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he school dropout rate in South
Africa is the highest it has been in
20 years. A study published this
week revealed that by May, as many
as 500 000 more pupils than before
the Covid-19pandemic began were

not attending school.
This means that, since the last general

household survey (GHS), which found that
230 000 pupils had dropped out of school, the
rate has trebled, and now about 730 000 pupils
are not attending school. There are about
13million pupils in the education system.
This came out of the National Income Dynamics

Study - Coronavirus Rapid Mobile Survey (NIDS-
CRAM).

"Using the NIDS-CRAM wave 5 data, it is
estimated that in May 2021, the total number of
seven- to 17-year-oldswho had dropped out of
school [had not attended school once this year]
was between 650 342 and 753371, depending on
assumptions.This marks a threefold increase in
pupil dropout. Whether this is temporary or
permanent is as yet unknown, although previous
research shows that the longer children remain out
of school, the higher the likelihood of permanent
dropout.

"Average school attendance rates have dropped
from a high of 98% in GHS 2018to 94% in April/
May 2021.Estimatesshow that the April/May 2021
levels are the highest rates of dropout in 20 years,
or as far back as the GHS has been in operation
[since 20021," reads the study.
The NIDS-CRAM asksadults about their

households and the children living in them.
The paper in the study exploring how the

pandemic had affected education focused on
school attendance, adult concerns around school
attendance of children in their households and the
school feeding scheme.
High school teachers told City Press this week

the dropout rate during the pandemic was more
prevalent in the lower grades than in Grade 12.
A high school teacher in the Eastern Cape said

only one Grade 12pupil had dropped out this year,
while a Free State teacher said four girls had
dropped out of his school because they had fallen
pregnant.
The Eastern Cape teacher said a number of

pupils had not returned to the school when it
reopened last year, while others stopped coming
this year.
In an effort to minimise the spread of Covid-19,

President Cyril Ramaphosa announced in March
last year that schoolswould go on holiday early for
the first term. In June, grades 7 and 12went back
to class.Other grades - R, 6 and 11- went back in
July, while all other grades returned to school at
the end of August.

"Many of our pupils have stopped coming to
school. We don't follow up on why they've
stopped coming, we just continue with those
who're at school," said the Eastern Cape teacher.
With the return of pupils to classroomslast year,

the department of basic education instructed
schools to follow the rotation system for all grades
except Grade 12in an effort to adhere to social
distancing protocols. This meant that in some
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schools, pupils only attended classonce a week.
The Free State teacher said the rotation system

had contributed significantly to the dropout rate at
his school in grades 8, 9 and 10.

"We're struggling with consistency, asmost of
the pupils stop coming to school in someweeks,"
said the teacher. He said that, once a child had not
reported to school for 10 days, they were assumed
to have dropped out.
He added that when the school did follow-up

enquiries with the parents of absent pupils, it
established that many of them were not even
aware that their children were not attending class.

"Some of the children live with their
grandparents, who don't know anything about this
rotation system, so these kids lie and tell them
there's no school," said the teacher.
Merle Mansfield, programme director of the Zero

Dropout Campaign, told City Press that schools
could not simply accept that pupils had dropped
out and not do anything about it.
She said schoolsneeded to have tracing and

tracking systemsin place to follow up on pupils
who no longer showed up for classes.

"Schools don't have accurate details for parents.
They don't have contact numbers or the correct
addressesof where pupils live. These kinds of
problems need to be resolved," she said.

Schoolsneeded to find innovative ways of
tracing truants, such as linking up with community
organisationsand asking other parents to
volunteer to go from door to door looking for
children who had dropped out so that the
youngsters would not be lost in the system, she
added.

FINANCIAL FACTORS
Mansfield said that, in most instances, it was not

the child's own choice to stop coming to school -
dropping out could also be precipitated by factors
beyond their control.
As the study also indicated, these factors

included parents losing their income or a lack of
food at home.

In these situations, she said, schools needed to
show empathy and support, and advise the
parents on what they could do for children to
continue their education.
The study also found that the highest numbers

of pupils dropping out were in rural areas,

townships and informal settlements.
In addition, it revealed that most primary school

pupils had lost 70% to 100% of the academic year
between March last year and last month,
compared with 2019.This was largely due to the
rotation system.
In January, the department of basic education

told Parliament's portfolio committee on basic
education that it would take up to eight years to
recover the learning lost due to the disruptions
causedby the pandemic.
At the time, the department said its studies

showed that only pupils who entered Grade 3 in
2030 would get the right standard of education.

ROTATION SYSTEM IS USELESS
A primary school teacher from KwaZulu-Natal

told City Press that the rotation system caused
confusion among both pupils and parents. She said
this resulted not only in inconsistency of pupils
attending classes,but in their arriving at school on
the wrong days, which meant they lost out on
learning.

"It's really a challengewhen they come on the
wrong days becausewe can't accommodatethem
in classrooms.Instead, we keep them in the staff
room until after school, when they're fetched," the
teacher said.
A foundation phase teacher from the Eastern

Cape said the rotation systemwas achieving
nothing.

"Sigqithisa nje usana kunina [We're just teaching
for the sake of it]. When these children come back
on the day they have to be at school, we have to
start from scratch, as they've forgotten what we
taught them in the past week," she said.
The study recommended that all pupils return to

school with no further disruptions.
"Furthermore, careful planning and

consideration of the subject and content taught
should be examined and strengthened. Finally, we
recommend that ongoing measurement and
monitoring of changesin learning losses, catch-ups
or gains should be establishedand prioritised for
the next five years," it stated.
While not all pupils will return to school on a

daily basis, BasicEducation Minister Angie
Motshekgagazetted last month that all pupils in
primary and special needs schoolswould go back
to classfull time when schools reopen.

Some children have not returned to school
Proportions of adults reporting some children did NOT return by various household/
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Note:The unbalanced panelis used, and data are weighted appropriately. 95% confidence intervals indicated.

Source: NIDS-CRAM, Waves 3 (2020) and Wave 5 (2021). Graphics24

Weekly school attandance rate (by grade)
Estimated adult-reported household weekly attendance rates by grade
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Note:The unbalanced panelis used, and data are weighted appropriately. 95% confidence intervals indicated.
Source: NIDS-CRAM, Waves 3 (2020) and Wave 5 (2021). Graphics24

Some children have not returned to school (by school phase)
Proportion of adults indicating the non-return of learners in their household
by school phase
% OF REPORTINGADULTS

15
[ November2020_ BJ Aprit2021

10 10%
11%

10%

8%

Foundation phase Intermediary phase Senior phase FET phase

Note:The unbalanced panel is used, and data are weighted appropriately. 95% confidence intervals indicated.
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