
  

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

MEDIA STATEMENT_ 07 JANUARY 2014  
 

HIGHER EDUCATION SOUTH AFRICA (HESA) 
STATEMENT ON THE 2013 NATIONAL SENIOR CERTIFICATE (NSC) RESULTS 

 
 

HESA welcomes the much improved 2013 NSC results released on 6 January 2016. 
We further believe that the NSC results are important. First, the NSC is an important 
qualification based on curricula that are a significant improvement of those that we had 
in the 1990s. Second, it is the national school leaving qualification. Thirdly, the NSC is 
important for universities because (despite what some critics are saying) success in the 
NSC remains a very important, and probably the most important single predictor of 
success in higher education. Lastly, the NSC is a measure, even if an imperfect one, of 
how well our schools are performing. 
 
HESA therefore welcomes the improvement in the metrics of NSC success achieved by 
the 2013 school leavers, the schools, the teachers and the education departments in 
both the Department of Basic Education and Independent Examination Board 2013 
NSC examinations. We congratulate all involved, including the parents of learners who 
wrote the examinations, full-time or part-time in 2013. 
 
The value of the NSC 
In response to some criticism of the “usefulness” of the NSC, and the suggestion that 
South African public universities are abandoning the NSC as the basis for selecting 
applicants in favour of National Benchmark Test results (NBTs), HESA believes that it is 
important to make the position of universities clear. No university has done so. No 
university has abandoned, or intends to abandon, the use of the NSC results for 
admissions purposes. Most places are won solely on the basis of NSC results and 
many universities continue to use NSC results as the sole basis for making admissions 
decisions. All use NSC results, sometimes in combination with the NBTs and other 
factors. They do so because the NBTs test different things.  
 
While success (and by this we mean more than a B pass) in the NSC is an excellent 
predictor of success at university, it is important to recognise that the NSC as a national 
school leaving qualification is designed as more than a predictor of success at 
university. For most (that is over 75%) of the country’s over 600 000 NSC candidates, 
the NSC serves as an exit certificate after 12 years of formal schooling, and as a bridge 
to opportunities in further education and training.   



The NSC is not a university entrance examination, and appropriately not one. The 
NBTs, on the other hand, are expressly designed to test the competencies expected of 
students in first-year university classes. There are three NBTs:  

a) the academic literacy and  
b) quantitative literacy tests are syllabus independent (i.e., they do not rely upon a 

set body of knowledge) and they are designed to test how well the candidate will 
be able to deal with university level work;  

c) the mathematics NBT does depend on the candidate’s mastery of the NSC 
maths syllabus, but is by its nature different from the NSC maths examinations 
as it does not test so much the candidate’s mastery of the syllabus but his or her 
ability to use and understand mathematics. 

 
State of education in the RSA 
While we welcome the improvement in the NSC results as reflected in the improved 
pass rates, the publication of the 2013 NSC results is an opportunity to reflect on the 
state of education in our country, and the extent to which we need to do better if we are 
to become a winning nation. HESA recognizes that much work must also be done in the 
universities. The CEO of HESA, Dr Jeffrey Mabelebele says “The 2012 CHE Task 
Team Report on a flexible degree structure for South African (SA) universities has 
shown the extent to which SA’s public university system is underperforming: just over 
half of those who start a degree programme at our universities get a degree”.  
 
And while the 2013 results do show welcome signs of improvement, they have to be 
seen in context; a context in which: 
 

 Fewer than half the 2013 NSC candidates took Mathematics as a subject; 

 Fewer than 50% of those who took Mathematics as a subject passed the subject 
at 50% or better; 

 Many universities now require applicants to engineering, for example, to have 6 
(70% or better) in Mathematics; and in which --  

 While over 75% (in the DBE NSC) and over 95% (in the IEB) of full time 2013 
candidates passed the NSC - the number passing represents less than 40% 1of 
those who entered grade 1 class of 12 years before. 

 
HESA firmly believes that a very heavy responsibility rests on all involved in education 
in South Africa to build on the improvements shown in the 2013 NSC results before we 
can claim to have done justice to school learners and students in further and higher 
education. 
 
 
 

 

 

                                                 
1 439 779 passed the DBE NSC; add the IEB NSC candidates and the total is fewer than 50% of 

the 1 150 637 in grade 1 in 2001 (1 150 637) or  1 012 892 in Grade 2 in 2002 
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About Higher Education South Africa 

Higher Education South Africa (HESA) is the leadership body that represents the 23 public Higher 
Education Institutions. Led by the Vice-Chancellors of these universities, HESA acts to support the higher 
education sector in South Africa through advancing and promoting the benefits of South African 
universities to the nation, and developing policy positions on higher education matters. 
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