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1.	Summary
The Western Cape has higher learning levels than other provinces in South Africa, according to 
international assesments. This is due to a combination of factors which include: 1) the province makes 
a concerted effort to provide school subsidies and other support to learners from disadvantaged 
households above and beyond what is required by national policy, 2) the province spends a 
significant amount on transport for learners to get to school and for students with special needs 
compared to other provinces, 3) the Western Cape is the only province in South Africa that 
consistently administers learning assessments on an annual basis to track learning progress, and  
4) the province also implements its own targeted and comprehensive programme to respond to 
learning losses as a result of COVID-19-related school closures.

Despite these achievements, like the rest of South Africa, there is a learning crisis in the Western Cape. 
In 2016, 55 percent of Grade 4 learners in the Western Cape were found to be functionally illiterate 
based on an international assessment that measures learning achievement (Progress in International 
Reading Literacy Study, 2016). Reading levels further dipped in 2021 due to COVID-19-related school 
closures. The figure below shows that while, on average, the Western Cape is doing better than South 
Africa on reading achievement (score of 363 for the Western Cape as opposed to 288 for South 
Africa), it still falls below the PIRLS ‘low international benchmark’ score of 400. Without adequate 
foundational skills, learners in the Western Cape will not be prepared to respond to the needs of 
the labour market as the province pursues growth in the financial, tourism and other knowledge-led 
sectors, and competes in international markets.

Figure 1: Progress in International Literacy Study (PIRLS) Grade 4 Reading Achievement, 2021

 

In addition to low learning levels, there is pressure on the education system in the Western Cape 
to continue to expand to accommodate the growth in the school age population (which is a 
combination of population growth and migration into the province). This growth will be mostly in 
secondary education requiring around 2,900 additional classrooms and 3,200 teachers between 
now and 2030.
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What can the Western Cape do to address this dual challenge of improving the quality of its learning 
in schools whilst at the same time, increasing access to schooling to accommodate the projected 
growth in enrolment? This report offers four distinct, and interlinked solutions to the issue:

First, strengthen the foundations of learning through access to better quality Early Childhood 
Development (ECD) services and ensure that all children can read for meaning by age 10 (or  
Grade 4). Improving access to quality ECD services will require a multifaceted effort, including training 
caregivers in play-based learning, unblocking costly barriers to opening and running quality ECD 
centres in the most disadvantaged communities, and supporting non-centre-based ECD services. 
Examples from places such as the state of Mississippi in the United States and the municipality of Sobral 
in Brazil have shown massive improvements in learning levels of students by making investments in  
pre-kindergarten programmes targeting low-income areas and focusing on ensuring that all 
learners can read and write in the first few years of primary education. In both cases, there were 
a few elements of the respective interventions that stood out: 1) there were clear standards and 
goals set in terms of learning levels that needed to be achieved (in the case of Mississippi, it was 
achieving basic reading proficiency by the end of Grade 3, else the learner could not progress to 
Grade 4); 2) using data to monitor progress towards achievement of the stated goals and sharing 
this data with policymakers, teachers, school management and parents; 3) emphasising teaching 
in the classroom by focusing on the science of teaching literacy. Teachers were supported through 
coaching or other forms of training, and inputs (books) were tightly linked to match lesson plans 
and assessments with a focus on personalised learning for each learner; and 4) tight management 
of the reading programmes with some degree of centralism and prescriptiveness as to pedagogy 
and other inputs, but after having iterated and adapted to context (adapted from Crouch, 2020). 
There are also several lessons from the multitude of reading and mathematics programmes that 
have been piloted in South Africa that the Western Cape can build on. 

Second, teachers play a critical role in supporting learning. A relatively young teaching workforce 
provides an opportunity to transform teacher effectiveness. Priorities include increased emphasis on 
early grades; focusing continuous professional development on how to teach to supplement what 
to teach (i.e., curriculum and assessment); and building teachers’ capabilities to address a typically 
diverse range of learner abilities within individual classes. 

Third, implementing and testing innovations in education service delivery that would improve both 
learning and access. There is already a lot of global and local knowledge on what works to improve 
learning such as structured pedagogy programmes to support early grade reading and mathematics. 
Collaboration and independent schools serving the poorest communities in the Western Cape are 
already benefiting learners from disadvantaged backgrounds. The government could scale up 
different kinds of public private partnership models in education that are rigorously evaluated. In 
addition, the Western Cape already has several innovations related to rapid school construction that 
reduces the time and often the cost of building, and incorporating digital learning in the classroom, 
which could be evaluated and scaled up if successful. This report recommends a phased approach 
to implementing these initiatives (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2: Summary of Priorities and Actions

Fourth, a cross-cutting area to focus on would be close monitoring of all initiatives to ensure 
implementation is on track and that data is used to assess progress regularly and course correct as 
needed. In this regard, the capacity of the WCED to collect, assimilate, analyse and evaluate its 
programmes could be strengthened and partnerships with research institutions further nurtured.

Improve access to quality learning services in the Western Cape
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Exceptional rates of return to 
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2.	Introduction
This Education Sector Analysis (ESA) report was undertaken by the World Bank, in collaboration with 
the Western Cape Education Department (WCED), on request from the Western Cape Provincial 
Government through the National Treasury. The report seeks to provide a comprehensive picture of 
the education sector in the Western Cape, thereby enabling an informed prioritisation of policy actions 
and reforms to improve access, quality, and equity in the education system. The analysis provides 
the basis to identify areas where resources can make the biggest impact in the Government’s effort 
to build a more equitable, resilient, and effective education system. The main audiences for the 
report are the Western Cape Government, the broader Government of South Africa, and education 
stakeholders.

3. Context of the Western Cape
The Western Cape is among the best performing of South Africa’s nine provinces on key macroeconomic 
indicators. In the third quarter of 2022, the Western Cape had the third largest contribution to South 
Africa’s GDP (14 percent), following Gauteng (33 percent) and KwaZulu-Natal (16 percent). In 2022, 
the Western Cape economy experienced a 2.6 percent real annual GDP growth rate, the second 
highest of the provinces after Gauteng (2.8 percent), and above the national annual growth rate 
of 1.9 percent. Eastern Cape (2.1 percent) and KwaZulu-Natal (1.1 percent) were the provinces with 
the next highest growth rates in 2022. However, over the past decade, real per capita GDP growth in 
the Western Cape and in South Africa has been disappointing. 

In 2015, the Western Cape and Gauteng had the lowest poverty headcount ratios1 in South Africa  
(37 and 33 percent respectively), while the national poverty headcount was 55.5 percent. The poorest 
province was Eastern Cape (73 percent), followed by Limpopo (72 percent). The Western Cape 
is the province with the highest share of households with access to piped water in their dwellings  
(78 percent), while the national share is about 60 percent.2 The Western Cape does, however, have 
one of the highest shares of informal dwellings of all provinces – about 17 percent of the population in 
the Western Cape live in informal dwellings, compared to the average across South Africa of about 
12 percent. The estimated child poverty levels in the province increased relatively rapidly after 2018 
(Hall 2023), indicating the vulnerability of a large share of children. Income inequality increased in the 
Western Cape between 2015 (when the Gini coefficient was 0.6) and 2021, to just below the national 
Gini coefficient (0.63), among the highest in the world. 

The population of the Western Cape in 2022 was 7.4 million, up from 5.8 million in 2011 (StatsSA 2023 
based on the 2022 Census), approaching 12 percent of the total population of South Africa. With an 
annual average growth rate of 1.8 percent, the province’s population is projected to exceed 10 
million by 2040. Migration for the purpose of employment is mainly towards the City of Cape Town with 
several migrants setting up informal settlements. The Western Cape has an age-dependency ratio of  
45 percent, meaning that for every 100 people of working age (15 to 64 years), there are 45 people 
younger than 15 or older than 64. In common with South Africa as a whole, this dependency ratio 
is low by global standards (World Bank, 2023), which is to the Province’s advantage since there  
are sufficient working age adults to support dependents such as children and the elderly. About  
two-thirds of the population in the Western Cape is concentrated in the City of Cape Town (the four 
metro districts in Figure 3).

1	  �This is the share of the population whose consumption is below the national upper poverty line; that is, the share of the 
population that cannot meet its basic needs.

2	  StatsSA 2023
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Figure 3: The Western Cape Education Districts

Sources: WCED, World Bank.
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The unemployment rate3 for the Western Cape has been lower than the national average over the 
past five years, but it remains a challenge. The province saw a higher unemployment rate post 
COVID-19 but there are signs of recovery since 2022. In the final quarter of 2023, the Western Cape 
had the lowest unemployment rate (20 percent) of all provinces, lower than Gauteng (34 percent) 
and far below the national rate (32 percent). Nationally, unemployment is experienced by the 
African/Black population at a much higher rate (36 percent) compared to the Coloured population  
(22 percent), the Indian/Asian population (12 percent) and the White population (8 percent).

Safety and security in the province are a concern with reported drug-related crime far worse in the 
Western Cape than any other province. The number of recorded incidents of drug-related crime 
in the Western Cape (60,235) was more than double the number in Gauteng (29,578), and over 
triple the number in KwaZulu-Natal (19,965) in 2021/22. Community-reported crime is also high in the 
Western Cape with only Gauteng reporting higher levels than the Western Cape in 2021/22. 

The Western Cape’s Growth for Jobs Strategy 2035 (2023) calls for faster economic growth to address 
issues of unemployment, poverty and crime. Among the host of challenges identified in the Strategy, 
school leavers/graduates lacking basic competencies, including literacy and numeracy skills, was 
raised as a key issue. In addition, the Strategy states that businesses in the formal economy are being 
held back by a critical shortage of skilled workers and the informal economy is constrained by a 
lack of growth-oriented entrepreneurs. A priority focus area in the Strategy is improving pathways  
for learners, entrepreneurs and aspirant job seekers through improved school pathways, improved 
post-school and tertiary pathways, improved work-place productivity pathways, bringing opportunities 
closer to communities and enhancing entrepreneurship success. 

The mechanism by which education accelerates economic growth is by strengthening learning 
and skills acquisition. International evidence shows that what matters for economic growth is less 
the years of education completed, but rather the knowledge and skills that learners acquire while 
in school. Years of schooling in itself does not predict economic growth, but learners’ test score 
performances do (World Bank 2018). Education is a basic human right, and its benefits hinge on the 
skills that learners acquire in school. Employees require cognitive, socioemotional, and technical skills 
to be productive and innovative; parents require literacy and numeracy skills to, for example, read 
to their children or budget for their futures; citizens of a country require literacy and numeracy as well 
as higher-order reasoning skills to evaluate politician’s promises; and community members require  
a sense of agency that comes from mastery of foundational skills. 

These capabilities do not automatically flow from simply attending school. Skills beget skills – having 
a solid foundation in learning is a prerequisite to acquiring higher level and socio-emotional skills that 
are needed to improve labour productivity and spur economic growth.

3	  �The official unemployment rate is defined as persons aged 15 to 64 years who were not employed during the reference 
week but were available for work and had actively looked for work in the past four weeks (ending with the reference 
week); or had not actively looked for work in the past four weeks but had a job or business to start at a definite date in 
the future.�
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4. Access to education is almost 
universal in primary education, but many 
learners start to leave the school system 
after Grade 9 in the Western Cape 
The basic education system comprises 12 years of schooling in South Africa and attendance is compulsory 
from Grade 1 until Grade 9. For the purposes of this report, we define primary education from Grades 1 
to 7, lower secondary education from Grades 8 to 9 and upper secondary education from Grades 10 
to 12. The Government offers one year of pre-school (Grade R) as part of the school system and is in the 
process of making this level of education compulsory as well (this will be formalised if the Basic Education 
Laws Amendment Bill is passed)4. The WCED recorded 1,275,060 learners in 1,827 schools in 2022. Of these,  
1.6 percent of learners were in special needs education (SNE) schools, and the remainder were in 
‘ordinary’ schools. System-wide, there were 46,508 school-based educators5 in the Western Cape in 2022 
(see Table 1). There is one national examination, the National Senior Certificate (NSC), known as “matric”, 
which is a high-stakes examination at the end of Grade 12.

Table 1: Learners, Educators, and School Counts in the Western Cape, 2022

Learners Educators Schools

  Number  
in the 
WC

Share in 
WC (%)

Share of 
Total  
in South  
Africa (%)

Number  
in WC

Share 
 in WC 
(%)

Share of 
Total in 
South  
Africa (%)

Number  
in WC

Share in 
WC (%)

Share of 
Total in 
South  
Africa  
(%)

Ordinary 
Schools

1,254,284 98.4% 9.3% 44,901 96.5% 9.9% 1,755 96.1% 7.1%

Independent  
(Private)  
Ordinary

68,327 5.4% 9.3% 5,745 12.4% 12.7% 304 16.6% 13.3%

Public  
Ordinary

1,185,957 93.0% 9.3% 39,156 84.2% 9.6% 1,451 79.4% 6.4%

SNE Schools 20,776 1.6% 14.7% 1,607 3.5% 12.5% 72 3.9% 14.5%

Totals 1,275,060     46,508     1,827    

Sources: WCED 2022 data provided to team, DBE 2022 School Realities for ordinary school learners in other provinces, the 
2022/23 WCED Annual Report for the SNE school enrolment figure, and DBE School Realities Quarter 2 for other provinces’ 
SNE school enrolment.

4	  Some Grade RR is also provided in the school system.���

5	  �‘Educators’ refers to teachers, heads of departments, deputy principals and principals. There are additional educators 
based outside of schools who are not included in this count.
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Most learners in the Western Cape attend public schools, with only five percent of learners attending 
private schools (known as independent schools in South Africa). This is close to the national 
share of learners in independent schools, though Gauteng province is an outlier with 14 percent 
of learners attending independent schools (DBE School Realities 2022). However, the number of 
independent schools in the Western Cape has almost tripled between 2009 and 2022, with the 
WCED subsidising some no-fee and lower-fee independent schools. The WCED is experimenting with 
a model known as ‘collaboration schools’, which is a set of public schools operating in partnership 
with an experienced non-profit school support organisation, or School Operating Partner (SOP).  
At the time of writing this report, there were 13 collaboration schools in the Western Cape. 

The Government of South Africa has a funding policy where learners in schools considered to be 
serving socioeconomically disadvantaged communities do not pay school fees. Schools across 
South Africa are categorised into five poverty quintiles largely for the purpose of allocating public 
resources. Quintile 1 to 3 public schools (also known as ‘no-fee schools’) do not charge fees and 
tend to serve historically poorer local areas, whereas 70 percent of Quintile 4 to 5 public schools in 
2022 charge fees to parents who are considered wealthier (also known as ‘fee-charging schools’), 
while the remaining Quintile 4 and 5 public schools have chosen ‘no-fee’ status. In 2023, Provincial 
Governments made core transfers of R1,602 (Grades 1 to 12) per learner per year to no-fee schools, 
while fee-charging Quintile 4 schools received half that amount per learner, and fee-charging 
Quintile 5 schools received 17 percent of that amount per learner. 

In the Western Cape, 60 percent of learners are attending Quintile 4 to 5 schools, which is a much 
larger proportion of learners who are considered ‘wealthier’ compared to other provinces in South 
Africa such as KwaZulu-Natal with only 20 percent of learners and Limpopo with 4 percent of learners 
in Quintiles 4 to 5 (see Figure 4). 

Figure 4: Learners by Quintile and Province in Public Ordinary Schools in 2022

Source: 2022 WCED data and 2022 DBE EMIS data for other provinces.
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The Western Cape province has made additional efforts, beyond national policy, to support learners 
who tend to be from socioeconomically disadvantaged households and are attending Quintile 4  
and 5 schools. It does this in three ways. First, 245 Quintile 4 and 5 schools elected to become  
“no-fee” schools.6 All 236,800 learners in these schools do not have to pay fees and the WCED 
transfers resources to schools at the same rate per learner as for Quintiles 1 to 3 schools. Second, 
under national regulations, school fee reductions or exemptions are supported by public schools 
wherever fees exceed a learner’s household income threshold and for children who are considered 
‘vulnerable’. However, the best public schools have a high demand for places and limited capacity to 
cross-subsidise partially or fully exempt learners. To address this, the WCED provides financial support 
for fee reductions or exemptions to about 94,000 learners attending fee-charging public Quintiles  
4 and 5 schools as of 2022. Thirdly, 102 low-fee and no-fee independent schools received subsidies 
from the government to support over 22,000 learners. Altogether, additional funding to schools 
over and above the quintile system assisted the equivalent of 30 percent of public school learners 
in 2022. In addition, the province is subsidising costs of other policies to improve access which tend 
to be focused on disadvantaged learners, including subsidies to cover the costs of transportation 
for about 65,780 learners in 2023.

The Western Cape spends more on learners with special needs than the average for the country. 
In 2024/25, the Western Cape is expected to spend 6 percent of its education budget to support 
learners with special needs whereas the average for other provinces is 4 percent of the respective 
education budgets. 

Access to primary education in the Western Cape is nearly universal, with an out-of-school rate of 
only 2 percent in 2022. Successive household surveys indicate that almost every child attends at least 
some formal primary schooling in the Western Cape. While some children do leave school in primary 
grades, a substantial share of learners start to leave school in Grade 9 and retention starts to decline 

6	  �Figure refers to 2022. This core transfer is for the purchase of items such as energy, water and sewerage and small repairs, 
as well as a portion of the teaching and learning materials provided in the system. Small-enrolment schools receive  
additional core transfers to reflect fixed costs. Other allocations made with reference to the quintile system include 
school meals; as for other policies, the province expanded this policy to cover some Quintile 4 to 5 learners, funded  
from procurement efficiencies and additional provincial funding.
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substantially in Grades 10 and 11 (see Figure 5). Figure 5 below shows that the probability of reaching 
Grade 12 or equivalent education is higher in the Western Cape than in other provinces and higher 
for girls than boys7. 

Despite many learners leaving the basic education system after grade 9, South Africa’s upper 
secondary completion rate (63 percent in 2021) is similar to other upper middle-income countries  
(65 percent) (UNESCO 2024). However, South Africa does not have as many options for further 
education and training for those who leave secondary education before completing compared 
to other upper middle income countries - only 1 percent of 16 to 18 year olds in the Western Cape 
were enrolled in Technical Vocational Education and Training (TVET) (GHS average for 2019 to 2022), 
and learners in other upper middle-income countries are better prepared to enter the labour market 
even without completing upper secondary since they have higher learning levels compared to 
South Africa on average. 

Figure 5: Education Access Profile, 2021

Due to data limitations, the reasons why learners leave the basic education system in the Western 
Cape are not definitive but are indicatively linked to low learning levels. The most-reported reasons 
for dropping out for 7 to 18 year-olds over four General Household Surveys (in 2018, 2019, 2021 and 
2022) were: 1) the learner completed education to the level desired and/or no longer wanted to 
study, 2) the learner felt education is useless or not interesting, and 3) the learner had insufficient 
money for fees. The two most common reasons are consistent with the large number of learners who 
are not meeting expectations of learning at respective grade levels, as described in the next section. 
These reasons are also in line with national trends, but a gender-disaggregated comparison is not 
possible for the Western Cape given limited observations. However, national level data indicates 
that girls who leave the basic education system ages 7 to 18 are more likely than boys to cite family 
commitments including pregnancy, and lack of money as reasons for not attending. Girls are less 
likely to cite lack of interest and inability to perform in school than boys.

7	  �The profile depicted in Figure 5 uses a lagged approach (for example, the share of the population completing at least 
Grade 12 or equivalent is calculated from the average share achieving this status among 20 to 24-year olds) which may 
reflect the migration of secondary school completers to the Western Cape from other provinces. Youths have a slightly 
higher tendency in the Western Cape to leave school at age 19 or above (GHS 2018 to 2022) and some administrative and 
household data indicates that other provinces retain a greater share of learners completing Grade 12 from Grade 9.  
The 2022 Census has the Western Cape as the fourth-best province on this measure (StatsSA 2024).

 
Source: GHS 2021.  
Note: Transition phases are indicated by dotted lines. 
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For most of the primary grades, there is near gender parity in the Western Cape, but by Grade 8, 
more girls than boys were enrolled in 2022 and this disparity becomes more pronounced in favour of  
girls as learners progress through secondary education. Girls were much more likely to complete the 
higher grades, accounted for 57 percent of the province’s NSC candidates in 2022 and comprised 
a 61 percent share of national public tertiary student learners in 2021. 

The Western Cape does better than the rest of South Africa on repetition rates. The share of repeaters 
in each class peaked at Grades 1, 4, 8, 10, and 11 in the Western Cape (see Figure 6) in 2019, which 
reflects the transitions between phases and the national progression guidelines, which allow a learner 
to repeat once per phase. Boys are particularly likely to repeat at Grades 4 and 10 with both genders 
likely to repeat at Grade 8. Over-age children – children who are older than the intended age for 
the grade they are enrolled in, which is an indication of possible prior repetition – account for a far 
greater share of enrolment in Quintile 1 to 3 schools. 

Figure 6: Repetition Rates by Grade and Phase, 2019

Sources: WCED, DBE, University of Stellenbosch. 
Note: FET: further education and training.

The Western Cape appears to have sufficient educators compared to many systems. The Learner 
to Educator Ratio8 (LER) in public schools was 31 for primary schools and 30 for secondary schools in 
2022, with modest differences by region and school. About 36,000 (3 percent) of the Western Cape 
learners were in public schools where LER was at least 40, which is a low share and demonstrates 
good management by the WCED since it is deploying sufficient teachers to ensure LER is below 
40 in as many schools as possible. Amid a tight fiscal environment, the WCED has acted to reduce 
LER. The share of learners in schools with an LER above 35 decreased from 34 percent in 2020 to 29 
percent in 2022, with no-fee schools benefiting the most. Despite these achievements, there are 
still about 36,000 learners in the Western Cape that do not have sufficient educators and efforts 
need to be made to improve learning conditions by assigning more teachers to support them.  
For comparison, India has an LER of 33, Chile 18, Brazil 20, and Kenya has 31 for primary education. 
For secondary level, the LER is about 33 for Kenya, Chile 18, and India 29.

8	  Referred to as the pupil: teacher ratio in some other countries.
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Class size (the ratio of learners to classrooms or LCR) in no-fee schools tends to be much larger than 
class sizes in fee-charging schools in the Western Cape, and class sizes are particularly large in 
secondary schools. One-third of secondary school learners in no-fee public schools and 13 percent 
of learners in fee-charging public secondary schools are in class sizes exceeding 45. Class sizes are 
not as large on average in primary schools. LCR is being addressed through the Rapid School Build 
programme (more details on this later in the report) and may have improved since 2022.

The number of learners entering the education system in the Western Cape is growing rapidly 
and in the next ten years, an estimated 201,000 new learners are expected to enter the system in 
Grades 1 to 12. (See Figure 7) Most of the growth in enrolment will be in secondary education (about  
74 percent of the estimated additional learners in Grades 1 to 12 in the system in 2032). 

Figure 7: Projected Enrolment in Public Ordinary Schools in the Western Cape

Source: Autho’s estimates based  CEMIS data.

The challenge for the Western Cape is not only to expand the network of schools to accommodate 
new learners, but also to hire more educators to replace anticipated retirements, departures from the 
educator workforce, as well as additional educators for the additional learners.9 While many countries 
face similar challenges currently, the Western Cape faces additional needs to expand education 
provision in light of four pressures: population growth (estimated at 0.7 percent per year for 5 to  
17 year olds), migration, increasing retention and existing classroom availability constraints. Additional 
classrooms (around 700 per year for seven years starting from 2024) will be needed to accommodate 
the additional learners in the education system. Moreover, an additional 900 classes would also be 
needed for public schools where the LCR exceeded 40 in 2022. Compulsory Grade R, if enacted, 
could also require more classrooms - there were over 100 public schools in the Western Cape that had 
Grade 1 enrolment without Grade R in 2022, though Grade R could also be expanded by continuing 
to subsidise fees for children to attend private ECD centres.

9	  �See below for details on the age profile of the current educator workforce in the Western Cape, rate of resignations from 
the educator workforce, and simulations of the implications of these demographic factors and enrollment growth for the 
projected number of additional educators needed annually in the province in the coming years.�
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5. Like the rest of South Africa,  
there is a learning crisis in the  
Western Cape
The Western Cape is a positive outlier on learning levels both within the country and region. This is 
reflected in Figure 8 below which shows performance in mathematics of Grade 9 learners in an 
international learning assessment – Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS)10 
from 2019. Aside from South Africa, only two other African countries participated in TIMSS 2019, 
which were Egypt and Morocco. On average, South Africa performed better than Morocco, but 
the Western Cape did better than Egypt, Lebanon, Jordan, Oman, Kuwait and Saudi Arabia too. 
Countries including Iran, Qatar and Chile ranked higher than the Western Cape. 

Figure 8: Mathematics Scores of Grade 9 Learners (TIMSS 2019)

Source: Reddy et al. 2020.

Despite performing better than the rest of the country, levels of functional literacy remain worryingly 
low and performance in mathematics and science remain a challenge. The average TIMSS score 
for the Western Cape (441) in mathematics is above the low benchmark (400) but lower than the 
intermediate benchmark (475) and much lower than the median score of 500. There are large 
differences in outcomes between the highest and lowest performing schools in the Western Cape. 
The high proportion of Quintile 5 schools in the Western Cape have a strong legacy of academic 
achievement, and it is these schools that are driving the average learning performance of the 
province up and making it a positive provincial outlier. Learners in Quintile 5 schools achieved a 
mathematics score average of 502 and a science score of 518. That was higher than the average 
for New Zealand (482 and 499 respectively) and France (483 and 489 respectively). Quintile 1 to 4 
schools perform significantly worse in both mathematics and science (all below 401 in mathematics 
and 386 in science), with Quintile 2 schools performing worst (with a mathematics score averaging 
386 and science score averaging 362).

10	 Most other countries participating in TIMSS tested Grade 8s but South Africa tested Grade 9s on the same assessment.
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In addition to TIMSS, South Africa participates in another international assessment – the Progress in 
International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) – a reading assessment for Grade 4 learners;11 and a 
regional learning assessment – the Southern and Eastern Africa Consortium for Monitoring Education 
Quality (SEACMEQ) - the latter was last administered in 2013.

PIRLS 2016 reported that 55 percent of the Western Cape learners in Grade 4 were functionally illiterate and 
data provided by the WCED for PIRLS 2021 shows that the Western Cape’s overall score dropped by  
14 points to 363 with the weakest learners hardest hit. Similarly, whilst the 2019 TIMSS data showed 
that most learners acquire basic mathematical and scientific knowledge (64 percent and 60 percent 
respectively), there remains a stark inequality in learning, with most learners from no-fee schools 
(generally serving socioeconomically disadvantaged learners) failing to acquire basic mathematical 
(54 percent failing to reach the low benchmark) or scientific (61 percent failing to reach the low 
benchmark) knowledge. 

Figure 9: Mathematics and Science Achievement at International Benchmarks by Fee Status, 2019

Source: TIMSS 2019 in Reddy et al. 2022.

In addition to participating in international and regional assessments, the Western Cape is the only 
province in the country to regularly conduct a national standardised learning assessment in numeracy 
and literacy. This Systemic Test is designed to be used for the sole purpose of providing feedback on 
learning outcomes to guide improvement of teaching practices. The tests are standardised across  
all schools and held annually at the end of Grades 3, 6 and 9. The results are reported at multiple 
levels including school, district, and provincial levels. The Western Cape is careful to ensure that the 
Systemic Test be used diagnostically and formatively (i.e., to improve learning) primarily. 

11	 �The latest PIRLS assessment was conducted in 2021. Grades 5 and 6 have been assessed in some survey years in  
South Africa.
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The Systemic Test results highlight poor alignment between the expected curriculum levels and 
the cohort they are intended for. Figure 10 shows the distribution of scores in the Systemic Tests. The 
vertical line in reflects the 50 percent pass-mark, the minimum achievement a learner is expected 
to achieve if they are meeting the curriculum standards. At all three grades, most learners are not 
meeting the curriculum requirements. The data from the 2022 Systemic Tests shows that at each of 
Grades 3, 6 and 9 there is a large percentage of learners not reaching the curriculum expectations 
(peaks of the graphs are to the left of the pass mark and as learners move to higher grades, more 
of them do not reach the pass mark). 

Figure 10: Mathematics Systemic Test Scores in Grades 3, 6, and 9, 2022

 

Source: WCED Systemic Tests, 2022

The Systemic Tests shows there are wide gaps in learning between learners in the same classroom 
which makes teaching in public schools in the Western Cape highly challenging. In nearly 90 percent  
of public primary schools, the average test scores between the top and bottom third of learners in 
Grade 3 in the same schools differed by 52 percentage points for mathematics and 54 percentage 
points for language. The tests at Grades 6 and 9 show similarly wide gaps in learning.12 The results 
suggest that for practically all of the Western Cape’s teachers in public schools their work entails 
multi-grade teaching by default given the huge classroom skill heterogeneity. Remedial learning 
programmes could help in addressing this heterogeneity within schools/classrooms and the Western 
Cape’s ‘Back on Track’ programme provides some learning in this regard.

12	 �In Grade 6, a difference of 1.5 standard deviation in the average test score between the top and bottom terciles  
translates into a gap of 44.4 percentage points in mathematics, and 46.1 percentage points in language. In Grade 9  
the corresponding gaps are 38.2 percentage points in mathematics and 40.8 percentage points in language.
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Box 1: The Western Cape’s ‘Back on Track’ Programme- lessons learned

The ‘Back on Track’ programme is a contextually adapted learning programme, consisting of 
a mix of evidence-based strategies to recover learning losses, to help learners get back to their  
pre-pandemic learning trajectories.

The ‘Back on Track’ programme in the Western Cape is based on the structured pedagogy 
framework as defined by the UNICEF 2020 ESAFRO (Education et Santé sans Frontières or Education 
and Health without Borders) report. The programme is based on six main pillars, aimed at addressing 
learning gaps and providing targeted support to both learners and teachers. The programme 
places a strong emphasis on the Foundation Phase, with 310,000 learners receiving extra teaching 
time in Literacy (2 hours per week) and Numeracy (1 hour per week), along with essential Reading 
and Mathematics resources to aid their learning. 

The programme provides support to teachers in the Foundation Phase through additional training 
and professional development activities in Literacy and Numeracy, and offers interventions for  
14,000 learners in Grades 4, 7, 8, and 10 across 333 schools. Learners receive extra tutoring in 
Mathematics and Languages to address specific content gaps from previous grades. The teacher 
support component is comprehensive, with 2,200 teachers across Grades 4, 7, 8 and 10 receiving 
focused, face-to-face, 8-hour professional development sessions every 10 days. These sessions, 
led by Subject Advisers and Senior Curriculum Planners, prepare teachers to deliver the annual 
teaching plans for Languages and Mathematics.

To reinforce learning gains, the programme includes holiday camps, providing additional support 
in Mathematics and Languages, as well as exposure to life skills, creative arts, and physical 
education, during the school holidays. Ensuring equal access and participation, all learners in the 
programme receive additional resources, meals, and transportation to Saturday tutoring sessions.

With a projected budget of R1.2 billion over three years, the ambitious ‘Back on Track’ programme 
reflects the Western Cape government’s commitment to addressing learning losses caused by the 
COVID-19 pandemic, providing quality education for every learner, in every classroom, in every 
school in the province.

Based on available data, there are three main factors that affect learning in the Western Cape. First, 
there are disparities in learning by socio-economic groups, by race and gender. Learning levels 
are higher for learners in Quintile 5 schools (where 68 percent of Grade 3s passed their language 
assessment), while learners in Quintile 1 performed the worst (only 24 percent passed). Learners in 
Quintiles 2 to 4 performed at about the same level with less than 40 percent passing the Grade 3 
language assessment (see Figure 11). Learners in Quintile 1 to 4 schools were affected by COVID-19 
school closures with learning levels dropping dramatically in 2021 with some signs of recovery in 2022, 
but still not back at the learning levels of 2019. Quintile 5 schools were hardly affected by COVID-19 
related school closures. Results from the Systemic Tests in 2022 also found large disparities between 
White and Indian/Asian learners who score substantially higher on average compared to Black and 
Coloured learners. However, because of the high share of Black and Coloured learners in the Western 
Cape, most learners performing in the top 20 percent of all scores in Mathematics in Grade 9 2022 
Systemic Tests were Black or Coloured learners. There were also gender disparities with girls in the Black 
population group doing better in Mathematics at Grades 6 and 9 than boys in the Black population 
group. Among Coloured, Indian/Asian and White learners, boys do better or almost the same as  
girls at Mathematics. In contrast, girls do substantially better on language at Grades 6 and 9 within 
all population groups.
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Figure 11: Inequality in Grade 3 Language Pass Rates by Quintile, 2019-2022

Source: WCED Systemic Tests, 2022.

Second, the TIMSS results show that the language spoken by the learner at home had a big effect 
on their performance in mathematics. Learners who ‘frequently’ spoke the language of the test at 
home achieved a mathematics score that was 62 points higher than learners who ‘never’ spoke the 
language of the test at home (459 versus 397). The difference in scores was even higher for science 
(466 who ‘frequently’ spoke the language of the test at home versus 370 for those who ‘never’ spoke 
it at home). 

Third, the TIMSS results show that going to a school that is unsafe or where there is exposure to violence 
has a significant impact on learning outcomes. One out of three learners in the Western Cape attends 
a school that is deemed ‘less than safe and orderly’. Learners in safe schools achieve significantly 
higher academic marks than those in unsafe schools (521 points compared to 401 respectively on 
the TIMSS scale). Bullying is also a significant factor in the Western Cape, with almost half of Grade 
9 learners reporting being bullied and again, this has a significant link to learning, with learners who 
were not bullied achieving a score 63 points higher than those who were regularly bullied (TIMSS in 
Reddy et al. 2022).

Potentially the richest and most frequent data on learning come from the School Based Assessments 
(SBAs), however, SBAs do not correlate with learning as measured by the province, particularly in 
schools with lower average Systemic Test scores. (See Figure 12). SBAs are assessments that are used 
by educators to assess their learners and were originally intended to be part of a more formative 
approach for continuous assessment of learners to improve learning outcomes. It has evolved to 
be effectively a school-based system of summative assessment. In the best-use case, SBA can have 
a clear formative function (i.e. should be used to directly improve learning) but the standards of 
the tests are largely set to identify those learners who need to repeat a grade. SBA has effectively 
become a tool to review progression of learners from one grade to the next with little focus on 
ensuring this is accompanied with good learning. This is not to say that the SBA is meaningless as an 
assessment; in an individual classroom or school the scores might give useful formative and learner 
tracking data, but SBA assessments add significant burden to educators’ workloads and so need to 
provide sufficiently positive benefits to justify its implementation.

Educators have substantial scope to apply their own interpretation of the standards when setting 
and marking SBAs. This can be starkly seen in Figure 12, showing the lack of relationship between 
Systemic Tests and SBA results. A variety of sources, including demographics, Systemic Test results, 
and international survey results illustrate that the Western Cape is composed of numerous distinct 
sub-groups within the grade cohorts with differing abilities. This should be reflected in the spread of 
SBA marks. According to the Systemic Test data below, the most accurate indication of learning 
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levels within the Western Cape, most learners are failing to reach the required standard. However, 
the SBA data indicates that educators think most learners are reaching the correct standard.  
The data from the international surveys also indicates that the SBA data is reporting wildly optimistic 
levels of learners’ abilities. The fact that the SBA results almost perfectly match an ideal normal 
distribution suggest that this regression to the ideal curve is due to the random collation of differing 
marks rather than the underlying population. The marks of the SBA, at a collated level, are therefore 
meaningless. A learner at any point under the SBA curve could have as good a likelihood of being 
anywhere on the true ability curve.

Figure 12: Comparing Systemic Test Scores with School-Based Assessment (SBA) Scores, 2022

Source: Authors’ calculations based on WCED SBA scores for Grade 3 for term 4 in 2022, SDA (School Diagnostic 
Assesssment) = 2022 WCED Systemic Tests.

Without accurate data, schools need to actively identify issues and adopt strategies on the fly, placing 
additional burden on educators and delaying learning. Similarly, it means that district and provincial 
departments cannot automatically identify schools having an intake of learners with additional 
needs. The national regulations around SBA require alignment with the curriculum and moderation 
of SBA results to ensure consistency, but the mechanisms appear to be ineffective in many cases. 
Ideally, the individual level learning data would be associated with background data, especially 
data that includes information on the key factors that have a significant impact on learning. Better 
data would allow for better targeting of resources and better piloting of approaches to quickly 
identify what works and why. This would strengthen the shift from a reactive, centralised approach of 
broad initiatives to a more targeted, agile, and predictive management of learning. This is particularly 
important in the Western Cape with its high diversity of needs, wide variation, constantly changing 
population and challenges caused by events such as COVID-19.

 

 
Mathematics Score (Mean %)

D
e

n
sit

y

0 20 40 60 80 100

0.05

0.04

0.03

0.02

0.01

0

SBA Scores Systemic Test Scores

 
Source: Authors’ calculations based on WCED SBA scores for Grade 3 for term 4 in 2022: Systemic Test Scores, Grade 3, 2022.



Western Cape Education Sector Analysis 25

6. Spending on education is significant 
though there’s room for better targeting 
of resources
The WCED’s share of the provincial budget is significant but risks are emerging as the province struggles 
to contend with the tight fiscal envelope amid pressing current and future demands for education  
in the province. The 2024/25 Provincial Government budget for the WCED totals R30.85 billion (see 
Figure 13). The WCED’s share of the provincial budget is steady at 37 percent despite the shift of 
financing for the Presidential Youth Employment Initiative (PYEI), which funds teaching assistant stipends 
from provinces to the national unemployment insurance fund. This share is the second lowest among 
the nine provinces in their initial 2024/25 budgets. The Western Cape spent comparatively more on 
health and the local government and infrastructure sector, which includes critical infrastructure.

Recent WCED non-wage recurrent budget and capital budget allocations have fallen in real terms, 
whereas the overall compensation of employees’ allocation has increased. There were large 
reductions to infrastructure spending during the 2023/24 budget year, largely to accommodate 
centrally mandated wage increases. The initial 2024/25 budget13 indicated a 34 percent nominal 
reduction in the capital/development budget compared to the initial 2023/24 budget to R1.4 billion, 
despite pressures to expand the number of classrooms and schools to accommodate additional 
learners and to address the current congestion in some no-fee schools (see Figure 13). The non-wage 
recurrent budget which includes transfers to schools of around R3.5 billion, as well as purchases of 
school meals, teaching and learning materials and learner transport, is projected to decrease in 
real terms during 2024/25 (it increased in nominal terms by 4 percent, which is below anticipated 
inflation). 

In contrast, the allocation for compensation of employees increased by 12 percent between the 
initial budget for 2023/24 and the initial budget for 2024/25. This was driven by a nationally mandated 
salary increase which was relatively modest (it consisted of translation of a cash allowance into 
a pensionable salary plus an increase of 3.3 per cent totalling 7.5 percent) but went beyond the 
initially budgeted allocation. This was combined with hiring of new teachers to address increased 
enrolments. Altogether, there is a modest overall increase in the budget allocation per learner, but 
with reduced real purchasing power for the department on non-wage items. The budget allocation 
for early childhood development (prior to Grade R)14 has increased by 8.4 percent in nominal terms 
in the initial 2024/25 budget compared to the initial 2023/24 budget. Independent school subsidies 
remain a very small part of the WCED budget, with a steady share at 0.5 percent.

13	 �Excluding Programme 7 (Examination and Education Related Services) for the reason given above for the entire para-
graph. More disaggregated data is not available publicly at this point. Initial budget means the budget presented in the 
Estimates of Provincial Revenue and Expenditure to the legislature.

14	 �Subprogrammes 5.3, 5.5 and 6.4.
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Figure 13: WCED Budget Breakdown for 2020/21 to 2024/25

Source: Western Cape Estimates of Provincial Revenues and Expenditure 2024.  
Note: Programme 7 (Examination and Education Related Services) has been removed to exclude the effect of cessation 
of the PYEI. Development refers to capital asset payments, wages refers to compensation of employees, and non-wage 
recurrent to other allocations. Programme 7 is excluded.

In primary education, the Western Cape prioritises public funding to no-fee paying schools, particularly 
Quintile 1 schools. Total spending per learner in Quintile 1 primary schools (which tend to be rural and 
have lower average enrolment) was R23,160 compared to per learner public spending of R17,134 in 
Quintile 5 schools. Charging school fees (shown as household fees in Figure 14) results in higher overall 
financing per student in fee-charging primary schools. 

The progressive public spending per learner that is observed in primary education remains the case 
in secondary education, but structural factors around teacher hiring push wage costs per learner 
higher for fee-paying schools. Total public spending per learner in secondary school in Quintiles 1 to 
3 was R20,709. This amount is slightly lower for fee-charging secondary schools at R19,713 in 2021/22. 
In addition to public spending, parents contribute R10,690 per learner in fee-charging secondary 
schools, bringing spending per learner to a substantial R30,403.

The WCED’s efforts to equitably finance schools by providing more of its recurrent non-wage spending  
to no-fee secondary schools, are offset by nationally determined teacher allocation policies, resulting  
in a higher per learner wage amount in fee-charging Quintile 4 and 5 schools in secondary education. 
The WCED’s strategy to provide more funding to learners in no-fee schools is implemented mainly through 
the core non-wage transfer to public schools (known as the Norms and Standards grant) mandated 
by national policy in addition to other policies, described earlier, including learner transport and  
school meals. Other non-wage grants allocated by the province heavily emphasise no-fee schools. 
Spending on learners is driven by wages, and because educators are hired by individual public schools, 
fee-charging schools can recruit the most qualified and experienced teachers given they can top up 
wages with the resources generated through school fees. In fact, Carel and Motala and Spaull (Spaull 
(ed.), 2019) document a related pattern for other provinces in South Africa, with higher overall public 
per learner spending in Quintiles 4 and 5 schools. The provincial department has limited autonomy  
to prioritise educator allocations towards no-fee schools under national rules, and educator salaries  
are determined by formal qualifications and experience. 
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Figure 14: Recurrent Expenditure per Learner by Quintile and Fee Status for Primary and Secondary 
Grades for Public Ordinary Schools in 2021/22

Sources: 2021/22 actual spending based on WCED accounting data andreported 2021 school fees. Note: The graph 
excludes donations, the SNE program, and the PYEI. It includes an estimated apportionment of administrative, in-kind,  
and district-level costs in combination with EMIS-tagged costs and National School Nutrition Programme (NSNP) 2023  
count-based estimates. Note that the method of payment for the Collaboration Schools affected non-wage recurrent 
spending in No-fee quintile 4 to 5.

The WCED has limited autonomy to allocate resources for more effective spending given wages account 
for most of the spending. Wages accounted for 67 percent of the WCED spending in the 2023/24 
initial budget and rose to 72 percent in the initial budget for 2024/25, close to the ten-year average of  
73 percent. The biggest factor is centrally-set educator compensation, which is high even in a context 
of generous public sector spending on education and good national revenue to GDP performance. 
Educators get paid, including benefits, an average of almost five times the GDP per capita for South 
Africa in 2022/23 which is a substantially higher ratio than any OECD country (OECD, 2019). 

Despite an unforgiving fiscal environment, the WCED is succeeding on multiple fronts: measuring 
learning, coping with expanding demand, and several scaled measures where non-wage spending 
per learner is higher for more disadvantaged learners. However, given that educators account for 
the biggest portion of the budget and educators are relatively well-paid, the WCED needs to ensure 
that teachers are recruited and trained effectively and are supported and supervised to deliver high 
quality instruction in the classroom.
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Table 2: Education Financing Mandates for National and Provincial Government on Key Inputs

 National Government Provincial Government
Norms and standards for  
ordinary schools (learning and 
teaching support materials,  
IT-related materials, local  
purchases, municipal services, 
maintenance)

- Determines school quintiles based on the 
national poverty distribution and funding 
allocations to schools based on quintiles.

- Determines that Quintile 1-3 schools are 
no-fee paying schools.15

Funds allocated to schools from the 
provincial equitable share.

Teacher allocation/salaries Teacher salaries are set centrally  
and are negotiated between national 
government and teacher unions.

- Number and allocation of teacher 
posts are determined by provincial 
government and are calculated using 
the national Post-Provisioning Model.

- Teacher salaries are paid from  
the provincial equitable share.

Infrastructure - Education Infrastructure Grant (condi-
tional grant) to provinces to supplement 
provincial funding for the provision of 
infrastructure in line with minimum norms 
and standards for public schools.

- School Infrastructure Backlogs Grant 
(conditional grant) implemented by 
national DBE to eradicate inappropriate 
education structures and backlogs in 
basic services

- Provide and maintain  
infrastructure facilities for schools.

 - Funded from provincial  
equitable share and EIG.

Meals - National School Nutrition Programme  
(conditional grant) to provide  
nutritious meals to targeted schools.

- Manage and implement the 
programme.

- Funded from the NSNP conditional 
grant.

Workbooks - DBE covers the costs of national  
workbooks for Grades R to 9.

- �Centrally printed/procured and 
distributed.

 

Early Childhood Development - Minimum per child value of the ECD 
subsidy is determined nationally.

- ECD conditional grant to increase the 
number of children accessing subsidised 
ECD, ensuring that providers meet basic 
health and safety requirements for  
registration, and piloting the construction 
of new low-cost ECD centres.

- Responsible for allocating funds  
to ECD programmes.

- Funded through provincial  
equitable share and ECD  
conditional grant.

15	  �If funds are available after taking into consideration the possible funding implications on other poverty related programmes  
involving no-fee schools, the provincial education department may voluntarily offer Quintile 4 and Quintile 5 schools no-fee status.

Box 2: Education Financing Mandates for National and Provincial Government on Key Inputs

Education is a concurrent function, with shared responsibility between national and provincial 
government for all levels except higher education i.e., basic education and early childhood 
development. National government has overall political and legislative responsibility for education 
while provincial governments are responsible for managing schools directly and determining provincial 
expenditure on education from the equitable share of national revenue allocated to provinces. 

Provincial expenditure on education should reflect how much discretionary spending is available 
from the provincial equitable share of national revenue. However, in some instances, provinces 
either have limited or some flexibility in terms of how they allocate their education budgets due 
to mandates from the national government. From the discretionary funds available after fulfilling 
national mandates, provinces have the autonomy to make decision about how these funds 
are prioritised for the sector. The table below highlights the financing mandates for national and 
provincial education departments on key inputs.
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7. How can the Western Cape 
Government support improvements  
in learning while also expanding 
access to education?
The WCED has a progressive funding model which supports fees for learners from disadvantaged 
families and learners who have special needs. Based on national funding policy, only 40 percent 
of learners in the Western Cape are eligible to go to school without paying fees, but the province 
has made exceptions at the school and individual learner level, and in 2022, 68 percent of learners 
attended school at no fee or a provincially supported reduced fee. The province also spends a 
greater proportion of its education budget on special needs education compared to other provinces. 
It was also one of few provinces that provided free meals for about 80,000 learners in Quintile 4 and  
5 schools in 2021.

The Western Cape is also the only province to regularly monitor learning performance through the 
annual Systemic Test, but this data could be more effectively used to target resources to learners who 
need additional support. The results of the Systemic Test could be used more effectively for policy and 
planning purposes if more variables related to a learner’s socio-economic status were included in 
data collected through the Test, or if the Test data could be linked to socio-economic status variables 
for each learner captured through the Central Education Management Information System (CEMIS). 
This level of analysis is important in the context of the Western Cape given the wide differences in 
learning levels between learners in the same classroom. 

The Government of the Western Cape is under pressure to improve learning outcomes across levels 
of education and at the same time expand primary and secondary education to accommodate a 
growing number of new learners entering the education system because of population growth and 
migration into the province. In addition, the province is committed to improving access to quality 
early learning services for children, particularly 3- to 6-year-olds. But the public budget for education 
is not growing fast enough to accommodate the increase in enrolment of an estimated 201,200 
new learners by 2032 which will necessitate increases in budget to build additional classrooms, 
hire additional educators, pay a range of enrolment-linked subsidies as well as operations and 
maintenance costs for new schools. 

While additional funds may be needed to accommodate the growing number of learners entering 
the education system, the funds that are allocated to the sector need to be utilised more efficiently 
and effectively. Overall, South Africa spends a significant amount of its government budget on 
education services (21 percent of public expenditure and a little over 6 percent of GDP), but 
education outcomes in terms of learning are weak and the efficiency of spending, related to 
repetition and drop-out rates from school, could be improved. The education sector in South Africa 
has encouraged a diverse array of interventions at the local level, sometimes recycling largely the 
same inputs – without collaborative leadership to intensely discuss and agree on the priority problems 
it wants to address and learn from past lessons and experiences from other countries. This is evident 
in the multiple ECD and parenting programmes that are contracted out to service providers with 
weak monitoring systems and little accountability for improved outcomes. In early grade reading for 
example, there are about 24 different programmes being implemented across the country but very 
little movement towards consolidation of lessons learned and which ones need to be phased out 
and those which should be scaled up. The leadership of the WCED appear committed to taking this 
challenge on and working with relevant stakeholders to ensure that existing funds are appropriately 
utilised through better coordination, monitoring and evaluation of results and iterative feedback 
loops to continue to improve implementation of programmes. 
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In this report, we recommend that the WCED pursue the following four priority areas to improve access 
to quality education services. 

(i)	� First, since learning is cumulative, the WCED should improve the foundations of learning 
by strengthening ECD service provision, particularly for poor households, and learning 
in the early grades of primary education. Foundational literacy and numeracy are 
prerequisites for subsequent learning, and development of higher-order skills which are 
required for an individual to reach their full potential in professional, civic, and social life. 
Existing evidence shows that investments in child development during the early years 
provide an exceptional rate of return as well as higher returns than investments in human 
capital at later stages.

(ii)	� Second, improve teaching and learning by strengthening educator effectiveness in 
the classroom, where the ‘instructional core’ – comprising an educator, learners in the 
class and the curriculum – determine the quality and impact of a teachers’ instructional 
practices. The focus should be on four avenues to strengthen the instructional core: 
(a) recruitment of new educators; (b) support for educators already in the system;  
(c) conditions for teaching and learning; and (d) performance management for learning 
outcomes, all of which are described in more detail below.

(iii)	� Third, now is the time to invest in innovative education reform, particularly Public Private 
Partnerships (PPPs) to address the learning challenge, recover from the COVID-19 related 
learning losses, and realise the high returns to education. PPPs are not new to the province, 
with the government supporting school choice, encouraging innovation through the 
provincial investment promotion body Wesgro, subsidising some independent schools, 
and investing in collaboration schools. An expansion of the innovative partnership 
experience is timely given the pressure to expand the education system while improving 
learning outcomes simultaneously. 

(iv)	� Fourth, the WCED needs to invest to improve its data collection, monitoring, research and 
evaluation capacity. While the Western Cape province has some of the best datasets for 
education compared to the rest of South Africa, some key data gaps remain and the 
existing data could be better utilised to align relevant stakeholders toward a common 
goal and to track performance of various policy reforms. 

These four priority areas are not exhaustive, but if implemented well, have the potential to transform 
the education landscape in the province and achieve the desired outcomes of increasing access 
to quality education services. An important part of the reform process will be strong leadership, 
coordination, focus on data, research, monitoring, evaluation, and iteration. 

Priority 1: Improve the foundations of learning by strengthening ECD service provision, 
particularly for poor households, and improve literacy and numeracy levels in the 
early grades of primary. 

The importance of quality ECD services in preparing children to learn when they enter school and 
throughout life, cannot be overestimated. During the critical period from conception to the start of 
school, children need secure relationships with parents/primary caregivers, they need adequate 
and appropriate nutrition, access to healthcare, and opportunities to play and learn. Nutrition and 
stimulation are especially important during the first 1,000 days, while from age three, opportunities to 
socialise with other children and for organised learning become increasingly important to ensure that 
children are ready to learn once they start school. Access to quality ECD services is linked to improved 
emotional readiness for school and equips children with the emergent language, numeracy, and 
cognitive and non-cognitive skills that enable learning during the foundational phase of school.

Despite this overall understanding of the importance of ECD services, many children start primary 
school without the required skills. According to 2021 Thrive by Five Index, 34 percent of children aged 
4-5 years attending early learning programmes in the Western Cape were falling behind expected 
levels of learning already before starting Grade R. In addition, 41 percent had not achieved the 
expected level of emotional readiness for school. This will place these children on a lower learning 
trajectory compared to their peers who start school with the skills required to learn during the early 
grades of primary.
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In the Western Cape, as with the rest of South Africa, malnutrition is a huge concern particularly 
for young children. Children who are stunted (a measure of chronic undernutrition), on average, 
have substantially lower cognitive and executive functioning and lower emergent numeracy and 
mathematics skills than those who are not stunted. Eighteen percent of children under five are currently 
stunted in the Western Cape, with children living in rural areas (26 percent) and urban informal areas 
(21 percent) more likely to be stunted than those in urban formal areas. Among younger children  
(6 to 23 months), only 40 percent are fed a minimum acceptable diet needed for healthy growth 
and development.

Improving access to adequate nutrition and quality early learning services is essential to improve 
child development outcomes in the Western Cape and there are three main avenues to support 
delivery of these services in the province. The first is, parenting support programmes delivered 
through home visits by community health workers (CHWs), social workers or other facilitators; parent 
workshops/group sessions in the community; health facilities; community health programmes; and 
virtual parenting support (through SMS and mobile apps). The second is, non-centre-based early 
learning and nutrition services, which include playgroups, toy libraries, book sharing, and ECD 
reading clubs. The third, and most common, are centre-based early learning and nutrition services 
for pre-Grade R that are delivered through ECD centres, and for Grade R which are provided 
mainly through primary schools but also some ECD centres. 

Data on access to centre-based services is more readily available than data on parenting support 
programmes or non-centre-based early learning and nutrition services. In the Western Cape, 
85 percent of children aged 6 are enrolled in Grade R (either in a primary school or ECD centre). 
Among children aged 0 to 5 years old, 42 percent are enrolled in ECD centres, which are all privately 
run. Of the remaining children in the 0 to 5 age group, about 10 percent are attending Grade R 
in primary schools; around 6.5 percent benefit from some type of parenting support programme 
with elements of early learning; and about 1.4 percent benefit from non-centre-based services.  
Of pressing concern, is the finding that an estimated 40 percent of children in this age group have 
no access to services that support early learning, and who tend to be those who would benefit the 
most from access to these services.

The quality of services in ECD centres varies. There are challenges around inadequate practitioner 
qualifications and training, certain infrastructure lacking or being in poor condition, not enough 
and varied play materials, and low practitioner salaries contributing to high staff turnover. Effective 
quality assurance and improvement systems are necessary to address these challenges, with 
efforts underway at both national and provincial levels to enhance data collection and support 
quality improvements in ECD centres. For non-centre-based early learning services and parenting 
support programmes with early learning elements, data to assess their quality is partial at best, or 
completely lacking. 

A comprehensive system to monitor and support the quality of early learning services does not yet 
exist. There is a lack of comprehensive, regular data on early learning outcomes and service access 
and quality, which hinders effective planning, programming and quality assurance and support. 
There is no database of NPOs providing early learning services in the province that includes key data 
such as beneficiary numbers, geographic scope, contents and child outcomes. Data to capture 
key characteristics of ECD centres, including different aspects of quality is not regularly collected.  
For children in Grade R and children of pre-Grade R age who are not enrolled in ECD centres, there 
is no measurement of early learning levels except some small-scale studies. For children aged 4 to  
5 years who attend ECD centres, early learning levels were measured for the first time in 2021 by the 
Thrive by Five Index, and data will be collected again in 2024 and every three years thereafter.

In terms of coordination of ECD services across these three platforms, the National Integrated ECD 
(NIECD) policy identifies about 15 different Departments that have specific responsibilities to deliver 
these services. The DBE is the new lead for ECD in South Africa and takes on a host of functions 
including policy development, planning, and regulation and development of norms and standards 
for early learning. Responsibilities for other departments are murkier and are currently being defined 
more specifically. Clarifying the roles of the three core Departments responsible for ECD, i.e. the DBE, 
Department of Health (DOH) and Department of Social Development (DSD), both nationally and 
provincially, should be a priority including strengthening inter-departmental collaboration at service 
delivery points (health facilities, ECD centres, and in homes).
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There are several opportunities to strengthen collaboration with the provincial departments of health 
and social development to increase access to early learning services. WCDOH is responsible for 
parenting support programmes in home and community settings but currently there is no systematic 
coordination of such programmes provided by the three departments. There is also a need to 
review the existing programmes to identify which components (health, nutrition, early learning, 
child protection) need strengthening or to be integrated, to have a more holistic approach to child 
development. Training of community health workers to demonstrate effective early stimulation 
techniques during home visits and as part of community health programmes presents another 
opportunity. As part of such an effort, the WCED could develop and provide early learning materials. 
Although ECD centres have an important role to play in the recognition and referral of children 
at risk to the provincial Department of Social Development, this link could be strengthened. There 
would also be scope to set up a joint education-health system to train ECD practitioners on early 
identification and referral of children with special needs to relevant therapists. The Department of 
Social Development is responsible for childcare in the province, but the education sector could help 
raise the quality of these services by providing training and materials.

Action 1.1: Increase access to quality early learning and nutrition services in the first 1,000 days  
(age 0 to 2). WCDOH is leading the charge in service delivery for the first 1,000 days through parenting 
programmes, community health workers, health facilities and community health programmes and 
support to childminders. WCDOH together with WCDSD and the WCED, will need to evaluate the 
parenting support programmes and non-centre-based programmes they currently support through 
multiple NPOs to determine which ones to scale up funding for, while targeting an expansion to 
children in vulnerable communities. As part of this effort, it would be essential to review existing 
programmes to ensure they are aligned with the National Curriculum Framework for Children from 
Birth to Four. 

Action 1.2: Increase access to quality ECD services for children who are ages 3 to 6 years. The WCED’s 
comparative advantage lies in addressing the gap in ECD services for children from age three until 
they start school. The department also needs to boldly pursue improvements to the quality-of-service 
provision by regularly monitoring outcomes, supporting caregivers to engage more in play-based 
learning as well as designing and implementing a high-quality provincial Quality Assurance and 
Support System for Early Learning. Access can be improved by engaging with local municipalities to: 
(i) lower the costs associated with registration and to ensure all inspectors/officials apply municipal 
bylaws the same way; (ii) provide financial support for programmes to meet infrastructural norms 
and standards through the ECD conditional grant, the Municipal Infrastructure Grant (MIG) and 
corporates; and (iii) support informal settlements outside land use schemes that cannot obtain land 
use clearance, to consider alternatives such as mobile ECD centres. Another way to raise access 
would be to expand the coverage of the ECD subsidy to all children attending ECD centres in 
designated socio-economically disadvantaged wards, and in other wards to children who pass the 
income means test. However, these initiatives are costly and may take time to implement. In the short 
term, access can be improved by supporting and expanding non-centre-based services such as 
playgroups, toy libraries, book clubs and others. Quality improvements in centre-based ECD provision 
can be made by: (i) engaging with national DBE to revise the National Curriculum Framework for ECD 
service provision to strengthen the practitioner guidance on the implementation of learning through 
play; (ii) developing a short training focused on play-based learning with some targeted literacy and 
numeracy training, to be rolled out to practitioners in informal settlements and low-income formal 
areas; and (iii) continuing to measure child development outcomes using tools such as ELOM or the 
child focused section of Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS). 

Action 1.3: Set ambitious targets for improving literacy and numeracy by age 10, and actively track 
progress and iterate as needed. The state of Mississippi in the United States, the state of Ceará in Brazil, 
are examples of places where the state made investments in pre-kindergarten programmes targeting 
low-income areas and focused on ensuring all learners can read and write in the first few years of 
primary education. Mississippi enforces the ‘Third Grade Gate’, which involved retaining learners 
who have yet to reach the required levels of literacy for a further year until they do and are ready to 
successfully continue their learning journey. The focus is not simply ‘grade repetition’ but ‘purposeful 
retention’ as retained learners must legally receive a minimum of ninety minutes per school day in 
intensive reading interventions with progress monitoring, among other support. Learners who are high 
risk for falling behind, such as those facing key challenges at home and in their communities, are also 
identified early and provided with necessary support to achieve optimal outcomes. 
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The WCED could consider a model like the Mississippi model with a focus on learners achieving 
basic literacy and numeracy skills before leaving Grade 3. Rapid assessments, such as those used 
conducted by DataDrive 2030,16 would be one potential model to consider. Schools identified as 
having issues with low-baseline intakes (i.e. significant numbers of learners who are already lagging 
where they should be in their learning) could potentially be given additional resources and training 
to deliver and use rapid assessments.

 
Box 3: Early Grade Reading Study (EGRS), Funda Wande, and the Need to Scale Up

The Western Cape can build on the significant momentum of interventions that prioritise early 
grade reading outcomes in South Africa and globally to improve literacy outcomes at scale. These 
programmes often use structured pedagogical approaches and have been rigorously evaluated. 
In South Africa, lessons from key interventions, including those with the largest impacts, are not  
regularised into routine practice by the government, for example, the Early Grade Reading Studies 
(EGRS) or Funda Wande. These interventions remain as pilots or experiments at a medium scale 
which are in part funded by external parties. This is not the case in other geographies that have 
succeeded in improving foundational learning outcomes.

South Africa - EGRS
The first EGRS focused on improving reading outcomes in learners’ Home Language in the North 
West province. The study used a structured pedagogical approach and suggests that teacher 
training combined with on-site coaching is a cost-effective way to improve literacy outcomes in 
children’s Home Language. Several iterations of the EGRS are being tested across the country.

South Africa - Funda Wande
Funda Wande is a reading programme founded on the idea “all South African children can read 
for meaning by the end of Grade 3”. Evidence from Eastern Cape and Limpopo suggest it is  
very effective in boosting literacy levels and that these increases come from across the ability and 
quintile range. Proving additional teaching support through unemployed youth programmes can 
allow it to be cost effective17. A pilot in the Western Cape suggests it is suitable for running at scale18.

 
Priority 2: Strengthening teacher effectiveness at the instructional core

The Western Cape’s aging teacher workforce and projected enrolment growth create a significant 
opportunity for strengthening educator effectiveness. As indicated above, teachers are relatively 
well-paid in South Africa, including in the Western Cape, and the wage bill dominates public 
spending on education in the province. It is thus critical to ensure that all teachers, supported by 
their managers and instructional leaders, are effective in their work in the classroom. The sizable 
turnover expected in the educator workforce in the coming years offers a unique opportunity to do 
so. In 2021, an estimated 42 percent of all educators on the government payroll (and 73 percent 
of senior educators)19 were 50 years old or older, (Böhmer and Gustafsson 2023); moreover, during 
2012 to 2021, teachers younger than age 50 had been resigning from public schools at a significant 
rate of about 6 percent per year. While the retirement wave may have peaked in the Western Cape, 
the province will need to replace those expected to retire or resign from the service, at a projected 
rate of about 3200 new staff annually between 2025 and 2030, either through freshly recruited 
young teachers or current educators promoted to senior positions.20 The educator workforce in 
public schools – which were around 36,000 educators paid by the WCED in 2021 (of whom around  
6,300 were senior educators ) – will thus become younger and hence less experienced. This prospect 

16	 https://datadrive2030.co.za/

17	 https://fundawande.org/img/cms/news/Limpopo%20Second%20Midline%20Report%202023%20V03.pdf

18	 https://fundawande.org/img/cms/news/WC%20Baseline%20Report_2022_V05.pdf

19	 Senior educators refer mainly to heads of department, deputy principals, and principals.

20	 �Based on estimates supplied the Teacher Demographic Dividend (TDD) project in the RESEP team at Stellenbosch Uni-
versity, Cape Town, South Africa. Data on the number of educators in 2021 are from the TDD’s workshop presentation on 
“Educator Demand Projections (2021-2030) for Western Cape Province,” August 3, 2023, posted at https://tdd.sun.ac.za/
research/#.
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invites new efforts to develop school leaders and reshape educators’ instructional practice toward 
greater effectiveness in the classroom, notably by enhancing interactions at the instructional core – 
among teachers, their learners and the curriculum. The effort involves training and support of teachers 
in the pipeline as well as those already working, through interventions that benefit educators directly 
as well those that filter through their managers, instructional leaders, mentors and coaches.

Improving the pipeline of new teachers is a major task for the WCED in the coming years. Governance 
reform to enhance the WCED’s role and flexibility in three areas – Initial Teacher Education (ITE); 
teacher recruitment; and onboarding of new hires – is essential to improve the quality of the pipeline 
at a time of unique, generational opportunity to replenish the teacher workforce. The teacher 
pipeline is weak at present because of a vicious, supply-driven cycle of poor quality. First, trainee 
teachers have a tenuous grasp of core subjects such as mathematics and languages, and too few 
ITE programmes address these gaps while equipping the trainees for their future work as teachers 
(Taylor 2019; Roberts and Moloi 2022). Second, responsibility for teacher recruitment resides largely 
with the School Governing Body (SGB) of each school, which leaves the process vulnerable to 
variable standards and other local influences (Levy et al. 2018). Third, current arrangements for 
onboarding new teachers remain nascent (Taylor 2021). As the WCED has no formal authority over 
the quality, content, and public financing of ITE programmes (which operate under the mandate of  
the Department of Higher Education and Training), it has only two downstream levers to improve the 
teacher pipeline: strengthening its support to the SGBs for teacher recruitment and improving the 
new teacher onboarding programmes through the Department’s Cape Teaching and Leadership 
Institute. A breakthrough in boosting the quality of new teachers is likely to require enlarging the 
WCED’s authority over and role in ITE, possibly along the lines suggested below. 

For the Western Cape’s teachers, wide gaps in learners’ prior learning makes teaching in public schools 
highly challenging. In nearly 90 percent of public primary schools in the Western Cape, average scores 
in the top and bottom terciles of learners in the same schools differ by at least 1.5 standard deviations in 
both mathematics and reading – a difference of at least 52.3 percentage points for mathematics and 
54.3 percentage points for language. The tests at Grades 6 and 9 show similarly wide gaps in learning.21 
The results suggest that for practically all the Western Cape’s teachers in public schools their work is 
made more challenging by teaching learners of vastly different levels of learning ability.

The Western Cape’s teachers want more help with responding to the diversity of learner needs. The 
2019 TIMSS sampled a sufficiently large sample of schools in the Western Cape with Grade 9 learners 
and contains information on their teacher’s responses to questions about participation in and felt 
need for Continuous Professional Development (CPD). The Western Cape’s teachers participate at 
a healthy rate in CPD, ranging from 40 to 80 percent across topics (see Figure 15). The teachers 
consistently expressed much higher rates of felt need for CPD on “how to teach” topics than their 
participation in such CPD, while the pattern is reversed for CPD on “what to teach” topics. The 
shortfall in participation vis-à-vis felt need is widest at 35 percentage points for CPD on addressing 
individual learner needs.

21	 �In Grade 6, a difference of 1.5 standard deviation in the average test score between the top and bottom terciles 
translates into a gap of 44.4 percentage points in mathematics, and 46.1 percentage points in language. In Grade 9 the 
corresponding gaps are 38.2 percentage points in mathematics and 40.8 percentage points in language.
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Figure 15: Continuous Professional Development among Grade 9 Teachers in the Western Cape, 2019

Source: TIMSS 2019 background data.

Conditions in schools and classrooms matter for learning because they affect the dynamics of the 
instructional core and the effectiveness of teachers’ work. Insufficient material resources, for example, 
(e.g., textbooks, guides and other pedagogical tools) make it harder for teachers to teach what 
the curriculum expects to be taught and reduces learners’ engagement with their lessons during 
and after class. Crowded classrooms, which reflect insufficiency in staffing or poor scheduling, also 
make the work of teachers more difficult. The Western Cape has invested to secure basic material 
conditions for teaching and learning in most schools in the province, but there is still room to improve 
these conditions, especially to reduce overcrowding in classrooms. Other, non-material-conditions, 
for example psychological factors like violence and bullying, can also impact learners’ ability to 
learn. Some of these issues cannot be controlled by school managers, although there is evidence 
that they have a better grip on controlling learner behaviour and bullying within schools. 

The WCED has an impressive record of performance management since 1994, one that has helped 
to establish the Western Cape as South Africa’s leader in basic education. The 2012/13 national 
management performance assessment test (MPAT) rated the WCED as the best managed Provincial 
Education Department by far, being fully compliant (or better, compliant and smart) with 79 percent 
of the key performance indicators in the assessment, compared with 65 percent in Gauteng, the next 
highest rated province (Cameron and Levy 2018).22 Its high marks are consistent with the seriousness 
with which the province takes performance management. In the country’s first 15 years of democracy, 
the WCED focused on the systems-building initiatives promoted by the national Department of Basic 
Education (e.g., adherence to nationally defined staffing norms). Other measures subsequently added 
include individual performance management, whole school evaluations, and the ‘integrated quality 
management system’. Since 2009, the WCED’s approach has also embraced performance monitoring, 
combined with a shift to a more pragmatic “managerialism,” including creation of a sophisticated 
data system to monitor key aspects of learning and school operations (e.g., budget planning, 
preparation, and execution; school and district improvements plans, etc.); reforms to strengthen 
district-level administration and support to schools; and measures to influence principal selection and 
improve the quality of the bureaucracy by hiring more officers with prior experience in education. The 
WCED’s hierarchical management system has developed and matured over the years, enabling the 
Western Cape to lead the nation in learning outcomes. The ‘Back on Track’ initiative launched in 2022 
to recover COVID-19-related learning losses is the latest example of the WCED’s agility, strategic sense, 
and creativity in problem-solving.

22	The rest of this paragraph summarises key perspectives from Cameron and Levy (2018).
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Despite this strong top-down performance management system, international learning assessments 
indicate that the Western Cape performs below what is expected for an economy at its level of GDP 
per capita. Results from international large-scale assessments such as TIMSS 2019 are particularly 
concerning since spending per capita on education in the Western Cape has been relatively high.  
To address this challenge, the potential for expanding and improving the school evaluation system 
could be explored. Efforts to strengthen school-level management are especially important 
considering an accumulation of evidence from South Africa (e.g., Wills 2019) and other countries 
(e.g., World Bank 2018) on the critical role of school managers for student learning. Good principals 
keep a sharp focus on the school’s primary mission of helping students learn, ensure that resources 
allocated to the school are available and used effectively (e.g., teacher attendance and teaching 
assignments), and foster teachers’ internal motivation to do their work well at the instructional 
core. As elaborated below, remodelling school leadership to foster dynamic professional learning 
communities in schools emerges as a promising avenue to elevate the Western Cape’s performance 
management system to a new level of maturity and effectiveness.

The report proposes actions across four main areas to improve the instructional core in primary and 
secondary school: (a) recruitment of new educators; (b) support for educators already in the system; 
(c) conditions for teaching and learning; and (d) performance management for learning outcomes. 
Below the authors highlight one key action under each area. 

Action 2.1: The WCED needs to be more engaged in the recruitment of new educators, particularly 
through Initial Teacher Education.

Under current arrangements, the WCED is a passive end user of the outputs of ITE programmes 
which come under the purview of the Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) where they are hosted and 
operate under the oversight of the Department of Higher Education and Training. The WCED plays a 
limited role in shaping the content and funding of such programmes. The WCED needs the authority 
to play a more active role in considering and acting on approaches tried elsewhere that have 
improved the quality of ITE. Bruns et al. (2023) note that in Ecuador in 2012 and Chile in 2016, new laws 
gave the government the mandate to close low-quality teacher training institutions. Ecuador closed 
23 such institutions in 2012 and set up a new National University for Teacher Education modelled 
after Singapore’s National Institute of Education. Chile also closed numerous privately owned 
teacher training providers, and eliminated all low-cost, online-only, and night school programmes 
for teacher preparation. In addition, the new Chilean law also mandated that students admitted 
into teacher training programmes must score in the top 50 percent of the distribution on Chile’s 
national college entrance examination. Nielson et al. (2022) confirm that this selection threshold had 
effectively selected candidates who subsequently became higher-performing teachers, scoring 
above average on the country’s system for teacher evaluation. 

Action 2.2: Ensure that Continuous Professional Development (CPD) of teachers in the Western Cape 
is systemic, not episodic.

Darling-Hammond et al. (2017) reviewed 35 methodologically rigorous studies of CPD that had 
improved teaching practices and learner outcomes, and some of these are relevant for the Western 
Cape and can be used to strengthen the province’s educator workforce. Below are the three  
main rubrics that the Cape Teaching and Learning Institute (CTLI), which offers CPD training, should 
focus on:

(i)	� The content of effective CPD. An explicit focus on helping teachers to implement the 
intended curriculum in their classrooms is essential.23 The content of training should 
incorporate: learner-responsive and discipline-specific teaching strategies; modelling of 
effective teaching to show teachers what best practices look like; and greater use of 
active learning activities than of lectures, to let teachers experience the pedagogy they 
are being taught and are expected to implement in their own classrooms 

(ii)	� The method of effective CPD. Effective CPD emphasises coaching and expert support 
to teachers, ideally one-on-one, to customise the sharing of instructional expertise and 
evidence-based practices of direct relevance to each teacher. It also relies on systematic 

23	 �Because of the high diversity in prior learning among learners  in the Western Cape’s schools, implementing the intended 
curriculum likely requires appropriate scaffolding to help lagging learners (e.g., through teaching at the right level).
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arrangements to foster continuous professional growth, notably by encouraging teachers 
to reflect on and revise their own instructional practices based on feedback from their 
coaches and others.

(iii)	� The organisation of effective CPD. The training should be sustained over time to give 
teachers time to learn and practice new instructional practices through iterative,  
hands-on processes. It should also foster networking to facilitate professional exchange 
and collaboration among teachers and shifts in instructional culture toward a greater 
focus on improving learning for all. 

Action 2.3: Reducing overcrowding in schools will improve teaching and learning conditions.

The Western Cape has invested to secure basic material conditions for teaching and learning in most 
of the schools in the province; there is still room to improve these conditions, especially to reduce 
crowding in the classroom. In a system only three decades old since the abolishment of apartheid, 
the plentiful provision of national workbooks and wide availability of textbooks is noteworthy. 
Gustafsson (2019) credits availability of the workbooks as one of the policy successes in South 
Africa during 2007-2017 with a positive impact on learning outcomes.24 Today, the availability and 
access to learning materials continues to warrant attention, to ensure that all learners have access 
to these basic materials, and also additional ones such as graded reading materials in the earlier 
grades, and technology-enabled educational resources in the upper grades. Regarding staffing, a 
useful indicator is the learner educator ratio. The average LER in the Western Cape’s public schools, 
including staff paid by SGBs, tracks the national average closely at around 30:1 since 2013; without the  
SGB-paid educators, the ratio in 2021 would have been closer to 40:1, compared with the 
corresponding figure of 34:1 for Gauteng Province (which was the same as the national average)25. 
Overcrowded classrooms deserve priority attention, which is under the WCED’s direct control and if 
prioritised can be resolved, for example, through more systematic monitoring and implementation of 
norm-based staffing decisions. Doing so is especially important given the pattern of wage spending 
per learner documented earlier that shows higher spending in fee-charging secondary schools,  
a pattern driven in large part by the national allocation and school-led hiring.

Action 2.4: Capacity building to equip and enable school managers and School Management Teams 
(SMTs) to focus on cultivating teacher motivation.

The WCED’s strong top-down performance management system has delivered good results in the 
past, but its focus on “accounting-based” rather than “account-based” accountability (Honig and 
Pritchett 2019) may be insufficient to boost the Western Cape’s learning outcomes to internationally 
competitive levels. A new approach to allow for greater school autonomy and ownership may now 
be appropriate; its underlying idea is that holding a school accountable for its results in student 
learning would be ineffective, if not burdensome, if the school lacks the autonomy to take actions 
that are right for the school. Although such a cultural shift must inevitably travel along context-sensitive 
pathways (see Box 4 for global examples), a key ingredient is a remodelling of school leadership and 
management, one that promotes trust, transparency and collective efficacy in schools (Ehren and 
Baxter 2023) and fosters teacher ownership of and motivation for their work (Honig 2022). Dynamic 
professional learning communities in schools are essential, and their emergence and growth depend 
on effective principals and their management teams supported by higher-level managers beyond 
the school. With capacity building and mentoring to gain the new management skills needed, such 
leaders can play powerful roles in facilitating the process of engaging with teachers on instructional 
matters, building a conducive school climate, encouraging and enabling ongoing collaboration 
and professional learning, and managing personnel and other resources strategically to improve 
student learning. As a result, the school would increasingly operate as a community where teachers 
use data to guide their teaching practice, collaborate with each other and offer mutual support to 
improve instruction and meet learners’ needs. The Western Cape can move in the desired direction, 
starting with perhaps modest activities, consolidating and adapting them considering experience 
and lessons from elsewhere, always persevering toward the goal of creating a new, more satisfying 
culture of teaching and learning in schools throughout the education system.

24	 �Gustafsson (2019) reviews nine notable policy areas during the decade and highlights three of the most important for 
learning outcomes: introduction of the CAPS curriculum guides, provision of national workbooks; and standardised  
testing aimed at providing a more objective picture of how well schools were performing. 

25	 School Realities Survey, 2021
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Box 4: Global Examples of Cultivating Teacher Motivation

In Kenya, scripted lessons for early grade teaching are designed to give teachers flexibility to adapt 
the lessons, a feature that empowers teachers rather than treat them as mere implementers, thus 
reinforcing their intrinsic motivation as teachers. In Brazil where classroom observation is rare, Ceará 
state was nonetheless able to incorporate it into a nine-month-long coaching programme for 
secondary school teachers whose positive impact on students’ academic outcomes in state and 
national tests was confirmed through rigorous impact evaluation. In Shanghai, China, the system 
of school-based continuous professional learning is now sufficiently mature that it is part of the daily 
routine of teachers. Teaching time for teachers is limited to 12 hours a week (with a trade-off to 
manage unit costs by allowing larger class sizes), thus giving teachers time for various collaborative 
activities: preparing and commenting on lesson plans and observing each other teaching in 
class; providing mentoring to new or struggling teachers; sharing of best practices; and learning 
by observing classes taught by master teachers. In Singapore’s education system, professional 
learning communities are also now ubiquitous in schools, the result of the government’s systematic 
“top-down support for bottom up innovation” effort to encourage teachers at each school to 
collaborate, reflect, inquire and innovate their practices to improve pedagogical practices.

 
Priority 3: Invest in innovative education reforms, particularly Public Private Partnerships 
(PPPs).

The demand for education is high, evidenced by a growing enrolment and the number of new 
schools; but the average cost of schooling is not enough to guarantee acceptable levels of learning. 
In a context of rising enrolment and tight budgets and learning negatively affected by the COVID-19 
pandemic, implementing cost-effective strategies to expand the education system while improving 
learning outcomes is more important than ever for the Western Cape. Also, average school fees 
at high-performing public and independent schools are unaffordable for most parents. For these 
reasons, alternatives are needed that will lower costs, offer differentiated instruction, and scale up 
teacher supply, while at the same time using new models of instruction.

PPP alternatives can be leveraged to address the increasing demand for education while fostering 
education quality through outcomes-based accountability, especially to target the disadvantaged. 
Independent schools are among the learning top-performers in the Western Cape, although  
60 percent of these schools cater to learners in areas classified as Quintile 1 and 2. Before COVID-19, 
school learning in South Africa was on its way to reach the TIMSS international average by 2051, while 
the Western Cape would do so by 2035. Within the province, independent schools are set to reach 
the international mean even faster, by 2027. Therefore, if public schools improved at the same pace 
as independent schools, then the Western Cape would surpass the global mean by 2027. This would 
be feasible by leveraging PPPs, which have shown to be a cost-effective alternative (Muralidharan 
and Sundararaman 2015). 

The potential for increasing partnerships between the WCED and non-state suppliers of education 
services in the Western Cape is significant. Independent schools have increased from 116 to 302 
schools over the last 13 years26 and there is an opportunity to partner with private providers of education 
services to address key enrolment and achievement challenges. On average, globally, 19 and  
27 percent of enrolments at the primary and secondary level are private. This is higher in lower-middle 
income countries, where enrolment in private primary and secondary schools amounts to 27 and  
40 percent; and lower in upper middle-income countries at 12 and 17 percent. 

Among upper middle-income countries there is a range; for example, private secondary enrolments 
are 25 percent in Argentina, 15 percent in China, 10 percent in Georgia, and 7 percent in Turkey. The 
scope of growth of different partnership models in the Western Cape, similar to Gauteng, is significant. 
The total enrolment in independent schools in both provinces is below the global and upper-middle 
income country average. In the Western Cape, 5 and 6 percent of primary and secondary enrolments 
are in independent schools, whereas the enrolment in non-state schools in Gauteng increases to  
14 and 13 percent, respectively. 

26	 Department of Basic Education: Annual Report 2022/23
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The Western Cape is already experimenting with one PPP education service delivery model, under 
Collaboration Schools, where a public school is run by the WCED in partnership with a private,  
not-for-profit School Operating Partner (SOP). The Collaboration School model differs from the charter 
schools model found in the United States, as it supports poorly performing existing schools, known 
as transition schools with a turnaround model, and new schools; while charter schools typically 
support new schools. Collaboration schools are more similar to the Academies in England which are 
conversions of previously state schools, but the Academies have significantly more autonomy than 
do Collaboration Schools. 

Box 5: Charter Schools in the United States

The charter school, widely implemented in the United States, is a publicly funded school that 
is typically governed by an independent organisation under a legislative contract with the 
government. The charter exempts them from certain regulations and assigns them the responsibility 
over several tasks, including management, training, supervision, monitoring, and maintenance, 
among others. In return for higher flexibility and autonomy, charter schools agree to meet specific 
accountability standards and follow state policies.

This model has displayed positive results in terms of student access, progression, and achievement 
while having the potential of being cost-effective. For instance, students in charter schools 
increase their educational achievement in reading and mathematics in comparison to their 
peers enrolled in the traditional public schools they would have attended otherwise. The charter 
programmes that achieve the most significant impacts are those that target disadvantaged 
locations and students. 

Nonetheless, performance varies by the type of charter school, operator, authoriser, and organisational 
and instructional conditions under which they operate. In this regard, the “no-excuses” model is 
often cited as innovative and successful. This model targets disadvantaged and minority students 
and is characterised by frequent teacher feedback, data-driven instruction, high-dosage tutoring, 
increased instructional time, and high expectations. “No-excuses” charter schools exhibit higher 
achievement in mathematics and reading. They have shown to be particularly successful when they 
have intensive tutoring. A critical condition for charter schools to succeed implies the establishment 
of an outcomes-based accountability system, wherein poor perform schools are closed. Similar 
models exist in other countries, including Academies in England, Concession Schools in Colombia, 
Partnership Schools in Liberia.

 
The collaboration schools programme began with five schools in 2016 and expanded to  
13 primary and secondary schools and seven operating partners in 2019, with a target of covering 
up to 15 percent of all public schools in the province (WCED 2020). Apart from certain exceptions, 
collaboration schools are subject to the policies and provisions governing ordinary public schools. 
The funding model borrowed policy elements from India and the United Kingdom and there is heavy 
community involvement in these schools. Participating schools are paired with a SOP, which has 
50 percent representation on the School Governing Body (SGB) and assists with management and 
governance, introduces a range of innovations to improve teaching and learning, and manages 
donor funding. The SGB has the authority to hire, dismiss and set the conditions of employment 
for any teachers that are hired through the SGB. The WCED transfers money to transition and new 
schools under the collaboration schools’ model to pay staff and run the school. 

Evaluations of the collaboration schools model point to the need to strengthen a few aspects of 
the model going forward. Overall performance of collaboration schools has been impressive, with 
seven out of nine schools participating in the programme in 2019 (with more than one year of data) 
fundamentally moving towards improving the quality of education and outperforming comparable no-
fee public schools in the Systemics Tests for literacy and mathematics. Teacher coaching and mentoring 
are hallmarks of successful collaboration schools anchored in structured pedagogy27 methods.  

27	 �Structured pedagogy is a package of well-organised interventions that work together to change instructional practice. 
Some interventions that are part of a structured pedagogy package include resources and materials for learners and 
teachers, teacher training and support including support for preparing lesson plans, and ongoing pedagogical support 
for learners in the classroom.  
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However, an evaluation conducted by the Education Partnership Group (EPG) found that SOPs in 
collaboration schools have limited flexibility to make decisions related to hiring and firing of teachers, 
establishing curriculum delivery methods and others primarily due to conflicts within the SGB (between 
the SOP and others). Moving forward there is a need to clarify the roles, duties, and expectations of 
SGBs and between the WCED and SOPs. 

Action 3.1: Experiment with other models of PPPs for education service delivery in the Western Cape. 

Since there is a continuing need to expand access through new school buildings as well as a 
commitment to improve learning outcomes, several alternatives could be considered within the 
specific context of the Western Cape. 

For instance, existing collaboration schools in the province are functioning well, but the model 
can be improved. The current model will benefit from a legislative framework that provides a clear 
mission, establishment and closure processes, roles and responsibilities, and oversight mechanisms, 
including school reporting and evaluation. This framework must also clarify the facilities and resources 
that government will provide to schools and operators. It is also important to strengthen the existing 
accountability mechanisms and evaluate collaboration schools rigorously. This will create the 
necessary conditions where current school operators can focus on whole-school development with 
high levels of autonomy and accountability. Autonomy and independent governance could be 
further strengthened by adopting a targeted school subsidy. In the meantime, the oversight authority 
will have the necessary tools to assess the performance of school operators based on student learning 
outcomes and to incentivise providers from other provinces. This information will allow the oversight 
authority to decide which school providers should be preserved, replaced and/or engaged.

For poorly performing schools, consider private management through a contract. Turnaround and 
other underperforming schools should be addressed directly by handing them over to non-state 
providers to be manage in a new model (in line with the charter school model) or disadvantaged 
learners in over-subscribed schools/ under-served areas can be transferred to independent schools 
that have excess capacity.

The Western Cape, and South Africa, already have school choice in that, there are no schooling zones. 
However, it remains costly for the disadvantaged due to fees, transportation, and distance. Therefore, 
direct funding to schools of choice for parents with children in failing schools is recommended.

Leverage the potential of independent schools as complementary to the public education system. 
Independent schools have been shown to outperform public schools despite 60 percent of them 
serving the two lowest quintiles, and the WCED already provides subsidies for some of them. 
Independent schools could be leveraged by fully subsidising the no-fee sector with proven results 
– up to the amount that ordinary public schools receive, but with enhanced government oversight 
accountability. It is also recommended to clarify funding subsidies to enable maximum per learner 
subsidies and independent financial discretion. In this regard, targeted per capita funding sufficient 
to sustain improved performance should be considered. Another possible alternative entails the 
outsourcing of school management to private not-for-profit operators, using school facilities owned 
by the state or owned by an independent operator. Also, the government could provide state 
support of infrastructure costs and/or lease government facilities to independent schools. 
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Action 3.2 Blended teaching and learning programmes could be part of the solution to improving 
access to quality education.

While the concept of hybrid learning has been around for many years, it is only recently that we have 
the technology and content to make this work with promising results. Recent studies have shown a 
positive role of hybrid teaching programmes in improving educational outcomes in underserved 
regions where local teachers may not fully master the subject matter they are expected to teach 
or may not have sufficient teaching skills to deliver effective lectures. This model also offers new 
opportunities for para-skilled people to enter the profession while learning to become the new 
cohort of teachers. Moreover, bringing in technology may also contribute to the growing demand for 
open schools. Technology could be used to provide individualised content to improve the learning 
outcomes of low-performing learners and children who are out of school.

South Africa has good examples of blended learning programmes that could be scaled up. Apex High 
School is a no-fee public high school in a disadvantaged community supported by the collaboration 
school model and started implementing a blended learning classroom in 2022 to solve learning 
gaps and restricted access to quality teachers. In that classroom, technology is the main source 
of teaching and learning, while teachers and facilitators provide high-dosage tutoring based on 
scripted lessons. This blended learning model has a unit cost of R15,439, which pays for the necessary 
staff and running costs. SPARK schools have been using blended learning since its inception with 
school fees less than half of a mid-fee priced independent school: R28,386 in 2023 – only slightly 
higher than the fees charged by public schools. Fees are kept low by using a blended learning 
model which allows to contain infrastructure and salary costs. In its first year of operation, 91 percent 
of SPARK learners achieved 1.5 years of growth in reading, and more than half of learners ended the 
year above international grade-level standards in mathematics.
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Action 3.3: Scale up the rapid build model to construct schools at the desired speed to meet demand.

Box 6: The Rapid School Build Programme

The Rapid School Build program in the Western Cape increases the supply of schools in the province 
and prioritises improving access for poorer communities to quality education and skills development 
opportunities. This priority intervention aims to expand access to quality education in a cost-effective 
and equitable way, improve student engagement at the secondary school level, and contribute to 
greater alignment between skills that students obtain and those demanded by labour markets or 
that are needed in the economy. 

Initial new school build projects delivered under the programme have achieved unprecedented 
delivery times, recording design and construction times for medium-sized high schools of less than 
100 days, and improving productivity by delivering 3 times the number of new permanent classrooms 
constructed annually in the province. 

The Rapid School Build program uses an expanded contracting strategy and broader set of  
delivery mechanisms to fast track the delivery of the new schools. The new schools will be built in 
areas of the province with the highest levels of deprivation, largest class sizes and where there is an 
undersupply of low and no fee schools. The programme is based on three pillars, aimed at sourcing, 
developing and implementing sustainable solutions that meet wide-ranging infrastructure needs, 
but that super-charges the speed to market of education service solutions. 

Partnerships with local municipalities and the private sector is a key feature of the programme 
as is the delivery model shift with the use of different construction systems to provide the various 
school facilities and implementation modalities that are calculating to cost about 11% less on a rate 
per square metre basis. Other innovations include engaging communities and local stakeholders 
proactively in the school design process

Given the forecasts of new school places needed by 2030 particularly at secondary schools, and the 
lack of access to education services that are relevant, responsive to local needs, the Rapid School 
Build approach to school building in poor communities holds significant potential for de-risking 
youth disengagement and school dropout, and for improving the dignity and mental wellbeing of 
vulnerable communities. 

To supplement the rapid build initiative, a delegation of construction supervision and management 
to local communities or not-for-profit operators should be considered. This will further widen the 
implementation base which is currently limited to the Department of Transport and Public Works as 
well as five recently appointed Management Consultants (MCs). This implementation strategy has 
been successfully used across the world with benefits in terms of community ownership and speed 
of completion. 

To increase the quantity of education supply in tandem with education quality, different forms of PPPs 
can be leveraged, as described in action 3.1. The Western Cape could build on the documented 
success of charter schools and its own positive experience with collaboration schools. This could be 
done by outsourcing school management to private not-for-profit operators using the newly built 
school facilities, as well as the buildings of underperforming public schools adopting a turnaround 
model. The selected private operators should be recognised by the education quality they provide 
and given autonomy to operate while being held accountable for learning results. An additional 
option to attract successful private non-for-profit providers entails providing government support for 
infrastructure costs and leasing government facilities to independent schools.
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Priority 4: The WCED needs to invest in better data collection, research and monitoring 
and evaluation capacity. 

While the Western Cape province has some of the best data sets for education compared to the rest 
of South Africa, this data could be better utilised to align relevant stakeholders toward a common 
goal and to track performance of various policy reforms. To start with, political leadership in the 
province could communicate an ambitious goal to be achieved to the education community 
and broader population. The goal should be simple and easy to communicate as was the case in 
Mississippi (described above) or in Sobral, Brazil where the commitment was for every child to be 
able to read and write by the end of second grade. In addition, adequate data (formative and 
summative assessment data, teacher performance in the classrooms, implementation of various 
interventions, etc.) should be collected and analysed in a timely manner to support monitoring of 
achievements and failures. Regular data collection and analysis will help in prioritising, adapting and 
iterating various policy reforms/interventions to achieve the established goal. Lastly, anonymised 
data from the Central Education Management Information System (CEMIS), Systemic Tests and others 
should be made publicly available so that it can linked with other relevant data by researchers in the 
province to analyse progress in the education system so that interested stakeholders are part of the 
reform process. 
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8. Bringing it all together
This report recommends four priority areas of intervention and several associated actions to improve 
access to quality learning services in the Western Cape (see figure below). These priorities were 
developed based on existing evidence related to the relatively high levels of spending on learners 
from disadvantaged households in the province, without commensurate results on learning, 
particularly for the poor. In addition, there is pressure on the education system to expand access 
to quality ECD services for children, particularly 3- to 6-year-olds, alongside accommodating the 
estimated increase in enrolment in primary and secondary education in the next 10 years. 

Figure 16: Summary of Priorities and Actions

Actions that support improvements to the efficiency and effectiveness of current spending should 
be the immediate focus of the WCED. The global ‘Smart Buys’ report (World Bank 2023) suggests 
that structured pedagogy28 focused on improving foundational learning yields the biggest impact in 
terms of learning if implemented well. Actions described above related to improving foundational 
learning which may not necessitate a big increase in budget, but rather a reallocation of budget 
between interventions. 

28	 �Structured pedagogy is a package of well-organised interventions that work together to change instructional practice. 
Some interventions that are part of a structured pedagogy package include resources and materials for students and 
teachers, teacher training and support including support for preparing lesson plans, and ongoing pedagogical support 
for learners in the classroom. 
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Action is recommended in five key areas which are interlinked, and which must therefore be pursued 
simultaneously to achieve the best results. The actions include: 

(i)	� Set ambitious goals for literacy and numeracy. Such goals can specify targets for children 
to be literate and numerate by, for example, age 10, and actively track progress, as 
exemplified by Mississippi in the United States. The National Department of Basic Education 
has developed benchmarks for reading levels in all local languages from Grades 1-4. 
These could be implemented in the Western Cape and used to track progress of learners; 

(ii)	� Collect and make better use of data on learning. Better data collection, research, 
monitoring and evaluation of early grade reading and numeracy programmes is 
needed, and based on results which are available, iterating and scaling up those which 
work and potentially stopping implementation of other interventions which do not show 
results. Structured pedagogy will also require that adequate data is available on the 
performance of each child in the classroom through regular monitoring (i.e., through 
better and more standardised use of the SBA) and evaluation (i.e., through the Systemic 
Test with all variables of interest included for deeper analysis to identify schools and 
educators who outperform their circumstances); 

(iii)	� Reduce overcrowding in schools to improve teaching and learning conditions. This entails 
regular monitoring of schools to ensure that all schools have learner to educator ratios 
which are around 30. Where learner classroom ratios in existing schools are high, the 
WCED could use its Rapid Build model to construct additional classrooms. This action 
will require the most budget to implement given the high cost associated with hiring 
additional teachers; 

(iv)	� Renew teachers’ continuous professional development to enhance their effectiveness 
in the classroom. A priority is to model for teachers the use of various instructional tools 
and resources to support learners with a high diversity of needs. In-classroom support 
for teachers is already happening through the Funda Wande programme and the PYEI 
supported teaching assistants. The next step would be to take these to scale in the 
province and use existing resources more effectively (i.e. focus on in-classroom support 
rather than training outside the classroom);

(v)	� Strengthen leadership development for school management teams to increase the 
focus on cultivating teacher motivation. While some funds would be needed to support 
capacity building and mentoring of school leaders, this is an important step in facilitating 
the process of engaging with teachers on instructional matters in the classroom as well as 
to create a more dynamic learning environment in the school. 

Related interventions which are ongoing and important that complement structured pedagogy 
interventions to improve literacy and numeracy of learners are: (a) the availability of sufficient and 
quality teaching and learning materials for teachers and learners. This should not only include graded 
reading materials29 for learners, but also include supplementary reading books distributed in schools 
and homes to encourage families to support their children to read; and (b) remedial learning for 
learners who are falling behind through interventions facilitated through programmes such as the 
‘Back on Track’ programme (bootcamps, weekend classes) and through extra support provided by 
teaching assistants. Improving foundational learning levels will positively impact on learning at the 
higher levels in basic education. It could also lead to fewer learners repeating grades and dropping 
out of school.

29	 �Graded reading materials are designed and organised according to different levels of difficulty and cater to learners at 
various stages of proficiency, helping them improve their reading skills in a structured and progressive manner. The DBE 
has graded readers for each of the local languages.
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Figure 17: Actions that Support Improvements to the Efficiency and Effectiveness of Current Spending

Once the WCED has implemented these interventions at a provincial scale and can show it is setting 
ambitious targets for improvement, has directed existing resources to these interventions, and 
established an effective monitoring and evaluation system, there will be sufficient confidence built in 
the system to expand its offering to more learners and test out new innovations. 

Actions that support the expansion of the education system and implementation of innovative 
education reforms, which will require additional budget, could be pursued after the WCED has been 
successful in the above actions. These actions, in order of priority, include:

(i)	� Increase access to quality ECD services for children aged 3- to 6-year-olds. Expanding 
access to children in Grade R and RR will become mandatory after the passing of the 
Basic Education Laws Amendment Bill (BELA Bill). The WCED would benefit from getting 
ahead on planning for the expansion of quality ECD programmes for this age group. 

(ii)	� Related to the expansion of the education system, the WCED will also need to accommodate 
thousands of additional learners entering the system especially at secondary level. Scaling 
up the rapid build programme is potentially the most cost-effective way to expand the 
network of schools quickly. 

(iii)	� New schools will require additional teachers and strengthening initial teacher education 
programmes should be pursued in collaboration with the Department of Higher Education 
and Training. 

(iv)	� The WCED could also consider experimenting with other models of PPPs to improve education 
service delivery. This may take a bit more time to implement given there are some legal issues 
that need to be addressed to move ahead on PPPs in education service delivery. 

(v)	� Consider the use of blended teaching and learning programmes, which will also require 
some up-front work in terms of ensuring effective connectivity to schools, access to 
affordable data, security for equipment bought in schools and training of teachers so 
they are comfortable with the use of blended learning programmes. 
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(vi)	� Scale up quality ECD services for first 1,000 days, which should be led by the WCDOH  
in collaboration with the WCED and WC Department of Social Development. 

Figure 18: Actions that Support the Expansion of the Education System and Implementation of 
Innovative Education Reforms
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