
LIFE SCIENCES with Mariechen Vermeulen -Transcript 

[00:00:00] George Eadie: [00:00:00] Since 1975 The Answer Series, o7en called TAS, has 
been empowering high school learners. We’ve become the best-selling study guide series in 
South Africa. 

TAS study guides are comprehensive and easy to use. They are wriHen – and frequently 
updated – by teachers, examiners and subject specialists. The Answer Series is – and has 
always been – a family-run business.  

[00:00:25] Our purpose with The Answer Series is to impart the gi7 of confidence. Welcome 
to Subject Scoop, with me your host and TAS CEO, George Eadie. In each episode of Subject 
Scoop, we dig into a specific subject area and what the year holds for that subject. We’ll 
unpack what learners are really struggling with and how you as a teacher can help them on a 
pracUcal level.  

[00:00:49] It will also cover what subject experts experienced in Gr 12 exam marking.  Okay. 

[00:01:00] [00:01:00] This episode, we tackle life sciences and joining me to do so is 
Mariechen Vermeulen. Mariechen is the head of department at La Rochelle girls high school. 
In Paarl. She’s also involved in the external markeUng for the matric examinaUons. Now for 
several years in 2012, she graduated the human life sciences department of Stellenbosch 
Cum Laude. And so we are extremely grateful to have her here today to unpack what's in 
store for life sciences in 2021.  

[00:01:29] Welcome Mariechen. It's absolutely awesome to have you here today to unpack 
Life Sciences in 2021, but first, a liHle bit more about yourself and kind of what aHracted you 
to the subject. You know, why Life Sciences, what aspects of the subject aHracted you to it? 
Why did you want to teach it to others?  

[00:01:47] Mariechen Vermeulen : [00:01:47] Well, George firstly, I think, um, as with 
probably many teachers, I had a teacher inspired me and I was the sot on archaea. 
Absolutely fantasUc biology teacher. She didn't only teach me the content, [00:02:00] but 
showed me so much about compassion and empathy in educaUon. Um, she was just 
amazing. 

[00:02:05] It was almost my favorite subject of the day. She taught me that the most valuable 
things in life are very o7en, also the most helpless ones. So we need to people to protect it. 
And life sciences gives me the opportunity to express that love of nature and my drive to 
protect it. And then secondly, I'm definitely a le7 person. 

[00:02:23] Um, so the scienUfic thinking that accompanies life sciences really appeals to me. 
It just all makes sense. It's methodical, it's organized. Um, it's a subject of processes that 
linked together and the more you study it, the more your understanding of the whole picture 
of life just, you know, fits together, which links to my last reason. 

[00:02:43] And that's that, you know, I just love nature and understanding organisms beHer. 
And I think this part of Life Sciences appeals to most learners as well, because like integraUng 
learner first period in my class will ask like, men. What are we going to dissect this year? So, 



you know, just like the blood and [00:03:00] guts of it all and understanding how things work 
that appeals to me. 

[00:03:03]George Eadie: [00:03:03] That's definitely something I can connect to as well. The 
love of nature. Although I do recall our biology teacher in school dissecUng a sheep's brain, 
and I remember being quite grateful for not being the best that episode. So, um, there you 
go. But. Mariechen, how has Life Science has changed over the years? What issues have 
emerged or are there any posiUve changes that have occurred in the subject as you've been 
teaching at these last several years? 

[00:03:31] Mariechen Vermeulen : [00:03:31] Well, the subject has definitely undergone 
some changes back in 2007. When I was in matric, I don't remember the subject having such 
a strong like pracUcal angle. Um, and to me that would be the most dramaUc shi7, you know, 
changing from biology to life sciences. Where the emphasis now seems to be on the science 
component and the skills that accompany scienUfic thinking. 

[00:03:55] Um, this is definitely led to a greater emphasis on higher cogniUve [00:04:00] 
thinking skills, especially when answering exam quesUons, um, skills such as being able to 
explain why a parUcular adaptaUon is important rather than just naming or lisUng it. And, 
you know, in my experience, the shi7 wasn't necessarily a bad thing. 

[00:04:13] Um, I actually prefer teaching the subject in this new direcUon, but, um, I think 
the sad thing is that for many learners who love biology in grade nine, because they think it's 
all about organs and systems. They're very quickly disillusioned in grade10 when the subject 
takes on this new layer of complexity. So it's almost as if the shi7 from biology to life, 
sciences has to some extent limited the accessibility of the subject content to your average 
student.  

[00:04:40] George Eadie: [00:04:40] And what are some of the ways you kind of onboard 
those learners into the scienUfic component of it? You've learned to really love that 
component. And perhaps it's true that others who are experiencing it for the first Ume, um, 
have, have yet to learn it. And so you have yet to love it, you know, [00:05:00] but they can 
get there. What are some ways that you help them to get over that threshold?  

[00:05:04] Mariechen Vermeulen : [00:05:04] So I believe in pracUcing life sciences, the 
same way you would do mathemaUcs. So the more you do examples of quesUons, the more 
you actually have that type of quesUoning in class, where instead of just teaching the 
content, you actually engage the learners and ask them. But why? Try to explain to me why 
this is important and then definitely starUng early on. Like I make a point of taking a lot of 
Ume in the grade eight curriculum to do the scienUfic method with them and to take them 
step by step through how do  I write a hypothesis with like many examples, because the 
more opportunity they get to pracUce that skill, the beHer they become at it.  

[00:05:41] George Eadie: [00:05:41] Yeah. And I suppose it would be possible to point to 
some of the wonders of science and scienUfic developments over the years that have been 
brought to bear on our world. Um, You're a specialist in your subject and have experienced 
marking the papers. I mean, that's part of what I think it all comes down to in the end. 
[00:06:00] Um, What are some common themes or issues that came up in the marking 
related to Life Sciences? Just, just of late.  



[00:06:06] Mariechen Vermeulen : [00:06:06] Okay. So definitely reading skills, um, just 
learners, misreading quesUons, not taking enough Ume to ensure that they actually 
understand what the quesUon expects of them, or even how many marks worth of 
informaUon they should be wriUng. 

[00:06:18] Um, so taking Ume to read. Learners really need to be educated on differences 
between verbs, like explain and list, discuss and name because each of these requires 
completely different things. And in the last couple of years, the explain quesUons have really 
become an integral part of the NEC Life Sciences exam. 

[00:06:37] For example, a typical quesUon could be, explain the consequence of the 
eustachian tube becoming blocked by mucus to which many learners will respond by actually 
staUng the funcUon of eustachian tube in regulaUng pressure in the middle ear. When the 
quesUon was actually asking them to consider what would happen if the eustachian tube 
could not perform this funcUon. 

[00:06:57] So, you know, pracUcing that deducUve [00:07:00] reasoning is very important 
and should really be started as early as possible. Like I menUoned, grade eight level already 
so that they get enough Ume to acquire that skill. And then other common issues we pick up, 
um, or that there's definitely certain content that teaches clearly spend less Ume on, um, 
because learner performance in these topics is always sub-par. Topics like plant hormones, 
how the year funcUons, homeostasis, evoluUon, whether it's because of Ume constraints or 
because the teacher isn't confident in the material is uncertain, but that's definitely 
something we've picked up as well. 

[00:07:32] George Eadie: [00:07:32] Super helpful for teachers heading into their strategies 
for 2021 and how to up weight some of those areas that are common, um, sort of must mark 
areas. So thank you for sharing that. Um, and just in terms of teaching the subject, what do 
you find are some of the biggest challenges that you face in teaching life sciences? 

[00:07:53] Mariechen Vermeulen : [00:07:53] So I think this might be true for many subjects, 
but for me, Ume is definitely a big challenge in Life Sciences. You [00:08:00] know, finding 
enough Ume to do the content jusUce. Our curriculum is really jam packed. Um, just because 
of the nature of the subject. I mean, how do you fit life into 200 school days? Uh, not to 
menUon all the Ume that goes into other acUviUes in school and takes away from those 
precious 200 days. 

[00:08:16] So you o7en find yourself having to skip parts of the content that seem a liHle bit 
less important in order to get to the meat of that informaUon. And it's really sad because I 
think life sciences is one of those few subjects that really teaches a kid about real life and 
real life skills. So you don't want to really skim on that informaUon. 

[00:08:35] Uh, another challenge that many schools are facing is the pracUcal component of 
the subject. Um, being more pracUcal and applied, you would ideally like to actually show 
learners the experiments that do discussing and have them do them in class. But for many 
schools, they just don't have the apparatus or the funds to purchase them. 

[00:08:52] So that kind of detracts from the real value of the subject. And then definitely for 
me, I've a parUcular challenge with a disconnect between [00:09:00] the progression from 
grade eight to grade nine, moving, integraUng learners on not adequately prepared in grade 



eight and nine for what they can expect in grade 10, not in terms of content, not in terms of 
assessments and not in terms of volume of work. 

[00:09:13] Um, the senior phase. It just doesn't teach kids how to deal with loads and loads 
of work. I mean, in some subjects they sUll write off content in the June exam. So by the end 
of the year, they're not even wriUng on the biology component of Natural Sciences and it's a 
huge shock to their system at the first term of grade 10. 

[00:09:32] So I think this could definitely be beHer mediated by just reevaluaUng the way we 
teach natural sciences and how the assessments in those grades are compiled.  

[00:09:40] George Eadie: [00:09:40] In terms of overcoming some of these challenges. And 
addressing them in, in, in the, in the classroom, have you found certain resources to be super 
helpful that you wouldn't mind sharing? 

[00:09:51] Um, with the teachers that are out there, um, facing the year ahead and what 
might be some things to put in place to make their jobs a liHle easier?  

[00:10:00] [00:10:00] Mariechen Vermeulen : [00:10:00] Okay. So I'm definitely an avid 
textbook collector. You know, no textbook is enough for me. I love combining resources and 
I'm constantly looking for new and interesUng diagrams and explanaUons to help learners is 
beHer understand the content and the answer series has been one of my favorites to use. 
Um, the content is just so learner friendly, the great diagrams and the summaries make it 
easy for them to understand. Um, it's really a trustworthy source and it's designed 
specifically for the South African curriculum. 

[00:10:28] So. definitely one of my favorites and then my learners and I, we love YouTube 
videos, um, like their amoeba sister's crash course biology that they really helped. You 
summarize the most salient points with great visual animaUons that keeps your learners 
interested. And then for me, I love also using the NEC exam database. Um, it has a wealth of 
resources when it comes to seing up tasks and tastes and just being able. To kind of study 
the trend of what they asking in the end of the year exams and the diagnosUc reports that 
then come out a7er those NEC [00:11:00] results just adds another layer of complexity by 
dissecUng those papers and giving very useful feedback about common areas that learners 
have been making and giving teachers good advice about how to address them. 

[00:11:13] George Eadie: [00:11:13] Thank you so much for sharing that. I think that's going 
to be of great use to teachers heading out into 2021. But just over to a quick ad break. Now, 
as we just share some of the things available to teachers supplied from the answer series 
back in a second.  

[00:11:28] Ad break: [00:11:28] tudy Guides emerged as 2020’s game-changer for 
independent learning.Choose the best study guides for your learners. They will thank you 
later, we promise! 

 Why not become a TAS Teacher. Update your details and receive the following: 

20% off your class’s books for the year 

Free Access to the TAS Podcast 



Free e-books through IT.si or Snapplify 

Free access to Grade 12 Videos 

Helpful blog resources for teachers and many more exciUng things to come. To find out more 
follow the link in the show notes of this podcast. 

 All right.  

[00:12:05] George Eadie: [00:12:05] We're back. I'd love to get into now the impact of 
COVID-19 on your subject. Clearly the whole world has been impacted by this, but educaUon 
has suffered a, a deep blow let's say, um, what has been the unique impact on Life Sciences 
and, and, and how is that impacUng how you're going into 2021. 

[00:12:26] Mariechen Vermeulen : [00:12:26] So for me, definitely COVID once again, may 
Ume a big factor. Um, you know, it's already a jam packed curriculum to get through in a 
normal year, especially with the grade 12 curriculum someUmes also including grade 11 
content, but with COVID, you know, we felt that Ume crunch even more. Um, also due to 
social distancing measures, we were very limited in performing more pracUcal components 
in class. 

[00:12:51] Um, we had to go back to doing demonstraUons rather than leing learners 
handle the apparatus themselves as we would normally do. But they were definitely some 
posiUves for me as [00:13:00] well. You know, it wasn't all bad. Um, COVID did force us to 
think about learner support systems at home. You didn't see them each week. 

[00:13:07] You had to give them that distance learning support in some way. So we 
developed e- lessons and some online quizzes. We started exploring all different types of 
apps to help with distance learning. And all of those resources are sUll there. Now, you know, 
we can use them over and over every single year. So they stand to benefit so many learners 
and it's actually just made my life so much easier. Um, they can serve as that invaluable 
resource for learners who are struggling, but also learners who want to do that extra bit to 
get good results. And then I also really enjoyed the emphasis that COVID put on the theory 
and the understanding of the work I'm spending more Ume on geing the important bits 
down, laying that foundaUon. 

[00:13:48] Well, because. That was really all we had Ume for, you know. They took the fluff 
out of the curriculum, so we could focus on the important parts that were essenUal for the 
higher grades. So pros and cons. 

[00:14:00]George Eadie: [00:14:00] [00:14:00] Out of curiosity, now that you menUoned 
they took the fluff out of the curriculum. What, uh, this year's grade 12 is going to be wriUng 
in terms of the curriculum. Are they going to need to be doing, um, you know, addiUonal 
catch up or what's the impact of that?  

[00:14:14] Mariechen Vermeulen : [00:14:14] So the fluff year would be like maybe at the 
end of a chapter on digesUon, they would take out liHle contents about, you know, healthy 
diets, for example. 

[00:14:24] So in terms of what they took out of the grade 11 content. It doesn't have that 
big, an impact on the grade 12 curriculum as we're teaching it now. Yes, there would be 



some key things that we would have loved to explain to them just for like life skills purposes, 
but there is no, there was quite a good connect between what needs to be done for the next 
grade. So we don't leave that content out.  

[00:14:47] George Eadie: [00:14:47] So turning nine to 2021, w what is your outlook for the 
subject and perhaps what are some of your concerns?  

[00:14:52] Mariechen Vermeulen : [00:14:52] I really want to ensure that, you know, despite 
all the uncertainUes and gaps that 2020 created and kind of has le7 us with [00:15:00] that, I 
sUll focus on laying that good and solid foundaUon for my learners to be successful in life 
sciences. I think that's vital, you know, to never lose focus of that bigger picture way. We 
want our learners to get you. So every acUvity you do, every homework exercise. Every 
presentaUon, we do it hones the skills that you're looking to culUvate in them, criUcal 
thinking skills. 

[00:15:22] And that way of learning actually starts very early on. So I put a lot of pressure on 
my grade 10's. Um, someUmes, maybe a bit to my own detriment because you know, that's 
the first year you can really roll up your sleeves and start doing Life Sciences with them. And I 
do this because I know where I need them to get you. 

[00:15:39] I know where they need to be in grade 11 and grade 12, where I'm not going to 
be their examiner. So I'm going to keep that standard number one. And then at the same 
Ume, I think this year, I really want to focus on mental health for my learners. Um, last year 
just took so much out of many of us. Um, the learners are no excepUon to that. 

[00:15:57] As teachers, we were just constantly trying to [00:16:00] keep it all together, 
maintain a level of normality. And for me, that was really a huge struggle, um, doing things 
two, three Umes over. Planning meUculously and then having that rug pulled out from under 
you. So hashtag teacher problems, 2020, you know, so, you know, learners pick up on that 
and they're also really stressed and they're anxious about geing through the work and 
geing good marks or that they lives can go on. 

[00:16:22] So this year I want to slow down. I want to take some Ume to pause. I want to do 
what I have to do and not put too much pressure on myself or my learners, everything that I 
want to do. Because we need to, I need to get a bit of balance. I don't want learners sinking 
under the work. I don't want them feeling like they're being le7 behind. 

[00:16:43] I don't want them to struggle, but be too afraid to ask for help. So for me this year 
has to be a mental health year. 

[00:16:50]George Eadie: [00:16:50] I'm really pleased that you menUoned that because I'm 
sure that's going to give a lot of teachers out there, the confidence to do the same, because 
I'm sure the pressure is on to sort of feel well [00:17:00] I need to Uck the boxes, you know, 
um, and actually Ucking all the boxes could end up being at the detriment to the learner and, 
and, and yourself as a, as a teacher looking to do, you know, many more years of, of, uh, of 
passionate teaching. So I think that is Sage, uh, consideraUon for 2021. And, and with that, 
are there some strategies and mechanisms that you've put in place to make the most of this 
year for your learners? 



[00:17:28] Mariechen Vermeulen : [00:17:28] Well, at our school, we've switched to an 
online plaoorm of Microso7 teams. So I'm in the process of compiling a database of my 
exercises, my notes, all my online quizzes and video lessons. Um, and this way I can also 
actually keep the communicaUon lines between my learners and myself open and check up 
on their progress. 

[00:17:47] There've also been some major changes to the number of formal assessments 
and the prescripUons around these four this year, specifically. So that's kind of forced me to 
have to rethink about how I'm going to use informal assessment in a more meaningful 
[00:18:00] way to cover my content. So I'm a big believer in pracUcing life sciences. 

[00:18:04] And I tend to have a look at my old exercises, homework acUviUes. You know, just 
reorganize them, bulk them up a bit so that they really taste the wide range of skills and 
topics and can help my learners see what they do and do not understand.  

[00:18:18] George Eadie: [00:18:18] Okay, great. Yeah, that's gonna, I think leave those 
learners in a very solid place. Um, one of the things that we really are interested in always is, 
you know, what is this role of the subject in this learner's life beyond school? Uh, the future 
careers they might pursue or just. What is the general applicaUon and lasUng impact of, of 
covering the subject in high school? As a deeper meaning aspect. 

[00:18:42] Mariechen Vermeulen : [00:18:42] So I really love the subject, um, because I 
believe it's one of the few things that actually teaches you something about life. Um, you just 
have to look at how people are responding to the ideas of like herd immunity and viral 
infecUons to know who actually took Life-sciences at school and who knows what they're 
talking about and [00:19:00] who doesn't. 

[00:19:01] So for me, the subject teaches invaluable life skills, um, that everyone needs. And 
it can come in handy in many future careers. Um, learning how to work with dots are 
learning how to quesUon and think scienUfically learning, how to idenUfy links between 
topics and seeing that bigger picture. And these are about a few of the skills that our 
learners hopefully pick up when they go through life sciences. 

[00:19:24] But at the same Ume, I've experienced it to be a undervalued subject. Um, many 
courses in the sciences require MathemaUcs and Physical Sciences, but not Life Sciences. You 
can go study veterinary science and even medicine at certain universiUes, and they don't 
require Life Sciences. And I feel that it doesn't get the credit it's really do. Seeing that the 
emphasis has shi7ed to be a more scienUfically orientated subject. It should really, in my 
opinion, be more valued and undergraduate programs for science.  

[00:19:56] George Eadie: [00:19:56] I couldn't agree more. And parUcularly with [00:20:00] 
the way in which the world is turning now that we need to have a much greater 
consciousness of the naUonal environment in the way we conduct everything. Um, so I really 
stand with you on that. You've been absolutely awesome today. I've got one more quesUon 
for you then, please. What advice do you have for learners that want to succeed at Life 
Sciences? You know, any study habits or skills that they should try to culUvate to fulfill their 
potenUal in the subject.  

[00:20:28] Mariechen Vermeulen : [00:20:28] So being a choice, the subject, they definitely, 
number one at least need to have an interest in life sciences, you know, preferably a passion, 



but at the least an interest. And then it's definitely criUcal. Um, and scienUfic thinking skills 
are important, you know, quesUoning things, looking for mistakes improvements, wanUng to 
understand, but why, how does it work? Having that inquisiUve nature? A good work ethic is 
also very important because there is so much content to this subject. You need to, to work at 
it every [00:21:00] day. Long-term learning is, would give you a learner, the greatest success 
in the subject, and it's allows you to spend enough Ume with the content so that you can 
actually start seeing the links between the concepts. 

[00:21:10] But nothing's going to work, at least you do. So there needs to be a dedicaUon to 
learning. And with that, you also need to learn from your mistakes. That's a scienUfic 
thinking, you know, they say if at first you fail, redo it at least two more Umes, because then 
your failure will be staUsUcally significant. 

[00:21:25] So that has to be the aitude of the last science is learner failure is not an end. It's 
the beginning. And then to some degree you have to have a love of languages that also helps 
because the subject is full to the brim with like terminology and jargon. So. The way I o7en 
help learners to beHer understand the content is to unpack those words for them to tell 
them where they come from, what they mean. And if you're a really good learner, you're 
actually studying that for yourself.  

[00:21:50] George Eadie: [00:21:50] Well, by now, I think any teachers listening and any 
learners listening have some serious pracUcal advice to take into 2021. [00:22:00] But if I 
think back to what we've talked about today, the things that really stand out for me are that. 
This is a science and the evoluUon in life sciences since the days of being biology has been to 
culUvate that scienUfic rigor that comes with the subject. And to also have that as a 
component, as a source of inspiraUon, I mean, science has brought so many wonders to the 
world and it's something that can bring relevance to that learner and to the teacher, um, you 
know, growing through the subject. 

[00:22:30] The other part that stood out for me is just that there is a serious amount of 
volume to cover. And the impact of that is the requirement of consistency, but also the 
content aspect, which is not to try to call the boxes to sUll maintain that sense of calm and 
balance to get through the a in one piece. 

[00:22:49] So as to be able to convert on the exams at the end of the year, in a way that 
yeah, reflect a sense of grounded knowledge and. And lastly to [00:23:00] culUvate that 
internal sense of, but why, and you know, that that can last well beyond school, you know? 
And, um, there's no depth and no, no end to the depth of, of nature. 

[00:23:12] Um, so I'm sure there's, you can ask the why so many Umes and, and keep the 
inspiraUon and curiosity flowing all around us. You just need to ask why. And again, thank 
you so much for being with us today. We really appreciate your contribuUon and look 
forward to checking in with you throughout the year for any teachers out there. Um, or 
anyone in, in any case, looking for any more informaUon or quesUons, please feel free to 
reach out. We'd love to support you and, uh, be in touch as we collecUvely tackle this very 
important subject.  

[00:23:43] We’re so glad that you took some Ume to listen to this episode of Subject Scoop. 



Please feel free to share the link with anyone you feel would benefit from it. Do also keep an 
eye out on our podcast channel for a new series launching soon called ‘Around the Table 
with George Eadie’ where I’ll be talking all things educaUon, innovaUon and inspiraUon with 
some brilliant guests from around the country and further afield.  

Follow us on social media for more updates @theanswerseries and follow me, George Eadie 
on TwiHer on the handle @georgeeadie  You’ll find links to these podcasts on our blog. Or 
simply watch out for them on Apple Podcasts, SpoUfy or wherever else you listen to your 
podcasts. 


