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Getting the most from your school’s  
Annual National Assessment results

The purpose of the Annual National 
Assessments (ANA) is to track learner 
performance each year in literacy 
and numeracy as the Department of 
Basic Education (DBE) works towards  
improving learner performance in line 
with commitments made by government. 
The ANA results will be used to monitor 
progress, and to guide the planning and 
distribution of resources to help improve 
literacy/language and numeracy/
mathematics knowledge and skills of 
learners in Grades 3, 6 and 9. 

Because the ANA tests are designed 
to assess the performance of learners 
relative to the prescribed curriculum 
for their grade by examiners who are 
pressumably experts in their field, they 
provide schools with a rich source of data 
that would otherwise not be available. 
Properly collated and analysed the results 
provide valuable information on:

  the overall level of performance of 
individual learners expressed by the 
total mark or percentage for the test

  the performance of each individual 
learner based on the mark they 
score in individual questions

  the average level of performance 
of class groups together with the 
strengths and weaknesses of the 
group as a whole

  the overall performance of class 
groups based on the average marks 
scored in each question

  the teaching quality of individual 
teachers which can be derived from 

both the overall performance of the 
learners in the class groups that 
they teach as well as the perfor-
mance of learners from these class 
in particular sections of work

  the overall performance of learners 
as a grade group based on both 
the group average and the mark 
distribution of the group

  the overall performance of the 
learners in the grade relative to 
learners from the same circuit, 
district, province or nationally, once 
this data is released by the DBE and 
provincial education departments.

It is important to remember that the data 
itself has no intrinsic value – its value 
is derived from the extent to which the 
data is used to understand the factors 
that contributed to the marks scored 
on individual questions, remembering 
always that the two within-school factors 
that have the greatest influence on 
learner performance are teaching quality 
(what a teacher does in the classroom) 
and the quality of school leadership. The 
quality of school leadership is indirect 
but does have a strong influence on 
the motivation of teacher and how they 
perform their duties.

Charts 1 to 8 which follow are derived 
from the 2013 results of learners from 
real schools and are used to illustrate 
the kinds of useful information that can 
be gleaned from a detailed analysis of 
learner performance.



4

Chart 2 
Learner average % per question
This chart illustrates the average score of 
learners (as a percentage) for each of the 
14 questions on the test paper. 

Question 1 consists of 10 multiple 
choice questions with the questions 
covering most of the curriculum. Each 
of the other questions covers a specific 
mathematical topic. 

The chart provides clear evidence 
of the questions that the majority of 
learners have mastered as well as those 
in which they performed poorly. Poor 
performance may be a consequence of 
work not having been covered as the 
ANA tests were written at the end of the 
third term rather than at the end of the 
academic year.

Chart 1 
Mark distribution (% of learners)
This chart illustrates how the marks 
of learners are distributed. Each bar 
represents the percentage of learners 
who fell into each category or code. This 
school normally performs exceptionally 
well in the NSC examinations and 
all learners are required to take both 
Mathematics and Physical Sciences in 
Grades 10 to 12. The school should 
have two concerns:

1. 17.4% of the learners failed (scored 
less than 30%) in the ANA test.

2. Less than 10% of the learners 
scored 60% and above in the test.
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Chart 4 
Q7: % of learners who scored zero  
by subsection
This chart provides similar information 
as Chart 3 but in this case provides an 
analysis of a group of related questions. 
The related questions deal with functions 
and graphs, and is one of the areas in 
which the majority of learners performed 
poorly (the learner average for this 
question was 23.1%). 

The analysis of the four subsections 
of the question shows that although 
the majority of learners could answer 
Question 7.1.1 correctly, very few of 
them had any idea about the other 
three subsections. The data once again 
provides clear direction to teachers 
about where to focus their attention.

Chart 3 
Q1: Learner average % per subsection
This chart shows the learner averages 
for each of the 10 multiple choice 
questions which form part of Question 1. 

Questions 1.1, 1.3, 1.4 and 1.10 are 
clearly topics or concepts which the 
learners struggled with and which should 
be the focus of remedial teaching for all 
learners.
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Chart 6 
Top learner vs. average score by question
This chart compares the results of 
the learners who performed best on 
the tests with the average for the 
grade. What is interesting about this 
comparison is that the top learners 
scored 100% in two of the questions 
that the rest of the class group struggled 
with (Questions 7 and 13) but only 
performed just above the class average 
in those questions in which the class 
group performed well (Question 6 and 
Question 12). This may indicate that the 
teachers’ ability to explain the topics 
dealt with in Questions 7 and 13 was 
inadequate and/or that the teachers 
themselves are not completely confident 
in their own content knowledge of the 
topic.

Chart 5 
Learner mark distribution by class
Teaching quality influences learner 
performance so it is important to analyse 
the performance of learners on a 
class-by-class basis in instances where 
more than one teacher is responsible 
for teaching the various classes. If 
classes are streamed this needs to be 
taken into account when evaluating the 
performance of each class group and 
the quality of the teaching.

Evidence from this chart suggests that 
there may be a problem with class 
9B which has the highest proportion 
of failures of the four classes but, 
interestingly, also has the second highest 
proportion of learners scoring 60% and 
above. Class 9D on the other hand has 
the fewest failures but is also the only 
class with no learners who scored more 
than 60%.
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Chart 8 
Q2: Failures average per subsection  
vs. grade average per subsection
Although the pattern of performance 
across the four subsections of  
Question 2 is similar for the grade and 
for the failing learners, it is clear that their 
main difficulties lie in Questions 2.2, 2.3 
and 2.4, and that their teachers need 
to devote more time to explaining and 
providing more examples of questions of 
this type for their weaker learners.

Chart 7 
Failure average per question  
vs. grade average % per question
This chart compares the average 
percentage for each question of the 
learners who scored less than 30% 
overall for the test with the grade 
average percentage for each question. 

The graphic suggests that the weaker 
learners struggled particularly with 
Questions 3, 4, 7, 8, 10 and 13. 

Chart 8 unpacks this a bit further in the 
case of Question 2.
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All of the charts are formal examples 
of formative assessment, that is, the 
forms of assessment teachers use to 
better understand what learners have 
learned and understood rather than 
as a measure of progress (summative 
assessment). 

For good teachers formative assessment 
is an on-going process that takes place 
throughout the teaching and learning 
process. 

Probably the simplest type of formative 
assessment are the questions teachers 
ask during class in an effort to determine 
whether individual learners have 
understood what they have been taught 
or whether they are able to demonstrate 
in a practical way that they have 
mastered the skills they have practiced 
and are able to use the knowledge that 
they have acquired. 

Formative assessment makes it 
possible for the teacher to assess the 
effectiveness of their teaching and to 
use this knowledge to guide their future 
practice.

One of the biggest challenges that high 
schools face, particularly in relation to 
the teaching of Mathematics, is that 
the majority of pupils enter high school 
at the start of Grade 8 with a severe 
Mathematical deficit. These learners will 
not have mastered many of the most 
basic computational skills and will not 
have been introduced to some forms 
of Mathematical knowledge that are 
fundamental to their progress. 

Schools would therefore be well advised 
to test the fundamental Mathematical 
and Literacy skills (using the schools 
Language of Learning and Teaching 
or LOLT) at the very start of the school 
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year, preferably in the first week. Schools 
should use the results of these tests to 
design a series of remedial interventions 
for implementation during the course 
of the first term. This should be done 
before the commencement of any new 
work in the languages and Mathematics. 

An example of the performance of 
Grade 8 learners from one school in 
series of tests designed to assess their 
basic competencies in the following 
areas. The test questions were drawn 
from the 1995 Trends in International 
Mathematics and Sciences Study 
(TIMSS) for learners in their 4th year of 
schooling. The TIMSS tests are used to 
compare the performance of learners 
in Mathematics and Science in their 4th 
and 8th years of schooling from different 
countries around the world. 

Each of the questions in the tests for 
learners in their 4th year of schooling 
is designed to test the competence of 
the learners from one of the following 
domains:

1. Whole numbers (T1)
2. Fractions and proportionality (T2)
3. Measurement, estimation and 

number sense (T3)
4. Data representation, analysis and 

probability (T4)
5. Patterns, relations and functions (T5)
6. Geometry (T6)

 

The following charts show how the 
Grade 8 learner from one school 
performed in these test. They were 
tested during January of 2013. 

Note: This is not the same school from 
which the ANA data was drawn.
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Chart 10 
Distribution of Gr 8 learners’ marks in all tests
This chart confirms the analysis provided 
in Chart 9 and provides further evidence 
that the majority of the Grade 8 learners 
at this particular school have not yet 
mastered the most basic mathematical 
concepts and why, if they are to make 
progress, this shortcoming needs to be 
addressed.

Chart 9 
Distribution of Gr 8 learners’ marks in all tests
The chart shows the average marks 
scored by learners (n=173) in each of the 
six tests. The designations T1 to T6 refer 
to the domains of each of the tests as 
listed above.

The poor performance of these learners 
in what is essentially a Grade 4 test 
is clearly evident from this chart and 
given the nature of the questions 
demonstrates quite clearly how weak 
they are as a group.
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Chart 11 
Distribution of Gr 8 learners marks in Test 3: 
Measurement, estimation and number sense
Measurement, estimation and number 
sense are the foundations on which 
virtually all other mathematical concepts 
are built, and children who do not master 
the concepts and skills associated 
with these foundational concepts are 
essentially innumerate. Mastery of these 
three concepts requires proper teaching 
of the fundamental arithmetic processes 
of addition and subtraction, and the 
use of these to develop the individual 
learners understanding of multiplication 
and division, together with a good 
understanding of the number line. 
Practice and drill is key, and teachers 
need to ensure that all of the learners 
whom they teach know their tables and 
are able to add, subtract, multiply and 
divide numbers of up to three digits 
without the use of a calculator.

Some improvement strategies
1. Make sure that all learners have 

a good grasp of the basics and 
work to improve these by constant 
practice, including mental maths 
drills. Do not allow learners to use 
calculators for these activities as it 
is in practicing these skills that they 
hone their number sense. 

2. Ensure that Mathematics homework 
is set, completed and marked 
every day. The process of setting 
homework, checking that it has 
been done and then marking it in 
order to assess whether learners 
have understood what has been 
taught, needs to be a ritual that 
is performed every day in every 
Mathematics class. 

3. Test learners regularly using formal 
class tests to assess progress and 
to identify those learners who may 

be struggling. Ensure that the test 
questions include items which test 
the learner’s basic understanding 
and skills as well as those which are 
more challenging and which require 
the learners to apply what they 
have learned in new circumstances. 
This helps the more able learners 
to stretch their thinking about what 
they have learned. 

4. Use the results of both informal 
assessment tasks such as 
homework, as well as formal tests, 
to monitor learner performance 
and to identify those learners who 
are struggling and who may need 
additional support. 

5. When learners make mistakes it 
is important to interrogate their 
thinking. This is best done by asking 
them to explain the process they 

followed to reach their answer. 
The ‘unpacking’ process helps 
learners to become aware of 
their thinking process and often 
helps identify misconceptions that 
they may have about a particular 
mathematical operation. Clearing 
the misconception helps learners to 
gain a better grasp of the concept 
and to master its use in practice. 

6. In Mathematics, as in most things, 
regular practice in performing the 
tasks that will be tested is key. 
Give learners plenty of graded 
examples – they need to leave the 
Mathematics classroom exhausted 
from the hard work that they 
have been doing with their minds, 
not bored from listening to long 
explanations from their teachers. 
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