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Preparing subject teachers for understanding and implementation of curriculum and Assessment policy statement in schools has become a concern in nations as a way to strive for excellence. Yet, there is a little known about the understanding of curriculum policy than its effectiveness in the school. This study explored teacher understanding of Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS) document implementation. The study employed a qualitative approach, utilizing a case study research design. The interpretivism paradigm was applied to gain an in-depth understanding secondary of teachers’ perspectives on the implementation of the CAPS. The population of the research study consisted of 100 teachers in Capricorn District, and the sample of this study consisted of ten (10) teachers who were selected using a convenient sampling technique. Data was collected using individual, semi-structured interviews and focus group interviews, and was analyzed using thematic data analysis method. The study concluded that internal and external workshops could serve the purpose of implementing the CAPS document in the classroom. In addition, movable resources, for better implementation of the CAPS document in the classroom. Lastly, for researchers, these findings may help with further research on strategies to be implemented in schools to encourage constant use of the CAPS document. The unique contribution of this article to existing research on the classroom implementation of CAPS guidelines is to address the gap identified by ineffectiveness of the subject policy to the secondary teaching.
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1 Introduction

Teachers work by a multitude of policies on different levels, not only national but also of the local policies in the landscapes of the diverse schools with international influences. Mølstad et al. (2018) assert that multiple policy put demands on teachers who must serve as interpreters and implementers of the educational policies whose practices are crucial to learners learning outcomes. However, in the international perspective, curriculum policy is used to make practices and bring competition between schools with different pedagogical profile to improve the overall educational system (Dieudé and Prøitz, 2024). Researcher like Apple (2018) argue that policy guides teachers on how to transfer and enhance the knowledge about practices in the organization. In Australia, a study by Watt (2020) found that Queensland uses the Australian curriculum as a base, where teachers develop their own teaching and learning programs to respond to learners’ needs. In Tanzania, Ishemo (2019) found that teachers in the country are now implementing Outcome-Based Curriculum (OBC), which supports a learner-centered approach to help learners acquire significant or required knowledge and skills to help the country improve its national examination quality results. Nationally, policy such as curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS) was developed for each subject to replace subject statements, learning program guidelines, and subject assessment guidelines in Grades R–12 (Alex and Mammen, 2014). This document has been designed in order to guide the teaching and learning of teachers in the school context. South Africa has introduced a number of educational reforms, such as Outcome-Based Education (OBE), the National Curriculum Statement (NCS), and CAPS (Bantwini, 2010). Factors such as limited resources, teacher understanding and readiness, alignment with learners’ needs, and assessment practices contributed to the challenges faced in achieving the desired outcomes of the document (Fomunyam, 2016). Such information is significant in South African schools.



2 Curriculum and assessment policy statement

South Africa has had numerous curriculum reforms that were intended to level the past inequalities and injustices caused by apartheid policies (Gumede and Biyase, 2016). Van Der Nest (2012) argues that a change in curriculum is a necessity for the functionality of teachers. However, instead of better implementation of the CAPS to improve its effectiveness in the classroom, some teachers might tend to focus more on the changed content knowledge. Whereas, they have to deal with a change in educational knowledge, which results in numerous challenges concerning the effective implementation of CAPS as the amended curriculum.

The implementation of CAPS was a significant step toward achieving educational outcomes between resource- and under-resourced schools (Maharaj et al., 2016). The CAPS brings about important changes in the plan of teaching, methods of assessment, and time frame for the classroom from grades R–12. However, the challenge with regard to the teachers’ understanding and Implementation of its effectiveness in the classroom is still challenging for numerous teachers in the field of education. Nevenglosky (2018) argues that teachers lack the theoretical knowledge and familiarity with the principles that inform the implementation of curriculum change. The change brought about affects the implementation of its effectiveness in South African schools.

With regard to the present study, the comprehensive and concise policy documents that replace NCS Grade R–12 were introduced (Department of Basic Education, 2011). This curriculum was aimed at replacing the NCS in order to improve the quality of teaching and learning. Secondly, to provide teachers with a clear understanding of topics that must be covered in each subject (Mbatha, 2016). However, even though it had proper intentions with regard to teaching and learning in South African schools, the implementation of CAPS by teachers in the classroom is still not satisfactory.



3 Teacher’s policy implementation

To reveal more perspective on the CAPS implementation in the classroom and toward teaching and learning. Ayua (2017) argues that effective planning by teachers and understanding of the CAPS guidelines contribute to teaching and learning, which allows teachers to focus on the objectives or goal of teaching, but teachers still fail to understand and comply with the requirements. Scholars like Yang and Li (2018) argue that classroom planning is more significant than any other level of planning since it emanates from curriculum planning that makes an impact on the learners in the classroom.

Chaudhary (2015) asserts that the influence of teachers in curriculum implementation cannot be argued or debated in the school context. Killen (2015) further argues that teachers must ensure that their structure of learning activities guides and leads learners to understand the content taught in the classroom. Without any form of good understanding, teachers are likely not to implement the desired curriculum (Galvan and Coronado, 2014). Beside the provision of resources to the subject teachers, training and support that is significant to the school do not reach teachers, and this makes the teachers not adapt to a change and teach content as stipulated by the policy document (Tus, 2020). Teachers’ attitudes, values, and beliefs play a major role, and teachers need to be transparent (Chowdhury, 2018). Without transparency maintained about the understanding of curriculum, teachers are likely not to feel comfortable teaching certain topics because it clashes with their values and beliefs (Sepadi, 2018). This entails that implementation will never be fruitful in the teaching and learning context as teachers fail to comprehend the subject content of the curriculum and assessment policy.

Thaanyane and Thabana (2019) further argues that successful implementation of the policy document implies that teachers have to understand, interpret, and implement it as intended to support its implication. In addition, the theoretical underpinnings and classroom application of the changed curriculum must be well understood. The educational system has experienced many changes in the curricula in an attempt to address challenges related to inequality and a lack of quality within the education system attributed to the apartheid dispensation (Ogunniyi and Mushayikwa, 2015). The transition from apartheid to democracy was quickly accompanied by a series of curriculum changes, including the 2005 curriculum and most recently the CAPS, which brought some changes to the classroom (Nkosi, 2014).

Curriculum implementation requires the practice prescribed by the official program of academic studies, which translates CAPS into practice for teachers in the classroom and learners in South African schools (Mandukwini, 2016). Chaudhary (2015) argues that curriculum policy implementation occurs when learners acquire planned or intended experiences, knowledge, skills, ideas, and attitudes that aim to enable those learners to participate and function effectively in society. However, Mishra (2020) argue that implementation of curriculum is done by individual teachers in the classroom by teaching learners as they learn. The implementation requires adjustments to personal habits, ways of behaving, learning space, and existing curricula and schedules (Tomlinson, 2014).

In addition, curriculum implementation in the classroom is concerned with how best teachers can understand its principles in order to meet the teaching and learning needs of the learners (Tyler, 2013). This concern is echoed in the South African classroom, which represents learners of different subjects and learning materials. Tshidaho and Otukile-Mongwaketse (2018) argues that this curriculum brought challenges such as poor initial orientation of the new approach, overly complicated terminologies, and limited resources. The implementation challenges, such as outcomes, are open to different policy interpretations, and OBE was not addressing the coherence of the subject content, sequence, and progression of the learners (Richards, 2013).

The purpose of this brief literature review on the state of knowledge on the topic was to backtrack the moments and review the key perspective of the study that dominated toward the underlying assumptions in order to reconceptualise the theoretical and methodological approaches for curriculum implementation.



4 Theoretical framework

To gain a better understanding of the implementation of the CAPS document in the classroom, we applied the theory of curriculum implementation by Rogan and Grayson (2003) in an attempt to dwell more on the implementation of the curriculum in South African schools. This theory was developed to improve the previous models of curriculum implementation, as they were unclear about the nature of curriculum implementation (Mathura, 2019). Rogan and Grayson's (2003) theory of curriculum implementation is intended particularly for low- to middle-income countries, and it fits well with the South African context because of the new curriculum, which embraces all the South African races and cultures introduced. With the previous curriculum, it was more focused on gaining knowledge, while the current curriculum focuses more on a learner being in totality, where knowledge and skills are emphasized (Juliani, 2014). Moreover, the people who are supposed to implement curriculum, such as teachers in the classroom, are still trying to come up with the best or proper strategy for better implementation, leading to better academic performance (Figure 1).
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FIGURE 1
 Theoretical framework by Rogan and Grayson (2003).


This theory is referred to as a theory of curriculum implementation because it is about how teachers implement a new curriculum and factors that influence the way it is implemented in the school context (Palestina et al., 2020). Literature has proven that the chosen theoretical framework is relevant to the curriculum implementation in science education and the context of low-to-middle-income countries like South Africa (Rogan and Aldous, 2005). This framework draws from school development, educational change, and science education literature in order to develop three constructs and their sub-constructs. The main three constructs as components of the theory are the profile of implementation (in the classroom), capacity to support innovation, support and outside agencies on which the theory is based.



5 Research methodology

We adopted a qualitative research approach, employing a case study research design as recommended by scholars such as Creswell and Poth (2016). They describe the research approach as the step used to acquire and analyze the data. The use of a qualitative approach was the most appropriate technique intended to comprehend teachers’ experiences in their daily lives with regard to their understanding of the CAPS implementation in the classroom.


5.1 Sampling

A sample number of 10 teachers for all teaching subjects in secondary schools was conveniently selected from a population of 100 teachers from the Limpopo Provincial Department of Education. The teachers sampled were recruited from Capricorn District in the Limpopo Province Department of Education. In qualitative research, the researcher recruits’ participants who provide rich and deep data to understand the phenomenon studied, not the volume of numbers involved (Moser and Korstjens, 2018). In the present study, the researcher selected participants based on the data required for the phenomenon. The researcher chose secondary school because it is where she works and participants are easily accessible. The decision was made with the explicit purpose of obtaining possible information to answer a research question.



5.2 Data collection

Data was collected through individual semi-structured interviews and focus group interviews conducted in the schools. The choice of data collection instruments in this research study was not arbitrary, random, or automatic, as emphasized by Cohen et al. (2018). Instead, it involved a deliberate and thoughtful process, considering the appropriateness of the instruments to generate the intended results. The selection of individual semi-structured and focus group interviews as data collection instruments yielded information about teachers’ understanding of CAPS implementation. Moser and Korstjens (2018) describes data collection as the process of collecting the necessary information on a research issue. In this study, data was triangulated with individual semi-structured interviews and focus group interviews. Furthermore, the present study used different approaches and strategies for collecting data.



5.3 Procedures for data collection

Ethical clearance for the study was obtained from the Turfloop Research Ethics Committee (TREC/249/2023: 07/20). The nature and purpose of the study were explained to teachers as participants in the study. Further to this, we also clarified that those who did not want to participate in the study were free to disengage from participation in the research. Consent for participation was obtained from teachers. The individual semi-structured and focus group interviews were administered in the schools.



5.4 Data analysis

The data were analyzed using a thematic data analysis method, involving the transcription of collected data from participants. Thematic analysis served as the method for identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns or themes in the existing data, following the approach outlined by Miles and Springgay (2020). The researchers employed thematic analysis primarily to identify trends and patterns that recurred across different data sets within the study. Scholars like Cohen et al. (2017) further explain data analysis as a manner of processing information so that the data generated is transferred to others. The process of data analysis was carried out using different sources, such as descriptive ones. Data from the participant interviews were analyzed by making sense of worded text by discovering and giving explanations for phenomena from different interviews that yield patterns, categories, and themes as a result of linking sets of relationships. The process is referred to as content analysis in qualitative research studies (Cleaver et al., 2017).




6 Results

Tables 1–3 display the data for this study. Table 1 provides insights into CAPS implementation in the classroom. Table 2 outlines the challenges faced by teachers when implementing the Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement Document. Table 3 presents strategies to be employed for the effective implementation of the Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement Document. The themes represented on the table: teacher’s understanding of the CAPS document, lack of proper educational support and regular training of teachers.



TABLE 1 An understanding of the CAPS (Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement) implementation in the classroom.
[image: Table1]



TABLE 2 The challenges faced by teachers when implementing the Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement document.
[image: Table2]



TABLE 3 Strategies to be employed for effectively implementation of the Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement document.
[image: Table3]

On Table 1, participants remarked that Teacher A: “CAPS is a new curriculum, and the document is based on learners understanding the topic rather than the teacher being at the center with resources such as textbooks.” Teacher D noted that “It is a guideline to the content taught in the classroom, but we do not follow it to the teeth as we always freestyle.” Teacher E and Teacher F remarked that “It’s a document that is prescribed and guides teachers as we are not allowed to teach our very own content, which we feel is better for learners, but most teachers do not follow or consult the document as they rely more on the annual teaching plan. It seems like teachers have diverse meanings about the meaning of CAPS. This reveals that teachers do not use the guidelines in the teaching process but focus more on the annual teaching plan.

On Table 2, participants had this to say: Teacher A noted that “most of the teachers do not attend the workshop schedule for subjects, which leads to poor implementation of the CAPS document in the subjects.” Teacher C remarked that “teachers are struggling because of the change in syllabus, and it becomes difficult for those teachers to adapt to the change implemented in the subject. On the other hand, some participants had views as follows: Teacher D: “There are no proper workshops because you cannot give me a document to teach without any guidelines provided to teachers in the specific grades.” Teacher F noted that “the teachers struggle with implementation because this is uniform content, and teachers are unable to implement because they are different and some cannot comprehend the requirements outlined by the CAPS document.” This could be in an internal and external way to support teachers in the implementation and proper understanding of the CAPS document in line with subject content.

On Table 3, participants had this to say: Teacher B: “I am not an expert with the CAPS document, as I learned from my senior. I think of an internal workshop with our departmental head in order to have a better understanding of the content.” Teacher E noted that “I am not well equipped with knowledge, as in my university days I used to read the slides on CAPS for the sake of progressing from one level to another.” Teacher F noted that “I have been teaching since the year 2021, but we are lacking training because during our university days we dealt with theory rather than practical. Therefore, we need to be trained on the implementation of the policy document.”



7 Discussion

This study explored how the implementation of CAPS by teachers in the classroom can be improved. The study was guided by the following three research questions: How do teachers in Capricorn districts (South Africa) understand the content and structure of the Curriculum and Assessment Policy document? What are the challenges that teachers face when implementing the Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement in Capricorn district schools? What strategies do teachers use to effectively integrate the Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement guidelines into their teaching practices? To answer these questions, a qualitative case study design and analyses were conducted using descriptive data analysis as a lens through which the researcher analyzed the data collected.


7.1 Theme 1: the teacher’s understanding of the CAPS document

Our findings in the school context revealed that teachers in this study show an understanding of the CAPS document regardless of the challenges identified through its implementation in the school. In addition, teachers are the main resources in the teaching and learning process, where learner performance is determined by the knowledge, skills, qualifications, and motivation of other teachers within the field (Pamuji and Limei, 2023). Researchers like Lutovac and Assuncao Flores (2021) argue that a teacher’s understanding is vital to the teaching and learning of the subject. The CAPS document should be well understood by teachers in the school to ease the teaching of any subject found in a specific school.



7.2 Theme 2: lack of proper educational support

Letshwene and du Plessis (2021) argues that workshops do not adequately prepare teachers for the challenges they experience in the classroom; they mainly ensure that teachers understand the policy. Therefore, teachers should engage in different programs to understand the policy document and its application to the subject regularly. Falloon (2020) argues that most teachers, even though they understand the mandate of the policy document, are not prepared to put into practice the new curriculum. Motsoeneng and Moreeng (2022) also argue that the benefits of a proper understanding of the curriculum policy led to improved learner performance. Furthermore, the study revealed that teachers need more than to attend the workshop scheduled to give or enlighten their way to a proper understanding of the content in line with the CAPS document. Admiraal et al. (2021) argues that curriculum implementation is categorized into three levels, which are formal, informal, and personal. If teachers lack educational support for the implementation of curriculum policy documents, CAPS documents will not be well applied in the classroom (Mølstad et al., 2021). Taylor and Richards (2018) asserted that principals do not emphasize the formal rationale of curriculum management; they do not monitor or supervise the implementation of the CAPS document in the school. However, guidance is provided on various ways of learning, thinking, and acquiring knowledge for the future development of learners. Efendi (2022) further contends that support in terms of curriculum-management activities needs to be supervised as a way to provide guidance to a teacher in order to fully understand the curriculum implementation.



7.3 Theme 3: regular training of teachers

Moreover, our findings rely more on the need for teachers to be provided with appropriate support to be well enforced in educational institutions, and stakeholders should focus on providing skills to teachers and providing the necessary expertise to act professionally (Sancar et al., 2021). The study further revealed that a lack of proper training in line with the curriculum leads to stagnation and insufficient scholastic results. It is believed that training is a key feature of educational transformation (Abbott et al., 2019). Keddie (2019) argues that teachers should be positioned toward educational innovation in order to understand and make sense of the concepts found in the subject in line with the policy document. Nsengimana (2020) concludes that skills and training should always be available to ensure the requirements of curriculum implementation in the classroom. In addition, support, training for teachers, and monitoring processes are necessary in order to comprehend what is happening in classroom situations (Lunenburg and Ornstein, 2021). It shows that teachers have the policy documents, but implementing or using the guide regularly becomes a problem that is not yet addressed (Fleisch et al., 2019). Teachers have the perception that documents are provided, but training is not regularly administered or monitored by the senior office-bearers. This entails that teachers need to be trained and reminded about the proper implementation of the CAPS document.

The findings in this study have outlined three implications. We conclude that the lack of education support in our sampled schools could be improved by addressing issues among teachers regarding curriculum implementation. The study revealed that a lack of proper training in line with the curriculum leads to stagnation and bad scholastic results. The limited success to some of the scheduled continuous teacher development by the DBE as a way to provide training to teachers affects the effectiveness for the implementation of the CAPS document.

For this reason, it is necessary for the school management team and DBE (Department of Basic Education) to support the in-service training facilities and encourage teachers to apply the policy document daily (Freeman et al., 2014). With the insufficient resources, it is crucial for the department and policy designers to ensure that movable resources are provided together with regular workshops in place. In addition, some teachers believe that the support received from district officials and seniors in schools is not sufficient. This resulted in a lack of consistency in the use of the CAPS document in the classroom (Matsepe and Maluleke, 2019). As such, this entails that the department should ensure continuous educational support for both subject specialists and teachers.

The limitations of the study were time constraints as participants were only available during a certain period. In the light of these limitations, future researchers in curriculum should focus on the effectiveness of the policy on teaching and learning in the classroom by using a sample of participants with inclusion of the subject advisors, principals and teachers. The unique contributions of the study to the existing knowledge are that more is known about challenges of curriculum implementation but little is known of the teachers understanding of the CAPS document.

Other limitations of this study include the use of a convenience sampling technique, which may not be representative of the entire teacher population and means that interpretations should be treated with caution. Furthermore, the study only focused on the Capricorn District, which may not be representative of other districts in South Africa.




8 Conclusion

This article was aimed at exploring how the implementation of CAPS by teachers in Capricorn district (South Africa) schools can be improved. The study was pursued to provide guidance on how teachers can address the challenges that teachers face when implementing CAPS in Capricorn district schools. Furthermore, the study provided guidance to serve as a revelation to the DBE with respect to the significance of teachers’ understanding of CAPS. The contributions of this study to the existing knowledge landscape on policy implementation at school level is that continuous activities such internal and external workshops could serve the purpose of implementing the CAPS document in the classroom. Thus, DBE is in the responsibility to provide proper resources for the subject offered, even if they can be movable resources, for better implementation of the CAPS document in the classroom.
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