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GLOSSARY

Grade progression - Learners are automatically promoted to the next grade without having met 

the basic assessment requirements for promotion. 

Home language - The language(s) a child speaks at home and from birth. This is also referred to as 

“mother tongue,” “primary language” or “first language.” Many children are from multilingual homes 

and have been raised speaking two or more languages as home languages. This report uses the singular 

“home language” for the purpose  of consistency. 

Language of learning and teaching - The language of instruction at school. This is also 
referred to as the medium of instruction. 

Learner progression - Moving a learner automatically to the next grade when they have not met 

the minimum requirements for promotion. This is also referred to as “grade progression”.

Learning losses - Learning losses refer to time lost to learning as a direct result of school closures 

and efforts to reduce class sizes through a system of rotational learning. Losses in learning also occur 

when knowledge acquired prior to school closures is lost.

Rotational learning - Some schools had to alternate in-class attendance days and/or weeks 

for learners to reduce class size in 2020 and 2021 to comply with the COVID-19 physical distancing 

regulations.

School dropout - Also known as early “withdrawal” or “attrition,” dropout is leaving the schooling 
system without obtaining a minimum credential. In South Africa, a learner is considered to have 

dropped out if they leave school before they obtain a National Senior Certificate (NSC) in Grade 12 or an 

equivalent certificate such as the National Certificate (Vocational) (NC(V)) or NQF Level 4 (from a post-

schooling education and training institution).
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what’s
the story?

According to the Department of Basic Education (DBE), 87.3% of learners obtained an National 

Senior Certificate (NSC) in 2024. This is a historic result, and an encouraging 4.4-percentage-point 

increase from 2023. The DBE also revealed that the throughput rate for the class of 2024 was 64.5%. 

This however is an alarming 1.1-percentage-point decrease from 2023 and worrying regression in the 

fight against school dropout. 

Twenty-twenty-four was also momentous for the education sector. Parliament finally passed the 

Basic Education Laws Amendment (BELA) Bill which, despite disagreement from the Minister of 

Education, was signed into law by President Cyril Ramaphosa in September 2024. After seven years 

of development, the BELA Act has now ushered in the most comprehensive and significant changes

to the regulation of the basic education sector since 1996. 

As the country and the education sector undergoes these policy and political changes, now is a 

prime opportunity to review the current state and efficacy of dropout-related policy, school and 

administrative practices and public perception in South Africa. 

This year’s research publication aims to do just that by unpacking new legislation and regulation. 

The Campaign also commissioned a public opinion survey on the state of basic education and 

school dropout in South Africa. The findings of that survey are present in this report and confirm our 

argument that policy changes alone are not enough; we also need to facilitate national ownership of 

the problem by giving parents, educators, and learners the tools they need to implement solutions.

This is why Zero Dropout Campaign continues to advocate for its years-long recommendations 

and garner fresh perspectives on why learners drop out of school. This publication will guide the 

Campaign through its next phase as South Africa also continues its democratic journey.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Zero Dropout Campaign began in 2015 as a research project 

funded by The DG Murray Trust, but in 2019 grew into a national 

advocacy campaign. The year 2024 marked the campaign’s fifth 

year and during that time, it has collaborated with several 

non-profit organisations (NPOs) to develop policy proposals and 

on-the-ground interventions to illustrate what is necessary to 

help learners complete Grade 12. 

Explore this further.
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Globally and domestically, the basic education sector 

faces historic and systemic challenges. Amongst these 

challenges are prevalent learner dropout rates, which 

continue to hinder the realisation of the right to basic 

education guaranteed in the South African Constitution.

Through this research publication, School Dropout: Advocacy to Action, Zero Dropout Campaign 

provides a timely and insightful analysis of critical developments and issues that will shape our 

education sector for years – if not generations – to come. 

At the heart of the startling rates of learner dropouts are learners from marginalised backgrounds 

facing the adverse impacts of historic societal ills and governmental shortcomings. 

In response to the dropout rates and education challenges holistically, the recently passed BELA 

Act 32 of 2024 aligns the basic education legislative and policy framework with the basic education 

jurisprudential developments and puts some mechanisms in place to address learner dropouts. 

Section 3 of the Act explicitly calls for role players in schools, namely educators, principals, and 

school governing bodies (SGBs), to play an active role in curbing dropouts through strict monitoring 

of learner attendance. This is a positive step towards reducing learner dropouts. 

However, the mechanisms place heightened responsibility on educators, principals and SGBs, without 

addressing the underlying multifaceted issues that cause learner dropout.

On the policy front, DBE introduced the General Education Certificate (GEC), which allows Grade 

9 learners to obtain a standardised qualification to acquire the necessary qualifications to enter 

Technical Vocational Education and Training (TVET) colleges. The GEC aims to get Grade 9 learners 

into TVET colleges, offering an opportunity to those who might not ordinarily be interested in 

completing matric. The legislative and policy developments are a step closer to addressing the 

learner dropout crisis in South Africa. 

Legislative and policy-making are consistent with global initiatives to address learner dropouts. 

The BELA Act and GEC are steps towards minimising learner dropouts. However, this could only be 

accomplished if there is political will to implement them. A joint effort by the various role players is 

needed to ensure that our learners remain in school and acquire safe and quality basic education. 

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

foreword
Zeenat Soujee
Section27
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our
survey

In 2024, Zero Dropout Campaign conducted research across 

the country to understand the nuances, perceptions and 

dynamics that influence dropout rates.

The research investigated how factors in schools, communities or neighbourhoods, household 

circumstances, and behavioural attributes influence school performance and, by implication, 

associated perceptions about dropping out.

The report highlights that although schools are educational facilities in neighbourhoods, they

operate within an environment set by the community, government, services, and employment ratios.

Schools are not isolated education islands amidst a better or worse functioning community 

environment. The entire ecosystem of the community within which the school operates is relevant.

Therefore, to address dropout rates, it is important to consider the broader factors that influence 

performance metrics and dropout rates. Of course, these are very challenging aspects to address as 

a collective, and it is through greater collaboration that these aspects could be addressed to improve 

the possible future of the next generation.

The survey design was based on a quota-structured sample to specifically target households 

with school going children as the largest sample proportion. The survey was complemented with 

households where children have completed school as well as households with children not in school 

yet. The perceptions of these three groups were important to include in the overall view of the school 

system in South Africa. In addition, where permission was granted, children currently in school or 

those who may have dropped out, were also included in the survey.

The survey’s sample design included 1,247 people from 50 of South Africa’s 52 district municipalities 

and metropolitan municipalities.

These interviewees were separated into four clusters – 

Cluster 1: Functional, supportive and organised schools in well-managed communities.

Cluster 2: Reasonably functional schools in challenging communities with some cooperation.

Cluster 3: Struggling schools in difficult neighbourhood circumstances and social problems.

Cluster 4: The view that school is a phase to complete and children should plan to work after school.

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
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South Africa’s matric pass rate, considered 

in isolation, suggests an improvement over 

time, starting with:

58% in 1994

76.2% in 2020

76.4% in 2021

Despite this improvement and South Africa’s large investment in basic 

education, around 40% of learners who enrol in Grade 1 will exit the 

schooling system before finishing matric. Many will remain stuck in 

poverty and unemployment for life.

Past studies have noted that completing school increases employment 

opportunities and skills development, reduces crime and risky 

behaviour and promotes equality, health, and overall self-esteem.1

South Africa has the highest unemployment rate in the world, with 

youths (ages 15–24) accounting for 63.9% of those unemployed.

Only 44% of these youths had completed secondary school.2

The correlation between unemployed youth and those who dropped 

out of school is clear; attending school until the end of matric is 

imperative. 

Therefore, why children leave school is a question of global concern 

with varying considerations. 

9
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The World Bank has pointed out that the impact of 

the Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic 

is expected to be long-lasting.3

South Africa experienced one of the world’s most 

extensive lockdowns, which had a drastic impact on

its education sector. School closures in 2020 

resulted in an average loss of 54% of in-person 

learning time in that year.4 In addition to 

substantial losses in face-to-face teaching time, 

opportunities for remote learning were extremely 

limited.5

Even after schools reopened in mid-2020 via 

staggered grade return, the majority of schools 

implemented rotating attendance schedules for over 

18 months, leading to further reductions in face-

to-face teaching. It was not until February 2022 

that daily school attendance fully resumed.

–––––––––––––––––––––––

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––-----––––

–––-–––––--------------––––

1.  The cost of covid-19
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The 2023 General Household Survey by Statistics 

South Africa’s (Stats SA) showed improvements 

in education and found that the restoration of 

pre-COVID-19 patterns is “almost complete”. The 

percentage of children aged five and six who were 

not attending educational institutions in 2020 has 

declined. 

Furthermore, the percentage of those aged

20 years and older without education decreased 

from 11,4% in 2002 to 3,1% in 2023. Those with 

Grade 12 qualification or higher increased from 

30.5% to 50.8% over the same period.5

While access to school and school completion 

has improved for all races over the past decade, 

Zero Dropout Campaign maintains that the matric 

results do not tell the full story about why some 

learners succeed and others don’t. The dropout 

rate is often obscured by the matric pass rate and 

subsequent public debates.6 For the first time in 

2023, the Department of Basic Education (DBE) 

included, Throughput Indicators in its NSC Exam 

Results Technical Report.7 The matric pass rate 

and other national indicators, such as the dropout 

rate, should be collected and published at regular 

intervals and supplemented by real-time learner-

level data.8

Zero Dropout Campaign’s key advocacy point is a 

rethinking of the kinds of data collected and used.

It’s been an advocacy point for the campaign for 

the past five years.

2.  MATRIC MATTERs

3.  NEET YOUTH
The research shows that youth not in 

education, employment or training (NEET) 

are a heterogeneous group predominantly 

comprising female, black, slightly older 

youth (20-24) who reside in urban areas, 

live in income poverty and have less than, 

or only, a matric or matric equivalent. In 

2022, the bulk of NEET youth has been 

consistently over 30% and has worsened over the past decade. Most NEET youth 

are concentrated in Gauteng (23.1%), KwaZulu-Natal (20%), and the Eastern 

Cape (13.2%) and these proportions have not changed much since 2013.9

  Think about how this
affects their future.

Notably, the Southern Africa Labour And Development
  Research Unit (SALDRU) revealed that the relatively high proportion  
 of NEET youth in 2023 who have a matric, compared to 2013,
 indicates a potentially lower protective function of the matric
      certificate than 10 years ago.10,11

Eastern Cape 

13.2%

20%

Gauteng
23.1%

KwaZulu-
Natal



Similar to Zero Dropout’s 2021 research publication, School Dropout: Gender Matters, this new 

research found that males were more likely to leave school due to poor academic performance and 

problems with their peers and teachers. Males also left school to pursue technical and artisanal college 

training to ultimately find employment. Females left school due to caretaking responsibilities and 

household financial insecurity. 

The relationship between gender and educational attainment is similar across sub-Saharan Africa.

The Norrag Global Education Centre notes that despite improvements in educational access across 

the region, significant numbers of learners are still dropping out of school.13 Indeed, with almost

100 million children not in school, the region has the highest out-of-school population in the world. 

Attainment of schooling for girls has increased globally, but gender gaps in schooling remain the 

largest in lower-income countries. Female enrollment in primary school in low-income countries is 

78%, compared to the world average of 88%, and only 31% in secondary school, compared to the 

global average of 66%.14 In South Africa, the statistics reveal that 34% of those at lower secondary

age and 47% of those at upper secondary age are out of school.15

Census 2022 shows that the proportion of persons completing Grade 12 after completing Grade 9

varies according to sex. The data shows that six in ten males go on to pass matric after they’ve 

finished Grade 9, while around seven in ten females do. 

Unfortunately, educational programmes often focus on life skills development and earning an income. 

Fewer programmes integrate a ‘gender-differentiated’ component to determine what interventions 

could work to prevent this.16

There is however significant potential to institute dropout prevention measures. Like Zero Dropout 

Campaign, Norrag highlights the importance of accurate information to detect and track dropouts in 

their early stages in order to do so. 

4.  gender binary

In 2024’s Understanding Why Youth Drop Out of School 

researchers interviewed 41 school dropouts aged 13-20

to understand their reasons for leaving school.12 Gender 

differences were identified as factors contributing to 

leaving school. The 2023 General Household Survey released 

the same year also notes a gender disparity in family 

commitment and responsibilities as a reason for young 

people not attending school.

Discuss further.                              (200 words)

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

of girls at upper secondary age
 are out of school47%
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As the biggest and primary stakeholder in the education sector, the DBE 

defines dropout as an “undesirable departure from the schooling system”. 17

During a presentation to Parliament in 2024, the DBE noted that school 

dropout is difficult to measure as the throughput of learners from school to 

tertiary education is not tracked. The DBE is, however, working with the 

Department of Higher Education and Training to address this. 

The DBE also acknowledges that COVID-19 and delays in processing and 

analysing administrative school attendance data on the South African Schools 

Administration Management System (SA-SAMS) impacted reporting. 

The presentation suggests that while the successful completion of Grade 12 

must be encouraged, “it should be remembered that South Africa is not unusual 

among developing countries.” Suggestions to decrease the dropout rate include 

improved levels of learning and teaching (cited as the main lever to keep more 

learners in schools), a credible General Education Certificate after Grade 9 to 

“avoid duplication of youths” studying for a National Senior Certificate and then 

an additional NQF4 qualification at a TVET college.” 

Representatives from the DBE have suggested that the data monitoring 

system Learner Unit Record Information and Tracking System (LURITS) be 

strengthened to produce “more local-level monitoring of dropout hotspots,” 

particularly for those aged 15 and below. The DBE has flagged initiatives to 

improve learner prospects and these include a range of teaching and learning 

interventions, psychosocial support, tighter monitoring of school participation 

and gender-responsive initiatives.

5.  Government’s Perspective
(but excludes the 

movement to a
TVET college )
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Cluster 1 has the lowest level of dropout but is certainly not 

immune to it. It should however be noted that some may report on 

dropout numbers of friends, colleagues, other family members 

living in areas that may be more comparable to the other clusters. 

The 26% therefore does not imply within cluster 1 exclusively.

Pregnancy

Drug abuse

Financial struggles

Peer pressure

Gangsterism

Did not cope academically

Do not like school

Bullying

Lack of parental guidance

Criminal behaviour

Illness or depression

Other reasons

Do not know

Base Size

Note: Only those who are aware of people that dropped out answered this question.

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

6.  PUBLIC PERCEPTION

It has been reported that the overall dropout rate in 

South Africa is around 40%. In this survey, the dropout 

rate varies across the clusters, and expectedly so:

Cluster 1: 26%

Cluster 3: 39%

Considering this view, the follow-up question asked why those 

people dropped out and the most common reason is pregnancy.

CLUSTER 1

43%
12%
13%
10%
1%
7%
4%
7%
1%
4%
7%
30%
6%
67

CLUSTER 2

48%
27%
17%
9%
11%
5%
6%
5%
6%
3%
2%
18%
3%
99

CLUSTER 3

37%
28%
3%
8%
8%
6%
3%
6%
2%
5%
2%
21%
2%
121

CLUSTER 4

36%
24%
14%
6%
5%
9%
5%
0%
8%
1%
2%
18%
8%
87

TOTAL

41%
24%
11%
8%
7%
7%
5%
5%
4%
3%
3%
21%
5%
374
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Cluster 2: 36%

Cluster 4: 29%
OVERALL: 33%



Pregnancy

Did not cope academically

Bullying

Financial struggles

Drug abuse

Went to work

Illness or depression

Peer pressure

Do not like school

Lack of teacher support

Expelled

Other

Base Size

Have or are planning to 
drop out (own children)

Base Size

Happy or sad (The lower the 
score, the sadder)

Base Size

It should be noted that other reasons for dropping out such as financial strains, drugs, criminal 

behaviour and so on may be under-reported. The reason for stating this is when the two sets of reasons 

are compared (previous table and further down), there are more sensitive reasons mentioned for the 

personal circumstances than the broader awareness levels. It is therefore very likely that the overall 

dropout rate is around 40%. Other reasons include: Corruption or nepotism; went to work; moved in 

with a boyfriend or girlfriend; lack of teacher support; expelled, no hope for the future; alcohol abuse; 

substance abuse; and disobedience. Most of these reasons are associated with all clusters.

Note: Only those that have or are planning to drop out answered this question.

Note: Only those who did or are planning to drop out answered the sentiment question.

Based on the families or households where dropping has occurred or 
is considered, the reasons are also multi-dimensional but again, 
pregnancy remains the top reason, particularly in Cluster 1.

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

CLUSTER 1

CLUSTER 1

33%
0%
8%
25%
0%
0%
8%
8%
0%
0%
8%
8%
12

4%
285

29%
12

8%
298

38%
24

14%
323

44%
52

14%
316

39%
44

10%
1 222

40%
121

CLUSTER 2

CLUSTER 2

5%
20%
10%
20%
0%
10%
10%
15%
0%
0%
5%
5%
24

CLUSTER 3

CLUSTER 3

13%
12%
12%
2%
8%
10%
8%
8%
8%
10%
4%
8%
52

CLUSTER 4

CLUSTER 4

14%
16%
11%
7%
16%
5%
5%
2%
9%
2%
0%
14%
44

TOTAL

TOTAL

14%
13%
11%
9%
9%
7%
7%
7%
6%
5%
3%
9%
128

Participants were then asked if any of the children in the household 

have or are planning to drop out and how this made the family feel.
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New 
Legislation 
and 
Policies
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As mentioned in this publication’s introduction, 

the basic education sector has been predominantly 

governed by three key pieces of legislation 

developed and implemented 18 years ago – 

coincidentally, that is the same amount of time 

an entire generation should have completed their 

basic education. 

For almost three decades, the South African Schools Act of 1996 has 

governed South Africa’s education sector. This legislation aimed to 

address past inequalities, establishing standards for school governance 

and funding while promoting high-quality education to develop talent 

and boost the economy.

Alongside the Children’s Act of 2005, it provided unprecedented 

rights and protections to learners, particularly those from previously 

discriminated racial groups. The National Education Policy Act, also 

passed in 1996, empowered the Minister of Education to set sectoral 

policies and determine educators’ salaries and working conditions.

The DBE has undertaken various initiatives to address new 

developments within the sector, the nation, and the world at large.

Of these initiatives, the BELA Act is the boldest and most 

comprehensive education revision in 30 years and intends to 

strengthen governance in South Africa’s education sector. 

Basic Education Laws Amendment (BELA) 
Act of 2024

The General Education Certificate (GEC)

17



Basic Education Laws 
Amendment (BELA) Act of 2024

The BELA Act amends sections of the South African Schools Act of 1996 and the Employment of 

Educators Act of 1998 to account for developments in the education landscape since the enactment

of the original legislation.

To summarise, the BELA Act makes Grade R compulsory, criminalises parental negligence in school 

attendance, regulates homeschooling, addresses language policies in schools, accommodates religion 

in a school’s code of conduct and bans corporal punishment. Criticism has mounted from opposition 

parties and private interest groups who believe the role of school governing bodies will be undermined. 

The BELA Act’s provisions to address and reduce the dropout crisis in South Africa, Clauses 2 and 3,

are insufficient and potentially problematic. Clause 2 amends section 3(1) of the South African Schools 

Act to make school attendance compulsory from Grade R at age six and no longer only from Grade 

1. Now that the responsibility of early childhood development (ECD) lies with the DBE instead of the 

Department of Social Development, thanks to a function shift within government, there are encouraging 

changes to ensure children enter the education system earlier with standardised tracking as they 

progress through the education system.

Clause 2 however also increases the penalty provision in section 3(6) from six to 12 months. This

penalty is problematic as several factors, such as a lack of finances, transport, state bureaucracy,

and even threats of violence, prevent learners in South Africa from attending school. Implementing 

criminal penalties for non-attendance without addressing other education-related challenges would not 

prevent dropout. Indeed, criminalising parents already struggling to ensure their children’s education 

will undermine their ability to provide and perpetuate cycles of poverty and disengagement. 

Clause 3 places new obligations on educators, principals, and school governing bodies to track 

absenteeism to prevent dropout. However, it does not consider relevant research about the factors 

driving learner disengagement and dropout. It also presumes existing datasets on learner attendance 

and school dropout rates are accurate and complete. Clause 3 currently requires teachers to report 

extended ‘unexcused absences’ to their principal, who in turn should investigate and report their 

findings to the school’s governing body.

Why were the existing education-related laws

amended and how does it affect school dropout?

Discuss.                            150 marks.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

NB!
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   This is a potentially lengthy process that does not take into
 consideration that reintegrating learners who have already disengaged
   from school is far more difficult than retaining them through
       preventative interventions such as early warning systems.



To rectify this, Zero Dropout Campaign made the following 

recommendations during the National Assembly’s public 

participation process: 

1.	 Dropout prevention must be tracked against key performance 

indicators (KPIs) for provincial departments and the Minister 

of Basic Education. 

2.	 Data monitoring for dropout prevention should be 

institutionalised in the DBE by defining and tracking 

a set of indicators, including, but not limited to, learner 

attendance. 

3.	 These KPIs should be reflected in the government’s Medium-

Term Strategic Framework (MTSF) to ensure comprehensive 

adherence and accountability. 

4.	 Intergovernmental committees at provincial and national 

levels to monitor and respond to learner dropout trends and 

ensure accountability. 

5.	 Substantial considerations for psychosocial support at school 

level, particularly as a fundamental resource in quintile 1-3 

public schools. 

6.	 Early Warning Systems (EWS) to mitigate learner 

disengagement and dropout. 

7.	Data administration posts, relevant training, and 

infrastructure for data collection.

Not all of these recommendations were incorporated into the Act 

but Zero Dropout Campaign believes that future regulations and 

interventions can still achieve some of these recommendations’ 

aims by continuing to work with the DBE and other key 

stakeholders.

19
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Following the passing of the BELA Act, people were 

surveyed on their experience of the legislation’s passing 

and whether they were concerned about its potential impact 

on the education sector.

With 15% awareness and of those that are aware, only 6% participated 

in public hearings. The majority of those that are aware have no 

concerns (58%). The percentage is fairly high across the clusters with 

Cluster 3 being the most optimistic about the new legislation. 

20

Aware of the legislation 
(BELA Bill)

Base Size

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

17%
266

CLUSTER 1

13%
287

CLUSTER 2

13%
312

CLUSTER 3

19%
295

CLUSTER 4

15%
1 160

TOTAL

How did people find out about the new legislation?

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

At school

Television

News, media, websites

Social media

Word of mouth

Colleague, principal, DBE

Radio

Other

18%
38%
31%
13%
18%
11%
16%
4%

23%
14%
26%
20%
9%
17%
3%
6%

25%
25%
18%
13%
15%
5%
5%
5%

38%
17%
13%
25%
15%
4%
6%
9%

27%
24%
21%
18%
14%
9%
8%
6%

Do people have concerns about the new legislation?

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

No concerns

Have concerns

Other reasons

59%
20%
34%

56%
22%
38%

75%
20%
13%

44%
46%
15%

58%
29%
24%

Participated in information sessions or public hearings?

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Yes, participated

Base Size

2%
45

6%
35

7%
41

8%
53

6%
174
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The General Education 
Certificate (GEC)

The new General Education Certificate (GEC) will be a standardised qualification for pupils 

completing Grade 9. Learners will be presented with a report card and a certificate that shows 

their skills, talents and competencies to assist their transition from school to work. 

Before the GEC, the National Certificate (Vocational), which is set at NQF Level 4, was awarded 

to those finishing Grade 9 and allowed them to proceed to a TVET college. The DBE’s motivation 

for including the GEC is that pupils who are more suitable for technical and vocational studies can 

obtain a certificate to that effect when applying for employment or further education.

Research shows that the transition from school to work can be a difficult period for many young 

people — and it’s not linear. This period is often characterised by spells of unemployment and 

temporary work contracts. There were estimated to be about 5 million 15-19 year-olds who were 

neither employed, nor in education or training (NEET) across all Organisation for Economic 

Cooperation and Development (OECD) countries in 2015, equivalent to 6% of the population of 

that age. Being NEET is not only difficult for those who are in that situation, but it also implies that 

the skills acquired during education are not used and might deteriorate over time if they are not 

put to use in further education or employment. Young people who leave school need a range of 

skills to be successful and fulfil their potential. 

One way of ensuring that more skills are learnt is attaining upper secondary education.

Research shows that young people who are still in education have higher literacy and numeracy 

skills. The difference in skills between those who are in education and those who are not is 

equivalent to about 2.5 additional years of education.18

The GEC Assessment Model has been approved in South Africa. There is not enough evidence to 

determine whether such an early leaving certificate will have tangible economic benefits. 

Critics have said that there is no evidence that the GEC serves as an employment pathway.

While the DBE noted that obtaining this certificate could in fact encourage pupils to continue

their primary education beyond Grade 9.19 There is also no proof of that.

What is the General Education Certificate (GEC) and how does 

it affect school dropout?

Discuss.                                          150 marks.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

22

The GEC may mask the number and root causes
of pupils dropping out of school in the first place.



In our research publication, “School Dropout: The Pandemic 

Edition”, we outlined the limited prospects young people who 

do not obtain their national senior certificate have access to. 

Without a matric certificate or an NQF4 equivalent, young 

people generally cannot access tertiary education, which is 

their most likely route to employment and higher income.

Completing Grade 9 is enough to enter a TVET college, 

complete an NQF4 qualification, and then pursue a 

tertiary education (NQF levels 5-7). Yet, only 1% of 

learners who drop out of school before matric hold a non-

school certificate or diploma issued, for instance, by a TVET 

college. This is partly because TVET colleges are more likely 

to select Grade 12 graduates who stand a greater chance of 

graduating.

On average, TVET colleges receive about half the number 

of enrolments as public universities. But, the evidence is 

clear: any post-school qualification significantly improves 

young people’s job prospects.
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When surveyed, only 16% of interviewees were aware of 

the GEC and that a pilot was being conducted by the DBE.

Clusters 2, 3 and 4 are most at risk of the new policy and may,

as cited in the feedback, create other problems in these communities 

where circumstances are already challenging.

The BELA Act and the GEC are well-intended and deserving of 

support. However, adequately addressing and reducing South 

Africa’s learner dropout rate requires a multifaceted approach 

featuring various policies and initiatives implemented at all levels 

of government.

Aware of the pilot

Base Size

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
18%
268

CLUSTER 1

15%
287

CLUSTER 2

13%
316

CLUSTER 3

18%
297

CLUSTER 4

16%
1 168

TOTAL

How did people find out about the GEC?

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

At school

Television

Word of mouth

News, media, websites

Social media

Radio

Colleague, principal, DoE

Other

Base Size

20%
30%
27%
23%
5%
7%
9%
2%
44

45%
15%
12%
9%
9%
9%
0%
3%
33

32%
21%
18%
15%
6%
12%
9%
0%
34

27%
24%
22%
13%
11%
4%
4%
0%
45

30%
23%
21%
15%
8%
8%
6%
1%

156

Note: Some stated that they knew about the pilot but could not recall from where.

   At an overall level, it is somewhat alarming at
      how many people support the idea.



All participants were asked (whether they knew about the 

GEC pilot or not) if it were something they would consider 

and what would be the reasons for that.
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Be of interest to you or 
your children – Yes

Base Size

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

30%
268

CLUSTER 1

43%
287

CLUSTER 2

55%
316

CLUSTER 3

54%
297

CLUSTER 4

45%
1 168

TOTAL

What are the reasons for saying that?

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

No concerns, good idea

Not everyone is academically 
inclined

One will have a certificate

One can then study for a trade, go 
to a TVET college

Will motivate learners

One can start working sooner, find a 
job easier, skilled to have an income

Not everyone can reach Grade 12, 
issues beyond their control

Have concerns

Children must have matric, I want 
my matric

A bad idea, will not be positive, will 
not help, do not like it

Will create more unemployment, 
struggle to find a job with Gr9, will 
create social issues

Learners will have no 
encouragement to go beyond Gr9, 
will encourage drop outs

Grade 9 is very low standard of 
qualification

Mind not developed at that age, too 
young, do not know what they want

Better jobs with matric

Must go to university, will not be 
able to go to university or be a 
professional

Other

Base Size

47%
4%
1%
3%
1%
1%
1%

16%
15%
11%
6%

8%

4%
3%
2%
1%
2%
248

42%
5%
6%
2%
2%
2%
1%

13%
12%
10%
11%

9%

4%
3%
1%
1%
3%
278

58%
6%
2%
0%
3%
3%
3%

14%
7%
10%
7%

6%

3%
2%
1%
0%
1%

270

52%
3%
0%
2%
0%
1%
1%

18%
9%
12%
10%

5%

5%
3%
2%
1%
4%
274

50%
4%
2%
2%
2%
2%
1%

15%
11%
11%
9%

7%

4%
3%
1%
1%
2%

1 070

Those that support the idea:

Those against the idea:

(both those that answered “Yes” and “No”)



Global 
Context 
and 
Practices
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School dropout is not a uniquely South African 

challenge, and often aspects such as the throughput 

rate and targets have been compared to some of its 

counterparts in the developing world. However, these 

comparisons are unfortunately done by officials to 

downplay the lack of progress as opposed to adapting 

relevant interventions and solutions.

Despite progress over the decades, 250 million children and young people 

worldwide remain out of school, an increase of six million since 2021. 

The global cost of school dropout is USD 10 billion a year by 2030, more than 

France and Japan’s combined annual GDPs.20 UNESCO’s Director-General, Audrey 

Azoulay, has called on member states to break the “vicious circle of school dropouts 

as quickly as possible.” Education is indeed a universal human right; this was 

reaffirmed in 2015 when the United Nations included access to quality education

for all as a Sustainable Development Goal (SDG4). This chapter thus provides 

insights into how several developing countries have tried to address their school 

dropout challenges within the global context. Replicable programmes and

policies are considered.

Sub-Saharan Africa has the highest rate of out-of-school youth in the world, 

accounting for about 30%. In 2021, it was estimated that 98 million children in the 

region were not in school, marking an increase of 20 million since 2009. This means 

that over one-fifth of primary-age children are out of school, and almost 60% of 

youth between the ages of 15 and 17 are not in school.21 Researchers and advocates 

have thus urged governments to implement contextually relevant policies and 

interventions to address school dropouts in the region.

Many countries in Sub-Saharan Africa are faced with intersecting challenges that 

include poverty, gender biases, inequality, economic collapse and the effects of 

climate change. These all play a role in children dropping out of school and must

be considered in educational policy development and implementation.
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New data compiled by the Global Education Monitoring Report and the UNESCO Institute for 

Statistics reveals that the increase in out-of-school children since 2021 can be attributed to the 

mass exclusion of girls and young women from attending school in Afghanistan but also to the 

“continuing stagnation in education progress across the world”.23 About 122 million out-of-school 

children (48%) are girls and young women.24

No doubt, the realisation of SDG4, which aims to ensure inclusive, equitable, quality education 

for all, is severely hampered. Progress towards meeting SDG4 has been uneven, with significant 

disparities across geographies, gender, and age. Only one in six countries can achieve universal 

and quality educational access by 2030. UNESCO notes that even if countries deliver on the 

targets, 84 million children are still at risk of being out of school by 2030.25

Globally, a few common factors are associated with school dropout, although more recent cross-

country research is needed.26 Factors include poor health, malnutrition, motivation, child labour, 

poverty, pregnancy, teacher absenteeism, school location and poor quality educational provision. 

“Therefore, both demand and supply-driven factors are embedded in cultural and contextual 

realities, which make each circumstance different.”27

A Global Crisis

What common factors are associated with school dropout, 

globally?

(50 marks)

On the following pages, outline the case findings for:

1.	Guatemala

2.	Pakistan

3.	Serbia

4.	Zimbabwe

(300 marks)

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Research over 20 years has shown that youth who drop out of school 

early will likely earn less and experience more social and economic 

challenges than their peers with more years of completed education.22 

Apart from the financial implications of prematurely dropping out 

of school, there are considerable social impacts.

100%

!!
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Guatemala

Guatemala is a middle-income country in Central America with nearly 40% of Grade 6 students 

dropping out of school. An EWS pilot trial, named National Strategy for Successful Transition 

(ENTRE), was conducted to identify at-risk students accurately and to assess what targeted 

interventions positively reduce dropout. The pilot programme was implemented in 17% of 

Guatemala’s primary schools (4,000 schools) and mostly used existing government resources. 

The results showed that the dropout rate in the transition from primary to lower secondary 

school decreased by 4% among schools assigned to use the programme and 9% among existing 

programme users. “Although the effect size is relatively modest, the low cost of the programme 

(estimated at less than USD 3 per student) and successful implementation at scale make this a 

promising and cost-effective approach for reducing dropout in resource-constrained contexts 

like Guatemala.”Guatemala adapted its EWS based on the United States of America’s system in 

30 states and the European Union. ENTRE combined three key components: a brief training on 

actionable, evidence-based strategies to support students in staying in school, information on 

sixth-grade students at high risk of dropping out, and small behavioural nudges to help principals 

and teachers keep dropout prevention top-of-mind.

Critically, developing reliable education management information systems to bolster data and 

build early warning systems was noted. However, there is little evidence on whether and how 

such systems can effectively reduce dropout rates in countries with limited capacity to respond 

to students’ needs.

The ENTRE programme used recently developed data systems in Guatemala to identify at-risk 

students and to activate preventative, evidence-based measures at the school level. The main 

factors determining dropout included a lack of knowledge among primary school actors about 

the effective measures to help students stay in school, a lack of knowledge among the same 

actors about which students were at risk of dropping out, and a lack of the prioritisation of 

preventing dropout among many competing responsibilities. 

The ENTRE programme revealed that school principals and teachers should have a basic 

knowledge of effective dropout prevention strategies, identify at-risk students, and implement 

interventions promptly. When schools ‘complied’ with this, an EWS system could reduce dropout 

rates by 31.1 percentage points, with a cost-benefit ratio of about USD 19 per each USD invested.

Population: 17.6 million

Capital: Guatamala City

Official language: Spanish

Continent: South America Central America
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PAKISTAN

About 21.7 million children aged 5-16 are out of school in Pakistan. This is despite robust policies and study 

findings pointing to how children can remain in school. Factors that positively affect educational attainment 

in Pakistan include reduced child work, the absence of violence, decision-making power, parent’s education, 

reduced travel time to school, and improved economic conditions.28 The enabling environment at home and 

school is also important, along with the active involvement of parents in schooling. The Punjab Child Labour 

Survey also shows that school dropout is higher in rural areas but tends to get higher in urban areas where 

poverty and child labour are present.29 Poverty needs to be addressed. 

In June 2024, the World Bank approved the USD 150 million project Getting Results: Access and Delivery 

of Quality Education Services in Punjab (GRADES) to benefit about five million children, 7,000 principals, 

165,000 teachers and 3,000 teacher mentors in public schools across the province.30 GRADES aims to 

increase participation rates in pre-primary and primary grades, enhance reading proficiency, and reduce 

dropouts. GRADES focuses on improving learning outcomes, recovering from the effects of COVID-19, 

strengthening school management and expanding school participation levels.

Other school dropout prevention interventions include a government cash-transfer scheme known as

the Ehsaas Education Stipends (EES) programme for primary, secondary, and higher education students.

The project offers incentives to parents to send their children to school.  The programme focuses spec-

ifically on girls’ education by providing them a higher stipend as their dropout rate increases after Grade 5.31

Pakistan implemented a similar stipend programme—Waseela-e-Taleem—in 2012. However, this was

beset with challenges, and the EES has been refined. Now, there is a fully biometric payment system,

and the government has memorandums of understanding with all provinces to ensure its

implementation in 160 districts.

Meanwhile, the Sindh Technical Assistance for Development through Enhanced Education Programme 

(STA DEEP) implemented in 2021 aims to help the education department build more responsive 

educational systems.32 The chief component is mobile monitoring of 40,000 schools and 120,000 teachers 

across Sindh. The Sindh School Monitoring System indicators include teachers’ and students’ attendance, 

textbook availability, weekly lesson plans prepared by teachers, and functionality of school infrastructure 

— washrooms, availability of drinking water and electricity, and school building conditions. These have 

been flagged as contributing factors to school dropout rates. All data is transferred to a dashboard that 

monitoring and evaluation officials can access.

Population: 240.5 million

Capital: Islamabad

Official language: Urdu / English

Continent: Asia

South African possibility?
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SERBIA

Individualised dropout prevention programmes received attention in Serbia through the 

Individual Dropout Prevention Plan (IDPP) developed for students already identified at high 

risk of dropping out of school. Students who had a history of absenteeism and grade repetition 

were particularly flagged as high risk. In addition, students in poorer schools who less qualified 

teachers taught were also at risk. These students completed a questionnaire (administered by a 

school psychologist) on their perceptions of how highly teachers accepted them and of overall 

well-being at school. Homeroom teachers organised meetings with students at risk of dropping 

out and their parents to better understand their situation and discuss ways forward. The School 

Dropout Prevention Team then analysed information to inform the development of a Student 

Dropout Prevention Plan.33

Each plan included customised individual interventions to help the students stay in school, and it 

was monitored throughout the school year. Schools showed creativity in their intervention efforts, 

which included engaging students in peer tutoring, organising fundraising activities, connecting 

at-risk students with local NGOs and community associations, collaborating with local authorities 

and social service centres to help families access housing and social assistance, conducting 

remedial classes for underperforming students, and enhancing communication and dialogue

with students and their parents.33

The pilot implementation of individualised support measures in ten pilot schools in Serbia’s seven 

most vulnerable municipalities was assessed in 2017, two years after its inception. Of the 450 

students for whom individualised plans were developed, 25 dropped out. This has demonstrated the 

effectiveness of such measures. The research reveals that individualised support measures result in 

significant changes in three out of four outcome indicators for all students at the school level. The 

dropout rate, absenteeism, and grade repetition decreased (by 66%, 30%, and 23%, respectively).34

These results are very encouraging since they demonstrate how systemic and carefully planned 

efforts at school level (adjusted to students’ needs) can help combat even the most persistent risk 

factors (such as poverty) and prevent dropout in a significantly large number of cases.

Serbia is considered a middle-income country, with potential candidacy for the European Union. 

Hence, individualised measures may not be possible in other contexts. Nevertheless, the emphasis 

is also on resourcefulness and creativity when faced with school dropout.

Population: 6.618 million

Capital: Belgrade

Official language: Serbian

Continent: Europe
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Zimbabwe

In Zimbabwe, approximately 22,000 girls drop out of school each year owing to pregnancy.35 

While policies enable teen mothers to re-enter school, girls rarely return owing to 

stigmatisation from peers and teachers and increased financial and social responsibilities. 

The EWS developed by Bantwana aimed to identify adolescents (particularly girls) at risk

of dropping out of school and to provide the necessary support to keep them in school.36

The EWS was piloted in 20 secondary schools in Zimbabwe. Teachers were trained to use 

a simple two-page paper-based early warning tool drawing on the ABC risk indicators for 

school dropout (absenteeism, behaviour, course failure).

Bantwana partnered with the ministries of education, public service, labour and social welfare, 

as well as school administrators and community care workers to adapt the tool and set up 

task forces. These task force teams met monthly and comprised guidance teachers, principals, 

teachers, community care workers and students. Taskforce members link identified girls to 

community care workers and psychosocial services through the National Case Management 

System (NCMS), and action plans were developed for each at-risk girl.37

In Zimbabwe, this early warning system proved scalable. The government adopted the 

process and integrated it into the NCMS, which is managed by the Department of Social 

Welfare and the Ministry of Primary and Secondary Education.

Population: 16.67 million

Capital: Harare

Official language: Shona, English, Tshwa language

Continent: Africa

+Ndebele

It would be interesting to look at parallels
  with South Africa and how similair
     interventions could be adopted.
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ESWATINI

In Eswatini, only 13% of young people complete secondary school. While 90% start their 

secondary school journeys, only 47% of girls will finish school.[viii] A quarter of the girls are 

believed to have given birth before the age of 18, and 29% self-report dropping out of school 

because of pregnancy. Eswatini also has the highest HIV prevalence rate in the world, rising

to 31% for women.38

Bantwana’s EWS — the Go Girls Connect Programme — was a mobile app that enabled girls 

to self-identify as at risk of dropping out or as victims of gender-based violence. Based on 

these assessment outcomes, girls were linked to pathways of care in schools and community 

programmes.

Go Girls Connect is grounded in the ‘ABCs’ of risky behaviour: absenteeism, behaviour, 

and course failure. Adapted from Creative International’s evidence-based model, the EWS 

identifies girls vulnerable to dropout and provides a response protocol to retain them in 

school. The response protocol includes student assessment and counselling, the development 

of an Academic Support Action Plan (ASAP!), and referrals to health and social services

as needed.

Two EWS programmes were piloted: a teacher-administered EWS tool and a student-self-

administered tool. The teacher-administered EWS tool identified 36 adolescent girls as at risk 

of dropping out of school. The student self-administered EWS tool identified 175 adolescent 

girls (34%) as at risk of dropping out of school. The teachers’ assessment focused on financial 

risk factors (girls who had outstanding fees and balances), whereas the girls’ self-assessments 

better tapped into the three risk factors of absenteeism, behaviour, and coursework.39

The results indicate that teachers may not be as likely to recognise girls who are at risk of 

dropping out of school due to reasons other than financial needs. It is important to provide 

more comprehensive training to help teachers identify early warning signs. The EWS shows 

promise in identifying and keeping girls in school. Bantwana is currently in talks with the 

Ministry of Education and Training to promote widespread adoption and has secured 

additional funding to test a digital version of the EWS self-assessment tool, which will

be directly accessible to girls via mobile phones.

Population: 1.211 million

Capital: Mbabane, Lobamba

Official language: Swati, English

Continent: Africa

Mobile interventions work!

!!
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––––––––––––––---–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––-

In summary, what works and can be deemed international 

best practice to prevent School Dropout?

Real-time learner tracking with integrated Early 

Warning Systems

Access to Psychosocial Support Services (PSS)

Accelerated Learning Programmes for literacy and 

numeracy

–––––––––––---––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––-
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REDUCING 
Dropout

42



---------------------------------------------------

South Africa’s school dropout rate has decreased 

to four in ten since the end of Apartheid and 

its education policies. What policy changes 

and interventions can still be implemented to 

accelerate this progress and meet the Zero Dropout 

Campaign’s call to reduce it to two in ten by 2030 

and the DBE’s ambition to reduce it to less than 

one in ten by 2050?

Discuss.                                  300 marks

---------------------------------------------------
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Data for Action:
Early Warning 
Systems 

The system produces ‘aggregate’ and generalised information and, therefore cannot identify 

which particular children are at risk of dropping out. Moreover, the system is not online, which 

means there may be duplicated records, and the records cannot be validated nationally. 

Learner-level information, on the other hand, flags young people who may drop out of 

school.  We need more detailed and regular data.  Collecting the ’correct’ types of insights 

over time allows us to respond appropriately to the needs of the education system, design 

better policies and programmes, and track our progress. Collecting missing individual learner 

records also allows us to track learners over time. 

For the first time in 2023, the Department of Basic Education (DBE) included Throughput 

Indicators in its National Senior Certificate Exam Results Technical Report. Zero Dropout 

Campaign recommends that the DBE includes more granular data, which can be achieved 

through information received from a DDD dropout tool. 

The New Leaders Foundation developed the Data-Driven Districts (DDD) programme. The 

DDD uses data aggregation and analytics to provide quality insights to education officials to 

improve learner outcomes. The programme’s online dashboard (in response to the SA-SAMS 

offline functionality) covers 24,000 schools in South Africa. Education officials can pinpoint 

the schools and learners needing specific support and then intervene when necessary. 

Zero Dropout Campaign supported schools to integrate the DDD into their administrative 

tasks, while advocating for robust and granular-level EWS in schools. An EWS toolkit needs to 

comprise the ABCs of good indicators:

Academic Results

Behaviour Problems

Chronic Absenteeism

We have learnt that only part of what is happening in schools is 

known. Dropout information is recorded in the South African Schools 

Administration and Management System (SA-SAMS). The SA-

SAMS was implemented in 2004, adopted by the DBE in 2007, and 

now operates in 85% of South African schools at no cost to them. 

#1
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Zero Dropout Campaign believes that better school dropout tracking systems can tell us 

a much bigger story about the reasons for learners dropping out of school. We need to 

understand their lived realities, find patterns across schools and districts, use the data to 

develop targeted programmes and interventions, and start predicting who is at risk of 

dropping out of school.

What we learnt about absenteeism tracking at schools: 

1.	 It’s possible to build school-based support teams and to show them 

how to adopt a non-punitive and caring approach to absenteeism, 

which takes the many causal factors into account and allows the best 

interests of the learner to be considered in finding a solution;

2.	Follow-up visits and the building of ongoing relationships with 

learners and their families are important as issues are seldom solved 

overnight;

3.	 It’s crucial to build a good relationship with the teachers so as to build 

an efficient referral system;

4.	Where NPO personnel are conducting tracking and follow-ups of 

absent learners, it’s important to use persons who are respected by 

communities and families and can assist them in addressing 

complex socio-economic and psychological issues;

5.	 Build a good relationship with the school’s leadership and 

administration teams so as to access school data and assist closely 

where needed.
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Psychosocial 
Support

Researchers have observed that these resilient youth often succeed because they have ‘personal 

anchors’ – stable, positive emotional relationships with at least one parent or key person. Zero 

Dropout Campaign’s ample case studies show that community members, teachers, parents, or 

caregivers can be this anchor in a learner’s life. It requires persistence, a consistent presence,

and an open heart to build a trusting relationship. 

Many at-risk children grow up in environments in which they lack the support of a caring adult. 

Teachers often play this role in many communities, but they simply cannot attend to the needs

of all their learners because of their heavy workloads and the realities of the schooling system. 

Moreover, there are 23,000 learners for every one school social worker. Meanwhile, 9,000 social 

workers are unemployed in South Africa (2022 statistics). Despite the DBE’s implementation of 

learner support agents, there is a chronic backlog in responding to referral cases from one week to 

three months.

Zero Dropout Campaign partnered with four implementing agents in the Western Cape, KwaZulu-

Natal, and Eastern Cape to build a larger ecosystem of psychosocial support. 

These approaches are underpinned by the critical elements of role modelling, mentoring, life skills 

development, social and spiritual guidance, and a referral system to access professional and state 

services. In Zero Dropout Campaign’s Toolkit on School Dropout Prevention, particular resources 

helped with:

Developing a functional school-based support team

Mapping a referral system in the community and learning 

how to refer learners

Using and developing the Learner Support Agent and the 

Child and Youthcare Worker

Tracking intervention success. 

The interactive toolkit is aimed at public primary and secondary schools in South Africa. It can be 

used by a range of stakeholders to help schools and their surrounding community understand and 

address dropout holistically and effectively.

Over the years and backed by research, Zero Dropout Campaign 

has determined that school dropout does not occur in a vacuum and 

isn’t usually an impulsive decision. Some learners manage to stay 

in school and perform well despite facing tough circumstances.

#2
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Accelerated
Learning Programmes:
Catching and
Keeping Up

In 2019, Zero Dropout Campaign launched its first accelerated learning catch-up programme: 

Reading for Meaning. We invested heavily in accelerated learning. Why does it matter? Being 

able to read means connecting, relating, and finding one’s way through a densely coded 

world. Making sense of a text allows a child to learn more across subjects. Being engaged in 

these helps a learner remain in school and have faith that school is valuable and meaningful. 

They are also at less risk of repeating a grade. Evidence shows that grade repetition increases 

the likelihood of a child dropping out of school. 

The Campaign’s accelerated learning programmes, now expanded to include maths and three 

home languages, aim to address poor performance at an early age to equip learners with the 

foundational literacy and numeracy skills they require to remain motivated and on track to 

complete their schooling. We advocate for a Teaching at the Right Level (TaRL) educational 

approach. This focuses on a child’s learning needs rather than their age or grade.

Accelerated learning programmes (ALPs) aim to address gaps 

in learning resulting from children having been out of school 

for extended periods of time. ALPs are centred on meeting core 

learning competencies at an accelerated pace, and on increasing 

equity in education by reducing the gap between learners who 

have been out of school for extended periods and those who have had 

consistent access to education.

Successful ALPs complement the school curriculum but often use 

alternative teaching methods and are directed at specific gaps in 

learning. Typically, children are taught in a collaborative learner-

centred teaching environment, in their home language with a 

condensed curriculum focused on literacy and numeracy skills.

#3
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The lessons learnt from the implementation of these programmes and the benefits indicate 

positive impact on learners and their foundational skills, and there are numerous reasons for 

advocating for TaRL in South Africa and the rest of the region:

TaRL does not promote a one-size-fits-all approach and provides
educators the autonomy to tailor teaching to their contexts.

TaRL provides a means of narrowing the wide range of learning
levels in individual classrooms which has resulted in multi-
grade classrooms.

TaRL has proven a cost-effective programme that does not

require extensive resources.

TaRL can be conducted in learners’ home language or an
additional language, depending on the different needs of
a school and its learners.

The full impact of TaRL at a large scale can only be achieved
through a strong partnership with an education department.
   Zero Dropout Campaign supports the DBE’s numerous learning
 and literacy interventions but has identified the need to reassess
  the traditional approach of teaching children according to
    their age or grade and allow schools to make time for
            TaRL programme implementation.
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---------------------------------------------------

What is clear from this report and the experiences 

of Zero Dropout Campaign over the past five years 

is that reducing learner dropout and meeting our 

goals as a campaign and the national targets

set by the DBE, requires a broader coalition

of stakeholders who are committed to increasing 

access to quality education.

Continue further.                        2025-2030

---------------------------------------------------

51



52



53

SCHOOL DROPOUT / 2024



1.	 Sulla V., Zikhali P. (2018). Overcoming poverty and inequality in South Africa: An assessment of drivers, constraints 

and opportunities. The World Bank Group. Retrieved July 25. http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/

en/530481521735906534/Overcoming-Poverty-and-Inequality-in-South-Africa-An-Assessment-of-Drivers-Constraints-

and-Opportunities

2.	 Statistics South Africa, Quarterly Labour Force Survey (QLFS) Q1:2024,

3.	 World Bank, Education Overview: Development news, research, data | World Bank

4.	 Department of Basic Education (DBE)

5.	 Statistics South Africa, General Household Survey 2023 Measuring the progress of development in the country.

6.	 Zero Dropout Campaign, Matric Class of 2022 should be celebrated, but results not accurate ‘barometer’ for education 

system — experts - DGMT Zero Dropout

7.	 Department of Basic Education, 2023 NSC Exam Results Technical Report

8.	 Zero Dropout Campaign, The matric pass rate lacks context. Here’s why - DGMT Zero Dropout

9.	 Southern Africa Labour and Development Research Unit, Profile of young NEETs in South Africa – SALDRU

10.	 Southern Africa Labour and Development Research Unit, Profile of young NEETs aged 15-24 years in South Africa: an 

annual update – SALDRU

11.	 Cieslik, K., Barford, A., & Vira, B. (2021). Young people not in Employment, Education or Training (NEET) in Sub-Saharan 

Africa: Sustainable Development Target 8.6 missed and reset. Journal of Youth Studies, 25(8), 1126–1147. https://doi.org

/10.1080/13676261.2021.1939287

12.	 Desai, R., Magan, A., Ruiter, R. A. C., Reddy, P. S., & Mercken, L. A. G. (2024). Understanding Why Youth Drop Out of 

School in South Africa. Sage Open, 14(1). https://doi.org/10.1177/21582440231219080

13.	 Closing the gap: Tackling the remaining disparities in girls’ education and women’s labor market participation, World 

Bank 

14.	 NORRAG –Empowering Girls: Addressing School Dropout Through Data Systems, Policies, and Early Prevention Tools 

in Sub-Saharan Africa - NORRAG

15.	 Center for Global Development: What We Learn about Girls’ Education from Interventions that Do Not Focus on Girls 

(cgdev.org)

16.	 Parliamentary Monitoring Group Learner Dropouts in the System (Statistics, Trends, Tracking and Tracing); BELA Bill: 

proposal for improved public hearings; DBE Budget: Committee Report; with Minister | PMG

17.	 OECD, Transition from school to work: How hard is it across different age groups?

18.	 Department of Basic Education, General Education Certificate to be administered in the Basic Education Sector

19.	 UNESCO, Out-of-school children and educational gaps cost the global economy $10,000 billion a year | UNESCO

20.	World Bank, The high price of education in Sub-Saharan Africa (worldbank.org)

21.	 Psacharopoulos, G., & Patrinos *, H. A. (2004). Returns to investment in education: a further update. Education 

Economics, 12(2), 111–134. https://doi.org/10.1080/0964529042000239140)

22.	 Kattan, Raja Bentaouet and Székely, Miguel, Analyzing the Dynamics of School Dropout in Upper Secondary Education 

in Latin America: A Cohort Approach (March 26, 2015). World Bank Policy Research Working Paper No. 7223, Available 

at SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=2585798

23.	 “Front Matter.” Economía, vol. 16, no. 1, 2015. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/24570862. Accessed 12 Jan. 2025.

24.	 UNESCO, 250 million children out-of-school: What you need to know about UNESCO’s latest education data | UNESCO

25.	 UNESCO, Out-of-school children and educational gaps cost the global economy $10,000 billion a year | UNESCO

26.	 UNESCO, School dropout: patterns, causes, changes and policies - UNESCO Digital Library

Bibliography

54



27.	 Hunt, Frances. (2008). Dropping out from school: a cross-country review of literature. http://lst-iiep.iiep-unesco.org/cgi-

bin/wwwi32.exe/[in=epidoc1.in]/?t2000=028419/(100).

28.	 International Household Survey Network, Pakistan - Pakistan Social and Living Standards Measurement Survey 2018-2019 

(ihsn.org)

29.	 Bureau of International Labor Affairs, Findings on the Worst Forms of Child Labor - Pakistan | U.S. Department of Labor 

(dol.gov)

30.	World Bank, Development Projects : Getting Results: Access and Delivery of Quality Education Services in Punjab Project 

- P176594 (worldbank.org)

31.	 Gulf News, Pakistan launches stipend for students to stop school dropouts | Pakistan – Gulf News

32.	 UNICEF, Pakistan Mobile App helps reduce school dropout in Pakistan’s Sindh province | UNICEF Pakistan

33.	 Jovanovi, Vitomir & Markovi, Jasminka & Joki, Tijana & Rankovi, Tanja. (2017). Effectiveness of Individualised Support 

Measures in the Dropout Prevention Model (DPM) in Serbian Schools. Psihološka istraživanja. 20. 171-193. 10.5937/

PsIstra1701171J.

34.	UNFPA NAFS Main Report 2016 For Web.pdf

35.	 Bantwana.org, Retaining Girls in School: Bantwana’s Early Warning System Identifies Adolescents at Risk of Dropping Out

36.	 Bantwana.org, The Child Protection Fund I and II - Bantwana

37.	 Bantwana.org, Go Girls Connect! - The Bantwana Initiative of World Education Inc.,

38.	 Bantwana.org, Early Warning System in Eswatini (bantwana.org)

39.	 National Education Collaboration Trust, Introduction and background – SA-SAMS Health-e News, South African children 

lack psychosocial support. ‘Every school needs a social worker’ - Health-e News

The Zero Dropout Campaign would like to thank The DG Murray Trust 

for its continued support in making this publication possible. 

We would also like to extend a special thanks to the people across 

South Africa who opened their homes to us and shared their time, 

experiences and insights for our survey.

Lastly, thanks to the tireless interviewers and analysts at 

MarkData who made this survey possible.

Research and writing by Beth Amato

Survey by MarkData 

Editing by Merle Mansfield, Rahima Essop, and Colin Wardle 

Design and layout by Penny Waterkeyn

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Acknowledgements

Photographs on pages 4, 29, 30, 32, 34, 36, 38, 40, 46 and 49: www.shutterstock.com

Photograph on page 6: www.istockphoto.com

Photograph on pages 10 and 52 www.depositphotos.com

Photograph on page 21 courtesy Ashraf Hendricks/GroundUp www. groundup.org.za

photographic credits

55

SCHOOL DROPOUT / 2024



SCHOOL DROPOUT / 2024

Although at least 40% of all young people in South Africa drop out of school, there is no 

national task force focused on addressing this crisis. The vision of the Zero Dropout Campaign 

is to halve the rate of school dropout by 2030 – which requires a collaborative effort targeting 

a range of actions that can prevent and intervene in school dropout. Towards this end, the 

Zero Dropout Campaign pursues four strategies to ensure school dropout is firmly on the 

national agenda with a clear pathway for significant change:

We believe that a co-ordinated response to school dropout must begin with accurate data 

tracking of individual learners, together with evidence-based interventions aimed at reducing 

learner risk and increasing learner engagement to prevent school dropout.

The campaign 
against
school dropout

Driving a powerful public advocacy agenda focused on 

mobilising a range of actors to take action on school dropout;

Developing an accelerated learning programme focused on 

the rapid catch-up of skills that enable reading for meaning 

to address underlying learning backlogs that contribute to 

learner dropout; 

Supporting the development and mobilisation of a network of 

schools committed to Zero Dropout; and

Piloting innovative approaches to reducing dropout and 

learning from the implementation experience.

The Zero Dropout Campaign is working towards

halving the rate of school dropout by 2030.

Get in touch with us: 

info@zerodropout.co.za

+27 (0)21 670 9840 
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DGMT is a South African foundation built on endowments from Douglas George Murray and his 

wife, Eleanor. DGMT is committed to developing South Africa’s potential through public innovation 

and strategic investment. Our goal for South Africa is a flourishing people, economy and society. 

Towards this end DGMT currently distributes about R160-million per year and leverages and 

manages a similar amount of funding through joint ventures with other investors.
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