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Today (15 May, 10am). 
- DBE Launched the 2021 PIRLS South Africa Report results

- IEA Launched the 2021 PIRLS International Report





(1) 81% of Gr4 learners in SA cannot read

In 2021 81% of Grade 4 learners cannot read

for meaning in any language, up from 78% in

2016. This means that only 19% of South African

Grade 4 children could read for meaning in any

language in 2021. SA’s PIRLS score dropped

from 320 to 288, approximately 0,8 years of

learning.



(2) The Lost Decade

We have lost a decade of progress. Between

2006 and 2016 the percentage of children that

could not read declined from 87% (2006) to 82%

(2011) to 78% (2016), but has now increased back

to 81% (2021), wiping out a decade of slow

progress and taking us back to 2011.



(3) Inequality
Rural Northern provinces declined most

Northern rural provinces experienced

the largest declines in reading with

coastal provinces experiencing the

smallest declines.

Four provinces experienced big declines

NW (-2,4yrs), FS (-1,6yrs), MP (-1,2yrs)

and LP (-1yr).



(3) Inequality
Eng/Afr schools did not decline

English and Afrikaans schools did not

experience a decline between 2016 and

2021. In comparison, most African language

schools did decline, highlighting that the

pandemic increased inequality between no-fee

and fee-charging schools.



4. Low achievement: SA came last of 43 countries

Of 43 countries participating in PIRLS 2021

South Africa came last with a score of 288

(international average was 500). Each marker

in the graph alongside represents one year of

learning (40 points).

SA is 2-5 years behind other middle-income

countries like Jordan, Egypt, Iran and Brazil.
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4. Low achievement: Relative to Brazil

The average Brazilian Grade 4 child is three

years ahead of the average South African

Grade 4 child. In Brazil 61% of Grade 4’s could

read at a basic level in 2021 compared to 19% in

South Africa. Note that Brazil and South Africa

have roughly the same GDP/capita

($7000/capita).



5. Largest gender gap

South Africa had the largest gender gap

(pro-girl) of all 57 participating

countries/regions. The average Grade 4 girl

in South Africa scored 57 points higher than

the average Grade 4 boy, placing them about

1,5 years of learning ahead of their male

counterparts. While girls outperform boys in all

countries, the South African gap is more than

twice the international average gap between

boys and girls.



6. Current DBE plan: 
Business-as-usual

• “There has been no attempt to 

recoup time in order to remediate 

learning losses, apart from very 

recent attempts in one province. 

The insistence on a largely 

business-as-usual approach to 

curriculum implementation fails 

to recognise and address the 

severe educational impact of the 

pandemic, especially on learners 

in the poorest communities” 

(Hoadley, 2023: p1).



(6) No catch up plan or 
budget 

South Africa experienced the largest

decline in reading outcomes of all 33

countries. But South Africa has no real plan

or budget to catch up lost learning.

Many countries have multi-billion Rand catch-

up programs, e.g the Indian state of Gujarat’s

GOAL initiative (R9,5bn).

Only one province (WC) has so far announced

a budgeted plan for catching up learning

losses (WCED’s R1,2bn ‘Back on Track’

program)

https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2021/03/24/improve-education-outcomes-in-gujarat
https://wcedonline.westerncape.gov.za/news/massive-r12bn-backontrack-campaign-launched-reverse-learning-losses-western-cape


A generational catastrophe

1. A ‘generational catastrophe’: The new PIRLS 2021 reveal

what can arguably be referred to as a ‘generational

catastrophe.’ More than 4-million children in primary school

have experienced more than half their schooling career in a

disrupted state (either school closures or rotational timetables).

Research on school closures from natural disasters like

earthquakes in Pakistan and the Ebola crisis in West Africa all

show that there are long term consequences to short term

crises. These include:

1. lower educational attainment,

2. lower earnings,

3. higher unemployment and

4. being more likely to be in lower skilled occupations in adulthood.

This effect might even carry over to the children of the children affected by

school closures, as happened with school closures in Argentina.

https://riseprogramme.org/publications/human-capital-accumulation-and-disasters-evidence-pakistan-earthquake-2005
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/research-paper/working-paper_720_School-Closures-During-Epidemic_Sierra-Leone_July2020.pdf
https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/abs/10.1086/703134?mobileUi=0&






What can we do?

1. Ensure the ‘new 78%’ (i.e. 81%) is 
widely known and understood

2. Amplify the message 

3. Continue to put pressure on the 
political side of the equation

4. Much more must be done but to 
avoid a lost generation but little 
indication DBE has appetite. 
“Business-as-Usual” 

5. Leverage existing relationships 

Now is the time to reach 
out!
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