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Numerical and mathematical skills are globally recognized as key competences for the 

development of an individual, a society and an economy. The South African apartheid social 
engineering project withheld mathematics as a school subject for the African population. The 
then Minister of Education pronounced in Parliament …“what is the use of teaching the Bantu1 
mathematics when he cannot use it in practice? The idea is absurd2”. The result of these 
prejudices was an education policy that promoted racially differentiated access to mathematics 
within the framework of “Bantu education”, which was designed to under-develop and exclude 
Black people. 

Since 1994, the democratic government has emphasized the centrality of education, 
numeracy and mathematics. South Africa participates in the Trends in International Mathematics 
and Science Study (TIMSS) to monitor our educational quality and with appropriate analyses can 
inform policy and programmatic directions. We have especially chosen mathematics 
performance as the indicator of educational quality for the following reasons: mathematics is the 
key indicator of the well-being of our educational system; it predicts the available skills for post-
secondary education and training and the economy; it continues to be a contributor to 
inequalities of access and income; and changes in mathematics performance provide a measure 
of transformation due to the history of mathematics having been severely restricted for African 
people during the apartheid period.  

The South African education system is described as low mathematics performance, wide 
variation of achievement scores and best TIMSS improvement from 2002 to 2015. There is a 
constant quest to find the levers to improve educational performance. Many countries opt to 
change the curriculum or improve the training of teachers as a way to bring about changes, but 
for low and unequal income countries, in addition to in school and classroom factors, we must 
consider the conditions and contexts in which learning takes place.  

This presentation at the meeting will focus on the contextual factors and its effect on 
achievement. The high variation of mathematics scores is reflective of disparities in society and 
in schools, and is evident in the educational outcomes of the students. Thus the story of South 
African performance cannot be told through the single national score.  We will analyse the South 
African mathematics performance in relation to other countries and the changes over time 
(2002-2015). We will also present the disaggregation of the achievement scores by school type 
(fee-paying and non-fee paying) and this reveals the strong correlation between socio-economic 
status and achievement scores. Africans, who were most disadvantaged by the apartheid policies 
have the lowest performance.  African schools are located in areas where most Africans live and 
these areas are characterized by high levels of poverty and unemployment.  
 We go beyond the estimates of national mathematics achievement scores to investigate 
the factors that influence mathematical performance. The emerging results from our analyses 
confirm the effects of home and school socio-economic factors on mathematics achievement. 
Home conditions conducive to learning are still lacking. The level of parental education, the 
number of books in the home and students test language proficiency has an impact on 
educational achievement.  The condition of schools and the school climate continues to be an 
on-going concern.  There are high and increasing levels of bullying and it has an impact on 
achievement scores. 

The contextual conditions continue to contribute to the lower mathematics score leading 
persistent levels of poverty and the intergenerational nature of inequality.  

                                                 
1 Black South Africans were at times officially called "Bantu" by the apartheid regime 
2  Parliamentary Hansard. 1953 


