
Around the Table Episode 7: Talking curriculum 
with John Volmink_Transcript 
[00:00:00] George Eadie: In which we tackle the topic, the role of curriculum 
in education and to do so we are talking with Dr. John Volmink to give an 
understanding of his background in curriculum. Well, firstly, John was born 
and raised in Athlone Cape town, South Africa. He started his academic 
career at the University of the Western Cape, South Africa, where he studied 
Mathematics and Physics, and later completed the PhD in Mathematics 
Education at Cornell University in the states by 1988, he returned to Southern 
Africa in 1990, after almost a decade in the USA. He started his teaching 
career as a high school teacher and later held various university teaching 
positions, including the university of Western Cape university of Cape town 
and Cornell University. Since returning from the states, he has held senior 
positions in the education sector. 

[00:00:52] Vice chancellor, this vice chancellor that, uh, most notable for this 
podcast as being his central involvement in [00:01:00] curriculum reform in 
Post-apartheid South Africa, he's been asked by all four ministers of 
education to play a leading role in the transformation of education in the 
new South Africa. He served for four years as the chairperson of the Umalusi 
Council from 2006 to 2010. 

[00:01:16] And it was reappointed by the minister of basic education as the 
chairperson for the period 2014 to 2022 in 2016, he served as the interim vice 
chancellor of the Durban university of technology, and also acting vice 
chancellor at CPUT in 2017. Stellenbosch university has awarded an honorary 
doctorate to be conferred in 2021. 

[00:01:37] And after 25 years, he returned to Cape Town and refurbished the 
house in Cape Town where he grew up. John and his late wife, Angela, who 
was also a teacher worked together in community-based educational 
projects in the affluent area with a focus on young people. And these days is 
involved in the Ubuntu Leaders Academy in Portugal and several other 
countries. 

[00:01:58] And lastly, he is the chairperson [00:02:00] of the DG Murry Trust. Dr. 
John . It is a complete pleasure to have you in the show today and to pick 
your brain and your memory about this really important topic called the topic 
of curriculum and the role the curriculum plays in shaping a quality education 
system in South Africa and I guess in education systems overall, a very warm 
welcome to you. Thank you so much for being here.  



[00:02:26] Dr John Volmink: Thank you very much. Always. It's a pleasure 
being here.  

[00:02:30] George Eadie: John. I know that you have a unique history, like, like 
everyone, I suppose, but I mean, I think your, your history has shaped a lot of 
what you do now as a very senior educator and influencer. 

[00:02:43] Um, can you recall what lasting implications or what lasting affects, 
uh, your, your schooling career had on you back, back in the day when you 
were a youngster?  

[00:02:55] Dr John Volmink: Yes. Uh, in, in brevity, I would say, um, you know, 
because [00:03:00] I was born and had my education under apartheid. I, I 
didn't know anything before then. Um, they were limited horizons. 

[00:03:10] That's the one thing, uh, and I was. Uh, limited in many ways, but in 
particular what my positive possible self could be. But, uh, and that was 
because of the system. Uh, the fortunate part is that during those times, uh, 
early into the, into the nationalist government rule, we still had teachers. We 
came out from a different era and they were deeply committed, uh, to, uh, 
to education. 

[00:03:45] They were highly competent people, uh, who could have become 
anything, except all these various acts that determined where you could live, 
where you could go to school, where you could go to university. Put 
parameters [00:04:00] around them. So they became teachers. They were 
very important factors in my life. And so in a sense, I got a perverse gift from 
Apartheid and, and, and that gift was my teachers. 

[00:04:14] George Eadie: That is a, that's a truly bizarre yeah. Context in which 
is sort of a unique kind of experiment could be conducted, which is that, you 
know, what happens in society when some of the brightest minds, I actually 
involved in the act of teaching young, young kids. Um, and it seems like in 
that case, anyway, you, you hung onto that. 

[00:04:37] Uh, strength attribute of, of what happened to you, um, in an 
incredible way. I mean, you, you went on, um, to, to graduate from an Ivy 
league university in the U S along with a few of your siblings. Would you like to 
comment a little bit on how that happened and, and what the story was 
there?  

[00:04:56] Dr John Volmink: Well, when I left school, I. [00:05:00] I had been 
discouraged to think about a university simply because I had an interest in 
studying mathematics. And at the time the Apartheid regime said there's no 



point and for vote in particular and no point in a black child learning 
mathematics, um, it should be. And these are his words, the drawers of water 
and the users of wood. 

[00:05:25] So I had almost given up and, and I'll come back to that, uh, uh, 
later, but, but essentially, um, somebody came into my life and, and gave me 
an opportunity, gave me the hope, gave me the, the possibility of pursuing 
my university career and. I had already given up in the sense, and this man 
who happens to be a white man, came into my world and [00:06:00] said, uh, 
to me, Uh, that the Lion's Club has agreed to give me a bursary for two years 
and that made all the difference. 

[00:06:08] And, and then I went to University of Western Cape. That was the 
only university that I was allowed to study mathematics. I couldn't go to UCT 
or Stellenbosch, but then, um, yeah, I, I was fortunate enough, uh, later, uh, to 
get a scholarship to Cornell University, which is an Ivy League and at the 
same time, Uh, the point that, because I had gone to university, all my 
siblings, saw university as a possible. 

[00:06:40] So my brother is that comes just after me. Uh, and the one after him 
all went to university. So at one point we were, uh, three brothers in America, 
one at me at Cornell, another brother at Harvard and another one. At Duke 
University and in North Carolina and my [00:07:00] dear mother who had 
sacrificed so much and my father, uh, he had already passed, but my mother 
came to my graduation at Cornell. 

[00:07:09] And then we went together down to North Carolina, to the other 
graduation ceremony. And then finally to Harvard. to, to go to Jimmy's, uh, 
graduation. And so today, um, yeah, all three of us have finished our PhDs, 
uh, um, myself in math education, uh, Jimmy in medicine. And he ended up 
at Oxford doing his PhD and, uh, and Peter is, did his masters at Duke and 
now a finished his PhD at WITS. 

[00:07:43] George Eadie: Well, you know, the inspiration for this podcast is 
called Around the Table and it's actually inspired by the kinds of 
conversations I've so enjoyed having, you know, after dinner with, with 
people whose minds and opinions, I, I really love and respect. I can only 
imagine the table [00:08:00] environment in your household, um, with such 
incredible minds, uh, to contribute to whatever topic might be at hand. 

[00:08:07] John, let's get into the fundamental topic today, which is the role of 
curriculum in a successful education system. And, you know, I think I'd love to 
just kind of hand over to you to, to unpack some of, um, some of how to think 
about these fundamental considerations when thinking about the role of 



curriculum and trying to use it as a, as a huge lever to drive a successful 
education system. 

[00:08:33] Dr John Volmink: I think the first thing I want to say, but it curriculum 
is it answers a question. And the question that is asked is what kind of people 
do we want to see coming out of our school system as citizens of a 
transformed and admirable society? Implicit in that statement is that a 
democracy needs a curriculum in [00:09:00] order to realize its purposes. 

[00:09:03] And so, uh, so that applies not only here, but all over the world. 
And so then the next question is what kind of teacher, what kind of curriculum 
and what kind of educational ethos will we need in order to produce such 
people. And maybe I'll come back to that later. The answer that that was 
given in our National, uh, Curriculum Statement that we are using is that we 
want learners who are literate and numerate and multi-skilled, but we're also 
confident and independent and compassionate and environmentally 
respectful and able to participate in society as critical and active citizens. 

[00:09:51] But in answer to your question, the curriculum is important for a 
democracy. And, uh, and we have a [00:10:00] curriculum for the first time, 
since 1997, before that we only had syllabis, which were fairly prescriptive 
documents that were handed down from central government to everybody. 
And all we had to do is to follow the letter of the law. 

[00:10:18] There was no participation. It wasn't a participatory process that all 
happened after 1997 in this country  

[00:10:28] George Eadie: you've been sought by, um, all the post-apartheid 
ministers of education to contribute into the curriculum. You really understand 
the history of curriculum in South Africa. I wonder if there are some things. You 
think are worth highlighting as we engage with this topic in 2021, um, that we 
need to bear in mind as to where we've come from. 

[00:10:50] Dr John Volmink: Any concepts, including curriculum has a, an 
ancestry. It comes from somewhere. And if we [00:11:00] take the. Um, the 
history, the biography of curriculum, uh, and you look at, uh, the periods, uh, 
colonial period, the apartheid period and the current, uh, democratic, uh, 
post-apartheid period. 

[00:11:18] Uh, we can highlight just a few things. I would say the first period, 
uh, very briefly as 1910 to 1952, that was the British model. Uh, and, uh, And 
we had the colonial O levels and A levels, and that is still being continued in 
our neighboring countries. Uh, you know, they still continue with O levels and 
A levels. 



[00:11:45] Uh, but as that is the qualification, but during the period of 42 years 
of colonial, uh, rule 1910 to 1952, uh, There was another more subtle [00:12:00] 
influence. And without overtly saying that there was always the implication 
that, uh, and, and by, by European driven by European nationalism, that 
what we knew, uh, what the indigenous people knows is unfit. 

[00:12:19] Uh, it's primitive and, uh, irrelevant. And even evil. And that's 
despite the fact that we've been able to survive for thousands and 
thousands of years in this particular context, all over Africa and, and they, 
they were replaced by forms of knowledge at were instrumentalist and 
materialistic, uh, in their intent. 

[00:12:43] So that was that period. And then if we move very quickly, there's 
much more I can say about that, George, because the period 1910 to 1952 
also includes 1912. And that is, uh, that is when the ANC was established. It 
also [00:13:00] included, uh, the period where lots of other people were 
working. The Teachers League was established here in the Western Cape by 
a doctor, a doctor Abduragmaan, um, uh, Abdoula Abduragmaan. 

[00:13:13] It was a well-known doctor, the first black counselor city counselor, 
and, and he also established schools such as Livingston high in Lansdowne 
and in the early 19 hundreds and, uh, and, and Trafalgar High School in 
District 6 and so on. So there was a lot of interest in education, but the 
colonial rule prevailed, then we come to the Apartheid era from 1952, I say 
1952, because that's when the education act Buntu Education act and 
colored and indian. 

[00:13:46] Uh, education act were passed and that lasted till 1997. And I say 
1997, because it's only then that we had the new curriculum statements. So 
under the apartheid [00:14:00] era, two education systems coexisted. And of 
course, there's lots that we can say about it or sufficient to say. One is 
predicated during the apartheid era was predicated on the goals of a first of 
all education. 

[00:14:16] And the other, uh, intended to be merely reproductive. And so, but 
race and ethnicity was the criteria. And all I need to say about that period is 
there was a continuous ground swell of resistance to what was known as 
Bantu Education. And that finally culminated in 1976, whether Soweto 
uprising, but even so the refusal of the state at that time to respond to any of 
the grievances about education, about schooling led to the establishment of 
the Mass Democratic Movement and the politics of confrontation in 
[00:15:00] education. 

[00:15:01] And that became increasingly organized until the national 
education crisis committee was established in 1980 and with it. So this was pre 



1994 came, uh, the People's Education Movements. And I'm not going to say 
much about the People's Education Movement sufficient to say that it led to 
educational practice. 

[00:15:26] Uh, it would lead to educational practices that would enable the 
oppressed to understand and resist exploitation in the workplace and in the 
school and other institutions. And it found expression in three commissions, 
one was history, another one was English and the other one was 
mathematics and mathematics loss at the longest. 

[00:15:47] But in the end, in the end people's education. And, and it's failed 
for many reasons and maybe, uh, because it [00:16:00] became too overtly 
political and even Willy at times. And so it wasn't, it w it was not sustained. Uh, 
but more importantly, people's education that took away learning from the 
class to a struggle in the streets. 

[00:16:18] And that was a mistake, but it is encouraging George to notice 
that there are elements of people's education that got carried forward into 
the national curriculum statement that we have today.  

[00:16:34] George Eadie: John, you know, I think, uh, I can just picture you 
and your team fully. You know that word sanitizing, I mean, that, that process 
of fully comprehending the extent of, um, the most severe kind of 
conditioning, um, leveled out to the young people of this country, you would 
have experienced it [00:17:00] yourselves and in your own communities, but 
to, to see it so systematically in 19, you know, across 19 different syllabus, how 
was that? 

[00:17:10] Dr John Volmink: Yeah, it's um, I was, uh, I was, um, uh, thinking 
about that the other day and strangely, uh, you know, the, uh, we didn't 
have much debate except in certain areas like religion. Uh, uh, uh, and I was 
involved in that committee as well as the mathematics committee, but the 
new part, the, the startling the difference was that they, it was now an 
awareness that we can be participants in the choices that affect our lives. 

[00:17:49] You know, before that point, George, we only had syllabis that we 
opened up as a document and try to implement. Now we were sitting 
around the table, even though [00:18:00] that process that you just described 
was imperfect and flawed. Uh, it, it, we moved away from the old obedience 
ethic, uh, to a democratic ethic, consistent with, with the new democracy 
and things like human rights, human rights considerations were infused into all 
the curriculum. 

[00:18:23] Including curriculum such as mathematics. So there was a new 
conversation happening, and that was at the end of the apartheid era and 



the beginning. And so he was still living in that interim period until 1997. And, 
and, and then, uh, of course, uh, we had the national curriculum statement 
developing the, uh, and it's, it's maybe unfortunate that, uh, people, uh, who 
will not serve people, I Bill Spadey was called in by [00:19:00] the then minister 
to help with the, with the delivery of the national curriculum statement. And 
he introduced the idea of outcomes based education as an approach to 
deliver the curriculum. The curriculum is not the same. You can't talk about 
the OBE curriculum because the curriculum statement is, is stands on its own. 

[00:19:22] It has. Elements, uh, it was, uh, you know, this is now posts post 
Apartheidit was a nationally set curriculum. It was internationally 
benchmarked. It was modern and relevant and, and, and embody 21st 
century skills. And if most importantly, that George, it reflected the progressive 
values of our constitution and it was focused on South Africa and Africa. 

[00:19:52] And it had certain principles. And I think I just want to mention this, 
uh, and is that w [00:20:00] there were nine principles. I won't go through all of 
them, but social transformation was one and, and, and high knowledge and 
high skills was another, but one other one was outcomes based education. It 
was one of nine things that we said. Uh, the principles underlying this 
curriculum. And when we said OBE failed, we mean, we've come to realize 
that an outcomes based approach did not work in this context. Um, and so, 
yeah. Um, maybe, maybe before you ask other question, I just want to say 
that this first curriculum was flawed. I'll be the first one to say. 

[00:20:44] I, I wasn't part of that design. Um, I was part of the review of that 
curriculum. Yes. But, um, but the first curriculum reform, which is curriculum 
2005 was bold and it embraced [00:21:00] all and an had to deal with 
challenges. One is the post Apartheid challenge. How, how can we provide 
awareness, the conditions for greater social justice and equity and 
development. 

[00:21:15] And on the other hand, the global participation challenge is not 
only post about it. We need to be participants in a, in a, in a broader 
economy. And for that, we need the knowledge, skills, and competencies to 
participate in an economy of the 21st century. Now that is an ongoing 
process. And then lastly, the, the challenge of developing critical citizens and 
even it critical of the new dispensation, not just critical of the apartheid 
period, but critical remain critical of the current government. 

[00:21:52] George Eadie: That's what gave rise to, to the arrival of, of caps. 
Um, perhaps you can just mention a [00:22:00] little bit about, you know, what 
caps represents, uh, In the, in the development of curriculum in South African 
context. And what kinds of, of, I suppose, pressures does it now face as it 
contemplates its evolution going forward. 



[00:22:18] Dr John Volmink: Caps took its bearings from the, from the 
shortcomings of curriculum 2005, and even the revised national curriculum 
statement. It took into account that they were inadequate. There was 
inadequate orientation and training, and that the resources that would be 
made available was not there. But most importantly, caps arose from, uh, the 
chaos, uh, that existed at a time when there were several instructions 
[00:23:00] landing on the teacher's table, one coming from the national 
department, another coming from the provincial department, another 
coming from the principal and in the subject advisor. And they all had 
different things to say. And the poor teacher had no idea of how to handle 
all of this.  

[00:23:22] So on the one end, there was. Uh, the content curriculum content. 
And on the other hand, they were the assessment criteria that were 
numerous and they were onerous in terms of applying. So kept, simply 
brought us two together. It's a curriculum and assessment policy statement. 
So in one document, not several other documents. Before that teachers had 
a curriculum outline and then they all the assessment criteria [00:24:00] and 
the assessment criteria were so many and on top of it, that curriculum. 

[00:24:06] Um, uh, contained 40 odd concepts that the teachers had to 
understand. Caps was a simplification, but maybe, maybe George, it was an 
over simplification because it, um, it removed while it had the benefit of 
bringing together. curricullum. And assessment. It also eliminated things such 
as the development outcomes, uh, such as those that I mentioned earlier, the 
cultural, the aesthetic sensitivity, responsible citizenship, entrepreneurial 
opportunities. 

[00:24:43] So what, where we have gone is essentially we've gone back to 
the curriculum model of South Africa in a sense, you know, pre Apartheid. 
Remember that, that technologist proposal, we essentially. Uh, the process 
has become [00:25:00] very technical and all, uh, the lofty ideals of having, 
uh, a curriculum that would have, uh, these broader aims, uh, they have 
been soft pedaled. 

[00:25:17] And so to me, uh, the, uh, the, the strengths of the caps curriculum 
or the specifications. Uh, of what must be learned and assist on a daily basis 
in a subject integrate that's a strength and it teachers needed that because 
they were not given sufficient orientation, uh, to deal with the other 
curriculum. 

[00:25:43] And so it enables the system and society to know what is being 
taught and assist on a daily basis.  



[00:25:52] George Eadie: Yeah. That's feedback that I've definitely. Um, 
heard, heard quite a bit is that the curriculum is, is [00:26:00] so dense, um, 
that there's, there's this overwhelming requirement on teachers just to keep 
the momentum going to get through the curriculum rather than to sort of, 
um, I guess foster mastery of certain aspects. 

[00:26:16] Dr John Volmink: Um, and, and yeah, I totally agree. And what you 
just saying is that. Uh, without saying it, he said teachers' professionalism has 
slowly taking the backseat and, uh, by professionalism, I mean, a teacher as 
a professional, uh, must have a professional knowledge, uh, must have a 
professional ethics, uh, but also be allowed to make professional judgment 
that would lead to professional practices. Now that simply means that you're 
not compliant necessarily to a, what you've [00:27:00] just pointed out to a 
strict set of rules that are inflexible, uh, but you're allowed to make 
judgements. And, and of course, uh, that that is not happening.  

[00:27:13] George Eadie: And then now, John, there's this context of the 
pandemic and what it's like. Um, and to what extent has the pandemic, um, 
accelerated decisions that needed to be made anyway, or perhaps has 
forced us to make, um, decisions, um, that we may not have wanted to 
make. Um, but not obligated to make. I'm just curious to know how the 
current curriculum, that interfaces with the, with effectively that a catch-up 
deficits. Um, yeah. W what, what are we, what do we do now? Um,  

[00:27:50] Dr John Volmink: COVID lay bare some of the underlying 
weaknesses that were already there. Uh, and so, uh, it is not the [00:28:00] 
case that, uh, they were new. They, there were always underlying, uh, 
problems. And so clearly one of the huge problems that we face in 
challenges. Was we've lost learning time. 

[00:28:19] Uh, and, and the focus has largely been on making a learning time 
and, uh, and that's really driven the current curriculum process. So they 
talked about trimming the curriculum and, uh, and, and other ways of 
dealing with the effect that we need to catch up. So if you compare COVID 
versus the caps, the national state of disaster due to COVID and the insuring 
lockdown as disrupted teaching and learning. 

[00:28:58] And that's really what I want to [00:29:00] say and that we need to 
mitigate it, the impact. And that's where a lot of the focus has gone, not in 
fresh thinking, but on saying how do we mitigate the impact that's brought 
about by the lockdown? And so they put together a framework for 
curriculum recovery that is not going forward is really looking back. 

[00:29:23] So what would we lose? And therefore post COVID, the discussion 
is all about. Not about developing new curricular thinking new ideas. And in 



fact, in my view, uh, the inertia that I spoke about, um, is, is really just a 
response to say, don't bother us with new ideas. We have our hands full, just 
catching. With what we've lost. 

[00:29:50] And I think that's a mistake and I think both are important. What I'm 
saying is there's a need to strengthen the parallel process, George. And that 
[00:30:00] is not only for recovery, but for strengthening the curriculum.  

[00:30:04] George Eadie: And then John, you may or may not, um, you know, 
cover this territory through your, through your involvement, but the role of 
teacher support material and. 

[00:30:16] You know, um, textbooks, the like that then, um, bring the 
curriculum alive for, for learners and teachers. Um, there's a, there's a sort of a 
process that I guess gets established, which is that this is sort of, you know, a 
national textbook catalog that got opened up in about 20 12, 20 14. Um, with 
the onset of caps. 

[00:30:40] Um, and then in that time, the sort of, because of that process, 
there hasn't been the creation of new textbooks. Um, other than when there's 
been perhaps a new subject that's been brought on board or online, um, 
how do you think about, um, the role of. Of intellectual property when it 
comes [00:31:00] to supporting teaching and learning and how that can 
influence and interact well with the curriculum non going forward. 

[00:31:06] Dr John Volmink: Well, firstly, any learner that comes through our 
school system that has not been encouraged to engage with texts should ask 
for their money back, uh, because that is really what education is about 
helping you to engage with texts. Why? Because that's how you become a 
independent lifelong learner. So learning is not just about finishing school, but 
preparing you for the future. 

[00:31:36] I think that, uh, uh, government has become in my view far too 
controlling as far as the production of learning and teaching materials, is 
concerned, and it decides, and therefore interfere with the market 
processes, determine [00:32:00] which materials should be, uh, put forward. 
Uh, I would rather make that choice to teachers choice. 

[00:32:13] I would rather let the teachers decide and let the school governing 
body get involved. In what learning material is suitable for that particular 
context, rather than eight books decided in central government that is 
equally applicable to all contexts everywhere. So I'm a big fan of 
encouraging both online and, uh, other forms of learning and teaching the. 



[00:32:46] And I, and I think that government should take their hands off that  

[00:32:50] George Eadie: I think your opinion is held enough by enough 
people that, that, that could actually be what ends up happening?  

[00:32:58] Dr John Volmink: I think I've had enough [00:33:00] discussions with 
other educators and that's how they feel, uh, whether in fact, uh, those that, 
uh, make policy, uh, feel the same way. I don't know. I, but I suspect. I 
suspect that they would have a different view to mine.  

[00:33:17] George Eadie: Then turning now to the idea of, of subjects 
themselves. Um, just sort of a naive question perhaps would be, you know, is, 
is there going to be an expectation that, you know, new subjects will be 
coming online over the years to, you know, whether it's robotics and coding 
as an example. 

[00:33:36] Well such. Um, or do you think that, that it's more likely that the 
subject themselves will evolve? The whole lens of the subject as a way of 
conveying into intellectual property and learning, teaching and learning. 
Yeah. What comments do you have there?  

[00:33:53] Dr John Volmink: I think that that should be encouraged, George, I 
think, uh, in recent times I have seen, [00:34:00] um, and in the sense, uh, 
participated in the discussion, although it's not my field of expertise about the 
subject Marine Marine sciences. 

[00:34:11] So that's a new. Uh, and so I do serve on a school governing body 
and the question came up there. Should we do that at our school it's, it's 
gone through the process. It started in grade 10 and 11, and now it's grade. 
12 subject, a Marine sciences, and it was then discussed. And it was very 
interesting to see how the school makes a decision, whether to take on 
board. 

[00:34:38] And what did would allow. So they said, oh, we, we will, we would 
want to do that. Uh, I think it's a good thing, but you can't do Marine Science 
and Life Sciences, for example, it's, it's, there's overlap, but that's a, that's an 
interesting debate. I think, uh, if I take you back [00:35:00] to the time when 
Mandela said, I want all. 

[00:35:06] Every, every learner that finishes school to have some form of 
mathematics. Now you may or may not know that at that time, about 60% of 
schools had no mathematics, zero at the high school. And so now it just 
unrealistic, for example, then to suddenly bring in a high form of mathematics 
and also teachers who have never taught mathematics. 



[00:35:35] They may know something about it to suddenly teach us new 
subject called mathematics. So what was created in, I think innovatively was 
mathematical. Now before that. And that is something I didn't say when I 
spoke about the Apartheid era, you know, if I just go back and interrupt 
myself in the colonial [00:36:00] period we had, we had, uh, we had the O 
levels and A levels. 

[00:36:05] Then we had, uh, joining the Apartheid. Because the National's 
government wanted to send a signal that we actually broke with the past. So 
they put their O levels in A level society, and I'm happy they did that, but they 
brought in the Junior certificate and Senior certificate at the JC and the SC 
and the JC is no longer a part of our system. 

[00:36:28] Uh, it is the senior certificate that, but the senior certificate was 
high-grade and standard grade ended in 1997. And there was a debate. So 
this debate that I'm talking about about whether we should offer some 
mathematics to everybody in the school, and that is the case, you cannot 
now get a matric certificate unless you've got either mathematics or 
mathematical literacy. 

[00:36:55] The point I want to make is that that needs a lot of public 
understanding. [00:37:00] Even now the public still thinks that this new subject. 
Mathematical Literacy is replacing standard grade mathematics. And 
therefore it is seen even at university as watered down mathematics. And 
that is unfortunate. And so whenever we have a, with the Marine Scientist as 
the same thing, and with mathematical literacy, we need to have a public 
campaign to explain to the public why we've fought in this new. 

[00:37:30] Um, just in, in, in one line, I would like to say the difference between 
mathematics higher grade and mathematics standard grade, the old 
mathematics is a difference in degree level. The difference between 
mathematics and mathematical literacy is not a difference in degree. It's a 
difference in kind in fact, if it was within my power, I would say you can do 
both mathematics and maths literacy. 

[00:37:59] George Eadie: I think [00:38:00] one of the criticisms of the 
education system globally has been that, you know, it's, there's too much 
summit of assessment. There's too much, um, yeah. Kind of emphasis on 
where it is that you've failed as a, as a learner. And in that way, um, yeah, just 
kind of, doesn't perhaps focus on getting a learner up to a level of 
confidence and mastery, et cetera. 

[00:38:27] Um, how do you think about how assessment interacts with 
curriculum and what changes can you predict going forward? That that 
could be, I guess, more supportive to development in general.  



[00:38:38] Dr John Volmink: One thing I liked, uh, and you may think what's 
that got to do with the answer I like to, to, I, I, I like to garden. I love 
gardening. 

[00:38:49] And so at the moment, Little dailia bulbs and others in my, in my, so 
after this, I'm going to go and tend to my, my plants in my [00:39:00] little 
garden, not to be gone, but you know, I'm worried that this year we had a 
long winter, and so it's going to beginning to grow now and I can go out 
there every day and I can measure the height every day of this plant. 

[00:39:17] It does nothing for the plant. Well, that plant needs is nutrients and 
it needs sunshine. Those are the things that it needs. So, so you see the 
analogy we measure to this, uh, our learners. And that's what our concept of 
assessment is because we've separated curriculum and assessment. And I 
thought that bringing together curriculum and assessment would deal with 
that problem. 

[00:39:47] But. It's almost as if you have your curriculum and then you have 
your evaluation, uh, which is the assessment process in my world. I [00:40:00] 
think of assessment as part of curriculum. It's not separate process. And it's 
part of the nurturing process of, of, of development and the, the list 
summative, uh, of the words that you use, the list, summative, your 
approaches to. 

[00:40:19] Uh, the mode, the development impact would be much greater. 
So I think we need to move away from the old dated and, and, um, bankrupt 
ideas of assessment as measuring something. Uh, and I, I can't agree with you 
more, uh, that we should focus much more on, uh, not on shortcomings, but 
on what actually. Uh, it's happening within learners that we can celebrate. 

[00:40:51] George Eadie: Thank you so much for commenting on obviously a 
complicated topic, but, um, but yeah. Thank you. Thank you for having a go. 
I think is the, [00:41:00] the main one . John, you've been in the education 
system for so many years. You are still very active. We've talked about 
curriculum today. Are there any things that you believe would be lovely to 
add to what we've talked about today that we haven't discussed as a way 
of, you know, offering some final remarks? 

[00:41:21] Dr John Volmink: My concern in education, uh, when it comes to 
the curriculum, is that our response to what we say is, uh, change fatigue, 
um, uh, as. Uh, to, to leave the curriculum process intact for 10 years at a 
time. And then we, and then we will, uh, attend to, uh, the strengthening of 
the curriculum. I think any curriculum needs constant, um, attention. 



[00:41:58] Uh, I'm not [00:42:00] suggesting that it, we have national change 
of curriculum, uh, every year, but I do think that there should be an ongoing 
process of, uh, what I call retrofitting the curriculum, uh, so that it can deal 
with the challenges of the future. And I think that, uh, the thinking in my view 
of education policymakers, Uh, being, uh, rather, um, truncated in the sense 
that, uh, whenever you speak about curriculum, they think that you are 
talking about another revision, another new curriculum statement, and that is 
not necessarily the case. 

[00:42:51] I do think that they must be a dedicated. That would look 
constantly at the strengthening, streamlining [00:43:00] and fortifying the 
curriculum in order to deal with the, with the future. And, and I just don't. And 
I think that that really depends on the leadership in education. And then they 
said mandate comes in, we will be caught off guard when the time comes. 

[00:43:19] When we realize that the rest of the world has moved on, we still 
doing recovery and trimming. Uh, when in fact we should have been thinking 
about what are the needs of the future? What does the 21st century need 
and how can we prepare our learners for that?  

[00:43:36] George Eadie: What you've said definitely rings true for me, from 
my perspective, from the perspective of, you know, the, the speed of 
change, um, and. 

[00:43:48] And also from the perspective of trying to, um, allow the 
conversation basically. Um, because right now it's almost, uh, you know, it's, 
[00:44:00] it's considered to be, you know, you know, taboo almost to talk 
about how the curriculum should change. That's a travesty. Um, and, and of 
course it shouldn't just be overhauled, but it should always be in a state of 
improvement, like all things. 

[00:44:16] Um, so I love what you said there. And so thank you very much, 
John. I mean, wow. What a, what a privilege has been to just hear from you 
today on, on this topic of curriculum and, um, to expand my understanding 
of what a curriculum even is. Where it's come from in the history of South 
Africa. And, um, and perhaps some of the ways in which you believe 
anywhere, um, it should track going forward. 

[00:44:42] John, thank you so much for your time for your huge contribution to 
education. In South Africa, I stand here as, uh, speaking on behalf of anyone 
listening and South Africa. Thank you for putting your shoulder to the wheel in 
all the many and maximum ways that you have to pull, [00:45:00] pull off your 
career contribution. 

[00:45:02] Thank you so much. 



[00:45:03] Dr John Volmink: It's been a real pleasure and thank you very much 
chosen. I know it's just a set of ideas. It doesn't mean that that's, uh, that's uh, 
policy. Uh, but I hope that it has a bit to the discussion, which I think is a very 
important discussion. What kind of curriculum do we need, uh, to prepare. 
our learners, to be participants in the admirable society.  

[00:45:32] George Eadie: Thank you, John, to tip our hats to The Answer Series 
for hosting this podcast, here's a quick ad. This is the time of year when 
teachers assess the best text to use for their classroom for 2022. Unlike most 
textbooks available in South Africa that were frozen for improvements, 
following their inclusion in the national catalog in 2014. 

[00:45:52] The books created at The Answer Series have evolved and been 
frequently revised by expert teachers from year to year. Yes, TAS is [00:46:00] 
well-known for providing the deepest range of tests and exam relevant 
practice questions and answers. however, what some teachers don't know is 
that our books have become increasingly comprehensive and include highly 
curated notes and explanations. 

[00:46:13] many teachers find the answer to is their first choice as a class text 
for the year. If you are considering this for your class or department, 
remember you can obtain your free digital copy via Snaplify teacher 
benefits. Reach out to take advantage of volume discounts of up to 20% on 
info@theanswerseries.coza.  

[00:46:34] Being someone ready to be new to the education sector. It was a 
turtle treat to learn from John and together, some of the wisdom of his year. I 
realize I haven't had a history lesson on a topic in ages, it was uniquely 
gratifying and I hope you feel the same way. I feel I have a broader 
perspective on this important topic and it's fueled my curiosity to understand 
more about curriculum and where it's going as South Africa adapts [00:47:00] 
to a fast changing world. 

[00:47:02] We're so glad that you took some time to listen to this episode of 
Around the Table. Follow us on social media for more updates at The 
Answers. And follow me, George Eadie on Twitter, on the handle at George 
Eadie. You'll find links to these podcasts and our blog, or simply watch out for 
them on Apple Podcasts, Spotify, or wherever else you listen to your 
podcasts. 

[00:47:23] Cheers.


