed nature of the curriculum, in some cases overcrowded classrooms, 

and the workload: setting, marking and moderating assessments etcetera are time-consuming. 
Others queried the workshops’ content, and argued that the gatherings serve primarily to inform 
educators of changes, rather than to consult them on possible shifts. Gaps for government to 
address, such as in-service teacher training, were identified: while educators may be competent 
in the subject content they may still need upskilling in teaching the subject which, for example, 
involves managing classrooms.

Educators’ level of confidence in teaching maths: Educators were generally confident of their ability 
to teach maths. However, the poor maths outcomes19 are not lost on educators. They believed that 
their ability to teach maths is inextricable from the marks achieved by learners. When educators 
put in a lot of effort and learners still perform poorly some educators felt that they failed in their 
duties. Their confidence decreased regardless of the number of years of teaching maths.

Safety and security: Educators emphasised that external factors can negatively affect the learning 
and teaching of maths. There are often area-specific concerns relating to the location of schools, 
including safety in crime-ridden communities. Educators often worry about their safety and the 
safety of their learners. A highly charged psycho-social environment makes learning and teaching 
more challenging than it should be. Educators noted that learners are susceptible to feeling anxious 
at all times and have concentration issues. The issue of crime is also spilling over into their homes, 
meaning learners and their families feel unsafe – a situation that is not ideal for learning in the 
home, and which potentially leads to poor educational outcomes. Drug dealers were identified as 
culprits as they both target school dropouts to sell drugs to, and also sell to youths still in school. 
Consequently, much needed maths educators are unlikely to be found in such schools because they 
feel that their lives will be in danger. An educator recalled an incident of gangsters walking into 
classrooms, taking laptops and other belongings of educators and learners. 

The chasm between teachers, curriculum planners and policymakers: Educators are not convinced 
that policymakers and curriculum specialists have had practical experience in teaching maths. This 
suspicion arises out of the disjuncture educators observe between the reality on the ground and 
the policy/curriculum changes discussed in previous sections. Teachers believe these changes add 
strain to the learning and teaching environment instead of creating an enabling ecosystem for top 
performance. Educators found that some policies and curriculum changes were not fit for purpose 
which raised questions about the extent of the integration between policymakers and teachers 
within the basic education systems. 

19 Mullis, I. V. S., Martin, M. O., Foy, P., Kelly, D. L., and Fishbein, B. 2020, op. cit.
20 MISTRA, 2017, op. cit.

Barriers for learners

The educators also reflected on the drawbacks encountered by learners. These problems impact 
on a learner’s ability to learn maths, and their attitude to it. Some of these barriers are linked to 
infrastructural and socioeconomic challenges similar to those present in the education systems 
of many other developing countries.20 These barriers, together with the factors affecting teacher 
attitudes, contribute to the mathematics crisis in South Africa.
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The Matthew Effect: The educators noted that some learners had an advantage over other learners 
which overall impacted learners’ attitude towards the subject. They found that learners who grew 
up in homes with a culture of reading and learning, and in which basic needs such as food and shelter 
were met, developed to the best of their potential during the critical early childhood development 
(ECD) phase. Learners who are helped to play, and to interact with toys and resources, progress 
much better. Learners from poorer households are less likely to have these opportunities and 
this further entrenches their disadvantage when it comes to learning mathematics. Child-headed 
households in rural areas are also particularly vulnerable. The child-head may be preoccupied with 
survival issues such as access to food, and have little time to monitor and motivate younger siblings.

Parents’ attitudes: The majority of educators found that parents overlook the fact that education 
does not only take place in the classroom, and that the home should be considered another site 
of learning. The concern raised was that parents outsource the responsibility, leaving it solely to 
teachers. Parents’ attitudes towards maths can also fundamentally shape leaners’ attitudes to 
the subject. If parents have a positive attitude towards maths, monitor their child’s performance, 
attend school meetings and communicate with the teacher this will increase the child’s chances 
of performing well. On the other hand, when parents are not interested in their child’s education 
and speak negatively about maths, perhaps because of their own experiences, it is likely that the 
learner will struggle.

Overcrowding: Educators said that class size was one of the determinants of success in the maths 
classroom. Overcrowded classes reduce the impact of educators’ lessons. These classes tend to 
be rowdy, which affects the attention span of learners and makes it impossible to give individual 
attention to learners, even in a double period. 

Hastily moving to the next grade: Educators said that they have targets to meet, and the bloated 
curriculum puts pressure on them to rush through topics. Educators find themselves passing 
learners to the next grade while knowing they have not spent enough time with that learner. The 
30 per cent pass mark was also heavily criticised. Educators recognised the domino effect this has 
on the learners’ academic career. Learners who have not mastered their current grade will find it 
hard to cope in the next grade. There is no time to sit with a learner until they understand the work. 
To highlight the extent of the problem: some learners do not understand the basics of addition, 
subtraction, division and multiplication in grades where they are meant to already have a grasp of 
more advanced concepts.

Focus on Grade 12s to the detriment of the other grades: There has been some recognition over 
the years of the importance of ECD, yet there are still far too many learners trapped in the vicious 
cycle of poverty which usually compromises their ECD. The government still has a long way to go 
in improving the state of ECD in the country. There is a disproportionate focus on Grade 12 at the 
expense of lower grades. Educators said that in their experience learners with a strong foundation 
in lower grades tend to excel in matric. It is a far steeper mountain to climb for disadvantaged 
learners.

Language: The Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS),21 an international 
comparative reading assessment, revealed that 78 per cent of Grade 4 learners in South Africa 
cannot read for meaning, and the figures were even more concerning when learners were tested in 
other local languages: they rose to up to 93 per cent. Therefore it is not surprising that language is 
one of the main barriers in learning and teaching maths. In many cases, in addition to the language of 
instruction (English) not being the child’s mother tongue, mathematical language is also something 
that learners struggle to comprehend. The dearth of a reading culture was identified as one of the 
root causes. This affects even those learners whose mother tongue is English: they struggle with 
word sums as they cannot understand what is expected of them. Some educators attributed this 
to dire socioeconomic realities and others also linked this to a lack of motivation (or ‘laziness’) and 
resistance to reading.

Maths anxiety and stigma: One of the biggest challenges is the negative attitudes of learners towards 
the subject. Several educators noticed that some learners get physically sick when they have to 
write a maths test or exam. Before learners have even tried, they had made up their minds that it is 
a difficult subject. There is an incorrect and widespread belief that maths is only for certain learners 
and that some learners are born with a brain for maths and others are not. This is a myth and all 
learners are capable of mathematical achievement. In addition to educators encouraging learners 
and increasing learners’ confidence by showing the correlation between maths and everyday life, 
some educators also suggest that the Department of Education arranges motivational speakers to 
engage with learners.

Laziness and resistance: Educators noted that some learners display signs of laziness. This takes 
the form of learners copying from each other, overly relying on calculators, getting their siblings to 
do homework or assignments for them and preferring to be ‘spoon-fed’ the correct answers. This 
translates into a substantial discrepancy between their assignments and exams/tests. Educators 
also noted that though there may be cases of laziness and resistance, it is plausible that learners 
may be anxious and insecure about their ability to do maths (as discussed in the section about 
maths anxiety and stigma), which makes them less enthusiastic about the subject.

21 The Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) is an international assessment and research project designed to 
measure reading achievement at the fourth-grade level, as well as school and teacher practices related to instruction. https://
nces.ed.gov/surveys/pirls/ 
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CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Ideas on how mathematics education can be improved have been in circulation in South Africa 
for a long time and, predictably, no easy fix has been found to date. MISTRA’s publication (2017) 
found that although South Africa’s current mathematics curriculum is not without problems, it 
presents potentially transformative notions of mathematical thinking as a part of human activity 
which leads to powerful mathematical ideas, rather than a simple carrying out of calculations as a 
series of disconnected procedures. Authors contributing to the publication, however, questioned 
the current culture of social norms and practices pertaining to maths, and pointed out that for most 
South Africans the dominant emotional relationship to mathematics is one of fear, humiliation 
and/or bafflement in a context of educational underachievement and inequality. The publication 
provided a number of explicit and implicit ideas as to how the situation can be improved, including 
promoting deep thinking; making mathematics more meaningful; developing language and thought; 
using technology; promoting visualisation; improving teacher development; and developing 
mathematical identity through homework clubs and via indigenous knowledge. 

The fieldwork research reported on in this policy paper corroborated MISTRA’s initial research 
on maths pedagogy, undertaken roughly three years earlier. In both cases, the research findings 
emphasised the need for improved teacher development and involvement in curriculum 
changes. The research highlights the barrier that language presents to teaching and learning 
maths. There is clearly a missing link between policymakers and what is taking place in maths 
classrooms. There is a continuous policy deficit in maths education that is leaving maths learners’ 
and teachers’ needs unmet. It is compounded by the failure to sufficiently reduce the historical 
inequalities discussed above.

RECOMMENDATIONS
The findings that this report considers, and which deserve to be taken forward in policy development 
and application are, in the main:

1. Curriculum development to take account of educators’ views

Teachers should be consulted about and included in the curriculum development process. They are 
best placed to know how a proposed curriculum is likely to unfold in the classroom and the likely 
impact of it on learner outcomes. Their insights, such as those reported on in this document, need 
to form the basis of policy.
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2. Specialist maths educators

Educators were concerned that they are spread thin because of their heavy workload and therefore 
cannot give individual learners the time they require to get better results. Specialisation would 
help ameliorate this problem. Each educator has their strengths: some are strong in trigonometry, 
others in algebra or geometry. Allowing educators to teach only their own specialised field of maths 
would reduce pressure on the teachers, and ensure that learners receive specialist maths education 
no matter the branch of maths. 

3. Use of technology

Learners were generally thought to be tech-savvy and some educators have found ways to use 
Information Technology (IT) to teach maths in ways which might appeal to learners. Technology 
is not a panacea but can certainly be used effectively to improve maths performance. Textbooks 
can be added to digital libraries and can be accessed on various devices. Information Technology 
can provide data analytics for educators to track progress and to identify when, where and how 
educators can intervene. However, not all schools, learners and educators have access to the same 
resources, including phones, tablets, laptops and personal computers. In areas of scarcity, petitions 
to the Department for further funding should be made. 

4. Scaled-down syllabus and more time to internalise

Time is a scarce commodity and one of the ways to get more time to teach topics would be to 
reduce the number of topics in the maths syllabus. This would give learners more time to fully 
understand topics before moving on to the next one. It would also build the confidence of learners 
going forward when learning new topics within the maths curriculum. It would, however, have to 
be balanced with the imperative of not detracting from the major thrust of the maths qualification. 

5. Class assistants

The introduction of class assistants could mitigate the challenges of overcrowded classrooms. A classroom 
assistant allows the educator to split a class into two groups. The class assistant can be available to work 
with the learners on a one-on-one basis, particularly with those learners who require more attention. 

6. Strong foundation

During the ECD phase, children should have more playtime and physical exercise at school as this 
will improve their focus, and so help them to prepare for the next foundation phase. ECD learners 
need to play with objects that will develop their motor skills. The ECD phase is regarded as a very 
important developmental stage in a child’s life. Consequently, school feeding schemes should be 
a mainstay in impoverished areas, even during holidays or at times when educational services 
are suspended. This is because proper nutrition is a necessity for the development of children. 
Malnutrition can result in long-term neural issues which impact on a child’s emotional responses, 
reactions to stress, learning capacities and general medical health.

Finally, although it is a broader policy recommended for the education environment rather than 

for implementation by education authorities, the active participation of parents in maths learning 
is crucial. Therefore parents should be encouraged to take an active interest in their children’s 
development, which would go a long way towards ensuring that the children do well. Parents who 
are impoverished and may not have had the best education or who have to work long hours could 
be supported to reach out to those in the community who could assist a child with mathematical 
concepts and their application. However, all parents can be encouraged to speak positively about 
maths and to support children to openly communicate about their challenges and how they might 
be resolved: this would show that, just as children are taught, every problem does have a solution. 


