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ABSTRACT

Teaching and learning is a prominent component of schooling system with divergent planes,
inclusive of belief system of teachers, teacher knowledge, nature of curriculum, school context
and teacher self-efficacy. The South African schooling system puts more emphasis on teaching
and learning which is directed at producing good quality learner performance, making learner
performance the main concern for education departments, parents and other relevant stakeholders
in education. However, very little increase in learner performance has been recorded in the
education system in spite of many intervention strategies implemented to improve teaching,
learning and learner performance. Literature, suggests that teaching and learning in any subject is
influenced by teachers’ belief systems, knowledge base of teachers, curriculum reforms and

availability of resources, to mention but a few.

The focus of this study was to explore teacher belief of teaching and learning and its influence on
learner performance in six schools ranked quintiles one to five. The purpose of this study was to
explore teacher beliefs as a phenomenon on teaching and learning and the influence on learner
performance by exploring beliefs that inform teachers to teach in a particular way. Furthermore,
the study explored teachers’ beliefs on schooling, teaching, learning and learner performance to

ascertain how the said factors are aligned with their teaching practices.

Data was generated from semi-structured interviews, lessons observations and by studying various
documents. Eleven teachers were purposively selected for this study on the basis that they were
teaching critical or gateway subjects, with varying teaching experience. The data was analysed
utilising content analysis within specific themes formulated. This study used Bandura’s Self-
efficacy theoretical framework as well as Naicker’s conceptual framework of inspirited and
dispirited teachers as the focus on teacher beliefs on teaching and learning and their influence on

learner performance.

The findings in this study revealed that teacher knowledge and teacher belief should always be
taken into consideration if schools were to improve learner performance. The results revealed that
teachers had different beliefs about schooling and beliefs on how learner performance can be

improved. The study further highlighted the influence of teachers’ beliefs on teaching and learning



and learner performance as a result thereof. In this study, I argue that there are various factors and
beliefs teachers have that influence teaching, learning and teaching practices which should be
adhered to in order to improve learner performance. Teacher passion was also a finding that was
prominent in this study. The findings revealed that if teachers are passionate then teaching and
learning occur with few hitches. Thus, taking into cognisance teachers’ beliefs, teachers’
knowledge, teachers’ self-efficacy, teachers’ professionalism and school context are paramount in
order to improve teaching and learning and to produce quality results and improved learner
performance in schools.
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CHAPTER ONE
BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY

1.1 Introduction

Learner performance in South African schools has been a subject of major debates over the last
decade, largely related to conflicting evidence through the increasing matric pass rates on one side
and extremely low performances in Annual National Assessment testing and world rankings on
the other side. Heightened focus on teaching and learning has thus been the process to address
these debates. Teaching and learning as a major component of school education has various facets,
including the nature of the curriculum, the expertise of the teachers and the context of schooling.
Learner performance in South African schools has been a major concern for Government, parents,
institutions of higher learning and other stakeholders in education. These concerns have arisen in
spite of many intervention programmes and strategies that have been put in place to overcome
poor learner performance and even though the largest slice of South Africa’s budget is allocated
to education. The interventions include, employing appropriately qualified teachers, workshops
and other in-service training activities. The latter have been conducted as part of continuing
professional teacher development (CPTD) to improve teaching and learning in schools. Further
interventions focused on school infrastructure development like building of new schools as well
as upgrading older school structures and renovating dilapidated schools. One other key
intervention has been the introduction of the school nutrition programmes. Despite all these
interventions, learner performance has not improved significantly. Moreover, learner performance

has in recent times, been reported according to the school quintile types.

There is correlation between school learner performance and teacher beliefs across the school
quintiles. Spaull’s (2013) idea of two school worlds was used to get insight into understanding the
said correlation. According to Spaull (2013) schools in South Africa are divided into good

performing while others have poor learner performance. Part of my argument is to responds to



the two worlds that have been noted and are emerging in South Africa. In an attempt to advance
the two school worlds debate, in this study | explore teacher belief as a lens to contribute to

this emerging discourse.

My study is located within the broader National Research Foundation (NRF) funded research
project on school categorisations focusing on learner performance. In this study I delimit my
focus of teaching and learning to that of teachers’ belief and its influence on teaching and
learning that accounts for the resultant learner performance. The South African Department of
Basic Education (DBE) places great emphasis on teaching and learning that is aimed at yielding
good learner performance. In view of the existing challenges that emerge from various school
contextual factors, one could argue that indeed teachers are expected to miraculously excel in
their teaching. The KZN DBE slogan of (Time on Task and Task on Time) is one example that
highlights the expectations that DBE has on teacher performance in order to achieve high

student results. However, there are many factors that affect these envisaged endeavours.

The literature | have perused has highlighted that teaching of any subject is influenced by
number of factors such as knowledge base, belief systems of teachers, curriculum changes, lack
of teaching resources and reluctance of teachers to teach. | have also noticed that literature
points out that teachers have different beliefs about teaching and learning. Also, teachers are
influenced by beliefs about themselves, subjects taught, about learners and about the school as
a whole. It then became necessary to explore teacher beliefs and how teacher beliefs influence
teaching and learning. The outcome of this research could contribute to the interventions aimed
at improving learner performance in schools. For the purpose of this study I will be looking at
the literature that focuses on teachers’ beliefs and the influence they have in teaching and

learning.

1.2 Understanding teacher beliefs as a concept

Teacher beliefs are defined differently by many authors. Khader (2012) defines teacher beliefs
as the perceptions and values teachers have about teaching learners, and the education practice
brought to classrooms. Teacher beliefs are understood as the thoughts possessed by the teacher
in connection with teaching and learning procedure, which influence their classroom activities.
Kagan (1992) delineates teacher beliefs as tacit, frequently instinctively held suppositions

about learners, classrooms, and educational material to be imparted. According to Uibu, Salo,
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Ugaste, Rasku-Puttonen (2017) and Rubie-Davis, Flint, and McDonald (2012) teacher belief
is what molds thoughts and subsequent instructional behaviours which can impact on learner
outcomes; it is the belief that teachers hold and influence their thoughts and their instructional
pronouncements. Most held beliefs are shaped through experience in a given time (Hart, 2002).
Phipps and Borg (2009) assert that teacher beliefs occur as a system by which some beliefs are
fundamental and others marginal. For them, fundamental beliefs are constant and employ a

more dominant influence on behaviour compared to marginal beliefs.

Tondeur, van Braak, Ertmer, Ottenbreit-Leftwich, (2017) and Pajares (1992) describe teacher
pedagogical beliefs as a “broad and encompassing” construct referring to  specific
understanding or propositions about teaching and learning and those pedagogical beliefs
include numerous sub-constructs like epistemological beliefs, one’s own perceptions , and
beliefs about precise subjects or courses (e.g., Mathematics Life Sciences, History, etc.). For
Calderhead (2006), teacher beliefs, teacher knowledge and as well as teacher thinking,
comprise of the wider concept of teacher intellect. Nicholas and Williams, 2009; Griffin &
Ohlsson, 2001; Kagan, 1992; Pajares, 1992 have defined the beliefs as further influential
compared to knowledge in defining how indivi