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Abstract

This article focuses on the challenges of learners’ underperformance in 
Social Studies in Namibia. The study investigated the possible factors that 
may contribute to learners’ underperformance in Social Studies in the selected 
schools. The following research question guided the investigation: What 
are the possible causes of underperformance of learners in Social Studies in 
Grades 5–7 at primary schools in Namibia? The aim was thus to investigate 
the possible factors which may contribute to learners’ underperformance in 
Social Studies. Data were collected from selected teachers and principals via 
questionnaires and semi-structured interviews, lesson observations and an 
analysis of appropriate documents. Different data collection methods were 
used to assure the validity and reliability of the research through triangulation. 
Triangulation was used through the collection of data by means of 
questionnaires, interviews, observation, an analysis of relevant documents and 
a literature review. A number of factors that constitute obstacles and inhibit 
performance were identified. In addressing the challenges in the teaching and 
learning of Social Studies, teachers need to be empowered to address these 
factors and implement the curriculum effectively. Findings from the data 
identified a number of possible causes for the underperformance of learners 
and recommendations are made to address these problems.  
 

Keywords: Assessment; Learners; Namibia; Social Studies; Teacher training; 
Underperformance.

Introduction

Before Namibia gained independence in 1990, the curriculum was based on 
what was then called the Bantu education system. In this system, History and 
Geography were implemented as two separate subjects. After independence 
was obtained in 1990, the Namibian government reformed the education 
system. In this new dispensation, History and Geography were now integrated 
at Grades 5–7 (upper primary phase) as one subject, called Social Studies. The 
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National Curriculum for Basic Education (Ministry of Education, 2010:13) 
(MoE hereafter), with specific reference to Social Studies, intends learners to 
learn and understand the importance of human rights and democracy and 
environmental issues. Learners should also explore and come to understand 
the interaction between social, cultural, economic, civic and political 
issues. Despite the important role that Social Studies plays in learners’ lives 
and the promotional requirements to progress to the next grade, there are 
some factors that influence learners’ underperformance in Social Studies in 
Namibian schools. The question arose: What are the factors that may cause 
underperformance?

Literature review

There are many common challenges that face school principals in Namibia, 
some of which also influence learners’ performance negatively. Mutorwa 
(2004) Makuwa (2004) and Nyambe (2015) single out serious problems 
in the Namibian education system, especially those related to learners’ 
underperformance as compared to other countries. The Southern African 
Consortium for Monitoring Educational Quality (SACMEQ) was formed in 
1991 to build the capacity of Ministries of Education of 15 member countries 
to monitor and evaluate the quality of their basic education systems. Botswana, 
Kenya, Lesotho, Swaziland, Malawi, Mozambique, Zambia, Mauritius, 
Namibia, Seychelles, Tanzania (Mainland), Tanzania (Zanzibar), Uganda and 
South Africa (Makuwa, 2005: Foreword). In comparing Namibia to these 
other southern African countries, the following was found: in Namibia, there 
are high levels of failure and school dropout, lower levels of literacy and 
numerical skills and poor results in tests and examinations at both primary 
and secondary education level (see full report by Makuwa, 2004). 

This article focuses on the major challenges and possible factors that may 
contribute to learners’ underperformance in Social Studies in Namibia. Much 
has already been written (see Adekunle, 2001; Aston, 2011; Dhurumjai, 
2013; Etsey, 2005) about possible causes or factors that may contribute to the 
learners’ academic underperformance in general, but not much with regard 
to a specific school subject. The literature review provided in this section 
describes possible factors that may contribute directly or indirectly to learners’ 
underperformance in Social Studies. Some key factors that may influence 
learners’ performance negatively were identified from the literature such as: 
untrained teachers who teach Social Studies; teaching and learning strategies 
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of teachers; the role of motivation; a lack of parental involvement; the role of 
teaching and learning support materials; English as language of instruction 
as a possible barrier to learning, and the possible role of educational policy. 

Untrained and shortage of teachers 

According to the National Policy Guide for Social Studies (MoE, 2008:1), the 
establishment of a Social Studies policy is aimed at providing a well-organised 
and practically orientated programme in the teaching and management of 
Social Studies in schools. It further states that the policy guide aims to provide 
guidelines for subject managers in monitoring and supervising teaching and 
learning activities in schools. However, Negumbo (2016:123) found that the 
participating schools in her investigation do not put this policy into practice 
because teachers are not always appointed based on appropriate qualifications. 
Negumbo’s research (2016:124) also revealed that inappropriately qualified 
and unqualified teachers were used to teach Social Studies in most of the 
schools that participated in this study. This state of affairs is contrary to 
what the policy requires and it could create certain challenges for untrained 
teachers because they could find it difficult to implement the Social Studies 
curriculum.  

In general, teachers are thus expected to implement the curriculum based on 
skills and knowledge they gained during either their initial teacher-training 
phase and/or during continued in-service teacher training programmes. In 
support of this view, the National Curriculum for Basic Education (MoE, 
2010:10-11) states that teaching emphasises the varied processes and skills 
(e.g. personal, social, cognitive, communication and numeracy skills, as well 
as skills with regard to Information and Technology) and learning experiences 
needed for the creation of knowledge (e.g. the ability to organise and apply new 
knowledge and skills or to apply existing knowledge and skills in new situations 
or innovative ways; evaluating  and reflecting on completed processes; problem 
solving; working effectively, independently and in groups; increasingly taking 
responsibility for own learning). These varied learning processes should thus 
be emphasised, rather than relying predominantly on the mere transmission 
of knowledge by teachers. Carl (2012:193; Carl, 2005:223–228) argues that 
it is within the process of curriculum development where the teacher can 
and should become involved in creative ways. Teachers can implement the 
curriculum effectively provided they are effectively involved in curriculum 
development. Furthermore, teachers should not only receive effective initial 
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teacher training in that particular subject but also in-service training to enable 
them to deliver the curriculum efficiently. Creative and productive teacher 
involvement and participation in curriculum development can bring about 
positive results (Carl, 2005:228).

A serious cause for concern in Namibia is that, despite having a policy in 
place, there are not enough teachers. The Minister of Education informed 
Parliament during the budget discussion of her ministry in March 2015 that 
the continued shortage of teachers in general would haunt the country for a 
long time (Shinovene, 2015:1). This state of affairs can also have a negative 
affect or impact on the availability of Social Studies teachers.

In a study conducted in Botswana, Jotia and Matlale (2011) found that 
teachers who did not undergo formal training in Social Studies were not 
aware of any special teaching and learning strategies to teach Social Studies. 
The Social Studies teachers indicated that they taught the subject because 
they did not have any other option or subject to teach (Jotia & Matlale, 
2011:119). This provides evidence that these teachers were neither formally 
trained, nor were they comfortable to teach Social Studies as they lacked a 
sound foundation of content knowledge. Although this study was done in 
Botswana, the question does arise as to whether this might also be the case 
in the Namibian context?  The concern thus arises as to what the impact 
of being untrained in one’s subject might have on learners’ performance. If 
it is a negative impact, then what should be done with regard to teachers’ 
preparation to implement the curriculum? The other concern is: if teachers 
are only teaching because there are no other options, will this not affect the 
teaching and learning process as well as the academic performance of learners? 
This formed part of the research done to investigate the possible reasons for 
the high failure rate in Social Studies in Namibia.

From the literature it is clear that the undertraining of Social Studies teachers 
may have a negative impact on learners’ academic performance. If teachers 
are not adequately trained and therefore lack the basic subject knowledge 
and skills to teach and implement the Social Studies curriculum, they might 
hamper the learners’ performance in this subject. 

Language, communication, and medium of instruction as a barrier to learning

Effective communication and language literacy are of the utmost importance 
in teaching any subject. The medium of instruction is therefore an important 
factor to consider. Although English is not the home language of most 
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Namibian learners, it became the medium of teaching and learning after 
Namibia gained independence in 1990. According to the language policy 
document of the Ministry of Basic Education, Sport and Culture (MBESC, 
2003), English is the medium of instruction from Grades 4-12 in Namibia. 
Government implemented the decision through a language policy for schools, 
which states that learners should be taught in their home language from 
Grades 1–3, while from Grade 4 onwards, learners must receive instruction 
in English (MBESC, 2003:3). 

The policy was developed to enable learners to be adequately proficient in 
English. The Namibian language policy thus stipulates that every school-
going child in Namibia should acquire adequate proficiency in English at 
primary school level so that learners can learn the curriculum content with 
ease (MBESC, 2003:63). Harris (2012:19) claims that one of the factors 
contributing to the high failure rates in Namibian schools is that learners are 
now required to learn the subject content through the medium of English. 
Namupala (2013:88) confirmed this claim by referring to the on-going high 
failure rate caused by learners’ lack of proficiency in the language of teaching 
and learning. 

The question is why English is only introduced in schools in Grade 4 and 
not in the pre-primary stage. Furthermore, if the transition from teaching 
through local languages to teaching in English should only start in Grade 5, 
one may ask whether other subjects would not be negatively affected. The 
concern is thus that this policy may increase learners’ poor performance in 
subjects such as Social Studies. The point is that learners may take longer to 
adapt to a new language of instruction. In this respect, they may not easily 
understand the content of the subject and their academic performance may be 
influenced negatively. In support of this argument, Aston (2011:43) suggests 
that policy writers may need to re-evaluate the policy and reintroduce English 
as a compulsory medium of instruction in earlier grades, e.g. from the pre-
primary stage onwards. Thus, learners may gain proficiency in English earlier 
and hence find it easier to study other subjects. In the class and term tests 
as well as in the examinations learners may misinterpret the questions and 
provide incorrect answers because they are not proficient in the language. 

Even though the Namibian education system now requires that English is 
not only a compulsory subject but also the medium of instruction, learners in 
Grades 4–12 may find it difficult to understand the content of their subjects 
because they are not proficient in English. The late Minister of Education, 
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Abraham Iyambo, confirmed this issue as he stressed that the Ministry of 
Education was concerned about the on-going high failure rates caused by 
learners’ lack of proficiency in the language of teaching and learning (Iyambo, 
2011:14). The linguistics researchers, Mwinda and Van der Walt (2015:115), 
found that “[l]earners are able to receive information in a home/community 
language, but they are unable to produce the information in English.” They 
mention that this issue is a big challenge for both teachers and learners, and 
they explain that learners in such a situation would not be able to produce 
subject content knowledge due to the lack of language proficiency. 

From the literature review, it is clear that English, as the primary medium 
of instruction according to the Namibian curriculum, may need to be 
revisited to address issues of continuing high failure rates of many learners 
in Social Studies and other subjects. It is clear that a lack of a suitable level 
of proficiency in English might be one of the barriers impacting negatively 
on learners’ performance in Social Studies in Namibian schools. In support 
of this view, Dhurumraj (2013) reports that the medium of instruction at 
schools affects learners’ performance because the language barrier makes it 
difficult for learners to interpret questions during assessment activities.

Lack of parental involvement

In general, the lack of parental involvement in schools is a major concern 
with regard to the quality of education in Namibia. According to Peters 
(2014:23), parental involvement in the school context often requires parents 
to attend general and specific meetings, meet their children’s teachers and be 
involved in school activities. Deslandes and Bertrand (2005:165) also refer 
to parental involvement as parents’ role in the lives of their children both at 
home and at school. Parental involvement enables parents to monitor their 
children’s schoolwork and classroom activities at home, thereby contributing 
to their children’s success. Parents can support their children in their 
schoolwork by encouraging them, arranging for appropriate study time and 
space, monitoring their homework and showing an interest in their classroom 
activities. This means parents can volunteer to assist their children with school 
activities at home. They can also take an active role in the school governance 
and decision-making and so contribute towards ensuring that their children 
get a good education.

Although parents are required to be involved in their children’s education, it 
seems this does not always occur. The literature indicates that often there is a 
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lack of parental involvement in their child’s school education; indeed, there 
is evidence that most parents are not involved in their children’s academic 
activities. According to Frempong (2011:23), parental involvement is thought 
to decrease as children move from junior to senior school subjects. She further 
argues that some parents in Namibia stop caring about monitoring the academic 
progress of their children because of the perception that their children are 
then mature enough to do their schoolwork on their own. Mbugua, Kibet, 
Muthaa and Nkonke (2012:90) state that many parents and guardians did 
not receive any formal school education themselves and therefore they may 
not be able to support their children in academic matters. This implies that if 
parents’ and guardians’ educational background is not sound, it may influence 
their understanding of the importance of education. It may cause them to 
be uninterested in their children’s school activities. On the other hand, one 
may argue that a lack of basic education should rather motivate parents to 
encourage and support their children to do well in school. Parents should 
help their children where they need assistance and uplift them to have a better 
future. Kandumbu (2005:67) argues that when parents are informed about 
what goes on in schools, they can play a more active and productive role in 
school activities to encourage their children to attend school, work hard and 
complete their homework on time. She further states that parents may also 
be able to encourage teachers to work hard and improve poor results. Parents’ 
support to schools in the form of attending regular information sessions and 
meetings is likely to contribute to their children’s academic achievement. In 
such meetings, parents could be given opportunities to address learners on 
any important issues concerning their academic work. By doing so parents 
may develop greater competence as they learn to make decisions and take 
responsibility within the school. 

Parental involvement and positive parent-teacher interaction may positively 
influence learners’ performances; therefore, the value of parental involvement 
cannot be over-emphasised.

Lack of teaching and learning support materials

For effective teaching and learning to take place there must be relevant and 
enough resources that may help teachers and learners in teaching and learning 
the content of the subject. There is a strong indication that sufficient teaching 
and learning resources will assist teachers in offering quality education in 
Namibia. Adekunle (2001:2) describes teaching resources as anything that 
can assist the teachers in promoting meaningful teaching and learning. 
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Kandumbu (2005:96-97) identified a lack of teaching and learning support 
materials as one of the challenges that face the primary school education 
sector in Namibia.

Promotional policy

In the SACMEQ III report, Miranda, Amadhila, Dengeinge and Shikongo 
(2007:12) note that the promotional policy seem to have assumed that learners 
in Namibia would progress through Grades 1–9 without having to repeat any 
grade. In some cases, learners do not even achieve the basic competencies and 
in such instances, repeating might not be part of the solution; therefore, the 
Namibian education has a policy of automatic promotion. The educational 
policy, in particular the non-promotional policy, promotes the idea that 
learners should not repeat the phase or grade more than twice. This approach 
might lead to a high rate of failure in Social Studies, because if learners cannot 
cope with the subject in a lower grade, the chances are very good that they will 
not be able to cope with the subject in the next grade(s). 

Teaching and learning strategies

There are several teaching and learning strategies that teachers can use to 
improve the performance of learners in Social Studies, e.g. teacher-directed 
methods (e.g. lecture, demonstration) and learner-centred-methods (e.g. 
discussion, cooperative learning, project work, role-play, experimentation) 
(see Jacobs, Vakalisa & Gawe, 2004:155-213). Cawood, Strydom and Van 
Loggerenberg (1980:24-79) and Carl (2012:97-99) also elaborate on teaching 
strategies which could be considered to enhance learning, namely lectures, 
discussion methods, group work, self-activity and experiential learning. 

In the learner-centred approach, teachers and learners play an equally 
active role in the learning process. Learners’ learning is measured through 
both formal and informal forms of assessment, including group projects and 
classroom participation. On the other hand, in the teacher-centred approach 
(lecture teaching and learning approach), teachers talk more while learners are 
listening. In this approach, learners are viewed as empty vessels that receive 
information through teaching and direct instruction. Sometimes teachers 
write on the chalkboard and learners are requested to take notes (Negumbo, 
2016:55).

According to the discussion document on learner-centred education in 
the Namibian context (MoE, 2003:1), learner-centredness was introduced 
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in 1991 as a foundation policy for the new educational system Namibia. It 
replaced the teacher-centred teaching and learning approach which was the 
only approach which was used before Namibian independence in 1990.The 
document identified that there has been different understandings of what 
is meant by learner-centred education and how to put it into practice. This 
discussion document (MoE, 2003:1-2) also reported that research which 
was done in Namibia on learner-centred education, indicated that circulars 
and syllabuses, textbooks, teaching materials, assessment practices and 
examinations developed during the 1990, are not consistently based on the 
learner-centred principles as required by policy. This means that circulars and 
syllabuses for school are not always based on the leaner-centred principles as 
required. As a result, teachers may not have clear ideas on how to implement 
a leaner-centred approach.

In the light of this above section on teaching and learning strategies, it is thus 
important for teachers to learn more about the learners in their classrooms, in 
other words to know their learners, and to determine which strategies will best suit 
all the learners’ needs in the classroom to enable them to optimise their learning 
experience. It is also important for teachers to be able to identify the criteria which 
might impact on the selection of appropriate teaching and learning strategies for 
the teaching of Social Studies. This will, however, require that teachers are well-
trained and skilled in various teaching and learning strategies.

Summary of literature

It is clear from the literature that many factors could contribute to learners’ 
underperformance in Social Studies in Namibian schools. The following 
factors were identified: untrained teachers who are often required to teach 
Social Studies; a lack of suitable and acceptable levels of proficiency in English, 
which is the language of instruction in Namibian schools; not enough effective 
parental involvement in schools; a shortage of suitable teaching and learning 
support material; the possible impact of a lack of skills in appropriate teaching 
strategies and, lastly, the impact of policy-related factors.

Problem statement

An analysis of the results of Grades 5-7 for the period 2008–2014 revealed that 
there is a problem of underperformance of learners in Social Studies at primary 
school level (Grades 5–7) in Namibia. There has been a notable underperformance 
as is evident from an analysis of the assessment results of Grades 5–7 from 2008–
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2014 in three primary schools in a particular Namibian school district (see Tables 
1-6). These summative assessment results are based on the marks obtained in final 
examinations the learners wrote at the end of each year.

Table 1: Analysis of assessment results for Social Studies Grade 5 for 
2008-2012

Mark A–B C D–E

Year      ► 08 09 10 11 12 08 09 10 11 12 08 09 10 11 12

SCHOOL X 3 9 0 0 1 8 8 8 6 3 14 7 17 29 35

SCHOOL Y 3 9 27 17 26 8 8 46 40 44 14 7 48 60 31

SCHOOL Z 8 8 4 8 20 10 13 20 27 40 26 19 18 35 19

TOTAL 14 

15%

26 

30%

31 

17%

25 

11%

47 

21%

26 

28%

29

33%

73

39%

73

33%

87

40%

54

57%

33

38%

83

44%

124

56%

85

39%

 
The results of Table 1 indicate that in all the years between 2008 – 2014 
learners who scored an A or B symbol, were by far in the minority. It varies 
from 11% to 30 %. Those who scored C symbols were an average of between 
28% to 40 %, whilst the majority of learners (between 38% tot 57%) scored 
either a D or an E symbol.

Table 2: Analysis of assessment results for Social Studies Grade 5 for 
2013-2014

Mark A–B C D–E

2013 2014 2013 2014 2013 2014

SCHOOL X 16 10 13 23 45 39

SCHOOL Y 17 26 34 44 31 57

SCHOOL Z 14 38 35 19 22 39

TOTAL 47 

(20%)

74

(36%)

82

(43%

86

(25%)

98

(29%)

135

(46%)

Table 2 shows that in 2013, of the Grade 5s, only 20% of the learners scored 
above average (A or B), while 36% of the leaners scored a C symbol (average) 
and 43% of the leaners scored below average (D or E). In 2014, 25% of the 
learners scored an A or B, 29% obtained a C and 46% obtained a D or E.
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Table 3: Analysis of assessment results for Social Studies Grade 6 for 
2008-2012

Mark A–B C D–E

Year      ► 08 09 10 11 12 08 09 10 11 12 08 09 10 11 12

SCHOOL X 0 2 0 0 3 4 6 7 8 15 19 10 9 8 4

SCHOOL Y 7 5 4 27 13 34 26 46 70 43 53 82 89 19 44

SCHOOL Z 4 6 11 13 16 44 46 48 46 59 37 45 54 40 31

TOTAL 11

7%

13

6%

15

6%

40

17%

32

14%

82

50%

78

34%

101

38%

124

54%

117

31%

72

44%

137

60%

152

57%

67

29%

79

35%

 
Table 3 indicates that between 2008 - 2014, only between 6 and 14%% of 
Grade 6 learners achieved an A or B symbol, between 31% and 50% obtained 
a C symbol, whilst a very high 29% to 60% obtained D and E symbols, 
which is below average. In 2009, 6% of the learners obtained an A or B, 34% 
achieved a C and 60% obtained D and E symbols. In 2010, 6% achieved an 
A or B, 38% obtained a C and 57% obtained D and E symbols. In 2011, 
17% of the learners achieved an A or B, 54% obtained a C and 29% obtained 
D and E symbols. Moreover, in 2012, only 14% obtained an A or B, 31% 
achieved a C and 35% scored below average.

Table 4: Analysis of assessment results for Social Studies Grade 6 for 
2013-2014

Mark A–B C D–E

2013 2014 2013 2014 2013 2014

SCHOOL X 14 15 32 26 14 39

SCHOOL Y 19 21 30 56 73 46

SCHOOL Z 14 7 47 28 29 44

TOTAL 47

(17%)

43

(15%)

109

(40%)

110

(39%)

116

(43%)

129

(46%)

Table 4 shows that the results for Social Studies for Grade 6 in 2013 were 
as follows: 17% of the learners achieved an A or B, while 40% of the leaners 
obtained a C and 43% obtained a D or E symbol. In 2014, the results for 
Grade 6 show that only 15% obtained an A or B, while 39% of the learners 
achieved a C and relatively high 46% of the learners obtained either a D or 
E symbol.
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Table 5: Analysis of assessment results for Social Studies Grade 7 for 
2008-2012

Mark A–B C D–E

Year      ► 08 09 10 11 12 08 09 10 11 12 08 09 10 11 12

SCHOOL X 1 4 0 3 5 10 4 2 4 3 5 7 5 9 7

SCHOOL Y 19 16 8 5 19 30 34 45 63 56 54 51 44 58 41

SCHOOL Z 8 4 10 4 10 45 44 34 41 48 44 48 57 46 40

TOTAL 28

13%

24

11%

18

9%

12

15%

34

15%

85

39%

82

50%

81

39%

108

46%

107

47%

105

48%

106

48%

106

52%

113

49%

88

38%

Table 5 shows that in 2008, only 13% of Grade 7 learners managed to 
obtain an A or B symbol, 39% achieved a C and 48% obtained either a D or 
E symbols in Social Studies. In 2009, 11% of the learners obtained an A or B, 
39% achieved a C and a relatively high 50% obtained either a D or E symbol. 
In 2010, only 9% obtained an A or B, 39% achieved a C and 52% of the 
learners obtained D and E symbols. In 2011, the results for Grade 7 shows 
that 15% achieved an A or B, 46% obtained a C and 49 obtained D and E 
symbols. Furthermore, the analysis results of Grade 7 in 2012 indicate that 
15% of the learners achieved an A or B, 47% obtained a C and 38% obtained 
D and E symbols.

Table 6: Analysis of assessment results for Social Studies Grade 7 for 
2013-2014

Mark A–B C D–E

2013 2014 2013 2014 2013 2014

SCHOOL X 13 11 24 25 21 50

SCHOOL Y 5 21 63 45 30 25

SCHOOL Z 13 23 30 25 23 39

TOTAL 31

(21%)

55

(36%)

117

(43%)

95

(14%)

74

(53%)

114

(33%)

Table 2 indicates that in 2013, 21% of the Grade 7 learners achieved an A 
or B symbol, whereas 36% of the learners obtained a C and 43% obtained a 
D or E symbol. In 2014, only 14% of the learners managed to achieve A or B 
symbols, whereas 53% of the learners obtained a C symbol and 33% learners 
obtained a D or E symbol. It is evident from the results that there is a strong 
trend of underperformance in Social Studies in this particular district.

In the analysis of the results of grades 5-7 for the period 2008-2014 in Social 
Studies, it is thus clear that a problem exists with regard to underperformance. 
The challenge is that if learners fail Social Studies at primary school level, 
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they will probably lack understanding of the interaction in social, cultural, 
economic, civic and political spheres, and the relationship between people 
and environments. However, the exact causes of underperformance in Social 
Studies (Grades 5-7) at primary school level in Namibia are unknown. 
Therefore, Social Studies can be seen as an important vehicle by which to 
enhance learners’ understanding of these different spheres. 

The research sought to determine the possible factors that play a role in the 
underperformance of Grades 5-7 learners in Social Studies in three selected 
schools in a particular Namibian school district.

Research question and research aims

The following research question guided this investigation: What are the 
possible causes of underperformance in Social Studies in three selected 
Namibian primary schools (Grades 5 and 7) of a particular school district?

The aims of the study were: 

•	 To investigate the possible causes of learners’ underperformance in Social 
Studies in Grades 5–7 in the three selected Namibian primary schools;

•	 To determine whether there are possible ways to decrease learners’ poor 
performance in the upper primary phase in Social Studies;

•	 To determine the challenges of teaching and learning experienced by teachers 
of Social Studies, and

•	 To determine the efficiency of teaching and learning methods used in the 
teaching of Social Studies.

Research design and methodology

A research design is a master plan that provides a clear guidance on how 
the study is to be conducted. Both Mouton (2005) and Yin (2009) describe 
a research design as a blue print for conducting the research. Yin (2009:27) 
describes a research design as being much more than a work plan, whilst Flick 
(2014:112) agrees that research design concerns issues of how to plan a study. 
Mouton (2005:161) adds that the research design is used to describe and 
evaluate the performance of programs in their natural settings, focusing on 
the process of implementation rather than a quantifiable outcome. Merriam 
(1998:6) describes a research design as similar to an architectural blueprint; it 
is a plan for assembling, organising and integrating information. This research 
employed a qualitative design because the qualitative research paradigm served 



Underperformance in Social Studies, Grades 5-7...Namibian primary schools

105
Yesterday&Today, No. 17, July 2017

the purpose of collecting data in the form of written and spoken language, as 
well as through observations in the classroom (Terre Blanche, Durrheim & 
Painter, 2006:47)

The research design used was a case study design within a qualitative 
research paradigm. This design consisted of the following broad elements or 
components:
•	 Methodology and paradigm (case study and qualitative).

•	 Purpose (identify possible factors contributing to learners’ underperformance 
in Social Studies).

•	 Context (three selected Namibian primary schools in a particular school district).

•	 Research techniques (sampling, semi-structured interviews, lesson observation, 
analysis of policy documents).

The main purpose of the design for this research thus was to ensure that 
the evidence addressed the research questions. The research was designed to 
investigate the underperformance of learners in Social Studies at primary 
school level in three selected schools in a particular school district within 
a Namibian context. In this way, the descriptive data from the participants 
were gathered through semi-structured interviews, lesson observations and 
analysis of policy documents. Denscombe (2003:31) states that the case study 
offers an opportunity to explain why certain outcomes might happen. This 
investigation focused on identifying factors that may influence learners’ poor 
performance in Social Studies. The researcher chose a case study in order 
to analyse personal and individual experiences in the field of Social Studies 
about the needs and the possible causes of the underperformance of learners 
in this field.

According to Harding (1987:2), methodology is the theory of knowledge and 
an interpretive framework that guides a particular research process. In other 
words, a framework guides the research activity. An appropriate interpretive 
methodology was chosen to guide the researcher in generating the data as well 
as in answering the research question. In this research, a case study was used 
to explore the experiences and challenges of the three selected principals and 
the five Social Studies teachers in their teaching in order to identify possible 
factors that may contribute to learners’ underperformance in Social Studies. 
The methodology was shaped by the methods that were used in this study to 
generate data, namely a literature review, interviews, lesson observations and 
an analysis of policy documents.
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Ethical clearance was obtained from the specific university, and permission 
was given by the Namibian Education Department to conduct the research.

Sampling

Sampling is a process in research whereby a small group is identified, examined 
and viewed as representatives of a larger group. According to Denscombe 
(2003:11) the sample needs to be carefully selected if there is to be any confidence 
that the findings from the sample are valid, trustworthy and reliable. Flick 
(2014:80) argues that in qualitative research, sampling is a very important step 
because by sampling, researchers construct the cases they study in their research. 
One thus needs to select a sample from which one can learn the most. Through 
purposive sampling the researcher can probe the case selected as the sample. 
Merriam (1998:48) describes purposive sampling as based on the assumption 
that the researcher wants to determine, understand and gain insight. Johnson 
and Christensen (2004:215) define purposive sampling as a type of sampling 
where the researchers specify the characteristics of a population of interest. 

In this research, the researcher identified three different schools from a 
specific school district in Namibia. Five subject teachers of Social Studies and 
three principals of the selected schools were approached to participate in this 
study as they may have an influence on learners’ academic learning. These 
participants were also selected as they were knowledgeable and well-informed 
with regard to the phenomenon the researcher investigated. The researcher 
had easy access to the schools, teachers and principals and this aspect formed 
part of the purposive sampling process.

The researcher decided to choose only three schools for interviews and 
lesson observations because they were manageable within the proposed time 
allocated to complete the research report. In selecting the three schools, the 
following aspects were taken into consideration: 
•	 the 2008–2014 Grades 5 -7 Social Studies analysis results;
•	 the distance from the researcher’s place of residence (in order to make the study 

economically sustainable);
•	 the availability of resources; 
•	 the upper primary phase, and 
•	 ease of communication of the required information. 

The researcher was of the view this approach would make it easier to obtain 
information from the selected principals and the teachers who taught Social 
Studies and had experience of the subject matter. 
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Triangulation

In this research triangulation was used to validate the findings of the study 
and to making these findings trustworthy. Briggs and Coleman (2007:100) 
state that triangulation means “comparing many sources of evidence in order 
to determine the accuracy of information or phenomena”. This means that 
triangulation is a mechanism used to ensure that data collected, as well as 
the findings, are valid. Triangulation is thus a process of using more than one 
approach towards the same phenomena to check and increase the validity of 
the findings.

Denzin (1987, cited in Decrop, 1999:159) identified the following four 
basic types of triangulation: 
•	 Data triangulation: This method involves the use of a variety of data sources in 

a study. 

•	 Method triangulation: This method refers to the use of multi-methods to study 
a research question. 

•	 Investigator triangulation: This method involves different researchers 
interpreting the same data. 

•	 Theoretical triangulation: This type of method involves the use of multiple 
perspectives to interpret a single set of data. 

In order to ensure the validity of the qualitative data of this research, 
theoretical and method triangulation were applied in this research. Multiple 
data sources and multiple methods to gain more understanding of the 
phenomenon were utilised. The multiple methods used in this research were 
interviews and observations and document analysis. 

Semi-structured interviews

Semi-structured interview is an approach used in qualitative research to gather 
relevant information the researchers are looking for. Bryman (2012, cited in 
Savin-Baden & Major, 2013:356) confirms that semi-structured interviews 
are often used in qualitative research. A qualitative inquiry seeks to gain an 
understanding of and provide insight into the problem under investigation. 
Patton (2004:248) recommends that a rich variety of methodological 
combinations can be employed to illuminate an inquiry question. He refers 
to the semi-structured interviews format as an interview guide approach. 
According to this approach, the researcher follows an interview guide that 
consists of two set of questions to guide the interviewer when particular 
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information is required from each participant (Merriam, 1998; Patton, 2002). 
In this study, the first part contained questions with regard to biographical 
information of the participants, whilst the second set of questions of the 
schedule contained the main questions that aimed to explore the possible 
factors which may contribute to learners’ underperformance in Social Studies 
in the selected schools.

This study employed semi-structured interviews with open-ended questions. 
The researcher selected semi-structured interviews to collect data because 
this method was deemed best suited to answer the research question of 
this study. This type of interview allows one to have a conversation and it 
allows interviewees to use their own words and develop their own thoughts 
(Denscombe, 2007:176). Interviewees may raise their own views regarding 
a particular subject. This helps the participants to convey and disclose 
information regarded as relevant to the topic. In addition, the advantage of 
using this interview method is that it is a powerful tool to gain insight into 
educational issues through understanding the experience of individuals whose 
lives centre on education. 

During the interviews, this semi-structural approach also allowed the 
interviewer to ask follow-up questions to generate even more data. Apart 
from the interviewing, another other technique which was used to collect 
data, was lesson observation.

Lesson observations

It is necessary to briefly explain why and how lesson observation was utilised.  
The researcher needed to observe on a  first-hand basis the teachers in action 
whilst they were teaching the subject in order to (1) observe the approaches 
they were using, (2) identify possible training needs, (3) determine to what 
extent they were implementing the required curriculum, (4) observe learner 
participation and (4), observe the teaching and learning strategies utilised 
by teachers. An observation template was thus designed to guide and assist 
in focusing the lesson observation.  This template or form was submitted 
and approved as part of the ethical clearance process, prior to undertaking 
the research. Field notes were taken during the lesson observation process. 
Permission was also obtained from all the participating teachers to sit in their 
classroom and observe their teaching.
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Document analysis

Savin-Baden and Major (2013:403) define documents as written, printed, 
visual or electronic matter that provides information or evidence or that serves 
as an official record. Similarly, Cohen et al. (2011:249) describe a document as 
a record of an event or process, as such records may be produced by individuals 
or groups and take many different forms. Cohen et al. (2011:250) make a 
distinction between primary and secondary documents. Primary documents 
are produced as a direct record of an event or process by a witness or subject 
involved in it. In this research appropriate primary documents such as the Social 
Studies subject guide, lessons that were prepared, assessment record sheets, 
as well timetables and subject files, were analysed. The researcher viewed the 
primary documents because they offered first-hand information. Data obtained 
from these documents contained information on the academic performance of 
the selected schools in the Karas Region, Namibia. The Social Studies syllabus, 
Social Studies policy, as well as copies of the scheme of work were also analysed 
because they are supporting learning materials of the subject.

In this research, document analysis was important, because the documents 
convey a message of information, for example on learners’ academic performance 
and learners’ attitudes or behaviour in the classroom during Social Studies lessons. 

Ethical considerations

In this research, before conducting the interviews, observing the lessons 
and doing the document analysis, application letters were sent to all the 
appropriate authorities to obtain permission to conduct the research. 
Permission was asked from the Director of the Education Regional Office of 
the specific school district, while another letter was sent to the principals of 
the selected schools to grant permission for the researcher to conduct a study 
at their schools. Permission was granted to the researcher in writing from the 
specific regional office, as well as from the selected schools. Permission from 
all of these participants was obtained allowing the researcher to proceed with 
the research. Participating principals and teachers also signed a consent form 
and anonymity was guaranteed. The selected principals and teachers could 
also withdraw at any stage of the research. This study adhered to the ethical 
consideration procedures of the university under whose auspices the research 
was undertaken. An application for ethical clearance was submitted to the 
Research Ethics Committee of the university and permission was granted. 
Strict adherence was paid to the requirements when the research was done.
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Interview questions 

The interview questions were divided into two sub-sections, namely 
interview questions for the principals and interview questions for the Social 
Studies teachers. These interview questions were as follows:

Principals’ questions 

1. What are the possible factors contributing to academic underperformance in 
the three selected schools?

2. What are the challenges for you in terms of learners’ performance?

3. How do you motivate and support teachers in accepting the changes to the 
curriculum and enable them to meet the educational demands in school? 

4. How often does teaching supervision occur through class visits?

Teachers’ questions

1. What in-service training programme(s) did you attend with regard to teaching 
Social Studies?

2. How do you assist learners in learning Social Studies?

3. What teaching and learning strategies do you use in Social Studies?

4. What are the challenges of teaching and learning you have experienced in 
Social Studies?

5. Does educational and curriculum reform contribute to the poor academic 
performance of learners?

6. How do government policies affect learners’ academic performance?

7. What are the problems that hinder the teaching and learning of Social Studies 
at upper primary school level?

Profiles of participating teachers and principals

Results indicate that out of five teachers only one had been formally trained 
during initial teacher training to teach Social Studies, while the rest did not 
have this formal training to teach the subject. The current study also revealed 
that not one of these teachers had attended any professional development 
workshops that might have enabled them to teach the subject. It can therefore 
be concluded that mainly untrained teachers teach Social Studies at the selected 
schools. If teachers are not properly trained, are not suitably equipped, and 
lack the basic subject knowledge and skills to teach and implement the Social 
Studies curriculum, their learners will probably not perform well in the subject. 
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The three principals above had different profiles. They had varying 
management experience as principals. One principal had 26 years of teaching 
experience, of which 16 years were in management, the second principal 
had five years of management experience and the third principal six years of 
management experience. Two principals were male and one female. None 
of them teach Social Studies (only two also still teach a subject), but they 
all have management experience of more than five years. All three principals 
had done formal leadership training courses, namely two principals held 
a Diploma in Education, while the third principal obtained a Diploma in 
Business Management. 

Results and discussion

On being asked, “What are the challenges for principals in terms of learners’ 
performance?” one of the participants responded as follows:

Learners [who] are transferred from one grade to another are contributing to 
academic underperformance in schools because they are transferred without reach 
the promotional requirements. This learner may fail the next grade because he or 
she did not qualify to be in such grade. 

Another response that revealed that the policy on the automatic transfer of 
learners to the next grade is a challenge at school was expressed as follows:

When it comes to the assessment policy I do not have problem but the automatic transfer, 
I do not support it because if learner fails, it is a fail. There must be a reason behind in this 
policy but it does not help to take learners to the grade if the level is the same.

The principals were asked the following question with regard to supervision: 
“How often does supervision of teaching occur through class visits?” This 
question also helped the researcher to ascertain whether management do 
monitor the teaching and learning process regularly. The principals responded 
to these question as follows: 

I do supervision once per term; and teachers do not have any problem with class 
visits. We compromise on the date of class visits. If you want to see the results 
you must monitor and supervise. [The] principal is now responsible for head of 
departments and the counselling teacher while head of departments are the ones 
who [are] responsible for teachers. So far, we did not encounter any problem with 
teachers’ attitudes. Class visits take place every term by myself or the senior teacher; 
many teachers welcome class visits especially when they are well prepared. 

The researcher found that all the principals only do class visits once per term. 
The concern is how the principals will ensure that effective teaching and learning 
has taken place if the class visits are only done once every term. Therefore, 



AE Carl & TAN Negumbo

112
Yesterday&Today, No. 17, July 2017

supervision, monitoring and the control of teaching must be done regularly. 
The participating principals were also asked how they control or monitor 
teaching and learning. The researcher further prompted the participants, 
based on responses received during the interview, whether the teaching and 
learning process as well as assessment is being controlled and monitored 
regularly. This was not a planned question included in the interview schedule 
but came out during the interviews.  In general, supervision, monitoring and 
controlling are an everyday process. Therefore, principals should ensure that 
the teaching and learning process occurs effectively at their schools. The aim 
was to identify whether the management style at the school may influence 
learners’ academic performance negatively (Negumbo, 2016:109-110).

Linked to the question above, a further question was posed to the participating 
principals on how they motivate their teachers. One principal responded in 
the following way to this question: 

It is a good question you are asking, but you know only when [the] principal is motivated, 
[he/she] can motivate teachers There are many ways teachers can be motivated, through 
teacher development programmes such as training, through peer teaching, general subject 
meetings and they may also be motivated to upgrade themselves. All these things depend on 
teachers themselves, teachers they can go for training but the output is the best. 

In order for principals to be able to motivate their teachers to accept and 
implement any curriculum reform, the implication is that they as principals 
themselves need to be motivated to take ownership and responsibility of 
the change process. However, if principals are not motivated, they cannot 
motivate their teachers. The same applies to the teachers. If teachers are not 
motivated, they cannot in turn motivate their learners to perform well. This 
argument is supported by Hodgetts (1990:42), as he claims that motivation 
is a force that pulls a person towards a desired objective. This means that 
it forces people to become determined and hard-working in reaching their 
objectives. As can be seen from the above response, the participants were, to 
a certain extent, aware of the value of motivation. 

Another principal responded by saying: “I used to motivate my teachers 
through team building and send[ing] them to the workshops when it 
is necessary”. The third principal responded as follows: “Continuous 
encouragement, send[ing] them to the workshop and praise will keep the 
teacher motivated”. 

During the interviews the three school principals indicated that they 
motivated their teachers through training or workshops. This is a good idea, 
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because training or workshops is where teachers may improve and develop 
their teaching skills. They may also learn how to improve their teaching 
strategies through training or workshops. However, the study found that out 
of five teachers, four indicated that they have never attended any training or 
workshops with regard to Social Studies. This clearly indicates that there is a 
contradiction between what the teachers and principals had said. There was 
a clear indication from the teachers’ responses in this section that they are 
not motivated through workshops because they are never sent to workshops 
(Negumbo, 2016:103-104).

“The participants explained that the challenges that their schools face in 
terms of learners’ underperformance are mainly due to the automatic transfer 
policy (Negumbo, 2016:112)”. It is clear that one of the major challenges 
school leaders face is the automatic transfer policy, which has a negative 
impact on learners’ academic performance. The participants’ responses are in 
line with literature by Sichombe, Nambira, Tjipueja and Kapenada (2011). 
According to these authors, Namibian schools are faced with the problem of 
high grade repetition and the transferal of learners to the next grade without 
their achieving the basic competencies for the previous grade (Sichombe et al., 
2011:25). The non-promotion transfer policy may have a negative impact on 
learners’ performance because learners are transferred without reaching the 
promotion requirements. This in turn leads to a high rate of underperformance 
in the next grades.

Apart from the non-promotion transfer policy there are other challenges 
experienced by Social Studies teachers and principals when they responded 
to the following question: “What are the possible factors contributing to 
academic underperformance in schools?”

One of the participants commented as follows:
Most of the things which are contributing to the learners’ poor performance at this 

school are lack of parents’ involvement, lack of motivation, time, because most of 
the time children are just alone at home, their parents are always at work.

Participating teachers and principals, held the same view when one says: 
One of the contributing factors really is the automatic transfer, lack of motivation, 

parental involvement, sometimes you may find children alone at home, their parents 
are working at other places. […] Some parents [are] involved in alcoholism, so they 
do not pay attention to their children’ education. Even the situations in our town, 
most of the parents are factory workers, sometimes when they go to work children 
are sleeping and when they come back from work they find them sleeping again. 
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One of the participants agreed with this view:
What contributes toward learners’ academic performance are learners that are 

transferred from one grade to another, lack of parent’s involvement: parental 
involvement always remains a challenge.

Another participant had the following to say: 
Parents do not like to come to school and they always excuse themselves with work. 

They would like to tell us that work won’t allow them to come to school. This is a 
challenge to the school, therefore most of the time the school schedule the parents’ 
meeting after hours.

It is clear that both the participating teachers and principals were of the view 
that parents were not involved in their children’s education. They felt that 
parents were not involved in their children’s education because of their work 
situation and alcohol abuse (Negumbo, 2016:102-103). From the analysis of 
the responses, it became clear that lack of parents’ involvement in their children’s 
education may have a negative influence on learners’ performance. Therefore, it 
is suggested that proper arrangements be made so that parents may assist their 
children with schoolwork. They could also seek an opportunity to discuss their 
children’s progress with the school instead of waiting for the child’s report. 

During the interviews with the participating teachers, the following question 
was also asked, “What are the challenges of teaching and learning you have 
experienced in Social Studies?” 

Participants’ responses show that a shortage of teaching and learning 
materials may be one of the challenges and factors that contribute to learners’ 
underperformance. One of the participants stated:

Social Studies is … [about] learning and understanding the subject, what usually 
I do is present my lesson with the project, because most of the time we do not have 
some materials. Most of the time I use copy and paste from the internet to present 
the lesson. 

Another respondent remarked:
Some of the challenges are lack of materials, sometimes I have to go and make 

copies because learners do not have enough textbooks and it is time-consuming.

These data clearly indicate that there is a lack of teaching and learning support 
material at some schools. This state of affairs was verified when the researcher 
did the classroom lesson observations. Teaching and learning is not effective 
if there is a lack of support materials. Materials and appropriate resources 
form the foundation on which teachers base their teaching in attempting to 
help learners understand the subject content. Teaching and learning support 
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materials also promote successful teaching and learning and help the teacher 
to communicate with learners more effectively (Negumbo, 2016:106).

During the interviews, some participants responded to the question, “How 
do government policies affect learners’ academic performance?” by arguing 
that learners have difficulty in reading and learning in Social Studies. Some of 
the comments are presented below:

Learners have a problem with language; the majority do not really understand English.

So far learners whom I am teaching they cannot write English, some of the 
learners do not understand the content of the subject.

Sometimes learners do not understand English because most of the time they speak 
Afrikaans at home and at school when they are playing outside with others. 

With regard to the language policy, the researcher found that some learners 
struggle with the content of Social Studies because of their poor proficiency in 
English (Negumbo, 2016:116). This is similar to the argument of Dhurumraj 
(2013:24), who reports that the medium of instruction at schools affects learners’ 
performance in a subject because learners are unable to interpret questions in 
examinations if they do not understand questions due to the language problem. 

Furthermore, the above extracts demonstrate that English as the medium of 
instruction is a challenge to many learners and that many lack proficiency in 
using the language. Owing to the language barrier, learners may find it difficult 
to understand the content of the subject as well as the teacher’s explanation. 
Therefore, learners may not understand what the teacher is attempting to 
explain and cannot express themselves when it comes to tests or examinations. 
The participants’ views are similar to Harris’s (2012:19) argument that, learning 
subject content in English is one of the contributing factors to the high failure 
rate in Namibian schools. It is clear that a lack of a suitable level of proficiency 
in English might indeed be one of the barriers that have an impact on learners’ 
performance in Social Studies in Namibian schools.

Conclusion

It is clear that the policy of automatic transfer is one of the challenges facing 
schools in terms of learners’ poor performance. In this regard learners are 
transferred to the next grade even though they did do not meet the subject 
or grade pass requirement. Another factor that affects learners’ performance 
is untrained teachers, in the sense that they are not trained to teach Social 
Studies. Untrained teachers have neither sound subject knowledge nor the 
skills required for implementing the Social Studies curriculum. As a result, 
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learners might not perform well. 

The teachers indicated that since Afrikaans is the main home language in the 
area where the research was undertaken, English as the language of teaching 
and learning is a barrier that prevents learners from fully understanding the 
subject content. The current language policy thus also poses a challenge. 
It is also evident that principals do not always monitor the teaching and 
learning process and that the participating teachers experience a lack of in-
service training opportunities or workshops. Class visits by the participating 
principals to monitor teaching and learning, do not occur on a regular basis. 
This shows a lack of leadership and management. The results of this study 
highlighted the above-mentioned challenges to the learners’ performance in 
Social Studies. This study has achieved its aim of identifying possible causes of 
learners’ underperformance in Social Studies in selected schools in Namibia. 
The recommendations arising from the study are presented below.

Recommendations 

This study revealed that four of the five teachers of Social Studies who 
participated in the research had not been trained to teach the subject. The 
Education Department had therefore appointed teachers who were untrained 
and who were required to teach a subject in which they had not specialised. 
It is recommended that the Education Department appoint properly trained 
teachers and that teachers be appointed in their area of specialisation. It is 
also recommended that unqualified teachers further their studies to ensure 
that they are competent to teach the subject. Teachers could request training 
by voicing their training needs to the Education Regional Office in order 
to engage in professional development programmes offered by educational 
support institutions such as the National Institute for Educational 
Development (NIED). Through professional development programmes, 
teachers may attend workshops, receive appropriate induction, be encouraged 
to further their studies, and become empowered to implement the curriculum 
of the subject they are teaching. With regard to the language policy, it is 
recommended that educational policy makers revisit the language policy with 
regard to using English as the medium of instruction. From the study it is 
clear that learners are struggling with the content of Social Studies because of 
a lack of proficiency in English. It is therefore recommended that the language 
policy in education be considered, which will facilitate the learning process. 

It is also recommended that principals fulfil their roles as curriculum and 
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instructional leaders to enhance the teaching and learning quality in schools.

It is also recommended that educational policy makers review both the 
promotional and the non-promotional policy, as these policies are contradictory 
and clearly have a negative impact on learner success. This study achieved its 
aim of identifying possible causes of learners’ underperformance in Social 
Studies. Further research and the resultant recommendations could assist in 
progressively improving learner performance in Namibia.

The road ahead

It is clear that lobbying and more groundwork will have to be done to address the 
identified problems. These problems need to be addressed at government as well as at 
district and school level as the challenges facing the problem of underperformance, 
is multifaceted. In this particular context, Social Studies is clearly not achieving its 
goals of educating and forming learners as future responsible citizens. Collaboration 
between all stakeholders is required; we owe it to the children.
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