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Item Development Workshop
CETAP routinely assembles teams from across
South African Higher
Education Institutions to
develop test items.
An item review workshop for Academic Literacy, Quantitative Literacy and Mathematics was held in Cape Town on from Friday 27th—Sunday 29th
October. 25 representatives from 15 universities took part in the workshop,
which was held at
Hotel Verde.
Director, Naziema
Jappie gave the
welcome on Friday,
and Robert Prince,
Test Development
Coordinator, provided the introduction, which included the NBTP background, and the workshop
purpose and structure.
Eleven sessions were led over three days by Pragashni Padayachee (MAT), Sanet
Steyn (AL) and Vera Frith (QL).
Thanks to Emlyn Balarin, Lynia Fortuin, and Naomi Msusa for their hard work
behind the scenes in bringing the workshop together and ensuring it ran smoothly.

NBT-by-numbers

2173
Facebook followers

318
Twitter followers

12
Institutional reports

+68000
Writers

Meetings and Events
This month, we were privileged to attend the SHAWCO Saturday School and SHAWCO
Shine graduation ceremonies, held in the Jameson Hall.
CETAP assists SHAWCO by providing NBT, MCOM, and ALTAP testing to their students.

CETAP staff attended the 5th October meeting with VC, Dr Max Price, and DVC, Professor
Daya Reddy.
The Directors of CETAP, the Careers Service, and EMS provided some background to their departments for the VC and the DVC, who engaged with them on points of interest. The VC then
spoke about UCT’s contingency plans for the potential for protests on campus.
Naomi Msusa was our presenter at this month’s Brown Bag seminar. She presented a
section of her Master’s dissertation, and entitled her talk, “Semantic waves: comparative
analysis between the PTEEP and the NBT Academic Literacy Test”.

Abstract
Legitimation Code Theory offers a different and innovative way of thinking about
knowledge practices. It focuses on the structures that lie beneath the surface appearances
of knowledge, and aims at revealing the tacit principles embodied by these knowledge practices. This approach
to exploring knowledge practices is essential in the transformation of research and pedagogy, and in the assessment for access and placement environment, it would contribute to a deeper understanding of the tools we use
to assess student readiness for higher education. Semantic gravity and semantic density are concepts from LCT
that may be used to analyse some of the organising principles of meaning making in an academic literacy test. A
combination of these two tools may reveal patterns, or waves of movement between items of varying strength
of semantic gravity and semantic density. The waves show how a test moves from items that are decontextualized and have condensed meanings, to those that are context-dependent and with simplified meanings. For this
section, I will do a comparative exploration of the semantic waves produced by a PTEEP[1] and an NBT[2] Academic Literacy test, two structurally distinct assessments, to discover the underlying structure that contributes
to the purpose of the two tests. In addition, I will look at the semantic waves created by the responses given by
the writers of these test, which would give an insight into the strengths and deficiencies of these writers.

Papers and Publications
Robert Prince attended the 43rd Annual Conference of the International Association for Educational Assessment
from 2-6 October. The theme was “Assessment as a social lever”. Robert gave a talk entitled, “Assessment as a Social
Lever in Higher Education: norm-referenced and/or criterion-referenced assessments?”
Abstract
In some countries the tertiary education sector has been experiencing sustained and widespread ‘youth action’. This
action threatens the academic enterprise with potentially far-reaching impacts on the economy. While the drivers of
this crisis are complex and multifaceted, the ‘low-throughput’ and high drop-out rates are most certainly contributing
factors. Attrition at universities is a serious drain on the economy. About half of all registered South African students
drop out of their studies, and only 27% obtain their degrees in the regulation time (CHE, 2013). Of the nearly threequarters of students who fail to complete a degree in minimum time, significant debts are incurred both to the individual and the state. The historical apartheid ‘African’, ‘Coloured’ and ‘Indian’ racial groupings are affected the most. One
difficulty is determining which students will benefit from regular and which from extended programmes. In South Africa there are two assessments of school-leavers that are pertinent to this debate. The first is the national school leaving
examination, the National Senior Certificate (NSC), which is a statutory requirement for entry into Higher Education.
The results of the NSC are norm-referenced and are therefore often difficult to interpret for the purposes of admission, placement and curriculum development. The second assessment is the National Benchmark Tests (NBTs). The
NBTs are criterion-referenced and tests students in three domains: Academic Literacy, Quantitative Literacy and Mathematics. This paper compares the two assessments, uses categorical methods to compare performance on the two
assessments and argues that they are complementary. It argues that the major challenges facing South African Higher
Education is the appropriate placement of students and the creation of effective teaching and learning spaces. Using
the results of both norm-referenced school-leaving and criterion-referenced higher education admission assessments
in a complementary way has the best opportunity to create social change in Higher Education.

Robert Prince is co-author of a chapter in a book entitled, “Negotiating learning and identity in higher education:
Access, persis-tence and retention”, edited by Rochelle Kapp and Bongi Bangeni.
"Negotiating Learning and Identity is a must read for anyone in higher education. While the research is located in the specific context of the University of Cape Town, it speaks to global issues
of access and retention, and the often conflicting intersections of race, gender, class, culture,
home, school, and language as experienced by young working class students attempting to navigate what the authors aptly call the “labyrinth” of a university education. The book presents
both a compelling challenge and ways forward to change institutional structures, support programs, and pedagogies to better support students’ academic and psychosocial growth throughout their years of study."
Anne Herrington, Distinguished Professor of English Emerita, University of Massachusetts, Amherst, USA

The book is available in hardcopy and e-book formats at UCT Libraries.

Staff News

Papers and Publications (cont.)
Robert Prince has published a paper with Vera Frith in Pythagoras: “The quantitative
literacy of South African school-leavers who qualify for higher education”
Abstract
There is an articulation gap for many students between the literacy practices developed at school and those demanded by higher education. While the school sector is
often well attuned to the school-leaving assessments, it may not be as aware of the
implicit quantitative literacy (QL) demands placed on students in higher education. The
National Benchmark Test (NBT) in QL provides diagnostic information to inform teaching and learning. The performance of a large sample of school-leavers who wrote the
NBT QL test was investigated (1) to demonstrate how school-leavers performed on
this QL test, (2) to explore the relationship between performance on this test and on
cognate school-leaving subjects and (3) to provide school teachers and curriculum
advisors with a sense of the QL demands made on their students. Descriptive statistics
were used to describe performance and linear regression to explore the relationships
between performance in the NBT QL test and on the school subjects Mathematics and
Mathematical Literacy. Only 13% of the NBT QL scores in the sample were classified as
proficient and the majority of school-leavers would need support to cope with the QL
demands of higher education. The results in neither Mathematics nor Mathematical
Literacy were good predictors of performance on the NBT QL test. Examination of performance on selected individual items revealed that many students have difficulty
with quantitative language and with interpreting data in tables. Given that QL is bound
to context, it is important that teachers develop QL practices within their disciplinary
contexts.

...to the October babies:
Juandre Alard (1 Oct.)
Linsli Dykes (2 Oct.)
Ashley Niekerk (9 Oct.)
Robert Prince (19 Oct.)
Naomi Msusa (31 Oct.)

Congratulations
to Juandre
Alard, who gave
birth to a baby
boy this month!

Welcome!
...to Ashley Niekerk, who joins us as our
new Data Manager, and Lwazi Ndukwana, who is our new project assistant in
the Logistics team.
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