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Do younger teachers have higher levels of content knowledge than older teachers? 
There is only one dataset that can be used to assess the levels of content knowledge of younger teachers 
compared to older teachers in South Africa, and that is the Southern and Eastern Africa Consortium 
for Monitoring Educational Quality (SACMEQ)1. This is the only dataset that tests a nationally 
representative sample of Grade 6 teachers on reading and mathematics and has been conducted in 2007 and 
2013. Previous analysis on the 2007 data showed that younger teachers have significantly higher levels of 
content knowledge than older teachers, particularly in mathematics2, and that the average Grade 6 
mathematics teacher could not score 60% correct on Grade 6 or 7 level items3. In this note we repeat the 
age analysis but for the more recent 2013 data from 298 primary schools. The figure below reports the 
distributions of mathematics (left) and reading (right) content knowledge of teachers by age group. The 
population of teachers is split into three categories by age (18-35yrs, 36-50yrs, 51-65yrs). The youngest 
teachers (shown by the solid bold line) score significantly higher in maths than older teachers (shown by 
dotted lines).  

Figure 1: Content knowledge levels of South African Grade 6 mathematics teachers (left panel) and Grade 
6 reading teachers (right panel) by age category (SACMEQ, 2013) 

Source: Own calculations using SACMEQ IV data 

Differences between younger and older 
teachers in mathematics are larger than 
provincial differences between WC and EC. 
To provide a sense of the size of the difference 
between younger and older teachers in 
mathematics (70-90 points), it is helpful to 
compare provinces. The SACMEQ IV South 
Africa report4 shows that the average 
mathematics teacher’s score in the Western Cape 
was 843 points, and in the Eastern Cape was 781 
points (i.e. 62 points). Therefore the gap between 
younger and older teachers is larger than the 
average gap between teachers in the 
Western Cape and the Eastern Cape.  

Source: Own calculations using SACMEQ IV unweighted data 
(90% confidence interval shown) 
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Figure 2: Average teacher content knowledge score 
for Grade 6 mathematics and reading teachers 
 



2 

Younger teachers replacing older teachers could lead to improvements in learning outcomes. Although 
there are many dimensions to effective teaching that include training, materials, accountability and support, at 
a base level a teacher cannot teach that which they do not know. It is clear that older teachers that were 
educated and trained under apartheid have lower levels of content knowledge than their younger colleagues 
who were trained at universities post-apartheid. This trend is especially evident in mathematics. While this is 
for no fault of their own, there is some South African research evidence showing that learners learn more 
when their teachers have higher levels of content knowledge5, suggesting that the retirement of older 
teachers may lead to improvements in learning outcomes in the coming years, other things being equal. 

South African teachers have lower levels of content knowledge than those in Zimbabwe or Kenya. The 
SACMEQ IV (2013) teacher tests in reading and mathematics were the same for all SACMEQ countries 
allowing comparisons across the nationally representative samples. Figure 3 below reports the percentages 
of teachers reaching ‘mastery’ on the SACMEQ teacher tests, as reported in the SACMEQ IV International 
Report. This shows that in South Africa, only 37% of Grade 6 reading teachers and 41% of Grade 6 maths 
teachers reached mastery in the subjects. The levels of mathematics mastery among teachers in South Africa 
(37%) is considerably lower than in Kenya (95%), Zimbabwe (87%), or Uganda (77%).  

Figure 3: Percentages of Grade 6 reading and mathematics teachers reaching SACMEQ levels of mastery 
by country 
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Source: Awich, M. (2021). SACMEQ IV International Report. Southern and Eastern African Consortium for Monitoring Educational 
Quality (SACMEQ), p.62.  

Even within existing constraints, current teachers could improve learning outcomes more than at 
present. Existing research in South Africa shows that Grade 6 learners achieve lower reading and 
mathematics outcomes for a given level of teacher content knowledge than most other African 
countries, especially at lower levels of content knowledge6 suggesting that there may be other challenges, 
such as low levels of accountability.  
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