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ABSTRACT 

 
 

 

South African and international household and education datasets are analysed to 

characterise patterns of dropping out, grade repetition, academic under-

performance and under-preparedness for post-school life in South African 

secondary schools. A number of measurement error problems are moreover 

discussed and in some cases remedied. The proportion of South African youths 

entering upper secondary schooling is above the trend found in comparable 

middle income countries, the proportion entering the last grade (Grade 12) is 

about average, but the proportion successfully completing secondary schooling 

(40%) is below average. The data suggest improving quality should be a greater 

planning priority than increasing enrolments. A what-if subject choice analysis 

using examination data moreover suggests that successful completion could be 

greatly enhanced by guiding students to more appropriate subject choices, 

possibly through a more standardised set of assessments in Grade 9. Any attempt 

to reduce dropping out must pay close attention to financial constraints 

experienced by students with respect to relatively low-cost inputs such as books. 

Teenage pregnancies must be reduced as these explain half of female dropping 

out. The quality problem in schools underlined by the fact that income returns 

and test score gains associated with each additional year of secondary schooling 

are well below those associated with a year of post-school education. 
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1 Introduction 

If one compares the development indicators of South Africa to those of other middle income 

countries, it is striking how poorly South Africa (and Botswana) perform against two key 

indicators: learning outcomes in schools and unemployment. This is illustrated in the 

following graph, which for a measure of educational quality uses normalised scores based on 

a variety of international testing programmes focussing on primary and secondary schools. A 

very similar picture would have emerged had scores from just the secondary schooling level 

been used. 

Figure 1: Educational quality and unemployment
2
 

 
Sources: World dataBank; Hanushek and Woessman, 2009.   

 

The relationship between secondary schooling (and to some extent education generally) and 

the post-school opportunities of youths, in particular access to employment, is a central 

concern in this paper. Specifically, the paper makes use of newly available household data to 

attempt to uncover new facts and patterns, and in some cases confirm existing evidence. 

Policy solutions relating to the education sector, and in particular secondary schooling, are 

discussed. There is no shortage of ideas in the public discourse in South Africa on how to 

tackle the critical problems of youth unemployment. However, arriving at firm policy 

commitments is often made difficult by insufficient evidence and insufficient analysis of the 

full range of consequences, intended and unintended, of taking particular policy paths. Whilst 

the analysis in this paper can potentially inform a wide range of policy debates, it is only 

education sector policies that are explicitly discussed.  

A key data source for the paper is the National Income Dynamics Study (NIDS) 2008 dataset 

(SALDRU, 2009). This dataset collected data from a nationally representative sample of 

around 7,300 households (with around 28,000 individuals). Whilst a small sample, the 
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advantage with NIDS is that it includes questions about issues such as education, employment 

and the general ‘state of mind’ of South Africa’s youths not included in other surveys. 

Another key data source in this paper is the 2009 General Household Survey (GHS) dataset, 

which includes a number of new and interesting variables not included in earlier runs of the 

GHS. These two datasets comprise the core data source, but in order to verify patterns, 

provide historical trends and explore cross-country comparisons, a number of other data 

sources are used too.  

In section 2 four policy imperatives which form a backdrop to the data analysis are discussed. 

Section 3 provides a descriptive analysis of youth engagement in education and the labour 

market by age, of grade attainment and successful secondary school completion and of gross 

enrolments. Section 4 positions South Africa’s attainment and enrolment figures in a global 

context.  

Section 5 focuses on the reasons why learners leave school before completing Grade 12.  

In section 6 the attention turns to learning outcomes and the relationship of this to post-school 

phenomena, in particular labour market earnings and employment. Grade repetition is also 

analysed. The 2009 Grade 12 examinations database is examined mainly in order to assess the 

appropriateness of the subject choices made by learners.   

Section 7 offers a conclusion with a special focus on policy implications.  

2 The menu of secondary school policy options 

Secondary school policy solutions are of course just a part of the broader package of policies 

one requires to tackle youth unemployment. Yet existing evidence suggests that in South 

Africa education policy reform should play a particularly important role given that youth 

unemployment co-exists with an under-supply of skills in certain areas of the labour market. 

Below, four strategies for improving the readiness of youths for life after school are 

described. At least three of them can be described as high level strategies. This paper does not 

deal in any depth with important education policy questions at a more operational level, partly 

because the paper depends largely on household data and not data from the education system 

itself. Is there a need to revisit the higher level policy questions with regard to secondary 

schooling? Arguably there is. Though substantial analysis and debate have occurred, there has 

not been enough of it and there is still considerable disagreement in the policy debates not 

only around strategic directions, but sometimes around the basic facts of secondary schooling.  

Improving the quality of basic learning outcomes across the board 

Improving the quality of basic education offered at the primary and secondary levels of 

school, with respect to general levels of literacy, numeracy and life skills, prepares youths 

better for the challenges of post-school education and the world of work. The lack of 

preparedness for post-school life of a large proportion of South Africa’s youths is not just 

strongly reflected in data such as that of TIMSS and the Grade 12 examinations (Van der 

Berg, 2007), but is also a problem that is often recognised by employers and universities. The 

term ‘skills crisis’ is frequently used, though whether this an appropriate term might be 

debatable (Kraak, 2008: 22). Solutions to this problem are often sought in the universities and 

vocational training institutions. Arguably, the role played by insufficient learning outcomes in 

schools in areas such as literacy and numeracy as a cause behind the ‘skills crisis’ does not 

enjoy the attention it should. If there is under-performance in schools, then not only will an 

insufficient number of people be qualified to enter university streams that should grow, those 

who do enter-post school studies are more likely to under-perform, which in turn results in 

under-performance in the economy as a whole.  
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The pervasive influence of the level of learning outcomes for a country is starkly illustrated in 

the cross-country analysis of economists such as Hanushek and Woessman (2009). It has been 

demonstrated that differences in the quality of learning in schools explain, more than any 

other development indicator, why certain countries perform better economically than others. 

Specifically, a country that succeeds in improving its learning outcomes from the typical level 

found in middle income countries such as Mexico, to the level found in rich OECD countries, 

experiences 2 additional percentage points of economic growth. More generally, the evidence 

suggests that if a country wants to develop and rid itself of poverty, and it does not enjoy an 

exceptional endowment of scarce natural resources such as oil, then the logical action to take 

is to improve the learning outcomes in one’s schools
3
. 

The need to undo the structural and public expenditure legacy of apartheid in the education 

system meant that the policy focus on learning outcomes tended to be crowded out of the 

policy agenda for many years. The situation has changed, however, and policy commitments 

towards improving learning outcomes in schools is now strong. This can be seen, for instance, 

in the 2009 Medium Term Policy Statement (MTSF) of government, where the links between 

quality education and economic growth and development are recognised. Improving South 

Africa’s performance within cross-country school testing programmes is explicitly mentioned.  

Increasing enrolments at the secondary level 

The importance attached to obtaining one’s ‘Matric’, or one’s Grade 12 National Senior 

Certificate (NSC), is deeply rooted in the South African psyche. Not obtaining this 

qualification is often associated with failure in a general sense. It is thus not surprising that 

getting everyone to successfully complete secondary schooling, in other words Grade 12, is 

often put forward as a national development goal. Achieving this would almost inevitably 

require a substantial expansion in the supply of teachers and school infrastructure, though in 

the long run one could free up spaces in schools through the reduction of repeater rates. 

Increasing the output of secondary schools in terms of the number of learners might indeed 

improve the availability of skills in the labour market, especially if the current distribution of 

performance does not change much. If 20% of Grade 12 graduates can consistently be 

considered outstanding, then 20% of a million learners is better than 20% of half a million 

learners purely from the perspective of the supply of skilled youths. However, constraints 

relating to the home disadvantages of learners and the supply of teachers would make it 

extremely difficult to maintain anything like a constant distribution of performance. A 

separate argument in favour of increasing secondary level enrolments is that this reduces 

youth unemployment insofar as youths are kept back from entering the labour market.  

The argument that secondary enrolments ought to increase often assumes an a priori status 

because this need is seen as so obvious (see for instance DoE (2008: xxiv) and Schindler 

(2008: 251)). Yet there is evidence that not just in South Africa, but in the Southern Africa 

region in general, there has been an imbalance between access to secondary schooling and 

learning outcomes. In a sense, access has been prioritised at the expense of maintaining 

sufficient levels of learning outcomes (Crouch and Vinjevold, 2006). Much of the 

international literature promotes expanding secondary schooling, especially if unmet demand 

for this from the youth is evident (see for instance World Bank (2005)). However, often such 

advice is aimed at countries with much lower levels of secondary level enrolment than South 

Africa.  

On the topic of grade repetition, which obviously influences enrolment numbers, an important 

finding is that of Lam, Ardington and Leibbrandt (2008: 22), who conclude that at least in the 

Cape Town area poor assessment techniques in historically African schools result in a 

                                                      
3
 Gustafsson, Van der Berg, Shepherd and Burger (2010) explore the education-growth relationship 

from a South African perspective.  
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situation where one’s actual abilities are three times less likely to predict whether one passes 

one’s grade in these schools than in other schools. In other words, learners in historically 

African schools being made to repeat unnecessarily and may be unjustly discouraged from 

continuing with their secondary school studies.  

The emphasis in the 2009 MTSF is on ‘increasing enrolment rates to 95 per cent by 2014’ in 

secondary schooling and ‘ensuring that as many young people as possible are able to access 

and complete secondary education’. What the 95% target refers to is not made explicit and 

depending on one’s interpretation South Africa has either almost reached this target (if one is 

referring to the gross enrolment ratio, for instance) or is still far from achieving this (if one 

considers the completion ratio, for instance).  

The secondary enrolments question is necessarily a complex one that requires consideration 

of demand amongst youths for schooling, of capacity to expand the supply of this service, and 

of trade-offs between the quantity and quality of schooling, between general schooling and 

vocational education and training outside of schools, and between grade repetition and 

increased access.  

Better ‘signalling systems’ for secondary school graduates 

Employers and post-school education institutions use a person’s qualifications to decide 

whom to employ in what position, or whom to accept in what courses. One’s qualification 

thus functions as one’s ‘currency’ representing past educational achievements. The better the 

design of the system of education qualifications, the more efficient the transactions between 

youths and prospective employers or education institutions. Gustafsson and Bartlett (2008) 

argue that an important gap in the South African schooling system is the lack of a national 

qualification below Grade 12, resulting in a situation where over half of youths have no 

widely recognised qualification to demonstrate what they have achieved after (usually) more 

than ten years of schooling. The international literature on the role of school qualifications in 

the labour market is under-developed. What evidence exists points to the fact that schooling is 

worth more in the labour market when it comes with a qualification (Dearden, 1999). This is 

to be expected, given the labour market signalling role of qualifications. Government’s 

position on a qualification below Grade 12 has been ambivalent. A commitment towards the 

Grade 9 General Education Certificate (GEC) was expressed as early as 1995, in Education 

White Paper 1. Since then, it has moved on and off the education policy agenda. Arguments 

against the GEC have included its cost and suspicions that it could undermine efforts to get 

more learners, in particular learners from disadvantaged backgrounds, to obtain the Grade 12 

NSC. The proposed introduction of standardised and (to some extent) externally monitored 

assessments in Grade 9 in 2011, following the introduction of such assessments in Grades 3 

and 6 in 2008, may provide new arguments for and against a Grade 9 qualification (see the 

President’s 2010 State of the Nation Address).    

A greater emphasis on vocational education and training at the secondary level 

The so-called skills crisis in the labour market often leads to calls for more vocational training 

for youths. In many ways, such calls compete with the very strong attachment, in the public 

and amongst certain opinion makers, to the Grade 12 Matric. The benefits of more 

investments in vocational training, relative to the cost of such training (which is mostly higher 

than the cost of general schooling), is a matter over which there is still not much agreement, 

though reviews of the literature by analysts such as Ziderman (1997) suggest that well 

designed training programmes do indeed present a cost effective option for countries such as 

South Africa. This paper is somewhat limited in its ability to deal with this policy question 

due to data limitations. It is worth noting that the school curriculum allows for considerable 

vocational training within secondary schools, as opposed to FET colleges. Of the 24 non-
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language subjects of the Grades 10 to 12 curriculum introduced in 2005, as many as 16 can be 

considered vocationally oriented.   

3 The basic youth education and employment statistics 

3.1 Youth economic activities by age 

Figure 2 provides a picture of the economic roles played by youths, by age, in 2009. The 

paper follows the common South African practice of considering those aged 15 to 35 as 

youths. A table with the values underlying the graph is provided in Appendix A. Overall, 30% 

of youths aged 15 to 35 are, in a sense, preparing themselves for their economic role insofar 

as they are currently studying, 39% are contributing to the economy of the country insofar as 

they are working, and the remaining 31% are in some way or another unemployed (this is 

using a broad definition of unemployment, as explained below). This 31%, represented by the 

white segments in Figure 2, translates into around 5.7 million youths. 

Figure 2: The activities of youths by age 

 
Sources: Quarterly Labour Force Survey 2009 (third quarter); General Household Survey 2009. 
Note: The QLFS was used for all breakdowns except for the breakdown of the student population 
by grade and education institution (for the latter the GHS was used).    

 

The breakdown of school learners by grade and by age has been greatly facilitated by the 

introduction in the 2009 General Household Survey of a question asking respondents which 

school grade they are currently enrolled in (previously the only grade-specific question was 

what one’s highest completed school grade was). What stands out in Figure 2 is how many 

over-aged learners there are in the secondary grades. If one considers anyone who has 
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repeated a grade as being over-aged, and assumes that everyone enters Grade 1 in the year 

they turn 7 and thus that someone aged 7 should be at least in Grade 1 (and that someone aged 

14 should be at least in Grade 8, and so on), then 60% of the Grades 8 to 12 learners captured 

in Figure 2 are over-aged. This situation has in fact been improving over the years. It is 

difficult to obtain earlier estimates of the 60% statistic mentioned here due to limitations in 

the availability of data, but one statistic that can be tracked across time very easily is school 

learners, of any grade, aged 19 and above as a percentage of all enrolled learners aged 15 and 

above. This statistic has moved from 36% in 1999, to 28% in 2004, to 20% in 2009 

(according to the GHS). Ironically, this improvement in the education system can result in 

problems in the labour market and in higher education. If the age of learners leaving school 

drops, then over some years there is a bulge in the number of youths leaving school, in other 

words youths who need jobs or places in post-school institutions. If this demand is not met, 

the percentage of unemployed youths can rise. Section 3.2 below argues that the shifts in 

enrolment were truly efficiency gains in the sense that there was less repetition resulting in the 

average age of learners leaving secondary school. What did not happen was more dropping 

out, in other words learners leaving school at a lower grade than before. In fact, the grade 

attainment of youths improved.  

There are three white segments in Figure 2 representing different modes of unemployment. 

The ‘Unemployed and looking’ category of youths is a fairly straightforward one to define. 

Generally, Stats SA (2009c: xvi) considers anyone who is not employed but has actively 

sought work in the previous four weeks as belonging to this category. The category 

‘Unemployed and discouraged’ is also based on a Stats SA category. People in this category 

have not sought work in the previous four weeks because they were certain there were no jobs 

available in the geographical vicinity, or in their area of specialisation. People in the category 

‘Other not employed’ in Figure 2 would not be considered unemployed by Stats SA because 

they do not fulfil the formal requirements for this status (these requirements are based on 

international practice), yet it would be common to refer to such people as unemployed. For 

31% of the ‘Other not employed’ poor health is given as the reason for not working. A further 

10% simply say they have no desire to work. A few regard themselves as too young to work, 

whilst for the remainder the reason for neither studying nor working is not clear from the data. 

Of the approximately 3 million who say they are actively looking for a job, around 1.7 million 

have been looking for over a year. This helps to explain why many youths would be inclined 

to give up.  

In Figure 2 those who worked in their own household, for instance as housewives or looking 

after children, were considered to be economically active. These individuals are, naturally, 

making an important social contribution, even if they are not paid for their work. Of the 

economically active youths, around 60% of them are employed in the non-agricultural formal 

sector. The Quarterly Labour Force Survey data used for Figure 2 distinguishes between the 

employed who are fully employed and those who are under-employed in the sense that they 

do not work full-time and would like to work more time. The extent of under-employment as 

defined by Stats SA is relatively low. Of the youths who are in formal employment, only 2% 

are considered to be under-employed. As one might expect, the figure is higher for those in 

informal employment, at around 9%.  

If the Figure 2 patterns are broken down by gender important differences emerge. The 

percentage of males aged 15 to 35 enrolled in an education institution is higher than for 

females – 32% against 28%. As will be seen below, the gender differences when it comes to 

attainment of certain education levels are smaller, suggesting that the differences seen here 

have to do with different enrolment patterns by gender, in particular more grade repetition 

amongst males. The percentage of youths who are not economically active (the white 

segments in Figure 2) is not that different for the two genders – 30% for males and 32% for 

females. 27% of male and only 18% of female youths are employed in the formal sector. 

However, the total numbers of males and females who would be considered economically 
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active in Figure 2 are not that different if one includes those working in their own household. 

This last category is 90% female. 

3.2 Educational attainment of youths 

The question is often asked what percentage of South Africa’s youth obtains the Matric, or 

Grade 12 certificate. Clearly the answer cannot be the widely publicised pass rate, as there are 

learners who do not even reach Grade 12. The Grade 12 curve in the following graph 

illustrates the percentage of youths of each age who have successfully completed Grade 12 or 

anything above Grade 12 (using 2004 data, which are compared to later data in the graph that 

follows). The curve is an inverted U, with the left-hand dip indicating how young learners had 

not reached Grade 12 yet and the right-hand dip indicating older youths who were less likely 

to complete Grade 12 because grade attainment has been improving over time. The peak of 

the curve is at age 28, suggesting that by this age everyone who was, in a sense, meant to 

attain Grade 12 had attained this grade. Put differently, if one takes into account all those who 

complete Grade 12 late, perhaps through adult education centres, then age 28 is the age 

beyond which one would not expect many more individuals to attain Grade 12. Age 28 for 

this statistic seems like an extraordinarily high age, which raises the question of whether the 

situation has improved since 2004, in other words whether youths have been attaining Grade 

12 earlier in life. As will be seen in a subsequent graph, the situation did indeed improve 

beyond 2004. The main purpose of Figure 2 is to illustrate how one should answer the 

question of what percentage of youths obtain a Grade 12 certificate. The best answer is 

probably that represented by the peak, which corresponds to 47% of an age cohort. Similarly, 

we can say that 60% of youths had attained at least Grade 11 in 2004, 71% had attained at 

least Grade 10, and 82% had attained at least Grade 9.    
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Figure 3: Educational attainment in 2004
4
 

 
Source: General Household Survey 2004. 

 

Figure 4 provides the 2004 values obtained from the previous graph, plus GHS values for 

2008 and 2009 (the 2009 adjusted value for Grade 12 is discussed further down). There has 

been a slight improvement in attainment over the years in two respects. Firstly, more youths 

have completed Grades 9 to 11 (though a clear improvement is not evident for Grade 12). For 

The percentage completing Grade 9 successfully rose from 82% to 85%, whilst the Grade 10 

improvement was from 71% to 78% and the Grade 11 improvement from 60% to 63%. 

Moreover, the age by which all youths had reached each level dropped, for instance from age 

28 to 25 in the case of Grade 12. In terms of the previous graph, the peak of the curve shifted 

leftwards. These shifts occurred with respect to almost all types of educational attainment 

illustrated here (the category ‘Degree’ was left blank for 2009 as the value, at 4%, was so 

completely at variance with the historical trend, for instance as seen in 2008, suggesting a 

problem with these data in the 2009 dataset). Youths were thus completing slightly more 

years of schooling and were doing so at a slightly younger age. It is important to emphasise 

that youths were leaving at an earlier age, but not at an earlier grade. In analyses of 

unemployment trends it has been suggested that changes in school enrolment patterns were an 

important reason for a rise in the unemployment rate (see for instance Burger and Von Fintel, 

2009). Youths entered the labour market earlier, causing a bulge in the number of job-seekers. 

Figure 4 does indeed support such a scenario. However, the youths entering the labour market 

were not less educated than before, they were in fact more educated. It is extremely likely that 

this trend is the result of decreases in the grade repetition rate over time, although as indicated 

in Appendix D, confirming this through an analysis of grade repetition itself is made difficult 

                                                      
4
 There is in fact some bias in the graph towards identifying a point on each curve that is as far 

leftwards as seemed justifiable. For instance, for Grade 12 the peak is in fact at age 31, with a value of 

46.7%. However, the point furthest left that deviated from the 46.7% by no more than 1 percentage 

point was selected. This is how the age 28 point was selected. In the 2004, 2008 and 2009 figures 

discussed in this section, 1 percentage point was regarded as the justifiable cut-off.   
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due to data limitations. What Appendix D also demonstrates is that the phenomenon of grade 

attainment at specific grade levels at a progressively younger age is evident even when a large 

range of years than those in Figure 4 are studied.  

Figure 4: Progress in educational attainment 2004-2009 

 
Source: General Household Survey 2004, 2008, 2009 for first three data 
series. 
Note: The values at the tops of columns indicate the earliest age at which this 
level of enrolment is reached. 

 

However, there is unfortunately a problem with the Grade 12 level of 48% in 2009 illustrated 

in Figure 4. In a way, it is logical to expect a reporting problem resulting in an over-estimate. 

Respondents in the GHS are asked what their highest successfully completed grade is. 

Respondents who attended Grade 12 but did not pass the examinations may give Grade 12 as 

a response, as opposed to Grade 11, either because they misunderstand the question or 

because they are embarrassed about not having obtained their Matric, which is a high status 

qualification. In Appendix B analysis of a variety of data sources suggests strongly that this 

indeed occurs and that the true percentage of youths obtaining a Matric is likely to be around 

40%, with 39% corresponding to the public NSC examinations and just around 1% to the non-

public IEB examinations (the 40% is reflected in the ‘2009 adjusted’ column in the above 

graph). This adjustment is obviously important to bear mind when considering policy options 

and making cross-country comparisons.  

What do the magnitudes from Figure 4 mean in terms of the holding of qualifications? In 

particular, what widely recognised qualifications do the 60% of youths who do not obtain a 

Matric hold? Analysis of the NSC results suggests that around 22% of youths who have left 

school have no Matric Certificate but do have an NSC statement of results indicating what 

their results were per subject (these results would reflect an overall fail in the examinations). 

Whilst not a qualification, this document is at least widely recognised proof that the holder at 

least reached Grade 12 and attempted the examinations. Conceivably, this could be of some 

value when the person seeks employment or admission into a non-school education and 

training institution. Only around 1% of youths hold no Matric but do hold some other non-
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school certificate or diploma issued by, for instance, an FET college. This leaves around 37% 

of youths with no widely recognised proof of their educational status. They would have report 

cards issued by their school, but these would contain results that are not standardised and 

therefore carry little currency in the labour market or in further education and training 

institutions.  

If we super-impose grade attainment with the activities of youths as illustrated in Figure 2, we 

obtain the picture appearing below. More years of schooling does appear to assist youths to 

some degree in the labour market. For instance, having completed Grade 12 appears to 

improve one chances of being formally employed – those without at least Grade 12 comprise 

65% of youths working in the informal sector but only 32% in the formal sector. Having a 

degree appears to almost guarantee a place in the formal sector. However, it is also striking 

how similar the compositions of the different bars are. Many youths (1.1 million) entered the 

formal sector having passed Grade 9 but not Grade 12 and, conversely, many youths with 

Grade 12 (also 1.1 million) are unemployed and looking. When considering policy solutions 

to deal with youth unemployment, these patterns are obviously crucial to keep in mind. Above 

all, the 2009 patterns seen in Figure 5 would seem to be at odds with the notion that giving 

youths more years of schooling (for instance getting more youths to complete Grade 12) 

translates into more employment in a simple or mechanistic fashion. The dynamics are clearly 

more complex than that.  

Figure 5: Activities of youths against educational attainment in 2009 

 
Source: Quarterly Labour Force Survey 2009 (third quarter). 

 

What the above graph does not reflect is the breakdown by occupation within each bar, which 

would explain some of the patterns we see. Moreover, income, and in particular strong 

positive wage effects associated with having Grade 12 (Keswell and Poswell, 2004), are 

beyond the scope of this paper. This is obviously a limitation, yet it in many ways 

employment is a more serious problem for youths than low wages, justifying to some degree 

an approach which focuses exclusively on whether one is employed or not.  

3.3 The youth enrolment numbers 

Due to grade repetition, enrolment figures are high relative to grade attainment. For example, 

whilst only 78% of youths successfully complete Grade 10 (see Figure 4), Grade 10 

enrolments divided by the population aged 16 is 110%. This is mainly due to grade repetition, 

but also due to youths enrolling in Grade 10 but not successfully completing the grade.  

Enrolment figures seem relatively straightforward for Grades 8 to 11. However, in the case of 

Grade 12, many different household surveys suggest that the official enrolment numbers are 
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too low by about 100,000. The raw numbers for all grades differ when household data and 

official enrolment statistics based on school surveys are compared. This is due to the way data 

are weighted in the household surveys. This is not the issue here, however. The question 

raised here is based on a comparison of enrolments across grades within the same data source. 

The matter is discussed in Appendix C, where the conclusion is drawn that the available data 

do not make it possible to explain the Grade 12 discrepancies in a satisfactory way. In the 

graph that follows and in the paper as a whole it is assumed that official grade enrolment 

statistics are correct, even for Grade 12. It is very possible that this is indeed the case and that 

the discrepancies mentioned here are the result of problems with the household data 

collections.  

Figure 6: Enrolment patterns of youths in 2009 

 
Sources: DoE, 2009; General Household Survey 2009; CHE, 2009.  
Note: In the four right-hand columns, values based on the GHS have been 
adjusted downwards by 5% to cater for the estimated over-weighting of 
observations (5% was arrived at through comparison of the official enrolment 
data and household data).  

 

In schools, the pattern of an enrolment dip in Grade 9, relative to enrolments in the adjacent 

grades, is a pattern that is found in many years (see Appendix B). Reportedly, this is due to 

high repetition in Grade 8 related to adjustment problems of learners experiencing their first 

year in the secondary level (usually in a new school) and high repetition again in Grade 10 as 

learners grapple with the new curriculum phase starting in Grade 10 and involving, for 

instance, a few new learning areas. The pattern of a steady decline in enrolments from Grade 

10 to Grade 12 is also a persistent one. Even if there was indeed an under-count of 100,000 

Grade 12 learners, this pattern would still hold true.  

The largest post-school enrolment column in Figure 6 is the one referring to universities (this 

would include universities of technology). This is followed by FET college enrolments. Here 

enrolments in public colleges include many part-time students and are based on what the DoE 

has published (DoE, 2010: 23). If one uses only the 2009 GHS, then enrolments in public 

FET colleges drop from around 418,000 (the public segment of the relevant column in Figure 

6) to around 115,000. The GHS counts only enrolment on the date of the survey and only if 

this enrolment lasted at least six months in the year. The private FET college enrolment value 

used in the graph uses the GHS definition only and this value would clearly be higher if all 
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part-time enrolments were also counted (data on the latter for private colleges seem not to 

exist). The column ‘other colleges’ also uses just the GHS definition of enrolment. Enrolment 

at public universities is derived from the GHS (only youths aged 35 or younger were counted 

for this and all the columns in the graph)
5
. Enrolment at private universities is from a Council 

on Higher Education report (CHE, 2009).  

4 South Africa’s youth schooling statistics in a global context 

Whilst cross-country comparisons of enrolment using the UNESCO Institute for Statistics 

(UIS) online database is straightforward, obtaining data for cross-country comparisons of 

enrolment or educational attainment by age is more challenging
6
. For the latter, use is made 

here of the standardised Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) and World dataBank 

datasets. For the period 2000 and later DHS data on seven middle income countries (other 

than South Africa) were obtainable.  

Figure 7 illustrates the percentage of youths successfully completing different years of 

education, where these years are counted starting at Grade 1 (in other words pre-school is not 

included). Up to and including Grade 12, South Africa is near the best or in fact the best of the 

eight countries analysed. However, beyond Grade 12, in other words with respect to what 

would mostly be post-school education, South Africa, together with Morocco and Indonesia, 

display relatively poor educational attainment. Fewer than 10% of youths in these countries 

attain 15 years of education (this reflects, for instance, the completion of a three-year degree 

course in South Africa). In contrast, the figure is at least 15% in Colombia and Peru and 24% 

in Philippines and Egypt.  

Figure 7: Cross-country comparison of educational attainment 

 
Sources: Quarterly Labour Force Survey 2009 (third quarter) for South Africa; 
Demographic Household Surveys for other countries.  
Note: The DHS data are all from collections later than 2000.    

 

                                                      
5
 In the GHS a third of university enrolments amongst youths are reported as being in private 

institutions. This must largely be a matter of respondents considering the institution private, perhaps 

due to what they perceive as the high fees being charged, whilst the institution is in fact public. 
6
 The World Bank has a facility at http://iresearch.worldbank.org/edattain/, which uses DHS data. 

However, this facility is better suited for examining primary than secondary schooling.  
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The next two graphs examine the ages by which those who will attain a particular level of 

education, get to attain that level. In other words, the measures introduced in Figure 3 for 

South Africa are compared internationally. In Figure 8 a 1% leeway is used. Thus, for 

instance, in South Africa 49% of youths get to obtain twelve years of education but the 

earliest age by which 48% of youths obtain this level of education is 28 years
7
. The age 28 

value is thus plotted on the vertical axis for 12 years of education. The same method is used 

for all countries. In Figure 9 a wider leeway of 5% is used, which lowers many of the ages of 

attainment. The two graphs illustrate how the patterns seen in South Africa are not altogether 

unusual, even though they may appear counter-intuitive (for instance an age of attainment of 

28 for just 12 years of education). Yet the South African curves in both graphs stand out as 

being particularly high, suggesting that grade repetition (and other factors such as long 

waiting periods between the completion of secondary schooling and entry into higher 

education) that delay the entry of youths into the labour market, and hence reduce lifetime 

returns to education investments, warrant special policy attention. At the same time, the 

graphs suggest that there are substantial obstacles in the way of very dramatic efficiency 

improvements. Many countries, for instance, do not succeed in achieving a situation where 12 

years of schooling is generally completed by age 20.  

Figure 8: Cross-country comparison of age of attainment (1% leeway) 

 
Sources: As for Figure 7. 
Note: In this graph and the next one some smoothing of curves occurred to 
avoid clearly anomalous bumps.   

 

                                                      
7
 The reason why the slightly higher value of 49% appears here whilst 48% was indicated in relation to 

Figure 4 is mainly that the 49% value includes a few youths who do not have the Matric but have 

achieved twelve years of education through an FET college.   
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Figure 9: Cross-country comparison of age of attainment (5% leeway) 

 
Sources: As for Figure 7. 

 

The following graph is based not on household datasets (as was the case with the previous 

three graphs), but on official population and upper secondary school graduation figures 

published by the OECD. South Africa’s position appears less favourable here than it did in 

Figure 7, partly because the lower and more accurate value of 40% is used here for South 

Africa (see discussion in section 3.2) and partly because a few other developing countries 

(such as Turkey) appear in a more favourable light here (compared to Figure 7) due to the use 

of a different data source. From a policy perspective, what seems especially noteworthy is that 

developed countries such as the United States and United Kingdom (which one can assume 

would report highly reliable data to the OECD) are not very close to achieving successful 

upper secondary graduation for all. In the USA, 23% of youths do not complete upper 

secondary schooling, whilst in the UK the figure is 13%. It is only Germany in the graph that 

is close to achieving a 100% graduation rate. Of course it is possible that, for instance, many 

of the 23% of youths in the United States who do not complete formal upper secondary 

schooling, complete vocational training at an equivalent level. What the data used for Figure 

10 underline, above all, is that whilst aiming for higher upper secondary graduation rates in 

developing countries seems sensible, aiming to have everyone complete this kind of education 

is not necessary optimal.   
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Figure 10: Cross-country comparison of recent secondary school graduation rates 

 
Source: OECD.StatExtracts. For South Africa see discussion in section 3.2.  
Note: Developing countries other than South Africa have 2003-2004 
averages, whilst developed countries have 2005-2007 averages.   

 

Figure 11 illustrates secondary (Grades 8 to 12, even if more grades existed) and post-school 

enrolment values across 15 middle income countries. The post-school values are the sum of 

what UNESCO refers to as ‘post-secondary non-tertiary’ and ‘tertiary’. UNESCO counts both 

full-time and part-time post-school students, but only those enrolled at a single point in time 

(the survey date). For this reason the GHS and not DoE (2010) was used as the data source for 

FET college enrolment. The graph shows that in Grades 8 to 11, enrolment is almost equal to 

the size of a population cohort in South Africa. In comparison to other countries, South Africa 

does exceptionally well in this regard. With regard to Grade 12 enrolment, South Africa is 

less exceptional, but nevertheless above the average – only three other countries have a better 

enrolment ratio in this grade. When it comes to post-school enrolment, however, South 

Africa’s ratio is considerably lower than that in eight other countries (these eight countries all 

have enrolment levels that are at least 40% higher than the South African one), fairly similar 

to that in Morocco and Indonesia, and considerably better than that in the other Southern 

African countries. Indeed, there appears to be a pattern of low post-school enrolments in the 

Southern African region. It seems debatable whether South Africa succeeds in breaking this 

pattern. The UNESCO data thus confirm what was seen in Figure 7. If there is an under-

enrolment problem in South Africa, and if one uses other countries of a similar level of 

economic development as one’s yardstick, then the problem is not in secondary schooling but 

in education and training occurring after school.  
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Figure 11: Investments in enrolments in middle income countries 

 
Source: UIS education statistics; in the case of South Africa the same sources as those used for Figure 6.  
Note: Values for countries other than South Africa were the most recent ones available for the years 2004 to 2008.  
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The cross-country comparison of enrolment levels by age of the following two graphs 

suggests that an optimal development strategy would include reducing over-aged enrolments 

in schools and directing resources towards more enrolments in post-school education. For 

each country, the bottom curve indicates the percentage of youths, by age, enrolled in school, 

whilst the distance between the bottom and top curves indicates the percentage of youths 

enrolled in some kind of post-school education. South Africa’s current situation is not unique. 

Both South Africa and Brazil share a similar situation of high levels of over-aged enrolment at 

the secondary level (the situation here is somewhat worse in Brazil) and low post-school 

enrolments relative to school enrolments (see the narrowness of the gap between the two 

curves in the case of both countries). Thailand, despite having much lower secondary 

enrolment values before age 18, displays fewer over-aged learners and a post-school 

enrolment area that is over 70% larger than that in Brazil or South Africa. Figure 12, which 

compares South Africa to two fairly typical developed countries, the United Kingdom and 

Korea, confirms that with development should come less over-aged enrolment and a 

substantially greater level of enrolment in post-school education (though the difference 

between the UK and Korea with respect to the latter reflects how diverse the possibilities are.) 

Figure 12: Cross-country comparison of enrolment by age and level 

 
Source: OECD.StatExtracts. The South Africa source is as for Figure 2. 
Note: For each country, the bottom curve indicates the percentage of youths, 
by age, enrolled in school, whilst the distance between the bottom and top 
curves indicates the percentage of youths enrolled in some kind of post-
school education.    
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Figure 13: Cross-country comparison of enrolment by age and level 

 
Source: See previous graph.     

 

What are the salient points from the foregoing cross-country analysis? When it comes to 

attainment of the secondary grades up to Grade 11, South Africa fares better than seven 

comparator countries. However, the attainment of a Grade 12 pass, or successful completion 

of upper secondary schooling, appears to be on the low side for South Africa in a cross-

country comparison. When it comes to post-school education, however, South Africa’s 

enrolment situation (and that of our neighbouring countries) is amongst the lowest in the 

world.  

5 When and why learners leave secondary school 

In this section and the sections that follow, when the 2008 National Income Dynamics (NIDS) 

and 2009 General Household Survey (GHS) data are used to reflect what is occurring in 

secondary schools, non-public schools are not excluded from the analysis. This is not possible 

in NIDS because the differentiation between public and independent schools is not made. In 

the GHS the differentiation is made, but there are good reasons to heed the warning that many 

South African respondents tend to consider public schools charging relatively high fees as 

private schools, when in fact they are public. In the GHS 7% of secondary school learners 

appear to be in independent schools, when official enrolment figures suggest this figure 

should be around 3%. Importantly, the values reported here for all schools can be regarded as 

very close to the values for public schools only, given how small the independent school 

sector is. To give an example, the 2009 GHS dataset indicates that 26.9% of secondary 

learners are served a school lunch every day if all observations are used. If only public school 

observations are used (remembering that the GHS considers some public schooling 

independent) the statistic changes to 28.2%. Such differences are not large enough to 

influence the policy conclusions.   

Figure 4 reflected what percentage of youths attain certain grades, even if this is through 

leaving the schooling system and then returning to it later. NIDS allows for a stricter view of 

dropping out insofar as it permits an analysis of youths who are in school one year and not in 

school the next year. In fact, the NIDS dataset allows for what are arguably the most reliable 

drop-out rates ever for South African schools. Table 1 reflects learners enrolled in 2007 (see 

row headings) and where they were in 2008 (see column headings). The ‘% dropped out’ 

values follow the UNESCO methodology for the drop-out rate, in other words those who left 



21 

 

school between 2007 and 2008 are divided by the total enrolment in their 2007 grade. Clearly, 

dropping out is already a problem at the Grade 8 level, with 6% of learners enrolled in this 

grade in one year being outside the schooling system the next year. Dropping out is even a 

problem in Grades 5, 6 and 7, where, according to NIDS, the drop-out rate is 1%, 2% and 3% 

respectively, though below Grade 5 the statistic is virtually 0%. To a large extent those who 

drop out before Grade 9 are over-aged for their grade. The fact that the cumulative value of 

40% in Table 1 is close to the proportion of youths not attaining Grade 11 in Figure 4 

suggests that once learners drop out the first time, they do not return to school and they are in 

a sense ‘lost’. The dropping out situation seems to be slightly worse for girls. The Grade 11 

cumulative drop-out value of 40% is 41% if only girls are considered and 38% for only boys.  

Table 1: Dropping out of secondary schooling 2007-2008 

2008 grade► 
2007 grade▼ 8 9 10 11 12 

Dropped 
out 

% 
dropped 

out 

Cumul-
ative 

dropped 
out 

8 63,217 451,537 
  

          32,032 6% 6% 
9 

 
90,423 703,378 

  
76,160 9% 15% 

10 
  

197,332 673,043 
 

120,728 12% 27% 
11 

   
192,567 658,671 128,889 13% 40% 

12 
    

161,403 547,846 
    

In response to the NIDS question on whether secondary school learners intend successfully 

completing Matric, 99% of learners say they do. This underlines the high social value 

attached to the Matric. The fact that around 60% of youths currently do not obtain the Matric 

provides a sense of how large the sense of educational failure must be amongst youths.  

What do youths themselves say are their reasons for dropping out of secondary school? NIDS 

allows for an analysis not only of those dropping out, but also those who dropped out mid-

way through the school year. In fact, dropping out mid-way through the year is much less 

common than dropping out after the end of the year. Only 1% of Grades 8 to 10 learners drop 

out within the year but the statistic rises to around 4% of enrolled learners in Grades 11 and 

12 (so, for instance, around one-third of those who drop out at Grade 11 do so mid-way 

through Grade 11, whilst the other two-thirds do so after the end of the year). Amongst those 

who drop out mid-way through the year, the largest reason given for dropping out is lack of 

financing (37%), with the second largest reason being pregnancy (27%). For all Grades 8 to 

11 drop-outs (regardless of when in the year dropping out occurred), the largest reasons for 

dropping out are lack of financing, pregnancy and wanting to look for a job (around 20% 

each).  

The 2009 GHS provides a similar picture. Of those aged 20 or below who are not enrolled 

anywhere and have not completed Grade 12, 28% give financial problems as the reason for 

their non-enrolment whilst the reasons currently working, having failed the examinations and 

pregnancy each account for around 10%.  

Clearly, pregnancy is a critical matter for female drop-outs. In NIDS, pregnancy is given as 

the reason for dropping out in the case of 42% of female drop-outs. The relationship between 

pregnancy and age provides an important indication of where interventions might be needed. 

As seen in Table 2, which uses NIDS data, only 2 of every 100 girls aged 15 years have given 

birth in the past or are currently pregnant, but this figure climbs steeply to 13% (9% + 4%) at 

age 16 and thereafter increases steadily at each age, reaching 47% at age 20 and 66% by age 

22. Pregnancy is by no means always associated with dropping out. For instance, of the 31% 

of females aged 18 who have given birth or are currently pregnant, around 50% are still at 

school and this figure increases the younger the person. Yet becoming pregnant certainly 

appears to increase one’s chances of dropping out, especially beyond age 18. In dealing with 
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this issue, it appears important not to confine intervention programmes strictly to the ‘teenage 

pregnancy’ scope. As revealed by the GHS, the percentage of female learners aged 20 and 

above (and therefore no longer teenagers) in Grades 10, 11 and 12 is 9%, 19% and 27% 

respectively.  

Table 2: Female schooling and pregnancy status in 2008
8
  

 
In school Not in school  

Age 

Has not 

been 
pregnant 

Has been 
pregnant  

Has not 

been 
pregnant 

Has been 
pregnant  Total 

15 92 1 6 1 100 
16 83 9 4 4 100 
17 65 10 17 8 100 
18 38 15 31 16 100 
19 17 6 43 34 100 
20 12 10 41 37 100 
21 7 7 37 50 100 
22 4 3 31 63 100 

Note: ‘Has been pregnant’ values in fact reflect females who are 
currently pregnant or who have ever given birth. They are therefore 
under-estimates in the sense that they do not reflect past pregnancies 
that did not result in childbirth. 

 

There has been considerable public concern and some research around whether the South 

African ‘teenage pregnancy problem’ has become more serious over the years (see for 

instance Panday, Makiwane et al, 2009). There is indeed a shortage of relevant data to draw 

reliable conclusions on whether teenage pregnancy and adolescent fertility rates have been 

declining. One imperfect indicator is the percentage of young females who have a child living 

with them in the same household. This is available in the GHS and the 2003 to 2009 trend is 

illustrated in the next table. The indicator is imperfect mainly because infant mortality is 

ignored, as are children of the mother living in a different household. The figures in Table 2 

suggest that there has been no or almost no change over the years. The steady decline from 

21% of females aged 15 to 22 having a child at home in 2004 to a figure of 18% in 2009 

could be indicative of a very gradual decline, but the size of the sample makes it impossible to 

be certain about this.   

Table 3: Young mothers with children at home 2003-2009  

Age 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 

15 1% 2% 2% 2% 1% 1% 1% 
16 3% 3% 4% 4% 4% 4% 4% 
17 9% 9% 8% 9% 7% 9% 9% 
18 10% 15% 16% 14% 13% 13% 13% 
19 19% 24% 22% 18% 19% 21% 21% 
20 26% 30% 32% 31% 24% 26% 26% 
21 30% 38% 37% 32% 37% 31% 31% 
22 40% 39% 38% 39% 40% 39% 39% 

15 to 22 17% 21% 20% 19% 18% 18% 18% 

 

In a global context, the situation in South Africa with regard to early motherhood is not 

unique, as illustrated in the next graph. South Africa more or less follows the pattern seen in 

three neighbouring countries (Namibia, Swaziland and Lesotho), especially below age 20. In 

certain countries beyond the region, specifically Indonesia and Turkey, having a child at a 

                                                      
8
 The levels reported on here agree broadly with what was reported in Panday, Makiwane et al (2009: 

16). That source indicated that in 2003 around half of 20 year old women had given birth already. In 

Table 2 the corresponding figure is 53% (12% + 41%).  
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young age is more common than in South Africa, whilst for other countries such as Morocco 

and Philippines, this is less common than in South Africa.  

Figure 14: Cross-country comparison of young mothers 

 
Sources: 2008 National Income Dynamics Study for South Africa; 
Demographic Household Surveys for other countries, all from years after 
2000.  

 

The statistics on childbirth and pregnancy seem to suggest two policy responses. One is to try 

and reduce pregnancies amongst learners through better advocacy campaigns directed at 

youths. The other is to ensure that policies aimed at preventing unfair discrimination against 

pregnant female learners are correctly implemented across all schools, and not just some 

schools. 

The fact that financial constraints should be a key factor behind dropping out raises the 

question of what the costs of schooling are. NIDS provides various details in this regard. 75% 

of secondary level learners paid during 2007 less than R650 in annual school fees, less than 

R350 in uniforms, less than R100 on books and stationery and less than R50 on other school 

items. These costs relate to one learner and the entire 2007 year. 43% of learners paid no 

school fees at all, and of these learners 95% were not asked to pay fees, implying that they 

were in no fee schools. The costs mentioned here may not seem high, yet clearly they 

constituted barriers for many youths from poor households.  

The 2009 GHS provides details on transport to schools, a factor which could contribute 

towards the high cost of continuing in school. According to this source, 73% of secondary 

level learners walk to school, with the second largest category being travel by minibus taxi 

(9% of learners). 75% of learners take less 30 minutes to get to school, 4% take more than an 

hour and only 1% take more than 1.5 hours. In 2009, the GHS began asking whether youths 

were attending the closest available school. 83% said they attended the closest school. The 

figure was similar for all secondary grades. The most common reason for not attending the 

closest school was that it did not offer education of a sufficient quality (25% of the 17% who 

attended some other school). The second largest reason was that the right subjects were not 

offered. These figures suggest that transport could pose a financial barrier for a minority of 

learners, for instance the 9% making use of minibus taxis. 
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The 2009 GHS moreover asked what problems were experienced at school by individual 

learners in the household. Any number of the complaints listed in Table 4 below could be 

ticked. For 18% of secondary learners there was a complaint. Of these, 50% marked only one 

problem. Table 4 indicates that lack of books at the school stands out as the most serious 

problem. This suggests that the financial constraints problem could relate to an inability to 

afford books to compensate for inadequate provision by the school. The values for the 

complaints indicators in Table 4 have dropped since the question was introduced in the 2004 

GHS. The percentage of secondary learners for which there were complaints has dropped 

steadily from 33% in 2004 to the 18% mentioned for 2009. Complaints relating to 

problematically high school fees have dropped most, from 14% in 2004 to 6% in 2009, a 

reflection of the introduction of no fee schools. In all the years 2004 to 2009 lack of books has 

been the largest complaint. This should be of great concern to policymakers given that a 

shortage of books is something relatively easy to remedy (for instance in comparison to the 

upgrading of teachers).  

Table 4: Complaints about secondary schooling 

 
Grades 

8-9 
Grades 
10-12 

Lack of books 8% 9% 
Poor quality of teaching 2% 4% 
Lack of teachers 3% 4% 
Facilities in bad condition 4% 5% 
Fees too high 6% 6% 
Classes too large/too many learners 6% 5% 
Teachers are often absent from school 3% 3% 
Teachers were involved in a strike 2% 2% 
Other 1% 1% 

 

Dropping out of school can occur gradually, with the learner attending a decreasing number of 

days as the year proceeds. According to the 2009 GHS, around 8% of secondary learners say 

they were absent from school in the week before the survey (in cases where the school was 

not closed for a holiday). For these 8% of learners the average number of days missed in the 

week was 2.0. Both figures are very similar across the five grades. For 52% of the learners 

who were absent, the reason was illness. Reasons typically associated with poverty, from not 

having transport money to the need to perform chores at home, accounted for 11% of 

absences in total. The overall level of absence seems high and the fact that only half of this 

was associated with illness points to a need for policy interventions such as further financial 

assistance for the poor and stronger incentives to ensure that learners attend school.  

Lunches provided at school are often considered a way of encouraging learners to stay at 

school. In recent years, the education departments have tried to roll school nutrition 

programmes out into secondary schools. The 2009 GHS suggest that this has been relatively 

successful. 27% of secondary learners say they receive a school lunch every day and 30% say 

they receive one at least some of the time. At the primary level the two values are 66% and 

75%. The lunch every day figure within secondary schools is highest in Grade 8, at 34%. The 

figure becomes lower as one moves up the grades, reaching 19% in Grade 12.  

Learners are likely to miss school if they feel unsafe at school. This factor accounted for only 

1% of absences in the 2009 GHS. The GHS moreover provides school violence statistics that 

are below what media attention in recent years would suggest is true. 19% of secondary 

learners say they have experienced some physical or verbal abuse at school in the months 

preceding the survey, but as Table 5 indicates, the bulk of this abuse was in the form of 

corporal punishment by teachers (more than one item in the list could be ticked). Values for 

male and female learners are very close to each other.  
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Table 5: Types of violence experienced 

 

% of all 
sec. 

learners 

Corporal punishment by teacher  17% 
Physical violence by teacher  1% 
Verbal abuse by teacher  1% 
Verbal abuse by learners  2% 
Physical abuse  1% 
Other 0% 

 

The TIMSS 2003 dataset for Grade 8 learners provides a very different picture. TIMSS 

includes five questions relating to theft, physical violence, teasing or exclusion experienced 

by learners. Figure 10 illustrates responses to just one of the questions. For all five questions 

South Africa is in position 2, 3 or 4 amongst the Figure 10 countries (where position 1 is the 

worst) and the percentage of learners complaining ranges from 33% (seen in the graph in 

relation to being hit or hurt) to 52% (learners who were made fun of). It is inconceivable that 

differences between the 2003 TIMSS and 2009 GHS sources are attributable to the years 

being different. These discrepancies underscore the importance of probing different sources, 

in particular where survey questions deal with more subjective issues.  

Figure 15: Cross-country comparison of school violence 

 
Source: TIMSS 2003.    

 

NIDS includes a number of emotional health questions. 32% of secondary learners say they 

are hopeful about the future all the time (68% are at least some of the time). 3% say they are 

depressed all the time (34% at least some of the time). There is a slightly larger percentage of 

learners depressed all the time in Grade 12 than in Grade 8 (5% against 2%), but at the same 

time the percentage of learners who are hopeful all the time is also higher in Grade 12 (37% 

against 17%). These figures confirm what is already widely recognised, namely that Grade 12 

learners require rather strong psycho-social support.  
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Alcohol and drug abuse is often put forward as evidence of emotional ill health and as a factor 

leading to poor learning. NIDS indicates that the percentage of male learners who say they 

have tried alcohol increases steadily from a low 5% in Grade 8 to 35% in Grade 12. The 

corresponding figures for female learners are lower: 2% and 12%. However, only 1% of 

secondary learners say they drink alcohol every week. Where they do the number of drinks 

may be very high as reflected by an average of 18 drinks a week (but this is based on just 24 

responses in the dataset). The 2009 GHS indicates that 1.4% of secondary learners suffer from 

alcohol or drug abuse, with the value varying little by gender or across grades.  

A multivariate logit model was constructed to examine what factors appear prominently 

associated with having dropped out between 2007 and 2008 in the NIDS dataset. Explanatory 

factors tested included gender, level of income, level of poverty, having had a child (in the 

case of females), whether one’s geographical area was rural or urban and formal or informal 

and, finally, one’s score in the NIDS numeracy test. The poor explanatory power of the model 

(pseudo R
2
 of just 0.054) makes it not worth reproducing in the report. The only statistically 

significant explanatory variable was having had a child. That this variable should appear more 

significant than academic performance (in the numeracy test) and household income is telling 

and underlines the importance of dealing adequately with the question of learner pregnancy in 

the education policies.   

6 Subjects, standards, grade repetition and qualifications 

6.1 Grade-on-grade performance improvements 

The 2008 National Income Dynamics Study (NIDS) dataset includes results from a 

mathematics test taken by respondents who were present during the fieldworker visit and who 

were willing to take the test. As explained by Van Broekhuizen and Von Fintel (2010), the 

taking of the NIDS mathematics test was far from random and involved several selection 

effects. What is important for the analysis that follows is that students were far more likely to 

take the test than non-students. The NIDS test was in fact four mathematics tests at different 

levels of difficulty. The test taken depended on the highest grade at which one had studied 

mathematics. The cut-offs were set at Grades 4, 7 and 10 meaning, for instance, that if 

someone’s highest or present grade was Grade 4 or lower, the first (easiest) test would be 

taken. If someone’s highest or present grade was in the range Grade 5 to 7, the second test 

would be taken. The range Grade 8 to 10 meant the third test would be taken and the range 

Grade 11 and above meant the fourth test would be taken. It is important to bear in mind that 

the grade considered was the highest grade at which mathematics was taken. During the years 

immediately prior to the 2008 NIDS survey, specifically during 2005 to 2007, a rule in the 

national curriculum was phased in whereby all learners in Grades 10 to 12 would have to take 

either mathematics or mathematical literacy. Before this, it was possible to do neither of these 

subjects in these three grades. Mathematics has always been compulsory in Grades 1 to 9, 

however. The NIDS test did not clarify whether mathematical literacy should be counted as 

mathematics in determining which test to take. The data suggest that many respondents did in 

fact not consider mathematical literacy to be mathematics in the NIDS process.  

The presence of the mathematics test in NIDS provides opportunities for probing the degree 

to which schooling makes a difference to mathematical knowledge and the benefits of this 

knowledge, which can to some degree be considered a proxy for cognitive skills in general, in 

the labour market. Both the relationship between schooling and mathematical knowledge and 

the relationship between mathematical knowledge and success in the labour market are 

examined in this section. The overall objective, however, is to evaluate what the evidence 

suggests to policymakers about qualitative changes needed in schooling (keeping in mind that 

the previous sections have dealt largely with the more quantitative matters of, for instance, 

grade attainment).  
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The youngest age at which a substantial proportion of household members took the test was 

12. Those aged 17 had the highest test participation rate, at 46%. Of those aged 12 to 20, 41% 

took the test, of those aged 21 to 30, 28% took the test and of those aged 31 to 40, 19% took 

the test. Clearly, participation diminished with age. The number of respondents for whom test 

results and other data needed for the various analyses that follow was 4,351. Results must 

obviously be interpreted cautiously, both due to the smallness of the sample (different 

analyses require different sub-sets of the 4,351 test-takers) and selection effects. Moreover, 

the shortness of the test means that the ability of results to discriminate between respondents 

is not great. Each tests, regardless of level, consisted of 15 multiple-choice questions, with 

each question carrying four options. This means that random guessing will tend to result in a 

percentage correct score of 25% (or in being correct in an average of 3.75 of the 15 

questions). As will be seen below, in many secondary school learners obtained scores only 

slightly above the 25% threshold, suggesting that they in fact were able to master only one or 

two of the 15 questions.  

The scores from the four tests were used by the NIDS team to produce one normalised score 

that took into account the different levels of difficultly of the tests and thus should make it 

possible, at least in theory, to compare the mathematics knowledge of respondents who wrote 

different tests. How the four sets of test scores relate to the normalised score is examined 

below. First, however, some basic analysis of the scores in just the third test are presented to 

paint an initial picture. The third test, which would be written by learners whose highest 

mathematics grade was in the range Grade 8 to 10, provides the largest number of 

observations if one’s focus is on understanding the performance of learners in the secondary 

grades. By focussing on just one test the question of the reliability of the normalised score 

based on all four tests is avoided.  

What is immediately striking when the scores from the third test are examined against the 

current enrolment of respondents is, firstly, how low the scores are and, secondly, how little 

they improve from one grade to the next. The average number of correct questions for 

learners currently enrolled in Grades 8, 9, 10, 11 and 12 was 4.1, 4.1, 4.3, 4.9 and 4.8. This is 

indeed only slightly above the 3.75 random guessing threshold, for all five grades. These 

averages are based on the data of 743 learners of whom at least 116 are in each of Grades 8 to 

11 (there were only 52 test-takers in Grade 12). The sample is small and in Grades 10 to 12 

would cover mainly those learners who were not good at mathematics. This is why they did 

not proceed beyond Grade 10 (and in all likelihood beyond Grade 9 given that mathematics 

proper is only compulsory to the end of Grade 9). Yet even if the average scores referred to 

above are considered a rough indication of the situation, the problem of insufficient progress 

in cognitive skills from one grade to the next seems confirmed. One should bear in mind that 

Grades 8 and 9 learners are all required to take mathematics, so grade-on-grade improvements 

can be expected from Grades 8 to 10 (NIDS 2008 occurred in the first half of 2008 so even 

Grade 10 learners who dropped mathematics should have had the benefit of additional Grade 

9 schooling in mathematics).  

Table 6 below provides a view of a selection of questions from the third test. The two 

questions learners did best in, questions 4 and 7, and the two they fared worst in, questions 1 

and 9, are shown. Clearly, for the latter two questions the percentage correct statistics are 

below the random guessing threshold of 25% for all grades. Only in the case of question 4 and 

one more question not shown in Table 6 was the percentage correct statistic consistently 

better the higher the grade in the range Grades 8 to 11. For nine of the 15 questions the 

percentage correct statistics per grade yielded the expected positive least squares trendline. 

Yet even where improvements by grade existed, they tended to be weak. In an analysis which 

considered the top quintile of performers in each grade separately, the grade-on-grade 

improvement was virtually the same as for the sample as a whole. This rather surprising result 

suggests that even better performing learners (who tend to be from better performing schools) 

have difficulty improving their mathematics from one grade to the next.  
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Table 6 suggests that not only do learners have problems in mathematics, they experience 

problems taking tests of any kind and specifically they are unable to understand written test 

questions as one might expect. In this regard, question 7, which only 50% of learners got 

correct, is telling. If one can assume that over half of learners are able to tell the time on a 

digital interface (this assumption seems to be a reasonable one), then many learners failed to 

select the correct option because they were unfamiliar with tests generally or multiple-choice 

tests specifically, or had problems understanding the question.  

Table 6: Percentage correct responses to individual test items by grade 

Test question 8 9 10 11 12 8 to 
12 

 

72 75 83 89 91 81 

 

49 45 47 69 45 50 

 

21 20 19 19 17 19 

 

8 10 9 15 14 11 

 

There is generally little data that is comparable across countries and that reflects performance 

of learners in different grades. Such data can potentially measure the schooling system’s 

ability to add value to the learning process in each grade. Data from the OECD’s Programme 

for International Student Assessment (PISA) do however provide an opportunity to gain a 

picture of grade-on-grade improvement in mathematics at the secondary school level in a few 
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other countries. Instead of focussing on a specific grade, PISA focuses on 15 year old youths, 

regardless of their grade. The performance of test-takers in different grades can therefore be 

compared. Figure 16 illustrates the comparison using a statistic that ought not to be relatively 

insensitive to whether the PISA test or South Africa’s NIDS test was used. In the case of 

PISA, 2003 test scores were used. The vertical axis refers to the intraclass correlation 

coefficient where grade is the class. The statistic indicates the percentage of the variation 

between learner scores attributable to being in the next as opposed to some other factor such 

as the learner’s innate ability and the social disadvantage experienced by the learner. To 

illustrate, if we consider the South African test-takers from Grades 10 and 11 as a set and 

calculate the intraclass correlation coefficient, specifying grade as the differentiator (or class), 

then it is found that being in Grade 11, as opposed to Grade 10, accounts for 5% of the 

variation of the scores within the set of learners. A similar analysis of the set of Grades 9 and 

10 learners reveals that 0% of the variation is explained by being in the next grade. The set of 

Grades 8 to 9 learners is excluded from the analysis because the average test score in Grade 9 

was lower than that in Grade 8. Turning to the PISA countries, ten sets of learners, where 

each set spans two grades, are illustrated. Where a specific country is excluded at a specific 

grade, this is always due to an insufficient number of observations (as PISA tests only 15 year 

olds the distribution within one country will be concentrated across two or at most three 

grades). As explained in Appendix E, in order to minimise bias associated with grade 

repetition, sets of PISA learners with similar grade repetition histories were analysed.  

Figure 16: Cross-country comparison of grade-on-grade progress 

 
Source: National Income Dynamics Study 2008 for South Africa. PISA 2003 
dataset for other countries (available at 
http://www.oecd.org/document/0/0,3343,en_32252351_32236173_3369414
4_1_1_1_1,00.html).     
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Figure 16 suggests that by international standards grade-on-grade progress in mathematics in 

South Africa is below what it should be. It is significant that even Brazil, a country with 

levels of social and income inequality similar to those in South Africa, should display higher 

statistics than South Africa (the greater the levels of social inequality in a country, the more 

the variation in scores would be explained by these inequalities, and the less the variation 

would be explained by being in the next grade).  

Figure 17 illustrates the test score picture with respect to learners enrolled in Grades 6 to 12. 

The values along the vertical axis are the normalised test scores calculated by the NIDS team. 

A point was only included in the graph if at least 50 learners had results. This explains why 

only tests 2, 3 and 4 are reflected, and not test 1 (the easiest test, which was written mainly by 

younger learners). This also explains why no point beyond Grade 12 is reflected. Students 

enrolled in higher education who also took a test came to fewer than 50. This is unfortunate, 

as it would have been useful to compare the value added by being in higher education, to the 

value added to being in a higher grade within school. The total number of Grades 6 to 12 

learners who took a test was 606 for test 2, 763 for test 3 and 319 for test 4. The number of 

learners in these grades with a normalised test score was 1,818 (this figure includes a few 

takers of test 1). The general pattern displayed in the graph is of an increase in test score by 

grade, with an abnormal dip appearing for Grade 9. The sample is so small, and selection 

effects strong, that no meaningful policy information can be read into the Grade 9 dip. What 

is telling, however, is that the overall picture of poor grade-on-grade improvements is 

confirmed. One should bear in mind the small differences referred to above. As mentioned 

earlier, the test 3 curve in Figure 17 in fact ranges from 4.1 questions correct to 4.9 questions 

correct. Considering the test consisted of 15 questions, this range is remarkably narrow. The 

hypothesis that accountability pressures linked to the Grade 12 national examinations would 

cause a surge in performance between, say, Grade 11 and Grade 12, is clearly not supported 

by the evidence presented here, as compelling as this hypothesis may seem
9
.   

Figure 17: Mathematics scores amongst the enrolled 

 
Source: National Income Dynamics Study 2008.    

 

                                                      
9
 See for instance Hanushek and Woessman (2009: 13).  



31 

 

6.2 School performance and the labour market 

Even though the data do not allow us to compare the test scores of school learners with post-

school students, they do allow us to compare the scores of those with and without post-school 

education amongst non-students. In the following graph the unconditional columns reveal a 

picture for the schooling system that is similar to what was seen in the previous graph. The 

zero point on the vertical axis in Figure 18 is the average test score for non-students with less 

than Grade 6. The difference between Grade 8 and Grade 12 is small, around 0.2 normalised 

score points in both graphs, or a grade-on-grade increase of around 0.05 points. In contrast, 

the difference between the scores of non-students with Grade 12 and those with around one 

year of post-school education is relatively large, around 0.2 points. The difference of almost 

1.0 between Grade 12 and fifteen years of education, or three years of post-school education, 

is even larger. This difference translates into about 0.3 points per year. As with most of these 

kinds of analyses in South Africa, there is a fair degree of guessing in the translation of 

response values to years of education. Specifically, 13 years of education is mainly 

represented by Grade 12 plus a certificate, whilst 15 years of education is mainly represented 

by a bachelors degree. Even if it were possible to tighten up this aspect of the analysis, it 

seems unlikely that the overriding conclusion would change, namely that a year of schooling 

adds less to one’s level of mathematical skills than a year of post-school education. Whether 

this pattern in South Africa is unusual could be not be established as similar analyses from 

other countries were not found.  

Figure 18: Mathematics scores amongst the non-enrolled 

 
Source: National Income Dynamics Study 2008. 
Note: Grade 9 values are excluded due to insufficient statistical significance. 
Where age is used as a conditioning variable, age 30 was assumed when the 
height of the column was calculated.   

 

We now turn to the conditional columns in Figure 18. The underlying regression analysis is 

described in Appendix F. Age is often considered a proxy for work experience, which could 

translate into better test results. Indeed, when the analysis is made conditional on age, the 

differences across the columns are smaller, though the very large score increase associated 

with having a degree remains evident. However, it is the analysis that is conditional on age, 

race and parent’s level of education that provides what is in many senses the truest picture. 
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When all these factors are controlled for, it is only having a degree which makes a difference 

to one’s mathematical abilities.  

Appendix F, Table 20, provides the results of an earnings function analysis in which the 

impact of various educational and non-educational factors on labour market earnings are 

explored. The analysis uses the NIDS dataset. Figure 19 below summarises the findings. Each 

bar illustrates the additional monthly ‘take-home’ earnings associated with the factor in 

question. The point of departure is a monthly wage of R3,041, which is the mean value across 

the wage earners in the analysis
10

. Clearly, education beyond Grade 12 is associated with 

considerable earnings benefits. In particular, 14 years of education (Grade 12 plus a diploma) 

and 15 years of education are associated with additions to one’s monthly income of around 

R8,000 and R14,000 respectively (this is relative to having less than a Grade 8 level of 

attainment). However, even having completed Grade 12 is associated with noticeable benefits, 

especially if one considers that this factor is larger than either being white or being male, 

factors that are widely considered to still play an important role in the labour market. To a 

considerable degree the Grade 12 labour market benefits would be linked to the fact that the 

Grade 12 examinations lead to the only widely recognised qualification in the schooling 

system (and a qualification which, according to previous analysis in this report, 60% of 

youths do not obtain). The additional earnings associated with a score in the mathematics test 

that is one standard deviation higher are small, at R432, though one standard deviation 

translates into an improvement of just two additional questions correct (out of the 15). It is 

thus conceivable that an improvement from five questions correct (the average for a learner 

enrolled in Grade 12) to 15 correct would be associated with five times this monetary benefit, 

or R2,160 (even this, however, would not represent a remarkable improvement when 

compared to the other bars in Figure 19). The magnitude of the impact of the mathematics test 

score on earnings is in fact similar to what has been found in comparable models run on data 

from other countries
11

.  

Around half of income earners responded that they were able to write ‘very well’ in English. 

This characteristic is associated with an increase of R513 in monthly earnings. A similar 

increase is associated with having taken mathematics in Grade 12, something which 17% of 

income earners did. What is especially noteworthy is the relatively strong association between 

being computer literate, specifically saying one is ‘highly literate’ or masters ‘basic use’, and 

income (one-third of income earners considered themselves computer literate according to 

these criteria). The monthly increase associated with this characteristic is R1,758. These 

associations are not necessarily a reflection of pre-employment education influencing 

employment earnings. Skills such as computer literacy are acquired during employment too. 

Yet the statistics are telling for education policymakers even insofar as they point towards the 

skills valued in the labour market. In particular, the fact that only half of income earners 

considered themselves able to write ‘very well’ in English points to a clear need for 

improvements in this language in schools. If one focuses on all adults aged 20 to 29, 

regardless of employment status, then 50% of respondents considered they were able to write 

‘very well’ in English but 10% said they did this ‘not well’ and 5% responded ‘not at all’. 

Moreover, promoting computer skills in schools carries clear labour market advantages. Of all 

adults aged 20 to 29, only 31% considered themselves computer literate using the criteria 

mentioned previously. 

                                                      
10

 Because the model used the natural log of income, and not the raw income value, as the dependent 

variable, it is necessary to have an explicit point of departure when calculating the difference made by 

the various explanatory factors.  
11

 See for instance Hanushek and Zhang (2009: 131).  
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Figure 19: Effects of educational variables on monthly income  

 
Source: National Income Dynamics Study 2008. 
Note: See Appendix F, Table 20, for details on the model underlying the 
values used for this graph. Model D in Table 20 was used for all values except 
for the maths test score value, for which Model C was used.    

 

A model predicting one’s probability of being employed was also constructed (see Table 21 in 

Appendix F). This model resulted in findings similar to the ones discussed above in relation to 

the earnings function. The employment model confirms the importance of computer literacy, 

which is associated with a 7 percentage point improvement one’s probability of being 

employed. A one standard deviation improvement in one’s mathematics test score is 

associated with a 3 percentage point improvement in one’s probability of being employed. 

However, writing English well and having done mathematics in Grade 12 were not found to 

be associated with being employed (even if these characteristics are associated with better 

earnings once one has a job).  

6.3 Grade repetition 

The NIDS 2008 data in combination with the 2009 General Household Survey (GHS) data 

make it possible to take a major step forward when it comes to information on grade 

repetition in South African schools. Both data sources include information on what grade is 

being repeated in the current year. Such information has not been available in any previous 

nationally representative South African household dataset
12

. It is widely recognised that 

household data offer distinct advantages over school census data with respect to grade 

repetition information given that the latter source is highly susceptible to measurement 

problems and deliberate under-statement of grade repetition. Figure 20 reflects the percentage 

of learners repeating their current grade according to NIDS 2008 and the 2009 GHS. Both 

curves include both public and non-public schools. Table 16 in Appendix D provides the 

underlying values. The most noteworthy deviations between the two sources are, firstly, that 

Grade 1 repetition appears to be considerably higher in the NIDS dataset and, secondly, that 

between Grades 4 and 9 the NIDS values are 2 to 4 percentage points lower than the GHS 

values. From the secondary school policy perspective, what stands out is the exceptionally 

high level of grade repetition in Grades 10 and 11. Both data sources point to the existence of 

this phenomenon. A key explanation is probably that as learners approach the Grade 12 

examination, which is the first point at which high stakes accountability pressure is brought to 

bear on schools, teachers raise standards above what learners have been accustomed to, 

                                                      
12

 One household dataset that does include this information but has not been widely available is a the 

2004 HSRC Client Survey dataset, which is based on relatively small sample of around 5,700 

households. 



34 

 

resulting in a holding back of learners in Grades 10 and 11. This would have the dual effect of 

reinforcing preparation for the Grade 12 examinations, through repetition, and discouraging 

learners with low scores from continuing with their schooling. One solution to this problem 

would obviously be to strengthen teaching and learning practices, as well as accountability 

mechanisms, in earlier grades, so that the pressures seen in Grades 10 and 11 could be spread 

out more evenly across the grades.  

Figure 20: Grade repetition in NIDS and GHS 

 
Source: National Income Dynamics Study 2008; General Household Survey 
2009.  

 

An attempt was made to test, at the national level using the NIDS dataset, the Lam, Ardington 

and Leibbrandt (2008) findings regarding grade repetition. These findings point to 

weaknesses in historically African schools, in the Cape Town area, when it comes to 

promoting and repeating the right learners. Specifically, it is suggested that schools-based 

assessments are not sufficiently precise in these schools to ensure that learners who really 

need to repeat are in fact the learners who are made to repeat. A logit model (see Table 17 in 

Appendix D) finds weak support for this hypothesis, though the results are not conclusive 

enough to draw firm policy conclusions.  

6.4 Grade 12 subject combinations 

Learner records from the 2009 National Senior Certificate database were made available in 

order to investigate specific policy issues, in particular the extent to which Grade 12 learners 

could be failing to obtain the NSC simply due to inappropriate subject choices. Before an 

analysis in this regard is discussed, some general information on subject choices is presented. 

The following two tables (and several tables within Appendix G) are based on a set of 

528,986 learners. These are learners in public schools who sat for seven or (rarely) eight 

subjects. Generally two subjects were language subjects and five subjects were non-language 

subjects. Life orientation was a compulsory non-language subject for all learners. One of the 

non-language subjects had to be mathematics or mathematical literacy. If one considers just 

those learners who had four non-language subjects other than life orientation there were 

altogether 3,490 different combinations of these four non-language subjects, though as the 

following table indicates, 58% of learners took one of the ten most common combinations. A 

quarter of learners took the two most common combinations, which are (1) mathematics, 

geography, physical science, life sciences and (2) mathematical literacy, accounting, business 

studies, economics (all the four-letter subject codes are explained in Table 25 in Appendix G). 
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What is noteworthy is how subject variety decreases the poorer the quintile. In quintile 5, 28% 

of learners took the ten nationally most common combinations. The figure rises steadily to 

70% in the case of quintile 1. An alternative way of demonstrating this inequality is to count 

the quantity of the overall 3,490 combinations appearing within each quintile. The figures 

from quintile 1 to quintile 5 are:  788, 597, 1135, 1371, 2838. Within quintile 5 there are three 

times as many subject combinations as within quintile 1.   

Table 7: Cumulative participation in most common non-language combinations 

 Quintile 
1 

Quintile 
2 

Quintile 
3 

Quintile 
4 

Quintile 
5 

Overall 

MATH + GEOG + PHSC + LFSC 15 17 15 14 8 14 
MLIT + ACCN + BSTD + ECON 27 30 28 25 13 25 
MATH + ACCN + BSTD + ECON 38 41 39 34 17 34 
MATH + PHSC + LFSC + AGRS 50 51 47 37 18 42 
MLIT + HIST + GEOG + LFSC 57 57 52 42 20 47 
MLIT + GEOG + LFSC + AGRS 61 61 55 43 21 49 
MATH + PHSC + LFSC + ACCN 62 63 58 46 25 52 
MLIT + HIST + GEOG + TRSM 64 65 60 49 25 54 
MATH + PHSC + LFSC + CATN 66 67 62 51 28 56 
MLIT + HIST + GEOG + AGRS 70 69 64 52 28 58 
Other combinations 100 100 100 100 100 100 

 Note: The combinations are sorted from most to less common (at the overall level). The raw numbers 
behind the percentages appear in Table 22 in Appendix G. 

 

What are the less usual subjects that more advantaged learners have better access to? Table 23 

provides a picture of the situation with reference to all the non-language subjects listed in the 

official curriculum for the Further Education and Training band (Grades 10 to 12)
13

. Clearly 

subjects requiring specialised equipment and possibly smaller classes are much less accessible 

to the poor. For instance, only 9% of examination candidates in visual arts are from quintiles 

1 and 2, which together comprise 40% of all candidates. On the other hand, 58% of learners in 

this subject are from quintile 5, which comprises less than 20% of all candidates
14

. Apart from 

visual arts, the following subjects are all characterised by over 40% of learners being from 

quintile 1 and fewer than 20% being from quintiles 1 and 2 combined: design, information 

technology, computer applications technology, engineering graphics and design, hospitality 

studies. The situation is still inequitable, though slightly less so, in the following subjects: 

dance studies, music, mechanical technology and civil technology. Given how low the overall 

enrolment is in nearly all of these subjects, the notable exception being computer applications 

technology, the solution appears to lie in expanding the presence of all these subjects above 

all across quintiles 1 to 4. The largest part of the challenge would arguably be to increase the 

number of teachers able to teach these subjects. It is noteworthy that many of the FET schools 

subjects have a vocational orientation. In fact, the list of subjects in Table 8 appears to negate 

the commonly held view that equates FET in schools with general education and FET in the 

colleges (which follows a different curriculum) with vocational education. The curriculum in 

schools allows for a considerable vocational focus, in particular if the smaller subjects can be 

expanded across the full range of schools.  

                                                      
13

 Government Notice 1407 of 2003. 
14

 There are many reasons why each quintile does not comprise exactly 20% of all learners. For 

instance, the method for determining quintiles is based on household data and not enrolment data and 

the figures in Table 8 exclude independent school enrolment (this is high among the relatively rich).   
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Table 8: Individual subject participation across quintiles 

 
Quintile 

1 
Quintile 

2 
Quintile 

3 
Quintile 

4 
Quintile 

5 Overall Learners 

Dance Studies 6 14 18 22 39 100 330 
Music 11 11 16 18 44 100 1,291 
Visual Arts 5 4 15 17 58 100 6,116 
Dramatic Arts 13 7 23 31 26 100 5,460 
Design 6 3 11 19 62 100 2,250 
History 28 17 25 18 12 100 84,030 
Geography 26 18 26 17 12 100 199,725 
Mathematics 24 16 24 18 17 100 269,697 
Mathematical Literacy 24 16 25 18 17 100 259,260 
Physical Science 24 16 25 18 17 100 205,368 
Life Sciences 26 17 25 17 15 100 277,569 
Information Technology 9 4 13 20 54 100 5,528 
Computer Applications 
Technology 

10 10 15 19 46 100 46,847 

Agricultural Sciences 40 21 27 8 4 100 84,818 
Accounting 23 16 26 19 16 100 162,426 
Business Studies 23 15 25 18 19 100 190,601 
Economics 26 18 27 18 10 100 142,446 
Mechanical Technology 7 7 19 32 35 100 6,842 
Electrical Technology 12 9 23 26 29 100 6,197 
Engineering Graphics 
and Design 

9 7 19 25 41 100 24,715 

Tourism 21 12 24 22 21 100 67,865 
Hospitality Studies 10 10 19 21 40 100 10,065 
Consumer Studies 15 14 21 20 30 100 31,083 
Civil Technology 9 8 19 27 37 100 9,334 
Religion Studies 25 12 27 28 8 100 1,621 

Overall 24 16 25 18 17 100 528,986 

Note: The first six data columns refer to percentages of learners.  

 

A table like the above but with a breakdown by province (see Table 25 in Appendix G) 

reveals a few notable patterns. Dance studies and music are particularly concentrated in 

Western Cape. Some 63% of dance studies learners are in this province, whilst the figure for 

music is 30%. Clearly there is a need to develop these two subjects in the rest of the country. 

Design is highly concentrated in Gauteng and Western Cape, which together account for 79% 

of all examination candidates. The tendency to take mathematical literacy as opposed to 

mathematics is particularly strong in Northern Cape, which could be an indication of the 

weakness of mathematics in this province, or possibly more appropriate subject choices being 

made (the analysis discussed below will show that many learners who should take 

mathematical literacy take mathematics instead). Computer applications technology has a 

strong presence in Gauteng and Western Cape, but also, perhaps surprisingly, in Northern 

Cape and Free State. The other five provinces appear to have too few enrolments in this 

subject. As one might expect, the general pattern is for agricultural sciences to be strong in 

more rural provinces, such as Limpopo and Mpumalanga, and weak in more urban provinces, 

such as Gauteng and Western Cape. Breaking this pattern however, is a relatively weak 

presence of agricultural sciences in Free State, despite the large agriculture sector in this 

province. Mechanical technology and electrical technology stand out as being particularly 

poorly represented in Eastern Cape, Mpumalanga and Limpopo. Tourism and hospitality 

studies seem poorly represented in Limpopo and North West, especially given the strength of 

the tourism industry in these provinces.  

Education analysts have long suspected that inappropriate subject selection in Grade 10, the 

grade in which the FET curriculum begins for learners, lies behind some of the poor Matric 

results, in particular within schools situated in less advantaged areas. The analysis that 

follows seems to confirm this suspicion.  
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Table 9 below provides the results of the analysis. A random sample of 5,000 examination 

candidates from 2009, all of whom were from public schools, were analysed through a 

computer program that tested, in the case of learners who did not obtain the NSC, what the 

outcome may have been had different Grade 12 non-language subjects been chosen
15

. Of the 

5,000 learners, 59% passed the examinations and obtained the NSC. This is close to the 

official pass percentage for all candidates of 60.6% (this figure includes independent school 

learners, who tend to perform better than public school learners). Of the 5,000 learners, 2% 

failed to obtain the NSC because they did not obtain 40% in their first language. Remedying 

the situation for these kinds of learners was not a consideration in the analysis. Rather, the 

analysis focussed on those learners who did not obtain the NSC, but might have had they 

switched from mathematics to the easier mathematical literacy, or if they had switched one of 

the three other non-language subjects (other than life orientation) to another non-language 

subject. Of those learners who passed their first language but did not obtain the NSC (38% of 

5,000 learners) the great majority were in schools where other non-language subjects existed 

that they could in theory switch to. The data did not permit for an explicit analysis of 

timetabling barriers, though implicitly this was taken into account through the avoidance of 

unusual combinations. In other words, it was assumed that if another non-language subject 

was taken by another examination candidate in the school, then a switch to that subject was 

possible and a hypothetical score for the subject was estimated if the data permitted this 

(meaning if the outcome would not be a highly unusual combination). Only 1% of learners (or 

50 learners in the 5,000 sample) found themselves in a situation where there were no subjects 

to which they could switch in the school. It was found that 1,894 of the 5,000 learners (or 

15% of the learners) could have obtained the NSC they failed to obtain if they had switched 

from one non-language subject to another one available within the school. This implies that 

the pass rate of 59% could have risen by 15 percentage points, to 74%, had different non-

language subject combinations been taken. This is obviously a very large difference. The 

analysis clearly has a diverse range of important policy implications, though important 

limitations to the analysis described below need to be taken into account.  

  

 

                                                      
15

 The program, in Stata, can be obtained from the author of the report (see e-mail address on the first 

page). The program can be used for any sample size or for all learners in the database. The advantage 

with a sample is that the time that the program needs to run is reduced. A random sample of 5,000 

learners (not clustered by school) is large enough to yield results that for the purposes of this study will 

be virtually identical to the results one would obtain if all learners were analysed.  
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Table 9: Results of a subject switching analysis on a random sample of learners 

  

Quintile 
1 

Quintile 
2 

Quintile 
3 

Quintile 
4 

Quintile 
5 

Overall 

Randomly selected learners analysed 1,144 801 1,267 944 844 5,000 

Learners not passing (%) 53 47 43 39 16 41 
Learners who did not pass due to home language problems (%) 1 2 2 3 2 2 
Non-passing learners without home language problems who had subjects within the school they could 
switch to (%) 

51 43 41 36 14 38 

Non-passing learners without home language problems who had NO subjects within the school they 
could switch to (%) 

1 1 0 0 0 1 

Non-passing learners without home language problems who had subjects within the school they could 
switch to and for which estimates of alternative scores were possible (%) 

51 43 40 36 14 38 

Non-passing learners for whom alternative scores could be calculated who were found to pass 17 17 16 15 6 15 

Note: All percentages refer to a part of the randomly selected learners referred to in the first row.  
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Table 10: Most common subject switches resulting in a new overall Grade 12 pass 

Switch from... Switch to... 
Quintile 

1 
Quintile 

2 
Quintile 

3 
Quintile 

4 
Quintile 

5 
Overall 

Mathematics Mathematical 
Literacy 

24 24 24 24 20 24 

Physical Science Business Studies 9 11 13 14 16 12 
Physical Science Accounting 7 9 8 11 13 9 
Physical Science History 7 9 9 9 6 8 
Physical Science Geography 7 7 7 4 4 6 
Physical Science Agricultural 

Sciences 
5 5 3 2 0 4 

Accounting History 3 1 4 1 1 2 
Accounting Geography 2 2 3 1 2 2 
Economics Geography 2 2 2 1 1 2 
Business Studies Tourism 2 1 2 1 3 2 
Economics History 2 1 1 1 0 1 
Economics Tourism 1 1 1 2 2 1 
Agricultural 
Sciences 

Business Studies 2 1 1 1 0 1 

Accounting Tourism 1 1 2 1 3 1 
Agricultural 
Sciences 

History 2 1 0 1 0 1 

Life Sciences Economics 1 1 1 1 2 1 
Agricultural 
Sciences 

Economics 2 1 1 1 0 1 

Geography History 1 1 1 1 2 1 
Economics Consumer Studies 1 0 1 1 2 1 
Economics Life Sciences 1 2 1 0 0 1 

Other switches 
 

17 20 15 21 25 19 

Total of the above 
 

100 100 100 100 100 100 

Total 
 

486 360 507 392 126 1,871 

Note: Total values refer to the number of subject switches which were found in the analysis to assure an 
overall Grade 12 pass for a student who had not passed. All other values are percentages of the total 
value within a particular column. The table breaks down the 20 most common switches, sorted from 
most to less common (in the overall column). The total of 1,871 subject switches are distributed across 
725 learners, meaning that on average there were 2.6 possible beneficial subject switches per learner.   

 

The above table sums up what the most common workable subject-to-subject switches were. 

The mathematics to mathematical literacy switch accounted for around a quarter of workable 

switches. Moreover, this was a workable switch for 444 or 61% of the 725 learners who, 

according to the analysis, moved from having an overall fail to an overall pass. Importantly, 

this does not necessarily mean that 61% of the learners in question should switch from 

mathematics to mathematical literacy. Many of these learners could instead make another 

switch, which would also secure the learner a Grade 12 pass. A full 39% of the successful 

switches involved a switch from physical science to another subject. Here it is important to 

bear in mind that the 2009 situation is said to have been exceptional due to a particularly 

difficult physical science examination paper, which caused the physical science pass rate to 

decline from 55% to 37% between 2008 and 2009
16

. The need for an exodus from physical 

science would presumably not appear as strong if data from a year other than 2009 were used. 

One may ask how it is possible for a switch from life sciences to economics and from 

economics to life sciences to both be beneficial (see Table 10). The explanation lies in the fact 

that better economics results may appear in conjunction with certain other non-language 

subjects and that better life sciences results may be associated with different combinations of 

other subjects. Put differently, some learners may be better suited for economics, whilst others 

may be better suited for life sciences. The reader is referred to the explanation, in Appendix 

G, of how ordinary least squares regression models were used to provide estimates of scores 

learners could be expected to obtain in subjects that they did in reality not take.  

                                                      
16

 See DBE (2010a: 109). Importantly, statistics on p. 55 of the report should not be used as these are 

erroneous (this was confirmed with the DBE analysts concerned).   
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The findings of the analysis are so significant from a policy perspective that they call for 

some interrogation. Firstly, what reasons may there be for considering the 15 percentage point 

improvement in the overall pass rate referred to above as an over-estimate? 

 Learners are left with insufficient time to deal with all subjects. It seems very possible 

that there is a general pattern whereby learners have insufficient time to study adequately 

for all subjects and end up neglecting one or two subjects. In that case, replacing a 

neglected subject with another subject may not solve the problem as without enough time 

the learner would continue to neglect, and not pass, one or two subjects. The analysis that 

is described above carries the implicit assumption that learners do the best they can in all 

the subjects they take and that the principal barrier is the ability of learners, not an 

insufficient level of effort (and an unequal spread of the effort across subjects).  

 It is not possible in reality to predict with certainty which combinations are optimal. 

Clearly it is impossible to know beforehand, in the case of learners who are struggling, 

the subjects that will optimise the probability of obtaining one’s Matric. However, more 

certainty could be introduced if there were better systems of assessment of subjects before 

Grade 12, in particular within Grade 9 given that the choice of FET subjects must be 

made upon entering Grade 10.  

 The 2009 physical science problems distort the picture. Given the exceptional situation 

with respect to physical science in 2009, the 15% improvement described here includes a 

degree of compensation for this situation to deal with learners who failed to obtain the 

NSC because of their physical science results. For this reason it would be useful to repeat 

the analysis using examination data from a less problematic year.  

 Timetabling restraints within schools limit switching opportunities. Whilst the 

analysis avoids switches towards unusual subject combinations (see Appendix G for the 

details), it is likely that many timetabling constraints, which to some extent would be 

specific to individual schools, have not been respected within this analysis.  

What reasons may exist for considering the 15% an under-estimate? 

 In reality switches to unusual combinations are possible. Clearly some switches to 

unusual subject combinations which are not considered by the analysis, would in fact be 

possible. In particular, the analysis under-estimates the possibility of shifting towards 

subjects with low levels of overall enrolment such as design, even if these subjects are 

offered in the learner’s school.  

 In reality learners may not be limited to just the subjects in their school. The analysis 

assumes that the availability of subjects per school remains as it is. Clearly new 

opportunities can be created if more subjects are introduced into certain schools.  

 In reality learners may switch more than one non-language subject. Importantly, the 

analysis is limited to finding solutions in the form of one subject switch at a time. Thus a 

learner who needs six subjects altogether with a score of at least 30 according to the 

examination rules, and has only four subjects at this level, will not even be considered by 

the computer program as it does not simulate switching two subjects at once. The 

computer program will, however, consider learners with only five subjects with a score of 

at least 30 as in such a case switching one subject can result in an overall pass.  

 Language switching may widen the feasible options. The analysis considers only non-

language subject switches. Switches to or from a non-official language such as French are 

not considered and nor is a switch from, say, isiZulu home language to Sesotho home 

language.  
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Without further analysis of the dataset itself and of information from beyond the dataset, it is 

impossible to assess overall whether the analysis described above results in an inflated scope 

for improvement or not. However, it seems highly likely that the scope for improving 

performance in the Grade 12 examinations through better subject choices in the grades 

preceding Grade 12 is large. The matter is of course not a mechanistic one in the sense that 

optimising NSC passes is the only objective at play. There would be a strong aspirational 

element in the matter of subject choice, at the individual level but also at the system level. 

Individual learners may not wish to ‘downgrade’ their subject choices to reduce their risks of 

not obtaining the NSC, especially if changes would exclude certain higher education options. 

Even where a particular choice of subjects poses a high risk of overall failure a learner may be 

unwilling to change to a different combination due to high aspirations. To some degree this 

problem can be addressed through better assessment practices throughout the secondary 

school grades which provide a clearer picture to the learner of where his or her strengths and 

weaknesses lie. At the system level, it may seem politically and ideologically unacceptable to 

encourage learners from poorer areas, whose probability of obtaining the NSC is on average 

lower due to the negative impacts of socio-economic background, to switch to easier subjects, 

for instance mathematical literacy instead of mathematics. At the same time, as the analysis 

above has shown, poorer schools enjoy a narrower set of subject options and are thus forced 

to limit their choices. This is clearly unjust. To some extent the injustice would lie in the 

denial of opportunities for poorer learners to take subjects, such as consumer studies, which 

could improve their overall Grade 12 results (according to Table 10 consumer studies is a 

subject towards which some switching should occur and yet according to Table 8 this subject 

is disproportionally unavailable to poorer learners).  

Two policy solutions seem to stand out to deal with the problem of poor subject choice. As 

has been mentioned above, better assessment and, linked to this, subject and career 

counselling, would assist learners to make appropriate and realistic subject choices. Another 

solution is to use analyses such as the one described here to identify where exactly the subject 

choice problems lie and for provincial departments to advise schools on how to advise their 

learners. One extension of the analysis that could be undertaken fairly easily is to identify 

individual schools that are particularly poor at guiding learners towards the right subject 

combinations.  

7 Conclusion 

This conclusion focuses on the policy implications of the preceding analyses. The four policy 

rubrics introduced in section 2 are used.  

Firstly, what does the evidence presented in this paper suggest about ways of improving the 

general quality of education at the secondary level? To a fairly large extent the evidence adds 

weight to policy priorities that are already strong, for instance in the Minister of Basic 

Education’s delivery agreement with the President. The evidence thus confirms the 

correctness of these priorities and the importance of allocating sufficient effort and resources 

to them. The fact that grade-on-grade academic improvements at the secondary level are 

found to be below those in other similar countries and below what is achieved through a year 

of post-school education confirms the need and the feasibility of improving learning and 

teaching across all secondary grades. One way of achieving this is through better access to 

learning materials amongst learners. The finding that households consider a lack of books to 

surpass other problems in schools, is very telling. This finding both confirms that access to 

learning materials such as textbooks has indeed been under-prioritised in the past and that the 

current shift in policy towards solving this gap is correct. The data also confirm the 

fundamental importance of getting learners to become proficient in reading and writing in 

English, especially from an employment and earnings perspective. The fact that only around 

half of learner absenteeism should be attributable to poor health, with a further 10% 

attributable to a shortage of money, points towards considerable scope for increasing learning 
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time in schools through, for instance, advocacy campaigns aimed at parents. It is at the same 

time important to gain a clearer picture of why learners absent themselves from school, 

beyond what the current data allow us.  

Secondly, how and at what speed should secondary level school enrolments be increased? 

Previous findings that secondary level enrolments in South Africa are relatively high by 

international standards, are confirmed. This pattern holds even more true in 2009 than it did in 

2003 insofar as there has been substantial growth in enrolments in Grades 9 to 11. However if 

one focuses specifically on Grade 12 enrolments and the percentage of youths obtaining the 

Matric, then South Africa does not fare too well. South Africa’s level of enrolment in the last 

year of upper secondary schooling is more or less in line with what is found in similar 

developing countries. In other words, it is not exceptionally high. Moreover, the percentage of 

youths successfully completing secondary schooling, in other words obtaining the Matric in 

the case of South Africa, is a bit low by international standards. This statistic has stood at 

around 40% for several years. It could easily be argued that the figure should reach around 

50% in the near future. The interest currently in getting more learners to complete Grade 12 

successfully has been strong and this has manifested itself largely in substantial growth in the 

grades preceding Grade 12. However, it appears as if insufficient readiness amongst pre-

Grade 12 learners for the Matric examination has brought about substantial grade repetition in 

Grades 10 and 11 as well as high levels of dropping out of these grades, but hardly any 

change to the Matric numbers. The international comparison suggests that a key and 

immediate focus ought to be on ensuring that of the youths who currently get to Grade 12 

(around 60% of youths) a larger proportion get to pass the Grade 12 examinations (currently 

only around two-thirds of enrolled Grade 12 learners do). An argument can be made that more 

Grades 10 and 11 learners should make it through to Grade 12, yet the evidence suggests that 

this goal should be secondary to the primary goal of increasing the numbers of youths 

obtaining the Matric by around 25% over current levels. Put differently, if increasing 

enrolments in Grade 12 barely makes a difference to the number of successful Grade 12 

graduates, for instance because class size increases make teaching and learning conditions 

more difficult, then very little would have been gained from the change. An obvious question 

is what the equity implications are of an approach of largely focussing on improving 

graduation levels within the existing enrolment numbers for some years. The figures suggest 

that the approach is a clearly pro-poor one insofar as Grade 12 enrolments are fairly evenly 

spread across the socio-economic quintiles (the poor are not under-enrolled in Grade 12) yet 

Grade 12 pass rates differ markedly, from 47% in the poorest quintile to 84% in the least poor 

quintile (see Table 9). The policy challenge is thus to pay special attention to the factors that 

inhibit quality secondary schooling amongst the poorest. From a budgetary perspective, one 

argument against very large enrolment increases in secondary schools in the near future is that 

the international evidence points rather clearly to the need for substantial growth in post-

school educational enrolments, both in the vocational training and university sectors. As 

argued above, the gap in enrolments above the school level could be as high as 300,000. 

Closing this gap is clearly costly. In such a context a large and simultaneous expansion in the 

secondary schooling sector may not be justified or affordable. Importantly, the 

recommendations made here with respect to secondary school enrolments and graduation 

rates relate largely to the medium term. In the long term, higher levels of upper secondary 

school completion should be aimed for, though in this regard it is useful to bear in mind that 

even amongst rich countries completing twelve years of education is far from universal.  

Thirdly, what does the evidence suggest about possible changes to the systems that offer 

youths educational qualifications? It is significant that, as explained above, around 60% of 

youths end up with no national or widely recognised educational qualification, despite 

spending a relatively high number of years in education (according to the international 

comparisons). The centrality of the Matric is also significant. Only around 1% of youths find 

themselves in the situation where they do not hold a Matric but do hold another widely 

recognised qualification. The advantage with educational qualifications is that they empower 
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youths when attempting to enter employment or a post-school educational institution. But 

beyond this benefit, the examinations and assessments underlying educational qualifications 

assist in promoting accountability and a focus on standards within the education system. An 

obvious question is what the costs and benefits would be of introducing one or more national 

qualifications in the schooling system below the Grade 12 level in order to improve the focus 

on educational quality in earlier grades but also to improve the ‘educational currency’ of 

school-leavers who do not obtain the Matric. A renewed focus on the Grade 9 General 

Education Certificate, an issue which has remained on the policy ‘back-burner’ for many 

years, seems justified. In fact, the current introduction of national assessments in Grades 3, 6 

and 9 represent an important step towards greater accountability in Grade 9, even if currently 

it is not envisaged that the new Grade 9 assessments will result in a national qualification. The 

evidence presented in the paper clearly points to the need for better assessment systems in 

Grade 9. Grade-on-grade improvements throughout secondary schooling are low and 

inadequate to prepare learners for the relatively demanding Grade 12 examinations, resulting 

in high levels of grade repetition in Grades 10 and 11 as it becomes clear that academic 

progress has been insufficient. Apart from sharpening the focus on educational standards at an 

earlier point, better assessment systems in Grade 9 could assist learners in making the right 

subject choices for Grades 10 to 12. The evidence from the analysis of non-language subject 

combinations and a learner’s chances of passing Grade 12 suggest strongly that learners are 

currently not well informed when it comes to knowing in which subjects they will succeed. 

Expanding the FET college sector is currently high on the list of government’s priorities. A 

part of this challenge rests with schools, which need to advise learners in Grades 9, 10, 11 and 

12 on whether to continue at school, or enrol at a college. Better Grade 9 assessments and a 

Grade 9 qualification would facilitate this process.  

Fourthly, how can schools provide a more vocationally oriented education for youths? The 

current policy emphasis on improving access to vocational education and training amongst 

youths has largely focussed on the role of FET colleges. However, schools too can contribute 

towards expanding this type of education. Many of the subjects of the Grades 10 to 12 

curriculum, such as engineering graphics and design, electrical technology, information 

technology and tourism have a relatively strong vocational focus and promote skills that are 

widely considered to be scarce in the labour market. Yet access to these kinds of subjects is 

low overall and moreover concentrated within schools serving the non-poor. Improving 

access to these subjects in historically disadvantaged schools, through the introduction of the 

necessary facilities and relevant teacher training interventions, appears to be an effective 

option for improving the post-school opportunities of youths. 
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Appendix A: Youth economic activity data 

The following table provides the percentages underlying Figure 2, as well as a total 

percentage for each activity incorporating all ages in the 15 to 35 range.  
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Table 11: The activities of youth by age 

Age <Gr 8 Gr 8 Gr 9 Gr 10 Gr 11 Gr 12 Other Univ 
Unemployed 

other 

Unemployed 
and 

discouraged 
Unemployed 
and looking 

Domestic 
worker 

Working 
in own 

household 

Employed 
in 

agriculture 

Employed 
in 

informal 
sector 

Employed 
in formal 
sector 

15 18.8 20.2 34.4 17.8 2.0 0.5 1.1 0.0 3.5 0.3 0.1 0.0 0.8 0.0 0.4 0.0 
16 10.2 12.0 19.0 29.3 17.7 2.3 1.3 0.0 4.5 1.1 0.9 0.0 1.2 0.2 0.2 0.2 
17 5.0 6.3 12.0 22.7 24.4 15.3 1.6 0.4 6.2 1.5 2.0 0.1 1.3 0.1 0.4 0.7 
18 2.1 4.4 7.3 15.8 18.4 20.5 3.4 4.2 7.7 3.2 5.9 0.1 4.0 0.3 1.3 1.3 
19 1.1 2.0 4.3 11.6 13.6 16.3 5.1 7.2 9.3 4.6 11.3 0.4 5.4 0.6 2.4 4.7 
20 0.5 0.8 1.8 6.2 10.7 11.1 5.3 7.2 9.9 7.3 19.8 0.9 6.2 0.8 2.5 8.9 
21 0.2 0.2 1.0 3.6 7.1 6.1 6.5 8.7 10.3 9.8 21.6 0.8 6.7 1.3 4.0 12.1 
22 0.3 0.4 0.5 1.6 4.0 4.1 3.7 7.6 10.4 9.5 21.5 1.2 9.4 1.6 4.6 19.5 
23 0.2 0.0 0.3 1.1 1.9 2.9 3.5 6.4 10.3 9.2 24.1 1.9 8.6 2.2 4.5 22.7 
24 0.1 0.1 0.0 0.6 0.9 1.2 2.3 4.4 9.6 9.7 23.4 1.7 9.6 2.2 6.5 27.8 
25 0.2 0.1 0.0 0.1 0.2 0.6 2.1 2.9 9.6 8.6 22.3 2.3 8.1 2.8 7.4 32.6 
26 0.3 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.3 1.5 2.9 10.5 8.8 24.0 2.6 8.5 1.5 7.4 31.5 
27 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.1 0.2 0.0 1.4 1.6 9.3 9.1 23.6 3.0 7.6 1.7 8.0 34.3 
28 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.3 0.7 1.9 7.5 7.5 20.4 4.1 8.6 2.9 7.1 38.7 
29 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.9 0.9 9.1 6.1 21.3 2.8 7.8 2.1 7.3 41.6 
30 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.3 0.4 9.6 6.2 22.1 3.4 10.1 1.8 7.9 38.2 
31 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.4 0.3 9.6 5.7 17.8 3.4 8.9 3.3 9.4 41.0 
32 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.4 0.3 7.5 6.7 19.7 4.7 6.9 3.4 8.1 42.2 
33 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.2 0.2 8.8 5.2 19.1 4.9 9.8 1.8 10.2 39.8 
34 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.3 0.2 8.8 5.8 17.5 4.7 8.7 3.3 8.3 42.3 
35 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.3 10.2 4.4 17.1 6.1 9.2 4.2 7.1 41.3 

15-35 2.1 2.5 4.4 6.0 5.5 4.4 2.2 3.0 8.6 6.1 16.5 2.1 6.8 1.7 5.1 23.0 
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Appendix B: What percentage of youths matriculate? 

Four approaches are presented here for estimating this important percentage for 2009 (or in 

one approach 2008). The results of the analysis appear in Table 12 below.  

Table 12: Percentage of youths matriculating 

Data source 
Matric-
ulants 

Size of 
age 

cohort 
Percent-

age Comment 

GHS 2009 468,237 970,886 48.2 Age 25 yielded maximum. 

NIDS 2008 337,940 834,693 40.5 Age 21 yielded maximum. 

GHS 2009 + NSC 2009 354,673 1,063,936 33.3 Average for ages 17 to 19 
used. 

GHS 2009 + NSC 2009 + EMIS 
2009 

354,673 900,069 39.4 Average for ages 17 to 19 
used. 

 

 In the first row, just General Household Survey (GHS) data are used. The 48.2% figure is 

what was illustrated in Figure 4 for 2009.  

 The second row is based on just NIDS 2008 data. The NIDS questionnaire is arguably 

stronger than the GHS in insisting that only successful completion of Grade 12, and not 

unsuccessful participation in that grade, should be counted.  

 The third row represents an approach that may be tempting, but is undeniably wrong. 

Here the number of National Senior Certificate passes (after successes in the 

supplementary examinations early in 2010 had been taken into account) is divided by the 

average age cohort size in the population in age range 17 to 19. The resulting 33.3% can 

be regarded as inaccurately low given that a number of analyses (including this one) point 

to the fact that the population of youths is over-estimated in the GHS (and in Stats SA’s 

mid-year population estimates, which are close in magnitude to the weights in the GHS).  

 The fourth row presents what can be considered the most precise estimate. Here number 

of NSC passes is divided by the average age 17 to 19 age cohort size adjusted downward. 

The downward adjustment is in proportion to the relationship between, firstly, the official 

EMIS enrolments (public and independent) in 2009 in Grades 8 to 10 and, secondly, the 

number of Grades 8 to 10 learners estimated in the 2009 GHS (which was the first GHS 

to ask in which grade youths are currently enrolled in). Why should this approach be 

considered the most accurate? It is based on the most precise values we have. It is based 

on figures from the NSC dataset, which is undoubtedly the most reliable data source of all 

given the high stakes operational nature of the dataset. It is based on EMIS values which, 

whilst subject to problems such as distortions by school principals in the survey form, are 

widely considered to be relatively reliable. Lastly it is based on just the Grades 8 to 10 

enrolment values in the GHS, so the problems associated with Grade 12 enrolment values 

(see Appendix C) are kept out of the calculation.  

Of course the first two approaches are measuring something different to the last two 

approaches. The first two examine the age cohort at which one obtains the highest percentage 

of successful Grade 12 graduates. The last two examine graduations in one year divided by an 

age cohort. However, if all the data were true reflections of reality and the number of NSC 

passes per year were more or less stable, then all four approaches should yield very similar 

results. The number of passes has in fact been increasing over the years to some degree. In 

2002 the 300,000 mark was passed (Van der Berg, 2007: 853). One would therefore expect 

lower values using the approach in the first (or second row), as opposed to the approach in the 

fourth row. Yet when the GHS source is used, one obtains a substantially higher value. This 

seems to confirm that respondents in the GHS are over-stating their Grade 12 attainment. 



49 

 

Could the higher GHS values be the result of having passed non-public examinations? This 

seems unlikely. The non-public Independent Examinations Board (IEB) graduates only 

around 10,000 learners per year, a figure that can account for only 1.1 percentage points of the 

difference between the 48.2% and 39.4% values.  
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Appendix C: The question of Grade 12 enrolments in the household surveys 

There are important differences between official secondary school enrolment statistics based 

on school surveys and what household surveys reveal. The analysis that follows describes 

these differences and discusses what the likely explanations may be.  

The next graph illustrates that for ages 18 and above household surveys suggest there is more 

enrolment in schools than what is suggested by the Annual Survey of the Department of Basic 

Education, which collects data from schools. The Annual Survey of Schools (ASS) curve in 

Figure 21 uses as an anchor the fact that 0.98 of the population aged 10 in 2008 was enrolled 

in a school. This fact is obtained from the General Household Survey (GHS). Above age 10, 

population values from the GHS are adjusted downwards in proportion to the age 10 

adjustment to produce the ASS curve in the graph. One important matter that this analysis 

does not deal with is the fact that Statistics South Africa enrolment and population values for 

youths, which since the 2001 census have been based on estimated weights attached to 

individuals in sample surveys, appear to be over-estimates if one assumes that official 

enrolment figures (which unlike Stats SA values, are based on annual census collections) are 

more or less correct. The extent of the Stats SA over-estimation appears to be around 5%. The 

GHS and Community Survey curves in the graph are based on the percentage of the 

population at each age responding that they are enrolled in a school. Stats SA surveys 

differentiate adult basic education institutions from schools, and only the latter was 

considered in the two household-based curves.  

Figure 21: School enrolment by age in three data sources 

 
Source: Annual Survey of Schools 2008, General Household Survey 2008, 
Community Survey 2007.   

 

The gap between the GHS 2008 and the ASS 2008 curves in the age range 18 to 27 comes to 

0.40 of a population cohort, or around 350,000 people. The data thus seems to suggest that the 

schools survey leaves out this number of school learners, specifically older learners, and that 

these learners could be enrolled in non-public and relatively informal institutions that the 

official schools survey does not reach. One could argue that the discrepancies between the 

curves in Figure 21 are mostly due to measurement errors in the household-based values. It 

would be tempting to accept this argument were it not for the fact that the grade-specific 
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analysis that follows seems to confirm that there is indeed a substantial number of learners not 

covered in the schools surveys.  

The next table provides grade-specific enrolment values in the Grades 8 to 12 range from a 

variety of sources. The table includes household statistics derived from a question on the 

current grade of learners (the ‘direct approach’) as well as grade-specific enrolment statistics 

imputed from two questions, the one being whether someone is in school and the other being 

what the highest grade successfully completed is (the ‘indirect approach’). To illustrate how 

the indirect approach works, if someone says he is enrolled in school and that the highest 

grade successfully completed was Grade 10, it is assumed that the learner is currently in 

Grade 11.  

If one examines the values calculated using the indirect approach and compares them to the 

official enrolment statistics, then what is striking, apart from the fact that household survey 

values are all higher, is that enrolment in Grade 12, relative to enrolment in the other grades, 

is considerably higher when the household data are used. Specifically, the ratio of Grade 12 

learners to the average in Grades 8 to 10 is consistently 0.61 for the period 2008-2009 in the 

official statistics, but always at least 0.70 in the household data (from 2006 to 2009). (The last 

column of the table indicates the ratio.) This is a considerable difference that translates into 

almost 100,000 more Grade 12 learners in the household data.  
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Table 13: Grades 8 to 12 enrolments (various sources) 

 
Gr 8 Gr 9 Gr 10 Gr 11 Gr 12 Total Rat. 

THE DIRECT APPROACH 

2009: Official statistics based on the Snap Survey 

Public schools 957,574 897,345 987,680 851,006 568,995 4,262,600 0.60 
Independent schools 32,035 28,072 28,680 29,509 30,631 148,927 1.03 
Total 989,609 925,417 1,016,360 880,515 599,626 4,411,527 0.61 
% public 97 97 97 97 95 97 

 2009: Public NSC candidates 

     
620,192 

  2009: General Household Survey 

Public schools 1,085,019 993,786 1,075,536 927,537 735,324 4,817,203 0.70 
Independent schools 76,247 65,100 64,177 71,667 61,851 339,042 0.90 
Other 14,966 14,077 7,923 10,258 5,089 52,312 0.41 
Total 1,176,232 1,072,963 1,147,636 1,009,462 802,264 5,208,556 0.71 
% public 93 94 94 93 92 93 

 2008: Official statistics based on the Snap Survey 

Public schools 899,097 877,143 1,047,874 873,125 566,460 4,263,699 0.60 
Independent schools 27,506 25,513 28,653 29,627 28,756 140,055 1.06 
Total 926,603 902,656 1,076,527 902,752 595,216 4,403,754 0.61 

2008: Totals from the Annual Survey of Schools 

Public schools 893,563 866,815 1,035,600 861,588 558,889 4,216,455 0.60 
Independent schools 27,970 25,894 30,467 31,478 29,176 144,985 1.04 
Total 921,533 892,709 1,066,067 893,066 588,065 4,361,440 0.61 

2008: Public NSC candidates 

     
589,759 

  2008: 2008 National Income Dynamics Study (NIDS) 

Total 995,865 942,285 1,029,805 910,740 887,828 4,766,523 0.90 

2004: Official statistics based on the Snap Survey 

Public schools 985,132 891,930 1,034,145 806,554 480,646 4,198,407 0.50 
Independent schools 25,578 22,799 23,790 22,583 24,746 119,496 1.03 
Total 1,010,710 914,729 1,057,935 829,137 505,392 4,317,903 0.51 

2004: 2004 HSRC household survey 

Total 1,069,585 904,037 1,112,354 945,024 935,761 4,966,761 0.91 

THE INDIRECT APPROACH 

2009: General Household Survey  

Total 1,151,712 1,053,579 1,118,400 1,009,226 780,804 5,113,721 0.70 

2008: General Household Survey  

Total 1,071,707 1,070,836 1,165,757 1,020,631 852,987 5,181,917 0.77 

2007: General Household Survey 

Total 1,038,299 1,063,620 1,182,533 1,004,239 898,253 5,186,943 0.82 

2007: Community Survey  

Public schools 997,838 1,249,657 1,212,083 1,100,845 1,224,766 5,785,189 1.06 
Independent schools 38,160 42,557 43,781 48,572 81,275 254,344 1.96 
Total 1,037,093 1,294,257 1,257,899 1,151,630 1,309,278 6,050,155 1.09 

2006: General Household Survey  

Total 1,078,640 1,062,355 1,138,128 1,020,482 825,973 5,125,577 0.76 

2005: General Household Survey 

Total 1,189,185 1,055,803 1,114,680 1,019,404 769,028 5,148,101 0.69 

2004: General Household Survey  

Total 1,127,295 1,002,186 1,099,106 1,026,946 738,671 4,994,203 0.69 

Sources: The various datasets mentioned as well as: DBE, 2010a; DoE, 2009; DoE, 2010.     

 

Up to 2008 a plausible explanation seemed to errors arising from the use of the indirect 

method when household data were analysed. However, from 2009, the GHS includes a 

question asking what the current grade of enrolment is, making it possible to obtain 

enrolment statistics using the direct approach. The 2009 GHS values in Table 13 suggest that 

the direct and indirect approaches do not yield very different results and strengthen the 

argument that there is an inconsistency in the Grade 12 enrolment figures (between the 

household and official enrolment sources) which warrants serious attention. The 2009 GHS in 

fact confirms findings from two previous but smaller household surveys, namely the 2004 
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HSRC survey and the 2008 NIDS survey, that enrolment in Grade 12 appears higher 

(compared to other grades) than what the official enrolment statistics suggest. 

Figure 21 suggests that the learners captured in the household data and not in the official 

enrolment statistics are older learners. One may be dealing with learners enrolled in informal 

institutions not covered by the surveys of the DBE. However, the 2009 GHS seems to 

contradict such a hypothesis. According to the GHS, 99% of those who reported being in a 

grade in the Grade 8 to 12 range said they were either in a public or private school. None 

reported being in an ABET centre (some respondents did say they were in an ABET centre, 

but none said this was in any of the five grades). Moreover, only 0.2% of learners in Grades 8 

to 12 reported doing their secondary schooling via correspondence.  

What is noticeable is that the percentage of learners in public schools is considerably lower in 

the household data than in the official data. However, it is believed that this simply reflects 

the fact that many believe that public schools with high fees (‘ex-Model C schools’) are 

private when in fact they are public. In any event, the 2009 GHS does not reflect an 

exceptional deviation for Grade 12 when it comes to the proportion of learners in independent 

schools, which contradicts the possibility that high enrolments in informal private 

independent schools focussing specifically on Grade 12 explain the enrolment discrepancies 

(to some extent the 2007 Community Survey data suggest that this might be happening 

though the magnitude is relatively small). Importantly, if one focuses on just public schools, 

there is a large difference with respect to Grade 12: the ratio in the final column is 0.70 using 

the 2009 GHS against 0.60 using the official statistics. One possible explanation is that many 

Grade 12 learners enter the year after the DBE surveys have been run but before the GHS 

occurs in around July. However, if there are indeed around 96,000 Grade 12 learners not 

accounted for in the official statistics (this is the figure one arrives at if one adjusts the official 

statistics upwards in line with the 2009 GHS values) then this is not reflected in the number of 

candidates registered for the national examinations. The latter values are closer to the official 

statistics than a figure inflated by 96,000 learners.  

An explanation does not seem possible without more information. Yet the discrepancies 

discussed above are so large that they warrant further attention as new datasets become 

available.  

Notably, the ratio of Grade 11 enrolments to enrolments in lower grades are not that different 

in the official enrolment statistics and the household data. The mystery is clearly a Grade 12 

one.  
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Appendix D: In pursuit of reliable grade repetition values 

The NIDS dataset allows for a reconstruction of grade- and age-specific enrolments during 

years preceding the survey using a number of historical questions included in the 

questionnaires. The adult questionnaire (directed to those aged 15 and above) asks, firstly, in 

which year the respondent completed his highest grade (in the case of those who are not 

currently in school) and, secondly, in which year the respondent started Grade 1. Moreover, 

all adult respondents are asked what grades they repeated, and how many times they repeated 

those grades, though only those aged 15 to 30 were asked to respond to this question. These 

questions mean that it is possible to determine the enrolment history, in terms of grade-

specific enrolment by year going back to Grade 1, for those aged 15 to 30 on the survey date. 

To provide a more complete history of enrolments, data collected through the NIDS child 

questionnaire were also used. Through this questionnaire, the year in which Grade 1 was 

started and the history of grade repetition are collected.  

Table 14 indicates that of the 12,545 respondents who should ideally have the data needed to 

calculation their enrolment history, 11,393 of them, or 91%, did. For virtually all respondents 

with data it was possible to calculate ‘top-down’ values of grade-specific enrolment per year, 

meaning values starting from the current year or most recent year of enrolment and working 

backwards. For around 60% of respondents it was moreover possible to calculate ‘bottom-up’ 

values, or values starting from the year in which the respondent was in Grade 1 and working 

forwards. In the case of 3,777 respondents the Grade 1 starting year, the grade repetition 

responses and the most recent year of school enrolment (or the current year, if the respondent 

was currently enrolled) agreed with each other. In other words, the top-down and bottom-up 

figures agreed with each other. For others, two different enrolment histories were obtained, 

depending on whether one started with the last year of enrolment or Grade 1. Arguably, the 

misalignments between the two indicated in Table 14 are not so extensive that they preclude 

useful analysis.  

Table 14: Observations with enrolment and repetition details 

 Adults Children Total 

Expected to have enrolment history 7,069 5,476 12,545 

Have some enrolment history 5,992 5,401 11,393 

Have top-down figures 5,943 5,401 11,344 
Have bottom-up figures 3,706 3,924 7,630 

Have repeated 3,431 1,330 4,761 

Misalignment 
     Top-down >3 years behind 47 47 94 

  Top-down 3 years behind 34 19 53 
  Top-down 2 years behind 86 66 152 
  Top-down 1 year behind 272 245 517 
  No misalignment 1,415 2,362 3,777 
  Top-down 1 year ahead 848 890 1,738 
  Top-down 2 years ahead 406 214 620 
  Top-down 3 years ahead 241 57 298 
  Top-down >3 years ahead 308 24 332 

 

One very likely cause for the misalignments is that grade repetition was under-reported. This 

would explain why it was more common to find the top-down values ahead of the bottom-up 

values, and not the other way round. For example, if someone said she started Grade 1 in 

1994 and completed Grade 12 in 2006, then she was in school for thirteen years and must 

have repeated a grade once. If the repeated grade was not included in the dataset, then the 

bottom-up approach would indicate that the respondent attended school during the years 1994 

to 2005 whilst the top-down approach would indicate that the respondent attended school 



55 

 

during the years 1995 to 2006. Thus there would be a misalignment in which the top-down 

approach was one year ahead of the bottom-up approach.  

Clearly the misalignments problem makes it especially important to interpret the historical 

enrolment values with care. The next table provides grade repetition statistics using two 

approaches. In the first approach, the values obtained through the top-down approach are 

used, plus the values from the bottom-up approach where there were no top-down values 

available (because the respondent had not indicated in which year he finished schooling). In 

the second approach, only respondents where the top-down and bottom-up approaches yielded 

the same values were used. Whilst the first approach allows for more observations to be used, 

the second approach can be considered more reliable in the sense that one can be highly 

certain that the reported grade repetition is accurate (otherwise the top-down and bottom-up 

approaches would not coincide). It is significant that both approaches produce the same 

overall pattern of a gradual increase in the overall percentage of learners repeating their grade, 

from 5% in 1994 to around 8% in 2008. At the secondary level, in the years 2001 to 2008, 

there was a clear peak in grade repetition in Grade 10 and 11. The percentages in Table 15 are 

calculated using the NIDS household weights. The number of observations provide an idea of 

the reliability of the statistics. The fact that there is considerable unevenness in the grade-

specific trend is understandable if one considers that the median number of repeaters per cell 

underlying the grade-specific annual repetition percentages is just 25 learners.  
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Table 15: Percentage of learners who are repeating 1994-2008 

Using both top-down and bottom-up values but preferring the former 

 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 

Gr 1 5.0 6.8 6.8 6.4 9.0 10.3 8.2 7.4 12.6 8.9 12.0 10.2 10.7 10.5 12.3 
Gr 2 6.1 1.7 5.0 4.7 3.2 5.1 5.9 9.5 7.6 5.2 5.5 9.6 9.3 9.6 5.7 
Gr 3 5.3 8.9 5.3 7.6 7.8 5.3 11.1 8.1 9.7 6.8 9.8 7.2 7.4 7.5 7.7 
Gr 4 6.6 4.2 5.6 2.1 4.9 4.4 5.6 6.9 8.5 7.4 5.7 7.6 9.2 8.0 5.0 
Gr 5 5.9 5.0 4.1 6.8 5.2 5.0 4.3 3.0 5.5 5.1 7.7 4.2 5.3 6.0 4.5 
Gr 6 2.3 1.2 3.6 4.8 2.1 4.6 2.3 3.5 4.9 5.8 5.3 5.9 5.3 3.9 2.3 
Gr 7 2.7 4.2 4.1 2.3 5.9 5.1 3.3 3.9 5.2 5.2 4.6 6.1 5.7 4.2 2.8 

Gr 8 2.9 5.5 6.7 8.6 13.2 7.3 12.1 8.7 6.8 3.8 5.9 5.5 7.5 7.3 5.7 
Gr 9 6.6 3.3 11.7 10.4 5.7 7.5 6.0 8.6 7.5 10.2 7.4 5.7 7.5 5.7 5.4 
Gr 10 6.3 7.4 7.8 7.8 6.0 15.4 8.5 10.6 10.4 11.9 19.6 17.7 18.5 19.0 14.9 
Gr 11 0.0 4.6 8.7 2.3 10.7 7.7 11.8 14.0 14.7 14.6 10.7 18.0 14.5 18.7 16.9 
Gr 12 0.0 0.0 3.3 3.2 13.0 19.4 10.0 6.4 5.3 5.4 3.9 5.6 8.7 11.5 8.8 

All grades 4.9 4.8 5.9 5.8 6.5 6.9 6.9 7.0 8.0 7.2 8.2 8.5 9.2 9.2 7.5 
Gr 8-12 4.4 5.0 8.2 7.4 9.4 10.2 9.6 9.6 8.8 9.0 9.8 10.6 11.9 12.7 10.4 

Obs. 2,880 3,329 3,884 4,417 4,835 5,206 5,536 5,972 6,415 6,831 7,163 7,482 7,594 7,761 7,806 

Using only people whose top-down and bottom-up values are the same 

All grades 4.8 6.0 7.0 7.4 8.3 7.2 6.8 7.4 7.3 6.5 8.0 7.5 8.5 8.5 7.6 
Gr 8-12 2.7 4.8 7.7 11.5 10.1 11.6 7.4 9.3 6.0 8.5 12.4 9.4 10.6 12.1 9.3 

Obs. 580 682 851 1,023 1,163 1,306 1,416 1,653 1,845 2,087 2,338 2,591 2,918 3,324 3,077 

Note: These statistics, especially those for less recent years, should be read with much caution. See the accompanying discussion.  
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The statistics in Table 15 need to be treated with much caution. Above all, they appear not be 

consistent with the tendency of learners to attain specific grades at younger ages observed in 

Figure 4. Could it be that the trend seen in Figure 4 is a result of having used the two specific 

years 2004 and 2009? The following graphs, which examine the trend with respect to Grade 

12 using data from eight different years in the period 1996 to 2009, indicate that this was not 

the case, and that the trend persists. The first two graphs confirm that in general the 

attainment by age curves tended to move up (indicating greater attainment) and to the left 

(indicating younger attainment). In Figure 24, the attainment points reflect the maximum 

readings from the previous two graphs for Grades 9 and 12. The trend is clearly an upward 

one for both grades, though this is more pronounced in the case of Grade 9, where attainment 

rose by more than 10 percentage points. The age points in this graph indicate the maximum 

age that must be included for a 70% Grade 9 attainment to be observed and for a 35% Grade 

12 attainment to be observed. To illustrate, in 1996 at least 70% of 20 year olds had attained 

Grade 9, but for 19 year olds the percentage was less than 70%. By 2009, the age 20 statistic 

had become 18, in other words there had been an improvement of two years. The 

improvement was around just half of this, in other words one year, at the Grade 12 level. Of 

course the age statistics described here are not the same as the average age of those leaving 

school at a particular level. Estimates of the latter for Grade 12 were obtained using the 

patterns from Figure 23. The average across all the eight years was found to be age 21.2, and 

no significant upward or downward trend over time was observed. How is this reconciled 

with the age decline referred to earlier? The answer is that whilst the age of completion for a 

constant percentage of youths (35%) dropped, at the same time attainment was rising 

increasingly beyond this 35% level through better participation of previously excluded 

segments of society. Youths from these segments would tend to complete Grade 12 at a 

higher age, the net effect being no change in the average age of youths completing Grade 12.  

Figure 22: Grade 9 grade attainment by age curves 

 
Source: General Household Survey for 2004 to 2009; Labour Force Survey 
(September) for 2000 to 2002; October Household Survey for 1996 to 1998.    
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Figure 23: Grade 12 grade attainment by age curves 

 
Source: Figure 22.    

 

Figure 24: Age and attainment trends across years 

 
Source: Figure 22.  
Note: The dotted lines and their points should be read against the right-hand 
axis.     

 

The above graphs thus strongly suggest that in the period 1996 to 2009 there was a reduction 

in grade repetition. There seem to be two other possible explanations. One is that there was a 

reduction in the phenomenon of staying away from school for a year or so and then returning. 

This would have an effect similar to grade repetition. The other is that learners started school 
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in Grade 1 at an earlier age. Education planners in South Africa would tend to support the 

hypothesis that grade repetition declined, though it has been difficult to test this hypothesis 

due to problems with the grade repetition data collected from schools. School principals are 

often under pressure to reduce grade repetition, meaning schools are likely to under-report 

repetition. Moreover, because policy pressures change over the years, the degree of under-

reporting is likely to change. Analysts such as Schiefelbein (1975) and Crouch (1991) have 

proposed alternative and indirect ways of establishing grade repetition levels. Their models 

have not been tested using South African data. Work along these lines ought to be pursued in 

South Africa, especially to improve the understanding of historical grade repetition rates.  

There are two household data sources other than NIDS which provide grade repetition figures 

for South Africa. The one is a 2004 collection based on a nationally representative sample of 

5,600 households. This collection was commissioned by the Department of Education. The 

other is the 2009 General Household Survey where, for the first time in the GHS, a question 

was included on whether the learner is repeating the current grade (it seems as if this question 

will become a permanent feature of the GHS). How do the NIDS data on grade repetition 

compare with these two other sources? The following graph compares NIDS and GHS.  

Figure 25: Grade repetition in NIDS and GHS 

 
Source: National Income Dynamics Study 2008; General Household Survey 
2009.  

 

The values used for the above graph appear in the following table. 
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Table 16: Grade repetition in NIDS and GHS 

Grade NIDS 08 GHS 09 

1 12.3% 7.1% 
2 5.7% 7.3% 
3 7.7% 7.4% 
4 5.0% 7.3% 
5 4.5% 6.9% 
6 2.3% 6.7% 
7 2.8% 5.1% 
8 5.7% 8.4% 
9 5.4% 10.6% 
10 14.9% 17.2% 
11 16.9% 16.2% 
12 8.8% 8.2% 

8 to 12 10.4% 12.2% 
1 to 12 7.6% 8.9% 

 

At the secondary level, the Grades 10, 11 and 12 levels are very similar across the two 

sources. The Grade 9 level is 5 percentage points higher in the GHS than NIDS and in Grade 

8 the difference is around 3 percentage points. The most serious difference relates to Grade 1, 

which is widely considered to include many repeaters. This is reflected in the NIDS data but, 

surprisingly, not in the GHS data. Despite these problems, the two sources used for the above 

graph arguably provide a relatively good picture of what the current grade repetition is, and 

permit a considerably better picture than any other available sources.  

The 2004 DoE collection confirms the existence of a high level of grade repetition in Grade 1 

(all three curves in Figure 26 indicate a level of around 12% for this grade). However, it 

seems to difficult to obtain a clear picture of the historical trend given the very large 

discrepancies with respect to the shapes of the two 2004 curves, in particular at the secondary 

level. This underlines the difficulty of using the NIDS imputations of past repeater trends. The 

smallness of the 2004 DoE sample could be a part of the comparability problem.  

Figure 26: Grade repetition in NIDS and 2004 household survey 

 
Source: National Income Dynamics Study 2008 (the ‘NIDS 2004’ values are 
from the 2008 collection, as reflected in Table 15); Collection by Department 
of Education 2004.  
Note: For 2004, the overall percentage of learners repeating their grade 
according to the DoE source is 8.2% for Grades 8 to 12 (against 12.4% using 
NIDS) and 7.1% for Grades 1 to 12 (against 8.0% using NIDS).    
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Finally, the following table presents the results of a logit model focussing on the relationship 

between the NIDS mathematics scores, grade repetition and poverty. Specifically, the model 

investigates whether lower scores are more likely to be associated with grade repetition 

amongst better off South Africans than amongst poor South Africans.  The model uses six 

explanatory variables, each one being an interaction term where the mathematics score is 

multiplied by a dummy variable indicating either the grade in which the learner was enrolled 

the previous year (2007) or whether the learner is poor or not, where anyone in the bottom 

three income quintiles was considered poor. The dependent variable is a dummy variable 

indicating whether one is repeating in 2008 the grade one took in 2007. One would expect all 

coefficients to be negative. For instance, if one considers two learners who were in Grade 9 in 

2007, of whom learner A is repeating Grade 9 in 2008 and learner B is in Grade 10 in 2008, 

then it is to be expected that learner A’s mathematics test score would be lower than learner 

B’s, both because learner B would be a more capable learner generally and because learner B 

would have the benefit of some Grade 10 tuition. It is not possible to separate the two effects, 

namely the effect of being a generally better learner and the effect of having received more 

advanced tuition. However, both effects should work in the same direction and lead to the 

expectation that higher scores in the mathematics test would be associated with a lower 

probability of having repeated. Not all the coefficients in Table 17 are negative. However, the 

two that are of special interest, namely the test scores of poor learners and the test scores of 

non-poor learners, are negative and are highly statistically significant. What should be of 

particular interest from a policy perspective is the difference in the magnitudes of the poor 

and non-poor variables. If the coefficient for non-poor learners is larger it could suggest that 

scores are better correlated (negatively) with repeating amongst the non-poor and thus that the 

schools-based assessments that inform grade repetition are more suitable, relative to those in 

schools serving poor learners. This, in turn, would confirm a hypothesis similar to one found 

to be true by Lam, Ardington and Leibbrandt (2008). The negative coefficient for non-poor 

learners in Table 17 is indeed slightly larger than the coefficient for poor learners. However, 

the difference is small and is not statistically significant, even if the individual coefficients 

are. Specifically, the model indicates that a one standard deviation improvement in one’s test 

score reduces one’s probability of being a repeater by 2.7 percentage points in the case of a 

non-poor learner and 2.1 percentage points in the case of a poor learner. Whilst the model 

does not contradict the hypothesis that schools for non-poor learners are better at determining 

who should repeat a grade, it does not strongly support the hypothesis either, though it does 

weakly support the hypothesis
17

.  

Table 17: Grade repetition logit model 

Variables 
Coef-

ficients Change in value 
Change in 
probability 

Was in Gr 7 * Score -0.03 -0.50 to 0.50 -0.002 
Was in Gr 8 * Score 0.07 -0.50 to 0.50 0.004 
Was in Gr 9 * Score 0.12** -0.50 to 0.50 0.007 
Was in Gr 10 * Score 0.23*** -0.50 to 0.50 0.013 
Is poor * Score -0.36*** -0.50 to 0.50 -0.021 
Is non-poor * Score -0.45*** -0.50 to 0.50 -0.027 

Constant 0.10   

N 1370   
Pseudo R

2
 0.104   

Note: The dependent variable is whether one is repeating one’s current grade. 
*** indicates that the estimate is significant at the 1% level of significance, ** at 
the 5% level. The change in probability is obtained using the mfx compute 
command in Stata.  

 

                                                      
17

 Various transformations, including the use of natural logarithms of the mathematics score, led to 

similar conclusions to what is presented here.  
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Appendix E: Comparative statistics on grade-on-grade progress 

The following table includes the figures used for Figure 16. PISA 2003 mathematics data 

were used for the countries other than South Africa (ZAF). The South Africa figures are based 

on NIDS. PISA countries were chosen purely on the basis that the principal focus had to be on 

developing countries and that countries should be selected against which South Africa is 

commonly compared. For each PISA country, learners, who are all age fifteen, were broken 

down by repetition status, where this was determined by responses to a series of questions on 

grade repetition. For instance, ‘111’ means the learner had not repeated at the primary, lower 

secondary or upper secondary level, whilst ‘11-’ means that there was no repetition at the 

primary and lower secondary levels and that there was no response for upper secondary. The 

value 2 refers to the fact that there was grade repetition at one of the three schooling levels. 

By performing the analysis by repetition status the risk that factors associated with grade 

repetition would bias the results was minimised. One would expect, for instance, fifteen year 

olds in Grade 9 to have repeated more than fifteen year olds in Grade 10, on average, and the 

education research evidence points to the fact that learners with more repetition in their 

enrolment history perform worse, on average, compared to their grade peers. The intraclass 

correlation coefficients were then calculated, for pairs of grades at a time, using grade as the 

class divider. For example, in Brazil, when Grades 9 and 10 learners with no history of grade 

repetition were analysed, one’s grade was found to explain 5.3% of the overall variation in 

mathematics scores amongst these learners. Only where at least 100 observations for each of 

the two grades being analysed were available, did the calculation of the intraclass correlation 

coefficient occur. Where more than one repetition status existed for a country, the average 

across the available statistics was used for Figure 16. An asterisk indicates that the statistic 

should be ignored as the higher grade displayed a lower average score than the lower grade. 

This only occurs in the case of non-repeaters in Grades 9 and 10 in Mexico (and, as discussed 

previously, in Grades 8 and 9 in South Africa). The right-hand pane of Table 18 indicates that 

grade-on-grade gains in many countries are substantial. For example, the gain in Brazil 

between Grades 8 and 9 is equal to about a third of the difference between never-repeating 

Grade 9 learners in Brazil and never-repeating Grade 9 learners in Australia.   

Table 18: Details on grade-on-grade improvement 

 
Repetition 

status 
Intraclass correlation coefficients Average PISA score 

Country 8 9 10 11 8 9 10 11 

ZAF 
  

0.000* 0.000 0.041 
    BRA 111 

  
0.053 

  
400 430 

 
 

11- 
 

0.136 
  

310 353 
  

 
2-- 

 
0.102 

  
286 327 

  FIN 11- 
 

0.093 
  

517 552 
  TUN 111 

   
0.031 

  
425 444 

 
2-- 

 
0.151 

  
309 342 

  THA 111 
   

0.330 
  

441 522 

 
11- 

  
0.064 

  
397 423 

 AUS 11- 
  

0.052 
  

495 528 
 

 
2-- 

  
0.049 

  
431 476 

 MEX 11- 
  

0.006* 
  

398 398 
 

 
1-- 

  
0.104 

  
331 365 

 
 

21- 
 

0.030 
  

320 336 
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Appendix F: Regression models on test results and the labour market 

The following table provides the detailed outputs of the models used for Figure 18 above, 

which focuses on the conditional and unconditional relationship between years of schooling 

and mathematics test results, using the NIDS 2008 dataset. Model A analyses the 

unconditional relationship between the two variables. Model B examines the relationship 

conditional on age and Model C uses, in addition to age, dummy race variables and the 

maximum level of education of either parent as socio-economic status conditioning variables. 

Race is used here largely due to the strong linkages between race and the quality of education 

received in the apartheid system.  

Table 19: Regression of test results on years of schooling 

Variables Model A Model B Model C Mean Std. dev. 

Age 
 

-0.01 0.00 27.6 17.0 
Age squared 

 
0.00 0.00 1048 1219 

Is coloured 
  

0.26*** 0.08 0.28 
Is Indian 

  
-0.13 0.02 0.15 

Is white 
  

0.30*** 0.10 0.29 
Attained Gr 6 0.05 0.06 -0.16 0.06 0.24 
Attained Gr 7 0.04 -0.24 -0.51 0.07 0.26 
Attained Gr 8 0.43*** 0.34 0.53 0.08 0.27 
Attained Gr 9 0.14 0.65 0.55 0.07 0.26 
Attained Gr 10 0.43*** 0.01 -0.03 0.10 0.30 
Attained Gr 11 0.55*** 0.18 0.18 0.09 0.28 
Attained Gr 12 0.55*** 0.09 0.07 0.16 0.36 
Attained 13 years 0.77*** -0.43 -0.47 0.06 0.24 
Attained 15 years 1.52*** 0.06 0.15 0.03 0.16 
Age*Gr 6 

 
0.00 0.00 1.66 8.04 

Age*Gr 7 
 

0.01 0.01 2.23 9.13 
Age*Gr 8 

 
0.00 0.00 2.58 10.23 

Age*Gr 9 
 

-0.02* -0.02 1.91 7.67 
Age*Gr 10 

 
0.01 0.01 3.23 10.74 

Age*Gr 11 
 

0.01 0.01 2.38 8.18 
Age*Gr 12 

 
0.01 0.01 5.10 12.75 

Age*Gr 13 
 

0.03*** 0.03*** 2.23 9.32 
Age*Gr 15 

 
0.04*** 0.03* 1.10 7.19 

Max. parent education 
  

0.01** 4.99 5.06 

Constant -1.05*** -0.80* -0.84*   

N 2188 2187 1838   
R

2
 0.095 0.112 0.142   

Adjusted R
2
 0.092 0.104 0.131   

Note: The dependent variable is the normalised test score across the four tests, 
which has a mean of -0.51 and a standard deviation of 1.09 if all observations in the 
dataset are considered. *** indicates that the estimate is significant at the 1% level of 
significance, ** at the 5% level and * at the 10% level. Means and standard 
deviations are those across the 2188 observations used for Model A. In Model B, the 
two variables Attained Gr 8 and Age*Gr8 are jointly significant (using a Wald test) at 
the 5% level. The same can be said for the variables relating to 10, 11, 12, 13 and 15 
years of schooling. In Model C, joint significance is also found at 10, 11, 12, 13 and 
15 years of schooling.  

 

Table 20 presents the results of an earnings function, where monthly non-zero income 

according to the NIDS dataset is regressed on a number of explanatory variables, many of 

which are commonly used in South African analyses of this kind. In Model A, the only 

education variables included are those relating to the years of schooling of the income earner. 

The R
2
 value for Model A is similar to those of comparable earnings functions produced by 

Keswell and Poswell (2004: 841), in other words the NIDS data explain income relatively 

well. Model B uses the same variables as Model A, but restricts observations to those where 

the mathematics test score is present. This reduces the sample by about 80%. Model C 

includes all variables. Model D excludes only the mathematics test score variable. The fact 
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that the coefficients in Model D are similar to those in Model C (with the exception of the 

lower years of schooling variables) suggests that the model based on a smaller number of 

observations, namely Model C, can be regarded as relatively reliable and that the mathematics 

test score coefficient in Model C would probably not have changed greatly had values been 

available for Model D. The NIDS values on the highest level of education of the respondent’s 

parents (whether the parents were alive or not) were tested in the earnings function and were 

found, rather surprisingly given the theoretical importance of this variable, to be insignificant. 

Parent education was therefore excluded from the final models in Table 20.   

Table 20: Earnings function 

Variables Model A Model B Model C Model D Mean Std. dev. 

Attained Gr 8 0.40*** 0.07 0.01 0.36*** 0.10 0.30 
Attained Gr 9 0.31*** -0.11 -0.18 0.26*** 0.14 0.34 
Attained Gr 10 0.45*** -0.16 -0.24** 0.34*** 0.16 0.37 
Attained Gr 11 0.53*** 0.22* 0.00 0.35*** 0.16 0.37 
Attained Gr 12 1.13*** 0.83*** 0.45*** 0.74*** 0.19 0.39 
Attained 13 years 1.16*** 0.90*** 0.53*** 0.77*** 0.05 0.22 
Attained 14 years 1.82*** 1.86*** 1.27*** 1.31*** 0.03 0.18 
Attained 15 years 2.25*** 2.14*** 1.51*** 1.71*** 0.02 0.14 
Age 0.11*** 0.09*** 0.10*** 0.12*** 26.8 10.6 
Age squared 0.00*** 0.00*** 0.00*** 0.00*** 830 707 
Is female -0.55*** -0.61*** -0.63*** -0.56*** 0.57 0.50 
Is coloured 0.24*** 0.16* 0.03 0.14*** 0.15 0.36 
Is Indian 0.60*** 0.21 0.05 0.40*** 0.00 0.07 
Is white 0.76*** 0.70*** 0.42*** 0.55*** 0.03 0.18 
Writes English 

  
0.15** 0.16*** 0.53 0.50 

Did Gr 12 math 
  

0.20*** 0.13*** 0.17 0.37 
Computer literate 

  
0.35*** 0.46*** 0.31 0.46 

Maths test score 
  

0.12***  -0.50 1.07 

Constant 4.45*** 4.88*** 4.77*** 4.26***   

N 5165 1008 1008 5165   
R

2
 0.485 0.555 0.578 0.508   

Adjusted R
2
 0.484 0.549 0.570 0.506   

Note: The dependent variable is the natural log of monthly labour market income, using the 
relevant NIDS variables listed in Argent (2009: 21). *** indicates that the estimate is significant at 
the 1% level of significance, ** at the 5% level and * at the 10% level. Means and standard 
deviations are those across the 1008 observations used for Model B and Model C. 

 

Table 21 provides the results of five logit models where the dependent variable is whether the 

person is employed or not. Model A includes all variables, whilst Models B to E each enter 

just one of four key educational quality variables that are of interest: whether the respondent 

believes he or she can write well in English, whether the respondent took mathematics in 

Grade 12, whether the respondent considers himself or herself computer literate and the 

mathematics test score of the respondent. The last four models suggest that computer literacy 

and the mathematics test score are more statistically significant predictors of being employed 

than English writing skills and having done mathematics in Grade 12. The last column in 

Table 21 provides the estimated expected increase in the probability of being employed, given 

certain shifts in the values of the explanatory variables. For example, having attained 15 years 

of education (as opposed to less than Grade 8) increases one’s probability of being employed 

by 33 percentage points.  
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Table 21: Employment logit model 

Variables 
Model 

A 
Model 

B 
Model 

C 
Model 

D 
Model 

E 
Change 
in value 

Change in 
probability 
(Model A) 

Attained Gr 8 -0.13 -0.14 -0.28* -0.27* -0.26   
Attained Gr 9 0.02 0.04 -0.32** -0.30* -0.28*   
Attained Gr 10 -0.02 -0.01 -0.08 -0.04 0.00   
Attained Gr 11 0.20 0.25 -0.14 -0.07 -0.02   
Attained Gr 12 0.21 0.37 0.14 0.29** 0.36***   
Attained 13 years 0.29 0.47 0.09 0.30* 0.37**   
Attained 14 years 0.67 0.97** 0.91*** 1.19*** 1.28***   
Attained 15 years 3.74*** 4.02*** 1.87*** 2.16*** 2.26*** 0 to 1 0.33 
Age 0.09* 0.08 0.11*** 0.10*** 0.10*** +1 0.02 
Age squared 0.00 0.00 0.00*** 0.00*** 0.00***  

 Is female -1.28*** -1.28*** -0.90*** -0.90*** -0.90*** 0 to 1 -0.26 
Is coloured 0.31 0.36 0.29** 0.38*** 0.38***  

 Is Indian 3.53*** 3.61*** 0.82** 0.93** 0.97** 0 to 1 0.31 
Is white 0.34 0.54 0.32 0.50** 0.51**  

 Writes English -0.08 
   

-0.09  
 Did Gr 12 math 0.20 

  
0.04 

 
 

 Computer literate 0.32* 
 

0.42*** 
  

0 to 1 0.07 
Maths test score 0.15** 0.15** 

   
+1.09 0.03 

Constant -1.58* -1.38* -1.71*** -1.58*** -1.56***   

N 1943 1943 8769 8769 8769   
Pseudo R

2
 0.183 0.180 0.120 0.117 0.117   

Note: The dependent variable is the being employed (as opposed to being strictly unemployed or 
‘discouraged unemployed’). The mean for this dependent variable is 0.64 in the smaller sample (1621 
observations) and 0.70 in the larger sample (7845 observations). *** indicates that the estimate is 
significant at the 1% level of significance, ** at the 5% level and * at the 10% level. The change in 
probability is obtained using the mfx compute command in Stata. The estimate for age in the final 
column takes into account both of the age variables. The 1.09 increase in the maths test score 
represents an increase of one standard deviation (measured across all test-takers).  

 



66 

 

Appendix G: Grade 12 subject choices 

The 2009 examinations dataset that was analysed included 623,229 examination candidates. 

This number was reduced to 528,986 candidates when only those with seven or eight subjects 

with non-missing scores who took life orientation as one subject and were in a school with a 

quintile value (indicating the school was public) were included. These 528,986 learners were 

distributed across 5,877 schools and formed the basis for the analysis that follows.   

The next table provides the raw numbers behind Table 7. The reason why the overall total is 

less than 528,986 is that learners who had fewer than or more than four non-language subjects 

(other than life orientation) were excluded. The reason why learners would have fewer than 

four non-language subjects is largely that some learners took a non-official language, such as 

French, instead of a non-language subject.    

Table 22: Participation in most common non-language combinations 

 Quintile 
1 

Quintile 
2 

Quintile 
3 

Quintile 
4 

Quintile 
5 

Overall 

MATH + GEOG + PHSC + LFSC 18,028 13,589 18,557 12,535 7,057 69,766 
MLIT + ACCN + BSTD + ECON 14,937 11,350 16,833 10,250 4,187 57,557 
MATH + ACCN + BSTD + ECON 13,347 8,447 12,947 8,600 3,593 46,934 
MATH + PHSC + LFSC + AGRS 14,743 8,225 10,239 2,668 1,225 37,100 
MLIT + HIST + GEOG + LFSC 8,128 5,223 6,814 4,014 1,764 25,943 
MLIT + GEOG + LFSC + AGRS 4,632 3,614 3,994 1,130 525 13,895 
MATH + PHSC + LFSC + ACCN 1,352 990 2,938 3,070 3,459 11,809 
MLIT + HIST + GEOG + TRSM 2,898 1,650 2,944 2,374 667 10,533 
MATH + PHSC + LFSC + CATN 1,628 1,698 2,271 2,367 1,960 9,924 
MLIT + HIST + GEOG + AGRS 4,721 1,653 2,256 617 79 9,326 
Other combinations 36,983 25,632 45,739 43,829 64,043 216,226 

Total 121,397 82,071 125,532 91,454 88,559 509,013 

 

The next two tables provide a similar analysis, except here the breakdown is by province 

instead of quintile. Table 25 below provides a view similar to that of Table 8, by province.  
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Table 23: Cumulative participation by province in non-language combinations 

 EC FS GP KN LP MP NC NW WC Overall 

MATH + GEOG + PHSC + LFSC 15 14 13 12 18 14 10 18 8 14 
MLIT + ACCN + BSTD + ECON 20 34 27 22 30 29 16 35 14 25 
MATH + ACCN + BSTD + ECON 33 40 33 35 40 35 20 39 20 34 
MATH + PHSC + LFSC + AGRS 45 43 34 43 54 46 22 42 20 42 
MLIT + HIST + GEOG + LFSC 51 48 38 48 60 49 33 48 27 47 
MLIT + GEOG + LFSC + AGRS 52 49 39 49 67 54 39 55 27 49 
MATH + PHSC + LFSC + ACCN 55 52 41 52 68 55 42 56 30 52 
MLIT + HIST + GEOG + TRSM 57 53 43 55 70 57 44 57 31 54 
MATH + PHSC + LFSC + CATN 59 58 45 57 71 59 47 59 33 56 
MLIT + HIST + GEOG + AGRS 61 59 45 57 76 63 47 62 34 58 
Other combinations 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

 

Table 24: Participation my province in non-language combinations 

 EC FS GP KN LP MP NC NW WC Overall 

MATH + GEOG + PHSC + LFSC 9,695 3,342 11,624 14,666 14,856 6,636 958 4,696 3,293 69,766 
MLIT + ACCN + BSTD + ECON 3,166 4,966 11,321 13,532 9,696 7,508 634 4,135 2,599 57,557 
MATH + ACCN + BSTD + ECON 8,634 1,411 5,947 15,549 8,462 3,237 361 1,132 2,201 46,934 
MATH + PHSC + LFSC + AGRS 7,721 742 511 10,118 11,704 5,229 177 668 230 37,100 
MLIT + HIST + GEOG + LFSC 3,363 1,143 3,815 6,432 4,470 1,369 1,044 1,706 2,601 25,943 
MLIT + GEOG + LFSC + AGRS 960 195 80 1,493 6,193 2,665 594 1,651 64 13,895 
MATH + PHSC + LFSC + ACCN 1,997 659 2,345 3,485 817 519 355 459 1,173 11,809 
MLIT + HIST + GEOG + TRSM 1,303 310 1,874 4,374 1,076 822 156 192 426 10,533 
MATH + PHSC + LFSC + CATN 1,056 1,243 1,488 2,252 1,125 739 297 537 1,187 9,924 
MLIT + HIST + GEOG + AGRS 1,475 146 46 581 4,012 2,163 10 807 86 9,326 
Other combinations 24,886 9,990 47,383 53,975 19,772 18,141 5,135 9,594 27,350 216,226 

Total 64,256 24,147 86,434 126,457 82,183 49,028 9,721 25,577 41,210 509,013 
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Table 25: Individual subject participation across provinces 

  EC FS GP KN LP MP NC NW WC Overall Learners 

DNCE Dance Studies 5 0 28 0 0 2 0 0 63 100 330 
MUSC Music 14 4 16 29 0 3 1 4 30 100 1,291 
VSLA Visual Arts 5 2 34 27 1 4 1 5 21 100 6,116 
DRMA Dramatic Arts 3 3 16 65 0 1 0 0 12 100 5,460 
DSGN Design 3 2 40 7 0 6 0 4 39 100 2,250 
HIST History 14 4 15 25 15 9 3 5 11 100 84,030 
GEOG Geography 11 4 14 23 20 10 2 7 7 100 199,725 
MATH Mathematics 15 5 16 26 17 9 1 5 6 100 269,697 
MLIT Mathematical Literacy 9 6 18 22 15 11 3 7 9 100 259,260 
PHSC Physical Science 14 6 17 23 18 9 1 6 6 100 205,368 
LFSC Life Sciences 14 5 14 24 19 10 2 6 7 100 277,569 
INFT Information Technology 4 4 32 34 5 4 1 5 10 100 5,528 
CATN Computer Applications Technology 10 9 24 17 6 7 3 5 18 100 46,847 
AGRS Agricultural Sciences 17 2 1 20 34 19 1 5 1 100 84,818 
ACCN Accounting 11 6 18 28 13 9 2 5 7 100 162,426 
BSTD Business Studies 11 6 19 26 12 9 2 5 9 100 190,601 
ECON Economics 12 6 18 25 17 10 1 5 6 100 142,446 
MCHT Mechanical Technology 9 7 27 28 5 6 3 8 8 100 6,842 
ELTT Electrical Technology 8 8 32 22 8 6 3 8 6 100 6,197 
GRDS Engineering Graphics and Design 8 7 29 25 6 6 2 8 9 100 24,715 
TRSM Tourism 12 4 19 32 9 13 2 3 6 100 67,865 
HOSP Hospitality Studies 10 3 26 34 7 10 2 4 5 100 10,065 
CNST Consumer Studies 11 8 21 15 7 7 2 6 22 100 31,083 
CVLT Civil Technology 7 7 27 18 4 6 1 8 21 100 9,334 
RLGS Religion Studies 26 0 4 15 16 15 0 2 22 100 1,621 

 Overall 12 5 17 24 16 10 2 6 8 100 528,986 
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What follows is an explanation of the method used to arrive at the figures in Table 9 and 

Table 10. The explanation proceeds with reference to the treatment of a fairly typical (but 

fictitious) learner. The learner whose results are given in Table 26 did fulfil the requirement 

that a score of at least 40 (out of 100) had to be achieved in one’s home language (in this case 

isiZulu). The learner also did fulfil the requirement that at least three subjects had to carry a 

score of at least 40. However, he failed to fulfil the requirement that at least six subjects had 

to carry a score of at least 30. The learner only had five subjects with at least 30. Therefore 

the learner did not obtain a National Senior Certificate in 2009.  

Table 26: Results of one learner 

Subject Score 

IsiZulu HL 70 
English FA 52 
Life Orientation 71 
Mathematics 21 
Geography 35 
Physical Science 23 
Life Sciences 30 

 

What the computer program did for every non-passing learner was to first check what 

alternative non-language subjects were available in the learner’s school through an 

examination of the subjects taken by all other learners in the school (in other words records 

outside of the sample of 5,000 learners were considered). In the case of the learner in 

question, a matrix of possible switches could look as follows: 

Table 27: Subject switching matrix 

Alternative subjects offered in 
the school  
Subjects of the learner  M

a
th

e
m

a
tic

a
l 

lite
ra

c
y
 

A
c
c
o
u

n
tin

g
 

B
u

s
in

e
s
s
 S

tu
d

ie
s
 

E
c
o

n
o
m

ic
s
 

E
n

g
in

e
e

rin
g

 
G

ra
p

h
ic

s
 a

n
d

 

D
e
s
ig

n
 

H
o
s
p

ita
lity

 S
tu

d
ie

s
 

T
o

u
ris

m
 

Mathematics        

Physical Science        

 

There were seven possible subject switches available to the learner, indicated by the cells with 

ticks in the matrix. Only mathematics and physical science are included in the matrix from 

amongst the learner’s subjects as these were the subjects where a score less than 30 was 

achieved. For each possible switch, the availability of data amongst all candidates to estimate 

an alternative score was checked. For example, to test the physical science to tourism switch, 

a search was run through the database (not just the sample of 5,000) to see which learners 

took mathematics, geography, tourism and life sciences (this is the combination of the learner, 

with tourism replacing physical science). If at least 500 learners took this combination, then 

the estimation of an alternative score was deemed possible. The 500 threshold ensured that 

enough observations in the dataset were available for a statistically reliable estimate, but it 

also ensured that very unusual combinations, which are likely to clash with general 

timetabling practices in schools, would not be considered feasible alternatives. Of the seven 

possible subject switches, three could be simulated because the 500 observation threshold was 

passed. These three are marked with double ticks in the matrix.  

For the three switches where estimates for the alternative subject were possible, the estimate 

was found using an ordinary least squares regression approach. For instance, to estimate the 

expected accounting score, the coefficients b for the following regression equation were 
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found, where Y was accounting scores of learners, X1 was the mathematics scores of learners, 

X2 the geography scores, and X3 the life sciences scores.  

3322110 XbXbXbbY   

The values for the four b coefficients were then used to obtain an estimated accounting score 

for the learner in question. The regression equations predicted actual scores rather well. The 

R
2
 value for the equation just described to estimate accounting scores was 0.80. Of the 239 

regression equations, each with a different combination of Y and X values, that were possible 

and necessary in the analysis of the sample of 5,000 learners, half had R
2
 values exceeding 

0.70 and 90% had R
2
 values exceeding 0.58.  

In the case of the learner in question, all three switches for which estimates were possible 

resulted in a score of at least 30 for mathematical literacy, accounting or business studies. In 

other words, either of the three switches would give the learner the required six subjects with 

a score of at least 30, and hence the National Senior Certificate.  
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A Tale of Two South Africas 

South African society is marked by a stark inequality in incomes. Despite efforts to transform the 
structure of the economy, the divide between those with little and those with plenty has retained a 
racial dimension. The persistence of these patterns of income distribution has been blamed on the 
overlap between race, language, culture, education level and neighbourhood. Mogues and Carter 
(2005), for instance, argue that when the rich and poor are also distinguished in terms of culture, 
race or language, economic marginalisation could be enduring or perhaps even worsen over time. 
They refer to the insider-outsider dynamic forged by these overlapping divides as ‘socially 
embedded’ exclusion. 

The research that this document reports on considers how the low quality of tuition offered in 
schools in poor communities can entrench exclusion and marginalisation. Within this system of 
overlapping divides, most of these categories cannot be transcended easily. Race is a social construct 
but a sticky one, while language and culture are, to a large extent, also social identities into which 
you are born. Moving to a more affluent neighbourhood is not a reliable strategy to escape poverty, 
as it tends to be the consequence of social mobility rather than the cause of it. This leaves education 
as the only viable avenue for poor people who want to enter the top end of the labour market, with 
all its attendant economic benefits. Education therefore has a significant role to play both in 
providing opportunities to individuals as well as through its potential to unravel the apartheid-era 
social structure and create a more cohesive and less polarised society. 

Thus, while there is much scope for education to challenge and transform individual lives and social 
structures, at least in principle, this study demonstrates why we are seeing so little evidence of this. 
Our research shows that by the age of eight there are already very large gaps in  the performance of 
school children in the top 20% of the population (top quintile) versus those in the bottom 80% 
(bottom four quintiles). In other words, by an early age there are already stark distinctions between 
the prospects of children from poorer communities and those from more affluent communities. 

According to our research, the education system generally produces outcomes that reinforce current 
patterns of poverty and privilege instead of challenging them. Unsurprisingly, we find that the 
inequalities in schooling outcomes manifest via labour market outcomes, perpetuating current 
patterns of income inequality. 

This document is an examination of the education system and the labour market based on our 
research. It is an attempt to understand the dynamics responsible for the creation and perpetuation 
of the great South African divide between rich and poor, and to suggest a way forward. 

Pro-poor reforms to the education system appear largely ineffective 

At the time of the transition to democracy, a South African education system was envisaged that 
would foster nation-building, promote democratic values and provide a pathway out of poverty for 
the poor. Fundamental reforms to the administration, governance and funding of education were 
required. A unified national department of education was established with considerable 
responsibility vested at the provincial level. Controversial curriculum reform, now widely believed to 
have been an impediment to progress, represented a strong break from previous arrangements and 
sought to advance inclusive education. 
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Public spending on education was highly unequal on the basis of race in the heyday of apartheid. 
Reforms to spending began prior to 1994 and public spending has since become increasingly well-
targeted to poor children. 

In 2006, 49% of education spending reached the poorest 40% of households (Van der Berg, 2009). 
Personnel spending represents 80% of the overall education budget. This limits the extent to which 
education spending can be redistributive, as teacher salaries are based on qualifications and 
experience, and better qualified and more experienced teachers often prefer to teach in more 
affluent schools. 

The National Norms and Standards for School Funding introduced in 2000 and amended in 2006 
aimed to target a greater share of non-personnel expenditure to poor schools. Since 2006 the 
poorest two quintiles of schools have been classified as “no-fee schools” and this was later extended 
to include the third quintile. These schools do not charge fees but receive more non-personnel 
funding to compensate for this loss of income. 

Non-personnel spending is well-targeted: Public spending on the poorest fifth of schools is roughly 
six times higher than spending on the richest fifth of schools. Although non-personnel funding 
received by schools is pro-poor, schools in more affluent communities remain better resourced due 
to the practice of charging school fees. 

Despite these reforms, education quality has remained disappointing. Surveys indicate that the level 
of cognitive achievement of the majority of South African children is alarmingly low in key learning 
areas such as Reading, Mathematics and Science. The Systemic Evaluations undertaken by the 
Department of Education show that the majority of children are performing well below the standards 
required by the curriculum. In the Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) of 
2002, South African Grade 8 students achieved the lowest average scores in both Mathematics and 
Science out of 46 countries, including six African countries. More recently and at the primary school 
level, South Africa came last out of 40 countries in the Progress in International Reading Literacy 
Study (PIRLS 2006). The PIRLS sample included some developing countries, but was admittedly biased 
towards developed countries. Therefore the Southern and Eastern African Consortium for 
Monitoring Education Quality surveys of 2000 and 2007 (SACMEQ II and III) may provide a more 
meaningful comparison. Here, South Africa performed slightly below the average of the other 
participating African countries in Grade 6 Mathematics and Reading, despite benefiting from better 
access to resources, more qualified teachers and lower pupil-to- teacher ratios. 

Not only is the cognitive performance of South African children disturbingly low, it is also highly 
unequal. According to SACMEQ III, the average Reading test score for the richest 20% of learners in 
Grade 6 was 605, compared to 436 for the poorest 20% of learners (the mean across the 
international sample was set at 500 and the standard deviation at 100). This disparity was repeated 
in the Mathematics test, although the difference was slightly smaller with averages of 583 and 454 
respectively. South Africa’s rural children did far worse than rural children in most other countries in 
this African sample, as did the poorest quarter of South African students in comparison with the 
other countries in the sample. When ranked by the performance of the poorest 25% of students, 
South Africa comes 14th out of 15 Sub-Saharan countries for reading, and 12th for maths. Rural 
South African children also fare poorly relative to their peers in African countries: rural South African 
students came 13th in reading and 12th in mathematics out of the 15 African countries. 
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Thus, when seen in regional context, South Africa grossly under-performs given that it has more 
qualified teachers, lower pupil-to-teacher-ratios and better access to resources (Spaull, 2011). 

Figure 1: Grade 6 reading test score distribution for various socio-economic groups, 2007 

 

Source: Own analysis using SACMEQ III 

Figure 1 shows the distribution of test scores across socio- economic groups. The distributions depict 
the proportion of learners from a specific socio-economic group (along the vertical axis) that 
achieved specific Reading scores (along the horizontal axis). Each distribution represents one fifth of 
learners, ranked according to their socio-economic status. It is striking that only the most affluent 
learners (the top 20%, here depicted with a red line) generally performed above the average score of 
512 (for the African countries in the SACMEQ sample). 

The legacy of apartheid appears to have endured. The former racially separate education 
departments therefore remain important categories for analysis. Not only have the large 
performance gaps between former black schools and former white schools prevailed, but also the 
relationship between former education department classification and socio-economic status. This 
double burden of historical disadvantage and current poverty may help to explain why South African 
learners perform worse than African learners facing similar levels of economic deprivation. 

Why do schools in poor communities underperform? 

The patterns outlined above point to enduring problems with the quality of schooling provided in 
poor communities. This, in turn, constrains the ability of the education system to provide a pathway 
out of poverty for poor children. Our analysis of school surveys indicates that residents of poor and 
predominantly black neighbourhoods frequently attend schools with a lack of discipline, weak 
management and few highly qualified and experienced teachers. This relationship between poverty 
and low-quality tuition is reinforced through several social mechanisms, including the influence of 
parents, the influence of the child’s peers and a broader neighbourhood effect. 

The influence of poor schools and poor communities is difficult to disentangle statistically. Because 
children predominantly attend a school close to their home due to distance and transport costs, 
there is often an overlap between the school’s socio-economic profile and that of the community 
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where the child resides. However this is less true in metropolitan regions, where children are more 
mobile. 

An analysis of SACMEQ III (Spaull, 2011) shows that the effects of the community and the combined 
socio-economic status of schools are more pronounced than the individual-level effect of socio-
economic status. In other words, the individual child’s socio-economic background matters less for 
her performance than the area she lives in and the school she attends. Our analyses of other 
educational datasets support this finding (Shepherd, 2011; Taylor, 2011). 

Number of teachers and teacher quality 

Teacher quality, and specifically teacher knowledge,  has often been thought to play a crucial role in 
learner performance. SACMEQ III provided the first dataset that allows testing this hypothesis. Our 
analysis of this data does, however, suggest that teacher knowledge is no magic bullet. 

Firstly, the results indicate that insufficient teacher knowledge is a problem. The teacher tests were 
comparable to those taken by the learners and, accordingly, were relatively basic. One would expect 
most teachers to score close to full marks. Unfortunately, this was not the case. The average teacher 
scores in both Reading and Mathematics tests were well below that. 

While teacher knowledge was lower in poor schools than in richer schools, it made little difference to 
learner performance. After accounting for other factors affecting learner scores, a 100 point 
improvement in average teacher Reading scores was only accompanied by an average 7 point 
increase in learner scores, i.e. 7% of a standard deviation across all SACMEQ countries. For 
Mathematics, a 100 point increase in teacher scores was associated with an even smaller average 
change of 4.8 points. 

This does not imply that teacher quality is unimportant. There are at least two more plausible 
explanations: Firstly, the dimensions of teacher quality that matter may not be captured by teacher 
knowledge. It may, for instance, be that the ability to teach students well at a Grade 6 level is more 
dependent on the teacher’s ability to convey knowledge or the teacher’s motivation and dedication 
than on his or her subject knowledge. Secondly, many schools may be facing other bigger constraints 
that prevent teacher knowledge from having its full potential impact on student learning. This seems 
plausible because the impact of teacher knowledge on Reading scores is much smaller for the poorer 
four-fifths of schools, and for the Mathematics scores of these schools we see no significant effect. 

Textbooks 

Previous studies have shown that providing access to textbooks delivers significant returns in terms 
of educational outcomes. This is confirmed by the recent analysis. In the SACMEQ study, when 
learners had their own Reading textbook, or when they shared it with no more than one other 
person, they tended to perform better. The same effect, however, was not seen for Mathematics 
textbooks. Among the poorest 20% of learners, 37% either did not have a Reading textbook at all, or 
had to share the book with two or more other children. Only 15% of the richest learners were in a 
similar position. 

Classroom practices 

Many classroom practices are correlated with performance, such as the frequency of giving 
homework, whether assessment records were up-to-date, and the extent of curriculum coverage. 



5 
 

However, such correlations do not necessarily imply causation, i.e. that these classroom practices 
improve performance. Things may also work the other way around, for instance teachers may slow 
down and not cover the full curriculum because their class could not keep up, or these practices may 
simply reflect a more important factor, viz. a well-organised and motivated teaching staff. 

Having said this, curriculum coverage and the frequency with which Mathematics and literacy 
exercises are undertaken by students are at such low levels in many of South Africa’s schools, that 
the promotion of such activities in these schools would certainly be advisable. 

Discipline and management 

Our analysis indicates that school discipline and effective management make a large difference to 
performance. Important factors include the presence of curriculum planning for a full year, a 
functional timetable, teaching support materials (LTSM), good quality inventories for learning and 
low teacher absenteeism. Again, we do not interpret such correlations as evidence of a causal effect 
i.e. that improved curriculum planning will improve school performance, but rather to indicate that 
more attention should be given to management and oversight (See Box 2 on this page). 

Assessment and feedback 

A lack of feedback to learners and parents also appears to hinder the progress of learners in poor 
schools. A simulation exercise using National Senior Certificate (Matric) data from 2009 revealed that 
a number of students who failed Matric probably would have passed if they had taken different 
subject combinations. It was estimated that the Matric pass rate could have been 15 percentage 
points higher, had students switched from certain non-language subjects to other non-language 
subjects. In particular, the switch from Mathematics to Mathematical Literacy would have led to a 
large number of Matric passes. 

The benefits from subject switches were estimated to be greatest within the poorest quintile of 
schools, where unreliable assessment practices have been shown to be most severe. To suggest that 
students from poor backgrounds should take Mathematical Literacy rather than Mathematics is, of 
course, contentious. The point is rather that some students would indeed have been better advised 
to take Mathematical Literacy, while, conversely, other students perhaps should have taken 
Mathematics.  In both cases, inappropriate subject choice may stem from inaccurate feedback about 
their Mathematics ability. This provides further support for the argument that poor feedback may be 
part of the problem with the schooling system. 

The correlation between individual marks attained in the school-based continuous assessment in 
Matric and those obtained in the externally assessed Matric exam was unusually low in poor schools, 
on average below 0.60 when calculated across all subjects (Van der Berg & Shepherd, 2010). If 
annual assessments at lower grades show similarly inaccuracy, it would mean that more than half of 
the students who failed would have done better than many of those who passed, whereas many 
passed who would have been better candidates to repeat a grade. 

This is in line with previous research in this area by Lam, Ardington and Leibbrandt (forthcoming) 
which indicates that inaccurate feedback could affect grade progression as well as decisions on 
whether to persevere at school. Standardised assessments can improve this aspect of school quality 
by giving students and parents more accurate feedback and by providing teachers with information 
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on the standards required at a particular grade. Greater familiarity with such standards may enhance 
the ability of parents to act as monitors for school quality and as champions for their children’s 
education. 

Additionally, the analysis of PIRLS by Shepherd (2011) suggests that more parental involvement does 
not yield any significant school level benefit in African language schools, while there are discernible 
benefits to parental involvement in English and Afrikaans language schools. This may in part relate to 
anecdotal and case study evidence implying that the poor are often underrepresented in School 
Governing Bodies and, if present, are less vocal. 

Home background (parental and community influences) 

It is universally recognised that family and other environmental factors contribute greatly to the 
development of cognitive skills and subsequent labour market outcomes.  Although a matter of 
debate in the literature, much of the international research suggests that these family background 
effects may outweigh those of the school – but these factors are less amenable to policy. 

There is evidence in international literature that poorer children enter school with a cognitive 
disadvantage because they lack access to the kind of resources and stimulation well-off children 
enjoy. One response to this socio-economic gap in performance is to create mechanisms that enable 
the school system to play a role from an earlier age in the attempt to overcome the early deficits that 
some children face. 

There has been much South African research interest in this topic and also some policy activity. The 
Education White Paper No.5 of 2001 set the enrolment of all five-year-olds in a pre-school 
educational institution by 2010 as an important goal. Although this target has not been achieved yet, 
our research provides evidence that enrolment numbers have been steadily increasing (see the Box 3 
on p.9). 

The enduring legacy of apartheid-era departments 

Figure 2 illustrates the differences in learning and improvement achieved in a year of schooling in 
two different segments of the South African schooling system. Those parts of the school system that 
were designated as schools for black learners under apartheid are still underperforming. Given that 
these represent the majority of our schools, this is of grave concern. 

The figure shows the distributions of literacy achievement for the same group of students across 
three years. The graphs were constructed to contrast the improvement in performance between 
grades by historically black (ex-DET) schools versus historically white (ex-HOA) schools. The 
distributions depict the proportion of the sample (along the vertical axis) that achieved specific 
literacy scores (along the horizontal axis). A shift of the distribution to the right signifies an overall 
improvement in results. To distinguish the two groups of learners, the distributions of literacy scores 
for the historically black schools across the three years are represented using solid lines and the 
distributions of literacy scores for historically white schools using broken lines. It is worrying to see 
how far most children in historically black schools have already fallen behind their peers in 
historically white schools by the fifth grade, and that they in fact still performed far worse than the 
latter did in Grade 3. This provides further evidence that the legacy of the apartheid-era system has 
endured and is still entrenching patterns of privilege and deprivation. 
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In light of these findings, it is unsurprising that Taylor and Yu (2009) found that African language 
learners who were enrolled in the historically privileged part of the school system performed 
substantially better in reading than African language learners of the same socio-economic 
background who were enrolled in historically black schools. The same result was found in this 
research, implying that these children may be able to achieve a substantial improvement in 
educational outcomes by simply moving from a historically black school to a historically white or 
Indian school (Taylor 2011). 

Figure 2: Kernel density curves of Literacy 2007, 2008 and 2009 by ex-department 

 

Source: Own analysis using NSES 2007 – 2009 

Analysing PIRLS, we furthermore find that specific school characteristics impacted on student 
achievement differently, depending on the predominant language in the school. In this work, the test 
language chosen by the school (one of the African languages, versus Afrikaans or English) served as a 
crude proxy for the part of the historical school system. For the African language schools, extended 
instruction was associated with improved performance. Class size was not associated with large 
differences in student achievement within the Afrikaans and English sample of schools, but within 
African language schools, excessively large classes were associated with worse student achievement. 
More frequent diagnostic testing and class exercises were also linked to better performance within 
the African language sample, but not within the Afrikaans and English sample (see Box 4 on p.11). 

The detrimental impact of poverty on educational outcomes is well-documented in the literature on 
education and recognised as a challenge to education systems across the world. However, poverty 
seems to have an even more severe impact on learning in this country than it does in other African 
countries. Figure 3 shows the relationship between the average Reading score for Grade 6 learners 
across socio-economic status (using an index of household assets to ensure comparability across 
countries) for South Africa and a group of other African countries (Botswana, Kenya, Lesotho, 
Malawi, Mauritius, Mozambique, Namibia, Seychelles, Swaziland, Tanzania, Uganda, Zambia and 
Zimbabwe, as well as the island of Zanzibar in Tanzania, which has full jurisdiction over its own 
schools). This graph represents the socio-economic gradient, i.e. how test scores vary with socio-
economic status (SES). In this case, it was fitted using Lowess smoothing lines, a non-parametric 
trend line, which is similar to a regression but does not presuppose that the relationship between 
socio-economic status and school performance is linear. 
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Figure 3: Lowess socio-economic gradients for South Africa and other SACMEQ countries, 2007 

 

Source: Own analysis using SACMEQ III 

This figure demonstrates that poverty itself cannot account for the poor performance of South 
African children – poor (low SES) South African children perform far worse in Reading than their 
equally poor counterparts in other SACMEQ countries. This may be attributable to the double burden 
that learners from poor communities in South Africa often face: there is the burden of poverty 
(operating on both an individual and institutional-social level) and then there is also the burden of 
attending a school that still bears the scars of neglect and underfunding under the apartheid 
dispensation. 

One immediate reaction to this finding is that further redistribution of resources is needed. But the 
analysis reported here shows that additional resources do not significantly improve the situation for 
poor schools. The problems appear to lie deeper and to be more systemic, possibly relating to factors 
such as management, motivation of teachers and expectations of parents. However, our findings 
regarding the factors constraining resource effectiveness in these schools should be regarded as 
tentative and exploratory, as these effects are difficult to pin down statistically. Thus there is great 
benefit in working with a number of datasets, which allow better verification of patterns across 
different models. 

The role of education in the labour market  

Education plays an important role in determining labour market prospects. Having left school early or 
having received a low-quality education, most children from poor households stand at the back of 
the job queue and are less likely to obtain stable and lucrative employment. As the most important 
source of income for the great majority of households is wages, lucrative employment is one of the 
main ways to escape poverty. Poverty can perpetuate itself via low educational attainment and low-
quality education, resulting in dire labour market prospects, creating a vicious cycle that impedes 
social mobility. 

Income inequality in South Africa is being driven not only by differences in the number of years of 
education attained, but also, to a large extent, by the quality thereof. Policies that address inequality 
by intervening in the labour market will have limited success as long as considerable pre-labour 
market inequalities in the form of significant differences in school quality persist. 
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Years of education and labour market prospects  

Years of completed education are important both for the likelihood of employment and for setting 
wages. Additionally, there seems to be a non-linear effect at work in both these processes. Figure 4 
shows that, up to Grade 11, an additional year of education does not improve employment 
prospects, but then the likelihood of employment increases dramatically with earning a Matric 
Certificate or more. 

Figure 4: conditional employment probability, 2005 

 

Source: Own analysis using LFS 2007 

Earnings functions capture the relationship between wages and the years of education of a worker. 
Research on the South African labour market has found convex returns to education, i.e. that the 
wage increase associated with an additional completed year of education is higher from Matric and 
beyond (Keswell & Poswell, 2004; Bhorat & Leibbrandt, 2001). Figure 5 shows that if one plots the 
log of the wage against years of education completed, the line becomes increasingly steep at high 
levels of educational attainment.  
 

Figure 5: conditional wage rate (log of hourly wage), 2005 

 

Source: Own analysis using LFS 2007 
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High labour market returns to matric and weak assessment practices 

Traditionally the shape of these curves is attributed to a scarcity of skilled labour and an abundance 
of workers with low skills. However, there is also an alternative explanation. A previous section 
described how weak assessment practices interfere with the education system’s sifting process. 
These problems also have labour market repercussions. The sudden jump in wages and the likelihood 
of employment at Matric and higher levels may be attributable to the perceived quality of the 
externally assessed and monitored national Matric examination versus the noisy and unreliable 
information in internal assessments and grade progression. The flatness of both the likelihood of 
employment and wage increases up to Grade 11 indicates that employers do not regard grade 
progression as a credible signal of quality and productivity of a job applicant. Employers appear to be 
uncertain about the cognitive skills associated with different grade attainment levels. At 12 years of 
education there is a dramatic rise in the likelihood of employment. According to this explanation, 
Matric is a threshold because the labour market considers this standardised and externally 
monitored national exam to be a credible signal of quality and productivity. 

The 2007 Community Survey provides further evidence to illustrate the impact of education quality 
on employment and of how matric performance act as signal of labour quality and future 
productivity. The survey provides information on three broad categories of Matric exam 
achievement, namely attempted and failed, passed, and passed with university exemption 
(endorsement). Focusing on black workers only, so as not to conflate the effects of race and 
education quality, the survey shows that those who had attempted but failed Matric faced an 
unemployment rate of almost 48%. In contrast, those who had passed Matric but failed to obtain 
university exemption had a lower unemployment rate of 42%. In comparison, students who passed 
Matric with a university exemption but did not continue to further studies had a considerably lower 
unemployment rate of 36%. 

Performance in Matric (based on these categories) also affected wages earned for those who found 
jobs: Those black workers who had no higher qualifications than Matric but who indicated that they 
had achieved a university exemption in Matric earned almost twice as much as those who had failed 
Matric (94% higher), and almost a third (30%) more than those who had passed it but without 
university exemption. 

Clearly, the quality of the Matric counted. Analysis for other race groups showed similar, though 
more muted, effects of the quality of Matric results on both employment and earnings. 

Quality of education and labour market prospects  

Internationally, attempts to account for the quality of education in earnings functions have 
suggested that quality of education may be more important for an individual’s earning capacity than 
the number of years of education (Murnane et al, 2001; Hanushek and Woessman, 2007). In South 
Africa there is a further imperative: to examine whether measures of education quality may help 
explain the large and persistent racial differences in employment and wages (e.g. Burger and Jafta, 
2006). 

A proportion of these racial differences can be attributed to productive characteristics such as years 
of education. There remains, however, a large unexplained component, often assumed to represent 
labour market discrimination. During the apartheid era there were large discrepancies between the 
spending on each of the racially based education departments, with the education system 
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designated for black learners (ex-DET) receiving considerably less than white learners. It thus appears 
plausible that some of the unexplained component of the racial wage gap may be attributable to 
differences in the quality of education received by black versus white workers. 

Unfortunately, it has been difficult to examine this question because of a lack of appropriate data 
capturing the quality of education with, for instance, a cognitive skills test. Two alternative strategies 
were used in this research project to deal with this issue, viz. simulation of cognitive skill levels based 
on Matric data and attainment levels, and the use of new data from the National Income Dynamics 
Survey (NIDS) of 2008. 

In the absence of good test data for workers in the labour force, simulations offered another 
alternative: constructing a synthetic model of cognitive skill based on the observed patterns in Matric 
results, educational attainment and earnings functions (See Box 6 on p. 12). The estimates indicate 
that differences in cognitive skills (quality of education) accounted for almost half of the gap in the 
wages of white versus black workers. 

This decomposition is shown in Figure 6. The last column shows for the 20-34 year-old cohort that 
the log of the hourly wage (in 2000 Rand values) for blacks was 1.77, far below the 3.17 of whites. 
This gap of 1.40 in the log of wages between these two race groups could be explained as follows: 
0.47 by education level and experience (so- called productive characteristics), 0.60 by superior 
quality of education (as estimated by the model) and 0.34 is the remaining unexplained part of the 
wage gap (due to rounding, figures do not add up exactly). 

Figure 6: Decomposition of white/black differential in log (wage) 

 

Source: Own analysis using simulations 

Figure 7 shows these amounts as hourly wages (in 2000 Rand values). This indicates that differences 
in education quality produce a wage gap of R10.70 per hour. Thus, if all other sources of differences 
in wages could be eliminated (here including years of education, experience and also the 
unexplained component) then this would still leave a gap that is almost twice the size of the average 
black wage. 
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Figure 7: Potential effect of education on hourly black wages, age group 19-34 

 

Source: Own analysis using simulations 

NIDS’ numeracy test scores pick up large differences in the performance of different population 
groups with the same levels of educational attainment (De Vos, 2011). Taking into account various 
statistical concerns (see Box 6 on p. 12), Du Rand, Van Broekhuizen and Von Fintel (2011) find that 
numeracy scores have a strong association with wages and that differences in the numeracy test 
scores could account for almost one-fifth (18.6%) of the unexplained racial  wage gap, i.e. the gap 
between black and white wages that cannot be explained by differences in productivity and years of 
experience of workers. 

NIDS asked respondents to provide the name of the school they attended. This allows the estimation 
of an alternative set of school quality indicators based on Matric results. This measure of school 
quality accounted for more than a third (36.8%) of the unexplained racial gap in wages. Including 
measures of quality of education clearly  increases the proportion of the racial wage gaps that can  
be explained. But despite this progress, two approaches give different estimates of the contribution 
of quality of education and there is unfortunately no strong argument to prefer one over the other. 
Referring back to Figure 6 above, our estimates for the part of the log wage gap that could 

be explained by differences in education quality range between 0.17 and 0.34 using the test scores 
from NIDS. This is considerably less than the 0.60 observed in the last column of that figure based on 
the simulation model, thus leaving a far larger unexplained wage gap. 

Income inequality and wages 

Most income derives from wages, and most inequality in wage income between households results 
from differences in wage levels and in the number of employed wage earners. For instance, an 
analysis of the IES2005 shows that differences in household wages explain more than three-quarters 
of overall income inequality. 

Decomposition of wage earnings differentials between households by Leibbrandt, Woolard & 
Woolard (2010)   found that more than two-thirds of the inequality in wage income between 
households was the result of unequal wage income, rather than the proportion of household 
members that had jobs. The IES2005 estimates that if wages were the only source of income the Gini 
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coefficient would have been 0.777. Considering only the approximately two-thirds of households 
with wage income, the Gini coefficient remains high at 0.651. (The Gini coefficient is a measure of 
the inequality of a distribution – a value of 0 expressing total equality and a value of 1 maximal 
inequality.) 

Thus most income inequality originates in the labour market, through the distribution of jobs but 
more importantly for inequality through the wage formation processes. The pattern of wage 
inequality itself needs to change before aggregate income distribution can change in a major way. 
Thus reduced income inequality must start with a reduction of inequality in wage earnings, as high 
wage inequality effectively sets a floor to income inequality. 

Some see more jobs as an answer to this, but a simulation exercise using IES2000 data showed that 
jobs would have had a beneficial effect on poverty but only a minor effect on inequality: Even the 
overnight creation of as many as 2½ million additional jobs would have reduced the Gini coefficient 
by only about 0.033, but the poverty headcount ratio by almost 9 percentage points. The low 
education levels and limited experience of those currently unemployed mean that even if they were 
employed, it would probably have been at low wages, thus having little impact on wage or income 
inequality. In contrast, an average across-the-board real wage increase of as much as 30% would 
have reduced the poverty headcount by only about 4 percentage points, while nudging the Gini 
coefficient slightly higher (0.011 points). 

The labour market is at the heart of inequality, and central to labour market inequality is the quality 
of education. To reduce income inequality substantially requires a different wage pattern based on 
better human capital for the bulk of the population. Prospects for this at present appear 
inauspicious. Policies that address inequality by intervening in the labour market will have limited 
success as long as the considerable pre-labour market inequalities in the form of differential school 
quality persist. 

Looking ahead, the demand for skills can be expected through more and a better quality of education 
is necessary simply to keep up with the increasingly skills-intensive nature of growth. This would 
allow a larger share of the population to join the top end of the labour market and to become 
economic insiders, able to share fully in the fruits of economic development. But only if this happens 
on a massive scale, would most of the poor benefit. As more people start earning high incomes, 
overall inequality would start declining, though the wage differentials between high- skilled and low-
skilled workers would remain large unless the growth of skills exceeds the growth of demand for this 
type of labour. Only then will the wage differential between skilled and less skilled workers decline. 
The prospects for this occurring in the near future are limited. 

Some conclusions and policy implications 

The research papers in this project cover a wide scope and each has implications for policy. We can 
only mention a few conclusions and policy implications here: 

Prioritising managerial efficiency: The impact of resources on student achievement is crucially 
mediated by how well they are managed. This explains why additional resources often do not lead to 
improved student outcomes in many of the less well-functioning schools. In contrast, efficient 
schools are able to make the most of whatever resources they are given. Although the MTSF already 
identifies the improvement of managerial efficiency as a policy objective, this evidence supports it 
being given the highest priority. 
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Rewarding effective managers: The indicators of good management identified in this research should 
not be interpreted as more than exactly that: indicators that point to the characteristics typically 
exhibited by good managers, rather than levers to be manipulated by policy to achieve improved 
student outcomes. Command and control measures aimed at forcing teachers to follow best 
practices may well empty such practices of their value through introducing the perverse incentive to 
window-dress those practices at the expense of focusing on the central task of teaching. A better and 
indeed more ambitious route for policy would be to explore ways to attract, train and support better 
principals, and to replace those at the head of dysfunctional schools. 

Assessment quality and standardised national assessments as feedback: Assessment in most schools 
is both far too lenient and unreliable as a sorter amongst students of differing ability, often leaving 
learners under an illusion regarding their preparedness and leading to lenient and largely random 
grade progression. Thus the quality of assessment needs to be improved drastically. The Annual 
National Assessments launched this year may encourage better assessment practices within schools. 
It should be designed and implemented so as to provide information to students, teachers and 
parents regarding true performance. This would enhance accountability of schools to their 
stakeholders. But ideally, a standardised assessment in Grade 9 should be linked to an official 
qualification to provide some educational currency to youths who do not attain a matric certificate 
and therefore have nothing to signal their skills in the labour market. Better assessment and 
feedback would also contribute to better subject choices. 

Focus on core skills: Proficiency in reading and writing English, along with computer literacy, are vital 
determinants of employment and earnings prospects. Policies should ensure that learners are 
sufficiently equipped in this regard. 

Increase learning time: Secondary school learner absenteeism is often for reasons other than poor 
health or financial constraints. This indicates that there may be scope for increasing learning time in 
schools through, for instance, advocacy campaigns aimed at parents to emphasize the benefits of 
education. 

Enrolment vs. performance: Secondary level enrolment in South Africa is already high by 
international standards, with marked improvements since 2003, though the country does not 
perform well in the number passing Grade 12. Many children reach Matric insufficiently prepared for 
their final exam. The emphasis should be on improving the quality of education of those engaged in 
such education, rather than the numbers, i.e. on Grade 12 completion and quality rather than 
enrolment. This would equip learners better for the labour market and improve their chances of 
entering tertiary education. This is desirable for the individuals whose job and earnings prospects are 
improved, but it will also be beneficial at a national level, because more secondary and tertiary 
graduates improve a country’s long run economic growth potential. 

Access to learning resources, particularly reading textbooks: One way to achieve better outcomes 
would be to improve access to learning materials, since households cite lack of books as a main 
challenge. This supports the policy shift aimed at addressing this problem. Learners from low-income 
households are less likely to have direct access to textbooks. Since there is a strong positive 
correlation between reading-textbook access and reading performance, targeting policies and funds 
towards provision of reading textbooks will have an impact on performance, especially for poor 
learners. The research shows that only when learners have their own reading textbook or share it 
with no more than one other person, do they experience performance gains. 
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Homework frequency: The research shows performance gains associated with those students who 
received homework either once or twice a week or most days of the week. This effect was most 
pronounced for maths. Practical policies that encourage teachers to prescribe homework and enable 
students to complete that homework (where the home environment may not be conducive to doing 
so) should be explored. These policies are inexpensive but may yield significant gains in student 
performance, especially for Mathematics. 

Encouraging better curriculum coverage: The evidence suggests that effective schools offer thorough 
coverage of the curriculum. So there is scope for policies aimed at teachers’ professional 
development, firstly to ensure that they are technically able to teach all of the required elements, 
and secondly to provide them with the necessary time management- and prioritisation skills so that 
they can deliver within the set academic timeframe. Policy should also ensure that Learner Teacher 
Support Materials such as textbooks and workbooks are explicitly designed to facilitate the extensive 
coverage of curriculum and exercises, making this easier for both teachers and students to 
implement. 

Teacher knowledge and quality: Teachers’ subject expertise has a small positive impact on learner 
performance. While improving teacher subject-knowledge is likely to provide modest gains, at the 
Grade 6 level policy should focus rather on helping teachers convey the subject material to their 
students. 

Pre-school education: As large inequality in literacy and numeracy is evident as early as grade 3, 
substantial efforts must be directed at improving education quality in primary schools and even 
before that in early childhood. Thus the encouraging trend towards greater enrolment in pre-school 
should be pursued and its quality should be improved. Providing one year of quality pre-school 
education to all children is likely to improve performance more than extending the period involved. 
This is especially true for poorer children, who otherwise start primary school at a disadvantage. 

Reducing income inequality requires better education: Substantial reduction in income inequality will 
only be possible if pre-labour market inequalities, specifically inequalities in the quality of education, 
are reduced. 

Affirmative action policies cannot substitute for improving the skills of poor people: The effectiveness 
of affirmative action policies in the labour market will always be limited by a school process that 
leaves the poor with an ongoing skills deficit. 
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Data Sets 

The research dealt with a large number of datasets in order to obtain the fullest possible picture of 
the topic that was possible within constraints of researchers and time. The following were the most 
important ones: 

• All the General Household Surveys (GHS) from 2002 to 2009. 
• A number of Labour Force Surveys (LFS), in particular the last two containing wage data,    
   2007a and 2007b 
• The Income and Expenditure Survey (IES) of 2005/6 
• The National Income Dynamics Study (NIDS) of 2008 
• The South African data for SACMEQ III for 1997 
• PIRLS 2006 
• All three waves of the National School Effectiveness Study (NSES), entailing Grade 3 for 2008, 
   Grade 4 for 2009 and Grade 5 for 2010. 
• Matriculation (National Senior Certificate) data for 2009. 
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1. Introduction: Background and definition of school dropout 

The South African Schools Act (Act 84 of 1996, section 3[1]) states that all children in South 

Africa must “attend school from the first school day of the year in which such learner reaches 

the age of seven years until the last day of the year in which such learner reaches the age of 

fifteen years or the ninth grade whichever comes first”. Within this band of compulsory 

education from grades 1-9, South Africa has a very high rate of participation (over 95%), even 

by global standards (Branson et al. 2013: 12; Fleisch et al. 2009: 41; Sabates et al. 2010: 2). 

Moreover, national school attendance rates have improved by three percentage points since 

2002, such that the “vast majority” of children of school-going age (97%) “attended some 

form of educational facility” by 2013 (Hall 2015: 119). Yet such a positive picture “tends to 

mask the problem of drop-out among older children”, with attendance among children aged 

over 14 dropping steadily, especially after school ceases to be compulsory (ibid.).  

School dropout (also known as early “withdrawal”, or “attrition”) has been defined as “leaving 

education without obtaining a minimal credential” (De Witte et al. 2013: 1). In South Africa, 

that minimal qualification is the National Senior Certificate (NSC), or “matric” qualification, 

written at the end of grade 12. Most school dropout in South Africa occurs in grades 10 and 

11, resulting in 50% of learners in any one cohort dropping out before reaching grade 12 

(Spaull 2015: 34). The situation is even more worrying when NSC graduation rates are taken 

into account. In 2013, only 40% of those who had commenced school 12 years previously 

passed matric, while in 2014 the figure fell to 36% (ibid. 36).1 This pattern means that around 

60% of young South Africans effectively drop out of school, with no school-leaving 

qualification to their names. This compares unfavourably with patterns in other countries: for 

example Turkey has a 53% graduation rate, Brazil and Chile have rates of 67% and 72% 

respectively (Gustafsson 2011; Spaull 2015: 36), while in the European Union 77.3% of young 

                                                           
1 These figures differ markedly from the NSC yearly pass rate, which sits at around 76% in recent years, but 
only reflects the 50% of learners who actually make it as far as writing matric (Spaull 2015: 36).    
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people graduate from high school, a level similar to that experienced in the United States of 

America (De Witte 2013: 1).              

Levels of dropout in South Africa differ significantly by race, a result of racist colonial and 

apartheid social, spatial and economic policies which continue to produce injustice, exclusion 

and severe inequality in the present (see Moses et al. 2017). According to the results of the 

2011 General Household Survey, “there are large racial inequalities in matric attainment: only 

44% of Black and Coloured youth aged 23-24 had attained matric compared to 83% of Indian 

youth and 88% of White youth” (Spaull 2015: 35). There are also slight provincial differences 

in the number of young people attending school. Poorer provinces such as Limpopo, 

Mpumalanga and the Free State have a higher proportion of grade 1-9 children in school than 

wealthier provinces such as Gauteng, the Northern Cape and the Western Cape (Fleisch et al. 

2009: 42).2 More children tend to be out of school in cities compared to rural areas, although 

there are very high numbers of children out of school in the rural farming districts of the 

Western Cape (ibid.).         

Understanding the causes and nature of dropout requires such historical, social and spatial 

nuances and complexities in South Africa to be taken into account, as must potential 

measures to address dropout in the country.    

2. Causes and factors contributing to dropout 

There is a consensus in local and international literature on school dropout not only that there 

“is no single risk factor that can be used to accurately predict who is at risk of dropping out” 

(Hammond et al. 2007: 1), but that dropout should not be understood as a single event, but 

rather the result of a long process of disengagement; a cumulative, multidimensional process 

caused by the convergence of a number of factors over time (Branson et al. 2013; De Witte 

et al. 2013; Dockery N.D.; Hammond et al. 2007; Sabates et al. 2010). In fact, over 40 different 

risk factors relating to dropout have been identified, which makes both identifying the cause 

of a specific case of dropout, and tracking such risk factors, a very difficult task (Dockery N.D.: 

8).  

In trying to make sense of this large number of risk factors, various authors (such as 

Rumberger 2004) have attempted to come up with analytical frameworks, such as the popular 

framework which distinguishes between “individual factors” causing dropout and 

“institutional factors” (related to the family, school or community) (De Witte et al. 2013: 7). 

Others, such as Sabates et al. 2010: 12) have made the distinction between “supply side 

causes of drop out” (at the school level), and “demand side” causes located in the community 

or individual. Ultimately, such binary frameworks risk putting too much weight on one set of 

factors, when such factors are “inextricably bound up with each other…[and] interact in 

                                                           
2 This apparent contradiction has been explained by the fact that schools in very poor and rural communities 
“provide food and shelter which act as substantial incentives to attend, especially for poor learners” (Branson 
et al. 2013: 12).  
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countless ways.” (De Witte et al. 2013: 8). Understanding the causes – and risk-factors – of 

school dropout rather requires an analysis of how factors at community, family, school and 

individual levels interact during the process of disengagement and dropout. One useful way 

of trying to conceptualise the ways in which these complex risk factors interact is to identify 

and understand how “push-out factors” and “pull-out factors” (Dockery N.D. 11) interact. 

Pull-out factors refer to experiences and conditions outside of school which influence a 

learner’s decision to drop out (e.g. community, family, peer and individual influences), while 

push-out factors refer to influences within schools which impact on dropout (e.g. school 

structure, policies, environment and “vibe”, curriculum etc.). In the following discussion, pull-

out factors are discussed first, followed by push-out factors at school level.  

2.1 Community/broader factors 

International literature, primarily from the USA, on community-related factors focuses 

commonly on factors such as neighbourhood characteristics (high dropout rates for people 

from poor neighbourhoods where social amenities are limited, housing is run-down and 

rented rather than owned, crime is high etc.) (De Witte et al. 2013; November 2010); positive 

or negative influences of peers groups (high achieving and motivated peers versus peers 

involved with crime, drugs and violence) (Ekstrom et al. 1986; Hammond et al. 2007); the pull 

of early employment opportunities (especially in poor households where the opportunity-

cost of schooling is high) (De Witte et al. 2013; Rumberger 2004); and social discrimination 

and prejudice, especially that aimed at minority or underprivileged learners (Herbert and Reis 

1999).  

In South Africa, with its colonial/apartheid legacy of “separate development”, labour 

migration, “Bantu education”, family and social disarticulation, coupled with continued 

spatial injustice and extreme levels of inequality post-1994 (see Beinart 2001; Bond 2005), 

community-related factors of school dropout are particularly profound, and are inextricably 

linked to individual, family and school-related factors. Moses et al. (2017) show in detail how 

the structure of South Africa’s economy perpetuates poverty along racial and spatial lines, 

with black South Africans living in former “Homelands” remaining the most poor, while black 

and coloured communities living in townships remain similarly marginalised. They argue, 

along similar lines to Spaull (2015), that most black and coloured South Africans are trapped 

in a spatial and structural position in which access to a quality education is nearly impossible, 

perpetuating their poverty and inability to be upwardly mobile.     

Yet, as Dieltiens and Meny-Gibert (2009) argue, while absolute poverty does play a role in 

school dropout (inability to afford uniforms, transport and stationary – even when school fees 

are covered by the state), it cannot on its own explain why learners leave school early.3 As 

discussed in the previous section, South Africa has very high participation rates in primary and 

                                                           
3 See Fleisch et al. (2009) on absolute poverty (the minimum standard of goods and services needed to meet 
basic needs) and its link to dropout.  
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early secondary schooling, with poor rural provinces experiencing the highest numbers of 

children in school. Dieltiens and Meny-Gilbert (2009: 49) argue that while absolute poverty 

may account well for why poor learners commence school late and repeat grades, “relative 

poverty” – and how children experience poverty in their daily lives – offers a much more 

convincing explanation for why learners leave school prematurely, as “inequalities between 

learners [make them] more vulnerable to drop out”. For poor families, female learners may 

be forced to be habitually absent or even to drop out due to lack of access to sanitary pads 

during their menstrual cycles – which is a common problem throughout Africa (see Tegegne 

and Molla 2014).  

For many black South Africans living in poor rural and urban communities, teenage pregnancy 

is a particular risk factor, and according to Spaull (2015: 37) it “accounts for 33% of drop-out 

amongst female learners”. While it is against government policy to exclude pregnant learners 

from school (ibid.), many schools have continued to discriminate against those who become 

pregnant. Even where schools support pregnant learners and welcome young mothers back, 

other problems such as family, community or peer stigma, breastfeeding and other childcare 

responsibilities, and lost learning time among other things, may cause dropout (Mnguni 2014: 

32).     

Related to high levels of teenage pregnancy is the role of negative peer pressure, sucking 

young people into drug/alcohol abuse, anti-social or delinquent behaviour and negative 

attitudes towards remaining in school (ibid.). While De Witte et al. (2013) found that positive 

pressure from high-achieving peers can have a beneficial effect, the opposite is true where 

negative peer influences predominate, as they have been found to do particularly in poor 

urban communities in South Africa (Mnguni 2014). In the context of growing unemployment 

and the knowledge that the education on offer is highly unlikely to translate into 

opportunities for social and economic advancement, young people are facing a crisis of 

expectations, which can cause many to leave school early (Spaull 2015: 37; Moses et al. 2017: 

3). With pressure on households to earn enough for survival and other pressing needs, young 

people withdraw from schooling early in search of income-generation opportunities 

(Gustafsson 2011: 23; Sabates et al. 2010: 13).          

In South African townships, particularly in the Cape, drugs and gangsterism also pose a very 

powerful “pull-out” factor for school-going youth. The above-mentioned “crisis of 

expectations”, where teenagers (and whole communities) lose faith in the value of school, 

and fail to envisage a healthy life and career path, not only pushes many into drug use, but 

also provides fertile soil in which gangs exploit young people with an alternative source of 

belonging, self-esteem and livelihood (Steinberg 2004; Pinnock 2016). The activities and 

culture established by these gangs also have profoundly negative impacts on individuals, 

families, and schools, reinforcing the risk of dropout on many levels. Even where gangsterism 

may not be pervasive, high levels of alcohol and substance abuse have also been linked to 
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high rates of school dropout, for example in farming districts of the Western Cape (Fleisch et 

al. 2009: 41).     

2.2 Family factors 

Located within this broader context, family dynamics also provide a number of “pull-out” 

factors in relation to school dropout. Families of low socio-economic status, especially those 

with limited social capital, in socially and geographically marginalised positions, and where 

key adult members are unemployed (De Witte et al. 2013: 10), certainly struggle the most to 

keep their children in school – despite the government’s provision of Child Support Grants 

and fee waivers to such families. According to Fleisch et al. (2009: 43-4), “65% of out-of-school 

children are not receiving social grants”. They go on to argue that “These children in all 

likelihood are eligible for social grants, but their parents, grandparents or heads of household 

do not have the means to access them.” Where families stay at some distance from the 

nearest school, and cannot afford transport, uniforms, stationary and other additional costs 

of schooling, dropout becomes a high risk (Branson et al. 2013: 17; Dieltiens and Meny-Gibert 

2009; Sabates et al 2010: 12).  

That some families cannot even access state social welfare is due to a number of factors, not 

least pervasive family disarticulation due to the legacies of labour migration and apartheid 

spatial and economic planning (Moses et al. 2017). Indeed, high family mobility – a 

phenomenon created by the colonial labour migration system and perpetuated after 1994 – 

has been found to be a key risk factor for school dropout (Hammond et al. 2007: 31). Likewise, 

family structure is important when it comes to staying-in or dropping out of school (Branson 

et al. 2013: 13): children living in a home “where the head of the household is a parent or 

grandparent are much more likely to attend school than those living in other types of homes”. 

In international literature, it has been found that dropout is lowest amongst children growing 

up with two biological parents (Rumberger 1983). Learners with large numbers of siblings, 

however, have been found to be more at risk of dropping out (Hammond 2007: 4).    

South Africa is a country which has experienced one of the highest rates of HIV infection, and 

deaths from AIDS, in the world. This disease, along with related illnesses such as tuberculosis, 

has had an impact on families – both in terms of the deaths of breadwinners and parent-

figures, but also the burden this has placed on young people. As Richter (2004: 26) found, 

HIV/AIDS has placed a burden on children who have been needed not only to care for sick 

family members, but also to become breadwinners in their own right. Orphanhood is a major 

risk factor: as Fleisch et al. (2009: 44) found, 32% of children out of school have one or both 

parents dead (see also Case and Ardington (2006). Children living in child-headed households 

are also much more likely to be out of school, or drop out of school, than counterparts living 

with close adult relatives (Fleisch et al. 2009: 44). “Shocks” at family level, such as illness, 

death and loss of employment can play a major role in the decision to drop out (Branson et 

al. 2013: 12).      
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The educational levels of parents has also been found to be a key factor related to the risk of 

dropout (De Witte et al. 2013: 10), with studies showing that girls with more educated 

mothers received more schooling than those whose mothers were poorly educated (Sabates 

et al. 2010: 13). Similarly, Rumberger (1983) found that more reading material in the house 

resulted in less dropout (quoted in November 2010: 8). For marginalised communities in 

South Africa, with their multi-generation legacy of low quality “Bantu Education”, low levels 

of education among older generations poses a very clear risk relating to school dropout.4 

Another important family factor is whether or not the family is relatively free from stressors, 

and is warm and supportive (Frank 1990). A family in which there is high stress and limited 

support and warmth creates an environment in which school dropout becomes more of a risk. 

Furthermore, the level of parental support and involvement with a child’s education and life 

in general, as well as the “emotional climate” of the parent-child relationship has been found 

to impact school dropout, either positively or negatively depending on the nature of the 

relationship (De Witte et al. 2013: 11; Duchesne et al. 2009).    

Lastly, children born outside South Africa – to migrant and refugee families – have been found 

to have a much lower attendance rate than South African learners (Fleisch et al. 2009: 44). 

Language and cultural differences experienced by minority learners, along with the risks 

experienced by them because of their family history and socio-economic situation, put them 

at higher risk of dropping out.   

2.3 Individual factors 

Absolute poverty (inability to afford basic resources), it has been suggested, may have a major 

role to play in delayed entry into school and high repetition rates (Dieltiens and Meny-Gibert 

2009: 49). For individual learners, one of the most important predictors of school dropout “if 

not the strongest” (De Witte et al. 2013: 8) is grade retention, and being past the typical age 

in a grade (Entwistle et al. 2004; 2005). Not only do being older than classmates and the 

repeating of grades come with their own stigma, but older learners are more susceptible to 

other “pull-out” factors such as pregnancy and the need to work. In South Africa, where 

delayed school commencement is common, and there are high rates of grade retention – 

widely used as a strategy by schools to keep weaker learners from affecting their NSC results 

(Branson et al. 2013: 4) – this factor is particularly potent. The same authors (ibid.: 19) found 

that “learners who are behind for their age are 25 percentage points more likely to dropout 

of school without completing grade 12 than learners on track”.  

Of course, there are other reasons for falling behind and not keeping “on track”, including 

learners who have learning disabilities or emotional disturbances (Hammond et al. 2007; 

                                                           
4 Yet it must be pointed out that children from families where parents are poorly educated have also been 
found to perform well enough in high school to qualify for university and go on to graduate with tertiary 
qualifications (see Hartnack and Muteti 2016, among others). Again, it is how family background interacts with 
a number of other factors (personal, school, community) which determines dropout.   
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Fleisch et al. 2009: 42). Yet in South Africa, much as cognitive disorders such as foetal alcohol 

syndrome have been found to cause learning deficits (Fleisch et al. 2009: 42), it is often simply 

the profound and widespread lack of basic foundational numeracy and literacy skills (due to 

poor participation in early childhood development programmes and the poor quality of early 

childhood education) which disadvantages children from an early age and ensures they 

struggle later in their school careers (Spaull 2015: 36). Physical disability can also present a 

problem because most schools are not able to meet the special needs of such learners, raising 

their risk of dropout. Fleisch et al. (2009: 43) found that “children with disabilities account for 

nearly 10% of the total number of children who are out of school”, and that they had a much 

lower attendance rate than children without disabilities (22.5% were out of school).           

Along with low achievement in class and grade retention, poor attendance or frequent 

absenteeism is a third important predictor of who is at risk of dropping out (Hammond 2007). 

This pattern of sporadic and irregular attendance has been called “stop out” (de Witte et al. 

2013: 2) and can be caused by a number of issues at family, community, school or individual 

level. Other related individual predictors are lack of effort, no commitment to school, limited 

participation in after school programmes, and low educational expectations (Hammond 

2007). On the latter factor, it has been found that “Perceptions of how education will 

influence lifestyle and career possibilities/probabilities [and] life chances in the labour market 

are shown to be factors in both early withdrawal and sustained access in different contexts” 

(Sabates 2010: 13). With the labour market shrinking in South Africa and young people losing 

faith that education will result in a good job (Moses et al. 2017: 9; Spaull 2015), many 

academically able young people are at risk of losing interest and drifting away from school 

before completing (Dockery N.D. 10).   

For others, warning signs of disengagement are to be found in misbehaviour, early aggression 

and delinquency at school (Dockery N.D.; Hammond 2007; Wallace 2016), factors enhanced 

by academic struggles and grade retention/being older than peers. Being part of a high-risk 

peer group and engaging in high-risk social behaviour such as taking drugs and alcohol and 

engaging in early sexual activity also significantly increases the chance of dropout (Mnguni 

2014). Teen pregnancy, discussed above, is a result of such high-risk social behaviours among 

teenagers, and contributes greatly to dropout rates of girls in particular (Gustafsson 2011: 21-

2; Spaull 2015: 37; Mnguni 2014).      

2.4 School factors 

The “pull-out” factors discussed above interact in complex ways with “push-out” factors from 

within the school system. In South Africa, the most glaring reason for “push-out” is the poor 

quality of foundational, basic and secondary education available to the majority of people 

(Gustafsson 2011; Moses et al. 2017). Over 75% of learners in South Africa are from families 

of low socio-economic status, and attend schools which perform poorly and offer a poor 

quality education (Spaull 2015: 37). Struggling learners in schools which perform poorly in the 

NSC are at a much higher risk of dropping out than struggling learners in schools which 
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perform better (Branson et al. 2013: 17) and it has been found that poor quality education 

after grade 9 is a particularly important causal factor in dropout among senior secondary 

school learners (Dieltiens and Meny-Gibert 2009: 48). Indeed, “By grade 9, learners in poor 

(mostly black) schools, have a [learning] backlog of approximately 3.5 years relative to their 

rich school counterparts” (Moses et al. 2017: 3).5 Thus, while education system and school-

level “push-out” factors are a factor globally (see De Witte et al. 2013), South Africa has a 

particularly potent mix of school factors contributing (in relationship with “pull-out” factors) 

to dropout.  

The major factors contributing to the poor quality of education include large class sizes, which 

make teaching difficult, even for good and committed teachers (Gustafsson 2011: 42), and 

lack of resources such as desks, chairs and text books in under-resourced schools (ibid.: 41; 

De Witte et al. 2013: 12). In South Africa the quality of teaching in poor schools is also low, 

with research consistently showing that “teachers lack the basic content knowledge and 

pedagogical skill to teach the subjects they are teaching” (Spaull 2015: 39). Under-resourced 

schools also tend to be large and particularly difficult to manage, posing a great challenge to 

school Principals and management teams who may not have the skills or resources required 

to run a well-functioning and performing school, or create a positive and productive school 

atmosphere (Wills 2015). Indeed, a school environment in which there is bullying and 

violence, alcohol and substance abuse and other anti-social behaviours also plays a role in 

learner disengagement and withdrawal (De Witte et al. 2013; Gustafsson 2011: 24-6; Mnguni 

2014). At many schools where the school environment is poor, there is also a deficit in “school 

social capital” (De Witte et al 2013: 13): the presence of caring teachers and others (such as 

social workers or counsellors) who may offer psycho-social support to at-risk learners. Even 

where these exist, the large number and overwhelming nature of psycho-social issues 

undermines their effectiveness (violence, pregnancy, drugs, deviance). A troubled learner is 

more likely to be “facilitated out” rather than helped in this environment (De Witte et al. 

2013: 17; Dockery N.D. 8).      

Pressure on schools to perform well in their NSCs also contributes greatly to pushing learners 

out of school in grades 10 and 11. A 2001 Department of Education directive setting national 

pass rate targets resulted in many struggling schools simply “culling” or “weeding” weaker 

learners out before they reached matric, either by retaining them in lower grades for multiple 

years (Branson et al. 2013: 4) or by pressurising them in other ways to leave prior to grade 12 

(Dieltiens and Meny-Gibert 2009: 49).6 Other authors (Gustafsson 2011: 39) have pointed to 

poor and inappropriate subject choice and combinations as a factor causing learners to 

disengage and leave school early. Pregnant learners, meanwhile, have also experienced 

                                                           
5 Spaull (2015: 36) argues that grade 9 learners at the poorest 60% of schools are “five years’ worth of learning 
behind their wealthier peers”.   
6 A more recent directive has since stipulated that a learner may only be kept back for one year in any three 
year cycle (regardless of ability), effectively limiting the practice of “weeding”.  
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pressure to leave school from school authorities, despite this being against policy (Spaull 

2015: 37).             

Finally, it is clear that for learners to remain committed to school, they need an engaging and 

diverse school programme and curriculum which is relevant to their cultural context and 

career aspirations and possibilities (De Witte et al 2013: 12). Some authors (e.g. Pinnock 2016: 

235-6) argue that South Africa’s adoption of a curriculum that is too heavily focussed on 

academics and “the Western view of what kind of knowledge is important” has disadvantaged 

many young people. Certainly, the curriculum’s focus on maths and science skills, often at the 

expense of the arts and more practical skills, does make it difficult for learners whose 

aptitudes are not aligned to these priorities to remain engaged and to perform adequately 

(Gustafsson 2011: 43). Even though vocational subjects (e.g. tourism; engineering graphics 

and design; electrical technology) are offered, they are often not available as choices in the 

very schools where learners would benefit most from taking them (ibid.). In light of the 

changing labour market (Spaull 2015), young people are losing faith in school qualifications 

as a key to the future.   

3. South African government policy and school dropout 

South Africa’s policy relating to the rights of children and youth, including to education, are 

guided by both international law and the South African Constitution.7 Section 29 of the 

Constitution focusses specifically on the right to education, stating that “everyone has the 

right to a basic education, including adult basic education, and to further education, which 

the state, through reasonable measures, must make progressively available and accessible.” 

The Children’s Act (38 of 2005) gives effect to certain rights of children as contained in the 

Constitution, including education. It states that parental responsibilities include giving due 

consideration to a child’s wishes in any decision that will impact on the child’s education, 

bearing in mind the child’s age, maturity and stage of development (section 31(1)b iv).  

Legislation relating to education is further elaborated in the South African School’s Act, which 

makes education compulsory from grades 1-9. According to section 3(6)5 a learner who is 

subject to compulsory attendance and fails to attend school can be investigated, leaving the 

parents or any other person who is preventing the learner from going to school liable for a 

fine or imprisonment of up to six months. According to section 5(3)a, no learner may be 

refused admission to a public school on the grounds that his or her parents are unable to pay 

the school fees. Language policy can be determined by the governing body of a public school, 

but may not be used as a form of racial discrimination (section 6(2)). Sign Language counts as 

                                                           
7 Relevant international policies to which South Africa is a signatory include the United Nations Convention on 
the Rights of the Child; the 2015 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs); and the African Charter of Rights and 
Welfare of Children (2011). The latter charter includes article 11(16), in which member states pledge to take 
“all appropriate measures to ensure that children who become pregnant before completing their education 
shall have an opportunity to continue their education”.   
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an official language in this regard (section 6(4)). Section 9 outlines the process for suspension 

and expulsion, during which the interests of the learner must be safeguarded and, in the case 

of expulsion, a learner subject to compulsory attendance must be placed elsewhere in a public 

school.  

According to the National Education Policy Act (27 of 1996), the Minister of Education is 

responsible for outlining any policy regarding education, and for the general functioning of 

the education system. This includes policy on education support services, including health, 

welfare, career and vocational development, counselling and guidance for educational 

institutions, as well as curriculum frameworks and learning standards (Act 27 0f 1996, section 

3(4) L and O). Thus, the department of education is expected to play a crucial role in any policy 

regarding school dropouts. 

As is apparent from the foregoing outline of key policy instruments, these legislative 

documents do not explicitly mention school dropout as an area of concern. While there are 

general regulations around the provision of education and the welfare of children, this does 

not include specific measures to address youth dropping out of school due to factors in the 

school system, or any others. However, there has been a growing recognition of the 

importance of this issue, with the current National Youth Policy 2015-2020 addressing “high 

drop-out rates and inadequate skills development” as its second situation analysis and 

challenge. Poor quality results in primary school are seen as the cause for weak participation 

in other school levels. Improving literacy and numeracy levels at the primary school level is 

seen as a key intervention to improve participation overall.  

Several other pieces of legislation are relevant in so far as they attempt to improve the school 

environment and support learners who are at risk of dropping out. The most recent white 

papers on education, numbers 5 and 6 (2001), have addressed Early Childhood Development 

(ECD) and Special Needs Education respectively. The white paper on ECD is based on the 

premise that government is to help break the cycle of poverty by providing access to ECD 

programmes, which will help children from birth to nine years old to thrive and to reverse the 

effects of early deprivation and maximize the development of potential. The white paper on 

special needs education aims to address the situation where many learners with disabilities 

had fallen out of the system, because “the curriculum and education system as a whole have 

generally failed to respond to the diverse needs of the learner population, resulting in massive 

numbers of drop-outs, push-outs, and failures.” To remedy this, the white paper advocates a 

single, inclusive education system integrating special needs and support services throughout 

the system. 

The Guidelines for the Prevention and Management of Sexual Violence and Harassment in 

Public Schools (2008) have been developed to support schools and school communities in 

responding to cases of sexual harassment and sexual violence that are perpetrated against 

learners. The guidelines seek to create a “safe, caring and enabling” teaching environment, 
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recognizing that sexual harassment or sexual violence can lead learners to suffer serious 

emotional consequences, amongst others, and create a general atmosphere of fear and 

aggression in the school environment. As discussed above, such school environments greatly 

increase the risk of dropout.  

In March 2017 the Council of Education Ministers approved a National Policy for the 

Prevention and Management of Learner Pregnancy. The Policy addresses the high rates of 

pregnancy among learners; the familial and social context within which this occurs; options 

for reduction of unintended and unwanted pregnancies; management of its pre- and post-

natal implications; limitation of associated stigma and discrimination; and, importantly, the 

retention and re-enrolment of affected learners in school. These guidelines supersede the 

2007 Measures for the Prevention and Management of Learner Pregnancy, which focused 

heavily on prevention, and in the case of unplanned pregnancies emphasized the need to 

balance the pregnant learner’s needs with those of the rest of the school (which in practice 

could potentially be interpreted as grounds to prevent a pregnant learner from attending 

school). 

The National School Nutrition programme was implemented in 2010 to provide a school 

feeding scheme for primary schools whose student body is in need of additional food. The 

funding is supplied by national government and distributed through the provincial 

departments of education. On a daily basis 9.2 million learners are provided a meal at schools, 

in an effort to improve nutrition and encourage school attendance (South African 

Government Newsroom 23 April 2017). Although there are some accounts of corruption and 

delivery can be erratic, there are signs that the strategy is effective in improving nutrition and 

increasing classroom attendance (Graham et al. 2015: 49; Iversen et al. 2011: 75). 

4. Important approaches and interventions for addressing dropout 

International and, to a lesser extent, South African literature on school dropout make a 

number of recommendations regarding how school dropout should ideally be tackled. It has 

been pointed out (Rumberger 2004) that interventions can be aimed at systemic changes (e.g. 

to the school system, or social welfare system) or be programmatic, in that they try to effect 

change at family or individual level. As far as government efforts are concerned, the 

consensus in the literature is that “Any policy decision of relevance must necessarily focus on 

the whole aggregate of factors at the level of students, families, schools and the broader 

environment…there is neither a single or simple solution to be found” (De Witte et al. 2013: 

15). In other words, both systemic and programmatic interventions are needed, and these 

must address structural, social and academic reasons for dropout.8  

                                                           
8 See https://www.edutopia.org/student-dropout-retention-strategies for an overview of strategies used in 
the USA.  

https://www.edutopia.org/student-dropout-retention-strategies
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The George Washington University’s Centre for Equity and Excellence in Education (GW-CEEE) 

(2012: 8) argues that there is a need for multi-level “tiered interventions” which include 

learners, teachers, peers, families and government agencies, to be effective. They point out 

(ibid.) that an “integrated approach to keeping students in schools [should replace] a 

patchwork of independent programs that often allow students to fall through cracks, or even 

work at cross-purposes with one another in a fragmented, ineffective manner”. Furthermore, 

as Hammond et al. (2007: 47) point out, programmes aimed at addressing dropout must be 

evidence-based – designed based on evidence about the problem and its specific context, and 

gathering evidence on impacts on an ongoing basis.  

The following approaches to tackling dropout are recommended in the literature: 

4.1 Systemic Interventions 

Restricting grade retention: Grade retention has been referred to as “the worst culprit among 

all student-related factors with regard to early school leaving” (De Witte et al. 2013: 15). 

There are therefore repeated calls in the literature to restrict grade retention (ibid.; Branson 

et al. 2013: 19) and to reduce the number of overage learners attending school (Sabates et 

al. 2010: 18). In South Africa, a recent Department of Education directive is seeking to limit 

retention by restricting schools from keeping struggling learners back for more than one year 

in any three year phase. This should help to reduce the practice of “weeding”, but more needs 

to be done to ensure children start school at the correct age and keep up with their age cohort 

throughout their school journey.   

Improved quality and access to Early Childhood Development: As Spaull (2015) argues, a 

national reading campaign targeted at early childhood is a crucial intervention for South 

Africa. De Witte et al. (2013: 16) agree that interventions to improve literacy and numeracy 

must start early and find ways of getting parents to become more engaged in the early 

childhood development and education of their children (see also November 2010). 

Programmes trying to achieve these goals, such as the Nal’ibali literacy campaign,9 already 

exist in South Africa, but they must be taken to a scale where they can have a systemic impact.     

Improving the quality of education and the school curriculum: The South African literature 

on dropout is united in its conclusion that the quality of education offered to marginalised 

learners must improve radically (Branson et al. 2013; Dieltiens and Meny-Gibert 2009; 

Gustafsson 2011; Moses et al. 2017; Spaull 2015). Amongst other interventions, Spaull (2015: 

39) calls for improved teacher content knowledge and teaching skill and a countrywide audit 

of district officials and curriculum advisors. Going hand-in hand with better quality teaching 

is the need for a “curriculum that is relevant and keeps students engaged and motivated” 

GW-CEEE (2012: 4): it needs to encourage high standards and be relevant and better linked 

to the career prospects of learners from poor communities, as well as culturally relevant, 

                                                           
9 See http://nalibali.org/ 
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rigorous and challenging (De Witte et al. 2013; Dockery N.D.: 32). According to Gustafsson 

(2011: 43) and Pinnock (2016: 235-6), more focus should be put on vocational training.  

There is also a need for vastly improving school structure and systems, enabling “Schoolwide 

reform to enhance student engagement” (Dockery N.D.: 13;17) by creating a caring 

environment, a culture of support, a good school vibe, high expectations, a strong connection 

to post school options and “a cohesive, student-centred learning environment” in which there 

is a positive relationship between learners and teachers. School bullying prevention 

programmes and counselling for bad behaviour rather than expulsion (ibid.: 20) are 

recommended. De Witte et al. (2013: 16) argue that schools need to cater for the needs of a 

diverse range of students and be sensitive to minority learners (see also GW-CEEE 2012: 4). 

Of course, smaller schools with more manageable class sizes are the optimal environment in 

which to create a positive school and classroom environment (De Witte et al. 2013: 16); 

something of a luxury in many schools in South Africa.  

Moreover, good school leadership is needed in order to foster an orderly and nurturing 

learning environment. In South Africa Partners for Possibility is a programme increasingly 

recognised as improving school leadership and thereby the whole learning culture and 

environment of participating schools.10 Likewise, Columba Leadership (based on an 

exemplary programme from Scotland), attempts to have a similar impact on schools by 

fostering youth-adult partnerships which take action to improve school environments and the 

engagement of learners.11 Both of these programmes have claimed to have had a positive 

impact on dropout in schools where they work.      

Early warning tracking systems: Another dropout prevention strategy at a systemic level is to 

introduce tracking systems at school level, district level and provincial level to identify and 

track potential dropouts (Dockery N.D.: 13). Such early warning systems, it is recommended, 

should track a number of indicators over time relating to learner attendance, grade retention, 

academic performance, social engagement and behaviour, and “data must be up-to-date and 

easily accessible (ibid.: 14; GW-CEEE 2012: 3; 8). Although South African schools might 

struggle to implement and manage such systems, there are examples from the USA, such as 

the School-wide information system (SWIS), which helps schools track students and provides 

practical information about discipline issues (GW-CEEE 2012: 5). In the Western Cape, SAILI 

has been working with 20 schools since 2010, assisting them to better track data on learner 

performance and teacher effectiveness in order to improve learning outcomes.12 SAILI is 

currently piloting an intervention to assist circuit managers to assist schools in a similar way.     

  

                                                           
10 See http://www.pfp4sa.org/ 
11 See http://www.columba.org.za/ 
12 http://saili.org.za/website/ 
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4.2 Programmatic interventions  

According to Dockery (N.D.: 23; 32)  programmatic interventions should focus on schools, 

families and individual learners and focus not only where problems become noticeable – later 

in secondary school – but in the earlier grades where the process of disengagement and 

dropout has its foundations. Furthermore transitions, between grades and between junior 

and secondary school in particular need attention as learners need the most support in 

managing new environments, routines and expectations.  

Academic interventions: Seemingly the most obvious interventions are those seeking to 

strengthen academic performance of learners still in school, particularly those who are 

struggling. Not only do teachers need to be equipped for high-quality instruction (GW-CEEE 

2012: 4) but learning backlogs need to be addressed at all levels (Spaull 2015). Recommended 

interventions are one-on-one and small group tutoring; after school programmes and 

homework support; and catch up programmes for learners who are falling behind (De Witte 

et al. 2013: 15). Organisations such as Ikamva Youth are addressing the academic needs of 

struggling learners in South Africa through small-group tutoring led by peers and near-peers, 

and the model has had impressive results (Spaull 2015: 39). Other NGOs, including Columba 

Leadership, have fostered peer-to-peer academic support, while Vantshwa Va Xivono in 

Tzaneen, Limpopo, is piloting a catch up programme for grade 8 and 9 learners in maths and 

English. Another important model is that adopted by the Sumbandila Scholarship Trust, 

through its Outlier programme, in which learners from under-resourced schools around 

Makhado, in Limpopo, attend the private Ridgeway College for intensive holiday tutoring.13 

As important as academic interventions are in South Africa, a survey of 50 exemplary dropout 

prevention programmes in the USA found that only 26% incorporated academic support, 

including tutoring, homework support, computer laboratories and experiential learning 

(Hammond et al. 2007: 54).   

Psychosocial and adult support: As the literature shows, dropout is as much about social, 

psychological and relational factors as it is about learning deficits. The provision of 

psychosocial support (PSS) is recommended, through the use of trained advocates (Dockery 

N.D.: 14) who, more than mentoring, “provide substantial support such as aligning services to 

address academic and social concerns, advocating for the students, communicating with 

parents and school personnel, and meeting frequently with the student.” (ibid.: 15). Also 

important is to ensure that learners enjoy sustained and meaningful relationships with caring 

adults since this “is one way to promote student engagement in school and mentoring has 

reduced risky behaviours and absenteeism while promoting communication, social, and 

academic skills (ibid.; De Witte et al. 2013: 15; Sabates et al 2010: 14-16). GW-CEEE (2012: 8) 

call for adults and near-peer young adults to provide targeted and intensive support to 

learners, including home visits, social services referrals, counselling, group work and peer 

support. This work includes efforts to reduce absenteeism and truancy. Most of the 

                                                           
13 See http://sumbandila.org/ 
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organisations involved with the current DG Murray Trust pilot project on school dropout are 

providing PSS along these lines, including the Community Action Partnership (Swellendam); 

National Association of Childcare Workers (Pietermaritzburg); James House (Hout Bay); Khula 

Development (Paarl) and Masibumbane (East London).    

Social and life skills development: Developing the social skills of young people is another 

crucial aspect in dropout prevention, including communication skills, problem solving, 

emotional intelligence, goal setting, conflict resolution, peer resistance and appropriate 

behaviours (Charmaraman and Hall 2011; Dockery N.D.: 16; Hammond et al. 2007: 53). As De 

Witte et al. (2013: 15) point out, facilitating social attachment among learners, especially in 

key transitions periods, is important. Life skills programmes are also key (Mihalic 2005; 

Charmaraman and Hall 2011), and of 50 exemplary dropout programmes identified in the 

USA, lifeskills development was the most common activity (a core activity of 60% of 

interventions – Hammond et al. 2007: 53). It has been pointed out by Spaull (2015: 39) that 

life skills training around teenage sex and pregnancy is crucial to stem the prevailing problem 

of dropout caused by teenage pregnancy and childbirth. Equally important are programmes 

which encourage learners to develop a positive view of their future prospects, and what they 

must do to achieve realistic goals. Also part of the DG Murray Trust’s dropout pilot 

programme, Bottom Up Social Development is trailing a “Futures Focussed” programme on 

the Cape Flats to this end.    

After school programmes (ASPs): After school programmes are crucial in building social skills 

and life skills, in addition to contributing to academic and behavioural interventions. As 

Charmaraman and Hall (2011: 5) have found, “dynamic arts-based programming that engages 

youth” in community programmes and ASPs contribute positively in particular. The Western 

Cape Government have included ASPs as one of the priorities in its “Game-changer” initiative, 

and the Hout Bay Partnership is currently piloting an incentive scheme to involve more 

learners in ASPs.  

Targeting high risk behaviours: Working with learners who display high-risk and anti-social 

behaviours, such as aggression, disruption, bullying, drug and alcohol taking, and sexual 

activity is also an important prevention measure. Active and strong school counselling 

services, peer education and dropout prevention taskforces are recommended approaches 

for addressing such behaviour in a way which does not drive troubled learners out, but 

rehabilitates them (Dockery N.D.: 19). In South African public schools, state social workers are 

available, but generally they must divide their time between all the schools in a particular 

circuit: often 20-30 schools. School leaders and teachers are thus left with the main task of 

dealing with troubled learners, a task they often lack the time and skills to perform effectively. 

Organisations such as Ikamva Youth are assisting to address behavioural problems in schools 

through its peer-to-peer model (Spaull 2015: 39), while LoveLife and other NGOs similarly 

work with youth to encourage positive behaviour and identity formation. Of identified 

exemplary programmes in the USA, 20% targeted behavioural interventions such as cognitive 
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behavioural therapy. Most programmes include behavioural issues in a broader focus on life 

skills. For example, the Check and Connect and Check-in/Check out approaches (GW-CEEE, 

2012: 8) involved close monitoring of at-risk learners to address the “ABCs” – absenteeism, 

behaviour and course failure. Another American example is the Positive Behavioural 

Interventions and Supports (PBIS) programme, which provides a school-wide prevention 

programme (ibid.). 

Family intervention: Family interventions that build strong connections to learner’s families 

are also a crucial aspect of dropout prevention and reintegration strategies, since the 

involvement of parents is vital (De Witte et al. 2013: 16; GW-CEEE 2012: 4). In the USA, 64% 

of exemplary school dropout programmes involve both learners and their families and family 

strengthening is the second most common characteristic in exemplary programmes (46% of 

programmes are involved in this activity) (Hammond et al. 2007: 54). Interventions include 

family counselling, parenting and family management workshops, communication skills 

workshops and parent discussion groups – with the aim of improving parenting skills and 

home environments (Dockery N.D.: 19; Hammond et al. 2007: 54). There is also a need for 

interventions which simply engage with parents or primary carers – from when their children 

are young – to encourage them to be as involved as possible in their child’s life and education, 

and to have “high and unambiguous expectations” and assist their children academically 

(ibid.). In the current DG Murray Trust dropout pilot programme, most of the programmes 

are working with families, including James House (Hout Bay); Community Action Partnership; 

Khula Development; Bottom Up (Lotus River); NACCW and Masibumbane.     

Re-engagement and reintegration: Much as dropout prevention is important, finding ways 

to re-engage and reintegrate those who have already dropped out is also crucial (Moore 

2016), especially since their life and career prospects without a school-leavers certificate have 

been shown to be meagre (Moses et al. 2017: 42). Given that learners who are older than 

their classmates are at the highest risk of dropping out, and often become frustrated and 

cause disruptions, reintegrating dropouts back into the conventional schooling system is not 

easy. While in the USA re-engagement is becoming a large focus with some notable successes 

(see Moore 2016), schools without the human and financial resources, or the necessary 

systems (such as most under-resourced South African skills), might struggle to reintegrate 

dropouts to the same extent. Second-chance programmes which work with dropouts and 

those who are struggling to complete their NSC are one method by which to re-engage those 

who have dropped out (Hartnack 2014).14 Organisations such as Gadra Matric 

(Grahamstown), Midlands Community College (Nottingham Road) and the Star Schools have 

achieved impressive results in their work with learners who have failed their NSC exams 

(ibid.). The National Youth Development Agency also supports learners looking to re-write 

their exams. As others have argued, including dropouts from the mainstream education 

                                                           
14 See http://dgmt.co.za/the-case-for-national-senior-certificate-second-chance-programmes-evidence-from-
dg-murray-trust-partners/ 
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system in vocational and experiential educational opportunities – so that they may obtain an 

“alternative credential” (De Witte et al. 2013: 17) is also crucial (Dichaba 2013; Gustafsson 

2011; Pinnock 2016).        

5. Emerging opportunities:  

It is not easy to obtain a clear sense of emerging opportunities in addressing school dropout 

from either the international or South African literature – aside from the fact that there are 

increasing calls for more integrated approaches which combine interventions at all of the 

levels and from all of the angles discussed above. One emerging area of focus, however, has 

been highlighted by teacher-turned psychologist Angela Duckworth, who has found (in 

studies at schools and other settings) that talent is less important than a focussed persistence 

she calls “grit” (Duckworth 2016).15 Duckworth calls for more attention on how to get 

vulnerable learners to develop the quality of “grit” – in other words, to develop a very clear 

sense of their long-term goals and to develop passion, determination and resilience to reach 

these goals, and never give up even when they face setbacks. Interventions which include 

“grit” as a focus – over and above PSS, academic supports and other aspects – are therefore 

highly advisable.  

The South African literature is very much focused on learner performance and the school 

system (much is written by economists), often at the expense of a more holistic focus on all 

the factors which contribute to dropout. The DG Murray Trust’s addressing school dropout 

pilot programme (October 2016 – January 2018) – in which nine organisations are piloting 

complex projects around South Africa – is in itself an emerging opportunity, with the lessons 

coming out of the programme set to clarify approaches which can work best in the South 

African context. It is clear that if South Africa wishes to address the fact that only 40% of 

learners who start school in grade 1 leave school with a National Senior Certificate, much 

must be done to address problems in the schooling system, and within communities, families 

and individual learners. Unlike in the USA, South Africa has no national dropout prevention 

taskforce. High participation rates in grade 1-9, and a misleadingly high NSC pass rate, mask 

the fact that 60% of learners effectively drop out of the school system from grade 10 onwards, 

and obtain no minimal credential. Given the magnitude of this problem, a national dropout 

prevention taskforce is a priority. There is also currently no national dropout prevention 

strategy. Drawing up such a strategy is clearly the first business that a dropout prevention 

taskforce must undertake.     

                                                           
15 See also her TED talk at: 
https://www.ted.com/talks/angela_lee_duckworth_grit_the_power_of_passion_and_perseverance 
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Table of key facts and issues 
 

Key fact Reference 

 
School dropout (also known as early “withdrawal”, or “attrition”) 
has been defined as “leaving education without obtaining a 
minimal credential”  
 

 
 

De Witte et al. (2013: 1). 

The problem  

South Africa has a very high rate of participation (over 95%), in 
the compulsory grades 1-9 

Branson et al. (2013: 12); 
Fleisch et al. (2009: 41); 
Sabates et al. (2010: 2) 

But most school dropout in South Africa occurs in grades 10 and 
11, resulting in 50% of learners in any one cohort dropping out 
before reaching grade 12  
 
 

 
Spaull (2015: 34). 

In 2013, only 40% of those who had commenced school 12 years 
previously passed matric. Thus, 60% of young South Africans 
effectively drop out of school, with no school-leaving 
qualification to their names. 

 
Spaull (2015: 36) 

“There are large racial inequalities in matric attainment: only 
44% of Black and Coloured youth aged 23-24 had attained matric 
compared to 83% of Indian youth and 88% of White youth”.  

 
Spaull (2015: 35). 

The causes  

There “is no single risk factor that can be used to accurately 
predict who is at risk of dropping out”.  

Hammond et al. (2007: 1) 

Over 40 different risk factors relating to dropout have been 
identified: identifying the cause and tracking such risk factors is a 
very difficult task.  
 

Dockery (N.D.: 8). 

Dropout should not be understood as a single event, but the 
result of a long process of disengagement; a cumulative, 
multidimensional process caused by the convergence of a 
number of factors over time.  

Branson et al. (2013); De Witte 
et al. (2013); Dockery (N.D.); 

Hammond et al. (2007); 
Sabates et al. (2010). 

One useful way of trying to conceptualise the ways in which 
complex risk factors interact is to identify and understand how 
“push-out factors” (in the school) and “pull-out factors” (in the 
individual, family, society) interact. 

Dockery (N.D.: 11) 

Causes can be identified at community, family, individual or 
school levels  

 

Community/broader factors: 
 

• Neighbourhood characteristics (high dropout rates for 
people from poor neighbourhoods where social amenities 

 
 
 

De Witte et al. (2013); 
November (2010) 
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are limited, housing is run-down and rented rather than 
owned, crime is high etc.);  

• Positive or negative influences of peer groups (high 
achieving and motivated peers versus peers involved with 
crime, drugs and violence);  

• The pull of early employment opportunities (especially in 
poor households where the opportunity-cost of schooling is 
high); 

• Social discrimination and prejudice, especially that aimed 
at minority or underprivileged learners  

• Most black and coloured South Africans are trapped in a 
position where access to a quality education is nearly 
impossible, perpetuating their poverty and inability to be 
upwardly mobile.   

• Teenage pregnancy “accounts for 33% of drop-out 
amongst female learners” – schools are not supposed to 
discriminate but stigma is high.  

• Female learners may be habitually absent or drop out due 
to lack of access to sanitary pads during their menstrual 
cycles.  

• Negative peer pressure, sucks young people into 
drug/alcohol abuse, anti-social or delinquent behaviour 
and negative attitudes towards school.  

• Drugs and gangsterism pose a very powerful “pull-out” 
factor for school-going youth. 
 

 
Ekstrom et al. (1986); 

Hammond et al. (2007) 
 

De Witte et al. (2013); 
Rumberger (2004) 

 
Herbert and Reis (1999) 

 
 

Spaull (2015) 
Moses et al. (2017) 

 
Spaull (2015: 37) 

 
 
 

Tegegne and Molla (2014) 
 

 
Mnguni (2014: 32)     

 
Steinberg (2004);  

Pinnock (2016) 

Family factors 
 

• Where families stay far from school, and cannot afford 
transport, uniforms, stationary and other additional costs 
of schooling, dropout becomes a high risk  

• High family mobility (common in SA) is a key risk factor for 
school dropout.  

• Family structure: Those living with a parent or grandparent 
are much more likely to attend school and dropout is 
lowest amongst children growing up with two biological 
parents. Learners with large numbers of siblings are more 
at risk of dropping out. 

• HIV/AIDS: children need to care for sick family members 
and become breadwinners.  

• Orphanhood: 32% of children out of school have one or 
both parents dead. Children living in child-headed 
households are also much more likely to drop out.   

• “Shocks” at family level, such as illness, death and loss of 
employment play a role in dropout.  

 
Branson et al. (2013: 17); 

Dieltiens and Meny-Gibert 
(2009); Sabates et al (2010: 12) 
 
Hammond et al. (2007: 31) 

 
Branson et al. (2013: 13) 

Rumberger (1983) 
 

Hammond (2007: 4) 
 

Richter (2004) 
 

Fleisch et al. (2009: 44) 
Case and Ardington (2006) 

 
Branson et al. (2013: 12)  

 
   De Witte et al. (2013: 10) 
 Sabates et al. (2010: 13) 



 23 

• Parent’s educational levels: Lower education levels 
increase the risk of dropout.  
 

• More reading material in the house results in less dropout.  
 
 

• High stress and limited support and warmth at home 
creates increases the risk of dropout.   

• The “emotional climate” of the parent-child relationship 
also plays a role.  

• Children born outside the country are more at risk of 
dropping out.  

 

 
Rumberger (1983) 

November (2010: 8) 
 

Frank (1990) 
 

De Witte et al. (2013: 11) 
Duchesne et al. (2009)  

    
Fleisch et al. (2009: 44). 

Individual Factors 
 

• Grade retention and being past the typical age in a grade 
are one of the most important predictors of school 
dropout.  

• “Learners who are behind for their age are 25 percentage 
points more likely to dropout of school without 
completing grade 12 than learners on track”. 

• Physical disabilities, learning disabilities and emotional 
disturbances, including foetal alcohol syndrome.  
 

• Poor foundational learning: Lack of numeracy and 
literacy foundations by high school.   

• Poor attendance and frequent absenteeism are an 
important predictor of who is at risk of dropping out. 

• Low educational expectations and associated lack of 
effort, no commitment to school, limited participation in 
after school programmes.  

• Misbehaviour, early aggression and delinquency at 
school.  

• High-risk peer groups and high-risk social behaviour 
(drugs, alcohol, early sexual activity) significantly 
increases the chance of dropout.  

 

 
 

De Witte et al. (2013: 8) 
Entwistle et al. (2004; 2005) 

 
Branson et al. (2013: 19) 

 
Hammond et al. (2007) Fleisch 

et al. (2009: 42) 
 
 

Spaull (2015: 36) 
 

Hammond (2007) 
 

Hammond (2007) 
 

Dockery (N.D.); Hammond 
(2007); Wallace (2016) 

 
Mnguni (2014) 

School Factors 
 

• Poor quality of foundational, basic and secondary 
education available to the majority of people.  

• Struggling learners in schools which perform poorly are 
at a much higher risk of dropping out than struggling 
learners in schools which perform better.  

 
 

Gustafsson (2011); Moses et al. 
(2017) 

 
Branson et al. (2013: 17) 

 
 

Moses et al. (2017: 3) 
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• “By grade 9, learners in poor (mostly black) schools, have 
a [learning] backlog of approximately 3.5 years relative 
to their rich school counterparts”.  

• Large class sizes make teaching difficult.  

• Lack of resources (desks, chairs, text books in under-
resourced schools.   
 

• “Teachers lack the basic content knowledge and 
pedagogical skill to teach the subjects they are teaching”. 

• Large schools: Difficult to build a well-functioning and 
performing school, or create a positive and productive 
school atmosphere.  

• Bullying and violence, alcohol and substance abuse cause 
learner disengagement and withdrawal.  

• Lack of “school social capital”: caring teachers, social 
workers or counsellors who offer psycho-social support to 
at-risk learners. 

• The “facilitating out” of learners who might bring down 
the NSC result: the “culling” or “weeding” of weaker 
learners before they reached matric.  

 

• Inappropriate subject choices. 

• Pregnant learners being pressurised to leave school, 
despite this being against policy.  

• Disengaging and irrelevant curriculum: too heavily 
focussed on academics, maths and science at the expense 
of the arts and more practical skills.   

 

 
Gustafsson (2011: 42) 

 
(Gustafsson (2011: 41); De 

Witte et al. 2013: 12). 
 

Spaull (2015: 39) 
 

Wills (2015) 
 

De Witte et al. (2013); 
Gustafsson (2011: 24-6); 

Mnguni (2014) 
 

De Witte et al (2013: 13) 
 

De Witte et al. (2013: 17; 
Dockery (N.D. 8); Branson et al. 

(2013: 4) 
 
 

Gustafsson (2011: 39) 
 

Spaull (2015: 37).             
 

Pinnock (2016: 235-6) 
Gustafsson: 2011: 43). 

The Solutions  

“Any policy decision of relevance must necessarily focus on the 
whole aggregate of factors at the level of students, families, 
schools and the broader environment…there is neither a single 
or simple solution to be found”  

 
De Witte et al. (2013: 15). 

The only policy which specifically addresses policy is the National 
Youth Policy 2015-2020 where “high drop-out rates and 
inadequate skills development” as its second situation analysis 
and challenge. Improving literacy and numeracy levels at the 
primary school level is seen as a key intervention to improve 
participation overall. 
 

 
South African National Youth 

Policy 2015-2020 

Multi-level and integrated approaches work better than a 
patchwork of independent programmes 

GW-CEEE (2012: 8) 

Systemic Interventions 
 

• Restricting grade retention: And limiting overage 
learners.  

 
 

De Witte et al. (2013: 15); 
Branson et al. 2013: 19); 
Sabates et al. (2010: 18) 
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• Improved quality and access to Early Childhood 
Development 

 

• Improved quality of education and the school curriculum 
 

 
 

• The curriculum must be more culturally relevant, 
rigorous and challenging with more focus on vocational 
training.  
 

• Vastly improved school structure and systems, enabling 
“Schoolwide reform to enhance student engagement”: 
creating a caring environment, a culture of support, a 
good school vibe, high expectations, a strong connection 
to post school options and “a cohesive, student-centred 
learning environment” in which there is a positive 
relationship between learners and teachers. 

• School bullying prevention programmes and counselling 
for bad behaviour rather than expulsion are 
recommended. 

• Early warning tracking systems: at school level, district 
level and provincial level to identify and track potential 
dropouts  

 

 
Spaull (2015) 

 
Branson et al. (2013; Dieltiens 

and Meny-Gibert (2009); 
Gustafsson (2011); Moses et al. 

(2017); Spaull (2015) 
De Witte et al. (2013); Dockery 
(N.D.: 32); Gustafsson (2011: 

43); Pinnock (2016: 235-6) 
 

Dockery (N.D.: 13;17) 
 
 
 
 
 

Dockery (N.D. 20) 
 
 

Dockery (N.D.: 13); GW-CEEE 
(2012: 3; 8). 

Programmatic Interventions   
 

• Focus on schools, families and individual learners and 
focus not only where problems become noticeable but in 
the earlier grades where the process of disengagement 
and dropout has its foundations. Transitions, between 
grades and between junior and secondary school need 
particular attention.  
 

• Academic interventions: Improving teaching; addressing 
learner backlogs through catch-up programmes; small 
group tutoring, academic after school programmes; 
homework support; experiential learning.  

• Psychosocial and adult support: Provision of PSS through 
trained advocates and the creation of meaningful and 
supportive relationships with adults; support through 
home visits, social services referrals, counselling, group 
work and peer support. 

• Social and life skills development: Developing the social 
skills of young people, including communication skills, 

 
 

Dockery (N.D.: 23; 32)   
 
 
 
 
 

GW-CEEE (2012: 4); Spaull 
(2015); De Witte et al. (2013: 

15); Hammond et al. (2007: 54).  
 

Dockery (N.D.: 14); De Witte et 
al. (2013: 15; Sabates et al 

(2010: 14-16); GW-CEEE (2012: 
8)   
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problem solving, emotional intelligence, goal setting, 
conflict resolution, peer resistance and appropriate 
behaviours. Life skills programmes are also key. 

• After school programmes (ASPs): are crucial in building 
social skills and life skills, in addition to contributing to 
academic and behavioural interventions.  

• Targeting high risk behaviours: Working with learners 
who display high-risk and anti-social behaviours. Active 
and strong school counselling services, peer education 
and dropout prevention taskforces.  

• Family interventions: Family interventions that build 
strong connections to learner’s families are crucial. 
Interventions include family counselling, parenting and 
family management workshops, communication skills 
workshops and parent discussion groups, to improve 
parenting skills and home environments.  

• Re-engagement and reintegration: Finding ways to re-
engage and reintegrate those who have already dropped 
out is also crucial especially since their life and career 
prospects without a school-leavers certificate have been 
shown to be meagre. Second Chance programmes and 
the availability of an alternative minimal credential 
(vocational) are important.  

Charmaraman and Hall (2011); 
Dockery (N.D.: 16); Hammond 

et al. (2007: 53). 
Mihalic (2005); Charmaraman 

and Hall (2011). 
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De Witte et al. (2013: 16); GW-

CEEE (2012: 4) 
 

Dockery (N.D.: 19); Hammond 
et al. (2007: 54) 

 
 

Moore (2016); Moses et al. 
(2017: 42) 

 
De Witte et al. (2013: 17); 

Dichaba (2013); Gustafsson 
(2011); Pinnock (2016).        

 

Emerging Opportunities   

Programmes which focus on inculcating “grit” into vulnerable 
learners. 
 
South Africa must seriously consider a National School Dropout 
Taskforce, and draw up a National Prevention Strategy on 
School Dropout.  

Duckworth (2016) 
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