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In South Africa, when Grade 9 learners return to school after the COVID-19 closures, they will have a

maximum of 76 teaching days left in 2020. But given the safety requirements and the limited

infrastructure in most schools, it’s highly unlikely that they will be able to attend school every day.

This means the average Grade 9 learner in 2020 is likely to have less than half of a normal year’s time

in class.

While learners in schools for the middle class and independent schools have had access to online

learning, learners in schools for the poor and working class have had no such access. And this is

unlikely to change in the near future.

There is evidence that, in mathematics, learners in less well-resourced schools are four years behind

their counterparts in well-resourced schools by the end of Grade 9. It is therefore likely that most

Grade 9 learners will fall further behind in 2020.

This situation needs urgent attention. It is time to think beyond 2020, and to treat 2020 and 2021 as a

continuous learning opportunity. It’s also time to be more strategic about what is taught. In the

COVID-19 discussions on schooling there has been too little focus on what learners will learn –

whether at school or at home.
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Indications from research conducted after the Pakistan earthquakes of 2005 showed that, although

learners in the affected areas had only a three-month break from school, four years after the

earthquake they were 1.5 years behind their peers. In South Africa, most Grade 9 learners will have

been at home for about five months due to the COVID-19 pandemic before they return to school.

A curriculum that does not adapt to learners’ levels may leave them further and further behind. The

need to prevent this has led to calls to “build back better” after the COVID-19 pandemic. Evidence

suggests that the way to do this is to focus on core concepts and identify what learners need to know

but may have missed or forgotten.

The legacy

After Grade 9, South African learners must choose between Mathematics and Mathematical Literacy

for the remaining three years of secondary school. Mathematics is essential for entrance into science-

based programmes in universities, but the majority of learners lack the knowledge to cope with

Mathematics from Grade 10 onwards.

For example, in the Annual National Assessments for Mathematics, administered from 2012 to 2014,

the average mark each year for Grade 9 was less than 14%. Similarly, in the Trends in International

Mathematics and Science Study assessments in 2015, only one third of South African Grade 9 learners

achieved at the minimal level in mathematics. A recent study of Grade 9 and 10 learner performance

on negative number, basic algebra and functions yielded an average score of 28.3%. Clearly Grade 9

performance is far below desired levels.

Add to this situation the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. In most state schools, Grade 9s are

scheduled to return to class on 24 August 2020. Research indicates that long breaks from school lead 

to learning loss, with maths scores being particularly badly affected. And these breaks have a greater

negative impact on learners from lower socioeconomic groups.

Read more: COVID-19 school closures in South Africa and their impact on children

A US model based on studies of the known effects of long breaks suggests that learners in the US

could end the school year with only 37%-50% of the average gains they would have made in a normal

school year in mathematics.

What’s needed

We suggest the solution to the pandemic interruption of learning is to identify a limited number of

core concepts and skills for Grades 8 and 9 that will provide a strong foundation for further

mathematics.

This involves, firstly, a carefully designed curriculum to address learners’ difficulties, starting with

whole number, fractions, negative number, introductory algebra, linear patterns and functions.
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Mathematics Learning Teaching School COVID-19

Secondly, teachers need a range of supportive materials – not just fixed lesson plans. It should be

clear what must be done face-to-face and what can be done alone at home without technology.

Teacher materials should help to identify gaps in learners’ knowledge and to provide guidance for re-

teaching what learners have missed.

Thirdly, tests should focus on revealing what learners understand and what they are battling with,

instead of putting pressure on them to “pass” a certain level.

Encouragingly, recently released documents (S2 and S3 of 2020) from the Department of Basic

Education are promoting these principles. These documents emphasise the need for teachers to work

with learners where they are, to take time to remediate when learners don’t understand and to assess

only what has been taught.

This is arguably the most forward-thinking policy produced by the department in recent years. What

it lacks is a carefully considered implementation plan, informed by the realities on the ground, to

identify the core mathematics content for learners, and a teaching and learning pathway for what

remains of 2020 and into 2021.

In the short term, if learners are able to master the content we have identified, they may well end

2020 with more mathematical knowledge than they would have gained ordinarily.

COVID-19 could be the unexpected catalyst that makes the education system accountable to learners

and their learning. But we need to get Grade 8 and 9 learners back to learning as soon as possible. It is

crucial that they are not neglected because of an overwhelming focus on Grade 12.
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