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In accordance with legislation and Umalusi 
directives for schools registered with it, the IEB 
offers external assessment in Grade 9 and Grade 
12. In Grade 12 successful learners are awarded 
the National Senior Certificate. Assessment for 
adult learning is provided from ABET Level 1 
through to NQF Level 1. The IEB training section, 
Assessment Education and Training (Pty) Ltd, 
provides training in assessment.

The IEB also provides additional assessments that 
complement teaching and learning in schools at 
other levels.

In 1989 the Joint Matriculation Board (JMB) 
relinquished its examination function. At that 
time the JMB was the only non-racial South 
African assessment body. To ensure that South 
Africa still maintained at least one non-racial 
assessment body in Grade 12 during the time 
of apartheid, a number of heads at independent 
schools founded the IEB to assume the assessment 
function of the JMB.

IEB stands for the Independent 
Examinations Board. 

It is an assessment body that is accredited 
by Umalusi, the South African statutory 
body responsible for quality assurance for 
school and adult assessments.

What is the IEB?

The IEB actively 
strives to set  
well-constructed, 
probing assessments 
that test learners’ 
understanding of 
what information 
applies in certain 
circumstances.
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The IEB directs 
educators in their 

teaching to develop 
clear, logical 

thinking in learners, 
together with a good 

understanding of 
the subject matter, 

and an ability to 
communicate their 

learning clearly.

At that time, the term ‘independent’ emphasised 
a very important aspect of the work of the IEB, 
namely being a beacon of opposition to the 
establishment of the day. Today, the IEB is a 
recognised player in the South African education 
landscape, committed to building a robust system 
for all learners in our country. The significance of 
its independence now is to provide an alternate 
voice on curriculum and assessment matters, to 
contribute positively to debate on educational 
issues and to provide an approach that ensures 
that independent schools are accommodated with 
respect to their needs and desires within the South 
African education framework, for the greater good 
of our country. The IEB sees itself as a partner in 
our country’s education system, supporting that 
which needs to be supported with whatever we 
have to contribute, and questioning that which 
needs to be questioned. As our history would 
suggest, the IEB supports democratic principles 
and the rational voice in education.

It is important to note that the IEB is a Section 
21 company that has been approved as a public 
benefit organisation in terms of the Income 
Tax Act. Therefore it has been registered by the 
Department of Social Development as a non-
profit organisation. Every product and service 
rendered must be self-sufficient and no subsidy is 
received from the government. Even its directors 
are not paid a fee to serve the organisation.
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The philosophy of the IEB is that  
assessment drives teaching and  
learning . Hence good, probing 
assessment will promote good, 
quality teaching . To get a good 
e d u c a t i o n ,  y o u  n e e d  g o o d 
teaching , driven and stimulated by 
an appropriate assessment regime. 
The IEB believes that it provides 
assessment that stimulates and 
encourages teaching that develops 
the skills needed for success in life – 
clear thinking, analysis, evaluation,  
unambiguous communication, 
substantiation of opinion as well as a 
strong grounding in the fundamental 
skills and knowledge that underpin 
the subject curricula.

For the more able learner,  the 
stimulation provided by an examination 
that explores understanding and 
requires learners to develop and 
substantiate their own views and 
probes more deeply militates against 
boredom, which often sets in when a 
bright learner is unchallenged.

For the weaker learner, the focused 
attention on developing key skills 
required in life prevents the learner 
from believing that learning-by-

heart is the only way to success. The 
exposure to other ways to access and 
display knowledge and to multiple 
ways of seeing an issue encourages 
them to explore ideas more fully 
than they might in a classroom that 
suggests there is only one correct 
answer and only one correct way to 
do something. IEB schools generally 
have focused support for learners who 
may experience difficulties in specific 
subject areas.

The IEB focuses on assessment that 
actively encourages the teaching of 
skills inherent in the subject curricula, 
but in an expanded way so that 
learners are able to transfer them to 
application in wider contexts. It is the 
preparation of learners for life after 
school and the development of those 
skills sets that go beyond subject-
specific knowledge that make an IEB 
school different.

WHY SHOULD I SEND MY CHILD TO AN IEB SCHOOL?
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All schools that offer the National 
Senior Certificate follow the 
Curriculum and Assessment Policy 
Statement, which outlines the 
learning requirements in each 
subject. The IEB has its own Subject 
Assessment Guidelines (SAGs), which 
provide the structure and weighting 
of each examination component 
– examination papers, oral and 
practical requirements and school-
based assessment requirements. All 
South African examination bodies 
are accredited by Umalusi, the 
statutory quality-assurance body. The 
IEB is hence accredited to operate 
by Umalusi, which is the national 
certification body issuing the National 
Senior Certificate. The IEB issues an 
IEB statement of results to its learners.

Umalusi moderates all externally set 
examination papers to ensure that 
they comply with the Curriculum 
and Assessment Policy Statement and 
the examination requirements of the 
examination body. They also assess 
whether the examination papers are 

more or less assessing at the level one 
should expect of a Grade 12 learner.

There is no scientific way of proving 
whether one examination paper is 
assessing at the same level as another, 
simply because the issue of standards 
and comparability of standards is more 
complex than the examination paper 
itself. It embraces provisioning, which 
includes the ability, qualification 
and application of the educators. 
It includes the physical resources 
at schools and support for learners 
at home, which includes   issues of 
language proficiency, access to IT, 
and support from parents. Then there 
are the more obvious expressions of 
standards such as the examination 
paper itself, the administration and 
conducting of the examination, how 
irregularities are dealt with, as well 
as how the papers are marked, and 
finally, the results.

The IEB is of the opinion that the 
way schools prepare learners for 
the examination makes the IEB 
examination accessible to the learners. 

IS THE IEB NATIONAL SENIOR CERTIFICATE EXAMINATION 
MORE DIFFICULT THAN OTHER  
NATIONAL SENIOR CERTIFICATE EXAMINATIONS  
IN OUR COUNTRY?
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The IEB also caters 
for schools that 
have Afrikaans 

as the language 
of learning and 

teaching.

To look at an analogy: if you are preparing for 
the down-run of the Comrades Marathon, 
your training, while it may be as demanding 
with respect to time and distances, will 
differ from what your training would be if 
you were preparing for the up-run. Because 
the impact of the race on your knees in a 
down-run is different from the impact on 
the knees in an up-run, preparation for 
the down-run requires training on different 
roads to ensure that the knees, for example, 
are adequately prepared for the down-run. 

In the same way, because of the IEB way 
of assessing, educators approach the 
preparation of learners differently to prepare 
them to cope well with the difference.

Hence, the way of teaching learners in 
an IEB school prepares them for the IEB 
examination in the same way as teaching 
in other schools prepares their learners 
for the examination they will write. And 
just as preparation for an up-run does 
not prepare you for a down-run in the 
Comrades Marathon, preparation for an 
IEB examination does not prepare you for 
the examination of another examining body 
and vice versa.
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The National Senior Certificate (NSC) is a 
relatively new qualification that was written in 
South Africa for the first time in 2008.

The international standing of the major school-
leaving and university-entrance qualification in a 
country that has the status that South Africa has 
on the African continent is critical, not only for 
learners who may wish to study abroad, but also 
for placing students who enter South Africa to 
study. More importantly, the external recognition 
of the South African qualification is important for 
our South African society, and in particular for 
parents who take the education of their children 
seriously. They need to be reassured that the 
standard of education in our country as evidenced 
in the main school-leaving examination is of an 
acceptable standard internationally.

In 2009, after the first examination session for the 
NSC had been conducted, the IEB approached 
the UK NARIC to conduct a benchmarking 
exercise on the National Senior Certificate. UK 
NARIC is the national agency managed on behalf 
of the UK government to provide an official source 
of information on international qualifications to 
organisations recruiting from outside the UK and 
to individuals wishing to work or study in the UK.

A study carried out at 
the University of Cape 

Town (UCT) in 2008 
noted that:

25% of first-degree 
graduates at UCT  

in 2007 came  
from IEB schools.

IS THE IEB EXAMINATION  

INTERNATIONALLY BENCHMARKED OR RECOGNISED?
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International recognition of a qualification takes 
into account the number of years of schooling 
that leads up to the final assessment, the number 
of subjects the qualification requires students to 
study, the content of the curriculum, as well as the 
quality assurance associated with the assessment.

The benchmarking study was based on UK 
NARIC’s approach to credential evaluation, 
taking into account the design and assessment 
framework, broader observations of the 
curriculum restructuring process, course 
objectives and learning outcome statements, the 
structure of the final award, level descriptors, 
the assessment process, grading structure and 
comparisons, and finally, quality assurance 
and control mechanisms. A sample of subjects 
was used in the study, including English home 
language, Mathematics (including Paper 3), 
Advanced Programme Mathematics, Physical 
Sciences, Life Sciences and Geography.

The average 
throughput rate 
of learners from 
IEB schools over a 
three-year period 
was 98%.  
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In its executive summary the UK NARIC report 
highlighted the following:

1. The features of the NSC indicate a 
qualification with an underlying level that 
is both robust and fit for the purposes of 
examining senior secondary-school levels. 
In terms of the qualification’s comparability, 
the report concludes that the National Senior 
Certificate in Grade 12 is broadly comparable 
to the GCE AS level.

2. For those candidates who undertake the IEB 
Advanced Programme in Mathematics, the 
report is satisfied that the additional content 
is more reflective of the requirements of 
the GCE A level. Furthermore, it is noted 
that there are considerations to develop an 
advanced paper for English home language. 
It could be surmised that an advanced paper 
could further enhance the comparability of 
the subject to GCE A-level standard.

These findings were echoed in a 2010 study carried out 
by Umalusi, the South African quality assurance body 

for further and general education and training.

The IEB has numerous examples of former IEB learners 
who have applied to and been accepted  
into universities in the United Kingdom,  

the United States and Australia.

‘IEB National Senior 
Certificate is not sufficient 

to exempt South African 
applicants from the 
additional entrance 

examinations required 
by most overseas 

universities.’
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‘It should be noted that an IEB 
National Senior Certificate is not 
sufficient to exempt South African 
applicants from the additional 
entrance examinations required by 
most overseas universities. This is 
not because a South African IEB matric 
represents any form of substandard 
education, but simply because of 
the necessity of a benchmarking 
mechanism by which to evaluate top 
candidates from around the world. 
Bearing in mind the international level 
of competition which applicants to, 
for example, an American Ivy League 
university face, one should recognise 
that sound academic knowledge is but 
the foundation for success on such a 
level of competition. In addition, the 
successful applicant needs to possess 
the intellectual dexterity which is the 
mark of the exceptional student, and 
which allows for easy transition to a 

largely unfamiliar educational system, 
and for the development of knowledge 
in an international setting.’

This opinion is echoed by Higher 
Education South Africa.

The Combined NSC and Abitur 
qualification

The Combined NSC and Abitur 
was assessed for the first time in 
2009. It is a qualification offered 
at the three German schools in 
South Africa – Deutsche Schule 
Johannesburg, Kapstadt and Pretoria 
– and is recognised formally by the 
German and South African education 
authorities. It consists of subjects 
assessed by the Abitur authorities 
in Germany and the IEB in South 
Africa. A successful learner has access 
to both South African and German 
universities.

ENTRANCE TESTS

‘...intellectual dexterity is the mark of the exceptional student, which allows 
for easy transition to a largely unfamiliar educational system...’

Just as with many local universities, students who wish to study at foreign 
institutions are required to write entrance tests. The words of, Adele Rossouw, a 
former IEB learner at Roedean School in South Africa in 2008 who was accepted 
for study at five overseas institutions in 2009 and who chose to study at Yale 
University in the US, are pertinent:

 WWW.CURRO.CO.ZA | WHY IEB? 9



Because all learners in South Africa follow 
the same curriculum and Umalusi issues the 
National Senior Certificate to all successful 
candidates, universities cannot use the NSC 
to distinguish between learners from different 
examining bodies. However, the initial statement 
of results does clearly indicate which examining 
body is issuing the statement. In addition, the 
IEB downloads the results of the learners to 
universities, who use the data to check applicants’ 
results on registration.

It should be noted too that universities and 
technikons often make an initial decision about 
acceptance of a learner on the basis of their Grade 
11 results from their school. In many instances 
these institutions have a very good idea of the 
reliability of the marks they receive from schools 
and hence have a very good idea whether these 
marks accurately predict what a learner from that 
school will achieve at the end of Grade 12, and 
whether a learner will cope with the demands of 
the course for which they are applying.

The pressure on higher-education institutions to 
accept learners who will succeed is great simply 
because a substantial part of their subsidy is 
dependent on throughput rates. Furthermore, 
because of the increased demand, higher-

DO IEB LEARNERS GET ANY SPECIAL CONSIDERATION 

WHEN THEY APPLY FOR ENTRY TO A UNIVERSITY?

Universities and 
technikons often 

make an initial 
decision about 

acceptance of a 
learner on the  

basis of their  
Grade 11 results.
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education institutions need to give selection 
issues much greater attention than in the past. 
While most institutions are guided by the 
admission points score, a number of prominent 
institutions administer a placement and selection 
test to distinguish between learners who may 
have achieved similar results in Grade 11. Others 
administer what is called an exclusion test for 
borderline learners. Whatever name is given to 
the selection test, the IEB believes that learners 
being prepared for an IEB examination will also 
have the fundamental skills and knowledge to do 
well in such tests.

Consideration is often also given to a range of 
other issues, e.g. government-applied quotas, 
community service, participation in extramural 
activities, and offering additional subjects such as 
Mathematics Paper 3 or Advanced Programme 
Mathematics.

Photo: Jeffrey Barbee, M
ediaC

lubSouthAfrica.com
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One must remember that being accepted at a 
tertiary-education institution is only the very first 
step. The success of the learner once they have 
been accepted depends to a very large extent 
on how well they have been prepared to cope 
with the academic demands of the subjects 
they choose to study, the discipline required 
for working and studying, the skills required for 
critical engagement in more complex issues and, 
finally, the ability to organise themselves and 
balance their activities to ensure that their studies 
receive the attention they require. The IEB is 
confident that learners attending IEB schools are 
well prepared to cope with the demands made 
on them at tertiary-education level.

This is borne out by a study carried out at the 
University of Cape Town (UCT), which looked 
at the success rate of former IEB learners over 
a period of three years (2005–2007). In that 
study it was noted that 25% of the first-degree 
graduates at UCT in 2007 had come from IEB 
schools. Furthermore, in that same study it was 
determined that on average over a three-year 
period the throughput rate of former learners 
from IEB schools, i.e. students who graduated 
after three years or were enrolled for further 
study, was 98%.

One concern is that, while it is accepted that 
once given entry to university the IEB learner 

HOW DO IEB LEARNERS FARE AT UNIVERSITY?
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is equipped to be successful, the learner may 
not get into university in the first place. The 
experience of IEB schools to date is that learners 
who will benefit from a university education 
and deserve to gain entry usually do. However, 
it is worth remembering that there are multiple 
routes of entry that a learner may pursue. One 
must also remember that the more prestigious 
universities are sought after by top learners from 
all over the country and from our neighbouring 
countries. Hence the pressure for first-year entry 
is great.

The following are options that learners can 
pursue:

• Apply for entry to the primary course of 
study that the learner wishes to follow 
at the institution concerned, as well as a 
related course. If the learner does not gain 
admission to the primary course of study, 
after the first year of successful study they 
can apply to transfer to the primary course 
of study, e.g. starting with a BSc and 
transferring to medicine.

• Complete the first year of study at another 
institution and then transfer to the original 
institution of choice.

• Enquire about the Senate’s discretionary 
entrance policy.

Always be sure to check beforehand that the 
institution from which the student wishes to 
graduate recognises the course they will study 
initially.

The IEB is confident 
that learners 
attending IEB 
schools are well 
prepared to cope 
with the demands 
made on them at 
tertiary-education 
level.
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The majority of educators who mark IEB scripts are 
recruited from educators who teach the subject 
in Grade 12 at IEB schools. In this way the IEB is 
assured of the subject expertise of the educators 
as well as the professional expertise required 
to manage the marking of an IEB examination 
– they are qualified through their knowledge 
base and their teaching experience to cope with 
the questions that do not simply demand ‘right-
wrong’ answers, but require discernment on the 
part of the marker.

Marking is centralised, providing all educators 
with an opportunity to discuss the marking 
guidelines together, and hence contribute to 
a comprehensive understanding of what is an 
acceptable answer, and why, and what is not 
acceptable, and why. Clearly this intensive 
engagement during the standardisation of a 
marking guideline is an exceptionally powerful 
professional development process, providing 
educators with insight as well as the opportunity 
to contribute to discussion. In this way, the IEB 
is assured that all approaches to a question are 
reviewed and accommodated appropriately or 
rejected with valid reason.

Bright learners are the ones who usually provide 
unexpected insight into a question. Centralised 
marking by experienced markers allows for the 

HOW DOES THE IEB  
ENSURE RELIABILITY IN ITS MARKING PROCESSES?

Centralised marking 
by experienced 

markers allows for 
the detection of the 

merits in unusual 
answers and full 

discussion can 
follow.
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detection of the merits in unusual answers and 
full discussion can follow. This ensures that all 
valid responses are dealt with, even though they 
may not have been accommodated initially in 
the marking guidelines.

The IEB encourages new educators in the IEB 
system to mark papers as a means of providing 
them with a deeper insight into what kinds of 
responses should be encouraged in learners 
and how certain concepts can be assessed and 
taught in a meaningful way, but most importantly 
to give them access to a body of professionals 
from whom they can seek support and advice. 
Clearly, new markers are carefully monitored 
and trained.

Moderation of the scripts marked by each 
educator is managed by senior markers, 
appointed in a ratio of seven markers to each 
senior marker. The senior markers moderate 
a minimum of 10% of scripts marked by each 
educator. Should they detect a problem, all 
scripts from that educator are re-marked and the 
educator is mentored to correct the problem. 
More serious problems with a marker are 
managed accordingly.

In some instances, specific questions in a paper 
are double marked, i.e. two different markers 
each mark the question and the outcomes are 
compared. In cases where the double marking 
indicates a substantial difference of opinion 
between the markers, the question is finally 
marked by a senior marker or the chief examiner.
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A possible question in a Grade 12 
History examination could be: 

Discuss the extent to which Hitler’s 
personality was a contributing factor 
in the outbreak of the Second World 
War.

In approaching such a question, a 
learner would be required to identify 
each of the possible causes of the 
Second World War and then finally 
decide and argue how much the 
personality of Hitler contributed to 
the outbreak of the war. Inherent in 
the question is the notion that there is 
a fixed set of causes for the war that 
are indisputable and seen as such 
by all. It encourages a notion that 
one can open a textbook, learn the 
causes of the war and, when asked 
about them, reproduce them with 
an added commentary on which 
one contributed more to the war, as 
suggested by the question. Often the 
added commentary will reflect the 
opinion of a well-known scholar on 
the issue.

One could explore a learner’s 
knowledge of the causes of the 
Second World War by asking the 
following question:

Imagine that you are a 14-year-old 
German boy, living in Germany in 
1940. Why would you join the Hitler 
Youth?

This question too requires learners to 
know why Germany was at war and 
so demands a knowledge base similar 
to that of the previous question.
However, inherent in the question is 
the notion that the causes of the war 
are not indisputable. For example, 
a boy living in Germany might not 
perceive Hitler as a tyrant or insane, 
as some scholars from the world 
of the Allies suggest. It indicates 
that so-called facts of history are 
interpreted differently by people, 
depending on their life experience, 
their understanding of the meaning 
behind particular events and so on. 
This realisation that history and events 
are not seen in the same way by all 
people is an incredibly important life 
lesson – the way a question is asked 
either emphasises this important 
lesson from studying history or it 
reinforces a false perception that 
‘facts’ are indisputable, no matter  
who is reporting them.

AN EXAMPLE
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14

IEB examinations were written in 14 Curro 
schools in 2014. Among the 637 candidates 
who wrote the exams, 44 achieved A aggregates, 
and 706 distinctions in total were obtained, with 
424 learners passing with a 60%+ average. Fifty 
per cent of the learners had taken Mathematics 
as a subject, and their average pass rate for 
Mathematics was 64,39%. Eighty-two per cent 
of the Grade 12 learners qualified for bachelor’s 
degree studies.

HOW IMPORTANT IS THE IEB EXAMINATION 
TO YOUR LIFE JOURNEY AFTER SCHOOL?

In June 2015 
Curro Holdings 
conducted a 
survey among its 
2014 Grade 12 
learners who had 
written the IEB 
examination.

637 candidates 

44
706

637
 
A aggregates

Qualified for 
bachelor’s 
degree studies

distinctions

424
60%

424 
candidates 

passed with 
a 60%+ 
average82%
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BD  Bachelor’s degree pass 

D  Diploma pass 

HC  Higher certificate pass

NSC  National Senior Certificate pass

In June 2015 Curro Holdings conducted a survey 
among its 2014 Grade 12 learners who had written 
the IEB examination. This was done to establish how 
many of them had opted for further studies, how 
many had chosen to study at a university and, if so, at 
which university they had been accepted and where 
they were studying. Their opinion was also asked on 
whether their IEB matric had helped them or not. 

The graphs represent the responses received from 
158 former learners and make interesting reading for 
current Grade 12 learners. 

Select the matric pass that you achieved at the end of 
your high school career: 

This question was answered by 158 of the respondents:

115

21

19

3
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Select the appropriate statement that best describes 
your current status: 

If you are studying: how would you rate  
the importance of the IEB matric in preparing you  
for your first year of tertiary studies? 

I am working at present 

I am taking a GAP year 

I am studying at university

I am studying at an 
institution OTHER  
than a university

Made  
no 
difference
32

Played a 
significant 
role
51

Assisted in 
some areas 
only
51

Rating average

2,14

This question was answered by 134 of the respondents:

This question was answered by 158 of the respondents:

95

25
21

17
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If you are currently studying at university, did you have 
to write the entrance assessment to be enrolled at the 
university? Were you accepted by your first choice of 
university? If you did not get into your first choice of 
university, did you get into another university?

Did you have to write the entrance 
assessment to be enrolled at the 
university?

If you did not get into your first-
year choice of university, did you 
get into another university?

No

Yes

58 55

26 87

21 29

Were you accepted into your 
first choice university?

How have you found the transition from matric to first 
year university studies? 

Easy to cope          Difficult to cope          Difficult at first but coping now

It can be deducted that Curro Matric  learners 
feel that writting the IEB examination played a 
major role if they studied further after school. 

50 5612

This question was answered by 113 of the respondents:

This question was answered by 118 of the respondents:
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IEB SCHOOL ASSESSMENTS 
INCLUDE:

• The assessment of the 
National Senior Certificate in 
Grade 12

• International benchmarking 
tests in Mathematics, Science 
and English from Grade 3 to 
Grade 10 in collaboration 
with the Australian Council of 
Educational Research 

• Core skills tests in Grade 6  
and Grade 9

• Assessment of Advanced 
Programme Mathematics and 
Advanced Mathematics in 
Grade 12

• Assortment of subject-specific 
assessments at other levels 

International 
benchmarking 

testsNSC 
assessment 
Grade 12

Core skills  
tests

Subject- 
specific 

assessments 
other levels
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