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Treading Water is the first in a series of three publications which present key find-

ings from the Access to Education study undertaken by Social Surveys and the Centre 

for Applied Legal Studies (CALS) from late 2006 to 2009.

The purpose of the study, previously known as Barriers to Education, was to collect 

data on the access of children and youths to South African schools, and identify fac-

tors preventing them from attending school and completing their school education. The 

findings are based on a nationally representative household survey as well as qualitative 

research in urban and rural areas. 

Treading Water provides an overview of enrolment and completion patterns in South 

African schools. It then takes a closer look at the extent, causes, and impact of schooling 

delays, with a particular focus on the repetition of school grades.

Volume 2, Left Unfinished, focuses on the temporary and permanent absence from 

school of children and youths aged seven to 18, profiles out-of-school youths, and 

explores why they are not in school. 

Volume 3, More than Getting through the School Gates, conveys the findings of our sur-

vey of youths aged 16 to 18, and our qualitative research among youths, caregivers and 

educators. It provides a textured picture of the daily experiences of youths and the barri-

ers to their meaningful participation in schooling (with a particular focus on the impact 

of poverty).

Each publication can be read on its own; however, the series is intended to provide a 

comprehensive picture of access to schooling in South Africa. 

A detailed technical report on the national household survey is available from Social 

Surveys, and can be downloaded from www.socialsurveys.co.za.
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S E C T I O N  O N E

South Africa’s post-apartheid constitution enshrines the right to basic and 

further education. In line with this, the Schools Act of 1996 introduced compulsory 

schooling for all children aged seven to 15. It stated that public schools should admit 

learners and serve their educational requirements without any form of ‘unfair discrim-

ination’; and that no learners should be refused admission to a public school on the 

grounds that their parents had not paid or were unable to pay school fees.

From 2003 onwards, CALS assisted parents in the settlement of Thembelihle where 

some children were being barred from accessing schools due to their inability to pay 

school fees or registration fees. As a result, CALS and Social Surveys launched a major 

research project, entitled Barriers to Education, aimed at establishing the extent of this 

problem in South African schools, and identifying any other factors barring the access 

of children or youths to education which could similarly be regarded as ‘unfair discrim-

ination’.

In 2007, shortly after the project began, the government introduced no-fee schools in 

poorer areas (see Box 1). As a result of this important change, and the findings of the 

qualitative and pilot research conducted by Social Surveys, the scope of the study was 

broadened to include any factors affecting learners’ access to schooling.

Meaningful access to education requires more than just ‘getting through the school 

gates’. Access was therefore defined as the ability to participate meaningfully in school 

education, and data was collected on a range factors which allow or prevent this. The 

conceptual framework for this approach is summarised in Table 1.

About this study
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Box 1: No-fee schools and fee exemptions

Government schools in South Africa are grouped into one of five quintiles. Based 
on the assumption that a school primarily serves the children in the community 
surrounding it, the classification is done on the basis of the socio-economic status of 
the surrounding community.

Quintile 1 schools are the poorest, and Quintile 5 schools the wealthiest (former 
Model C schools fall into this quintile). Quintile 1 schools receive progressively more 
funding per learner for non-personnel, non-capital expenditure than those in the 
higher quintiles.

In 2007, all Quintile 1 and Quintile 2 schools were made ‘no-fee’ schools, which 
meant that learners no longer had to pay school fees. Learners attending schools in 
the upper three quintiles who cannot afford the fees could apply for a partial or full 
exemption.1

In 2010, the no-fee school policy was extended to Quintile 3 schools. This means that 
parents of learners attending some 60 per cent of state schools in South Africa are 
exempted from paying fees.

The quintile system has been criticised, and is being reviewed by the Department of 
Basic Education.2

Table 1: Dimensions of access to education researched in this study

BASIC ACCESS Attendance: enrolment in and attendance at school

Enrolment and progression at the appropriate age

Consistent attendance (conversely: absenteeism)

Contractual access: school adherence to regulations which enable 
access for children

‘ENABLING’ ACCESS Access to physical and human resources in schools

Freedom from exposure to a range of harmful behaviours (bullying, 
sexual abuse etc) in schools

The annual General Household Survey (GHS) undertaken by Statistics South Africa 

showed high levels of enrolment for children and youths of compulsory schoolgoing age 

(seven to 15), but other surveys also pointed to low levels of school completion,3 high 

levels of grade repetition, and high levels of prolonged absence from school.4 Building 

a profile of children and youths who experience these delays or barriers to school com-

pletion became a key focus of our research.
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Box 2: The South African schooling system

The South African education system is divided into three bands:

General Education and Training (GET), or Basic Education, comprises Grades 
R to 9. This band is further divided into three phases, namely the Foundation 
Phase (Grades 1 to 3), Intermediate Phase (Grades 4 to 6), and Senior Phase 
(Grades 7 to 9).

Further Education and Training (FET) comprises Grades 10 to 12 (and equivalent 
levels in FET colleges).

Higher education comprises courses at tertiary institutions, including universities 
and colleges.

Children have to attend school until they have completed their Basic Education or 
until they turn 16 (whichever comes first).

Children have to start school at age seven or age six if they will turn seven 
before June. As of 2004, children aged five turning six before 30 June can be 
admitted to Grade 1, although seven remains the age at which compulsory education 
begins.5

The age-grade norms specify how old childen should be in each grade (i.e. if their 
progression through the system has not been delayed). This is calculated by adding 6 
to the grade number (age seven in Grade 1, age eight in Grade 2, and so on).

The scope of the study

In terms of the South African Schools Act, children have to attend school from the first 

day of the school year in which they turn seven until the last day of the school year in 

which they turn 15, or the end of Grade 9, whichever comes first.6 Should a child move 

through the school system without repeating or missing school for substantial periods 

of time, he or she will be 17 or 18 when they matriculate. It was partly for this reason that 

the Access to Education household survey focused on the seven to 18-year age group. 

Collecting additional data on older youths out of school would have been desirable, but 

budget and time constraints had to be taken into account.

The survey captured data on all learners in school (irrespective of age), as well as chil-

dren and youths out of school aged five to 18 years. Data was collected for those attending 

(or having left) public or private schools, including ordinary schools, Further Education 

and Training (FET) colleges, and schools catering for learners with special needs. Addi-

tional qualitative research was conducted on youths from age 16 to their early twenties.
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Box 3: The sample frame

Statistics South Africa classifies all enumerator areas in the country into settlement 
types (such as formal settlements, informal settlements, and so on). This is done on 
the basis of their geographic location and the kinds of dwellings most common in the 
area in question. Enumerator areas are then aggregated into sub-places. We used the 
sub-place classification of the 2001 census as the basis for our sampling frame.

Our sample was drawn from formal sub-places, informal sub-places, farm sub-places, 
small-holding sub-places,8 and traditional sub-places (described as ‘tribal areas’ in 
the census). Other settlement types – including industrial areas and recreational 
areas, such as holiday resorts – were not considered relevant for a household survey.

Farm sub-places are essentially commercial farms. Households in in this category 
were randomly selected, and included those of farmers, farm labourers, and other 
people living on farms.

Traditional areas are communal areas governed by traditional authorities. They are 
predominantly rural, and largely correspond to the former homelands.

Informal sub-places are settlements largely comprising informal dwellings, ie, 
shacks.

Formal sub-places are structured settlements which are provided with municipal 
services, and on which primarily formal dwellings are located. This category is very 
broad as it ranges from formal townships to middle-income suburbs in towns and 
cities.

Research process and method

Key stakeholders in education were consulted throughout the project. A reference group 

was established comprising representatives of the Department of Basic Education, edu-

cationalists, child rights specialists, and experts on research methods (see Appendix 1).

Research began in late 2006 with a comprehensive literature review. Qualitative research 

was conducted in 2007 comprising focus group discussions with caregivers, youths, and 

educators in a range of formal and informal settlements in Gauteng and Limpopo.

The household survey7 was conducted from late October to the first week in December 

2007, and the booster survey in early 2008. Comprising 4 498 households throughout 

the country, the sample was both nationally and provincially representative. Data was 

weighted up to the national population.

In early 2010, given the findings of the household survey, Social Surveys conducted 

additional qualitative research on over-aged learners and their impact on their edu-
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cators and younger peers. In-depth interviews and focus discussions were held with 

learners, educators, and younger peers in the township of Bekkersdal on the West Rand 

in Gauteng, and the rural villages of Mamaila Molototsi and Bellevue in Limpopo.

The main person we interviewed in every household was the primary caregiver, defined 

as the person most closely involved in the education of the children in the household. 

Youths aged 16 to 18 were interviewed on the basis of a separate questionnaire (which 

we refer to as the youth survey). This data was not weighted to the national population.

The study and questionnaires were approved by the Ethics Committee of the University 

of the Witwatersrand.9 Respondents (both caregivers and youths) consented in writing 

before being interviewed.
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At first glance, South Africa has much to celebrate in respect of access to schooling. 

As will be shown in this chapter, the vast majority of children and youths aged seven to 

18 are in school. More specifically, almost all children of compulsory schoolgoing age 

are at school, and youths are very persistent in continuing school education beyond this 

age despite the multiple hurdles presented by poverty, among other factors. However, 

this culture of school attendance does not translate into high levels of matric comple-

tion.

Enrolment of children aged seven to 18

In 2007, according to our household survey, 96 per cent of children and youths aged 

seven to 18 were in school, with only 1,2 per cent of children of compulsory schoolgoing 

age (seven to 15) not attending school.10 Age-specific enrolment rates (the percentage of 

children or youths of a given age in school) are given in Table 2.

Table 2: Age-specific enrolment rates, 2007

 Age 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

% out of school 14.7% 17.4% 2.9% 1.0% 0.6% 0.5% 0.5%

% in school 85.3% 82.6% 97.1% 99.0% 99.4% 99.5% 99.5%

TOTAL 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

Age 12 13 14 15 16 17 18

% out of school 0.7% 0.5% 1.4% 2.9% 5.2% 11.4% 13.5%

% in school 99.3% 99.5% 98.6% 97.1% 94.5% 87.8% 79.5%

% with matric/ diploma 0% 0% 0% 0% 0.3% 0.8% 7.0%

TOTAL 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

n=11 228. Source: Household Survey, Access to Education, 2007.

Patterns of school 
enrolment and completion
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The table shows that enrolment rates remained very high up to age 15, dropping pro-

gressively from age 16 to age 18. However, the fact that 99 per cent of children and 

youths aged seven to 15 are in school does not mean that the majority are obtaining a 

full primary or basic education – they may, for example, start school late or repeat often, 

and leave school at age 16 with a Grade 4 education. In order to determine the level of 

participation or ‘take-up’ in the major schooling bands and phases, we calculated gross 

enrolment ratios (GERs).

Gross enrolment ratios

Gross enrolment ratios (GERs) express the difference between potential and actual 

learners in a given educational band. GERs are utilised by agencies worldwide, includ-

ing the United Nations, and are also calculated by the Department of Basic Education. 

They are useful because they serve as primary indicators of participation in schooling, 

or progress made towards achieving goals of access. Methods for calculating them are 

set out in Box 4.

GERs for the major schooling bands and phases calculated from our household survey 

are given in Table 3.

Box 4: Calculating gross enrolment ratios

GERs are calculated by taking all the learners in a particular grade or phase 
(irrespective of their age), dividing this figure by the number of children or youths 
of the correct age for that grade or phase, and multiplying this by 100 to obtain a 
percentage.

GERs of more than 100 per cent are possible if there are children younger or older 
than the correct age in the grade or phase in question (i.e., there are more learners in 
the given segment than children or youths of the official age for that segment).11

The data needed to calculate GERs can either be gathered from a national household 
survey (enrolment figures per grade or phase as well as population data), or 
using enrolment data from school records and population figures from a national 
household survey. We computed GERs on the basis of our national household survey. 
The Department of Basic Education computes its GERS from Education Management 
Information System (EMIS) data collected from schools and mid-year population 
projections by Statistics South Africa.
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Table 3: Gross enrolment ratios, 2007

School bands and phases Gross enrolment rate

GET (Grades 1 to 9) 110,5%

FET (Grades 10 to 12) 94,9%

Primary school (Grades 1 to 7) 113,6%

Secondary school (Grades 8 to 12) 96,5%

Source: Household Survey, Access to Education, 2007.

GERs for the GET phase are very high; in fact, the GERs were over 100 per cent for all 

grades except Grades 7 and 9 (the GER for Grade 9 was 93,7 percent). High GERs are 

encouraging to the extent that they point to high levels of participation. However, GERs 

of over 100 per cent in so many grades indicates a high incidence of learners who are 

older or younger than the age-grade norms. In South Africa this is generally the former 

– a subject we will return to shortly.

However, the GER for the FET band (Grades 10 to 12) drops to 94,9 per cent, reaching a 

low of 82,7 per cent in Grade 12. The Department of Basic Education provides an even 

lower estimate of 86 per cent for the FET band12 (although this excludes youth enrol-

ment in relevant grades in FET colleges: see Box 5). These figures show that many more 

learners drop out during FET than during GET.

Box 5: Comparing GERs

The GERs calculated on the basis of our research are higher than those calculated by 
the Department of Basic Education. For example, while our GER for primary schools 
is 113,6 per cent, the department’s calculation for 2007 is 103 per cent. The GERs 
for secondary schools are 96,5 per cent and 91 per cent respectively. The GERs for 
secondary schools and the FET band may differ because our calculations include 
enrolment at relevant levels in FET colleges. The department itself has noted that this 
will increase GERs substantially.13 For example, according to its own calculations, the 
GER for secondary schools increased from 89 per cent to 94 per cent in 2005 for this 
reason (comparative 2007 data was not presented).14

Levels of school completion

The Department of Education’s Trends in Education Macro-Indicators (2009) presents 

the level of school completion by calculating the ‘achieved completion rates’ for vari-

ous grades. This is done by calculating the proportion of people in a particular age range 

who have completed a specific grade. The highest completion rate for a single age is 

taken as the completion rate for the grade in question.
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According to the Department of Basic Education, the ‘achieved completion rate’ in 2007 

for primary schools was 93 per cent for Grade 7, and 83 per cent for the GET band.15 The 

achievement rate for Grade 12 was only 44 per cent.

As can be seen from Table 4, completion rates improved slightly from 1997 to 2007.

Table 4: Completion rate (alternative calculation), 1997 to 2007

Grade 7 Grade 9 Grade 12

1997 89% 75% 37%

1999 90% 76% 41%

2001 90% 77% 42%

2002 91% 79% 40%

2003 92% 79% 42%

2004 92% 82% 42%

2005 93% 81% 42%

2006 93% 82% 43%

2007 93% 83% 44%

Source: Calculated from 1997 and 1999 October Household Surveys; 2001 and 2002 
September Labour Force Surveys; and 2003, 2004, 2005, 2006 and 2007 General 
Household Surveys. Reproduced from Department of Education, Trends in Education 
Macro-Indicators,  2009.

We have seen that enrolment rates are very high up to age 15, dropping to 80 per cent 

by age 18. Given this, one would have expected a higher level of matric completion than 

shown in Table 4. Part of the explanation for the low completion rates lies in the fact that 

the matric (or National Senior Certificate) exam remains an insurmountable hurdle for 

many learners (see Box 6).

Box 6: National Senior Certificate pass rate, 200716

In 2007, a total of 368 217 learners passed the NSC exams, amounting to a pass rate 
of 65,2 per cent (compared to 66,5 per cent in 2006). Aggregate pass rates varied 
widely among provinces. The two top performing provinces were the Western Cape 
and Gauteng, with pass rates of 80,6 per cent and 74,6 per cent respectively. The 
pass rate in the Eastern Cape was 57,1 per cent, with Limpopo only one percent 
ahead. The percentage of learners who passed matric with an ‘endorsement’, which 
enables them to apply for entry to higher education, was 15,1 per cent (slightly lower 
than the previous couple of years by a few percentage points, possibly as a result of 
the educators’ strike).
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Box 7: Calculating net enrolment ratios

The net enrolment ratio (NER) is an internationally utilised indicator of access 
to school education. It reflects the percentage of learners who are in school and 
appropriately aged for their grade or phase. It therefore measures participation in 
schooling as well as the efficiency of schooling systems. NERs are calculated by 
dividing the number of correctly aged learners in a particular grade or phase by 
population figures for that age or age group, and multiplying the result by 100.17

We calculated NERs based on our survey data for 2007; the results are reflected in 
Table 5.

Table 5: Net enrolment ratios, 2007

School phase or band Net enrolment ratio

Percent enrolled in 
incorrect phase for their 
age

Primary school 95.4% 3.5%

Secondary school 74.6% 17.1%

GET 95.3% 3.6%

FET 60.0% 27.8%

All grades 94.5% 1.6%

Source: Household survey, Access to Education, 2007.

The NER for the primary school phase and the GET band was very high, but dropped 
off significantly for secondary schools and the FET band.

By comparing the NERs for each school phase or band with the enrolment rates for 
correctly aged learners for those phases or bands, one can establish the proportion of 
children enrolled in the wrong phase for their age.

In 2007, 17 per cent of learners aged 14 to 18 (the correct ages for Grades 8 to 12) 
were still in the GET band. Moreover, no less than 27,8 per cent of learners aged 
16 to 18 (the correct ages for Grades 10 to 12) were enrolled in Grade 9 or lower.

Another important reason is the mismatch between the actual age of learners per grade 

and the age-grade norms. According to our household survey, 66 percent of 18-year-

olds at school had not yet reached Grade 12. School delays are a common experience for 

many South African children, and we explore this phenomenon in the following chapter.
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A major feature of the South African schooling system is that many children and 

youths move through it far more slowly than they should. As a result, ten percent of 

learners are three or more years older than the age-grade norms. In this chapter we 

explore the extent of schooling delays, its causes, and the impact of over-aged learners 

on the schooling system.

Overview

Forty percent of learners enrolled in school in 2007 had experienced delays in their 

schooling at some point in their school career. Children and youths could experience 

three kinds of school delays (each with complex and often interlinked causes). Children 

enter school after the age of seven; they miss school temporarily for a year or more; or 

they repeat a grade (grade repetition itself can be as a result of having missed long peri-

ods of schooling, or, in the case of new entrants, starting school after the start of the 

academic year).

According to our household survey, 93 per cent of children and youths aged seven to 

18 entered school before age eight, with an increasing trend towards children starting 

school at the right age.

Four percent of learners had missed a year or more at some point in their school career, 

and returned to school theafter; the figure for the FET band was 6,4 per cent. Long-term 

absence from schooling is explored in greater detail in the second volume in this series.

Table 6: Children absent from school for a year or more, 2007

 School band
Never missed a year or 

more of school
Missed a year or 
more of school TOTAL

GET (Grades 1 to 9) 96,4% 3,6% 100%

FET (Grades 10 to 12) 93,6% 6,4% 100%

Total 95,9% 4,1% 100%

n=8668. Source: Household Survey, Access to Education, 2007.

Delays in the South 
African schooling system
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The most common reason for schooling delays in South Africa is the repetition of grades. 

A third of all learners enrolled in 2007 had repeated a grade at some point in their school 

career.

We do not know what percentage of learners had repeated a grade as a result of extended 

or frequent periods of absence from schooling. Most learners who had repeated a grade 

probably did not do so for this reason. Our data on learner absenteeism in 2007 indi-

cates that few learners were absent for periods likely to have affected their performance 

to this extent.

According to our household survey, apart from absence caused by the 2007 educators’ 

strike, 5 per cent of learners were absent for more than ten days during the year, and 

3 per cent for more than 20 days.18 Of those, 4 per cent had been absent for more than 

10 days at a time. However, robust data on absenteeism is difficult to obtain (we dis-

cuss this further in the second publication in this series). Moreover, further research is 

needed on the link between temporary absence from schooling and grade repetition in 

South Africa.

The presence of over-aged learners in South African schools

Under apartheid, age restrictions for school attendance were used as a way to keep 

youth activists out of schools.19 Following the transition to democracy, and the introduc-

tion of legislation encouraging broader access to schooling, many out-of-school youths 

returned to school, thus increasing the number of over-aged learners in the system.20

Figure 1: Percentage of learners enrolled before age eight, 2007

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Aged 7 to 10 in 2007 Aged 11 to 14 in 2007 Aged 15 to 18 in 2007 

94,8%
91,6%90,4%

n=2664, n=2868, n=2817. Source: Household Survey, Access to Education, 2007.
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Since 1998, learners have been allowed to repeat one year in each of the four school 

phases. If a learner is three years older than the age-grade norm, the Provincial Head 

of Department is meant to decide whether he or she should be admitted to a particular 

grade.21

The admissions policy also encourages the fast-tracking of over-aged learners unless 

this is not in their ‘educational interest’. Learners aged 16 and older who have not made 

sufficient progress (criteria not defined) in their schooling or are entering the school-

ing system for the first time should be referred to Adult Basic Education and Training 

(ABET) centres.22 ABET centres, however, are in short supply, and arguably not designed 

to cater for over-aged learners who are already in the schooling system and want to com-

plete the formal school curriculum. Our data shows high levels of over-aged learners in 

mainstream schools.

In analysing our data on the age and age spread of learners in the schooling system, we 

divided learners into one of four categories:

Those corresponding to age-grade norms and one year younger (appropriately 

aged);

Those two or more years younger than the age-grade norm (under-age);

Those one or two years older than the age-grade norm (over-aged type A); and

Those three or more years above the age-grade norm (over-aged type B).

To some extent, these categories are arbitrary as there is no accepted or official defi-

nition of what constitutes an ‘over-aged’ learner. The point at which being older than 

Box 8: Siyanda’s story

Siyanda was born in the Ciskei in 1988. He entered school at age nine and remained 
in school for only two years. When he was ten years old his mother moved to 
Gauteng to live with his father, who was working on the mines and had stopped 
sending money back home. Siyanda’s mother hoped to secure money for her sons, 
and save her seemingly failing marriage.

Siyanda and his younger brother were left without a permanent caregiver. For 
the next three years they did not go to school, and herded cattle instead. Siyanda 
re-entered Grade 3 at age 14 when many other 14-year-olds were in Grade 8. 
Siyanda and his brother have since joined their mother in Bekkersdal, where Siyanda 
is in Grade 12. He is now 23 years old. Interestingly, despite these disruptions, neither 
Siyanda nor his brother have repeated a grade in their school career.

Source: Qualitative research on over-aged learners, Access to Education, 2010.
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one’s peers may hamper learning or social participation in schooling will vary, as will 

the teaching experiences of educators, and the impact on correctly aged learners. Our 

qualitative research on over-aged learners in two communities in Limpopo and Gaut-

eng in 2010 shows that the experiences of over-aged learners, their educators, and their 

peers differ very widely (see Box 9).

While most learners enrolled in 2007 were either correctly aged or under-aged, 8 per 

cent of learners in the GET band and 19 per cent of those in the FET band were three or 

more years older than the age-grade norms for their grade.

Unsurprisingly, there were far more over-aged learners in the higher grades than the 

lower grades; while only 2 per cent of learners were three or more years above the age-

grade norm for Grade 1, 14 per cent and 22 per cent of learners in Grades 9 and 12 fell 

in this category.

Figure 2: Over-aged learners in the schooling system, 2007

Grade

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

121110987654321

 Appropriate
 Overage type A

 Overage type B
 Underage

n = 9252. Source: Household Survey, Access to Education, 2007.

Because so many senior learners had previously experienced schooling delays, the ages 

of learners in a single grade varied widely. Our data indicates that a Grade 9 educator at 

an ‘average’ South African school could be teaching learners aged 13 to their early twen-

ties.
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Repetition is the primary reason for the large numbers of over-aged learners in our 

schools. For instance, 52 per cent of learners three or more years above the age-grade 

norms recorded in our household survey had been delayed by grade repetition.

Nevertheless, for over-aged learners Type B (those three or more years older than the 

age-grade norms), entering school after age seven and missing school for a year or more 

were still important explanatory factors. While 7 per cent of all learners in 2007 had 

entered school after age seven, 30 per cent of learners three or more years above the 

age-grade norm had entered school after age seven. Similarly, while only 4 per cent of 

learners had missed a year or more of schooling, 20 per cent of those three or more years 

above the age-grade norms had missed a year or more of schooling.
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Box 9: Over-aged learners: preliminary findings

Our qualitative research on over-aged learners shows that their experiences, those 
of their educators and their younger peers vary widely, suggesting that it would be 
unhelpful to posit a ‘over-aged learner’ problem.

Teaching learners of different ages in a single class may be challenging, as educators 
have to cater for children with different pedagogic and social needs. 23 International 
research in this respect tends to focus on multi-grade classes rather than children 
of different ages in a single grade. There is some debate about how learners are 
affected by being in a multi-grade class. 24 Studies do show that educators who teach 
children of different ages in the same class require more planning assistance and 
professional development. 25

Educators we interviewed did speak of the challenges involved in attending to 
learners with a wide range of needs. However, over-aged learners were not the only 
ones struggling with the curriculae; most learners were struggling. An educator in 
Bekkersdal commented:

I have an intervention from half past two to four o’clock for Grade Elevens. I am 
teaching them how to read and write – can you believe it, Grade Elevens?

The educator felt that learners were not being adequately prepared for FET, and that 
learners were being ‘pushed through’ primary school (rather repeating grades). Many 
learners who had never repeated grades needed as much remediation as those who 
had. Another educator commented: 

Ninety percent of our learners have challenges …

Conversations with educators and learners also challenged the common assumption 
that over-aged learners disrupt teaching, and cause disciplinary problems. Some 
educators noted that over-aged learners did not accept instruction as easily as their 
younger peers, and that it was difficult to keep them motivated and engaged.

Some spoke about struggling to assert their authority over overaged learners. Others 
described how some over-aged learners helped them to maintain discipline, and 
some younger learners spoke of older learners protecting them against abusive or 
‘excessively strict’ educators.

While the impact of multiple grade repetition on learners has been intensively 
researched, little research has been done on the impact of being over-age (the two 
are similar but not equivalent; for example, a learner who is over-aged because he 
or she entered school late may not experience the same impacts on his or her self-
esteem as a learner who is older because of multiple grade repetitions).

What the research does show is that being over-aged as a result of repetition 
has negative effects on learners’ self-esteem, relationships with classmates and 
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educators, and attitudes towards school. Some learners who had repeated a number 
of times spoke about how demotivating it was to repeat yet again, and expressed 
anxiety about returning to school to join a younger group of learners . Two of these 
learners were repeating the same grade for the third time. However, in terms of 
their social interaction with their peers and educators, not all learners who were 
significantly over-aged considered this to have a major bearing on their schooling 
experience. A Grade 11 learner in her early twenties commented:

I don’t see myself old. I play with [the other learners] and they are not 
discriminating against me. As long as I don’t have a child yet, I wear a uniform 
and go to school every day, I am still a school child. My mother knows that I am 
still a school child because I wear a uniform and go to school. So I don’t feel out 
of place.

This statement may well be an assertion of how she would like to be seen and 
treated as much as, or rather than, the way she is. Nevertheless, our research showed 
that over-aged learners had different experiences (sometimes in the same school) 
depending on the attitudes of their educators, classmates, and household members. 
Their experiences could also be influenced by the proportion of learners in a class 
who were significantly older than the norm. In some schools in Limpopo, for example, 
large numbers of learners are significantly over-aged.

Molo was 23 years old and in Grade 12. He felt his classmates looked up to him and 
that he was not singled out by educators. Another over-aged learner who participated 
in the focus group discussions explained that in her class older learners were looked 
up to. It appears that being ‘older’ is associated with experience and status.

Other learners, however, shared stories of being teased and even humiliated by 
educators and/or learners. Phaliswe was a 22-year-old learner in Grade 12 attending 
school in Bekkersdal. She spoke of being made to feel acutely conscious of her age by 
her classmates:

[My age] forces me to isolate myself from the other learners. I find that in that 
moment when they raise the issue of over-age, I will just leave that group and go 
and stand alone … that pain doesn’t disappear. I feel as if they are continuing to 
talk about it.

Carol, too, felt singled out for being older than her peers, but by both learners and 
educators, who referred to her as ‘Granny’.

Most over-aged learners we spoke to felt anxious and frustrated about the length of 
their passage through school. Those who had just begun to repeat a grade struggled 
to find the motivation to continue, and also wondered why they had failed yet again.

Source: Qualitative research on over-aged learners, Access to Education, 2010.
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There are relatively more over-aged learners Type B in the Eastern Cape than other 

provinces, followed by Limpopo, North West and Mpumalanga. They are most likely to 

be black (11 per cent of black learners), followed by coloured (5 per cent), and Indian 

and white learners (less than 1 percent). These over-aged learners are more likely to be 

male (12 per cent of male learners) than female (8 per cent), and less likely to have edu-

cated parents. The profile of learners who are significantly older than their peers closely 

mirrors the profile of those who have experienced multiple grade repetition. In the fol-

lowing section we explore the profile of learners who are vulnerable to repetition.
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Box 10: The school histories of four over-aged learners in 2010

The table below outlines the school history of four over-aged learners encountered in the course of our 
research. All but one had experienced different forms of school delays. Most of these delays were due to 
grade repetition. Despite the Department of Basic Education’s ruling that learners should not repeat the 
same grade more than once, this still happens in some cases.

Ntuli 
(born 1992)

Phathiswa 
(born 1988)

Molo 
(born 1987)

Siyanda 
(born 1988)

1994 Grade 1 (age 7) Not enrolled (age 7)

1995 Grade 1 (age 7) Grade 1 Not enrolled (age 8)

1996 Grade 2 Grade 2 Grade 1

1997 Grade 1 (age 6) Grade 2 Grade 3 Grade 2

1998 Grade 1 Grade 3 Grade 3 Missed school (left without 
a permanent caregiver when 
mother migrated. Herded cattle 
while out of school).

1999 Grade 2 Grade 4 Grade 4 Missed school (as above)

2000 Grade 3 Grade 5 Grade 5 Missed school (as above)

2001 Grade 3 Grade 5 Grade 5 Grade 3

2002 Grade 4 Grade 6 Grade 6 Grade 4

2003 Grade 5 Grade 7 Grade 7 (claims 
to have skipped a 
grade)

Grade 5

2004 Grade 6 Grade 8 Grade 9 Grade 6

2005 Grade 6 Grade 9 Missed school to 
seek work

Grade 7

2006 Grade 7 Grade 9 Grade 10 Grade 8

2007 Grade 7 Grade 10 Grade 10 (migrated 
from KZN to 
Bekkersdal)

Grade 9

2008 Grade 8 (missed 6 
months of school 
due to illness and 
migration)

Grade 10 Grade 10 Grade 10

2009 Grade 8 Grade 11 Grade 11 Grade 11

2010 Grade 8 (age 18) Grade 12 (age 22) Grade 12 (age 23) Grade 12 (age 23)

Source: Qualitative research on over-aged learners, Access to Education, 2010.
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According to our household survey, 35 per cent of learners who were in school in 

2007 had repeated a grade at some point in their school career. As noted earlier, grade 

repetition is the main reason for delayed progression through the South African school-

ing system. This section reviews the extent of learner repetition, and explores the profile 

of learners who have repeated.

An overview

According to our household survey, one in five learners in the Foundation Phase had 

already repeated grades, and just over half of the learners in the FET band had repeated. 

Disturbingly, 9 per cent of learners in the FET band had repeated three times or more.

Table 7: Extent of grade repetition for all learners

School Phase
Never 

repeated
Total 

repeated
Repeated 

once
Repeated 

twice
Repeated three 
times or more

Foundation Phase (Grades 1 to 3) 78.6% 21.40% 17.3% 3.6% .5%

Intermediate Phase (Grades 4 to 6) 68.5% 31.40% 21.3% 7.2% 2.9%

Secondary Phase (Grades 7 to 9) 60.2% 39.80% 24.4% 9.8% 5.6%

FET (Grades 10 to 12) 48.5% 51.50% 27.8% 14.5% 9.2%

ALL PHASES 65.4% 34.6% 22.2% 8.3% 4.1%

n=9097. Source: Household Survey, Access to Education, 2007.

According to the report of a ministerial committee appointed in 2007 to examine learner 

retention, repetition (based on repeaters per 1 000 enrolments as recorded by EMIS) is 

highest in Grade 11, followed by Grade 10, Grade 9, and Grade 1.26 The Trends in Macro-

Indicators Report of the Department of Basic Education shows the same pattern, except 

that repetition is higher in Grade 8 than in Grade 9.27

High repetition rates in Grade 1 may be caused by educators holding back learners 

whom they feel are too young or not mature enough to progress to Grade 2. Moreo-

ver, in many low-income communities schools are less expensive than child-minding  

Repetition in the South 
African schooling system
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acilities such as crèches, given that 60 per cent of public schools are officially no-fee 

schools. However, most children in poorer communities are not exposed to formal early 

childhood development or pre-school education beyond basic child-minding, which 

may also contribute to the high repetition rates in Grade 1. High repetition rates in 

Grade 11 are often ascribed to schools preventing learners identified as likely to fail mat-

ric from progressing to Grade 12.28

It is hard to discern a clear trend in rates of repetition over the past few years from EMIS 

data, as the rates per grade vary greatly from year to year.29

Interpreting repetition

International literature identifies a range of factors associated with grade repetition, 

broadly divided into ‘supply-side factors’ (those in schools) and ‘out of school factors’ 

(factors in the home or community, as well as learner characteristics).31 Given that our 

Box 11: Data on repetition

Our data does not provide repetition rates per grade; rather, it shows the extent to 
which learners had repeated by the time they reached a particular grade or phase in 
2007.

Repetition rates indicate the number of learners who repeat a given grade in a 
given year, expressed as a percentage of the previous year’s enrolment for the same 
grade. This data is usually calculated from EMIS data, as household surveys do not 
generally capture all the data needed to work out the repetition rates (the Cape Area 
Panel Survey is an example of a household survey that does). Data on repetition in 
the Annual Schools Surveys of the Department of Basic Education appears to under-
report the extent of repetition in South African schools. 

According to UNESCO, this is a problem common to many developing counties.30 It 
happens partly because schools conceal the extent of repetition, and partly because 
many schools do not accurately complete their Annual School Survey forms. The 
report of the Ministerial Committee on Learner Retention in the South African 
Schooling System (2008) notes that it is not always possible to tell whether a blank 
field in the EMIS database indicates no repetition (or no enrolment), or no data 
entered. In addition, children who drop out of school in mid-year and then re-enter 
the same grade a year or more later may not be counted as repeaters.

While the difficulties of gathering accurate data is widely accepted, more accurate 
data would be very helpful. In 2008 the Department of Basic Education launched 
the Learner Unit Record Information and Tracking System (LURTIS), which assigns a 
unique tracking number to each learner. According to the department, LURTIS should 
be fully operational by October 2010. For LURTIS to be an effective tool, however, 
data collected at the level will have to be more accurate.
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study was mainly based on a household survey, it primarily provides data related to out-

of-school factors (particularly socio-economic and demographic variables).

Our results point to continuing inequalities of learning outcomes across race and class 

in South Africa. However, it is difficult to identify the reasons. Repetition shows that a 

learner has not mastered the curriculum, but this may be related to a range of factors 

which are often interlinked, including aptitude, the quality of teaching, the social and 

psychological environment (both in and out of school), and the learner’s understanding 

of the language of instruction. As noted earlier, repetition may also result from lengthy 

periods of absence from school. Whether or not a learner repeats also depends on how 

well he or she is assessed.

Which youths are more likely to repeat, and repeat more often?

The legacy of inequality: results by race

Our survey shows that black and coloured learners are far more likely to repeat grades, 

and do so repeatedly, than white or Indian learners (see Table 8).

Box 12: The link between repetition and learner aptitude in South 
Africa

In South Africa, grade repetition may be a poor, or insufficient, proxy for learning 
outcomes. The Cape Area Panel Survey (CAP), among others, records major 
differences in grade repetition by race in the years 2002 to 2005. Analysis by Lam 
et al shows that the progression of black learners in poorly performing schools is 
weakly correlated with their ability and learning.32

There are large differences between the levels of achievement in independently 
administered tests for learners in former black and coloured schools on the one hand, 
and learners in former Indian and white schools on the other. Performance in the CAP 
test was related to the probability of repetition in former black schools; however, 
this correlation was far weaker for learners attending those schools than for those in 
former white or Indian schools.33
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Table 8: Repetition by race, 200734

Race
Total 

repeated
Repeated 

once
Repeated 

twice

Repeated 
three times 

or more TOTAL

Black 37.0% 23.4% 8.9% 4.6% 100%

Coloured 27.8% 20.0% 6.1% 1.7% 100%

Indian/Asian 3.5% 3.5% 0.0% 0.0% 100%

White 6.5% 5.8% 0.6% 0.0% 100%

n=9060. Source: Household Survey, Access to Education, 2007.

While research points to a weak correlation between repetition on the one hand and 

ability and actual learning progress on the other, the fact that black childen are six 

times more likely to repeat a grade than white children does point to major differences 

in learning outcomes by race, as shown by results from international tests such as the 

Southern African Consortium for Monitoring Educational Quality (SACMEQ).35

These statistics are heavily influenced by differences in the quality of teaching and 

levels of school resources accessed by different race groups. In addition, black and col-

oured children are more likely to live in poverty, which detracts from their ability to 

concentrate on their work (we explore the impact of poverty on learners’ participation 

in education in Volume 3, entitled More than Getting through the School Gates). Black 

and coloured children are also less likely to have educated caregivers, which research 

has shown impacts on learners’ chances of having to repeat.36 We explore some of these 

factors below.

Results by school quintile

The proportion of learners who had repeated was higher in the lower quintiles (though 

slightly higher in Quintile 2 than Quintile 1 schools).

These results are influenced by school resources and teaching quality, and possibly by 

the community and household resources of learners attending those schools. Two fac-

tors should be kept in mind when interpreting these results. First, the school a learner 

was attending in 2007 may be in a different quintile than of the school attended when 

the learner repeated. Second, contrary to popular belief, schools are not classified in 

terms of their own resources but in terms of the socio-economic status of the surround-

ing community.37

Research has shown that while the quintile system is not very good at ranking schools 

in the middle quintiles (for example, a Quintile 2 school may have more resources than 

a Quintile 3 school),38 it is fairly effective in identifying schools at the extremes, namely 

Quintiles 1 and 5.39 Therefore, the repetition rates of students attending Quintile 1 and 

5 schools can be usefully compared (see Table 9). Previously white and Indian schools 

(which do produce substantially better results than than previously black and coloured 
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schools40) are clustered in Quintile 5, but do not comprise the entire group of schools in 

this quintile.

Table 9: Repetition by type of school (quintile), 200741

Quintile
Total 

Repeated
Repeated 

once
Repeated 

twice

Repeated 
three times 

or more TOTAL

Quintile 1 39.2% 23.1% 10.8% 5.4% 100%

Quintile 2 41.5% 26.4% 10.8% 4.3% 100%

Quintile 3 35.1% 22.4% 7.4% 5.3% 100%

Quintile 4 27.0% 19.0% 5.3% 2.7% 100%

Quintile 5 18.7% 13.4% 4.5% .8% 100%

n=6751. Source: Household Survey, Access to Education, 2007.

Socio-economic indicators

Other studies have shown a positive correlation between parents’ education and their 

children’s achievement at school.42 Table 10 shows the number of times learners had 

repeated disaggregated by the educational attainment of the heads of their households. 

Only 11 per cent of learners living in households whose head had a tertiary education 

had repeated a grade, compared to 42 per cent of learners living in households whose 

head had no formal education. The number of times a learner repeated and the educa-

tional level of his or her parents are also closely correlated.

Moreover, repetition decreases steadily in households with increasing numbers of adults 

with matric of higher qualifications. This is certainly because households with better 

educated heads have higher incomes and therefore better access to resources, including 

better schools and other resources such as computers, books, and other learning aids.

Moreover, better educated caregivers or household heads are better able to help chil-

dren with their homework (40 per cent of Grade 6 learners report being regularly assisted 

with reading and maths homework44), and more likely to provide an environment which 

coincides with those embodied in school curricula. The educational attainment of the 

household head is also an indicator of social class, and there are subtle ways in which 

middle-class children are privileged by the education system apart from being more 

likely to access better quality schooling.45

Learners in poor households are more likely to repeat grades, and vice versa.46 How-

ever, this effect diminishes beyond a household income of R20 000 a month. We also 

analysed the linkages between repetition and a composite index of the socio-economic 

status of households, made up of a range of indicators such as access to infrastructure, 
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the employment of adult members, and so on.47 Again, our analysis showed that learn-

ers’ chances of repeating a grade strengthened steadily as the socio-economic status of 

their households worsened, and vice versa.48

Learners’ home language

We also established that English as a home language is closely correlated with repeti-

tion; learners in households which did not name English as a home language were three 

times more likely to repeat a grade than those in households which did name English as 

a home language (see Table 11).

There are many reasons for the improved performance of English-language speakers. 

In South Africa, the use of English at home is an indicator of social class, and English-

speaking households are more likely to access resources which support success in 

education. Using quintile classification as a crude proxy for the resources of schools and 

their surrounding communities, our data shows that 79 per cent of learners with Eng-

lish as a home language – and 40 per cent of those with Afrikaans as a home language 

– attend private or Quintile 5 schools.

Moreover, English is the main language of instruction after the Foundation Phase, and 

the language used in tests and exams. Learners who do not regularly communicate in 

English find it more difficult to follow the curricula and understand exam questions.

According to our survey data, Sepedi-speakers are particularly vulnerable to multi-

ple grade repetition. This may indicate specific geographical experiences of schooling. 

Table 10: Repetition by education of head of household, 200743

Education of 
household head

Total 
repeated

Repeated 
once

Repeated 
twice

Repeated 
three times 

or more TOTAL

No formal education 41.5% 25.3% 10.0% 6.2% 100%

Some /full primary 
education

40.5% 25.8% 10.3% 4.4% 100%

Some secondary 
education

33.0% 21.3% 7.8% 3.9% 100%

Grade 12/Form 5/NTC3 22.8% 15.1% 5.6% 2% 100%

Diploma/ certificate 
without matric*

25.3% 22.4% 2.3% .6% 100%

Tertiary education 11.7% 9.1% 2.0% .6% 100%

ABET* 47.5% 28.5% 3.9% 15.1% 100%

n=8887. * Small sample. Source: Household Survey, Access to Education, 2007.
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(Most of these learners are in Limpopo, where repetition levels are among the highest 

in the country).

Our results also show that black learners living in households which named English as a 

home language were less likely to repeat a grade than those in households that did not 

name English as a home language; the figures were 27 per cent and 37 per cent respec-

tively. However, black learners with English as a home language were still three times 

more likely to repeat a grade than their white counterparts.

Location

Repetition was also closely correlated with the types of settlements in which learners 

and their families learners live, as listed in Box 3. The results are shown in Table 12.

Table 11: Repetition by home language, 200749

Home language
Total 

Repeated
Repeated 

once
Repeated 

twice
Repeated three 
times or more TOTAL

Afrikaans 24.3% 18.1% 5.1% 1.4% 100%

English 11.6% 9.2% 1.7% 0.7% 100%

IsiNdebele* 34% 19.2% 10.1% 9.2% 100%

IsiXhosa 36.1% 24.6% 9.0% 3.3% 100%

IsiZulu 32.9% 22.4% 8.1% 3.5% 100%

Sepedi 37.6% 22.5% 10.3% 8.2% 100%

Sesotho 35.4% 25.2% 7.6% 4.0% 100%

Setswana 32.1% 23.2% 7.6% 2.1% 100%

Siswati* 48.2% 23.2% 11.3% 5.5% 100%

Tshivenda* 44.8% 22.9% 13.4% 11.2% 100%

Xistsonga* 44.4% 26.6% 10.6% 7.2% 100%

*Small sample. n=8990. Source: Household Survey, Access to Education, 2007.
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Table 12: Repetition by sub-place, 200750

Sub-place
Never 

repeated
Total 

repeated
Repeated 

once
Repeated 

twice

Repeated 
three times 

or more TOTAL

Formal settlements 73.3% 26.7% 18.8% 5.2% 2.7% 100%

Informal settlements 67.9% 32.1% 21.2% 8.2% 2.6% 100%

Commercial farms 63.9% 36.1% 24.3% 10.7% 1% 100%

Traditional areas 58.2% 41.8% 25.1% 10.8% 6.0% 100%

n=9127. Source: Household Survey, Access to Education, 2007.

Living in a traditional area (predominantly rural areas in the former homelands) 

emerged as the most significant variable in predicting grade repetition.51 Learners in 

those areas are also more prone to multiple repetitions. This may be heavily influenced 

by the quality of schools in the former homelands (combined with other socio-economic 

factors, learners’ proficiency in English relative to those in urban locations, and so on). 

SACMEQ data on the relative performance of rural and urban schools in South Africa 

point to far poorer learning outcomes for learners in isolated rural areas than in large 

urban centres.52

Our data shows that learners in traditional areas are slightly less likely to miss a year 

or more of schooling or to experience temporarily absence of more than ten days at a 

time than learners on farms or in formal or informal settlements. Therefore, higher lev-

els of grade repetition in traditional areas can not be explained by extended periods of 

absence from school.

Grade repetition was most common in Mpumalanga and Limpopo, partly as a result of 

the high proportion of traditional areas in those provinces.

As noted earlier, the ‘formal’ category is very broad, ranging from low-income formal 

townships to wealthy suburbs, so the lower repetition levels in this category are there-

fore not surprising.

Gender

Male children and youths were more likely to have repeated grades and to have repeated 

more than once, compared to female learners (see Figure 3). These results are consistent 

with departmental data on repetition rates, other domestic studies,53 and international 

research.54
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Figure 3: Repetition by gender, 200755
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n=8799. Source: Household Survey, Access to Education, 2007.

These findings are consistent across all races, but the disparities are far greater in the 

case of black and coloured children; black and coloured girls were considerably less 

likely to repeat a grade than their male counterparts (see Table 13).

Table 13: Repetition by gender and race, 2007 56

Race Gender
Total 

repeated
Repeated 

once
Repeated 

twice
Repeated three 
times or more TOTAL

Black Male 40.7% 24.4% 10.7% 5.7% 100%

Female 32.1% 21.9% 6.9% 3.3% 100%

Coloured Male 31.7% 22.3% 6.6% 2.8% 100%

Female 24.2% 18.0% 5.4% 0.7% 100%

Indian/ 
Asian

Male* 4.1% 4.1% 0.0% 0.0% 100%

Female* 3.0% 3.0% 0.0% 0.0% 100%

White Male 7.7% 6.9% 0.8% 0.0% 100%

Female 5.5% 5.0% 0.5% 0.0% 100%

n=8731 *Small sample. Source: Household Survey, Access to Education, 2007.
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Summary of vulnerability to repetition

Race appears as a film through which to view other variables, most plausibly pointing to 

the continuing inequalities of access to good schooling for black followed by coloured 

learners in the country.

Our study confirms the strong correlation between the socio-economic status of house-

holds and vulnerability to repetition identified in international studies, as well as that 

between parental education and repetition. It confirms previous findings of the impact 

of gender on grade repetition, with black male learners particularly likely to repeat mul-

tiple times. It has identified a particularly strong relationship between grade repetition 

and attending schools in the former homelands.

It has also identified significant associations between the home language of learners 

and their vulnerability to repetition. These demand additional research aimed at reach-

ing a better understanding of the linkages among repetition, home language, and the 

language of instruction. Households surveys are limited in their ability to explore this 

subject, as many caregivers cannot provide accurate information about the use of lan-

guages at school. Besides the formal languages of instruction, many educators switch 

between languages depending on the subject matter, the mix of learners in the class, 

and so on.

International research has identified a range of additional factors which increase learn-

ers’ vulnerability to grade repetition. At the level of the school, this includes teaching 

practices and skills, as well as the broader classroom and school environment (includ-

ing, for example, the extent of psychological and social support for learners). At the 

household level, this includes the stability of family structures, and the involvement of 

parents in their children’s school activities.57

At the individual level, factors influencing a learner’s vulnerability to grade repetition 

include insufficient mental stimulation in the early years of a child’s life, the impacts of 

extreme poverty (such as malnutrition), learning difficulties, and more. 58

As regards learning difficulties, anecdotal evidence suggests that many educators in 

South Africa are unable to diagnose children with learning difficulties, and also do not 

have the skills to offer appropriate remedial interventions.
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Box 13: Grade repetition and drop-out rates

International research shows that learners who repeat grades are also more likely 
to drop out of school.59 According to Jimerson et al, grade repetition is the ‘most 
powerful predictor of drop-out status’ identified in the literature.60

Local research confirm the former finding but not the latter, with coloured youths 
most likely to drop out as a result of repetition, followed by black youths.61 Our 
data certainly shows that grade repetition and struggling academically can lead to 
learners dropping out. Ten percent of out-of-school youths interviewed in our youth 
survey (those aged 16 to 18) mentioned having to repeat a grade as a catalyst 
for leaving school, and our caregiver survey revealed that 14 per cent of out-of-
school children and youths aged seven to 18 had left as a result of either struggling 
academically or having to repeat a grade.

However, we believe this factor may not be as powerful here as in the United States, 
the source of much of the international literature on this corelation. Given high levels 
of youth unemployment, the opportunity costs of being in school in South Africa 
are far lower than in many other countries. Moreover, the fact that repetition is so 
common in South Africa may work to ‘normalise’ and destigmatise grade repetition.

Multiple repeats (and other school delays which cause learners to be substantially 
older than their peers) may well have a larger impact on whether or not youths in 
their late teens and early twenties go on to complete their education, as the impact 
of being a young adult in a school system not designed for those in their twenties, 
and possible lack of learning progress made, really take their toll. More research 
is needed; we did not collect data on repetition by youths out of school and older 
than 18.

Learners who are much older than their peers but remain in school to write matric 
may still be at a substantial disadvantage than their younger peers. Drawing on 
a study in a high school in Guguletu in Cape Town, Anderson et al found a strong 
correlation between age and matric exam results,62 with each additional year 
resulting in a decrease in the matric exam scores of between 0,5 to 2 percentage 
points. They noted that ‘This effect may sound small, but is actually quite large when 
one considers that the average matric scores in this school were less than 30 per 
cent for most subjects, and that students ranged in age from 17 to 30. For many 
subjects, students who were age 18 in grade 12 (zero years behind) scored a full 
ten percentage points higher than students in their mid-twenties or older. For some 
subjects, such as mathematics and biology, this represents a halving of scores for 
students who have repeated several years.’63



   

Conclusion

Our study shows that levels of enrolment of children and youths of compulsory 

schoolgoing age are very high, dropping from near-universal attendance at age 15 – the 

last compulsory year – to 78 per cent for 18-year-olds.

It also shows that our schooling system is hugely inefficient. Delays in learners’ progress 

are common, with grade repetition the main culprit. Age-grade norms are an important 

benchmark, but the gap between this ideal and reality is stark.

Because so many learners are older than the age-grade norms, only examining the 

enrolment of learners aged seven to 18 masks the reality of FET completion. Our data 

shows that black youths from poorer backgrounds persevere for years, sometimes up to 

age 25. Yet this culture of persistent school attendance and years of investment by the 

state, households, and the learners themselves do not translate into matric completion. 

According to the GHS, in 2007 only 38 per cent of 19- to 24-year-olds completed mat-

ric or NTCIII (although it should be noted that a proportion of this age group are still in 

school). Youths are most likely to drop out during FET, and well after the compulsory 

schoolgoing age.

Our data shows that white and Indian children and youths – and middle-class children 

of all races  – have a far smoother passage through the schooling system. Multiple factors 

impact on learners’ vulnerability to grade repetition, but high levels of grade repetition 

will remain as long as the quality of education provided to most South Africans remains 

as poor as they are at present.

These findings, and the low levels of FET completion, raise some important policy 

issues. What exactly is our vision for education and training after compulsory school-

ing ends in Grade 9? Given our poor performance in this respect, should we continue 

to aspire to universal completion of the NSC? Instead, should we not concentrate on a 

sound basic education with a credible qualification at the end of Grade 9 which signals 

that those who have attained it have been well educated?

Policy-makers are faced with some more difficult questions. Do we want to discourage 

the attendance of those who are not progressing efficiently through school? Research 

has shown that schooling has a protective effect on youths.64 Given our high levels of 

youth unemployment, and the failure of the economy to absorb low-skilled labourers, 

teenagers are more likely to engage in risky social behaviour if they so not attend school 

(falling pregnant, contracting HIV, becoming young fathers, engaging in substance 

abuse, and so on).65 In addition, school is not just a place where learners go in the hope 

of getting an education, or ‘to keep time moving’ in the context of the low economic 

opportunity costs of being in school.66 Despite the often appalling conditions in which 
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which our children and youths have to learn, school is a place for young people to be 

playful, make new friends, have their first relationships, and so on.67

Despite the high proportion of over-aged learners in our schools, research on this sub-

ject is lacking. We suggest that our preliminary findings about their presence in South 

African schools should be further explored, more specifically by researching their 

impact on teachers, broader classroom practices, and younger learners; and their own 

experiences of being significantly older than their peers. This should also include an 

assessment of the alternatives to mainstream schooling available for over-aged youths.
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