
Access to education

Technical Report of the 
National Household Survey



This study funded by:

  The Atlantic Philanthropies 
  The Ford Foundation 
  The Rockefeller Brothers Fund 
  The ELMA Foundation



December 2009

Access to education

Technical Report of the  
National Household Survey



The Access to Education Study (formerly known as the Barriers to Education 
Study) was a joint initiative between Social Surveys and the Centre for Applied 
Legal Studies (CALS). 

The research team was lead by Bev Russell. Sarah Meny-Gibert was primary 
researcher. Analysis and report writing was conducted by Sarah Meny-Gibert 
and Bev Russell, with assistance from Lesley Parenzee. Irma Grundling was 
responsible for the development of the sample frame, sampling and weighting 
of the data.  Phillipa Tucker provided input into the design of the questionnaire. 
Riaan Mostert and Ndinda Makina provided statistical and data management 
support respectively with earlier data management support from Mswazi 
Tshabalala. Data was cleaned by Janey See and Riaan Mostert. Fieldwork was 
managed by Khathu Mathavha and Dale Howell. Dale also managed the team 
of coders, capturers and quality controllers, including Katlego Skosana, Nqulelwa 
Xhosa, Sandile Zwane, Mpho Mchaza, Elizabeth Manley, Marijke Smith and 
Amanda Mitchell. 

Published in December 2009 by

Social Surveys Africa

2 Upper Park Drive, Forest Town

Johannesburg, South Africa

P O Box 32656, Braamfontein 2017

Tel +27 11 486 1025

Fax +27 11 486 1029

www.socialsurveys.co.za

All rights reserved. This publication and its contents may not be copied, reproduced, 

or distributed without the prior permission in writing of the publishers. Short extracts 

may be quoted, provided the source is fully acknowledged.

ISBN: 978-0-620-49223-2

Produced by Acumen Publishing Solutions, Johannesburg.

Printed by Lawprint, Johannesburg.

The photographs in this volume were taken by Khathu Mathavha, field manager,  

at research sites in Limpopo.



 

Contents

Acknowledgements 4
Abbreviations 5

Executive summary 7
Chapter 3: Enrolment and attendance 7
Chapter 4: Age-grade appropriateness and school delays 9
Chapter 5: Absenteeism 11
Chapter 6: Access costs and school attendance 13
Chapter 7: Focus on an enabling environment 14

S E C T I O N  O N E  Introduction 17
Study objectives 18
Endnotes 18

S E C T I O N  T W O  Research approach and process 21
Research conceptualisation and set-up 21
Conceptualising access 21
Scope 23
Consultation 23
Formative research 23
Sampling and weighting 24
Instrument design 25
Training and pilot 26
Ethical considerations 27
Field process and quality control 27
Limitations and qualifications 28
Endnotes 28

S E C T I O N  T H R E E  Basic attendance and out-of-school youths 31
Enrolment and attendance: an overview 32
The profile of out-of-school youths 38
Findings from the Youth Survey: profile of out-of-school youths  
(aged 16 to 18) 51
School attendance and out-of-school youths: a summary 58
Endnotes 60



S E C T I O N  F O U R  Age-grade appropriateness and school delays 65
Age-grade appropriateness 65
Starting school on time 70
Absence from school for a year or more 71
Factors associated with absence from school for a year or more` 72
Repetition: an overview 80
Profile of learners who repeat 82
School delays: a summary 92
Endnotes 94

S E C T I O N  F I V E  Absenteeism 99
Levels of absence 100
Longest continuous period absent 102
Absenteeism: a summary  106
Endnotes 107

S E C T I O N  S I X  Access costs and school attendance 109
The cost of school education in South Africa  110
Government school adherence to legislation on fees and access 114
School fees and access: a summary 119
Endnotes 120

S E C T I O N  S E V E N  Focus on an enabling environment 123
Access to resources and infrastructure in schools 123
Exposure to and experience of bullying and abuse 129
Engagement in (potentially) harmful social behaviour, and 
youths’ perceptions of the biggest problems facing youths 133
Contractual access: corporal punishment 136
Other: Issues affecting ability to participate in education 137
The environment in which youths access schooling: a summary 138
Endnotes 139

Bibliography 141
Appendix 1: Reference group 143
Appendix 2: Survey field workers 144



 

The Access to Education Study was generously funded by Atlantic Philanthro-

pies, the Ford Foundation, the Rockefeller Brothers Fund and the ELMA Foundation. 

Thanks particularly to Gerald Kraak (Atlantic Philanthropies) who provided support 

throughout the Study.

Numerous individuals provided valuable advice and input into the design and analy-

sis phases of the research. Social Surveys would like to thank members of the Reference 

Group (see appendix One). Dr Martin Prew and Veerle Dieltiens were particularly gen-

erous with their time and input. Katharine Hall provided useful commentary on the 

design phase. Dr Hersheela Narsee, Director of Research Co-ordination, Monitoring 

and Evaluation at the Department of Basic Education, engaged with the Social Surveys 

team throughout the project, providing valuable support.

Jennifer Shindler computed the Gross and Net Enrolment Ratios based on our data, and 

also provided valuable insight and advice. Constructive input was obtained from Yusuf 

Sayed, Brahm Fleisch and Mary Metcalfe. 

We are particularly grateful to the tireless efforts of our field team, whose names are 

detailed in Appendix Two.

Acknowledgements

ABET  Adult Basic Education and Training

ACESS Alliance for Children’s Entitlement to Social Security

CDG Care Dependency Grant

CSG  Child Support Grant

EMIS Education Management Information System

FCG Foster Care Grant

FET  Further Education and Training

GER  Gross Enrolment Ratio

GET  General Education and Training

GPI  Gender Parity Index

NER  Net Enrolment Ratio

SGB  School Governing Body

StatsSA Statistics South Africa

Abbreviations





This study was initiated by Social Surveys and the Centre for Applied Legal Studies 

(CALS) in late 2006, and funded by The Atlantic Philanthropies, the Ford Foundation, 

the Rockefeller Brothers Fund and the ELMA Foundation. 

The study defined ‘access to education’ broadly, collecting data on a range of access 

indicators, and explored the barriers faced by South African youths in completing their 

school education. 

The research comprised a nationally representative survey of 4 400 households with 

interviews undertaken among caregivers and youths aged 16 to 18. The survey find-

ings were complemented and informed by a literature review, formative qualitative 

research, and an ongoing consultation process. This report documents the methodol-

ogy and findings of the national survey.

Data was collected for children in school in 2007 (irrespective of age) and children out 

of school (aged 7 to 18). 

Chapter 3: Enrolment and attendance

Age-specific enrolment rates

Near-universal access to education had been achieved for children aged 7 to 15, with 

take-up of the Basic Education and Training Phase also being high. 

School attendance was high, with 96.1% of children aged 7 to 18 in school in 2007. The 

attendance rate for children aged 7 to 15 was 98.9%, the ages for which school is com-

pulsory, and which correspond to the age-grade norms of the Basic Education Phase 

(Grades 1 to 9). For the age group 16 to 18 (which corresponds with the age-grade norms 

for Grades 10 to 12), attendance dropped to 87.8%. 

Within the 7 to 18 age cohort, the biggest drop in attendance was between the ages of 

16 and 17. 

An analysis of the age-specific enrolment rates also reveals that a large number of over-

aged learners were still at school, mainly due to repetition. 

Executive summary
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Gross enrolment rates

An analysis of Gross Enrolment Rates (GERs) by level of schooling indicates that there 

is widespread participation in the Primary School Band (Grades 1 to 7) and the Basic 

Education Phase (Grades 1 to 9), with the system accommodating a fair number of chil-

dren who are older or younger than the official school age. Take-up is not as extensive 

at the secondary school level, and even lower for the FET phase. A cause for concern 

is the high level of out-of-school youths evident in the drop in GER between Grades 10 

and 11. A provincial analysis of GER shows that there are substantial variations among 

the provinces. 

Profile of out-of-school children and youths (aged 7 to 18)

The profile of out-of-school youths was explored via an analysis of a range of variables, 

namely race and gender, family structure (relationship to household head), geographic 

location, as well as a range of socio-economic factors (i.e. infrastructure, living density, 

experience of hunger, household income, and education level of household head). 

Out of school youths aged 7 to 15

When exploring the profile of children aged 7 to 15 who are not in school, few clear 

determinants of being out of school emerge. This is partly because of the extremely high 

attendance rate for this age group. The reasons given for children being out of school are 

largely localised, household, or child-specific, experienced primarily in the context of 

household poverty. Disabled children in this age group are far more likely to be out of 

school, as shown by Community Survey results (2007). 

Out of school youths aged 16 to 18

Coloured youths in this age group are substantially more vulnerable to being out of 

school than white, Indian or black youths.

Youths on farms are significantly more likely to be out of school than children living in 

traditional, formal or informal settlements, particularly coloured youths on farms.

Age-specific enrolment rates by gender and the Gender Parity Index show a fair degree 

of gender parity in terms of vulnerability to being out of school. 

Household poverty remains a major overarching reason for children being out of 

school. Results for the 16 to 18 age cohort point to a clear relationship between socio-

economic status and being in or out of school. For children older than 16, multivariate 

analysis shows that the educational attainment of the household head is the variable 

with the greatest statistical explanatory power in predicting whether or not a child will 

be in school.
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Reasons for being out of school (ages 7 to 18)

The reasons for learners being out of school are seldom related to only one factor, but 

rather to the compounding effects of a range of social and economic factors. These tend 

at first to discourage youths from active engagement in their education, later affecting 

regular attendance at school, and eventually impacting on whether they remain in the 

school system until matric.

According to responses provided by caregivers of out of school youths, and out of school 

youths themselves, the most common reason for being out of school for youths aged 7 

to 18 is household poverty, due to their not being able to afford the cost of education, 

as well as the restrictions placed on the ability of households to cope with financial and 

other traumas (such as death or illness). The ways in which household poverty cause 

learners to leave school before completing their matric are complex, however, and the 

study shows that school fees may be less of a culprit in creating barriers to access and 

completion than previously suggested (see chapter 6).

Teenage pregnancy is the most common cause of girls leaving school before complet-

ing matric. Boys are more likely to have left school due to a lack of interest, or a sense of 

feeling disengaged or alienated from their school education (in the context of a host of 

other social processes, as indicated by the formative research). 

Grade repetition or struggling academically with school work was the fourth most com-

mon set of reasons provided by caregivers for youths aged 7 to 18 being out of school. 

Other factors cited by caregivers and youths as discouraging school attendance relate 

to in-school factors (e.g. access denied, disincentives to remaining in school, lack of 

appropriate schooling facility) and to a wide range of family/community issues.

Chapter 4: Age-grade appropriateness and school delays

Net Enrolment Rates

An analysis of Net Enrolment Rates (NERs) shows that over 95% of primary school learn-

ers, as well as learners enrolled in basic education, were appropriately aged for their 

phase of schooling. This applied, however, to only 75% of secondary school level learn-

ers and only 60% of learners enrolled in the FET phase. Among youths aged 16 to 18, 

four out of every 10 were either outside the school system or were in the wrong phase for 

their age. This was primarily caused by repetition. 

An analysis of the NERs by gender shows clear differences between the genders in 

the higher Grades with a far higher proportion of appropriately aged female learners 

enrolled than male learners. 
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Age of learners per grade

While there was a large spread of ages in Grade 1, over 90% of learners were between 

one year yonger and one year older (i.e. 6 to 8 years) than the age-grade norm of age 7 

in their first year of school. This spread steadily increased moving up the grades, with 

a higher proportion of children older than the age-grade norm in each year. This trend 

reached a peak in Grade 9 with half the children in that grade being older than the age-

grade norm. By Grade 12, some of these older children have left the schooling system, 

with this figure dropping to just below half. Ten percent of learners in school were three 

or more years outside the age-grade norm for their grade in 2007. 

Starting school at the appropriate age

Most children (87%) aged 7 to 18 entered school at age 6 or 7, with 6% entering at age 5, 

and 7% entering later than age 7. There is a positive trend of children entering school at 

the correct age. 

Starting school late was associated with a greater chance of being out of school in 2007, 

and with a greater chance of repeating school, and repeating more often. 

Absence from school for a year or more

Four percent of children at school at the time of the survey (irrespective of age) had 

missed a year or more of schooling, with 3.6% of those still in the Basic Education Phase 

having missed a year or more (for 7 to 15 year olds the result was 2.9%), and 6.4% of 

those in the FET Phase having been absent from school for a year or more. 

A higher proportion of out of school youthshad missed a year or more of schooling and 

had returned to school than those who were in school at the time of the survey. 

While repetition is the primary reason for children experiencing school delays, of those 

children who are substantially older than the age-Grade norms specify, a large propor-

tion have experienced school delays due to absence from school for a year or more. 

Once again, poverty appears to be the context in which children are vulnerable to miss-

ing school for a year or more. There is a clear negative relationship between absence 

from school for a year or more and the Socio Economic Status developed for the Access 

to Education Survey. Children in informal settlements are more likely to leave school 

temporarily than children in other settlement types. 

Whilst coloured children were more likely to be out of school in the 7 to 18 age group 

than children of other race groups, it is black children who are most likely to leave school 

temporarily. 

Missing a year or more of schooling and then returning to school is associated with later 

entry into school, and a greater likelihood of repeating a Grade and repeating more often. 



E x e c u t i v e  S u m m a r y   

Repetition 

A third of all learners registered in 2007 had repeated a year at some time in their school 

career. Twenty-one percent of learners in the Foundation Phase in 2007 had repeated, 

while 52% of learners had repeated by the time they were in the FET Phase in 2007. 

The biggest increase in repetition levels is between Grades One and Two. Our data also 

points to high levels of repetition in the senior Grades (from Grades 8 to 11).

Repetition is partly an indicator that a learner has not mastered the curriculum, but 

whether or not the learner has been able to master the curriculum may be related to a 

complex interplay of factors (e.g. learner aptitude, the quality of teaching, whether or 

not an enabling environment existing for learning etc.). The rigour and accuracy of test-

ing criteria applied also affects repetition levels. 

Regarding the profile of children who are repeating, children residing in traditional 

areas (those under traditional authority – primarily rural areas) are more likely to repeat 

(and repeat more often) than children residing in formal settlements, informal settle-

ments or on commercial farms. 

Boys are more likely to repeat than girls, in all race groups, across all provinces and in 

all sub-place types. 

Children who reside in households with better living conditions are at a clear advan-

tage, as are children whose parents or household head have a tertiary education (with 

a gradual increase in vulnerability to repetition as education attainment of the house-

hold head drops). 

Black learners are six times more likely to repeat a Grade than white children. Race, how-

ever, appears as a thin film through which to view other variables: differential access to 

good quality education, different living conditions, and significantly, home language. 

English-speaking children fared best (i.e. the group with the lowest percentage of chil-

dren who had not repeated and when they had, repeating fewer times). 

International literature has identified a range of other factors associated with Grade rep-

etition: factors located in-school, or supply side factors, those located in the home, in 

the community or as a result of learner characteristics (out of school factors) . 

Chapter 5: Absenteeism

The data points to low absence at the level that might be assumed to affect learning 

achievements or broader social participation in schooling. According to caregivers, 

apart from absence caused by the 2007 Teachers Strike, 45% of learners were not absent 

at all in 2007. Fourteen percent of learners had been absent for more than 5 days, and 5% 

were absent for more than ten days (excluding the strike). 
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There appears to be very little difference between the levels of absence for those in 

Primary and Secondary school, as well as for the Basic Education and Further Educa-

tion Training phases. Disaggregating absence over the year by a range of demographic, 

socio-economic and familial variables showed very little difference. 

In general, youthsin our survey (that is youthsaged 16 to 18) reported slightly higher lev-

els of absence compared to the caregivers of those aged 16 to 18, particularly in the 1 to 

5 and 5 to 10 day categories. 

Fourteen percent of youthsaged 16 to 18 indicated that they sometimes ‘bunked’ classes 

with 15% of those who indicated skipping classes whilst at school, skipped classes daily 

or weekly. A further 9% indicated skipping classes monthly, with 72% indicating this 

happened very seldom.

Longest continuous period absent

Data indicates low levels of absenteeism for more than 5 days. According to caregivers, 

only 9% of learners (who had been absent at all) had been absent for more than 5 days 

at a time, and 4% had been absent for more than 10 days at a time. 

Little difference was found between the education phases. Learners who had been 

absent in 2007 were grouped into one of two categories: either absent for between 1 to 

10 days at a time or absent for more than 10 days at a time. There does appear to be some 

relationship between settlement type and being out of school for longer than ten days 

at a time, with children living on farms, followed by those living in informal settlements, 

more likely to be out of school for this length of time. 

Children who had been out of school for a year or more at some time in their school his-

tory, were more likely to have been absent for more than ten days at a stretch during the 

year that this study was undertaken. 

Factors contributing to absence 

Illness was the reason most frequently given by caregivers for the longest continuous 

period learners were absent from school in 2007, followed by issues in the broader envi-

ronment or community (such as service delivery, poor weather, and in a few cases, the 

result of a child or caregivers fear for the child’s safety or a child’s safety having being 

compromised through rape or assault). Family responsibilities and domestic chores 

were the next most common reasons provided. 

Illness as a factor influencing absenteeism becomes considerably less significant when 

looking at learners that have been away from school for 10 or more days at a stretch. 

Lack of transport features prominently for those out of school for more than ten days at 

a time.
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Absenteeism: a summary

Data from the Survey suggests than absenteeism at the level that may be assumed to 

affect learning outcomes and broader social participation in schooling, is low – this is 

also suggested by other studies (Department of Education commissioned report by the 

Community Agency for Social Enquiry (CASE) and the Joint Education Trust (JET Edu-

cation Services, 2007; Labour Force Survey, 2006). 

It should be noted however, that absenteeism levels may in fact be higher than recorded, 

as caregivers and youthsstruggle to recall all instances of absenteeism over the year 

and/or may be reluctant to mention instances of absenteeism caused by factors that are 

difficult to talk about.

Chapter 6: Access costs and school attendance

Chapter 6 covers two inter-related themes: the cost of education for South African 

households, and adherence by schools to regulations aimed at ensuring access to pub-

lic education for children in poor households (i.e. the no-fees school policy and fees 

exemption policy). 

School fees and other access costs

Fifty percent of children (government and private schools combined) paid less than R50 

for school fees per year. Thirty eight percent of learners in South Africa attended school 

but did not pay fees in 2007. 

This figure drops to 27% the amount of money households were spending on school fees 

was shown (for example, some households were paying school fees for one child and 

not another). Fifty percent of households spent R125 or less on fees in 2007. 

The average amount spent per child per school phase shows a large difference between 

the cost of primary and secondary schooling. The increase in fees for Grades 10 to 12 

accounts for this jump in fees from primary to secondary school, with Grade 12 being 

the most expensive Grade. 

Uniforms are on average more costly than school fees. While 50% of households paid 

R125 or less on fees, the equivalent figure rises substantially for uniforms, with 50% of 

households paying R600 or less. 

Seventy five percent of households were not paying money for transport for their chil-

dren to attend school. Twenty one percent of households are paying more than R100 per 

month on transport for their children to get to and from school. 

Seventy six percent of children were walking to school in South Africa. Some of these 

children are walking to school because they cannot afford the cost of transport. 
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Government school adherence to legislation on fees and access (2007)

Non-compliance of schools with the no-fees regulations was found to be relatively high 

in 2007, with 36% of children attending no-fee schools (either Quintile One or Two 

schools) paying fees - which may, in part be related to a “transition period” from fee-

paying (thus partly income generating) to no-fees schools in 2007.

All government schools are obliged to inform caregivers of the children in their school 

of the fees exemption policy, or the schools no-fee status, as the case may be. Only 39% 

of caregivers who were being charged fees for children at a government school indicated 

that they had been informed of this right (2007). 

Just below 2% of learners had been denied registration or re-registration by a school, 

and 0.4% had been expelled. Of this group, access denied due to non-payment of fees 

barely featured (affecting three children in total). 

While children are not being expelled or refused entry due to inability to pay school fees, 

punishment for non-payment of fees does appear to be common. Thirty-three percent 

of learners whose caregiver had indicated struggling to pay, or not being able to pay 

fees, had had their report card or exam results withheld, and 4% had been prevented 

from writing exams. Four percent had been threatened with legal action, or schools had 

already instigated legal action while a further 3% of learners had either been temporar-

ily excluded from school, or had been told that they could not register at the school the 

following year. 

Chapter 7: Focus on an enabling environment

Chapter Seven presents those findings from the YouthsSurvey that focus on the envi-

ronment in which youths(ages 16 to 18) access schooling. These factors include basic 

indicators of access to physical and human resources at school; exposure to a range of 

issues that are (or are potentially) harmful to learners, and which may have an impact 

on their ability to actively engage with their school work. 

Access to resources and infrastructure in schools

The data shows the remaining deficiencies in the provision of adequate infrastructure 

to all schools in South Africa and the inequalities in the schooling system, particularly 

affecting lower quintile schools. Almost a quarter of the 16 to 18 year olds indicated a 

total lack of, or insufficient access to clean water and/or adequate sanitation. Electricity 

provision seems to be less of a problem with 95% of youthsindicating that their school 

had electricity, although in a number of schools the electricity did not work most of the 

time (13%). 

Every second learner (16 to 18 year olds) interviewed indicated that they have to share 

desks and/or textbooks. 
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As many as 18% of learners aged 16 to 18 reported class sizes of 60 or more learners (i.e. 

with one teacher). 

A third of learners said that they were not always taught lessons when the educator was 

supposed to be teaching them. 

Exposure to and experience of bullying, sexual assault and teachers 

dating learners

Data indicates that 20% of respondents reported having experienced verbal bullying 

and 8% had been physically bullied or been the victim of violence at school, with far 

more boys than girls reporting these experiences. 

Two percent of youthsaged 16 to 18 mentioned being the victim of sexual assault by 

teachers, other learners and perpetrators in the broader community respectively. These 

issues are likely to be under-reported, given the traumatic nature of sexual assault. 

Thirty three percent said that they knew of learners in their school who had dated, or 

were dating a teacher at the school, with 2% of learners stating that they had, or were, 

dating a teacher. 

Sixteen percent of youthseither sometimes or always felt unsafe at school (mainly due 

to threat or experience of violence from other learners in their school), and 25% some-

times or always felt unsafe on the way to school.

Corporal punishment

Although corporal punishment has been banned in both government and private 

schools in South Africa, 44% of learners had experienced some form of corporal punish-

ment in 2007, with nearly a third having been physically hit, kicked or thrown around. 

Youths perceptions of the biggest problems facing youth

Substance abuse (both of drugs and alcohol) by youthsand adults concerned over a 

third of youth, and was by far the most common concern for them when asked about the 

biggest problems facing youthsin their schools and in their broader community. Teen-

age pregnancy was mentioned as one of the biggest problems facing youthsin school. 

Gangsterism, violence at school, and youthsinvolvement in crime also featured promi-

nently as issues concerning both youthsat school and in the wider community.



   C h a p t e r  O n e



I n t r o d u c t i o n   

C h a p t e r  O n e

I n late 2006, Social Surveys and the Centre for Applied Legal Studies (CALS) at the 

University of the Witwatersrand embarked on a research project on access to school 

education in South Africa. Data was primarily gathered via a nationally representative 

survey of about 4 400 households, complemented and informed by a literature review 

and formative qualitative research. This report documents the methodology and find-

ings of the national survey.1 

Access to education is not an issue that South Africa should be complacent about, 

despite general success in getting children through the school gates. Despite high enrol-

ment rates in primary schools, enrolment drops markedly after children reach 15. Most 

of these out-of-school youths do not return to finish matric, let alone tertiary education, 

which is so necessary to enable them to take part in a 21st-century economy. This is 

demonstrated by the findings this study, and supported by both the Community Survey 

and General Household Survey of 2007. Moreover, the right of access to basic education 

is enshrined in our constitution.2

A number of studies of access to education have been undertaken in South Africa in 

recent years. These include a report by the Ministerial Committee on Learner Retention, 

released in 2008, which focused on aggregate indicators of access, such as survival rates, 

gross enrolment rates, and others.3

The Department of Education4 also commissioned a study on absenteeism from the 

Joint Education Trust and the Community Agency for Social Enquiry.  Conducted in 

2006, it was based on a literature review and case study work in 30 schools across the 

county. 

The Education Policy Unit at the University of Witwatersrand is undertaking the South 

African research component of the CREATE project.5 This study employs an expanded 

definition of access, that of ‘meaningful access’, which includes access to good quality 

education. CREATE’s work is based on detailed qualitative case studies of institutions 

and communities in two provinces. 

Official household surveys (such as the General Household Survey, Labour Force Sur-

vey and others) have also been used to explore the number and proportion of children 

out of school. 

Introduction 
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This report includes the presentation and analysis of a range of internationally and 

locally used indicators of access, generally corroborating official statistics. The signifi-

cance of this study is twofold. First, it consists of a household survey (yielding national 

statistics) which specifically focuses on access to education. This has allowed for a richer 

exploration of the barriers to access and factors associated with being out of school than 

official national surveys. Second, it utilises an expanded definition of access. While 

quantifying the proportion of children out of school, and the barriers to physical access, 

it also develops a picture of the enabling environment (or lack thereof) for learning and 

participating in South African schools, which gives substance to the right to education 

enshrined in the constitution. Data was collected from youths on in school experiences 

such as bullying, teacher absence, and other issues. 

Study objectives 

The Barriers to Education Study has three main objectives: 

To gather and disseminate national, statistically representative, and accurate infor-

mation on the extent to which children of primary and secondary school age are not 

accessing school education.

To identify and quantify different types of barriers to accessing and completing 

school education.

To identify the profile of children and youths who experience these barriers.

Target audiences included policy-makers, monitoring and evaluation officers, and 

other relevant members of the Departments of Education, Social Development and 

other interested government units; researchers in the education and social develop-

ment sectors, and civil society (NGOs and concerned parents).

Endnotes

1 The Barriers to Education study includes two supporting documents: the Baseline 

Review, a literature of review of access to education, with a focus on South Africa, and a 

technical report of the formative research. 

2 Sections 29(1) and (2) of the Constitution state that: “(1) Everyone has the right – (a) 

to a basic education, including adult basic education; and (b) to a further education, 

which the state, through reasonable measures, must make progressively available and 

accessible.” Republic of South Africa (1996). Constitution of the Republic of South 

Africa. Act 108 of 1996.

3 Department of Education, Learner Retention in the South African Schooling System: 

Report to the Minister of Education G.N.M Pandor, M.P, May 2008.

4 In 2009, the National Department of Education was split into two Departments: the 

Department of Basic Education and the Department of Higher Education. 
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5 CREATE stands for the Consortium for Research on Education Access, Transitions and 

Equity. An international project co-ordinated from the University of Sussex, England. 

See Motala, S, Dieltiens, V, Carrim, N, Kgobe, P, Moyo, G and Rembe, S. Educational 

Access in South Africa: A Country Analytic Report, Consortium for Research on Edu-

cational Access, Transitions and Equity and the University of Witwatersrand Education 

Policy Unit, CREATE Country Paper, August 2007.
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Research conceptualisation and set-up

The overall research approach is shown in figure 1.

Figure 1: Research approach

Consultative process

1st reference
Group
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The research process began in 2006 with a literature review and the development of a 

conceptual framework for analysing barriers to access. This conceptual framework is 

described in the Baseline Literature Review Report, completed in September 2006. The 

conceptual framework was further refined and adapted based on an expanded defini-

tion of access. 

Conceptualising access

The Barriers to Education literature review highlighted the fact that access to education 

has been interpreted in different ways by different researchers, education practition-

Research approach 
and process
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ers and government officials, both locally and internationally. Based on the findings of 

the literature review, the research team settled on a relatively broad understanding of 

‘access’ which might be understood as ‘ability to participate’.1 It was agreed that simply 

‘getting through the school gates’ was an important, but insufficient, measure of access. 

For exampke, a child has not gained meaningful access to education if she is too hungry 

to concentrate in class, or if her educator does not arrive to teach her. 

Access as ‘the ability to participate’ has therefore been conceptualised as having a num-

ber of dimensions: 

Table 1: Dimensions of access

Dimension Component Sub-component

BASIC ACCESS 
(‘Getting through 
the school gates’)

Contractual access 
Institutional or contractual 
arrangements that enable 
basic access.

Schools adhering to contractual 
arrangement/following regulations: 
What are the contractual 
arrangements with the school to 
allow for basic physical access? 

Attendance 
Physical access to 
schooling

Initial enrolment and attendance: 
Gaining basic physical access to 
school 

Accessing school at the appropriate 
age

Enrolment at the right age and 
continuing through schooling at the 
appropriate age

Consistent attendance

Conversely absence, bunking etc

MEANINGFUL/ 
ENABLING ACCESS 
Enabling 
environment2

Basic infrastructure and 
material resources

Basic infrastructure and material 
resources in school

Basic infrastructure and material 
resources outside school 

Human resources and 
support

Human resources and support in 
school

Human resources and support outside 
school (household or other)

Protection from exposure 
to social ills

Protection from exposure to social ills, 
as well as burdens on households and 
children

Basic access refers to learners ‘getting through the school gates’, and comprises initial 

enrolment, regular attendance and contractual access. Regarding ‘contractual access’, 

testing school adherence to the regulations pertaining to access to education was con-

sidered a vital component of the research. Previous research by CALS shows that school 

fees may act as a barrier to access. Particular attention was therefore paid to whether 
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schools were adhering to the fees exemption regulations, and whether children attend-

ing officially designated no-fee schools were being asked to pay fees.3

The inclusion of ‘enabling access’ was based on the assumption that certain basic resources 

and an enabling environment needed to be in place to enable learning, and that even if 

the link between, for example, classroom resources and educational outcomes cannot be 

proven, a child has a right to access learning in a safe and dignified environment.4 

Barriers were therefore defined as those factors or processes that prevent basic physi-

cal access, and prevent children from effectively participating in their education. The 

formative research process identified a broad range of barriers to both basic and ena-

bling access. 

Scope 

The Access to Education study focused on access to education from Grades 1 to 12. It 

captured data for all those at school (irrespective of age) and those out of school aged 7 

to 18 at the time of the survey (October/November 2007). Data was collected for those 

attending (or having left) government (‘public’) or private (‘independent’) schools, 

including ordinary schools, FET colleges, and schools catering for learners with special 

needs.

Consultation

A Reference Group was established in 2006. It served the purpose of facilitating the 

engagement of key stakeholders in the study, including the Department of Education, 

educationalists and child rights specialists. This process enabled educational specialists 

and researchers to provide insight and guidance throughout the research, which was 

adapted accordingly. 

The Reference Group input was supplemented by advice from experts from the Depart-

ments of Statistics and Actuarial Science and Demography at the University of the 

Witwatersrand, who gave input into the development of an appropriate and robust 

methodology for the household survey. 

All organisations and individuals on the reference group, as well as individuals who pro-

vided advice during the study, are listed in Appendix One. 

Formative research 

The formative research was conducted to feed into the design of the research instrument 

by exploring the range of barriers that children face in accessing education in different 

community and household settings, and to feed into the design of an appropriate meth-

odology. The formative research also proved to be useful in providing a more qualitative, 

textured understanding of many of the quantitative results from the main survey.
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The research, conducted in February and March 2007, comprised focus group discus-

sions among educators, youth and caregivers in four purposively selected communities 

in South Africa.5 

One of the most important finding of the formative research was that many barriers to 

education experienced by children were either not known to parents or not discussed by 

caregivers. The methodology designed at the outset of the study for the national survey 

proposed gathering all data from the primary caregiver in the sampled household. On 

the basis of this finding it was therefore decided to supplement the caregiver interviews 

with interviews with youths (aged 16 to 18) in the sampled households. This was done to 

capture barriers such as violence in schools, abuse at home, truancy, etc on which the 

caregivers were not able or willing to provide data. 

Sampling and weighting

The sample frame used for the household survey was designed to provide data that was 

representative at the national and provincial levels. 

The Sub-Place classification of the Census 2001 data by Statistics South Africa (StatsSA) 

was used for the development of the sampling frame. A Sub-Place represents the spatial 

level between Enumerator Areas and Main Places and is the most refined spatial level 

for which census data is usually made available to the public.

Sub-places are classified into settlement types (based on the type of Enumerator Areas 

that were aggregated to form a Sub-Place). Two main principles guide this classifica-

tion: the specific geographic location of the Enumerator Areas, and the kind of dwellings 

that were most common within the Enumerator Areas at the time of the census. The 

settlement types from which the sample was drawn were: formal settlements, informal 

settlements, farms, small-holdings,6 and traditional areas (so-called ‘tribal areas’ by 

the census). Sub-place types which were not seen as relevant for the Barriers Study (as 

approved by the Methodology Experts Work Group) were: institutional sub-places, rec-

reational sub-places and hostels – the later representing a very small percentage of the 

population and a particularly small percentage of the schoolgoing population.

Within a province, random sampling of sub-places was undertaken proportionate to the 

total population per sub-place type. 

As it had to be ensured that the sample for each province would yield a representative 

and robust sample, the total (national) sample was not proportionate to the popula-

tion per province: the sample was boosted for smaller provinces like Northern Cape and 

North West.

Within each sub-place, households were then randomly selected. The lottery method 

was applied to randomly select the household to be interviewed for stands or situations 

(e.g. two households occupying one flat) where more than one household resided. For 

the purpose of the survey a household was defined as a single person living alone or a 
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group of people who live together and provide themselves jointly with food and/or other 

essentials for living, and spend on average two nights a week or more on the premises.7 

The person interviewed in the household was the person most closely involved in the 

education of the children regardless of gender, defined as the primary caregiver. In 

addition to the main respondent, adolescents aged 16 to 18 years, who were part of the 

household, were interviewed using a separate instrument. If there was more than one 

youth aged 16 to 18 in the household, the youth was randomly selected. 

If, during the first visit to a household, it was not possible to ensure contact with the pri-

mary caregiver, two call-backs were made in an attempt to secure an interview. If two 

call-backs still did not result in an interview, another household was substituted.

In terms of securing an interview with adolescents aged 16 to 18, one call-back was 

made if contact was not established during the first visit to the household. If an interview 

could still not be secured with an adolescent after the call-back visit, no substitution was 

made.

The realised sample as of December 2007 stood at 3 802 caregivers and 736 youth inter-

views. The planned sample of 5 400 interviews was not reached, primarily because farms 

were particularly hard to access and some areas classified as ‘traditional’ in the census 

were very small, and the target of 35 interviews per sub-place could thus not always be 

reached. A decision was made in early 2008 to return to field to boost the sample, par-

ticularly in the farming areas. A booster sample of 58 sub-places was drawn. The booster 

sample was drawn per province and per sub-place type. 

The final sample stood at 4 498 households and 821 youths. The survey data was 

weighted up to the national population correcting for the disproportionate sampling 

between provinces. Weighting of the data was done at two levels.

Household level – taking into account the number of households per sub-place type 

using the StatsSA Community Survey data for 2007. It was however necessary to assume 

that the proportionate distribution of households between sub-place types did not dif-

fer significantly from the 2001 Census distribution.

Individual level – taking into account the age group distribution and using StatsSA Com-

munity Survey data for 2007.

Instrument design

The definition of access outlined above provided a background to the choice of ques-

tions included in the caregiver and youth instruments, further influenced by findings 

from the formative research. The draft questionnaire was circulated to Reference Group 

members who, together with additional experts, provided comments and suggestions 

on the instruments. 
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The caregiver questionnaire was designed as the ‘primary instrument’: it captured the 

data needed for working out the access indicators, as well as all household data. 

The youth interview was more focused and concentrated on those issues that youths 

were best placed to answer, or which caregivers were unlikely to know or mention. 

These include children’s experiences of bullying, discrimination and sexual assault at 

school, or abuse at home, and the consequent effects on school attendance, participa-

tion in class and remaining in the school system. Other topics covered included drug 

usage by learners, and factors that discouraged them from remaining in the school sys-

tem. A series of questions was also designed to obtain data on the level of infrastructure 

and resources at their schools, including questions on teacher absence. 

Interviews were conducted in the respondents’ home language. Interviewers translated 

questions from the original English into the relevant language in field, and translated 

the answers back into English on the questionnaire. Social Surveys field workers are 

competent in a range of South African languages and the decision to take this route 

(rather than using formally translated questionnaires) was taken based on Social 

Surveys’ extensive testing of what worked best in the field. Training included a concen-

tration on the translation of key phases and words into the different languages, which 

ensured that interviewers had a thorough understanding and consistent approach to all 

questions. This was considered preferable to developing 11 separately translated ques-

tionnaires, as regional dialects within languages result in direct translations into English 

that are confusing, and these questionnaires could not accommodate all dialects. This 

was further exacerbated by the fact that there is not a direct correlation between region 

and dialect due to migration. 

Training and pilot

Field workers underwent an intensive training process over two weeks. Field workers 

were briefed on the history and objectives of the tudy to provide them with a broad con-

text of the work they were to undertake. They were then trained on the content of the 

questionnaires. Once the interviewers were familiar with the content and meaning of 

questions, certain questions were workshopped with the interviewers, who provided 

valuable insight into the way questions should be phrased. 

The training process involved workshopping how the questions should be translated 

into the different South African languages, with key phases being agreed upon for these 

languages. 

Training was followed by a pilot study in September 2007. The pilot served a number 

of purposes: to test the reliability and validity of the caregiver and youth instruments 

(including the extent to which it was appropriate to be used in a range of ‘commu-

nity’ settings); to test the competencies and technique of the interviewers; and to test 

whether the primary caregiver was the most appropriate respondent to be interviewed 

in order to obtain the information needed. 
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For purposes of the pilot study, field work took place in Gauteng and North West, so that 

both rural and urban sub-places were included. All sub-place types included in the sam-

ple were included in the pilot (formal, informal, traditional and farms), and within the 

formal sub-place both upper and lower income suburbs were visited. This ensured that 

field workers gained experience in conducting field work across these diverse settings, 

and that the appropriateness of the instrument was also tested in all these communities.

All interviewers took part in the pilot, and the field manager was joined by the Social 

Surveys’ lead researcher in field.

A total of 153 interviews were finally conducted: 111 caregiver interviews, and 43 youths. 

The pilot still served its objectives in refining the research instrument and testing the 

competencies of the field workers to use the instruments effectively. Each pilot ques-

tionnaire was checked, and field workers provided with one-on-one feedback. After this 

process the field work team underwent additional training. Questions were removed, 

added or rephrased based on the data obtained in the pilot to produce the final instru-

ments. 

Ethical considerations

Ethics approval for conducting the study and the content of the final questionnaires was 

obtained from the University of the Witwatersrand’s Ethics Committee.8 

Respondents (both caregivers and youths) had to sign a consent form before being 

interviewed. Caregivers were requested to sign a form allowing the young person con-

cerned to be interviewed. Prior to signing the consent form, an information sheet was 

shown to the respondent (or in the case of illiterate respondents or those who could not 

read English, it was read out loud by the interviewer), providing details of the purpose of 

the study, information about Social Surveys and CALS, and assuring respondents that 

their interview was confidential. 

Field process and quality control

Field work for the national survey was conducted from October to the first week of 

December 2007, with the booster sample being conducted in early 2008. 

The field work team was split into teams of five, led by a team supervisor, who was 

responsible for guiding the sampling in field and checking questionnaires on comple-

tion of a day’s work. Spot checks were conducted throughout the field work phase by the 

Field Manager and Lead Researcher to monitor progress and quality in field. 

In early 2008, the questionnaire was adapted in preparation for return to field for the 

‘mop up’ to ensure that respondents provided data relevant to 2007. Interviewers under-

went training on the adapted questionnaire. 
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A lengthy period of data management and quality control was then followed. A 20% 

back-check was conducted on the 2007 sample, and 50 percent of the 2008 data was 

back-checked (additional back-checks were conducted on the 2008 data to ensure that 

respondents had correctly provided data relevant to 2007). 

A thorough edit was conducted of each questionnaire, with particular concentration on 

making sure that grade and age information for each child was consistent (age, grade 

2007, grade 2006, last grade passed, number of times repeated, and when child started 

school). Wherever inconsistencies were found, the questionnaires were pulled and fol-

lowed up with the respondent where possible. Data was then coded and captured. 

The quintile number of each school attended by a child in the sample was then inserted, 

to enable the research team to analyse the data by quintile and school type.9 

Limitations and qualifications

Due to the fact that the data on enrolment and access to education was gained via a 

household survey, children living on the street or in orphanages were not included.10 

Estimates of the number of children living on the street are scant. The Children’s Right 

Centre puts the number of children living on the street between 1994 and 1995 at 

10 000.11

A lower response was obtained from households in middle to high-income areas in 

comparison with low income communities in the formal sub-place, farms, traditional 

areas and informal settlements. This was primarily due to caregivers’ or home owners’ 

reluctance to allow people onto the property. 

It is possible that, on occasion, caregivers of children of compulsory schooling age who 

were not in school claimed not to have any children, to avoid being interviewed. If this 

was the case, this may have caused a slight undercount in the estimation of out of school 

children. It should be noted that when the field manager returned to field to validate this 

issue (via questioning neighbours of households that claimed to not have children), this 

appeared to be very rare.

Endnotes

1 CALS and Social Surveys, Baseline Literature Review Report, September 2006, 9.

2 It should be noted that much of the data on enabling access was gained from the youth 

survey, which captured information for youth aged 16 to 18 years only (due to the logis-

tical difficulties with gaining access to minors). 

3 CALS, ‘Access to Education for Learners in Thembelihle’, University of the Witwa-

tersrand, May 2006.

4 A fourth dimension of access could be added: epistemic access. The Education Policy 

Unit at Wits defines lack of epistemic access as not having “access to the content knowl-

edge [children] need, the skills they that they should acquire and ... not reach[ing] 

the level of achievement and competency they should have”. At its most basic level 
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epistemic access would leave a child functionally numerate and literate. Motala, S, 

Dieltiens, V, Carrim, N, Kgobe, P, Moyo, G and Rembe, S. Educational Access in South 

Africa: A Country Analytic Report, Consortium for Research on Educational Access, 

Transitions and Equity and the University of Witwatersrand Education Policy Unit, 

CREATE Country Paper, June August 2007. Testing epistemic access was beyond the 

scope of the household survey.

5 Research was conducted in rural and urban communities, namely Thembelihle and 

Diepkloof Extension in Gauteng, and Phagameng (Modimolle township) and Doreen 

in Limpopo. 

6 When sub-places were drawn proportionate to the relative distribution of sub-place 

types in each province, one small holding sub-place was drawn (in Gauteng, on the 

edge of Tshwane) and was subsumed for analysis under the formal sub-place. 

7 The definition of a household used in the Census 2001 is the same as the one used for 

the Barriers to Education household survey, with the exception that a person must 

have spent a minimum of four nights with the household to qualify as a household 

member. In the formative research Social Surveys picked up instances of caregivers liv-

ing away from children during the week (working as domestic workers for example) 

and returning to the children on the weekend. The criterion for being included in the 

household was therefore relaxed.

8 Ethics Protocol Number: H070901.

9 Data obtained from the National Department of Education’s Education Management 

Information System (EMIS). 

10 This was approved by the technical advisors on the Reference Group. 

11 http://www.childrensrightscentre.co.za/site/awdep.asp?depnum=20687 It is not clear 

how this estimate is derived. 
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A range of access indicators were used, each highlighting a particular aspect of 

access to schooling. This chapter presents and explores the data on the proportion of 

children attending or not attending school, and investigates the profile of out-of-school 

youths.1 It also outlines take-up and completion of the Basic Education and Training 

– also known as General Education and Training (GET) – and Further Education and 

Training (FET) schooling bands.

According to the South African Schools Act (1996), it is compulsory for children to attend 

school from the first day of the school year in which the child turns seven until the last 

day of the school year in which the child turns 15, or the end of the Grade 9, whichever 

comes first.2 Thereafter, children may leave the schooling system. The age-grade norms, 

which specified the age children should be in each grade, were implemented in 2000, 

and prohibited learners from being admitted to Grade 1 if they were not already seven or 

turning seven in that year. As of 2004, children aged five turning six before 30 June could 

be admitted to Grade 1, though seven remained the age at which compulsory education 

began to apply, and the age-grade norms remained age seven for Grade 1, age eight for 

Grade 2, and so on.3

In South Africa, schooling phases are categorised in a number of ways. Grades 1 to 9 

are known as the Basic Education or General Education and Training (GET) band, and 

Grades 10 to 12 (which are not compulsory) as the Further Education and Training (FET) 

band. Primary school comprises Grades 1 to 7, and secondary school Grades 8 to 12. The 

Barriers to Education household survey collected data on all children at school in 2007 

and all those who were no longer attending school aged seven to 18, thus providing data 

on both the GET and FET bands. Data on enrolment and attendance is presented (for 

the most part) in this chapter for the age cohorts seven to 15 (the age range specified in 

the age-grade norms for Grades 1 to 9), and 16 to 18 (the age range specified in the age-

grade norms for Grades 10 to 12).

The term ‘drop-out’ is defined and used in different ways across and within countries. 

The recently released report to the (then) Minster of Education, Learner Retention in 

the South African Schooling System (2008), defines drop-out in terms of an indicator of 

drop-out (the indicator used by UNESCO of the ‘drop-out rate per grade’).4 This begs 

the question as to what defines a learner as having ‘dropped out’ of school. Two points 

are relevant. First, although a child may not be currently enrolled in or attending an 

educational institution, he or she may have temporarily left school with the intention 

Basic attendance and 
out-of-school youths
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of returning (this point is relevant in the context of our finding that 4,2 per cent of chil-

dren presently in school and recorded in our survey had been out of school for a year 

or more).

Second, while leaving school prior to completion of the compulsory education phase 

may more clearly define a child as having ‘dropped out’ of school, using this definition 

in the FET band presents a problem. Drop-out is generally (and correctly) assumed to 

be a ‘decision’ which will negatively affect a child’s prospects. However, youths who 

leave school after completing Grade 9 may take up an apprenticeship or may, for exam-

ple, begin to work in a family business. For these reasons, children are referred to in this 

report as either being in or out of school. However, in the South African context, the 

negative connotation of being out of school during FET is appropriate, given the lack of 

apprenticeship tradition in the country, and given that at present individuals generally 

need at least a matric to gain access to the formal economy.

Enrolment and attendance: an overview

Phase- and age-specific enrolment rates5

According to the results of this study, school attendance at an educational institution in 

November 2007 was 96,1 per cent for children aged seven to 18 years.6

Aggregate attendance figures were higher for children of compulsory school-going age 

(seven to 15 years), at 98,8 per cent. This figure supports previous household survey 

findings of near-universal access to schooling for children aged seven to 15. The fig-

ure is the same as that produced from the General Household Survey (98 per cent),7 

and somewhat higher than the Community Survey 2007 finding for the seven-to-15 age 

cohort, which put attendance at 95,4 per cent.8

Attendance for the age group 16 to 18 is markedly lower at 87,8 per cent, with 9,8 per cent 

out of school, and a further 2,4 per cent having matriculated or completed a diploma. 

The General Household Survey put attendance for this age group at 85 per cent.9 Table 2 

summarises attendance rates per age group.
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Table 2: Age-specific enrolment rates (ASERs) per age cohort for all 

children aged seven to 18

Age cohort

% of population of 
that age group in 

school

% of population of 
that age group out 

of school

% of population of 
that age group that 

have completed 
matric/diploma TOTAL

7 to 15 years  
(Basic Education age band)

98.8% 1.2%  — 100%

16 to 18 years  
(FET age band)

87.8% 9.8% 2.4% 100%

7 to 13  
(primary school age band)

99% 1% — 100%

14 to 18  
(secondary school age band)

91.7% 6.8% 1.5% 100%

7 to 18 years 96.1% 3.4% 0.5% 100%

7 to 15: n=6556; 16 to 18: n=2204; 7 to13: n=5069; 14 to18: n=3691

In 2007, 3,4 per cent of children aged seven to 18 (i.e. schoolgoing age) were not in 

school. Access to education among children of primary and GET school age is extensive, 

with only 1,2 per cent of children aged seven to 15 not attending school in 2007. Among 

children of secondary school age (14 to 18), however, the proportion of children out of 

school increases to 6,8 per cent. When the compulsory school phase ends, the propor-

tion of youths not in school increases substantially, with almost 10 per cent of those 

aged 16 to 18 being out of school.

Based on this data, the Barriers to Education survey estimates that in 2007 there were 

438 577 children between the ages of seven and 18 out of school (excluding those who 

have already completed their school education). Table 3 provides a summary per age 

group.

Table 3: Estimated number of children out of school per age cohort, shown 

for all children aged seven to 18

Age band
Estimated number of 
children not in school

7 to 15 years (Basic Education age band) 121 373

16 to 18 years (FET age band) 317 204

7 to 13 (Primary school age band) 75 528

14 to 18 (Secondary school age band) 363 049

7 to 18 years 438 577

7 to 15: n=6599; 16 to 18: n=2153; 7 to 13: n=5069; 14 to 18: n=3640
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Less than 1 per cent of children aged seven to 18 in 2007 have never attended school.10 

Nearly half (47,5 per cent) of those children were seven or eight years old, many of 

whom are likely to enrol for school in the next few years, given the Age-Specific Enrol-

ment Rates shown below (i.e., very high enrolment in the Basic Education band).

ASERs are shown in the table below for children aged 5 to 18. Within the seven-to-18 age 

cohort, the biggest drop in attendance is between the ages of 16 and 17.

Table 4: ASERs in 2007 shown for all children/youths aged 5 to 18

Age 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

% of that age 
OUT of school

14.7% 17.4% 2.9% 1.0% 0.6% 0.5% 0.5%

% of that age 
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

% of that age 
OUT of school

0.7% 0.5% 1.4% 2.9% 5.2% 11.4% 13.5%

% of that age 
IN school

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

% of that age 
with Matric/ 
Diploma

0.3% 0.8% 7.0%

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

n=11 228

Box 1: Differences in estimates of out of school youths

The Community Survey of 2007 estimates a greater proportion of children out 
of school than either the Barriers to Education survey or the General Household 
Survey of 2007, and thus estimates a higher number of out of school youths in this 
age group. According to Fleisch, Shindler and Perry’s analysis of the Community 
Survey data, just over 408 000 children aged seven to 15 are estimated to be out of 
school.11 The General Household Survey of 2007 puts the number of children in this 
age group out of school at 188 852, which is far closer to the Barriers to Education 
survey.
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Gross enrolment rates

Gross enrolment rates (GERs) are presented in the table below. GER is the proportion of 

the population, regardless of age, who are enrolled in a school phase (such as a grade) 

divided by the number of children in the population of the official age for a particular 

phase. It is possible to get GERs of more than 100 per cent if there are children younger 

or older than the official age in that school phase.

Table 5: Gross enrolment rates per phase

Age band Gross enrolment rate

Basic Education (Grades 1 to 9) 110.5%

FET (Grades 10 to 12) 94.9%

Primary school (Grades 7 to 12) 113.6%

Secondary school (Grades 8 to 12) 96.5%

All Grades (1 to 12) 107.7%

An analysis of GER by level of schooling indicates that there is widespread participation 

in the primary school phase (Grades 1 to 7) and the Basic Education band (Grades 1 to 

9), with the system incorporating a fair number of children who are older or younger 

than the official school age (113,6 per cent at the Primary Phase, and 110,5 per cent in 

the Basic Education band).

At the secondary school level (Grades 8 to 12), where the GER is 96,5 per cent, take-up 

is not as extensive as primary schooling. The GER for the FET band (Grades 10 to 12), 

which falls outside compulsory schooling, is 94,9 per cent, and accounts for the much 

lower secondary phase GER than the primary phase GER.

Despite the introduction of age-grade regulations (noted at the beginning of Chapter 

Three), a GER of over 100 per cent in so many grades (shown in the table below) indi-

cates that there are a large number of learners enrolled in each grade who are not of the 

appropriate age (in South Africa these are primarily over-age learners). This is evident in 

the primary grades where GERs of over 100 per cent are recorded in every grade except 

Grade 7. In secondary school, Grades 8 and 10, grades which have a high level of rep-

etition record high GERs. Even though there are children older and younger than the 

age-grade norms in Grades 11 and 12, the effects of children leaving school can be seen 

in the drop in GERs.
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Table 6: Gross enrolment rates per grade

Grade Gross enrolment rate

Grade 1 122.9%

Grade 2 114.2%

Grade 3 125.4%

Grade 4 113.0%

Grade 5 119.0%

Grade 6 104.3%

Grade 7 94.3%

Grade 8 104.9%

Grade 9 93.7%

Grade 10 108.6%

Grade 11 90.9%

Grade 12 82.7%

High GERs in Grade 1 may be explained by high take-up in Grade 1 with a high level 

of ‘turnover’, with younger children remaining in Grade 1 for another year (possibly 

because they were not considered school-ready).

A cause for concern is the level of out-of-school youths evident in the drop from Grade 

10 to Grade 11, with the GER dropping from 105 per cent to 94 per cent, and then from 

Grade 11 to Grade 12 with the GER dropping to 83 per cent.

Table 7: GERs per province for Grades 1 to 12

Province Gross enrolment rate

Eastern Cape 108.1%

Free State 105.8%

Gauteng 107.2%

KwaZulu-Natal 106.2%

Limpopo 117.4%

Mpumalanga 111.8%

North West 102.5%

Northern Cape 103.5%

Western Cape 100.8%
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Box 2: How does South Africa’s school enrolment compare to other 
countries?

A comparison of the GERs based on the Barriers to Education data with GERs from 
UNESCO 2007 data on selected Africa, middle-income, and high-income countries 
indicates that South Africa has the highest GER at the primary school level (Grades 1 
to 7).

At the secondary school level, findings from the Barriers Survey suggest that South 
Africa has high gross enrolment in comparison to the selected African countries, and 
gross enrolment is generally on par with GERs of middle and high-income countries 
(though South Africa’s enrolment is ‘inflated’ by the level of over-age learners in the 
system).12 A provincial analysis of GERs shows that there are substantial variations 
between the provinces, ranging from a low of 101 per cent in the Western Cape to 
a high of 117 per cent in Limpopo. Analysis of the profile of repeaters (see page xx) 
shows high levels of repetition in Limpopo relative to other provinces.

Country 
categorisation Country 

Primary school 
GER

Secondary School 
GER

South Africa South Africa 113.6% 96.5%

Other African Ghana 97.7% 49.3%

Kenya 112.6% 52.8%

Middle income Lebanon 95.4% 81.1%

Poland 97.0% 99.9%

High income USA 99.0% 94.2%

United Kingdom 103.9% 97.4%
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The profile of out-of-school youths

This section focuses on the socio-economic and demographic profile of out-of-school 

children and youths. This profile includes familial factors such as family structure and 

children’s relationship to the head of the household, geographic location, educational 

history, gender, and so on.

Gender, race and disability

It is encouraging to note that according to the data, male and female children still of 

compulsory schoolgoing age were equally as likely to be attending school.

For those aged 16 to 18, slightly more boys were out of school, while more girls had 

already completed matric or a diploma. This latter finding is supported by the Depart-

ment of Education findings for the years 2000 to 2006,13 though results from this survey 

were not found to be statistically significant.

Figure 2: Attendance by gender for all children aged 7 to 18 years
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For 7 to 15 year olds: n=6433; 16 to 18 years: n=2024.

A commonly used indicator of gender equity in access to education is the Gender Par-

ity Index (GPI). GPI is the GER for females divided by the GER for males. A GPI of more 

than one shows that there are more females than males in the education system, but in 

proportion to the appropriate age for that grade or school phase.
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In primary school the GER for males is 115 per cent. and the GER for females 112 per 

cent. This gives a gender parity index (GPI) of 0,98.14 At secondary level, the GER for 

females is 96.4 per cent and the GER for males 95,6 per cent, indicating a GPI of 1,01. The 

higher GER for males at primary level is related to a higher repetition rate (i.e. school 

delays that keep boys in primary school) among male learners than for female learners 

(this is explored further in Chapter 4). As learners progress to secondary school, a larger 

proportion of males are out of school than females, particularly from Grade 10 onwards. 

While the GER in the FET band age cohort was 97 per cent for females, it was 95 per cent 

for males (thus a GPI of 1,02).

Interestingly, research conducted by Hallman and Grant in KwaZulu Natal suggests 

that by age 20 the education attainment of boys and girls may equalise.15 The Barriers to 

Education data does not show this pattern, with a larger proportion of females having 

completed matric or a diploma, and a larger proportion of males still in school.

Table 8: GERs (by gender) and gender parity index per school phase

 Age band or phase Female GER Male GER
Gender 

parity index

Basic Education band (Grades 1 to 9) 108.4% 110.9% 0.98

FET band (Grades 10 to 12) 97.0% 95.1% 1.02

Primary school (Grades 7 to 12) 112.0% 114.8% 0.98

Secondary school (Grades 8 to 12) 96.4% 95.6% 1.01

All grades (1 to 12) 106.7% 108.3% 0.99

One of the strongest patterns of differential access to education is shown when disag-

gregating attendance rates by ‘race group’.16 For children aged seven to 15, attendance 

per race category looks very similar. For those aged 16 to 18, however, a different pic-

ture emerges, with coloured youths in this age group far more likely to be out of school.17
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Figure 3: Attendance by race for all children aged seven to 18
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n=6505. Note that the count for Indian and white children aged 7 to 15 is small, n=119 and 237 
respectively.

Previous surveys have found similar patterns for coloured youths (see the Labour Force 

and General Household Surveys). Suggestions as to why coloured children are more 

likely to be out of school in this age group than children of other races are related to a 

number of themes. The first theme is linked to historically better access to labour mar-

ket opportunities for coloured youths than for black youths (particularly in the artisan 

sector) as a result of job reservation under apartheid. While these jobs may no longer 

be available to the same extent, historical patterns of leaving before matric may per-

sist. Other possible influencing factors include the negative impact of gang involvement 

in areas such as Cape Town; youths taking up work on farms in the Western Cape to 

supplement low household income (possibly the strongest argument); and the possi-

ble impact of foetal alcohol syndrome on rural (mainly farming communities) in the 

Western Cape. Coloured youths on farms appear far more likely to be out of school than 

those in urban areas.

The table below presents attendance for males and females in each race category for the 

16-to-18 age cohort. Coloured males emerge as the group most vulnerable to drop-out 

in the analysis below.
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Table 9: Attendance by race and gender for youths aged 16 to 1818

Gender Black Coloured
Indian / 
Asian* White*

In school Males 89.7% 69.0% 79.6% 90.2%

Females 87.3% 79.0% 89.1% 95.9%

Out of school Males 8.8% 28.8% 15.3% 6.8%

Females 9.5% 18.6% 5.5% 2.4%

Matric/diploma Males 1.5% 2.1% 5.1% 3.0%

Females 3.2% 2.4% 5.5% 1.7%

n=2005. *Small sample

According to past Department of Education studies there has been an upward trend in 

educational attainment for all race groups over the last 15 years, with the largest increase 

in the black population.19 The Learner Retention report speaks of greater ‘perseverance’ 

of black youths in schooling20, i.e. more black youths in school beyond the age of 18, 

probably due to a combination of factors: school delays created by absence from school 

for substantial periods of time, greater levels of repetition (the largest factor – see results 

in Chapter 4) and possibly due to the low opportunity cost of being in school beyond age 

18 in the context of high unemployment rates in South Africa.

According to Fleisch, Schindler and Perry’s analysis of the Community Survey data, 

disability is a significant barrier to access for the 7-to-15 age group, with 22 per cent 

of children with a disability out of school.21 The Barriers to Education survey suggests 

that children with a disability are more vulnerable to being out of school in the seven 

to 18 age group than children without some form of disability. However, it should be 

noted that the non-response for out-of-school children on disability status was consid-

ered too large to report the data with confidence. This is disappointing as it is possible 

that disabled children are particularly vulnerable to drop-out (based on the Community 

Survey results). A high response rate on disability status was obtained for those youths 

in school, so that the relationship between repetition and disability, and missing school 

temporarily and disability, can be reported with confidence (see Chapter 4).

Family structure

There is some debate in the South African literature on whether living with both bio-

logical parents or one or none parent has an effect on school attendance and learning 

outcomes. Based on data collected in KwaZulu Natal in 2001, K Anderson concluded 

that while living with one or more biological parents (versus none) does not make a dif-

ference as to whether a child is in school or not. Children who do not live with one or 

both biological parents may be more likely to experience delays in their schooling, i.e., 

to be older than others in their grade.
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Zimmerman found that whether or not youths lived with biological parents did not 

make a difference.22

It was not possible from the Barriers to Education data to determine if a child was living 

with one or more biological parents in 2007. Attendance results were disaggregated by 

children’s relationship to the household head as the closest proxy. While no significant 

difference was found for the 7 to 15 age group, some interesting results emerge for the 

16-to-18 age group.

The sample is small, but children who were classed into the ‘Other: non-related’ cat-

egory may be more likely to be out of school, followed by children who are related to 

the household head but are not children or grandchildren. Interestingly, foster children 

fared best. These results were not shown to be statistically significant, however. It should 

also be borne in mind that definitions and understandings of ‘son’, ‘daughter’, ‘foster 

child’ etc vary across communities and languages.

Table 10: Attendance by youths’ relationship to the household head for 

youths aged 16 to 18 years

Relationship to the  
household head In school

Out of 
school

Completed 
matric/

diploma TOTAL

Other non-related (sibling in law/child  
in law/domestic workers son etc) * 78.6% 19.0% 2.4% 100%

Other related (niece/nephew/cousin/
sibling) 82.7% 14.2% 3.1% 100%

Household head or wife/partner of 
household head* 87.5% 10.5% 2.0% 100%

Son/daughter 87.5% 9.5% 2.9% 100%

Great/grandchild 89.9% 9.0% 1.0% 100%

Foster child/stepchild 92.8% 5.9% 1.3% 100%

n=2106

While children living in child-headed households are vulnerable to a range of economic 

and psychological pressures and are likely to experience barriers to fuller and more 

meaningful participation in education, our results did not show that children in child-

headed households (defined as a household in which there are no individuals of 18 

years or older) are more likely to be out of school than children living with adults.

 The large majority of households with children out of school had only one child out of 

school. Excluding households that had only one child of schoolgoing age, 9,8 per cent of 

children out of school in the seven-to-18 age group had a sibling or another household 

member out of school as well.
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Geographical location of the household

School attendance rates per province are presented below. According to the Barriers 

to Education survey, children in Limpopo are the most likely to be in school beyond 

the compulsory school age, a finding that matches the Community Survey 2007 data. 

Fleisch, Shindler and Perry have suggested, based on their analysis of the Community 

Survey data, that attendance appears to be inversely related to the wealth of the prov-

ince.23 Our data does not show this pattern.

Figure 4: Attendance rates per province shown for seven-to-18 year olds24
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For ages 7 to 15: n=6556; 16 to 18: n=2153

StatsSA classifies all Enumerator Areas (and thus sub-places developed from aggre-

gating Enumerator Areas) into one of a number of settlements types, as mentioned in 

Chapter Two. The sub-place types used in this study were formal, informal, traditional 

and farm sub-places.

Attendance rates per sub-place in each age cohort are shown below. The category 

‘formal’ is very broad as it ranges from formally laid out townships to middle-income 

suburbs. The other sub-places types are more useful as they are more specific. Attend-

ance rates in the farm sub-place type, particularly for 16- to 18-year-olds, are far lower 

than the other sub-place types, followed by attendance rates for those living in infor-

mal settlements.25 It should be noted that farm numbers are small, but these results are 

nevertheless strongly indicative of lower attendance rates on farms – results were statis-

tically significant for both the seven-to-15 and 16-to-18 age groups.26
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These results point to a complex interplay of factors. As suggested above, these may 

include youths, particularly coloured youths, finding low-paying work on farms (per-

haps one of the few areas in which being in school has an opportunity cost, however low 

in financial terms), and possibly as a result of the relatively lower provision of schools 

that go to Grade 12 in remote rural areas. In 2000, only 9 per cent of farm schools, for 

example, offered tuition at secondary school level.27

Table 11: Attendance rates by census sub-place type shown for children 

aged seven to 18

Ages seven to 15 Ages 16 to 18
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Farms 94.8% 5.2% — 100% 66.3% 30.6% 3.1% 100%

Informal 96.9% 3.1% — 100% 84.3% 14.0% 1.7% 100%

Formal 99.2% 0.8% — 100% 88.2% 9.1% 2.7% 100%

Traditional 99.1% 0.9% — 100% 90.8% 7.2% 2.1% 100%

For 7 to 15 years: n=6556, for 16 to 18 years: n=2204

A filter of race was applied to the analysis of attendance per sub-place type for youths 

aged 6 to 18, showing that black and coloured youths living on farms are far more likely 

to be out of school than youths in formal, informal or traditional settlements. These 

findings may point to the possibility of youths obtaining work (full time or seasonal) on 

farms, as well as the impact of household poverty on attendance (this is explored below) 

for farm labourers’ children, and possibly to the impact of foetal alcohol syndrome in 

farming communities historically affected by the ‘dop system’.

Table 12: Percent of youths aged 16 to 18 out of school per sub-place type, 

shown for black and coloured children

Sub-place type

Percent of youths aged 16 to 18 OUT of school

Black youths Coloured youths*

Farms 33.2% 56%

Informal 14.1% N / A

Formal 7.8% 17.4%

Traditional 7.2% N / A

n=1886 for black youths aged 16 to 18, n=187 for coloured youths aged 16 to 18. 
*small sample
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Socio-economic factors

Whether or not the cost of education is a barrier to accessing and remaining in school 

– as well as the way in which poverty acts as a barrier – has been much debated and 

explored.28 The following section focuses on the relationship between being in or out of 

school and household living standards or socio-economic status (see Chapter 6 for the 

relationship between fees and access).

Poverty has been defined and conceptualised in number of ways: from absolute pov-

erty measures such as ‘a dollar a day’ to relative poverty measures which highlight the 

‘resources that are required to participate fully in [a specific] society’.29 The later, broader 

conceptualisations of poverty highlight that income poverty is only one dimension of 

deprivation, and that household and individual poverty can include a lack of access to 

basic health services, social support, and so on. Lack of access to decent basic educa-

tion can therefore be seen as an indicator of poverty. Wealth, too, has been defined in 

a number of ways: good access to social support networks, access to sustainable food 

sources, and so on may be viewed as forms of wealth even in the context of low house-

hold income.

Nevertheless, as suggested in the formative research conducted for the Barriers to 

Education study, lack of household income, lack of access to decent infrastructure, 

overcrowded living conditions, and so on may have a very real impact on a child’s abil-

ity to participate in its education, and (in cases identified in the communities studied for 

the formative research) may cause children to leave school temporarily or permanently.

In order to contain an already long questionnaire, and due to difficulties in field associ-

ated with developing robust indicators for a more composite index of poverty (such as 

access to health services, social services and so on), the research team was restricted in 

the indicators used to explore the relationship between household poverty and basic 

access to education. The following indicators were used:

Access to infrastructure (namely water source, lighting source, and sanitation type)

Household income

Living density (number of people per room in the dwelling)

Whether or not an adult in the household was employed.

The level of education of the household head and the number of adults in the household 

with a matric were used as proxies for socio-economic status. A composite socio-eco-

nomic status index was also created from all these variables, excluding household 

income (using principal component analysis).

The categories below (access to electricity versus no access to electricity for example) 

should not be viewed as absolute measures – rather, when viewed comparatively, the 

categories point to relative disadvantage or advantage as a result of access to resources.

Attendance rates for children living in households with different levels of access to infra-

structure are shown below. This table demonstrates that after the compulsory school 
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attendance age, there appears to be a relationship between type or level of infrastruc-

ture and whether a child is in school or not.

A combined access to infrastructure index was created using principal component anal-

ysis, which assigned a score between 0 and 100 to each household. Lower scores denote 

poor access to infrastructure, and scores close to 100 denote good access to infrastruc-

ture (electricity, flush toilet, piped water in the home). Eighteen percent of children 

from households with the lowest level of infrastructure access were out of school, com-

pared to 8 per cent of children with good access to infrastructure.

Regarding access to specific services, households without electricity were more likely to 

have children who are out of school. Similar results can be seen for lower levels of access 

to water and sanitation.30

Children who live in households that access water from boreholes were more likely to be 

out of school than households using other water sources. The category ‘borehole’ may 

be an indicator of geographical location (and associated factors) and the influence on 

access: 57 per cent of those with boreholes live on farms.
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Table 13: Attendance rates by access to infrastructure shown for all 

children aged seven to 18

Infrastructure type

Ages 7 to 15 Ages 16 to 18
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Infrastructure 
index

Access level 1  
(poor access) 97.7% 2.3% 100% 82.1% 17.9% 0.0% 100%

Access level 2 98.9% 1.1% 100% 88.1% 10.0% 1.9% 100%

Access level 3 98.3% 1.7% 100% 83.1% 14.6% 2.3% 100%

Access level 4 98.5% 1.5% 100% 89.1% 9.1% 1.9% 100%

Access level 5  
(good access) 99.3% 0.7% 100% 88.5% 8.4% 3.1% 100%

Energy used for 
lighting

Electricity 99.1% 0.9% 100% 88.4% 9.0% 2.6% 100%

Other sources  
(gas/ paraffin/
candles/solar) 98.0% 2.0% 100% 85.3% 12.7% 1.9% 100%

Water source

Tap (piped) water 
inside dwelling 99.4% 0.6% 100% 88.0% 8.5% 3.5% 100%

Tap (piped) water 
on site or yard 98.6% 1.4% 100% 88.8% 9.2% 1.9% 100%

Public traditional 
tap 98.1% 1.9% 100% 87.1% 11.5% 1.4% 100%

Flowing water/
stream/river 98.9% 1.1% 100% 85.7% 13.3% 1.0% 100%

Water source 
(cont)

Dam/Pool/stagnant 
water* 99.4% 0.6% 100% 94.3% 0.0% 5.7% 100%

Borehole* 96.4% 3.6% 100% 83.3% 16.1% 0.6% 100%

Tanker/Tanked 
water * 99.5% 0.5% 100% 82.5% 7.8% 9.8% 100%

Other * 99.0% 1.0% 100% 94.2% 3.2% 2.6% 100%

Sanitation type

Flush toilet 99.2% 0.8% 100% 88.4% 8.6% 3.0% 100%

Pit latrine (VIP)/ 
Pit latrine no VIP/ 
Chemical toilet 98.4% 1.6% 100% 88.2% 9.7% 2.1% 100%

Bucket latrine/No 
toilet/bush 98.5% 1.5% 100% 81.1% 18.3% 0.6% 100%

Infrastructure index: for ages 7 to 15: n=6394; ages 16 to 18: n=2155. Electricity: ages 7 to 15: n=6463; ages 16 to 18: n=2174. Water 
source: ages 7 to 15: n=6540; ages 16 to 18: n=2194. Sanitation type: ages 7 to 15: n=6493; ages 16 to 18: n=2186 
* Small sample
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Among youths aged 16 to 18 there appears to be a relationship between being out of 

school and the number of people in the household.

Table 14: Attendance by number of people in the household for children 

aged 16 to 1835
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In school 91.6% 94.6% 92.4% 94.8% 85.1% 87.3% 83.1% 83.7%

Out of 
school 8.4% 5.4% 7.0% 4.0% 11.0% 11.1% 13.5% 13.1%

Matric/
Diploma .0% .0% .6% 1.2% 3.8% 1.6% 3.4% 3.1%

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

n=2202. *Small sample

Disaggregating attendance results by living density shows variation for both age 

cohorts.32 Whilst small for the 7-to-15 age group, the proportion of out-of-school youths 

increases substantially for children living in more crowded conditions. As will be shown 

in the next section, living density emerged as one of the strongest factors explaining dif-

ferential access to education.

Table 15: Attendance rates by living density for all children aged seven to 18

Ages 7 to 15 Ages 16 to 18
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Less than one person per room 
(0 to 0.99) 99.4% 0.6% 100% 94.9% 3.0% 2.2% 100%

One person per room 99.2% 0.8% 100% 90.9% 5.0% 4.1% 100%

More than one person per room 
(1.01 to 2) 98.9% 1.1% 100% 86.4% 11.3% 2.3% 100%

More than one person per room 
(2.01 to 3) 98.1% 1.9% 100% 81.8% 15.3% 2.9% 100%

More than one person per room 
(3.01 to 4) * 97.2% 2.8% 100% 85.0% 15.0% 0.0% 100%

More than one person per room 
(4.01 and above) * 97.7% 2.3% 100% 79.2% 20.1% 0.7% 100%

For 7 to 15 years: n=6478; 16 to 18: n=2174. * Small sample
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Caregivers were asked to state how many times children in the household had gone 

hungry in 2007, choosing from the categories: never, seldom, sometimes, often and 

always. The extent to which children in a household go hungry showed no clear pat-

tern for either the seven-to-15 or 16-to-18 age groups. Based on our data, 99 per cent of 

children whose caregivers reported children always going hungry are attending school.

It is possible that instances of hunger were under-reported as families do not always 

want to acknowledge that their children have gone hungry, though hunger may be a 

fluctuating phenomenon for households, even when general levels of poverty remain 

over time. Children may or may not have been accessing sufficient food at the time that 

they dropped out of school – this was not possible to identify from the survey. A num-

ber of researchers have suggested that in fact those children living in households where 

children often go hungry might be more likely to attend school where school feeding 

programmes are operating regularly. Of course, hunger affects other dimensions of 

access – such as a child’s ability to concentrate on class teaching and studying.

The relationship between attendance and income was explored utilising regression 

analysis, and by grouping income data into quintiles and comparing attendance rates. 

Neither approach yielded statistically significant results.

Lastly, attendance rates were disaggregated by the education level of adults in the house-

hold. The table below shows attendance rates for children according to the education 

level of the household head, and then by whether or not a member of the household 

has a matric or a higher qualification, versus no one in the household with a matric 

or higher qualification. There appears to be a clear relationship between educational 

attainment of adults in the household and children’s present access to schooling.33

The results below may be explained by the fact that higher education attainment is an 

indicator of better access to resources or better living standards, social class and so on 

rather than education levels of adults directly impacting on children’s school attend-

ance. In the formative research, no relationship was found between the education level 

of caregivers and the value they placed on education, but caregivers with low levels of 

education were generally poorer, had to work long hours away from home, and were less 

able to assist their children with their studies, etc.
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Table 16: Attendance by education level of the household head, and by 

whether someone in the household has matric or higher

Ages seven to 15 Ages 16 to 18
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CO
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ED
 

M
AT

RI
C/

D
IP
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M

A

No formal education 97.4% 2.6% 82.8% 15.8% 1.4%

Some/full primary 
education

98.7% 1.3% 86.5% 11.5% 2.0%

Some secondary 
education

99.5% 0.5% 90.3% 7.8% 2.0%

Grade 12/Form 5/ 
NTC3

99.5% 0.5% 92.6% 3.8% 3.6%

Diploma/certificate 
without matric *

100.0% 0.0% 96.2% 3.8% 0.0%

Tertiary education 99.7% 0.3% 93.4% 1.7% 4.9%

ABET * 100.0% 0.0% 100.0% 0.0% 0.0%

No one in the 
household with a 
matric or higher

98.3% 1.7% 85.9% 14.1% 0.0%

Someone in the 
household with a 
matric or higher

99.5% 0.5% 90.3% 4.8% 4.9%

Education level of household head: for 7 to 15 years, n=6365, for 16 to 18: n=2148. Whether child lives in 
household with someone with a Matric or higher: 7 to 15 years, n=6317, for 16 to 18 years: n=2131 
* Small sample

A composite socio-economic status index was created using principal component anal-

ysis (PCA).34 Access to infrastructure, living density, whether or not someone in the 

household was employed, and the educational attainment of the households head were 

used to create the index. Once again a score of between 0 and 100 was assigned to all 

households based on their access to infrastructure, living density, etc. All things con-

stant, a household with access to electricity will have a higher score than households 

without access to electricity. Likewise, a household where someone has a tertiary edu-

cation would receive a higher score than households where the highest educational 

attainment was Grade 7.

Using logistic regression it was shown that the probability of being out of school in the 

seven-to-18 age group increases with a decrease in the SES score (results were found to 

be statistically significant at a 1 per cent significance level).35
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Figure 5: SES Index scores against the probability of being out of school 

(percentages shown as decimals) for the age group seven to 18
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Patterns of attendance and repetition and the relationship to being in 

or out of school

The non-response for out-of-school children on whether a youth has repeated or not at 

some point in his or her school history was considered too large to report the data with 

confidence. A body of international literature from developed countries suggests that 

grade repetition is one of the strongest predicators of a child leaving school before com-

pleting his or her education.36

Unsurprisingly, children who have at some point been out of school for a year or more 

appear to be far more likely to drop out of school again or to leave permanently.37 This 

was seen for both children in the 7-to-15 and 16-to-18 age groups.

Findings from the Youth Survey: profile of out-of-school 

youths (aged 16 to 18)

For almost all issues investigated in the Youth Survey (resources at school, support in 

the form of social workers and counsellors, and more) little difference was picked up in 

the experiences or access to resources between youths in school and the experiences 

and access to resources for out-of-school youths at the school they attend the year they 

left school.
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Whilst it should be noted that the sample size was small,38 three issues stood out: youths 

out of school were far more likely to have ‘bunked’ class, and to have bunked classes 

more often, in the 12 months before leaving school than youths in school had bunked 

over the past year.

Youths out of school were more likely to have reported taking drugs or alcohol while 

still at school than youths in school at the time of the survey. Sixteen percent of out-of-

school youths reported having taken drugs while at the last school they attended, versus 

3 per cent of youths in school at the time of the survey.

Out-of-school youths were also more likely to have experienced bullying, violence, or 

sexual assault from another learner. Thirty-nine percent of out-of-school youths reported 

instances of verbal bullying at their last school versus 19 per cent of in school youths. 

Twenty three percent of out-of-school youths reported experiences of being physically bul-

lied, versus 8 per cent of in-school youths.39

Reasons provided by caregivers and youths for children being out of 

school (ages seven to 18)

The formative research (qualitative) highlighted that the reasons for children being out 

of school are seldom related to one factor but to the compounding effects of a com-

plex of social and economic factors, which may first discourage learners from active 

engagement in their education, then affect their regular attendance at school, and even-

tually affect their ability to remain in the school system until matric. These disincentives 

included the use of drugs in and outside school, sexual abuse in and outside school, 

poorly resourced schools and insufficient educators in schools which devalue the expe-

rience of education, and the poor prospect of finding employment after school in some 

communities. Pregnancy was mentioned as one of the biggest problems facing female 

youths in the communities studied in the formative research.

Caregivers in the household survey were asked to provide reasons for the children in 

their care being out of school (tabulated below): the findings echo the results of the 

formative research. With the exception of teenage pregnancy and youths losing inter-

est in their education (a broad category in itself), all other response represented a small 

proportion of responses, and were therefore thematically grouped.

Teenage pregnancy emerged as a primary reason for girl learners not being in school in 

the seven-to-18 age group.

The cost of education in the context of poverty and general financial pressures were 

mentioned by caregivers as factors contributing to children being out of school in over 

a third of cases. If the pressures experienced by families in the context of poverty (see 

category E) are added, poverty and financial constraints were contributing or direct 

determinants of 50 per cent of children being out of school.
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Box 3: The root cause of being out of school

Numerous variables have been tested for a relationship between being in and out of 
school in this chapter, but each relationship has been looked at separately, providing 
one piece of the puzzle at a time.

Classification trees are easily accessible statistical modelling tools that enable one 
to explore the relationship between a dependent variable (such as being in or out of 
school) and a range of independent variables simultaneously.

A classification tree was developed to explore the relationship between being in 
or out of school and the factors (socioeconomic, demographic etc) examined in the 
sections above. The ‘tree’ is shown on the following page.

The root of the tree contains all the children in and out of school aged seven to 
18. The tree is split into a series of branches or leaves: the first node indicating the 
variable with the greatest statistical explanatory power in predicting whether a child 
will be in or out of school, the second node is split based on the next most significant 
relationship for that group of children and so on. This process continues until there 
are no more significant explanatory variables.

A number of key variables emerge from our model: age, living density, the education 
of adults in the household, race and provincial location, but with differential impact 
for sub-groups in the population.

The first split in the tree is based on age, which emerges as one of the strongest 
determinates of being in or out of school (as shown by the sharp drop in enrolment 
at age 16). The first leaf contains all children younger and equal to 16 and the second 
leaf all those older than 16.

For children older than sixteen, the education level of adults in the households 
emerges as the most significant relationship. For children who live in households 
where no one has a Matric or higher qualification, race emerges as a significant 
variable. For children living in households where there are adults in the household 
with a Matric or higher qualification, living density (as an indicator of relative living 
standards) is more significant in explaining drop out. The classification tree then 
suggests that for black or Indian children, the chances of being in or out of school are 
partly related children’s provincial location (see the next node).

‘Attitudinal’ factors (youths becoming disinterested in their education, socialising with 

peers that influenced their decision to leave, and taking drugs and alcohol) accounted 

for the second most prominent theme.

Grade repetition or struggling academically with school work was the fourth most com-

mon set of reasons provided by caregivers for youths aged seven to 18 being out of school.
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Thirteen percent of caregivers cited in-school factors as discouraging school attend-

ance, referring to a wide range of issues (see categories G and H).

Table 16: Reasons provided by caregivers for the children in their care 

being out of school (for ages seven to 18)

Reasons provided by caregivers for their children 
being out of school

Percent of 
children 
affected

A. Lack of income/cost of education: No money for access costs or fees/
general financial pressures at home/needed to leave school to work

37.5%

B. Child behaviour linked to socio-economic context: Attitudinal: Doesn’t 
want to go to school (17%) /lost interest / mixing with bad company / wanted 
to be with boys / wanted to drink and do drugs / no respect for his parents / had 
a fight with the teacher and left / school didn’t offer subjects child wanted so 
left / child was visiting relatives or friends and didn’t return to school

33.6%

C. Pregnancy/taking care of her child 22.0%

D. Academic/learning: Failed a Grade and didn’t return / had learning 
difficulties / always behind with schoolwork

14.4%

E. Family context linked to poverty / low income: Death in the family 
/ looking after sick family member / parents worked far away from home – 
children left unsupervised

13.1%

F. Child health/disability: Disabled/child was sick /injured 12.9%

G. IN-SCHOOL FACTORS: access denied: denied registration: too old / school 
was full /late registering and was denied a place / child was expelled

8.4%

H. IN-SCHOOL FACTORS: Disincentives to remaining in school/child 
experience: Shortage of teachers at school/teased for being older than 
classmates/bullied at school /felt as if she didn’t fit in/ assaulted by the teacher / 
forced to date the teacher

4.5%

I. LACK OF APPROPRIATE SHOOLING FACILITY: school was too far away from 
home /no high school in the area/no special needs school in the area

3.4%

J. Other: child ‘choice’: Child got married/child hated being away from home 
to access schooling / wanted to be a Sangoma

3.1%

K. Vulnerability in the community: Not safe on way to school /child was 
assaulted (outside school/home)

1.6%

L. Disintegrated family structure/family instability: Domestic strife/fights/
violence

1.1%

M. Caregiver Doesn’t know why/refused to provide answer 2.3%

n=154.

Out-of-school youths in the youth survey (ages 16 to 18) were asked to state why they 

were not in school. The results are show below: given the far smaller sample size for 

the youth survey than the survey of caregivers, detailed coding has been presented. The 

large majority of youths captured in the youth survey had left school between the ages 
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of 15 to 18: the results below therefore point to the factors which see teenage youths in 

particular leaving school. Pregnancy, for example, therefore features more prominently 

than in the results above.

As with the caregiver responses, household poverty and the cost of education, preg-

nancy, and lack of interest in school, preceded by periods of absence from school, 

and associating with other youths who felt alienated and uninterested in schooling, 

accounted for the majority of responses.

References by caregivers (above) to children leaving as a result of academic difficulties 

or having to repeat a grade may in some cases be related to the difficulties learners face 

in socially adjusting to having to repeat, finding themselves older than their peers, and 

possibly being taught by unsupportive educators (see responses below: Category I).

Table 17: Reasons provided by youths (aged 16 to 18) for being out of school

Reasons provided by youths aged 16 to 18 for leaving school
Percent of 

respondents

A.  Pregnant/look after my child: Gave birth and there was no one to take care of my child except 
myself/due to pregnancy I was tired most of the time unable to do the schoolwork/ parents asked 
me not to go to school, not in a condition to write final exams because I was going to fail anyway/
fell pregnant and was sick so I left school completely didn’t enrol the following year/ my mother 
was working far from home and she told me not to embarrass her by going to school pregnant, 
I will go to school next year/even teachers are complaining about students who come to school 
pregnant/

38.3%

B.  Could not afford fees/access costs/financial worries and related: Didn’t have anyone to help 
me financially like school shoes and the rest of the uniform/no money, can’t afford to maintain 
myself/issues of school fees and I wanted to go to college to do architecture and woodwork, 
but…/trying to make money for the family and for food/my mother didn’t have money for school 
fees and uniform, my mother drinks beer and didn’t attend to my problems and teachers called 
me horrible names, I tried to talk to my brother but he didn’t listen/didn’t have school shoes they 
chased me away, I ended up not going to school, after a month I got the shoes but I had lost 
interest in school/didn’t have lunch and others were laughing so I decided to leave school / I had 
to work as there was no one to look after the children and she said I must stop going to school 
and look after the children

13.4%

C.  Lost interest in school/decided to leave/temp. absence lead to permanent absence: I 
wanted to stay at home, I will attend school next year/had no interest in school/didn’t even do 
schoolwork/was late and couldn’t wake up on my way to school so I decided not to go to school 
and to spend the day with my friends/missed classes or don’t go to school at all/I can say I did 
not have interest to go to school/you have a bad record if you’re late, my friends weren’t going to 
school so on my way to school I decided to spend the day with them and from there…/wanted to 
listen to my grandmother when she tried to guide me but I landed up leaving school and stayed 
somewhere, I dropped out of school and now I’m pregnant/I didn’t sleep at home for a while and 
was scared to come back home, so I went to friends, my mother fetched me, I tried to talk to the 
class teacher but she wouldn’t take me back, so I went to afternoon school, but they were adults 
there and I couldn’t cope so I decided to drop out

11.7%

D.  Peer pressure: My friend made me drop out because he didn’t like schooling, I missed school/
getting involved with boys too much/ friends influenced me and I became naughty.

6.7%
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Reasons provided by youths aged 16 to 18 for leaving school
Percent of 

respondents

I.  Failed, too old for the class: I felt embarrassed because I failed, I was sure I’d passed Grade 10/
failed 3 times, I was supposed to attend with very small kids/as much as I wanted to attend I was 
over-age and the principal asked me to leave/failed 3 times and was condemned to another level 
because of my age, they said I am not fit to go to school so I decided to leave/teacher was always 
shouting at me telling me I’m too old for the Grade/ failed 3 times and not on good terms with 
teachers, they threatened me and I was told I would never pass.

9.9%

J.  I was ill: I became very sick, thought I would die/got TB/fainted a lot/sick and will not attend next 
year/chest problems, TB/sick and will attend next year/had mumps on the face, scared kids might 
laugh or think I was HIV positive so I left school

8.3%

K.  Victimised by teacher/bad relationship with teacher: There was a teacher who didn’t like 
me and was always picking on me and forever insulting me/victimised by class teacher who 
sometimes called the police to school claiming I stole something from her, the principal decided 
I was a problem child and expelled me. I was not sad because I was not alright there anymore 
because I missed too many schooldays/I felt right in leaving school because one of our teachers 
were very rude and hit us a lot, I just stopped going to school completely and hang out with my 
friends/ teachers and some children used to say bad things to me/

6.7%

L.  Emotional worries/family related: Lost my parents and can’t concentrate on anything in life/my 
father passed away and I didn’t go to the funeral, that really disturbed me/didn’t get on with my 
uncles wife so I decided to quit school and live with my mother

3.4%

M.  Lack of parental support/abusive parents: I was abused by my mother verbally and 
physically saying I must go back to my dad who I haven’t seen for 10 years / I asked my father for 
money for uniforms, trips, books, school fees and my father would swear & ask why I was asking 
for money when I wasn’t working so I went back home to my mother in Rustenburg and dropped 
out of school/

3.4%

N.  School full and no longer taking children by the time we could afford it 1.7%

O.  Don’t see a reason why I should continue study because the subject I’m doing won’t help my 
future, next year I will go to another school to do subjects that I want

1.7%

P. Wrongly accused by school of things I didn’t do 1.7%

Q.  School beat me up for not having proper school uniform, paying school fees and not paying for 
polish or paraffin

1.7%

R. I was raped 1.7%

S.  The main reasons I left was because I was bewitched. Then I started working and got used to 
the money and it was difficult to go back to school

1.7%

E. Taking drugs 1.7%

F. Smoking/ drinking with friends 1.7%

G. I was thinking about girls and harassing girls 1.7%

H. Involved in crime and as a result ran away from home 1.7%

n=60.
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School attendance and out-of-school youths: a summary

Results from the Barriers to Education survey clearly shown that near-universal access 

to education has been achieved for children aged seven to 15, and take-up of the Basic 

Education and Training band is high.40 South Africa has in essence achieved the Millen-

nium Development goal of universal access to primary education.

In comparison with both developing and middle-income countries, attendance at 

school for the 16-to-18 age group is also high.41 Nevertheless, that 10 per cent of chil-

dren in this age group have neither completed matric or a diploma, nor are in school, 

is of concern in a country where matric may be considered the basic requirement for 

entry into the formal economy. In addition, responses from caregivers and youths as to 

why youths had left school clearly show that they are not leaving as a result of incentives 

provided by economic opportunity, but as a result of circumscribed choices caused by a 

range of socio-economic processes.42

When exploring the profile of children aged seven to 15 who are not in school, few 

clear determinants of being out of school emerge, partly because of the incredibly high 

attendance rate for this age group.43 The reasons keeping children out of school in this 

age group may be as a result of localised, household-specific, or child-specific experi-

ences, most likely experienced in the context of household poverty. Fleisch et al have 

suggested (based on their analysis of the profile of out-of-school youths from the Com-

munity Survey 2007), that one can conceive of being out of school in this age group as a 

phenomenon affecting particularly marginalised children in marginalised households.44 

(It is interesting to note that the large majority of households with children out of school – 

and who had more than one child of schoolgoing age – had only one child out of school.)

An analysis of the profile of out-of-school youths in the 16-to-18 age group reveals that 

the following groups are particularly vulnerable to being out of school:

Coloured youths: race (or rather the social and political history designated by race) 

emerges as significant. Coloured youths of this age are substantially more vulnerable to 

being out of school than white, Indian or black youths.

Children on farms appear to be significantly more likely to be out of school than chil-

dren living in traditional, formal or informal settlements. Anecdotal evidence suggests 

that this is a problem particularly affecting coloured farming communities in the West-

ern Cape. The Barriers to Education data does point to coloured youths on farms being 

particularly vulnerable to leaving school in this age group.45

Whilst age-specific enrolment rates and the GPI show a fair degree of gender parity, the 

reasons pushing youths out of school are certainly gendered. Teenage pregnancy is the 

most common cause of female youths leaving school before completing matric. Male 

youths were more likely to have left school due to a lack of interest or sense of feeling 

disengaged or alienated from their school education (in the context of a host of other 

social processes as indicated by the formative research). These different factors affect-

ing young men and women may in fact have similar root causes.
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The causes of teenage pregnancy are complex (poverty, lack of access to information 

and contraception, imbalances in power relations between men and women and so on, 

all play a role in making young women more vulnerable to teenage pregnancy). How-

ever, a report by the HSRC notes that when young women’s relationship with school is 

weak – either because they dislike school (Imamura et al 2007), because they are not per-

forming well academically (Cassell 2002), or because they have little hope of being able 

to further their education (Imamura et al 2007) – they are more likely to fall pregnant.46

Unsurprisingly, household poverty remains the overarching context in which children 

are made particularly vulnerable to being out of school in South Africa. The multi-dimen-

sional impact of household poverty on access to education for children in South Africa 

was strongly suggested in the formative research. The Household Survey results pointed 

to a clear relationship between socio-economic status and being in or out of school in the 

16-to-18 age group as shown by a) the results per indicator of household living condition 

explored above;47 and b) the strong relationship demonstrated by the composite socio-

economic status index. For children older than 16, multivariate analysis showed that the 

educational attainment of the household head is the variable with the greatest statistical 

explanatory power in predicting whether or not a child will be in school.48

According to responses provided by caregivers of out-of-school youths, and out-of-

school youths themselves, the most common cause of being out of school for youths 

aged seven to 18 is household poverty: in terms of not being able to afford the cost of 

education, and in terms of the restrictions poverty places on the abilities of households 

to cope with financial and other traumas (such as a death in the family, or family mem-

bers falling ill). The way in which household poverty causes children to leave school 

before completing their matric is complex, as will be suggested in the conclusion to 

Chapter 6. Chapter Six explores the cost of school education in South Africa, and the 

level of adherence by schools to regulations intended to lower barriers to access for 

children in poor households. School fees may be less of a culprit in creating barriers to 

access and completion than previously suggested.

According to caregivers of children aged seven to 18, 14 per cent of youths left due to 

having failed a frade or struggling academically – this was the fourth most common set 

of responses from caregivers as to why the children/youths in their care had left school. 

According to youths aged 16 to 18, 10 per cent left due to repetition and difficulties asso-

ciated with being older than classmates (embarrassment; humiliation by teacher). As 

just mentioned, lack of interest and engagement with their education was also men-

tioned as a primary reason for drop-out by caregivers and by youths themselves (aged 16 

to 18) (in the context of other complex social process at play – from substance abuse to a 

lack of support from caregivers). Research is possibly needed to investigate the relation-

ship between the poor quality of education received by many South African learners49 

and children leaving school before completion of Grade 12. Lack of learning progress 

may increase the likelihood of youths feeling disengaged and uninterested in schooling.

The Barriers to Education study only concentrated on the reasons that children and 

youths aged seven to 18 leave school (given limited budget and time). Some of the 

reasons that push learners out of school after the age of 18 will no doubt mirror those 

provided for seven- to 18-year-olds (household poverty and teenage pregnancy, for 
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example). However, we suggest that academic struggle and multiple experiences of 

grade repetition (linked to the poor quality of education provided to many low-income 

learners) may become significant factors.

While access to education in South Africa is characterised by high attendance at school, 

particularly during Basic Education, learners are not progressing though the school 

system efficiency, both in the compulsory and non-compulsory school phases. This is 

hinted at by gross enrolment rates of over 100 per cent for most grades, and the net 

enrolment rates for the Basic and FET bands (presented in Chapter Four). A large num-

ber of children are experiencing school delays in South Africa, as will be shown in the 

following chapter, with implications for children, households and the state.
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Access to education has been defined in a number of ways in the Barriers to 

Education Study, as outlined in ‘Conceptualising Access’ in Chapter Two. Accessing 

successive grades at the right time has been conceptualised as another dimension of 

access. School delays may be financially costly for households, and disruptive or emo-

tionally costly for the children who experience delays. In this chapter we explore:

The age of children per grade

The extent to which children are not accessing school at the appropriate age

Children who miss a year or more of schooling and return to school and factors 

associated with missing a year or more of schooling

Levels of repetition and the factors associated with repetition.

Age-grade appropriateness

Children should start school no later than the age of seven (or six years, as long as they are 

turning seven by June of that year). While officially schools are not allowed to admit learn-

ers into school for the first time beyond the age of 16, this occasionally happens. These 

learners, as well as learners who have not made sufficient learning progress with children 

of a similar age should be referred to Adult Basic Education and Training Centres.1

The GERs presented in Chapter Three hinted at the fact that there is a fairly wide range 

of ages in each of the school grades. As one moves up through the grades, the effects of 

repetition begin to show, as well as the (smaller) impact of children who have left school 

for a year or more and have returned.

Net enrolment rates: age-grade appropriateness per phase

The Net Enrolment Rates (NERs) reflect only those learners in school who are appro-

priately aged for the level of school they are enrolled in. The following NERs provide a 

snapshot of the level of participation of learners of the correct age group and, to some 

degree, the level of internal efficiency of the school system.

Analysis of NERs (see the table below) based on the Barriers to Education data shows 

that over 95% of primary school learners, as well as learners enrolled in the GET band 

Age-grade appropriateness  
and school delays
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(Basic Education), were appropriately aged for their phase of schooling. This applied, 

however, to only 75% of secondary school learners and only 60% of learners enrolled in 

the FET band.

Just over 3.5% of children aged seven to 13 in school and almost 25% of children aged 

14 to 18 were either outside the school system or were in the wrong phase for their age. 

Among youths aged 16 to 18, four out of every 10 were either outside the school system 

or were in the wrong phase for their age. This is caused by a combination of repetition, 

drop-out and late enrolment (though primarily by repetition).

By comparing the ASERs for each age cohort with NERs for each corresponding phase, 

it is possible to establish the proportion of children enrolled in the wrong phase for their 

age. Of the 99% of children aged seven to 13 years enrolled in school in the country, 

3.5% were enrolled in secondary school. The age-grade norms specify that these chil-

dren should be in primary school, though obviously this low figure is hardly cause for 

concern. Similarly, of the 98,8% of children aged seen to 15 enrolled in school, 3.6% were 

the wrong age for that phase.

Seventeen percent of 14 to 18 year olds were still in primary school. Among the 16 to 18 

year cohort, 27.8% were enrolled in primary or lower secondary school (Grades 8 to 9).

Table 19: Net Enrolment Rates per school phase

Age band Net enrolment rate

Percent enrolled in 
incorrect phase for 

their age

GET (Grades 1 to 9) 95.3% 3.6%

FET (Grades 10 to 12) 60.0% 27.8%

Primary (Grades 7 to 12) 95.4% 3.5%

Secondary (Grades 8 to 12) 74.6% 17.1%

All grades (1 to 12) 94.5% 1.6%

An analysis of NERs by gender shows a clear difference between the genders in the 

higher grades. At the primary and GET level, gender parity has been achieved, with just 

over 95% of both male and female learners enrolled in these levels being the appropriate 

age for the phase. At secondary school there is a far higher proportion of appropriately 

aged female learners enrolled (77%) than male learners (70.5%), indicating a gender 

disparity in favour of females of 1.09.2 At secondary school level, appropriately aged 

females perform much better than their male counterparts and are less likely to be out 

of school at this age (as shown by Age-Specific Enrolment Rates and the GPI for Gross 

Enrolment Rates presented in Chapter Three).

In the FET band the situation is even more concerning, with 65% of females being age-

appropriate for the phase compared to just 55% of males – indicating a gender disparity 

in favour of females of 1.17.
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Table 20: NERs and Gender Parity Index per school phase

Age Band Female NER Male NER
Gender Parity 
Index

GET (Grades 1 to 9) 95.1% 95.6% 1.00

FET (Grades 10 to 12) 64.7% 55.2% 1.17

Primary (Grades 7 to 12) 95.4% 95.5% 1.00

Secondary (Grades 8 to 12) 77.1% 70.5% 1.09

All grades (1 to 12) 94.4% 95.0% 0.99

Age of learners per grade

The table below (Table 22) depicts the age of learners per grade. Ages representing 10% 

or more of learners in a grade are highlighted in light blue and the age a learner should 

be per grade (according to regulations) is shown in darker blue.
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Table 21: Age of learners per grade, Grades 1 to 12

Grade registered in 2007

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

A
ge

 o
f l

ea
rn

er
 in

 2
00

7

5 1.8%

6 32.3% 1.3%

7 50.7% 27.9% 1.9% 0.1%

8 10.7% 46.1% 22.1% 2.1% 0.3%

9 2.6% 16.1% 41.7% 21.5% 2.2%

10 1.1% 5.2% 21.2% 39.1% 16.5% 1.5%

11 0.2% 1.9% 7.2% 19.0% 36.5% 13.0% 1.0%

12 0.3% 0.9% 3.4% 10.3% 25.1% 42.1% 10.2% 0.9%

13 0.1% 0.4% 1.3% 4.6% 11.7% 23.6% 39.5% 14.0% 1.8% 0.3%

14 0.3% 0.1% 0.6% 2.6% 4.0% 9.8% 23.5% 35.8% 14.8% 1.8%

15 0.1% 0.5% 0.8% 3.1% 6.1% 14.5% 24.4% 32.4% 14.1% 2.1% 0.2%

16 0.6% 2.5% 5.9% 12.9% 24.6% 34.2% 13.8% 1.8%

17 0.9% 2.8% 6.9% 12.3% 21.6% 32.1% 17.2%

18 0.4% 1.0% 2.4% 7.5% 11.5% 20.6% 32.3%

19 0.7% 1.8% 3.5% 7.7% 10.7% 10.7%

20 0.4% 1.8% 6.1% 10.8% 15.4%

21 0.2% 0.6% 0.6% 1.7% 5.1% 9.7%

22 0.4% 0.6% 3.4% 6.0%

23 0.2% 0.4% 4.1%

24 0.2% 0.1% 0.9% 1.6%

25 0.2% 0.6%

26 0.1% 0.3%

27 0.2%

100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

n=9253
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 Figure 6: Age distribution of learners per grade, Grades 1 to 12
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The data in the Table 22 is also depicted in the figure above, which highlights the spread 

in ages per grade.

Whilst there is a large spread of ages in Grade 1, over 90% of learners are between one 

year older and one year younger than the age-grade norm of age 7 (i.e. age 6, 7 or 8 years 

old) in their first year of school. This spread steadily increases moving up the grades, 

with a higher proportion of children older than the age-grade norm in each year. This 

trend reaches a peek in grade 9 with half the children in that grade being older than the 

age-grade norm. By Grade 12, some of these older children have left the schooling sys-

tem with this figure dropping to just below half. Ten percent of learners in school were 

three or more years outside the age-grade norm for their grade in 2007.3

To illustrate the impact of the situation just outlined, imagine that a Grade 9 educator at 

an ‘average’ South African school could be teaching learners from age 13 to learners in 

their early twenties, a challenging task for even a skilled and dedicated educator. Teach-

ing becomes more difficult as educators have to cater for children with large differences 

in pedagogic and social needs4.
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Starting school on time

Most children (87%) aged seven to 18 in 2007 entered school at age six or seven, with 6% 

entering at age five, and 7% entering later than age seven.

Figure 7: Age learners started school (shown for youths aged seven to 18)5
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Data presented in Chapter Three indicated that starting school late was associated with 

a greater chance of being out of school in 2007. Further on in this chapter we suggest 

that starting at an age older than one’s peers is also associated with an increased likeli-

hood of repeating school, and repeating more often.

It is encouraging to see that there is a decreasing trend in children entering school after 

the age of seven. The next figure shows the percentage of children presently aged seven 

to 18 who enrolled in school for the first time before the age of eight. The age-grade 

norm regulations were implemented in 2000, and were thus effective from the time the 

seven to 10 age cohort attended school.
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Figure 8: Percentage of children that had enrolled before age eight (ages 

seven to 18 shown)
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Absence from school for a year or more

The issue of children missing a year or more of schooling, and then returning to school 

was briefly touched on in Chapter Three, where it was shown that a higher proportion of 

out of school youths had missed a year or more of schooling and returned to school than 

those who were in school at the time of the survey. Here we briefly focus on the profile 

of children of all ages who were school at the time of the survey, but had missed a year 

or more of schooling at some point in their school history.

Four percent of children at school at the time of the survey (irrespective of age) had 

missed a year or more of schooling, with 3.6% those still in the GET band having missed 

a year or more (for seven to 15 year olds the result was 2.9%), and 6.4% of those in the 

FET band having been absent from school for a year or more.

Table 22: Percentage of children who were absent from school for a year or 

more (showing results for all those in school in 2007)

School band

Never missed a 
year or more of 

schooling

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: all those in school 2007 95.9% 4.1% 100%

n=8668.
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While repetition is the primary reason for children experiencing school delays (see the 

following section), of those children who are substantially older than the age-grade 

norms specify, a large proportion have experienced school delays due to absence from 

school for a year or more. In the table below, youths in the FET band are classified into 

one of two categories:

Those youths who are three or more years above the age specified by the age-grade 

norms

Those who are less than three years above the age specified for their grade by the 

age-grade norms.

These categories are then disaggregated by those who have or have not missed a year or 

more of schooling and returned to school. A quarter of ‘over-age’ children have missed 

a year or more of schooling.

Table 23: Whether youths in the FET band have missed a year or more of 

schooling by whether or not the youth is ‘over-aged’ (defined as three or 

more years above the age-grade norms)

Over-aged youths versus 
those closer to age-grade 
norms

Did NOT miss a year 
or more of school

Missed a year or 
more of school Total

Youths three or more years 
above the age-grade norms  
in the FET band 74.5% 25.5% 100%

All other youths in the FET band 95.6% 4.4% 100%

Total: all those in school 2007 95.9% 4.1% 100%

n=1838.

Factors associated with absence from school for a year  

or more

Gender, race and disability

On aggregate, male and female children appeared to be equally likely to have been out 

of school for a year or more (4.2% respectively).6

Girls may be more likely to miss a year or more schooling in a rural setting and boys are 

more likely to miss a year or more of schooling in an urban setting, though differences 

were small. See table below, showing higher rates of absence for a year or more for girls 

in farms and traditional areas.
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Table 24: Percentage of boys versus girls who have missed a year or more of 

schooling by sub-place type (shown for all those attending school in 2007)7

Sub-place type

Percentage of BOYS  
who missed a year or  

more of schooling

Percentage of GIRLS  
who missed a year or  

more of schooling

Informal 9.7% 7.1%

Traditional 4.1% 5.2%

Farms 4.3% 5.1%

Formal 3.6% 2.6%

n=8362.

Black children were most likely to have been out of school for a year or more at some 

point (4.6%), followed by Indian (3%) and Coloured children (2.3%). Note that the count 

for Indian and white children was very small.

Figure 9: Percentage of learners who have missed a year or more of school-

ing by sub-place type (shown for all those attending school in 2007)8
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Analysing the profile of children who have missed school for a year or more by gender 

with a race filter, showed less than a percentage point difference between genders in 

each race group, with the exception of Indian children, where boys were more likely to 

miss a year or more of schooling than girls (however, the sample size for the Indian com-

munity was small).

Children with some form of disability were more likely to have missed a year or more 

of school (6.4%) versus those children not described as disabled (4.1%).9 Results were 

not found to be statistically significant however. Disaggregating the data into the types 

of disability showed that those with emotional or behavioural disabilities (18.7%) were 

the most likely to be out of school for a year or more.10 A relatively high proportion of 
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those with intellectual/learning disabilities had also been out of school for a year or 

more (7.7%). 11

Figure 10: Percentage learners who have missed a year or more of school-

ing by disability type (shown for all those attending school in 2007)
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Family structure

The most vulnerable group appeared to be those who were heads of households or the 

spouse/partner of the household head (21% and 17% respectively). All categories with 

the exception of son/daughter, grand/great-grandchild and niece/nephew were very 

small, and these results are therefore not conclusive.
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Figure 11: Percentage of learners who have missed a year or more of 

schooling by relationship to the household head (shown for all learners  

in school)12
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Socio-economic factors

Regarding access to infrastructure, children living in homes where tap water was piped 

into the dwelling or homes that had access to borehole water were the least likely to have 

been out of school for a year or more (1.9% and 0.2% respectively), compared to just 

over 6% of children from homes having to collect water from communal taps or from 

streams.13

Six percent of children who did not have access to electricity for lighting had been out 

of school for a year or more, compared to 3.6% of children with access to electricity.14

Only 3% of those with access to a flushing toilet had been missed school for a year or 

more, compared to 5.6% of those children who had no access to a toilet, or were making 

use of a bucket.15

Learners from homes where living density is higher appeared more likely to have been out 

of school for a year or more than those from homes with a relatively low living density.16



   C h a p t e r  F o u r

Figure 12: Percentage of learners who have missed a year or more of 

schooling by living density (shown for all those attending school in 2007)
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Children who never went hungry were less likely to have dropped out of school for a year 

or more and returned to school (2.5%) than those who had experienced hunger at some 

point (‘seldom hungry’ to ‘always hungry’: between 5.1% and 5.8%) of children.17

Considering the education levels of the head of the household, once again the likeli-

hood of missing a year or more of school and returning appears to decrease with an 

increase in the educational attainment of the household head.18
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Figure 13: Percentage of learners who have missed a year or more of 

schooling by educational attainment of the household head (shown for all 

those attending school in 2007)
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Running logistic regression on the SES Index showed that the probability of having 

missed a year or more of schooling increases with a decrease in the SES score (results 

were found to be statistically significant at a 1% significance level)19.

Figure 14: SES Index scores against the probability of having missed a year 

or more of school (percentages shown as decimals) for all those in school 

in 2007
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Geographical location

The proportion of children who have missed a year or more of school varies between 

2.3% and 4.7% for all provinces other than KwaZulu Natal, where the percentage of those 

children missing a year or more of school is 6.3%.

Figure 15: Percentage of learners who have missed a year or more of 

schooling by province (shown for all those attending school in 2007)20
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Children in informal settlements were more likely to have missed a year or more of 

schooling and returned to school than children in other sub-place categories (which 

were all relatively similar, varying between 3.1% and 4.6%), results which differed from 

the profile of children most vulnerable to being out of school at the time of the survey in 

the 7 to 18 age category (see Chapter Three)
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Figure 16: Percentage of learners who have missed a year or more of 

schooling by sub-place type (shown for all those attending school in 2007)21
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Patterns of attendance and repetition – and the relationship to having 

missed school for a year or more

Children starting school after the age of seven appear to be much more likely to drop out 

for a period of time than those who start school at an earlier age. Almost 16% of those 

who started school at age 9 and 11.7% of those who started school at age 10 had dropped 

out of school for a year or more.

Figure 17: Percentage of learners who have missed a year or more of 

schooling age at which child started school (shown for all those attending 

school in 2007)
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Repeating a grade is associated with an increased likelihood of missing a year or more 

of schooling at some point.

Figure 18: Percentage of learners who have missed a year or more of 

schooling by whether or not the child has repeated (shown for all those 

attending school)22
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Repetition: an overview 23

According to the Admissions Policy for Ordinary Public Schools (1998) learners may 

only repeat a year once in each of the four phases (thus a maximum of four times).24 

The policy is partly based on the assumption that grade repetition does not necessarily 

lead to better learning outcomes25 and that it may be detrimental to the learner if she is 

substantially older than her peers (causing feelings of inferiority or dislocation from the 

main age group in the class). Repetition is also costly for the state, given the amount of 

money it takes to educate a child over a year, hence references to age grade appropriate-

ness is a measure of the efficiency of a school system.

The figure below provides a summary of the number of times learners had repeated a 

year of schooling based on the Barriers to Education data. Given that officially learners 

may not repeat more than once in a school phase, the data is likely to underestimate the 

extent to which learners are not mastering the curriculum for a particular grade in one 

year. However, it is still significant that a third of all the children registered in 2007 had 

repeated a year at some time in their school career.
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Figure 19: Repetition, shown for all learners in Grades 1 to 12
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The extent to which learners had repeated a grade is shown by school phase in the table 

below (showing results in 2007, not for a particular age-cohort moving through school). 

Twenty one percent of learners in the Foundation Phase in 2007 had repeated, while 

52% of learners had repeated by the time they were in the FET band in 2007.

Table 25: Repetition by the time learners had reached the school phase 

attended in 2007 (shown for all learners attending school)

School Phase
Never 

repeated
Total 

repeated
Repeated 

once
Repeated 

twice
Repeated 

three times

Repeated 
more than 

three times TOTAL

Foundation Phase 
(Grades 1 to 3) 78.6% 21.3% 17.3% 3.6% .3% .2% 100%

Intermediate Phase 
(Grades 4 to 6) 68.5% 31.4% 21.3% 7.2% 2.1% .8% 100%

Secondary Phase 
(Grades 7 to 9) 60.2% 39.8% 24.4% 9.8% 4.1% 1.5% 100%

FET band  
(Grades 10 to 12) 48.5% 51.5% 27.8% 14.5% 5.5% 3.7% 100%

n=9097

Unsurprisingly, learners presently in the FET Phase are more likely to have repeated and 

to have repeated more than once compared to those presently in lower school phases. 

By the Secondary Phase, more than a third of learners had repeated at least once, and by 

the FET band one in two learners had repeated.
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The number of times learners had repeated is shown per the grade of the learner in 2007. 

Note once again that results are for all learners in 2007, not for a particular age-cohort 

moving through school.

Data from 2005 presented in the Learner Retention Report shows that repetition  

(based on repeaters per 1000 enrolments) is highest in Grade 11 (possibly due to pres-

sure on schools to produce good Matric results), followed by Grade 10, Grade 9 and then 

Grade 126.

Table 26: Levels of repetition per grade, shown for all learners attending 

school27

 GRADE
Never 

repeated
Total 

repetitions
Repeated 

once
Repeated 

twice
Repeated 

three times

Repeated 
more than 

three times TOTAL

Grade 1 88.9% 11% 9.2% 1.7% .0% .1% 100%

Grade 2 76.1% 23.9% 20.2% 3.3% .2% .2% 100%

Grade 3 70.7% 29.3% 22.8% 5.7% .5% .3% 100%

Grade 4 70.0% 29.9% 20.2% 6.8% 2.4% .5% 100%

Grade 5 66.6% 33.4% 24.6% 6.9% 1.5% .4% 100%

Grade 6 68.8% 31.2% 19.2% 8.1% 2.5% 1.4% 100%

Grade 7 65.4% 34.5% 19.3% 9.2% 4.2% 1.8% 100%

Grade 8 61.7% 30.9% 26.3% 7.5% 2.6% 1.9% 100%

Grade 9 53.6% 46.5% 27.4% 12.7% 5.6% .8% 100%

Grade 10 51.4% 48.6% 26.9% 12.8% 6.0% 2.9% 100%

Grade 11 43.7% 56.2% 30.9% 17.8% 4.5% 3.0% 100%

Grade 12 50.1% 50.1% 25.4% 12.9% 6.0% 5.8% 100%

n=9097.

Profile of learners who repeat

Repetition is partly an indicator that a learner has not mastered the curriculum, but 

that mastery may be related to a complex interplay of factors. These include the learn-

er’s aptitude, the quality of teaching received by the learner, whether or not an enabling 

environment existed for learning (in and out of school environmental factors), the rigour 

of the testing and appraisal criteria applied, the learner’s understanding of the language 

of instruction and more. Interpreting the results provided below is therefore complex, 

but some interesting results emerge – particularly related to language and socio-eco-

nomic indicators.
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Schooling history

More than half of those who were in school in 2007 but had been out of school for a year 

or more had repeated at some time in their school career, versus one third of those who 

had not missed school for a year or more. The relationship here might be one of asso-

ciation rather than cause, as being out of school for a year or more may be an indicator 

that children were experiencing a range of pressures (such as the need to leave school to 

assist with domestic chores or to give birth to and nurture a child), the same pressures 

which may affect concentration and engagement with studies whilst in school.

Figure 20: Repetition levels by whether a learner has been out of school for 

a year or more and was in school in 200728
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Levels of repetition by the age of initial enrolment are shown in the figure below. Start-

ing at a later age may be associated with higher levels of repetition in South Africa 

– this relationship was not found to be statistically significant. Once again this may be 

a relationship of association rather than cause, but it is likely that older children may 

experience difficulties adjusting to peers of a younger age in the classroom and play-

ground. Children that start school younger than the age-norm did not appear to be at a 

disadvantage.
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Table 27: Levels of repetition by the age at which the learner started school-

ing, shown for all learners attending school

Age learner started 
school

Never 
repeated

Repeated 
once

Repeated 
twice

Repeated 
three times

Repeated 
more than 

three times TOTAL

Younger than 6 67.8% 21.9% 6.7% 2.2% 1.3% 100%

6 to 8 years 65.6% 22.1% 8.2% 2.7% 1.4% 100%

9 or older 58.1% 23.6% 13.0% 4.4% 0.8% 100%

n=8995.

Gender, race and language

For learners in school in 2007, male children were considerably more likely to have 

repeated, and to have repeated more than once compared to female children. This was 

demonstrated by the Net Enrolment Rate GPI explored earlier in the chapter.

Figure 21: Repetition level by gender of learner, shown for all learners 

attending school29

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

Repeated

more than

three times

Repeated

three times

Repeated

twice

Repeated

once

Never

repeated

P
er
ce
n

ta
g
e 
o
f l
ea
rn
er
s

Number of times repeated

 Males

 Females

n= 8799.

Boys are more likely to repeat and repeat more often than girls in all race groups, with 

the biggest gap between the genders occurring for black and coloured children.
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Table 28: Repetition levels by gender and race shown for all learners 

attending school30

Race Gender
Never 

repeated
Total 

repeated
Repeated 

once
Repeated 

twice
Repeated 

three times

Repeated 
more than 

three times TOTAL

Black

Male 59.3% 40.7% 24.4% 10.7% 3.8% 1.9% 100%

Female 67.9% 32.1% 21.9% 6.9% 2.1% 1.2% 100%

Coloured

Male 68.3% 31.7% 22.3% 6.6% 2.5% 0.3% 100%

Female 75.8% 24.2% 18.0% 5.4% 0.7% 0.0% 100%

Indian/ 
Asian

Male 95.9% 4.1% 4.1% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 100%

Female 97.0% 3.0% 3.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 100%

White

Male 92.3% 7.7% 6.9% 0.8% 0.0% 0.0% 100%

Female 94.5% 5.5% 5.0% 0.5% 0.0% 0.0% 100%

n=8731.

Repetition levels by race category are shown below. Three percent of Indian learners 

and 6% of white learners had repeated by 2007, versus 37% of black children. However, 

black children who resided in a household where English was mentioned as a home 

language faired substantially better: with 20% of these learners having repeated a grade.

Table 29: Repetition levels by race of learner, shown for all learners attend-

ing school

Race
Never 

repeated
Total 

repeated
Repeated 

once
Repeated 

twice
Repeated 

three times

Repeated 
more than 

three times TOTAL

Black 63.0% 37.0% 23.4% 8.9% 3.0% 1.6% 100%

Coloured 72.2% 27.8% 20.0% 6.1% 1.6% 0.1% 100%

Indian/Asian 96.5% 3.5% 3.5% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 100%

White 93.5% 6.5% 5.8% 0.6% 0.0% 0.0% 100%

n=9060.

Repetition levels by home language are shown below. Children residing in households 

where English was mentioned as one of the home languages were at a clear advantage, 

followed by Afrikaans home language speakers.31
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Table 30: Repetition levels by home language shown for all learners attend-

ing school 32

Home 
language

Never 
repeated

Total 
repeated

Repeated 
once

Repeated 
twice

Repeated 
three times

Repeated 
more than 

three times TOTAL

Afrikaans 75.3% 24.3% 18.1% 5.1% 1.1% 0.3% 100%

English 88.4% 11.6% 9.2% 1.7% 0.7% 0.0% 100%

IsiNdebele 61.4% 34% 19.2% 10.1% 4.7% 4.5% 100%

IsiXhosa 63.2% 36.1% 24.6% 9.0% 2.5% 0.8% 100%

IsiZulu 66.0% 32.9% 22.4% 8.1% 2.4% 1.1% 100%

Sepedi 59.1% 37.6% 22.5% 10.3% 4.8% 3.4% 100%

Sesotho 63.2% 35.4% 25.2% 7.6% 2.6% 1.4% 100%

Setswana 66.2% 32.1% 23.2% 7.6% 1.9% 1.2% 100%

Siswati 60.0% 48.2% 23.2% 11.3% 4.7% 0.8% 100%

Tshivenda 52.5% 44.8% 22.9% 13.4% 8.5% 2.7% 100%

n=8990.

The patterns of repetition by race shown above may also partly be explained by differing 

access to quality of teaching and school resources.33

Inequitable access to quality education persists in South Africa. Below, the quintile of a 

school attended by a learner is used as a rough (and admittedly very imperfect) proxy 

for access to better resources (including educator: learner ratios). Black, followed by 

coloured, children are still far less likely to be accessing better resourced schools.

Table 31: Race of learners attending school type (showing attendance at 

public ordinary schools and private schools)34

Race
Quintile 1 

School
Quintile 2 

School
Quintile 3 

School
Quintile 4 

School
Quintile 5 

School
Private 
School TOTAL

Black 27.3% 23.9% 27.2% 11.0% 7.1% 3.5% 100%

Coloured 9.3% 19.2% 16.2% 16.2% 35.6% 3.5% 100%

Indian 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 5.1% 90.2% 4.6% 100%

White 0.2% 0.2% 1.4% 14.3% 61.6% 22.3% 100%

n=7088.

Learners who were attending higher quintile schools were less likely to have repeated in 

2007 (see table below).35 (Note that the quintile level of school a learner was attending in 

2007 may be different to that attended when the learner had repeated).
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Table 32: Repetition levels by school type attended by learner in 2007, 

shown for all learners attending government schools

School 
quintile/type

Never 
repeated

Total 
repeated

Repeated 
once

Repeated 
twice

Repeated 
three times

Repeated 
more than 

three times TOTAL

Quintile 1 60.8% 39.2% 23.1% 10.8% 3.3% 2.1% 100%

Quintile 2 58.5% 41.5% 26.4% 10.8% 3.0% 1.3% 100%

Quintile 3 64.9% 35.1% 22.4% 7.4% 3.4% 1.9% 100%

Quintile 4 73.0% 27.0% 19.0% 5.3% 2.0% .7% 100%

Quintile 5 81.3% 18.7% 13.4% 4.5% .6% .2% 100%

n=7025.

Whilst accessing quality teaching would obviously reduce learners chances of repeti-

tion, learners accessing schools where staff morale, skills and/or commitment were 

low, may have been pushed through a grade rather than made to repeat. High repeti-

tion rates are not a direct indicator of learners accessing poor quality schooling (and 

vice versa), though the patterns above do point to the impact of persistent inequitable 

access to resources.

Relationship to the household head

Repetition levels by relationship to the household head are shown below. Obviously this 

data only paints half of the picture regarding household structure and relationships – as 

we do not know the relationship of learners to other members of the household.

Children of the household head (either biologically related or not biologically related), 

as well as grandchildren, faired best. Individuals who were households heads (those 

younger and older than 18), as well as partners of the households heads, were more vul-

nerable to repetition in the categorisation below.

Those who were related to the household head but were not children of the household 

head, appeared more vulnerable to repetition that those who were considered a child of 

the household head. The results below were found to be statistically significant.36
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Table 33: Repetition levels by the learner’s relationship to the household 

head shown for all learners attending school

Relationship to the 
household head

Never 
repeated

Total 
repeated

Repeated 
once

Repeated 
twice

Repeated 
three 
times

Repeated 
more than 

three 
times TOTAL

Foster child/stepchild 68.8% 31.2% 19.2% 7.9% 3.1% 1.0% 100%

Great/grandchild 67.3% 32.7% 22.2% 7.0% 2.4% 1.1% 100%

Son/daughter 65.8% 34.2% 21.3% 8.5% 2.9% 1.5% 100%

Other related (niece/
nephew/ cousin/
sibling) 56.6% 43.4% 27.9% 10.6% 2.7% 2.2% 100%

Other non-related 
(sibling in law/child in 
law/domestic workers 
son etc)* 53.9% 46.1% 24.5% 13.5% 7.0% 1.1% 100%

Household head 
or wife/ partner of 
household head)* 30.7% 69.3% 34.7% 16.2% 11.8% 6.6% 100%

n=8337. * Small sample.

Geographical location

A far higher proportion of children living in traditional areas had repeated a grade by 

2007 than children in the other three settlement types.37 Interestingly, living in a tradi-

tional settlement emerged as the most significant variable when using the classification 

tree to explore repetition (see page *).

Table 34: Repetition levels by sub-place type shown for all learners attend-

ing school

Sub-place
Never 

repeated
Total 

repeated
Repeated 

once
Repeated 

twice
Repeated 

three times

Repeated 
more than 

three times TOTAL

Farms 63.9% 36.1% 24.3% 10.7% .9% .1% 100%

Formal 73.3% 26.7% 18.8% 5.2% 1.9% .8% 100%

Informal 67.9% 32.1% 21.2% 8.2% 2.1% .5% 100%

Traditional 58.2% 41.8% 25.1% 10.8% 3.8% 2.2% 100%

n=9127.

Socio-economic factors

One of the strongest trends identified in the analysis for this chapter was in the associa-

tion between repetition and the education level of the household head. A clear pattern 
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can be discerned in the data below, with children living in households headed by more 

educated individuals at a clear advantage.38

Only 11% of learners residing in a household where the household head had a tertiary 

education had repeated a grade by 2007, versus 42% of learners living in households 

where the household had had no formal education.

The education level of the household head is no doubt an indicator of social class and 

associated economic advantages. The education level of adults may also be an impor-

tant factor in itself. Caregivers or households heads with better levels of education may 

be better able to assist children with their homework, and provide an environment 

where references in the curriculum are reinforced or are already familiar to children 

from their home environment.

Table 35: Repetition levels by highest level of education achieved by the 

household head shown for all learners attending school

 Education of 
household head

Never 
repeated

Total 
repeated

Repeated 
once

Repeated 
twice

Repeated 
three times

Repeated 
more than 

three times TOTAL

No formal 
education 58.5% 41.5% 25.3% 10.0% 4.1% 2.1% 100%

Some/full primary 
education 59.5% 40.5% 25.8% 10.3% 2.9% 1.5% 100%

Some secondary 
education 67.0% 33.0% 21.3% 7.8% 2.6% 1.3% 100%

Grade 12/Form 5/ 
NTC3 77.2% 22.8% 15.1% 5.6% 1.3% .7% 100%

Diploma/ certificate 
without Matric * 74.7% 25.3% 22.4% 2.3% .6% .0% 100%

Tertiary education 88.3% 11.7% 9.1% 2.0% .4% .2% 100%

ABET * 52.5% 47.5% 28.5% 3.9% 15.1% .0% 100%

n=8887. * Small sample

Repetition levels by access to infrastructure are shown below. The data indicates that 

children living in households with good access to a range of infrastructures are less vul-

nerable to repetition, and less vulnerable to repeating more than once. All infrastructure 

indices showed a statistically significant relationship with repetition levels39. This is rein-

forced by results for the Infrastructure Access Index below. Similar results are shown for 

levels 1 to 4, with a clear reduction in repetition for children in level 5.

Disaggregating repetition results by sanitation type shows a large difference in repeti-

tion levels between learners with access to a flush toilet (26%) and learners accessing 

poorer sanitation facilities (41% respectively). Twenty two percent of learners living in 

households that had piped water inside the dwelling have repeated, compared to 40% of 

learners accessing other water sources outside the home.



   C h a p t e r  F o u r

Note that the water source and sanitation type categories are more useful indicators of 

relative living standards than electricity, as a large number of people (including very poor 

households without good access to other infrastructure) now have access to electricity.40

Table 36: Repetition levels by household access to infrastructure shown for 

all learners attending school

 Infrastructure
Never 

repeated
Total 

repeated
Repeated 

once
Repeated 

twice
Repeated 

three times

Repeated 
more than 

three times

Access level 1 (poor access) 60.1% 39.9% 25.0% 10.3% 3.9% .7%

Access level 2 59.2% 40.8% 24.6% 11.5% 3.2% 1.5%

Access level 3 61.7% 38.3% 24.0% 9.9% 2.7% 1.7%

Access level 4 58.9% 41.1% 25.1% 10.0% 3.6% 2.5%

Access level 5 (good access) 74.4% 25.6% 18.2% 5.0% 1.8% .6%

Electricity used for lighting 66.8% 33.2% 21.5% 7.7% 2.6% 1.4%

Other sources used for lighting 62.0% 38.0% 23.9% 9.7% 3.0% 1.3%

Tap (piped) water inside dwelling 77.9% 22.1% 16.4% 3.8% 1.4% .5%

Tap (piped) water on site or yard 60.1% 39.9% 24.6% 9.7% 3.4% 2.2%

Public traditional tap 60.6% 39.4% 24.6% 10.0% 3.1% 1.7%

Flowing water/stream/river 57.4% 42.6% 25.4% 11.5% 4.0% 1.6%

Dam/pool/stagnant water * 68.4% 31.6% 22.8% 6.1% 1.8% .8%

Borehole * 58.2% 41.8% 23.3% 18.4% .0% .2%

Tanker/tanked water * 68.8% 31.2% 20.2% 6.2% 3.4% 1.5%

Other * 53.1% 46.9% 27.5% 10.2% 6.1% 3.1%

Piped water inside dwelling 78.0% 22.0% 16.5% 3.8% 1.2% .4%

All other water sources 59.8% 40.2% 24.9% 10.3% 3.2% 1.8%

Flushing toilet 74.3% 25.7% 18.3% 5.2% 1.7% .7%

Chem/pit /pit (VIP) toilet 59.3% 40.7% 24.8% 10.2% 3.6% 2.1%

Bucket or no toilet 58.6% 41.4% 25.3% 12.0% 2.8% 1.4%

Electricity: n=9001, water source: n=9101; sanitation: n=9034; index: n=8903
* Small sample.

The results for the infrastructure indicators above are reinforced by the disaggregating 

repetitions levels by living density. Those in more crowded living conditions in 2007 

were more likely to have repeated, and repeated more often.
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Table 37: Repetition levels by living density of the household shown for all 

learners attending school41

Living density
Never 

repeated
Total 

repeated
Repeated 

once
Repeated 

twice
Repeated 

three times

Repeated 
more than 

three times TOTAL

0 to 0.99 (More 
rooms than people) 72.7% 27.3% 17.6% 6.2% 2.2% 1.3% 100%

I (Same number of 
rooms to people) 70.4% 29.6% 18.4% 7.0% 2.8% 1.4% 100%

1.01 to 2 (More 
people than rooms) 63.7% 36.3% 22.9% 8.9% 3.1% 1.4% 100%

2.01 to 3 (More 
people than rooms) 62.0% 38.0% 25.2% 9.1% 2.0% 1.7% 100%

3.01 to 4 (More 
people than rooms) 56.7% 43.3% 27.3% 9.6% 4.3% 2.0% 100%

4.01 and above 
(More people than 
rooms) 61.6% 38.4% 25.4% 10.8% 1.7% .6% 100%

n=9010.

The relationship between household income and repetition was found to be significant. 

Regression analysis showed that there is a negative relationship between household 

income and the probability of repeating a grade: on average, for every R1000 increase in 

household income, the odds of repeating a grade decreases by 10%.42 However, beyond 

a household income level of approximately R20 000 per month, household income 

makes far less of a difference on learners probably of repeating.

Figure 22: Household income against the probability of repeating (percent-

ages shown as decimals) for all those in school in 2007
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Finally, running logistic regression on the SES Index, showed that the probability of 

repeating increases with a decrease in the SES score (results were found to be statisti-

cally significant at a 1% significance level)43.

Figure 23: SES Index scores against the probability of repeating (percent-

ages shown as decimals) for all those in school in 2007
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School delays: a summary

For children in the South African schooling system, school delays are common. A small 

number of children continue to enter the school system late, though there is a clear 

trend of increasing proportions of children entering Grade One at the right age. About 

4% of children/youths attending school have missed school for a year or more, with this 

length of temporary absence from school having affected a quarter of youths who were 

three or more years above the age-grade norms in the FET Phase.

Once again poverty appears to be the context in which children are vulnerable to miss-

ing school for a year or more. There is a clear negative relationship between absence 

from school for a year or more and the SES Index. Interestingly, when focusing on settle-

ment type, children in informal settlements are more likely to leave school temporarily 

than children in other settlement types.44 When looking at out of school youths in the 

7 to 18 age group (see Chapter Three), it was children living on farms who emerged as 

more vulnerable to being out of school than children in other settlement types. Whilst 

coloured children were more likely to be out of school in the 7 to 18 age group than 

children of other race groups, it is black children who are most likely to leave school 

temporarily. These results suggest that when children on farms leave school they may 

be more likely to leave school permanently than children in informal settlements, with 

the same pattern for coloured children.
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The large majority of school delays are caused by children repeating a grade. Thirty 

five percent of children and youths at school in the Barriers to Education survey had 

repeated a grade. Just over half of those in the FET band had repeated, and 9% of youths 

in this band had repeated three times or more.

Regarding the profile of children who repeat, children residing in traditional areas were 

more likely to repeat than children residing in formal, informal or farming settlements. 

When running multi-variate analysis for repetition, living in a traditional settlement 

emerged as the variable with the greatest statistical explanatory power in predicting 

whether or not a child will repeat. Further research may be needed to explain why this 

is the case.

Boys are more likely to repeat than girls, in all race groups, across all provinces and in 

all sub-places types.

Box 4: The ‘root’ cause of repetition

A classification tree was developed for repetition based on whether or not a child 
had repeated and the number of times. (It is too large to be reproduced here.)

The root of this tree begins with all learners in school in 2007. The split in the tree is 
settlement type, which emerges as the strongest determinant of repetition: children 
residing in traditional settlements are far vulnerable to repetition than children in 
farming communities, in formal or informal settlements.

For those children living in traditional settlements, gender emerged as the next 
splitting variable, with girls far less likely to repeat than boys. Girls in households 
where one or more person had a Matric were less vulnerable to repetition that girls 
in households without an adult with Matric. For boys, household income emerged as 
a significant variable in whether or not they will repeat, with boys in higher income 
households less likely to have repeated.

We return to children living in formal, informal or farming settlements (which were 
grouped together by our model at this node). For these children the education level 
of the household head once again emerges as a strong variable, with children in 
households where the highest level of education of the household head is primary 
school, more vulnerable to repeating. Race emerges as the next strongest variable 
for children in these households, with Indian and white children less likely to repeat. 
Returning to children who reside in households where the household head has more 
than a primary education, provincial location is the next most significant variable 
with children in Limpopo and Mpumalanga more likely to repeat.
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Children who reside in households with better living conditions are at a clear advantage, 

as are the children of a household head with tertiary education (with a gradual increase 

in vulnerability to repetition as education attainment of the household head drops).

Black children are six times more likely to repeat a grade than white children. Race, how-

ever, appears as a thin film through which to view other variables: differential access to 

good quality education, different living conditions, and significantly, home language. 

English speaking children faired best i.e. the group with the lowest percentage of chil-

dren who had not repeated and when repeating, repeated fewer times. The data suggests 

that middle class children are at a distinct advantage in moving more efficiently through 

the schooling system.

International literature has identified a range of other factors associated with grade rep-

etition: factors located in-school, or supply side factors, and those factors located in the 

home, in the community or as a result of learner characteristics (out of school factors) 

.45 Data collected from the youth component of the Barriers Survey provides a range of 

data on ‘an enabling environment’ conducive to learning, and will be explored further 

in Chapter 7.

The high prevalence of delays experienced by school children (especially in the higher 

grades) in South Africa results in a large proportion of children being a number of 

years above the ages specified by the age grade norms. Children in South Africa access 

schooling, but they travel slowly through the education system, with significant cost 

implications for the state, for the household and possibly, psychologically for many of 

the over-age learners. The age-grade norms act as an important benchmark for South 

Africa, but the gap between this ideal and reality is stark. In addition, despite substantial 

investment by household, state and learner, examining educational attainment of young 

adults aged 19 to 25 shows that 37% have completed Matric or NTCIII.46 In terms of a 

multi-dimensional conceptualisation of access, the issues in South Africa are retention 

of learners in the schooling system until completion of Matric, and the impact of high 

levels of school delays on the schooling system and learners themselves.

Endnotes

1 Department of Education (1998). Admissions Policy for Public Ordinary Schools. Gov-

ernment Gazette, 400. Pretoria.

2 The Gender Parity Index for Net Enrolment Rates is computed in the same way as the 

Gross Enrolment Gender Parity Index – see Chapter 3.

3 n=9266.

4 Motala, S, Dieltiens, V, Carrim, N, Kgobe, P, Moyo, G and Rembe, S. Educational Access 

in South Africa: A Country Analytic Report, Consortium for Research on Educational 

Access, Transitions and Equity and the University of Witwatersrand Education Policy 

Unit, CREATE Country Paper, August 2007, 60.

5 There may have been a small number of children who started school before this age 

and then dropped out before 7, which would not have been picked up in the survey, 

but this is probably a tiny proportion.

6 n=8338
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7 Males: statistically significant association: ( 2=5.0607, sig=0.0026). Females: statisti-

cally significant association: ( 2=4.6022, sig=0.0044).

8 Statistically significant association: ( 2=6.5707, sig=0.0005).

9 n=8639

10 Statistically significant association: ( 2=3.4898, sig=0.0161).

11 It should be borne in mind though, that the category ‘disabled’ is assigned by the 

caregiver – and whilst in some cases children may genuinely have some form of behav-

ioural “disability”, others may have been described as having behavioural problems by 

caregivers as a result of a child’s decision to leave school temporarily, not listening to 

caregivers and so on.

12 Statistically significant association: ( 2=14.3032, sig=0.0000).

13 n=8508. Statistically significant association: ( 2=6.0671, sig=0.0000).

14 n=8554. Statistically significant association: ( 2=7.6533, sig=0.0063).

15 Statistically significant association: ( 2=4.4199, sig=0.0130). n=8578.

16 Statistically significant association: ( 2=5.8103, sig=0.0001).

17 n=8482. Statistically significant association: ( 2=13.5282, sig=0.0000).

18 Statistically significant association: ( 2=3.0802, sig=0.0145).

19 For every one unit decrease in the SES index, the odds of missing a year or more of 

school increased by 1.6%.

20 Statistically significant association: ( 2=2.4637, sig=0.0204).

21 Statistically significant association: ( 2=5.2542, sig=0.0019).

22 Statistically significant association: ( 2=45.0545, sig=0.0000).

23 Note that the data on repetition presented in this chapter is based on all those in school 

in 2007. Data on out of school youth was only captured for those 7 to 18, whereas data 

on those in school was captured for all ages.

24 Foundation Phase (Grades R to 3), Intermediate Phase (Grades 4 to 6), Secondary 

Phase (7 to 9) and Further Education and Training Phase (Grades 10 to 12).

25 There is evidence to suggest that repetition seldom leads to better learning outcomes, 

though the effect of repetition will be partly dependant on the reasons that a child 

has not achieved the required grade or learning outcomes. See the Learner Retention 

Report for a brief overview of this debate. Department of Education, Learner Retention 

in the South African Schooling System: Report to the Minister of Education G.N.M Pan-

dor, M.P, May 2008.

26 Department of Education, Learner Retention in the South African Schooling System: 

Report to the Minister of Education G.N.M Pandor, M.P, May 2008, 19.

27 n=9097

28 Statistically significant association: ( 2= 200.24, sig=0.0001)

29 Statistically significant association: ( 2=95.33, sig=0.000).

30 For males: Statistically significant association: ( 2=89.83, sig=0.000) when running test 

by repeated / not repeated (too many cells with expected values of 1 and less when 

running test using more refined categories).Females: Statistically significant associa-

tion: ( 2=72.81, sig=0.000) when running test by repeated / not repeated.

31 Statistically significant association: ( 2=210.82, sig=0.013).

32 Shona, Ovambo, German, and Portuguese were left out because they represented less 

than 4 counts each.

33 Acknowledging that schools that are under resourced and where education quality may 

not be high may well push learners through even if the curriculum has not been mas-

tered. Lower rates of repetition may therefore not be an indicator of better schooling.
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34 See chapter 6 for an explanation of school quintiles.

35 Statistically significant association: ( 2=186.11, sig=0.000).

36 Statistically significant association: ( 2=32.66, sig=0.000).

37 Statistically significant association: ( 2=181.09, sig=0.000).

38 Statistically significant association: ( 2=274.44, sig=0.000).

39 Lighting source: 2=29.44, sig=0.006); sanitation type: 2=190.81, sig=0.000); water 

source (grouped into tape / piped water versus others: 2=232.58, sig=0.000); infra-

structure index: 2=193.32, sig=0.000).

40 Seventy-six percent of children in school in our sample lived in households with access 

to electricity, and 29% had access to piped water in-house, 26% with access to piped 

water in the yard.

41 Statistically significant association: ( 2=3.7201, sig=0.0000).

42 Results were statistically significant at the 1% significance level.

43 For every one unit decrease in the SES index, the odds of repeating increased by 1.4%.

44 According to our data, the average household income in informal settlements is lower 

than in the other settlement types (though the SES Index was slightly higher in informal 

settlements than traditional settlements).

45 See the Learner Retention Report for a summary: Department of Education, Learner 

Retention in the South African Schooling System: Report to the Minister of Education 

G.N.M Pandor, M.P, May 2008, 67 – 68.

46 Calculated from online data (StatsSA website) from the Labour Force Survey Septem-

ber 2007, excluding category “other”.
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C H A P T E R  F I V EC H A P T E R  F I V E 

Chapter Five focuses on the levels and causes of absence from school among 

children enrolled in Grades 1 to 12 in 2007. Absence is defined as not being at school 

for a day or more.

Unlike other indicators used in this study, there is no standard, internationally used 

definition of attendance. This is partly due to the fact that absence can be interpreted 

in many different ways and is particularly difficult to measure. Some studies in South 

Africa and abroad have used an indicator of the percentage of children absent from 

school for a day (the number of children absent divided by the number of children who 

are enrolled), others have estimated the number of schools days missed by a learner 

over a year, month or some other specified time period.1 Given that the Barriers to Edu-

cation Survey was household-based, the latter indicator was used, asking caregivers to 

estimate the number of days of schooling missed over the year (excluding days missed 

as a result of the teachers strike in 2007).2 This question was supplemented with a ques-

tion on the longest continuous period of absence from school in 2007, to provide data 

on patterns of absence. Some children for example, may only be absent for short periods 

at a time while others may miss a month at a time, depending on the cause of absence.

Few studies have been conducted in South Africa that specifically focus on absentee-

ism and fewer still have been able to confidently quantify the levels of absence amongst 

learners. The latest study to be released (2008) was a Department of Education com-

missioned report by the Community Agency for Social Enquiry (CASE) and the Joint 

Education Trust (JET Education Services). The study consisted of a literature review 

and a qualitative case study involving 30 schools (based on interviews with principals, 

school governing body members and district officials; and an examination of school 

records). The report states that, “An important finding of this study is that many of the 

interviewees did not consider ‘full’ learner absenteeism (i.e. absence for an entire day) 

as a significant problem in their schools or areas of jurisdiction.”3

All data is reported on by excluding absence caused by the Teachers Strike to allow read-

ers to compare results with other studies on absence over the last few years. (Eighty six 

percent of learners experienced at least one day’s full absence from school as a result of 

the Teachers Strike in 2007).

Absenteeism
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Levels of absence

The data presented below essentially points to low absence at the level that might be 

assumed to affect learning achievements or broader social participation in schooling. 

According to caregivers, apart from absence caused by the 2007 teachers strike, 45% of 

learners were not absent at all in 2007. Fourteen percent of learners had been absent for 

more than five days, and 5% were absent for more than ten days.

These figures record slightly higher levels of absence from South African schools than 

recorded by the Labour Force Survey of 2006, which found that 8% of learners had been 

absent from school for more than five days.4

Table 38: Learner absence (all ages) as reported by caregivers for all chil-

dren attending school

Days absent Percent of learners Cumulative percent

None 44.5% 44.5%

1 to 5 days 41.5% 86.0%

5 to 10 days 9.0% 95.0%

11 to 20 days 2.9% 97.9%

21 to 30 days 1.3% 99.2%

More than 30 days 0.8% 100.0%

n=9230.

There appears to be very little difference between the levels of absence for those in pri-

mary and secondary school, as well as for the Basic Education and FET Phases.

Figure 24: Number of school day missed, by Basic Education and FET Phases
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Figure 25: Number of school days missed, by Primary and Secondary School
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Disaggregating absence over the year by a range of demographic, socio-economic and 

familial variables (see those used in Chapter 3) showed very little difference.

A number of studies of learner absenteeism conducted in South Africa and internation-

ally suggest an inverse relationship between absence and age, with the rates of absence 

increasing steadily with age.5

Based on caregivers’ responses in this survey, older children were slightly less likely to 

have missed days of schooling. Given that the data presented below is based on caregiver 

responses, it is very likely to exclude instances of truancy. In the formative research, 

youths told focus group moderators about learners who skipped school (either for the 

whole day, or skipped lessons) to spend time smoking, drinking or just socialising with 

friends. Girl learners in two focus groups mentioned missing days of school or lessons 

to avoid an educator they were dating (having had a fight with the educator, or wanting 

to end the relationship but not knowing how to). These issues were not identified in the 

caregiver focus groups. In the youth survey, therefore, youths were asked the same set of 

questions about absence as caregivers were, based on the assumption that these results 

may differ.

Data from the youth survey on whole school days missed is presented below. In general, 

youths reported slightly higher levels of absence compared to the caregivers, particu-

larly in the 1 to 5 and 5 to 10 day categories.
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Table 39: Number of days absent in 2007, comparing caregiver and youth 

responses (ages 16 to 18)

Days absent
Percent of caregiver 

responses
Percent of youth 

responses

None 46.1% 33.8%

1 to 5 days 38.7% 48.2%

6 to 10 days 9.4% 12.5%

11 to 20 days 3.2% 3.4%

21 to 30 days 1.3% 1.2%

More than 30 days 1.3% .8%

Caregivers: n=1821, youth: n=742

The CASE/JET report stated that whilst school governing body officials, principals and 

Department of Education officials did not consider absence for a full day a problem, 

they did note that partial absence (being absent for less than a day, or coming to school 

late) was a problem that they felt needed to be addressed.6 After providing information 

on absence, youths in our survey were asked to state whether they ever missed classes 

whilst the other learners were in class. Fourteen percent indicated that they sometimes 

skipped classes with 15% of those who indicated skipping classes whilst at school, did 

so daily or weekly. A further 9% indicated skipping classes monthly, with 72% indicating 

this happened “very seldom”.7

Longest continuous period absent

According to caregivers, only 9% of learners who had been absent at all had been absent 

for more than 5 days at a time, and 4% had been absent for more than 10 days at a time.8 

For learners who had been out of school for 21 to 30 days in 2007, one third had been 

absent for more than 5 days at a time, for learners who had been absent for more than 30 

days in 2007, just over half (54%) had been out of school for longer than 5 days at a time.9

Disaggregating these results by Basic Education and FET Phases as well as by primary 

and secondary schooling, showed at most a 1% difference between phases.10

Learners who had been absent in 2007 were grouped into one of the two categories: 

either absent for between 1 to 10 days at a time or absent for more than 10 days at a 

time. This data was then disaggregated by a range of demographic, socio-economic and 

familial variables. The variables accounting for the biggest differences between those 

who had missed up to 10 days at a time versus those who had missed more, are shown 

in the table below.
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Table 40: Longest continuous period absent for all children attending 

school (up to ten days versus more than ten days) by household or learner 

characteristic11

Household or learner 
characteristic

Absent for 
1 to 10 days 

at a time

Absent for 
more than ten 
days at a time TOTAL

Farm sub-place 87.8% 12.2% 100%

Formal sub-place 96.6% 3.4% 100%

Informal sub-place 93.0% 7.0% 100%

Traditional sub-place 97.3% 2.7% 100%

Within 3 years of the official age for 
the grade 96.4% 3.6% 100%

Three or more years from the official 
age for the grade 94.3% 5.7% 100%

Out of school for a year or more prior 
to 2007 92.6% 7.4% 100%

Not out of school for year or more 
prior to 2007 96.4% 3.6% 100%

Children in household never went 
hungry 96.8% 3.2% 100%

Children in household seldom/ 
sometimes went hungry 96.0% 4.0% 100%

Children in household often/always 
went hungry 94.2% 5.8% 100%

Electricity used for lighting 96.7% 3.3% 100%

Other sources used for lighting 94.8% 5.2% 100%

Living density of 0 to 0.99 (low) 96.7% 3.3% 100%

Living density of 1 96.6% 3.4% 100%

100% Living density 1.01 to 2 96.3% 3.7% 100%

Living density 2.01 to 3 95.7% 4.3% 100%

Living density 3.01 to 4 92.8% 7.2% 100%

Living density 4.01 and above (high) 97.6% 2.4% 100%

n=4991; n=4947; n=4705; n=4889; n=4928; n=4928.

There does appear to be some relationship between settlement type and being out of 

school for longer than ten days at a time, with children living on farms, followed by those 

living in informal settlements, more likely to be out of school for this length of time.

Children who had been out of school for a year or more at some time in their school his-

tory, were more likely to have been absent for more than ten days at a stretch during the 

year the study was undertaken.
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After providing data on the longest continuous period missed, caregivers were asked 

to provide the reasons for children’s absence in this period (excluding the Teachers 

Strike). Of those children whose caregivers reported them having been absent due to 

sickness or injury (by far the most common reason for absence), 92% had missed school 

for between 1 and 5 days, and just over 5% for between 6 and 10 days. A similar pattern 

was found when disaggregating by school phase.

After illness, the reasons most frequently given for the learner’s longest period of absence 

from school related to poor weather conditions and floods (affecting children in tradi-

tional and farm areas more than those in formal and informal settlements).

Six percent of children experience their longest period of absence from school as a 

result of family responsibilities or domestic chores (mainly in the context of household 

poverty or financial vulnerability): such as looking after a sick relative, and collecting a 

social grant.

The next biggest category of factors related to in-school factors, which referred to a wide 

range of issues (grouped together because of the small percentage of learners affected 

by each individual factor).
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Table 41: Reasons provided by caregivers for the longest continuous period 

learners were absent from school in 2007, showing percentage of learners 

affected

Reason provided by caregiver for learner absence
Percent of 

learners

Health/illness: Went to the doctor/Sickness or injury/Caregiver wanted 
child to rest 83.7%

Weather conditions/floods 8.5%

Family responsibilities: Visiting relatives, was out of town/Funeral/relative 
died / Looking after family member / Child watched livestock/Child was 
working/Collecting social grant 6.2%

Institutional/in school factors: Teacher was absent/Teachers victimises 
learner Assaulted by the teacher/Teachers attending course/Exam period/
Owed school fees (placed here as non-payment should not be a reason 
for absence under the current legislative framework)/No feeding scheme 
that day/Had fight with learner/Bullied/assaulted by another learner/School 
opened earlier than expected 5.3%

Child/youth didn’t want to go to school 4.3%

Financial/cost of education: Financial problems/No soap to wash clothes 
or to bath/No stationery / No lunch money / clothes: embarrassed/Couldn’t 
afford sport’s activity/No food at home/No transport money / Didn’t go on a 
school trip/Uniform not ready/complete 4.2%

Transport and physical access: Transport unavailable / School is far 2.5%

Child/youth was running late for school 1.1%

All other responses (affecting less than 1% of children/youth each): 
Child raped/sexually assaulted/No electricity in community/Not safe on the 
way to school (general safety or crime)/No water in the area/Community 
strike/Child suspended/Child went to rehab/Child involved in crime or 
arrested/Child late for school/Pregnant/Had to look after her own baby/
Schoolwork not done/Lost bus ticket/Household moved/Religious holiday/
Cultural event/Personal admin (fetched own ID, fetched birth certificate) 3.0%

Responses: n=10 311, cases: n=5310.

As would be expected the main reason for children being absent from school regardless 

of length of time away, is illness. What is interesting is that this factor becomes consid-

erably less significant when looking at learners that have been away from school for 10 

or more days at a stretch. Lack of transport (or lack of reliable transport) features promi-

nently for those out of school for more than ten days at a time – a barrier to access for poor 

households. These findings suggest that absence for longer stretches of time primarily 

occurs in the context of poverty (with the possible exception of some cases of illness).

For learners for whom the longest continuous period of being out of school was over ten 

days, 9% had been absent because they did not want to attend school (according to car-

egivers).
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Table 42: Reasons provided by caregivers for the longest period learners 

were absent over the year, comparing reasons for absence for 1 to 10 days 

at a stretch, and more than 10 days at a stretch

Reasons for longest period absent 
(broad categories)

% of learners  
absent for 1–10 days  

at a stretch

% of learners  
absent for 10 or more 

days at a stretch

Illness/injury 84.8% 64.9%

Weather conditions/floods 8.4% 10.3%

Family / domestic responsibilities 6.3% 6.2%

Institutional factors (school) 5.1% 6.2%

Financial/cost of education 4.1% 4.6%

Child/youth didn’t want to go to school 4.0% 8.8%

Transport unavailable 2.1% 14.1%

Family problems unspecified 1.1% 0.8%

Strike in the area 0.8% 1.4%

All other responses (affecting less than 
1% of children/youth each) 0.2% 1.3%

All other responses (affecting less than 
1% of children / youth each) 0.1% 3.4%

Responses: n=10 311, cases: n=5310.

Absenteeism: a summary

Data from the Barriers to Education Survey suggests than absenteeism at the level 

that may be assumed to affect learning outcomes and broader social participation in 

schooling, is low. This has been suggested by other studies, including Department of 

Education commissioned research of 2008, and results from other national household 

surveys. Data from the Youth Survey suggests that bunking classes for part of a school 

day is more common than bunking/truancy for a full day.

According to caregivers and youths who participated in the Barriers to Education 

Survey, where absenteeism for a full day occurs, it is overwhelmingly as a result of tem-

porarily illness.

It should be noted however, that absenteeism levels may in fact be higher than recorded, 

as caregivers and youths struggle to recall all instances of absenteeism over the year. In 

addition, caregivers and youths may be reluctant to mention instances of absenteeism 

caused by factors at home or in the community that are difficult to talk about, or which 

respondents would prefer to conceal (the Formative Research identified some causes of 

absenteeism that were not enumerated in the survey, such as children being raped or 

physically abused by household members).
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Data from the Department of Education’s EMIS unit may also not accurately reflect 

levels of absenteeism, as educators, are to some extent, incentivised to under-report 

absenteeism.

Given the difficulties associated with quantifying learner absence, it is suggested that 

a carefully designed representative and triangulated study on absenteeism is needed, 

which obtains data from the school, learners and caregivers (collected at different points 

in the school day and year).
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This chapter covers two interrelated themes. The first is the cost of education 

for South African households. The second focuses on adherence by schools to the 

regulations that aim to ensure access to public education for children in low-income 

households.

Interventions by the Department of Education aimed at ensuring universal access to 

education have primarily focused on financial barriers to accessing education based on 

the proposed link between education costs, non-attendance and the burden of educa-

tion costs on household income (in the context of poverty).1

All Public Ordinary Schools in South Africa are classed into one of five quintiles. Based 

on the assumption that a school primarily serves the children in the community sur-

rounding it, the classification of schools into quintiles is determined by analysing 

socio-economic indicators of the communities surrounding the school.2 Quintiles are 

determined by the National Department of Education, and reviewed annually.3

The National Department also determines the minimum amount of per capita fund-

ing that a school should receive to be able to provide adequate education in the Basic 

Education Phase (known as the ‘adequacy benchmark’). Schools in the poorest quintile 

should receive more per learner for non-personnel, non-capital expenditure than those 

in the wealthier quintiles.

In 2007 the lowest two quintiles were made ‘no-fees’ schools (for all grades), which 

meant that learners attending these schools were not to be charged school fees.4 Essen-

tially, the poorest 40% of Public Ordinary Schools in South Africa were made fee-free as 

of the beginning of 2007.

Those learners attending schools in the upper three quintiles who could not afford the 

cost of the fees (set by the schools’ governing bodies) could apply for a partial or full 

fees exemption.. Qualification for an exemption is based on the caregiver’s income and 

the number of government school goingchildren they support, taking into account the 

amount of money charged by the school for fees. Fees are automatically waived for chil-

dren who are orphans, those in foster care, those receiving government grants, and 

those in child-headed households.

Access costs and school 
attendance
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Government schools are obliged to inform caregivers of their children’s right to access 

school, even if they cannot afford fees, and that such caregivers can apply for a fees 

exemption. Nevertheless, while children may not be barred from accessing school as a 

result of non-payment for fees, schools are entitled to take legal action against caregiv-

ers that do not meet the requirements for an exemption, and still do not pay fees.

Given the policy interventions outlined above, temporary or permanent absence from 

school as a result of households not being able to afford fees becomes an institutional 

barrier to access rather than a barrier caused by a lack of resources at the household 

level.

All children who attended school in 2007, irrespective of age, are included in the analy-

sis below. Unless otherwise specified, data refers to children attending both government 

and private schools.

The cost of school education in South Africa

The amount of money spent on school fees per child in South African is shown in the fig-

ure below. Caregivers were asked to provide the amount of money schools charged for 

fees, and then to state the amount they actually paid for fees in 2007. Fifty percent of chil-

dren (government and private schools combined) paid less than R50 for school fees per 

year. While the question from which this data is drawn clearly asked respondents to pro-

vide information on fees only, it is possible that schools asked for miscellaneous amounts 

of money for the school from caregivers which may have been included in this figure.

Table 43: Average amount spent on fees per child (attending government 

and private schools), 2007

Fees paid per child in 2007
Percentage  

of cases
Cumulative 

percent

R0 38.4% 38.4%

R1 to R50 16.5% 55.0%

R51 to R100 13.5% 68.4%

R101 to R200 10.9% 79.4%

R201 to R300 3.0% 82.4%

R301 to R500 3.4% 85.7%

R501 to R1000 4.0% 89.7%

R1001 to R2000 2.1% 91.8%

R2001 to R5000 5.3% 97.2%

R5001 to R10 000 2.0% 99.2%

More than R10 000 0.8% 100%

n=9110.
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Thirty eight percent of learners in South Africa attended school but did not pay fees 

in 2007. This figure of 38% includes children attending officially designated no-fees 

schools who were appropriately not being charged fees, children granted an exemption, 

children who had obtained a bursary or scholarship, and those who had simply been 

unable to afford the school fees charged, but were still attending school. Of this 38%, the 

data suggests that 15.7% of children not paying fees were charged for fees.

Forty percent of children in Grades 1 to 9 did not pay fees, while 33% of children in 

grades 10 to 12 did not pay fees.5

Caregivers were asked to indicate if they struggled to pay fees, could pay, or definitely 

could not pay. The results are shown below. Households struggled to pay fees for 24% of 

children (either paying the full amount eventually, or paying only part of the fees). Fees 

could not be paid at all for 6.2% of children, and 36% of learners’ fees were paid with-

out their households struggling to pay. Thirty two percent of learners were not being 

charged.

Table 44: Whether or not caregiver indicated struggling to pay fees for the 

child (attending government and private schools), 20076

Whether or not caregiver struggled to pay for child’s fees
Percent  

of children

Could not pay school fees at all but was charged for school fees 6.2%

Struggled to pay school fees (paid full or part of fees) 24%

Did not struggle to pay fees 35.9%

N/A: attending no fees school/granted exemption/received scholarship 
bursary 32%

Total 100%

n=9371.

The average amount spent per child per school phase is shown below. A large difference 

can be seen between the cost of primary and secondary schooling. The mean amount for 

GET (Grades 1 to 9) is similar to that of primary school, indicating that it is the increase 

in fees for Grades 10 to 12 that accounts for this jump in fees from primary to secondary, 

with Grade 12 being the most expensive grade.
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Table 45: Mean amount spent per child on fees in primary versus second-

ary school in 2007 (government and private schools)

School Phase Mean fees paid

Primary school (Grades 1 to 7) R430.06

Secondary school (Grades 8 to 12) R832.27

GET (Grades 1 to 9) R471.79

FET (Grades 10 to 12) R955.04

Total: mean for all children R574.49

n=5787, n=3428, n=7228, n=1987.

While 38% of children attended school in 2007 without paying fees, this figure drops 

to 27% when showing the amount of money households were spending on school fees 

(some households were paying school fees for one child and not another for example).

Fifty percent of households spent R125 or less on fees in 2007.

Table 46: Amount spent by households on school fees in 2007 (government 

and private schools)

Household spending on fees Percent of 
households

 Cumulative 
Percent

R0 26.7% 26.7%

R1 to R50 9.0% 35.7%

R51 to R100 10.5% 46.2%

R101 to R200 12.7% 58.9%

R201 to R300 7.4% 66.2%

R301 to R500 8.1% 74.3%

R501 to R1000 6.7% 81.0%

R1001 to R2000 6.5% 87.5%

R2001 to R5000 5.4% 92.9%

R5001 to R10 000 4.5% 97.4%

More than R10 000 2.6% 100%

n=4394.

Even for the large number of households not paying fees, education is not free. Some 

researchers have argued that other access costs (such as uniforms, transport, lunch 

money, school fundraising etc) may be as much, if not more, of a burden on poor house-

holds than fees are.7 In the household survey, respondents were asked to estimate the 

amount of money spent on transport, uniforms, and all other costs.
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On average, the cost of a child’s uniform was as much as 72% of the average amount 

of fees per child, and in many cases more than the fees. While 50% of households paid 

R125 or less on fees, the equivalent figure rises substantially for uniforms with 50% of 

households paying up to R600.

Table 47: Amount spent by households on uniforms in 2007 (government 

and private schools)

Amount spent on uniforms
Percent of 

households
Cumulative 

percent

R0 0.2 0.2

R1 to R100 2.8 3.0

R101 to R250 11.7 14.7

R251 to R500 27.1 41.8

R501 to R1000 30.5 72.3

R1001 to R2500 24.3 96.6

R2501 to R5000 3.0 99.6

More than R5000 0.4 100.0

n=3870.

The amount of money spent by households on transport costs per month is shown 

below. Seventy five percent of households were not paying money for transport for their 

children to attend school. According to the household survey data, 76% of children were 

walking to school in South Africa.

Table 48: Amount spent by households on transport per month in 2007 

(government and private schools)

Amount spent on transport  
PER MONTH

Percent of 
households

Cumulative 
percent

R0 74.8 74.8

R1 to R50 0.6 75.5

R51 to R100 3.1 78.6

R101 to R250 9.3 87.9

R251 to R500 6.9 94.8

R501 to R1000 2.5 97.3

More than R1000 2.7 100.0

n=4149.

After having provided details on the amount of money spent on fees and uniforms, 

caregivers were asked to estimate all the money spent in 2007 on other educational 

expenses, such as stationery, textbooks, projects, school building funds, casual days and 
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other donations to the school. The amount per household is shown below. Note that 

these figures are likely to underestimate the additional amount of money spent on edu-

cation, as caregivers struggle to recall all the expenditure on miscellaneous items over the 

year.

Table 49: Amount spent by households on all other education expenses in 

2007 (government and private schools)8

Amount spent by households on all other 
education expenses

Percentage of 
households

Cumulative 
percent

R0 0.3% 0.3%

R1 to R100 30.2% 30.5%

R101 to R250 24.5% 55.0%

R251 to R500 21.0% 76.0%

R501 to R1000 14.2% 90.2%

R1001 to R2500 7.0% 97.2%

R2501 to R5000 2.0% 99.2%

More than R5000 0.8% 100%

n=3712.

Government school adherence to legislation on fees  

and access

In 77% percent of cases, Social Surveys was able to match the school name of govern-

ment schools with the quintile into which the school fell in 2007, based on the name and 

location of the school. The quintile data was obtained from the National Department of 

Education.9

Whether or not children attending No Fees Schools were paying fees

In 2007, all schools in Quintiles One and Two were declared no fees schools. Children 

attending these schools should therefore not have been paying fees. However, based on 

our data, 25% of children attending Quintile One schools were paying fees, and 46% of 

learners in Quintile Two schools were paying fees.

The very high non-compliance of government schools implied by this data may in part 

be related to a ‘transition period’ from fee-paying (thus partly income generating) to 

no-fees schools in 2007. While some schools felt they had benefited in terms of higher 

income as a result of the no-fees policy, research by the Alliance for Children’s Entitle-

ment to Social Security (ACESS) on the impact of the no-fees and exemption policies 

on government schools, shows that, ‘Late or unreliable transfers in some provinces 

played havoc with school cash flows’.10 This creates strong incentives for no-fees schools 

to charge fees, or request other financial contributions to the school (funds for school 
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lunch or for firewood for example – these examples were picked up in the case of a rural 

school in the Formative Research). Anecdotal evidence suggests that transfers of funds 

to schools improved in 2008, and may have resulted in an increase in compliance by 

schools. It seems likely however, that given the very high level of non-compliance (in the 

context of schools struggling to provide education with current funding) a substantial 

proportion of children are still paying fees who should be exempted.

Children in quintiles 3 to 5 who did not pay fees in 2007, would have been receiving 

either an exemption or a bursary or scholarship or may simply have not paid due to 

financial constraints.

Table 50: Percentage of children paying fees per school quintile in 2007

School Quintile Paying fees

Quintile 1 25.5%

Quintile 2 46.3%

Quintile 3 74.4%

Quintile 4 79.2%

Quintile 5 87.6%

All Quintiles 41.7%

n=6740.

Whether children accessing grants were paying fees

In 2007, depending on a means test, children up to and including the age of 13 could 

obtain a child support grant. As mentioned, children receiving government grants, 

those in foster care, orphans, and children in child-headed households are supposed 

to be automatically exempt from paying fees, if they are not already going to a no-fees 

school.

It would appear that 60% of children in school up to and including the age of 13, who 

were receiving a Child Support Grant (CSG), Foster Care Grant (FCG) or Care Depend-

ency Grant (CDG), were still being charged school fees.

Although the sample of child-headed households was small, the findings indicate that 

the majority of children from these households were being charged fees in 2007. Chil-

dren from child-headed households and / or children receiving government grants may 

be some of the most vulnerable in the South African education system and even the low 

amount of fees charged in many schools (as shown above) may be a financial burden to 

these households.
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Table 51: Percentage of children attending government schools and offi-

cially exempt from paying fees who were charged for fees, 2007

Children officially exempt from school fees
Percentage 

charged for fees

Children up to age 13 receiving a CSG, FCG or CDG 61%

Children 14 and 15 receiving a CDG or FCG11 70.1%

Children who reside in child-headed households* 76.2%

n=4917; n=1336; n=25.

Box 5: Findings from the formative research

These results are supported by findings from the formative research. The research 
team found that the implementation of the fees exemption policy was inconsistently 
applied across the schools in two of the case study sites (Modimolle in Limpopo and 
Thembelihle in Johannesburg).

A Phagameng school contravened the fees exemption regulations by telling 
caregivers that the exemption policy applied only to farm schools, and that at some 
point all learners’ fees had to be paid. In Thembelihle children were being turned 
away from schools for non-payment of fees, leading to temporary or permanent 
absence from school. Only one of the respondents in the Thembelihle parent focus 
group had been informed of the fees exemption policy by the school, and had had 
the payment of fees wavered.

A number of Thembelihle, Phagameng and Diepkloof Extension learners mentioned a 
range of forms of punishment for not paying fees. These findings from the formative 
research conducted in 2007 also echoed research conducted by CALS in Thembelihle 
in 2004.12

Punishment for non-payment of fees took a number of forms:

Withholding learners’ report cards
Learners are not issued with textbooks
Learners are made to stand in class, giving up the few desks in the class to learners 
whose parents have paid fees
Preventing learners from writing exams
Threatening learners with expulsion
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Whether caregivers were informed by schools of children’s’ right to 

access education

As mentioned above, all government schools are obliged to inform caregivers of the 

children in their school of the fees exemption policy, or the schools no-fee status as the 

case may be.

In the survey caregivers were asked to state if they had been informed that their children 

could attend school, irrespective of whether they can afford to pay fees. Only 39% of car-

egivers who were being charged fees for children at a government school indicated that 

they had been informed of this right.

Table 52: Whether or not caregivers have been informed that their child 

can attend school whether or not fees are paid, shown for government 

school attendance, 200713

 Children attending pubic schools
Percent of 

children

Informed that child can attend whether or not fees paid 39.6%

Not informed that child can attend whether or not fees paid 60.5%

TOTAL 100%

n=5662.

School Governing Bodies (SGBs) of government ‘fees schools’ are obliged to invite 

caregivers to an annual meeting on school fees.14 Although it is encouraging that the 

caregivers of 77% of children attending government schools in Quintiles 3, 4 and 5 in 

2007 were able to confirm that they had been invited to a meeting on school fees, it is 

still of concern that almost a quarter claimed not to have been invited to a meeting on 

school fees.

Table 53: Whether or not caregivers of children attending government 

schools were invited to an SGB meeting on fees, shown for attendance at 

Quintile 3, 4 and 5 schools, 2007

 Children attending pubic Quintile 3, 4 and 5 schools
Percent of 

children

Invited to attend a meeting on school fees 76.7%

Not invited to attend a meeting on school fees 23.3%

TOTAL 100%

n=3657.
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Whether children are being denied access to schooling

Just less than 2% of learners had been denied registration or re-registration by a school, 

and 0.4% had been expelled. 15 Of this group, access denied due to non-payment of fees 

barely featured.

The three most common reasons provided by the schools for denying registration were: 

late registration, that the child was too young to start school, and that the child did not 

fall within the zoned area of the school.16

While children were not being expelled or not being refused entry due to inability to pay 

school fees, punishment for non-payment of fees was common, as explored in the fol-

lowing section.

Punishment for non-payment of fees

Caregivers who indicated having struggled to pay their fees, or who had not been able 

to pay fees at all, were asked to state what the school had done when they could not pay, 

or struggled to pay, and whether they experienced any problems as a result of non- or 

late payment of fees. Results are presented below, showing the percentage of children 

affected by non-payment of fees.

 In the majority of cases where caregivers could either not pay fees, or paid fees late, the 

school insisted on payment. This was accompanied, in many cases by threats to with-

hold report cards, threats to bar learners from writing exams, humiliation in class or 

other forms of punishment. (see Box 5.)

Thirty-three percent of learners whose caregiver had indicated struggling to pay, or 

not being able to pay fees, had had their report card or exam results withheld, and 4% 

had been prevented from writing exams. Four percent had been threatened with legal 

action, or schools had already instigated legal action while a further 3% of learners had 

either been temporarily excluded from school, or had been told that they could not reg-

ister at the school the following year.

According to caregivers’ responses, 3% of learners, whose caregivers had indicated not 

paying, or struggling to pay fees, had experienced a variety of punishments that were 

likely to cause public humiliation for the learner. These varied from being made to stand 

in class, to being forced to do excessive exercise and being prevented from attending the 

Matric Dance. This figure may well be higher, as not all instances of in school punish-

ment may be reported by children to their caregivers.
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Table 54: Experiences as a result of non-payment or late payment of fees as 

reported by caregivers17

Category of responses provided by caregivers
Percent of 

learners affected

School insisted that fees had to be paid before the end of the year/will 
pay double the following year/ charged interest 63.4

Results/report card withheld 32.6

Told about the exemption policy/given/applying for exemption/partial 
exemption/told that we don’t have to pay 13.3

School took no action 9.6

Legal action/threatened legal action/sent the court sheriff 3.9

Child barred from writing exams 3.6

Stationary/textbooks withheld/learners humiliated in class/ made to 
stand in class/can’t attend Matric Dance/made to do excessive exercise 3.4

Refused entry to school temporarily/school has said won’t enrol learner 
next year 3.3

Child could go to school but caregiver had to work for the school 0.9

School insulted/disrespected the caregiver�vl Category of responses 0.3

n=2750.

School fees and access: a summary

School fees are low for the majority of children in South Africa, even though there is less 

than 100% adherence to the regulations on fees exemptions and no-fees schools by gov-

ernment schools. According to the Household Survey, 50% of children paid less than 

R50 for school fees per year, with just under 40% of children attending school without 

paying fees.

Less than 1% of caregivers reported having had their child denied access for non-pay-

ment of fees. Yet the cost of education in the context of household poverty still remains 

a barrier to school access, as suggested by the open-ended responses from caregivers of 

out of school youths, and out of school youths themselves (see Chapter Three). Despite 

fees being affordable for the majority of South African households (a quarter of caregiv-

ers reported struggling to pay for fees for their child), other access costs remain high 

– particularly school uniforms. 18

Anecdotal evidence from both the formative research, and a careful reading of the 

open-ended responses from caregivers of out of school youths, and out of school youths 

themselves, suggests that the manner in which household poverty and the cost of educa-

tion act to see children leave school is complex. A nuanced definition of poverty may be 

needed to explain why children in South Africa leave school before completing Matric.
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Based on the household survey data, the research team suggests that poverty results in 

children leaving school because of three different but related issues. The first is due to 

poor households not being able to withstand financial or other traumas (such as a death 

in the family for example) in a manner which ensures than the child’s school attendance 

is not disrupted, with children having to leave school temporarily or permanently to 

look after a sick family member or younger siblings, to seek work and so on. The second 

issue is as a result of not being able to afford access costs, in the context of lack of adher-

ence by schools to the regulations designed to protect poor children from leaving school 

(no-fees schools and the fees-exemption policy). A third, and related, issue in which 

poverty pushes children out of school is as a result of the child’s personal experience of 

poverty in relation to those around her. This may be caused by social exclusion on the 

part of the community and school (via the SGB) or directly via teachers and principal.

While less than one 1% of children had been denied access due to non-payment of fees, 

many learners had experienced punishment for non-payment of fees. As shown above, 

33% of learners whose caregiver had indicated struggling to pay, or not being able to 

pay fees, had had their report card or exam results withheld. In addition, in both the 

formative research and in the open-ended responses from youths in the survey, youths 

pointed to their acute sense of difference as a result of not being able to afford the things 

that many of their classmates could afford. Other youths described their decision to 

leave school due to their embarrassment at not being able to afford the basics like lunch, 

money for civvies day, shoes and so on.19

The impact of ‘relative’ poverty still needs to be explored, and may be an important area 

for follow up research. Both this, and the high cost of education besides fees suggest that 

even with 100% adherence to the fees regulations by schools, household poverty will 

remain a barrier to universal access and completion of schooling in South Africa.
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This chapter presents those findings from the Youth Survey which focus on the 

environment in which children access schooling, namely: basic indicators of access to 

physical and human resources at school; and exposure to a range of issues that are (or 

are potentially) harmful to learners, and which may impact on their ability to actively 

engage in their school work. As mentioned in Chapter Two, even where these issues 

cannot be shown to impact on learning outcomes, exploring these issues was consid-

ered important on the assumption that children have a right to access learning in a safe 

and dignified environment.

The Youth Survey was based on a questionnaire separately administered to youths aged 

16 to 18 in the households sampled for the main (caregiver) survey.1 Data is presented 

for learners attending government and private schools, unless otherwise stated.

Access to resources and infrastructure in schools

Basic infrastructure

The data below illustrates the remaining deficiencies in the provision of adequate infra-

structure to all schools in South Africa and the inequalities in the schooling system. 

Lower quintile schools (i.e. schools based in lower income communities) continue, fif-

teen years after democracy, to access poorer resources.

Twenty two percent of 16 to 18 year old learners indicated that they did not have tap 

(piped) water inside their school building or in the yard, and a quarter of this age group 

did not have access to what the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry considers ade-

quate sanitation (pit latrines without ventilation and the bucket latrine are considered 

inadequate due to their greater potential for spreading disease). 2 Four out of every ten 

of these learners did not have flush toilets in their school buildings either.

Electricity provision appears to be significantly less of a problem – with 95% of youths 

indicating that their school had electricity, although in a number of schools the electric-

ity did not work most of the time (13%).

Focus on an enabling 
environment
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Table 1: Main source of water at the school attended by learners 16 to 18

Main source of water at the school
Percentage of 

learners

Tap (piped) water on the site or in yard 49.1%

Tap (piped) water inside school building 28.7%

Tanker / tanked water 18.2%

Other 5.2%

TOTAL 100%

n=746.

Figure 1: Sanitation type at school attended by learners 16 to 18, 2007
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Access to water in the school building or yard, and access to adequate sanitation (flush 

toilet of pit latrine with VIP) are shown by the quintile of the school attended by the 

learner in 2007.
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Figure 2: Access to tap water inside school building or yard by quintile of 

school attended by the learner (ages 16 to 18)
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Figure 3: Access to sanitation considered adequate by DWAF by quintile of 

school attended by the learner (ages 16 to 18)3
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Facilities and staffing

Half the 16 to 18 year old learners interviewed did not have access to a desk of their own 

at school (sharing their desk with another learner) and a further 4% did not have access 

to a desk at all in most classes.
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Figure 4: Access to desks in class for learners aged 16 to 18
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Just over half of the respondent indicated that they generally had to share textbooks 

with other learners, which would have had serious implications for learners’ ability to 

do their homework and study after school (see box below).

Box 1: Findings from the formative research

The focus group data shows that the differences between the educational resources 
available to learners in poor communities in the townships and rural areas and the 
resources available to many learners in former Model C schools, is stark. Classes in 
Diepkloof Extension, Lenasia and Phagameng were all overcrowded, with too few 
desks and textbooks. A Phagameng learner expressed frustration with the fact she 
had to share a textbook with a learner who did not stay near her home, affecting her 
ability to do her homework.

Another youth commented:

[Lack of resources at school] affects us badly because sometimes we can’t write 
because we have to share a table and others are standing up because there is not 
enough space….We have to go to school early [to] get a seat before others do or 
else we will stand up.

In one of the farm schools in Doreen, learners in a number of different grades were 
being taught in the same class, as the school simply had too few classrooms. This 
practice was distracting for learners, and older learners ended up helping younger 
ones, instead of concentrating on their own studies. (Learners used to be taught in 
separate groups when the school still taught some classes under trees).
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According t the Barriers to Education Youth Survey, as many as 18% of learners aged 16 

to 18 reported class sizes of 60 or more learners (i.e. with one teacher). As mentioned in 

the latest edition of Child Gauge, the more children in a class the less individual atten-

tion the teacher can give a single child.4

Figure 5: Number of learners on average per class for learners aged 16 to 18
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Teacher absence, a topic often quoted in the media, is a difficult phenomenon to evalu-

ate. To provide a rough proxy for teacher absence (teachers either absent for a full day, 

leaving early, or spending time in the staff room or marking, for example, when they 

were scheduled to teach), youth respondents were asked to state whether they were 

taught when they were supposed to be taught.5 A third of learners said that they were 

not always taught lessons when the educator was supposed to be teaching them. This 

finding is supported by the CASE/JET report on absenteeism that notes that circuit 

managers from the Department of Education (in the North West province) argued that 

teacher absence was a bigger problem than learner absence.6

Whereas 82% of learners attending quintile 5 schools said that teachers always teach 

their lessons when they are supposed to, a far lower percentage of learners attending 

Quintile 1 and 2 schools reported that teachers always teach them (49% and 59% of 

learners respectively).7
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Figure 6: Whether or not learners aged 16 to 18 were taught lessons when
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The formative research identified a lack of professional/trained support for learners in 

the form of counsellors or social workers. Youths were therefore asked a series of ques-

tions about whether they had access to (and used) these forms of support. A quarter of 

learners stated that they had access to a counsellor or social worker based at school. Of 

those who did not attend a school which employed a counsellor or social worker, 18% 

noted that they had access to a visiting social worker. In total, 43% of youths aged 16 to 

18 stated that they had access to a social worker or counsellor. Of these, 29% had made 

use of this support.

Table 2: Learner access to and use of social workers or counsellors (ages 16 

to 18)

Access to and use of social workers  
or counsellors Yes No Not sure TOTAL

Social worker/counsellor based at school 25.1% 69.8% 5.1% 100%

If not, whether social worker visits the 
school regularly 18.2% 72.9% 9.0% 100%

Of learners who have access: whether 
learner has used social worker/counsellor 29.2% 70.8% — 100%

n=749, n=512, n=243
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Those who can least afford to pay for counselling services privately are also least likely to 

have access to this support in their school. Whilst half of learners aged 16 to 18 in Quin-

tile 5 schools had access to a professionally trained person to talk to, 16% of learners 

aged 16 to 18 in Quintile 1 stated that they had access to this important form of support. 

Note however, that access to professional counsellors and social workers may in fact be 

lower, as some learners may be reporting on access to Life Orientation teachers.

Table 3: Access to and use of social workers or counsellors by quintile of 

school attended by learner (ages 16 to 18)

Quintile of 
school

% of respondents who 
have access to a social 

worker/counsellor based 
at school

% of respondents  
who have access to a 
visiting social worker

% of respondents 
who have no access 
to social worker or 

counsellor at school TOTAL

Quintile 1 16.1% 28.3% 55.6% 100%

Quintile 2 16.9% 37.5% 45.6% 100%

Quintile 3 19.0% 23.1% 57.9% 100%

Quintile 4 28.1% 36.7% 35.2% 100%

Quintile 5 49.4% 36.8% 13.8% 100%

Access based at school, n=542, visiting social worker, n=485.

Exposure to and experience of bullying and abuse

The following section focuses on learner exposure to a range of physically or emotion-

ally harmful (or potentially harmful) experiences inside and outside school.

Twenty percent of respondents reported having experienced verbal bullying and 8% 

had been physically bullied or been the victim of violence at school, with far more boys 

than girls reporting these experiences.
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Figure 7: Proportion of learners 16 to 18 who have experienced bullying/

violence at school
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n=748, n=736, n=743, n=732.

Two percent of respondents stated that they had been sexually assaulted by a teacher, or 

by a learner respectively, and 3% stated that they had been sexually assaulted by some-

one outside the school.

Table 4: Learners (aged 16 to 18) knowledge and experience of sexual 

assault in and outside school

Knowledge and experience of sexual assault  
in and outside school

% of 
learners

% of boy 
learners

% of girl 
learners

Knew of youth in respondent’s school who have  
been sexually assaulted by a teacher at school 10.2%

Respondent had been sexually assaulted by a  
teacher at school 1.6% 1.9% 1.4%

Knew of youth in respondent’s school who have  
been sexually assaulted by another learner from  
the same school 19.3%

Respondent had been sexually assaulted by another 
learner from the same school 2.3% 1.3% 3.1%

Knew of youth in respondent’s school who have been 
sexually assaulted by someone outside the school 24.7%

Respondent had been sexually assaulted by someone 
outside the school 3.0% 1.9% 3.9%

n=742, n=734, n=736, n=732, n=736, n=730.
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Respondents were asked about whether they knew of learners dating a teacher at the 

school, and whether they themselves had dated a teacher. Thirty three percent said that 

they knew of learners in their school who had, or were, dating an educator at the school, 

and 2% of respondents reported that they had themselves dated an educator.8

Box 2: Findings from the formative research

A learner attending a school in Diepkloof Extension, Soweto, told the following story 
about bullying and rape at school:

“At our school [bullying] is rife. You can’t go to the toilets. You will find a boy 
raping a boy. Everybody knows there is bullying at our school. During first year 
they took everything I had with me. No one goes to the toilets except the [gang] 
bosses and their bodyguards. Teachers are afraid to go to the boys’ toilets. They 
know what will happen”.

In Phagameng some girls were being sexually harassed or raped by boy learners 
from their school. It was not clear whether this took place inside as well as outside 
the school. It appears that rape was often perpetrated within the context of a 
relationship or by a boy who is very familiar to the girl. A learner in Phagameng 
commented that:

“It’s like when the girl declares the relationship over, the guy won’t accept that 
and then he will rape her and this happens mostly in the taverns.”

Box 3: Educators dating learners

Female youth participants in the formative research mentioned that they knew 
of learners who had dated educators. Whilst many of these relationships appear 
voluntary on the face of it, the evident unequal power balance between the educator 
and learner left some of the girls referred to feeling vulnerable and open to abuse.  
A learner in the Phagameng group had been approached by one of her teachers who 
wanted to date her and she found this very distressing. The following is taken form 
the Phagameng focus group discussion:

Participant: “…the teachers ask the learners to go out with them and they do. If 
you date a teacher its difficult to concentrate in class or study because you don’t 
look at him as your teacher you look at him as your boyfriend. If maybe you did 
not see him the previous day [outside school] because you were busy with your 
house chores the next day he will treat you badly in class in front of the other 
learners”.

Moderator: “Is this happening in your school?” Participant: “Yes very much so.”
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A substantial 16% of youths aged 16 to 18 either sometimes or always felt unsafe at 

school, and 25% sometimes or always felt unsafe on the way to school. Results are shown 

by gender in the table below.

Table 5: Whether or not learners aged 16 to 18 feel safe on the way to 

school, and in school

On the way to school While at school

BOYS GIRLS BOYS GIRLS

Always felt safe 75.5% 73.5% 81.5% 85.4%

Sometimes felt unsafe 14.1% 16.4% 13.7% 8.9%

Always felt unsafe 10.3% 10.1% 4.8% 5.8%

TOTAL 100% 100% 100% 100%

n=748, n=734.

Reasons provided by respondents for feeling unsafe at school are shown below. Ninety 

five percent of learners who had mentioned sometimes or always feeling unsafe at 

school referred to the threat or experience of violence from other learners in their 

school. Twenty four percent mentioned fear of criminals or ‘school drops outs’ from 

outside the school, gaining access to the school.

The extent to which a culture of fear in some schools impacts on learners’ ability to effec-

tively learn requires further research, though a learner in one of the formative research 

focus groups (see Box 2 above) mentioned that he and other classmates were afraid to 

use the toilets for fear of being raped by other boys. It seems very likely that this leads 

to learners not concentrating in class as simple acts like needing the toilet need to be 

‘negotiated’.
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Table 6: Reasons for learners aged 16 to 18 sometimes or always feeling 

unsafe at school9

Reason for sometimes or always feeling unsafe at school

Percent of 
respondents 

affected

Threat of violence from learners in school
95.0% (total of 

responses below)

Bullying/violent learners (concern for more boy than girl learners) 35.7%

Learners with weapons at school (concern for more boy than girl 
learners) 21.4%

Learners using drugs/drinking and become aggressive (concern for 
more girl than boy learners) 21.5%

Learners steal from us 7.1%

Sexual assault by learners (concern for more girl than boy learners) 4.1%

I have enemies at school 2.0%

Pupils fight teachers 2.0%

No discipline 1.0%

All other responses (below)
27.6% (total of 

responses below)

School drop outs/criminals access school 23.5%

Sexual abuse/harassment by teachers 1.0%

School infrastructure unstable 1.0%

Accused of things I didn’t do 1.0%

Police searched school 1.0%

n=120.

Engagement in (potentially) harmful social behaviour, and 

youths’ perceptions of the biggest problems facing youths

Three percent of respondents stated that they took drugs, and 8% admitted to drinking 

alcohol. It is likely that a number of respondents did not admit to taking drugs or drink-

ing,10 particularly in light of the responses learners provided to the question, “what are 

the biggest problems facing youths in your school?”. Just over a third of the youths inter-

viewed expressed concern about the selling and taking of drugs by learners either at 

school, or outside school, while a quarter of the respondents indicated that they were 

concerned about the abuse of alcohol by youths.
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Table 7: Learners (aged 16 to 18) perceptions of the biggest problems facing 

youths at the school they attend

Biggest problems facing youth at your school
% of 

respondents

Selling and taking drugs at/outside school 33.9%

Teenage pregnancy/learner mothers 25.6%

Learner alcohol abuse 24.8%

Smoking cigarettes at school 18.2%

Gangsterism/violence at school/severe bullying 10.1%

Learners who have no respect for teachers/parents/provoke teachers 9.8%

Bunking classes/students not serious with studies 5.7%

Peer pressure to smoke/drink/sex 3.9%

Crime in community 3.7%

Inability to pay education costs 3.6%

Learners date teachers/sexual abuse by teachers 2.5%

Poor school infrastructure/lack of school resources/no sport facilities 2.2%

Dropping out of school 2.2%

Gambling/playing dice 1.9%

Focus in boyfriends/men/promiscuity 1.4%

Other (problems mentioned by less than one percent of respondents each)11 16.1%

n=64412

Teenage pregnancy (a common cause of girls being out of school, see Chapter Three) 

was mentioned as one of the biggest problems facing youths.

Interestingly, less than 1% of learners mentioned HIV/Aids as one of the biggest prob-

lems facing youths at their school or in the wider community, despite the fact that the 

HIV infection rate for girls under the age of 20 is estimated at 15.8%.13

Responses to the question: “What are the biggest problems facing youths in the wider 

community?” are shown below and echo the responses above. Here both youth and 

adult abuse of drugs and alcohol were mentioned as real problems. Disturbingly, alco-

hol abuse was mentioned by almost half of the respondents.
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Table 8: Learners (aged 16 to 18) perceptions of the biggest problems facing 

youths in the wider community

Biggest problems facing youths in the wider community
% of 

respondents

Alcohol abuse by youths and adults 45.4%

Drugs (youths and adults) 35.3%

Teenage pregnancy/young mothers 32.1%

Crime/youth involved in crime 16.3%

Smoking 9.2%

Gangsterism/violence/no safety/use of weapons 8.4%

Poverty/financial difficulties/unemployment 6.3%

Drop out/absence 4.4%

Bad peer pressure 4.2%

Youth don’t respect parents/teachers/insulting/don’t listen 3.9%

Rape and sexual abuse 2.9%

No recreation facilities/activities 2.7%

Lack of libraries/education institutions in area 2.6%

Youth watching too much TV/cell phones/partying 2.6%

Transactional sex/having sex with older men 2.3%

Youth who are careless about their education 2.0%

Other (problems mentioned by less than one percent of respondents each)14 12.8%

n=663.

Gangsterism, violence at school, and youth involvement in crime also featured prom-

inently as issues affecting both youths at school and in the wider community. Two 

percent of respondents respectively reported that they were members of a gang, and 

were involved in criminal activity.
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Figure 8: Learners (aged 16 to 18) knowledge of learners who are members 

of gangs or involved in criminal activity and respondent involvement in a 

gang or criminal activity
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‘Contractual’ access: corporal punishment

Corporal punishment is a practice that has been banned in both government and pri-

vate schools in South Africa. Corporal punishment not only refers to being hit by an 

educator or principal but also to other forms of punishment which may be physically 

uncomfortable, stressful or degrading for the learner. Based on the indicators of corpo-

ral punishment shown in the table below, 44% of learners had experienced some form 

of corporal punishment in 2007, with nearly a third having been physically hit, kicked 

or thrown around.
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Table 9: Proportion of learners aged 16 to 18 who experienced corporal 

punishment in 2007

Form of corporal punishment
Percent of 

respondents

Learner was hit, kicked, thrown around, or otherwise physically hurt  
by a teacher at his/her school 30.5%

Learner was made to stand in an uncomfortable or undignified 
position by a teacher as a form of punishment 14.9%

Learner was made to do excessive physical exercise as punishment  
by a teacher 18.9%

Learner was threatened with any one of the above by a teacher 23.3%

Other: Issues affecting ability to participate in education

Time spent on chores and other domestic responsibilities

Nearly a third of respondents reported that they spent more than an hour on domestic 

chores and/or looking after siblings or other household members on an average school 

day. Whilst youths being responsible for some domestic chores for the household will 

not necessarily prevent a child from doing homework, playing, relaxing or socialising 

(and in fact may be constructive for the youth), 21% stated that they spent an hour to 

two hours a day on chores/looking after family and 12% reported spending more than 

two hours – which must have affected the time needed for studying or doing home-

work. However, domestic and other family responsibilities need to be understood in 

the context of household poverty experienced by so many South Africans and the fact 

that family survival is sometimes dependent on even younger members playing some 

responsible role in the household.

Box 4: Findings from the caregiver survey and formative research

According to caregivers’ knowledge, 38% of learners (of all ages) experienced some 
form of corporal punishment in 2007 with, 32% having been hit, kicked, thrown 
around, or otherwise physically hurt by a teacher.

Caregiver reports show that 35% of youths aged 16 to 18 have experienced some 
form of corporal punishment, slightly lower than reported by youths.

A number of educators and parents who participated in the formative research 
focus groups, from all communities, expressed frustration with the fact that 
corporal punishment had been ‘taken away’ from teachers as a tool for disciplining 
youths and that they had been provided with nothing in its place. There appears 
to be little buy-in regarding the negative effects of corporal punishment, and little 
understanding of (or engagement with) other means of discipline.
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Table 10: Time spent by learners aged 16 to 18 on chores, looking after sib-

lings and other family members

Time spent on chores / looking after family members
Percent of 

respondents

No time 10.8

Up to 30 mins 24.8

Half an hour to an hour 31.2

Hour to two hours 21.3

Two to three hours 9.5

More than three hours 2.4

TOTAL 100%

n=750.

The environment in which youths access schooling:  

a summary

Chapter Seven covered a wide range of subjects, each adding a dimension to our under-

standing of the environment in which learners in South Africa access school.

Average educator learner ratios in South Africa are below the norm stipulated by the 

Department of Education, but the Barriers to Education data shows that a disturbing 

number of children are taught in class sizes of above 50 learners.15 The chapter high-

lighted the remaining deficiencies in the provision of adequate infrastructure and 

resources to all schools in South Africa and the persistent inequalities in the schooling 

system (shown by disaggregating results on infrastructure and resources by school quin-

tile. The Barriers to Education survey shows that 84% of white children access quintile 

5 or private schooling and 11% of black children access quintile 5 or private schooling).

Chapter Seven also presented data on youths’ exposure to and experience of a range of 

potentially traumatic or harmful behaviour, from verbal bullying to sexual abuse. Eight 

percent of learners aged 16 to 18 (and 10% of boy learners in this age group) reported 

being the victim of physical bullying at their school. The formative research highlighted 

the impact of bullying on youths’ sense of safety and freedom of movement at school. 

Data suggests that physical and verbal bullying affects children attending the range of 

school quintiles. Whilst the majority of youths feel safe at school, 16% of youths either 

sometimes or always felt unsafe in their school environment. A small proportion of 

learners mentioned being the victim of sexual assault by educators, other learners and 

perpetrators in the broader community. These issues are likely to go underreported 

given the traumatic nature of sexual assault.

Substance abuse (both of drugs and alcohol) by youths and adults concerned over a 

third of youths, and was by far the most common concern for youth when asked about 

the biggest problems facing youth in their schools and broader community.
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Based on the findings from the Youth Survey and the Formative Research, there is much 

room for improvement in South Africa for providing children and youths with a more 

secure, engaging and better resourced environment in which to attend school and learn. 

(In this context the high levels of school attendance by South African youths should be 

celebrated and capitalised on).

Endnotes

1  Information for both youths in school and youths out of school aged 16 to 18 was cap-

tured. Unless otherwise indicated, all data presented here is based on responses for 

youths in school in 2007 providing a consistent time reference (youths out of school 

dropped out at different ages and in different years). The out of school youth data on 

the factors which may contribute to being out of school are presented in Chapter Three.

2  De Lannoy, A and Lake, L (updated by). ‘Children’s access to Education’. Pendlebury, S, 

Lake, L and Smith, C. (Ed). South African Child Gauge, 2008/2009. Children’s Institute, 

University of Cape Town, 82-89. EMIS data shows: 40% with access to flush toilet, 21% 

with access to VIP / Enviroloo, 34% with access to Pit latrine, 5% with access to a bucket 

or no sanitation at all.

3  Flush toilet or pit latrine with ventilation: Department of Water Affairs and Forestry.

4  De Lannoy, A and Lake, L (updated by). ‘Children’s access to Education’. Pendlebury, S, 

Lake, L and Smith, C. (Ed). South African Child Gauge, 2008/2009. Children’s Institute, 

University of Cape Town, 82-89. Note that EMIS data estimates an educator: learner 

ratio of 1: 32. The average of the results presented below is higher than the EMIS educa-

tor: learner ratio because our data shows the number of learners accessing a particular 

educator: learner ratio, rather than a count of the ratio per class. It is possible that 

the Barriers to Education data overestimates the number of children in overcrowded 

classes, as learners may not know the exact number of children in their class, and may 

be more likely to overestimate in slightly physically overcrowded surroundings. The 

data nevertheless points to far too many children per class for optimal learning out-

comes.

5  This question does have limitations as youth’s interpretation of “supposed to be 

taught” could not be interrogated in field, but it does provide a rough proxy for teacher 

absenteeism and is useful for comparative purposes (comparing answers across school 

quintiles for example).

6  Community Agency for Social Enquiry and the Joint Education Trust. Learner Absen-

teeism in the South African schooling System, Commissioned by the Department of 

Education, December 2007, 66.

7  n=731

8  n=737, n=730.

9  Multiple response question: percent of respondents can add up to more than 100%.

10  We are not suggesting that any use of alcohol by teenagers is necessarily harmful.

11  The response categories or themes mentioned by less than 1% of learners each are 

presented here, and refer to a wide range of issues: Learners who are struggling aca-

demically/ failing, uncommitted/absent teachers, lack of teachers , favouritism by 

teachers, Matric stress, learners struggling with English / maths, no career guid-

ance, fantastic principal left, no extra classes, no report end of year, learners expelled 

unfairly, school now has cameras, abusive corporal punishment, suspension for wrong 
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uniform, stealing / theft at school, “keeping up with the Jones”, racist learners, sex-

ual abuse and rape at school, lack of basic services in the community, unreliable / no 

transport , corruption, HIV and AIDS, child headed households, prostitution, family 

problems, piercing / tattoos, youth suicide, high death toll of youth, youth exposure to 

inappropriate media.

12  Approximately 10% of learners said “nothing” was a problem. These were excluded 

from the analysis and from the biggest problems faced by youth in the wider commu-

nity.

13  Findings from the 14th National HIV and Syphilis Sero-Prevelance Survey of women 

attending public antenatal clinics for 2003, conducted by the Department of Health. 

http://www.southafrica.info/ess_info/sa_glance/health/aids/hivinfections-report.htm

14  No transport for learners, lack of basic services, road accidents, racism, teachers strik-
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youth don’t attend church, no parental support for education, lack of discipline, not 

understanding English, bunking class, bullying at school, can’t access closest school, 

initiation disrupting studies, gambling, promiscuity, unsafe sex, child headed house-

holds, HIV/ Aids stigmatisation, materialism, domestic abuse, politics, witchcraft, 

pollution.

15  Whilst the average learner to educator ratio is used as an indicator of meaning-

ful access to education (See for example Pendlebury, S. ‘Meaningful access to basic 

education in Pendlebury, S, Lake, L and Smith, C. (ed). South African Child Gauge, 

2008/2009. Children’s Institute, University of Cape Town, 24-29), presenting results by 
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