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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

The objective of this report is to provide an initial analysis of the National Benchmark Tests written by 

candidates for entry into higher education institutions in the 2016 academic year. Candidates 

considered in this report will have written the NBT between 1 May 2015 and 29 February 2016.  

In the 2016 National Benchmark Tests (NBT) intake cycle, 81,669 Academic Literacy (AL) test 

scores, 81,694 Quantitative Literacy (QL) test scores and 59,644 Mathematics (MAT) test scores were 

obtained. In 2015 these scores were, respectively, 77,108 (AL), 76,693 (QL) and 56,500 (MAT). This 

suggests that the NBT project is increasing its national footprint within South African high schools and 

higher education institutions. There were 104 national test sites and 929 test sessions in 2015.  

The 2016 NBT cohort consisted of approximately 59% women; approximately 61% were black and 

21% white; approximately 95% were South African citizens and approximately 31% reported English 

as their home language. This information is all based on self-classified data collected at the time the 

tests were written. 

The mean and median scores for AL, QL and MAT are all in the Intermediate band. All scores are 

provided in the body of the report.  

Slightly more than 10% of the national candidates wrote the Afrikaans AL, QL and MAT tests. Their 

mean and median performance was better than those of the English candidates in each domain.  

Candidates intending to study Engineering and Science performed better than those intending to study 

Humanities and Law in all test domains. The performance of candidates intending to study Education 

was particularly low. 

The 2015 and 2016 intake proficiency categories at national level are quite consistent. Although the 

2016 intake results differ slightly from the 2015 intake results, the changes in all domain scores are 

consistent with the changes that would be expected within a one year period. 

The second last section of the report uses national data to show the additional information for teaching 

and learning that can be obtained from the NBT. Sub-domain analyses in AL, QL and MAT of NBT 

results from the 2016 intake cohort identified areas of strengths and weaknesses.   

The last section of the report investigates the relationships between the NBT domains AL, QL and 

MAT and cognate NSC subjects: Mathematics, Mathematical Literacy, Physical Science, English 

Home Language and English First Additional Language for those NBT candidates who also wrote the 

NSC examinations. This section clearly shows the complementarity of the information provided by the 

NBT to that provided by the NSC. 
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NATIONAL BENCHMARK TESTS - 

IMPROVING ACCESS AND SUCCESS IN 

HIGHER EDUCATION  

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

The National Benchmark Tests Project (NBTP) was commissioned in 2005 by Higher Education 

South Africa (HESA), now called Universities South Africa. The main objective of the project was to 

assess the entry level academic skills of students in Academic Literacy (AL), Quantitative Literacy 

(QL) and Mathematics (MAT). In addition, the project also provided a service to Higher Education 

Institutions requiring additional information to assist in selection and placement of students in 

appropriate curricular routes. The project has also assisted with curriculum development through first 

year teaching and learning forums and in relation to foundation, extended and augmented courses. 

The National Benchmark Tests (NBT) are designed to provide complementary criterion-referenced 

information to supplement norm-referenced school-leaving results such as those provided by the 

National Senior Certificate (NSC). The NBT assess a candidateôs competence in the three domains of 

AL, QL and MAT. The tests are described below.  

2. PURPOSE OF THE REPORT 

OBJECTIVE 

The objective of this report is to provide an initial analysis of the National Benchmark Tests written by 

candidates for entry into higher education institutions in the 2016 academic year. Candidates 

considered in this report will have written the NBT between 1 May 2015 and 29 February 2016.  

This report is intended for distribution to Universities South Africa, South African higher education 

institutions,  institutions supporting or complementing higher education in South Africa e.g. Umalusi, 

government departments, institutions (other than higher education) which make use of the NBT - for 

example those offering bursaries - and schools.  

DESCRIPTION OF THE SAMPLE 

The sample considered for the 2016 report consists of all NBT candidates who wrote the tests by 29 

February 2016, i.e., not the full 2016 cohort. Outstanding scores consisted of results from special 

sessions (sessions at the express request of particular institutions). The number of candidates in these 

sessions was small and should not impact substantially on the results reported below. However, the 

difference has not been evaluated statistically.  
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Section 7 considers a subsample of the 2016 NBT cohort relating specifically to candidates who have 

NSC results as well. More detailed notes on this sample are provided in that section. 

LIMITATIONS  

The results reported here are limited by the following factors: 

o NBT candidates do not indicate whether they intend to study at degree or diploma level. 

Therefore, apart from Section 7 where NSC data is used, all results are benchmarked against 

degree level criteria. 

o Candidates are asked to indicate their first, second and third choice of faculty to which they 

have applied or will apply. Only the first choice of intended faculty was used in this analysis. 

Data are not collected by the NBT Project on actual placement of all the candidates within 

faculties or institutions. Caution should therefore be used when drawing conclusions based on 

the results from intended faculty of study.  

PLANNED RESEARCH 

CETAP does research on the NBT and general preparedness of students beyond that presented in this 

report. This includes more detailed analysis of the data used in this report and can be requested from 

the Test Development Coordinator. 
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3. DESCRIPTION OF THE TESTS 

PURPOSES OF THE TESTS 

The National Benchmark Tests are designed specifically: 

o To perform a function that is complementary to that of the National Senior Certificate. They 

act as a provider of augmented independent and objective information against which the 

performance of students on the National Senior Certificate can be compared and calibrated. 

They assess studentsô levels of academic readiness at a particular point in time, i.e. prior to 

possible entry to higher education. 

o With the aim of providing information that makes it possible for students to be placed more 

accurately in programmes of higher education, based on their performance on the tests. The 

tests comprise constructs in three broad domains, which enable the assessment of studentsô 

readiness to cope with differing forms (e.g. mainstream, foundation) of curriculum. Minimum 

(benchmark) scores on the constructs of the test(s) represent levels at which a student would 

be expected to perform in order to be deemed ñrecommendableò for different forms of 

educational provision. 

o The tests are designed to assess entry-level preparedness of students in terms of the key areas 

of academic literacy, quantitative literacy and mathematics. The domains represent core areas 

of competency in which students entering any form of higher education would be expected to 

display minimum levels of proficiency. The tests are criterion-referenced, i.e. they are aimed 

at assessing studentsô academic and quantitative literacy and mathematics performance against 

standard levels of performance regarded by experts in the fields as being acceptable for entry 

into higher education in the three fields. 

AIMS OF THE TESTS  

The NBT are aimed at assessing the school-leaving higher education applicant pool, i.e. the national 

cohort of school-leavers wishing to access higher education in any one year. The tests aim to address 

the following question:  

What are the academic literacy, quantitative literacy and mathematics levels of proficiencies of the 

school-leaving population, who wish to continue with higher education, at the point prior to their entry 

into higher education at which they could realistically be expected to cope with the demands of higher 

education study? 

The constructs and domains of the three tests are based on testing this question, and the levels of the 

tests have been set with the notion of levels of proficiency as focus. 

TEST DOMAINS 

ACADEMIC LITERACY (AL) 

The National Benchmark Test in Academic Literacy aims to assess candidates' ability to: 
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o read carefully and make meaning from texts that are typical of the kinds that they will 

encounter in their studies; 

o understand vocabulary, including vocabulary related to academic study, in their contexts; 

identify and track points and claims being made in texts. 

o understand and evaluate the evidence that is used to support claims made by writers of texts; 

extrapolate and draw inferences and conclusions from what is stated or given in text; 

o identify main from supporting ideas in the overall and specific organisation of a text; 

o identify and understand the different types and purposes of communication in texts; 

o be aware of and identify text differences that relate to writers' different purposes; audiences, 

and kinds of communication. 

 

QUANTITATIVE LITERACY (QL) 

The National Benchmark Test in Quantitative Literacy aims to assess candidates' ability to: 

o select and use a range of quantitative terms and phrases; 

o apply quantitative procedures in various situations; 

o formulate and apply simple formulae; 

o read and interpret tables, graphs, charts and text and integrate information from different 

sources; and  

o accurately do simple calculations involving multiple steps; 

o identify trends and patterns in various situations; 

o reason logically; 

o understand and interpret information that is presented visually (e.g., in graphs, tables, flow-

charts); 

o understand basic numerical concepts and information used in text, and do basic numerical 

manipulations; 

o competently interpret quantitative information. 

 

MATHEMATICS (MAT) 

The National Benchmark Test in mathematics, referred to as the NBT MAT test, aims to assess 

candidatesô ability with respect to a number of mathematical topics: 

o Problem solving and modelling, requiring the use of algebraic processes, as well as 

understanding and using functions represented in different ways. 

o Basic trigonometry, including graphs of trigonometric functions, problems requiring solution 

of trigonometric equations and application of trigonometric concepts. 

o Spatial perception (angles, symmetries, measurements, etc.), including representation and 

interpretation of two and three dimensional objects; analytic geometry and circle geometry. 

o Data handling and probability. 

o Competent use of logical skills. 
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It is not the intention of the MAT tests to replicate either the NSC or the Mathematics Olympiad. The 

point of departure of the tests is the expectations of the Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement 

(CAPS). The Department of Basic Education provides educators with a pace-setter document which 

guides the planning of lessons in order to assist them to complete the curriculum before the period of 

revision and final examinations. The NBT MAT tests are designed with the pace-setter document in 

mind. The assumption is made that if a student is to achieve a competent pass in the NSC, a certain 

level of content and procedural competence will have been reached by the time the first MAT tests are 

written. The MAT tests are explicitly designed to probe higher education competencies (i.e. depth of 

understanding and knowledge) within the context of the NSC curriculum. 

RECOMMENDED USES OF THE TESTS 

As stated above, the tests are recommended for use as an assessment of studentsô levels of readiness to 

cope with the typical demands of higher education in the three domains specified. Whereas the two 

literacy tests are recommended for use for all prospective higher education students, the mathematics 

test should typically be administered to students who wish to study courses with greater demand for 

mathematical competence.  

Benchmark levels on the tests are intended for use in placing students in different forms of higher 

education curriculum provision, with different levels of possible support. 

INFERENCES TO BE MADE FROM TEST SCORES 

As the NBT are criterion-referenced tests, inferences about the results of writers of the tests should be 

focused on interpreting the extent to which students have met the expected standards set for each 

domain, and on the extent to which curriculum provision will be able to support students who are 

deemed not to be competent to cope with the demands of mainstream higher education provision 

without appropriate levels of support. It is appropriate to interpret certain (lower) levels of 

performance on the tests as meaning students will require extensive levels of academic support if they 

are going to cope with the demands of higher education. 

Table 1 shows the interpretations of the benchmark levels of performance, aligned to the level of 

institutional response deemed appropriate to meet candidatesô educational needs. 

 

Table 1 Description of NBT tests 

Academic and Quantitative Literacy test (3 hours) 
The results of the two sections of the AL and QL tests are 

reported separately as percentages and benchmark levels. 

The test targets studentsô  
o Capacity to engage successfully with the reading and 

reasoning demands of academic study in the medium of 

instruction; and 

o ability to solve problems in a real context that is 

relevant to higher education study, using basic 

quantitative information that may be presented verbally, 

graphically, in tabular or symbolic form as related to 

both the NSC subjects of Mathematics and 

Mathematical Literacy. 

The Mathematics test (3 hours) 
The results of the test are reported as a percentage and in 

terms of benchmark levels. 

The test targets candidatesô ability related to mathematical 

concepts formally regarded as part of the secondary school 

Mathematics curriculum. 
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DURATION OF THE TESTS 

The two test domains, Academic Literacy (AL) and Quantitative Literacy (QL), have been compiled 

into one test, namely the Academic and Quantitative Literacy (AQL) test, and the Mathematics (MAT) 

domain is administered as a separate test. The two tests are administered separately and are three hours 

duration each, written on the same day. All applicants will write the Academic and Quantitative 

Literacy (AQL) Test. The proportions of items in each domain of this test are as follows: Academic 

Literacy 60 ï 70%; Quantitative Literacy 30 ï 40%. The AL component of the AQL test currently 

consists of 74 items and the QL component of the test currently consists of 50 items. Time allocation 

for the AL and QL sections of the test is two hours and one hour, respectively. The MAT test consists 

of 60 items. The results of each test domain are reported separately. At the request of certain 

organisations or departments some candidates will write only the AL or QL test. However, as stated 

above, the tests have been designed to be written as a set. 

LANGUAGE OF THE TESTS 

The tests are available in English and Afrikaans - the two languages of instruction in higher education 

in South Africa. 

TEST ITEM-TYPES 

Test questions are select response (multiple-choice) items, with four options for each item.  

TEST SCORING 

Writersô responses are recorded on mark-reading sheets that are scanned using Optical Scanner 

technology. Responses are scored using the uni-dimensional three parameter (a, b, c1) Item Response 

Theory (IRT) model for the AL, QL and MAT tests. 

Items are scored dichotomously, i.e. either as right or wrong. Since all tests are power tests, missing 

responses are scored as wrong. This is valid, given that piloting and the experience of several years 

shows that sufficient time has been allocated to each of the domains.  

TEST REPORTING 

Test results are reported to institutions and candidates in two forms: as two (AL / QL) or three (AL / 

QL / MAT) scores as a percentage as well as by benchmark category. As Table 2 indicates, they are 

also informed about the level of institutional response deemed appropriate to meet educational needs. 

TEST ADMINISTRATION 

The tests are pencil-and-paper instruments and are administered under standardised conditions, as set 

out in a Test Administration Manual. These procedures are the same as those under which the pilot 

tests were administered, and which have remained unchanged since the tests first became operational 

                                                      
1 Where a = discrimination, b = difficulty, and c = guessing/pseudo-chance.  
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in 2009. These procedures are available from the Centre for Educational Testing for Access and 

Placement (CETAP) at UCT.  

ITEM AND TEST DEVELOPMENT 

Item and test development teams are comprised of academics from all higher education institutions in 

South Africa as well as practising teachers. In addition to calls on academics to put themselves 

forward and participate in these teams, the NBTP regularly appeals to senior academic staff (relevant 

Deputy Vice Chancellors and Deans) to identify appropriate staff. Ongoing efforts are made to ensure 

the teams are representative of all higher education institution types and disciplinary areas. To date, 

around 400 academics have participated in one or more ways in the NBTP.  

The teams are constructed on the basis of the expertise of the participants in what constitutes 

proficiency of test writers at the school-leaving stage wishing to enter higher education. Language and 

disciplinary experts drawn from outside the test development teams function as reviewers of the tests 

in terms of their language, content and format appropriateness, construct representation, and bias and 

fairness. Items are assessed by review panels constituted from academics and teachers for bias, 

fairness, content and construct representation, and statistical processes (Item Response and Classical 

Test Theory) are used to investigate any Differential Item Functioning.  

The item and test development and review cycle relating to the tests featured in this report was carried 

out from November 2014 to February 2015. The NBTP organised and hosted item and test review 

workshops for AL, QL and MAT for the 2017 intake cycle tests. Item and test review reports are 

available on request from the CETAP Test development coordinator. 

NBTP ANNUAL CYCLE  

The NBTP follows an annual cycle of: 

o Item development and item review workshops;  

o Populating the Item Banks; 

o Test assembly and preparation of tests in each domain for each testing session; 

o Test administration, scoring, and score reporting to writers and institutions; 

o Data analysis as part of continual item and test development and improvement; 

o Contribution towards the NBT Stakeholders Consultative Forum;  

o Annual reporting to Universities South Africa; 

o Dissemination of information about the NBTP to the higher education sector, the Department 

of Higher Education and Training sector (DoHET) and the Department of Basic Education 

(DBE); 

o Revision and resetting of benchmarks for Degree and Diploma study every three years. 

 

THE NBT BENCHMARKS 

The NBTP aims to deliver information against benchmarked categories of performance for formal 

study at institutions of higher learning. Table 2 provides a description of benchmark levels and what 
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institutional response to candidates performing at these levels should be. More detailed description of 

benchmark levels for each of the NBT domain tests is provided in Appendix A of this report.  
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Table 2 NBT overall benchmark descriptors 

 100%  
Proficient  Performance in domain areas suggests that academic performance 

will not be adversely affected in cognate domains. If admitted, 

students should be placed on regular programmes of study. 
Intermediate 
 

 Challenges in domain areas identified such that it is predicted that 

academic progress in cognate domains will be affected. If admitted, 

studentsô educational needs should be met in a way deemed 

appropriate by the institution (e.g. extended or augmented 

programmes, special skills provision). 
Basic  Serious learning challenges identified. Students will not cope with 

university study. 

 0%  

 

The score range at which the benchmarks are defined were first set in May 2009 by panels drawn from 

across the country, comprising academics who were at that stage engaged in mainstream teaching 

relevant to the domain and who had not previously been involved in any NBTP test development 

processes. Benchmarks are revised every three years, as part of good testing practice. Benchmarks 

were last set in 2012, and were set again in October 2015.  More detailed description of benchmark 

levels for each of the NBT domain tests set in October 2015 is provided in Appendix A of this report. 

Table 3 shows the benchmarks for degree study as well as those for diploma/certificate study which 

was set in 2012 and used to determine the proficiency of the 2016 intake candidates.  

 

Table 3 NBT benchmarks set in 2012 for degree and diploma/certificate study 

Proficient 100 Test performance suggests that future academic performance will not be adversely affected 

(students may pass or fail at university, but this is highly unlikely to be attributable to 

strengths or weaknesses in the domains tested). If admitted, students may be placed into 

regular programmes of study. 
Degree: AL [64%]; QL [70%] MAT [68%] 
Diploma/Certificate: AL [64%]; QL [63%] MAT [65%] 

Intermediate  The challenges identified are such that it is predicted that academic progress will be adversely 

affected. If admitted, studentsô educational needs should be met as deemed appropriate by the 

institution (e.g. extended or augmented programmes, special skills provision). 
Degree: AL [38%]; QL [38%]; MAT [35%] 
Diploma/Certificate: AL [31%]; QL [34%] MAT [35%] 

Basic       

                 

 
0 

Test performance reveals serious learning challenges: it is predicted that students will not cope 

with degree-level study without extensive and long-term support, perhaps best provided 

through bridging programmes (i.e. non-credit preparatory courses, special skills provision) or 

FET provision. Institutions admitting students performing at this level would need to provide 

such support themselves. 

 

In addition, the Intermediate performance band is divided into Upper and Lower Intermediate as 

shown in Table 4. The Intermediate band represented the majority of the applicant pool, and this is the 

pool for which educational institutions should be prepared to address educational needs with extended 

or augmented support programmes to enable students to succeed in their degree studies. 
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Table 4 NBT degree Intermediate benchmarks and how they should be interpreted 

 Upper intermediate Assessment of need Lower Intermediate Assessment of need 

AL  Degree: 
[51-63] 
Diploma/Certificate:  
[48-63] 

Students are likely to need 

complementary support (additional 

tutorials, workshops, augmented 

courses, language intensive work) 

Degree:  
[38-50] 
Diploma/Certificate:  
[31-47] 

Students need to be 

placed in an extended 

programme 

QL Degree:  
[54-69] 
Diploma/Certificate:  
[49-62] 

Degree:  
[38-53] 
Diploma/Certificate:  
[34-48] 

MAT  Degree:  
[52-67] 
Diploma/Certificate:  
[50-64] 

Degree:  
[35-51] 
Diploma/Certificate:  
[35-49] 

 

INSTITUTIONS AND ORGANIZATIONS USING THE NBT 

Twenty-nine institutions requested and received scores from the NBTP during the 2016 intake cycle.  

A short survey of institutions using the NBT was undertaken in 2013. The survey indicated that the 

NBT was used for a variety of reasons by institutions (and, in many cases, in different ways by 

individuals or faculties or departments within an institution).  These reasons included admission, 

placement, research and bursary allocation. 

The project undertook to update this survey during 2015 and will report on the results in October, 

2016. 

 

Table 5 Institutions receiving scores from the NBTP, NBT 2015 and 2016 intake cycles 

Institution  NBT 

Candidates 
AL 

Scores 
QL 

Scores 
MAT 

Scores 

AllanGray  16 16 16 16 

Anderson HS 30 30 30 14 

Bishops 154 154 154 133 

Chisipite HS 55 55 55 35 

Christel House 27 27 27 11 

CPUT 665 665 665 437 

CUT 718 718 718 593 

Deutsche 14 14 14 10 

DUT 1,178 1,178 1,178 9 

Exxaro 373 373 373 371 

GillNet  106 106 106 106 

Glencore 26 26 26 26 

Helderberg 59 59 59 0 

Investec 46 46 46 46 

Kutlwanong 1796 1796 1796 1784 



20 

 

Monash 78 78 78 0 

PeterHouse 78 78 78 52 

Rhodes 2741 2741 2741 2078 

Rosebank 55 55 55 0 

Ropyal Bafokeng Mines 18 18 18 18 

SAICA 469 469 469 469 

Saldanha 73 73 73 15 

Shawco 331 331 331 331 

Sisekelo School 62 62 62 37 

Stellenbosch 19699 19698 19698 16276 

StudieTrust 28 28 28 28 

Ubunye 41 41 41 11 

UCT**  81745 81669 81694 59644 

UFH 1872 1872 1871 1192 

UFS 12554 12554 12551 9417 

UJ 22208 22208 22207 17578 

UP**  81745 81669 81694 59644 

UP100 186 186 186 186 

Upper Mupako High 

School 
20 20 20 20 

UWC 10,074 10,074 10,073 7,274 

Varsity College 2765 2765 2765 714 

Vega Bordeaux 188 188 188 4 

Venda 100 100 100 0 

VUT 405 405 405 254 

WITS  29984 29984 29940 26028 

ZimBCBC 33 33 33 26 

Zim Midlands 19 19 19 18 

Zim Arundel 80 80 80 60 

Zim Chisipite 41 41 41 18 

Zim SJC 192 192 192 157 

Zim SGC 97 97 97 83 

** All scores provided through Peoplesoft System 
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ACCESSIBILITY OF THE NBT PROJECT 

In the 2016 intake cycle testing 27 different AQL tests were written by 81,6992 candidates and 26 

different MAT tests were written by 59,644 candidates (different tests are written to maintain the 

security and integrity of the tests). This represents an almost 6% increase in the number of candidates 

from 2015. 

The NBT places great importance on the accessibility of the tests, and, in particular searches for ways 

to expand the number of test centres, particularly in the rural areas. In the 2016 intake test cycle, the 

project increased the number of test centres and test sessions in the following regions: 

The Eastern Cape centres by 14% and sessions by 44% 

Free State centres by 50% and sessions by 76% 

Gauteng centres by 10% and sessions by 16 % 

Mpumalanga centres by 14% and sessions by 42% 

  

Nationally the number of test centres has increased by 6% and the number of sessions by 9% 

Plans are in place to expand our footprint in the coming year. 

Table 6 below provides details of the number of national test sessions and test centres by provinces, 

and Figure 1 below illustrates this graphically. 

Appendix B provides more information on the accessibility of the NBT. 

  

                                                      
2
 Although the AL and QL tests are designed to be written together, certain institutions, administering special sessions of the tests, instruct 

candidates to write only one.  The total number of tests administered therefore differs from the total number of candidates in the sample. 
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Table 6 Number of national test centres and test sessions by province for NBT 2014 intake, NBT 2015 intake and NBT 

2016 intake cycles 

Province/ Region Province 

Number 

of NBT 

test 

centres 

in 2015 

Number 

of NBT 

test 

sessions 

in 2015 

Number 

of NBT 

test 

centres 

in 2016 

Number 

of NBT 

test 

sessions 

in 2016 

Percentage 

change 

Number of 

NBT test 

centres 

Percentage 

change 

Number of 

NBT test 

sessions 

EASTERN CAPE  EC 14 109 16 157 14% 44% 

FREE STATE FS 4 41 6 72 50% 76% 

GAUTENG GP 10 117 11 136 10% 16% 

KWAZULU -

NATAL  KZN 19 132 19 146 0% 11% 

LIMPOPO LP 4 54 4 61 0% 13% 

MPUMALANGA  MP 7 48 8 68 14% 42% 

NORTHERN 

CAPE NC 6 38 6 46 0% 21% 

NORTH-WEST  NW 3 27 3 35 0% 30% 

WESTERN CAPE WP 13 128 13 141 0% 10% 

INTERNATIONAL International 15 155 15 67 0% -57% 

Grand Total   95 849 101 929 6% 9% 

 

 

Figure 1 NBT test centres for the 2016 intake cycle 
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4. DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS OF THE 2015 NBTP 

CANDIDATES 

Candidates writing the NBT in the 2015 intake cycle provided demographic information through self-

reporting. The demographic information is provided when the candidates write the actual tests.   

Selected self-reported demographic characteristics are reported in Table 7. The table reflects the 

frequencies based on writers of each test. For example, the subsample of AL writers consisted of 41% 

women, and 61% indicated their population group as black. 

Table 7 Frequency tables for selected self-reported demographic characteristics for the 2016 NBT cohort 

 Wrote AL Wrote QL Wrote Maths 

  Count %  Count %  Count %  

GENDER 

Male 33,511 41.03 33,527 41.04 26,136 43.82 

Female 48,118 58.92 48,127 58.91 33,485 56.14 

Missing 40 0.0500 40 0.0500 23 0.0400 

Total 81,669 100 81,694 100 59,644 100 

POPULATION GROUP  

Black 49,590 60.72 49,564 60.67 37,251 62.46 

Coloured 9,670 11.84 9,673 11.84 5,739 9.620 

Indian/Asian 5,315 6.510 5,317 6.510 4,281 7.180 

White 16,741 20.50 16,785 20.55 12,127 20.33 

Other 353 0.430 355 0.430 246 0.410 

Missing       

Total 81,669 100 81,694 100 59,644 100 

CITIZENSHIP  

South African 77,477 94.87 77,494 94.86 56,365 94.50 

SADC county 2,776 3.400 2,780 3.400 2,205 3.700 

Other African 

country 

772 0.950 772 0.940 586 0.980 

Other 644 0.790 648 0.790 488 0.820 

Total 81,669 100 81,694 100 59,644 100 

GR 12 LANGUAGE 

Afrikaans 9,162 11.22 9,163 11.22 6,135 10.29 

English 70,737 86.61 70,759 86.61 52,174 87.48 

Other 1,770 2.170 1,772 2.170 1,335 2.240 

Total 81,669 100 81,694 100 59,644 100 

HOME LANGUAGE  

Afrikaans 9,962 12.20 9,963 12.20 6,761 11.34 

English 25,269 30.94 25,312 30.98 17,687 29.65 

isiNdebele 757 0.930 761 0.930 608 1.020 

isiXhosa 10,417 12.76 10,415 12.75 7,235 12.13 

isiZulu 9,633 11.80 9,623 11.78 7,038 11.80 

Sesotho 6,136 7.510 6,131 7.500 4,420 7.410 

Sesotho sa Leboa 5,632 6.900 5,629 6.890 4,727 7.930 

Setswana 4,371 5.350 4,365 5.340 3,256 5.460 

siSwati 1,855 2.270 1,855 2.270 1,501 2.520 

Tshivenda 2,745 3.360 2,747 3.360 2,466 4.130 

Xitsonga 3,066 3.750 3,067 3.750 2,491 4.180 

Other Language 1,826 2.240 2.240 100 1,454 2.440 

Total 81,669 100 81,694 100 59,644 100 
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5. TEST PERFORMANCE OF THE 2016 INTAKE NBTP 

CANDIDATES 

The tests were made available in both English and Afrikaans, the two official languages of instruction 

at South African Higher Education Institutions for the 2016 intake cycle. For the 2016 intake, 

registration opened on the 1st of April 2015. 

Institutions and number of candidates writing different tests are shown in Table 5 above. The scores 

indicated below shows the scores of candidates that wrote the NBTs by 29 February 2016.  

It is encouraging that the uptake of NBT is on the increase. The number of AL scores increased from 

77,108 in 2015 to 81,669 in 2016, an increase of 4,561 (5.9%) in one year. The number of QL scores 

increased from 76,693 in 2015 to 81,694 in 2015, an increase of 5,001 (6.5%) in one year. The number 

of MAT writers increased from 56,500 in 2015 to 59,644 in 2016, an increase of 3,144 (5.6%) in one 

year. The NBT candidates represent the demographic characteristics of the national higher education 

applicant cohort.  

The actual number of 2016 intake cycle test scores is slightly larger because the scores of the 

candidates who wrote the NBT after 29 February 2016 but before the 2016 intake cycle are not 

included in the 2016 intake cycle report. 

The NBT candidates include both those who wrote as part of their application for tertiary study and 

those who wrote for placement purposes after admission. This section reports the descriptive statistics 

for the three NBT scores as well as the frequency tables for the benchmark bands. Table 8 shows the 

descriptive statistics for the cohort as a whole. Both the mean and median scores fall within the 

Intermediate benchmark categories for all three domains, as in 2015. The distributions on both the QL 

and MAT were positively skewed (see histograms). 

DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS 

 

Table 8 Descriptive statistics for AL, QL and MAT of the 2016 NBT cohort 

NBT Test n Mean SD Minimum  1st 

Quartile  

Median 3rd 

Quartile  

Maximum 

AL  81669 54.75 14.39 14 43 54 66 95 

QL 81694 46.29 15.60 5 34 42 56 98 

MAT  59644 40.40 16.59 2 27 34 49 97 
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Figure 2 NBT test scores 

 

Figure 3 NBT test scores 
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2015 NBT COHORT BY PERFORMANCE LEVELS 

Table 9 represents the performance within criterion-referenced degree benchmark levels for the 2016 

NBT cohort as a whole. These candidates were placed into four degree benchmark levels: Basic, 

Intermediate Lower, Intermediate Upper and Proficient. The interpretation of benchmark levels was 

discussed in section 3.3.14 of this document.  

Table 9 Frequency tables for the degree benchmark levels of the 2016 NBT cohort 

NBT tests Basic Intermediate 

Lower 

Intermediate 

Upper 

Proficient  Total (N) 

Academic 

Literacy  

11,257       

(13.78%)        

23,437       

(28.70%)        

22,399       

(27.43%)        

24,576       

(30.09%)       

81,669       

Quantitative 

Literacy  

31,442       

(38.49%)        

27,402       

(33.54%)        

14,338       

(17.55%)        

8,512       

(10.42%)       

81,694       

Mathematics 29,935       

(50.19%)        

15,611       

(26.17%) 

8,710       

(14.60%)        

5,388        

(9.03%)       

59,644       

 

The performance of the 2016 cohort strongly suggests that higher education institutions need to be 

prepared to provide extensive support in QL and MAT, since as many as ninety percent (90%) of their 

prospective students are likely to fall within the Basic and Intermediate benchmark bands. 

Intermediate band 

Table 9 above shows that 56% of candidates had scores in the Intermediate benchmark level for AL 

and 50% of candidates had scores in the Intermediate benchmark level for QL, while 41% of the MAT 

candidates were in the Intermediate category.  

Basic band 

The number of candidates in the Basic band changed slightly from 2015. For AL, 14% of candidates 

were in the Basic category in 2016 compared to 15% in 2015; 38% of QL writers were in the Basic 

category compared to 40% in 2015; 50% of MAT writers were in the Basic category compared to 45% 

in 2015. The prediction is that these candidates will require extensive support if they are to have a 

chance of succeeding in higher education degree study. 

Proficient band 

The Proficient band can be interpreted to mean that academic progress in higher education ought not to 

be limited or negatively affected by ability in this domain. As can be seen from Table 9 above and 

Figure 4 below, the percentage of Proficient candidates in QL and MAT is quite low, being 10% for 

QL, and 9% for MAT. Although the percentage of Proficient candidates in AL is higher, at 

approximately 30%, it is also still not the majority. 
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Figure 4 2015 NBT performance levels for AL, QL and MAT 

 

PERFORMANCE ON NBT BY INTENDED FACULTY 

Candidates are asked to indicate their first, second and third choice of faculty to which they have 

applied or will apply. Only the first choice of intended faculty was used in this analysis. All applicants 

to the majority of Health Science faculties are required to write the NBTs as part of the admission 

requirements. The use of NBT for admission, placement and teaching and learning in other 

programmes varies across institutions and faculties. Degree benchmarks are applied in this section as 

we do not know which programme of study candidates will embark upon. In section 8, Degree and 

Diploma/Higher certificate benchmarks will be reported separately when the NSC subsample is 

considered and reported depending on how the NSC was achieved.   
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AL PERFORMANCE BY INTENDED FACULTY 

Figure 5 below reports the NBT AL performance levels by intended faculty. The general pattern was 

that the highest proportion of the scores in the Proficient band tended to be for candidates who 

intended to enrol in Art and Design (35%), Engineering/Built Environment (31%), Health Science 

(32%), Hospitality and Tourism (34%), and Law (41%). Furthermore, the highest proportion of the 

scores within the Intermediate Upper band were for candidates intending to enrol in Art and Design 

(30%), Business/Commerce/Management (31%) and  ICT (31%). It is further evident from the graph 

that the largest proportion of the scores in the Intermediate Lower band were those for candidates 

intending to enrol in the faculties of Art and Design (38%), Education (37%), Humanities (31%), 

Science and Maths (31%) and Other (36%).  Lastly, the largest proportion of the scores in the Basic 

band was those for candidates intending to study in the faculties of Allied Healthcare/Nursing (35%), 

Education (24%) and Other (23%).   
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Figure 5 2016 NBT Academic Literacy performance levels by intended faculty of study 

QL PERFORMANCE BY INTENDED FACULTY  

Figure 6 shows the QL performance of candidates across all the faculties. The performance was 

considered low. For the faculties of Education and Allied Health/Nursing more than 60% of the 

candidates were within the Basic performance bands.  

Proficient band 

The proportion of candidates in the Proficient band for Law (20%)  Health Sciences (10%), 

Humanities (14%) and Science-related subjects was below 20%. Of the proportion of candidates 

applying to the faculty of Engineering and Built Environment, only 17% were in the QL Proficient 

band. The small proportion of candidates who are Proficient in the various faculties is an indication of 

the proportion of candidates that would be able to cope with academic study at university and would 

not require QL support. The faculties of Engineering and Built Environment (29%), and Law (25%) 

had the smallest proportions of candidates in the Basic performance band.  

Intermediate band 

The candidates who were in the Lower Intermediate performance bands such as Health Sciences 

(37%), Engineering and Built Environment (33%), ICT (36%), and Science and Maths (32%) is an 

indication of the proportion of candidates that would require additional QL support whilst undertaking 

their academic studies at universities, since most of their courses are reliant on quantitative literacy. 

 

 

Figure 6 2016 NBT Quantitative Literacy performance levels by intended faculty of study 
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MAT PERFORMANCE BY INTENDED FACULTY 

Figure 7 indicates that MAT proficiency is very low among all the candidates.  

Proficient band 

The highest numbers of Proficient scores in MAT are among those candidates intending to study Law 

(15%), and Engineering and Built Environment (13%). In Allied Healthcare and Nursing, the number 

of Proficient scores in MAT is close to 1%. This would be a matter of concern if any of these 

programmes include mathematics courses. The percentage is the same in Education, and this certainly 

presents a problem if a sizeable proportion of these candidates are intending to become mathematics 

teachers.  

Basic band 

The highest percentages of scores in the Basic group in MAT represent candidates intending to study 

Allied Healthcare and Nursing, and Education. 

 

 

Figure 7 MAT performance levels by intended programme of study, NBT 2016 intake cycle 
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PERFORMANCE ON THE NBT BY TEST LANGUAGE 

This section reports a comparison in performance by candidates who wrote the NBT in English and 

Afrikaans. A total of 7,707 and 7,706 (9.44% and 9.43%) candidates, respectively, wrote the NBT AL 

and NBT QL in Afrikaans while 5,482 (9.19%) candidates wrote the NBT MAT in Afrikaans. This 

information is summarised in Table 10 below. 

Table 10 Frequency tables of test language 

  Wrote AL Wrote QL Wrote MAT 

AQL/MAT test 

language 

Count %  Count %  Count %  

Afrikaans 7707 9.44         7706 9.43 5482 9.19 

English 73962 90.56       73988 90.57 54161 90.81 

Total 81669 100.00 81694 100.00 59643 100.00 

 

Table 11 reports the descriptive statistics for the 2016 Afrikaans and English NBT cohort. Inspection 

of the means suggests that the Afrikaans cohort obtained higher mean scores on all the tests compared 

to the English cohort. Analysis of the tests has shown that at item and test level, there is no language 

DIF (differential item functioning or commonly referred to as bias). Factors beyond the test may 

therefore explain any statistically significant performance differences between those who wrote the 

test in English and those who wrote it in Afrikaans, but further research and analysis is required 

(including testing the significance of the difference). 

 

Table 11 Descriptive statistics for AL, QL, and MAT of the 2015 NBT cohort by test language 

NBT 

Test 

Test 

language 

n Mean SD Min.  1st 

Quartile  

Median 3rd 

Quartile  

Max. 

AL  Afrikaans 7707 61.57 10.91 21 55 63 69 92 

 English 73962 54.04 14.52 14 42 53 65 95 

QL Afrikaans 7706 54.20 16.61 15 39 53 67 97 

 English 73988 45.46 15.26 5 33 41 54 98 

MAT  Afrikaans 5503 48.74 17.94 10 33 47 61 97 

 English 54141 39.55 16.20 2 27 34 48 97 
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AL PERFORMANCE ON TESTS WRITTEN IN AFRIKAANS AND ENGLISH 

As shown in Figure 8 below, 2.56% of Afrikaans writers of NBT AL were in the Basic category as 

compared to 14.95% of the English writers. 13.86% of the former were in the Intermediate Lower 

band as compared to 30.24% of the latter group. 35.68% of the Afrikaans candidates were in the  

Intermediate Upper category when compared to 26.57% of the English writers. Lastly, 47.90% of the 

Afrikaans group were in the Proficient band as compared to 28.24% of the English group.  

 

Figure 8 2016 NBT AL Performance Levels by test language 
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QL PERFORMANCE ON TEST WRITTEN IN AFRIKAANS AND ENGLISH 

The Afrikaans writers represented 9.4% of the total candidates who wrote the QL tests in 2015. Of 

this, 20.70% were in the Proficient category compared to 9.35% of the English writers in the same 

category. Forty percent (40.31%) of the candidates who wrote QL tests in English were in the Basic 

category compared with twenty one percent (21.02%) of the candidates who wrote QL tests in 

Afrikaans. Figure 9 shows that Afrikaans writersô overall performance was better than that of English 

writers across the 4 performance categories.  

 

 

 

Figure 9 2016 NBT QL Performance Levels by test language 
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MAT PERFORMANCE ON TEST WRITTEN IN AFRIKAANS AND ENGLISH 

Slightly more than 17% of those who wrote the Afrikaans MAT test had scores in the Proficient 

category compared to just over 8% of the English group. Twenty seven percent (27%) of those who 

wrote the Afrikaans MAT test had scores in the Basic category compared to 52.6% of the candidates in 

the English group.   

 

 

Figure 10 2016 NBT MAT Performance Levels by test language 
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COMPARISON: NBT PERFORMANCE LEVELS BY INTENDED FACULTIES OF STUDY, TESTS WRITTEN 

IN ENGLISH AND AFRIKAANS  

This section reports the comparison between candidates by intended faculty of study separately for 

English and Afrikaans writers. 

AL PERFORMANCE BY INTENDED FACULTY OF STUDY, TESTS WRITTEN IN ENGLISH AND AFRIKAANS 

In general, performance by candidates who wrote the NBT AL in Afrikaans was better than that of 

those who wrote it in English.  It can be seen from Figures 11 and 12 below that the scores for 

Afrikaans writers were higher in the Proficient band for the faculties of 

Business/Commerce/Management, Engineering/Built Environment, Health Sciences and Law, for 

example, when compared to those of the candidates who wrote the test in English. The proportions of 

the scores in the Proficient band for the former group in these faculties were 51%, 60%, 64% and 65% 

respectively, as opposed to 32%, 28%, 30% and 38% for the latter group. Similarly, the proportions of 

the scores in the Basic band for Afrikaans writers in these faculties tended to be smaller when 

compared to those for English writers. Such proportions equalled, 1% for the former former group in 

all faculties as opposed to 11%, 16%, 12% and 9% for English writers in the four faculties 

respectively.    

 

Figure 11 2016 NBT AL Performance Levels by intended programme of study for Afrikaans writers 
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Figure 12 2016 NBT AL Performance Levels by intended programme of study for English writers 
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QL PERFORMANCE BY INTENDED FACULTY OF STUDY, TESTS WRITTEN IN ENGLISH AND AFRIKAANS 

 

The QL performance of candidates who wrote in Afrikaans was generally higher than that of the 

candidates who wrote in English. The proportion of Afrikaans candidates classified as Proficient in 

Engineering and the Built Environment (43%), Health Sciences (23%), Humanities (28%) and Law 

(34%) was higher than their English counterparts which were respectively, 15%, 9%, 13% and 18%. A 

concern is the high proportion of candidates who wrote in English and are classified Basic. These 

candidates are applying to Allied Healthcare/Nursing (72%); Education (65%). These candidates may 

face severe challenges as the results indicate they might be unprepared for the demands of academic 

study, particularly in relation to quantitative literacy.  

 

 

Figure 13 2106 NBT QL performance Levels by intended faculty of study for Afrikaans writers 
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Figure 14 2016 NBT QL performance Levels by intended faculty of study for English writers 
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MAT PERFORMANCE BY INTENDED FACULTY OF STUDY, TESTS WRITTEN IN ENGLISH AND AFRIKAANS 

MAT performance of candidates who wrote in Afrikaans was generally higher than that of candidates 

who wrote in English. This is noticeable in most cases. Specifically, if we consider Health Sciences, 

Engineering and the Built Environment, and Science/Mathematics, we see that the percentages of 

candidates who wrote in Afrikaans and fell in the Proficient band in these areas were respectively 

20%, 29% and 8%, against the percentages of the candidates who wrote in English and fell in the 

Proficient band which were respectively 9%, 11% and 5%. Also noticeable are the differences in the 

Basic category. In the areas of Nursing and Education, for example, the percentages of the candidates 

who wrote in Afrikaans and whose scores were in the Basic category in these two areas were 

respectively 62% and 71%, against 83% in both these faculties for the candidates who wrote in 

English. 

 

 

Figure 15 2016 NBT MAT performance levels by intended programme of study 
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Figure 16 2016 NBT MAT performance levels by intended programme of study for English writers 
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PERFORMANCE PROFILE OF SOUTH AFRICAN AND NON-SOUTH AFRICAN CANDIDATES 

This section reports the comparisons between South African citizens and non-South African 

candidates. The 2016 NBT cohort consisted of 3,279 (5.5%) candidates who reported themselves as 

non-South African citizens. This included candidates who reported themselves as having SADC 

citizenship, citizenship from other African countries, and elsewhere. 

Table 12 Number of test writers: SA citizens vs non-SA candidates 

 Wrote AL  Wrote QL  Wrote MAT  

  n % n % n % 

South African 77,477 94.87 77,494 94.86 56,365 94.50 

non-South African 4,192 5.130 4,200 5.140 3,279 5.500 

Total 81,669 100 81,694 100 59,644 100 

 

Table 13 Scores: SA citizens vs non-SA candidates 

AL Score n Mean sd min p25 p50 p75 max 

AL SCORE 

South African 77477 54.49 14.43 14 42 54 66 95 

non-South African 4192 59.49 12.71 21 50 60 69 90 

Total 54.75 14.39 14 43 54 66 95  

QL SCORE 

South African 77494 45.94 15.49 5 33 41 55 98 

non-South African 4200 52.77 16.21 13 39 51 64 98 

Total 46.29 15.60 5 34 42 56 98  

MAT SCORE  

South African 56365 40.26 16.56 2 27 34 49 97 

non-South African 3279 42.79 16.93 17 29 38 53 97 

Total 40.40 16.59 2 27 34 49 97  
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AL PERFORMANCE BY CITIZENSHIP 

The non-South African candidates performed slightly better than the South African candidates. Of the 

non-South African candidates, 39.48% were Proficient in AL compared to 29.58% of the South 

African candidates, while 5.30% of the non-South African candidates were in the Basic category 

compared to 14.24% of the South African candidates. Finally, slightly more South African candidates 

(56.17%) scored in the Intermediate bands when compared to their non-South African counterparts 

(55.23%).   

 

Figure 17 2015 NBT AL performance levels by citizenship 
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QL PERFORMANCE BY CITIZENSHIP 

The Non-South African candidates represented 5.1% of the total number of candidates who wrote the 

QL tests. This small proportion of candidates performed better than their South African counterparts. 

The results show that 17.38% of non-South Africans were Proficient in QL compared to 

approximately 10.04% in the South African group of candidates. The proportion of candidates in the 

Basic category for the South African group was 39.45% compared to the non-South African group 

which was 20.76%. In the Intermediate category, the non-South African candidates fared better than 

their South African counterparts. The non-South African candidates in the Intermediate Upper 

represented 27.50% versus 17.01% for the South African candidates.  

 

 

Figure 18 2016 NBT QL performance levels by citizenship 
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MAT PERFORMANCE BY CITIZENSHIP 

MAT performance among the non-South African candidates was a little better than that of the South 

African candidates. Of the non-South African candidates, 10.49% had scores in the Proficient band in 

MAT compared to 8.95% of the South African candidates; 42.60% of the non-South African 

candidates had scores in the Basic category for MAT compared to 50.63% of the South African 

candidates whose scores were in the Basic category in MAT. The difference in the Basic category 

(8.03% more in the South African group) is somewhat offset by the difference in the Intermediate 

Lower category (2.64% more in the non-South African group). 

 

Figure 19 2016 NBT MAT performance levels by citizenship 

 

The non-South African candidates appeared to have performed slightly better in AL, QL and MAT 

than the South African candidates. 
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6. COMPARISON OF THE 2016 INTAKE RESULTS TO THE 2015 

INTAKE RESULTS 

In this section we examine the performance in AL, QL and MAT of the candidates in the 2015 and 

2016 intake cycles to investigate broad trends of the NBT over time. In broad terms, the 2016 intake 

cohort performed fairly similarly to the 2015 intake cohort in terms of NBT proficiency categories.  

NATIONAL COHORT 

Figure 20 below shows that there was a slight improvement in performance on AL  from 2015 to 2016. 

The proportion of scores in the Proficient category for this domain increased slightly from 28.87% in 

2015 to 30.09% in 2016, while the proportion of the scores in the Basic category decreased slightly 

from 15.26% in 2015 to 13.78% in 2016. Also, the proportion of the scores in the Intermediate bands 

has negligibly increased from 55.87% in 2015 to 56.13 in 2016.   

 

 

Figure 20 Performance in AL, 2015 and 2016 intake cycles 
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Overall, the QL performance has stayed the same over the last two years with only marginal shifts in 

the 4 performance categories. The proportions of candidates who were deemed Basic in QL decreased 

from 40.38% in 2015 to 38.49% in 2016. There have also been slight increases in the proportions in 

the Intermediate performance bands between 2015 and 2016, such as 17.24% to 17.55% for the Upper 

Intermediate band and 31.44% to 33.54% for the Lower Intermediate band. Over the last three years, 

there has been a consistent decline in the proportions of candidates deemed Proficient in QL, namely, 

12.94% in 2014 and 10.94% in 2015 and 10.42% in 2016. This is a worrying trend as it may indicate 

that candidates wishing to enter higher education will be increasingly less prepared for the demands of 

academic study.  

 

 

Figure 21 Performance in QL, 2015 and 2016 intake cycles 
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Performance in MAT  has declined somewhat. The proportions of scores in the Basic category have 

increased from 45.01% in 2015 to 50.19% in 2016. In the Proficient category the scores moved down 

slightly from 10.90% in 2015 to 9.03% in 2016. The proportions in the two Intermediate categories 

(Lower and Upper considered together) also decreased slightly, from 44.09% in 2015 to 40.77% in 

2016. 

 

Figure 22 Performance in MAT, 2015 and 2016 intake cycles 

 

TEST LANGUAGE 

Figure 23 below contains statistical data comparing the performance of candidates who wrote the AL 

test in Afrikaans and candidates who wrote the AL test in English respectively.   

It is clear from this graph that for the 2015 cohort, there were more English candidates in the Basic 

category (16.7%) than their Afrikaans counterpart (1.5%); the Afrikaans group constituted a lower 

proportion in the Intermediate Lower category (13.2%) than their English counterparts (30.6%); the 

Afrikaans candidates constituted a higher proportion of those in the Intermediate Upper (37.6%) than 

their English counterparts (25.8%) and that the English candidates constituted a lower percentage in 

the Proficient band (26.9%) than the Afrikaans  group (47.9%). 

For the 2016 intake, a greater proportion of the  English AL candidates were in the Basic category 

(15.0%) than the Afrikaans candidates (2.6%), fewer Afrikaans candidates were in the Intermediate 

Lower band (13.9%) than their English counterparts (30.2%), more Afrikaans candidates were in the 

Intermediate Upper band (35.7%) than the English group (26.6%), and the Afrikaans group comprised 

a higher proportion of those in the Proficient category (47.9%) than the English group (28.2%).   
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What is evident from these comparisons is that Afrikaans NBT AL candidates tended to perform better 

than their English counterparts in both 2015 and 2016. The possible explanation for this is that the 

majority of candidates who tend to choose to take the test in English are speakers of English as an 

additional language (rather than as a home language) and regard themselves as more proficient in that 

language than in Afrikaans. Another possible reason is that the majority of those who write the test in 

Afrikaans were home language speakers of this language and that this was an added advantage to 

them. 

 

Figure 23 AL performance of Afrikaans candidates 2015 and 2016 intake cycles 
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The proportion of candidates who wrote the QL test in Afrikaans is small. These candidates are most 

likely first language speakers of Afrikaans. The candidates who wrote the QL tests in English 

comprised a larger proportion of all writers. These included English first language speakers as well as 

second and third language speakers of English.  

The performance of the Afrikaans candidates on the QL tests declined between 2015 and 2016. This is 

evident from the slight increase in the proportion of candidates deemed Basic, from 1.5% in 2015 to 

2.6% in 2016, and the slight decrease in the proportion of candidates deemed Proficient, from 21.2% 

in 2015 to 20.7% in 2016.  

Generally the performance for the English candidates stayed relatively the same. There was a slight 

decrease in the proportion of English candidates deemed Basic, from 43.0% in 2015 to 40.3% in 2016. 

The proportions of candidates who were in the four performance bands for the English candidates 

were very similar for 2015 and 2016. Overall, the performance of the candidates who wrote the QL 

test in Afrikaans performed better than those who wrote the QL tests in English. 

 

 

Figure 24 QL performance of Afrikaans candidates NBT 2015 and 2016 intake cycles 
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Between 2015 and 2016 the performance of the Afrikaans candidates on the MAT test declined, while 

the performance of the English candidates remained much the same. In both 2015 and 2016, the 

candidates who wrote the MAT test in Afrikaans outperformed the candidates who wrote the MAT test 

in English. The differences remained large: in 2015, 19.5% of the Afrikaans candidates had scores in 

the Basic band, compared to 47.8% of the English cohort; 22.5% of the Afrikaans candidatesô scores 

were in the Proficient band compared to 9.7% in the case of the English candidates. In 2016 the pattern 

is similar: 27% of the Afrikaans candidates and 52.5% of the English candidates had scores in the 

Basic band; 17.0% of the Afrikaans cohort and 8.2% of the English cohort had scores in the Proficient 

band. Note however that the proportions of candidates in the two language groups differ considerably. 

The Afrikaans group comprised 9.19% of the cohort, while the English group comprised 90.81% of 

the cohort. The Afrikaans group most likely represents a more homogeneous population, in that their 

first language is probably Afrikaans. Those who wrote the test in English are representative of all the 

other language groups. These results are illustrated in Figure 25 below. 

 

 

 

Figure 25 MAT performance of Afrikaans candidates NBT 2015 and 2016 intake cycles 
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CITIZENSHIP 

Figure 26 below depicts a comparison of performance on the NBT AL by South African citizens and 

non-South African citizens in 2015 and 2016. As can be seen from the graph, for the 2015 intake, 

more South African candidates were in the Basic category (15.7%) than their non-South African 

counterparts (6.8%), more South African candidates were in the Intermediate Lower (29.4%) than the 

non-South African candidates (20.8%), fewer non-South Africans were in the Upper Intermediate band 

(26.4%) than their South African counterparts (35.1%) and more non-South African writers were in 

the Proficient band ( 37.4%) than South African candidates (28.4%).   

For the 2016 intake, more South Africans were in the Basic category (14.2%) than non-South Africans 

(5.3%), more South Africans were in the Intermediate Lower category (29.2%) than the non-South 

African writers (20.1%), more non-South Africans were in the Intermediate Upper band (35.1%) than 

their South African counterparts (27.0%) and more non-South Africans were in the Proficient band 

(39.5%) than South Africans (29.6%).   

It is clear from this graph that in general, non-South African candidates performed better on the NBT 

AL than South African candidates both in 2015 and 2016. The possible explanation for this is that non-

South African candidates are exposed to a wider range of AL related tasks earlier in their schooling 

than the South African candidates.   

 

Figure 26 NBT Academic Literacy performance levels by citizenship 
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The non-South African candidates outperformed the South African candidates in 2015 and 2016 in the 

QL tests. In both years, the proportion of non-South African candidates (16.0% and 17.4%) who were 

in the Proficient performance band was higher than that for the South African candidates (10.6% and 

10.0%). There has been a slight decline in the proportions of candidates who were in the Basic 

performance category for both the South African and non-South African candidates over the two 

years. In 2016, 39.4% (down from 41.5%) of South African candidates were in the Basic band, 

compared to only 20.8% (down from 21.6%) in the non-South African group. The fact that the non-

South Africans are performing better in QL than the South African candidates could be ascribed to 

their schooling system.  

 

 

Figure 27 NBT Quantitative Literacy performance levels by citizenship 
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In both 2015 and 2016, non-South African candidates performed better in the MAT tests than the 

South African candidates. The difference in performance between the two years, for the two groups, is 

more noticeable for scores in the Basic and Intermediate bands than it is for the Proficient band. In 

2016, in the Basic category, there was a difference of 8% in the number of non-African candidates 

(42.6%) compared to the South African candidates (50.6%). This difference in 2015 was 6.3%, with 

45.4% and 39.1% of South African and non-South African candidates, respectively, having scores in 

the Basic band. In the Intermediate category (considering both Lower and Upper Intermediate 

together) there is also some difference between the two groups: 5.0% in 2015, and 6.5% in 2016. In 

the Proficient category the difference in performance between the two groups is less: in 2015 there was 

a 1.2% difference in performance (10.8% of the South African candidates and 12% of the non-South 

African candidates had MAT test scores in this band). In 2016 the corresponding figures are 12.0% 

(non-South African) and 10.5% (South African), i.e. a difference of 1.6%. 

The larger differences at the Basic and Intermediate levels may indicate differences in schooling. 

 

 

Figure 28 NBT Mathematics performance levels by citizenship 

 

  










































































































































