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THE National Income Dynamics Study
(NIDS) - Coronavirus Rapid Mobile Survey
(CRAM) Wave 5 report has revealed that
the school drop-out rate in South Africa has
tripled from 230 000 before the Covid-19
pandemic to about 750 000 in May 2021.

The NIDS-CRAM is a study conductedby
a national consortium of 30 social science
researchersfrom local universities.

The group's researchers said the
"pre-pandemic" or "normal" rate of drop-
outs, according to the General Household
Survey of 2018, was about 230 000 learners
in 2018.

Using the NIDS-CRAM data, the
researchers estimated that in May 2021
the total number of 7-year-old to 17-year-
old learners who have not attended school
once during 2021 was between 650 342
and 753 371.

"This marks a threefold increase in
learner drop-out. Whether this is a tem-
porary or permanent drop-out is, as yet,

unknown, although previous research
shows that the longer children remain out
of school the higher the likelihood of a
permanent drop-out," the researcherssaid.

Learner drop-out rates are not at the
highest rates they have been in 20 years,
since drop-out rates started being moni-
tored in household surveysin 2002.Average
school attendance rateshave dropped from
a high 98% in 2018 to 94% in April/May
2021.

The researchersfurther found that the
highest ratesof drop-outs were among chil-
dren who live in rural and traditional areas,
in township and informal settlements and
learners who were experiencing economic
hardship.

There were also high rates of drop-out
reported by caregiverswho were "very wor-
ried" about learners returning to school.

Civil organisation Zero Dropout Cam-
paign's head of communications and advo-
cacy, Rahima Essop, said the longer a child
was away from school, the higher the like-
lihood of them not returning, especially if
their connection wasstrained to begin with.

"Drop-outs come at the end of a process
of disengagement, in which a learner loses
their grip on schooling due to a number of
factorsthat push and pull them away from
the school space," Essop said.

The disruptions to schooling during
the pandemic had exacerbated the push
and pull factors in a child's life and had a
direct impact on the learner's engagement
with school and their ability to keep up
academically, she added.

According to the NIDS-CRAM Wave 5
report, projections indicate that between
March 2020 and June 2021 most primary
school learners in South Africa lost 70
to 100% of learning relative to the 2019
cohort.

"In total, 93 days of schooling have
occurred between February 15 and June 30.
Assuming contact learning for 50% of this
time, our best estimates suggestthat most
primary school children have lost between
70% to a full year of learning since March
2020," the researchers said.

They said the international evidence
points towards the additional effects of

"forgetting" or regressionthat could hinder
current learning, particularly if teaching
occurs as if the content of the previous
year's curriculum has been mastered, let
alone learnt.

Essop said that learning losseswere a
reversal of academic progressand children
who missed developmental milestones
struggled in later grades.

"After years of struggling, these learners
may drop out of schooland that compounds
the alarming rate of learner drop-outs and
youth unemployment in the country," she
said.

Speaking on how to get learners back to
school, Zero Dropout Campaign said that
when schools reopened, teachers should
monitor absenteeism and non-attendance
closely and follow up when learners were
not in class.

Essopadded that parents and caregivers
should play a supportive role in a learner's
development by asking about their school-
ing, the subjectsthey are interested in and
help their children develop a routine.
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