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The Department of Basic Education in South Africa acknowledges that 99% of primary school-aged children attend school, 

but attendance at secondary school level is not yet universal. Low levels of secondary school attendance contribute to 

poverty and unemployment. We investigated the socio-demographic elements associated with school attendance among 

secondary school-aged learners in South Africa. We adopted a quantitative research approach and a cross-sectional design. 

The positivist research paradigm was applied, and the 2019 General Household Survey data (nationally representative 

survey) were used. The family socialisation theory and household production framework were embraced as the theoretical 

framework in this study. Descriptive analysis and cross-tabulations were conducted, and a Chi-square test was performed to 

measure the association between school attendance and learners’ characteristics. Furthermore, logistic regression was 

conducted to explore the factors associated with school attendance. Study findings agree with the assertions of the family 

socialisation theory and household production framework. We found that the overall school attendance level was 93.5% and 

older learners had significantly lower levels of school attendance. High levels of educational qualification of household 

heads inspired higher school attendance as the odds of school attendance for learners quadrupled when household heads 

attained secondary education relative to those with unschooled heads (OR = 4.1; p < 0.001). Being a Coloured learner, being 

part of a large household, being an orphan, and living in a low-income household were associated with reduced levels of 

school attendance. We recommend targeting and supporting learners who are over-aged for their grades, Coloured, and with 

poor or educationally low family backgrounds via conditional cash transfers to improve school attendance in the South 

African population. 
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Introduction 

School attendance has become a more desirable activity for children and adolescents all over the world (United 

Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization [UNESCO], 2020). The global initiative to promote 

school participation can be traced to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (Act 26 of 1948), which 

endorses education as a fundamental right. It emphasises that education “at elementary and fundamental stages” 

should be made “free and compulsory” (United Nations, 1948:7). On this premise, Sustainable Development 

Goal 4 has been expanded to pursue an “inclusive and equitable education and to promote lifelong learning 

opportunities for all” (UNESCO, 2016a:116). Being educated gives one a competitive edge in life, yet getting an 

education requires going to school. 

The South African population is composed of four racial groups – Black, Coloured, Indian/Asian, and 

White (Statistics South Africa, 2019b). Before 1994, the South African education system was racially 

segregated. Non-white schools experienced systematic deprivation in terms of essential teaching and learning 

resources (Sibanda, 2001). At the advent of the democratic regime in 1994, schools and departments of 

education became deracialised and unified (Spaull, 2015). Over these years, school attendance at the primary 

school level has become almost universal (99%). However, school attendance at the secondary school level is 

not yet universal. In addition, for those aged 16 to 18 years, which is the official age group for upper secondary 

education, the attendance rate has not exceeded 86% (Department of Basic Education [DBE], Republic of South 

Africa [RSA], 2018). Research has shown that adolescents who are not in school are at higher risk of engaging 

in unprotected sex, unplanned pregnancies, and being infected with the human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) 

(Kattan & Székely, 2015; National Department of Health, Statistics South Africa, South African Medical 

Research Council & ICF, 2019; Stoner, Pettifora, Edwards, Aiello, Halpern, Julien, Selin, Twine, Hughes, 

Wang, Agyei, Gomez-Olive, Wagner, MacPhail & Kahn, 2017). Therefore, higher levels of secondary school 

attendance will help to check the high prevalence of HIV in the country when schools are used as an effective 

platform for disseminating reproductive health education. To combat poverty and generate a substantial human 

capital boost for the economy, one must look beyond primary education. Attending and finishing secondary 

education will create the leverage for people to acquire the knowledge and skills to escape poverty (Lutz, 

Crespo Cuaresma & Sanderson, 2008; World Bank, 2018). It will also enable adolescents to pursue higher 

education, access better economic opportunities, and reach their full potential. Hence, understanding the factors 

associated with secondary school attendance in South Africa will inform the development of strategies that will 

improve school participation, combat poverty, and advance the economy. Historically, students’ refusal to attend 

school can be predominantly attributed to lack of funds for their tuition (DBE, RSA, 2018). With this article, we 

extend knowledge by investigating the association between learners and their household characteristics with 
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school attendance. We provide a general review of 

some socio-demographic variables affecting school 

attendance among secondary school-age learners in 

South Africa. We explain how much their 

sociodemographic characteristics affect schooling. 

Furthermore, we reveal the level of secondary 

school participation based on learners’ racial 

groups, which is a topical issue within the South 

African context. 

 
Literature Review 
A global overview of secondary school attendance 

Secondary school attendance levels vary between 

developed and developing countries. In developed 

regions like North America and Europe, nearly all 

students transition from primary to secondary 

school, highlighting high attendance rates at 

secondary school levels (Petrosino, Morgan, 

Fronius, Tanner-Smith & Boruch, 2012). In the 

United States of America (USA), about 92% of the 

population who are 16 to 17 years old are still 

enrolled in school (De Brey, Snyder, Zhang & 

Dillow, 2021). In the United Kingdom enrolment 

rate for those aged 15 to 19 years was 83% in 2019 

(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development [OECD], 2021). Compulsory school 

attendance for secondary-aged adolescents and 

youths as well as strict child labour laws introduced 

in the 1930s have been instrumental in enhancing 

secondary school participation in these countries. 

Also, the significant investment in education and 

the provision of various educational pathways 

including a well-organised vocational education 

relevant to the diverse needs of the student 

population has contributed immensely to the high 

secondary enrolment rates (Goldin & Katz, 2003; 

Tymenko, 2019). However, in developing nations, 

particularly in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), 

enrolment rates are lower with only 63% of young 

people enrolled in lower secondary school and a 

further drop to 42% at the upper secondary level 

(UNESCO, 2020). As a result, SSA hosts the 

highest number of out-of-school children in the 

world. The education system in SSA is challenged 

by a plethora of problems including underfunding, 

inadequate and neglected infrastructure, 

non-inclusive education, unqualified teachers, and 

poor learner achievement accompanied by high 

dropout rates (Chikoko & Mthembu, 2020; 

Ezumah, 2020; Lewin, 2006; Majgaard & Mingat, 

2012; United Nations Economic Commission for 

Africa, African Union, African Development Bank 

& United Nations Development Programme, 2014). 

In Tanzania, early marriage and pregnancy for 

girls, lack of parental support, and economic 

pressure make many adolescents drop out of 

school, which results in poor secondary school 

attendance (Joyce-Gibbons, Galloway, Mollel, 

Mgoma, Pima & Deogratias, 2018; Msafiri & 

Lianyu, 2022). In Ghana, data from a household 

survey indicated that lower secondary and upper 

secondary attendance was estimated at 93% and 

81% respectively in 2018 (UNESCO Institute for 

Statistics [UIS], n.d.). This makes Ghana stand out 

over other West African countries in secondary 

school participation mainly because of the free 

senior high school policy which became 

operational in 2017 (Abdul-Rahaman, Rongting, 

Wan, Iddrisu, Abdul Rahaman & Amadu, 2020; 

Kwegyiriba, 2021). In Zimbabwe, the net 

enrolment rates for lower and upper secondary 

education are as low as 58% and 11% respectively 

(Zimbabwe National Statistical Agency, 2021). 

Financial hardship, long distances to schools, lack 

of qualified teachers, and dilapidated school 

infrastructure have hindered optimal secondary 

school attendance in the country (Phiri, Ndlovu, 

Dube, Nyathi, Ncube & Tshuma, 2020). 

Furthermore, child marriage is unacceptably high 

in Zimbabwe with 33% of female children getting 

married before 18 years, which also impedes 

secondary school participation (Bengesai, Amusa 

& Makonye, 2021; Zimbabwe National Statistics 

Agency & United Nations Children’s Fund 

[UNICEF], 2019). 

 
Secondary education in South Africa 

Secondary education in South Africa spans from 

Grades 8 to 12 with an official age of 14 to 18 

years. Lower secondary education includes Grades 

8 to 9 and attendance is mandatory. The upper 

secondary or Further Education and Training (FET) 

phase continues from Grades 10 to 12, which is not 

compulsory. The provision of upper secondary 

education could be academic via high schools or 

technical via technical and vocational educational 

and training colleges (DBE, RSA, 2018; Du Plooy 

& Du Preez, 2022). South Africa’s public 

expenditure on education including secondary 

education exceeds that of most SSA countries when 

considering the percentage of total government 

spending. The nation’s government expenditure on 

education as a percentage of the gross domestic 

product (GDP) was 5.9% in 2019 and has 

continued to increase (World Bank, n.d.). This 

represents one of the highest among the 

Organization for Economic Cooperation and 

Development (OECD) member and partner 

countries relative to their GDP (Khuluvhe & 

Netshifhefhe, 2021; Mlachila & Moeletsi, 2019; 

OECD, 2022). South African public expenditure on 

education accounted for about 20% of the total 

government expenditure in the 2019/2020 fiscal 

year. As part of the 20% education allocation, 5%, 

representing 89,000,000,000 rands, was directed to 

secondary education (Statistics South Africa, 

2021). With these, the country is within 

UNESCO’s (2016b) recommended 4–6% of GDP 

and at least 15–20% total public expenditure on 

education. Government funding of schools is based 
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on a pro-poor framework informed by the 2006 

amended National Norms and Standards for School 

Funding (NNSSF). Annually the Minister of Basic 

Education is required to rank public schools into 

quintiles where the poorest are grouped into 

quintile 1 and the least poor in quintile 5. This 

grouping is based on the condition of schools’ 

infrastructure and the wealth of the people living in 

the surrounding area. The government expenditure 

on schools also follows a ranking pattern where 

quintile 1 schools receive more funding while the 

least funding goes to quintile 5 schools. Quintiles 1 

to 3 schools are designated as no-fee schools as 

payment of school fees is not required. School 

governing bodies (SGB) in quintiles 4 to 5 schools 

determine the school fees charged and the majority 

of parents of learners in these schools are to 

endorse such charges to make it operational. For 

parents who are unable to pay fees because of low 

income or other reasons, there is provision to apply 

for full or partial exemption of payment of school 

fees. Unfortunately, many families eligible for 

school fee exemptions do not apply because they 

are unaware, cannot go through the time-

consuming application process, or want to preserve 

their dignity. Orphans, children from foster homes, 

or beneficiaries of child support grants are 

exempted from paying fees (Chikoko & 

Methembu, 2020; Department of Education, RSA, 

2006; Mestry, 2014; Pampallis, 2008). Therefore, 

about 60% of public schools do not require their 

learners to pay fees (Van Dyk & White, 2019). 

This funding system was put in place to redress the 

past apartheid education system in which 

African/Black children and schools were poorly 

educated and grossly underfunded (McConnachie, 

Skelton & McConnachie, 2022). Private schools 

(independent schools) are eligible to receive 

government subsidies if they do not charge school 

fees above a certain threshold and meet preset 

performance requirements. Generally, the fees of 

private schools are higher than public schools. 

Some schools, predominantly in the Western Cape 

province, operate in private-public partnerships 

(collaboration schools) that can be likened to the 

charter schools in the USA (Veriava & Skelton, 

2022). These schools depend on government and 

non-profit organisations or private entities for 

funding. They seek to provide high-quality 

education to all learners regardless of 

socioeconomic background. Furthermore, about 

87% of schools accommodating 79% of learners 

were designated as no-fee schools in 2019 (DBE, 

RSA, 2020a). Also, 95.6% of the learners who 

attended ordinary secondary schools were in public 

schools, and the remaining 4.4% (197,870 learners) 

were in independent schools in the same year 

(DBE, RSA, 2020b). The above underscores the 

government’s efforts to make education accessible 

to all learners, especially at the secondary school 

level. 

Despite all these effort, some challenges still 

exist. Learners from public schools in poor rural 

areas have poorer educational outcomes than those 

from public schools in rich neighbourhoods 

(Statistics South Africa, 2024; Veriava & Skelton, 

2022). This phenomenon is due to inadequate and 

deteriorating facilities in South African rural 

schools (Du Plessis & Mestry, 2019). Grade 

repetition in South Africa is very high, especially in 

Grades 10 and 11. More than 15% of learners 

repeat these grades resulting in South Africa having 

the highest level of repetition among the OECD 

member or partner countries (DBE, RSA, 2019; 

OECD, 2018). As a result, many learners drop out 

of school at this level. Most secondary school-aged 

learners complain that their classrooms are 

overcrowded, they are unable to afford school fees, 

or are already satisfied with their educational level 

and do not seek to continue, which negatively 

impacts school attendance (DBE, RSA, 2019). 

Moreover, the demand for technical and vocational 

education and training is low because it is 

perceived as an alternative for those who do not get 

good grades for university admission, and 

employment opportunities with a technical 

education are limited. This demotivates students 

and causes a significant number to drop out without 

completing their training. Technical and vocational 

education and training (TVET) colleges face 

resource constraints with inadequate workshops, 

equipment, and teaching materials (Buthelezi, 

2018; World Bank, 2018). These are some of the 

issues affecting secondary school-age learners in 

South Africa. 

 
Sociodemographic factors affecting school 
attendance 

The factors that affect school attendance are broad 

and cross-cutting. Nevertheless, with regard to 

sociodemographic factors, school attendance is 

affected by individual-level characteristics like age, 

gender, race, orphanhood status, or place of 

residence. Household-level characteristics that 

affect schooling include household size, household 

income, and the education and gender of the head 

of the household. 

 
Age 

In many countries, school participation usually 

peaks at ages 10 to 13 years because of late entry 

into school – especially in developing countries 

(Huisman & Smits, 2015; Kazeem, Jensen & 

Stokes, 2010; Kuépié, Shapiro & Tenikue, 2015; 

Westberg, 2010). Children who start schooling late 

or repeat grades and become over-aged for their 

current grades are more likely to quit school before 

completing secondary education (UNESCO, 
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2016a). Learners’ commitment to attending school 

is thus expected to reduce as they grow older. 

 
Gender 

In low and middle-income countries, females are 

often behind compared to males in terms of 

schooling because of early marriage or pregnancy, 

but in recent times, this gap has been closing 

(Evans, Akmal & Jakiela, 2019; Kattan & Székely, 

2015; UNESCO, 2015). The patriarchal system and 

male child preference encourage males to attend 

school and attain higher educational qualifications 

than females (Roby, Erikson & Nagaishi, 2016). 

Hence, school attendance for boys and girls may 

differ based on the opportunities provided for them. 

 
Race 

In the past, Black South Africans had the greatest 

odds of quitting school, whereas Whites have been 

at the forefront educationally (Heaton, Amoateng 

& Dufur, 2014). The educational disadvantage of 

Blacks in South Africa can be traced back to the 

apartheid regime where they were discriminated 

against and could not access the same quality of 

education as Whites could (Spaull, 2015). This 

highlights how a population’s racial group can 

affect school attendance. 

 
Orphanhood 

Orphans do not enjoy the same level of support for 

their education as non-orphans (Case & Ardington, 

2006). Case, Paxson and Ableidinger (2004), 

describe this as the exertion of Hamilton’s rule. 

They are of the opinion that investment in 

children’s educational training in a household is 

more prominent for those with closer biological ties 

than distant relations or non-related members. As a 

result, orphans have a higher likelihood of not 

attending school than non-orphans. 

 
Place of residence 

Parents in rural areas may not prioritise formal 

education for their children since it is usually not 

required to access local employment opportunities 

(Smits & Huisman, 2013). Parents’ perceptions of 

potential future benefits of each child’s education 

influences their decision to invest in it. Another 

argument is that educational facilities are more 

concentrated and accessible in urban areas than in 

rural areas (Huisman & Smits, 2015). This favours 

those learners living in urban environments to 

attend school more than those residing in rural 

places. 

 
Educational level of household heads 

Parents with higher educational attainment inspire 

and encourage their children to achieve higher 

levels of education. Meanwhile, poorly educated 

parents do not place the same value on their 

children’s education but have low expectations for 

them and will not motivate them as much to attend 

and succeed in school (Shehu, 2018). The above 

may inform disparities in school attendance based 

on parental household educational level. 

 
Gender of heads of households 

Several studies have shown that adolescents from 

female-headed households attend school more than 

their counterparts from male-headed households 

(Arends-Kuenning & Duryea, 2006; DeRose, 

Garcia, Salazar & Tarud, 2014; Westberg, 2010), 

thereby, asserting that women are more committed 

to investing in their children’s education than men. 

 
Household size 

The financial burden of taking care of a large 

household can overwhelm parents to the point that 

they become unable to meet all school-aged 

members’ educational needs (Kazeem et al., 2010). 

In this scenario, education investments are 

prioritised for the members that they can provide 

for. The likelihood of learners from large 

households attending school would thus be lower. 

 
Household income 

The availability of resources in the home is a key 

factor in determining school attendance. Even if 

tuition is free, poor families are unable to afford 

books, uniforms, or other things needed to support 

their children’s schooling (Farah & Upadhyay, 

2017; UNESCO, 2020; United Nations, 2013). 

Poverty encourages child labour which competes 

with school attendance because poor families 

cannot forfeit the immediate inflow of family 

revenue from child labour for the sake of educating 

their children (Arends-Kuenning & Duryea, 2006). 

Therefore, learners from rich households attend 

school more than those from poor households. 

 
Theoretical Framework 

The family socialisation theory and household 

production framework form the theoretical 

foundation of this article. The family socialisation 

theory posits that, as children interact (socialise) 

with family members, their values, attitudes, 

behaviour, and life aspirations are formed (Battin-

Pearson, Newcomb, Abbott, Hill, Catalano & 

Hawkins, 2000). As children look up to parents as 

role models, family practices and expectations 

shape their attitudes towards schooling and other 

life aspirations (Rumberger & Lim, 2008). Hence, 

parents who are not educated or have little 

education, and have low educational expectations 

for their children will not socialise with their 

children to desire advanced education. Meanwhile, 

parents with advanced education can better plan 

their children’s education and provide quality 

educational resources that will inspire their children 

to an advanced level of education. The household 

production framework holds the view that parents 

are primarily responsible for allocating resources to 

family members. Hence, the funding for education 
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will be based on their judgment of the optimal use 

of available resources (Kazeem et al., 2010). The 

decision to invest in children’s education is 

informed by their perceived future returns from the 

educational training of each child. Hence, the 

resources in the form of household income will be 

used to support children’s education as deemed fit 

by the parents. The cost of schooling can 

overwhelm parents with limited household income 

resulting in them not being able to send their 

children to school. It is expected that children from 

households with higher levels of income will be 

more likely to attend school than those from poorer 

homes. Although government-initiated intervention 

programmes to support the poor exist, school 

attendance from a sociodemographic perspective is 

mainly motivated by the above theoretical 

underpinnings. 

 
Methodology 

A quantitative research approach and 

cross-sectional design were adopted in this study. 

The positivist research paradigm was applied in 

exploring the socio-demographic factors associated 

with school attendance (Kumatongo & Muzata, 

2021). We used nationally representative data from 

the 2019 General Household Survey (GHS) and 

extracted attributes related to learners and their 

household characteristics. 

 
Study Population 

South Africa is in the extreme south of the African 

continent. It is divided into nine provinces, namely 

the Eastern Cape, Free State, Gauteng, 

KwaZulu-Natal, Limpopo, Mpumalanga, Northern 

Cape, North West, and Western Cape. Gauteng is 

the most populated, while the Northern Cape is the 

least populated (Statistics South Africa, 2019b). 

The population is estimated to be about 59 million 

and is composed of Black, Coloured, Indian/Asian, 

and White racial groups. Over 80% of the 

population are Black Africans, while Coloureds, 

Whites, and Indians/Asians constitute 8.8%, 7.9%, 

and 2.6% respectively. In 2019 the number of 

children between 10 and 14 years was estimated to 

be 5,427,902 and those between 15 and 19 years of 

age were 4,660,002. These two age groups make up 

17.2% of the entire population (Statistics South 

Africa, 2019b). 

 
Data Collection 

In this study, we used the 2019 GHS secondary 

data hosted on the DataFirst microdata portal of the 

University of Cape Town. The survey dataset was 

downloaded after registering and requesting from 

the DataFirst portal (Statistics South Africa, 

2019a). 

 
Ethical Considerations 

We did not require ethical approval to retrieve the 

data because secondary data were used. No 

individual-level data were collected during 

retrieval. The data were initially collected by 

Statistics South Africa survey officials who 

obtained informed consent from respondents during 

the survey (Statistics South Africa, 2020). 

 
Study Sample 

A two-stage sampling procedure was used to select 

participants from the General Household Survey 

2019. The first stage involved a proportionate 

stratified sampling of primary sampling units 

(PSUs). Systematic sampling was applied in the 

second stage for the sampling of dwelling units 

from the sampled PSUs across all nine provinces in 

the country. Those residing in student 

accommodation houses, nursing homes, healthcare 

facilities, detention facilities, and military barracks 

were excluded from the survey (Statistics South 

Africa, 2020). For this study, only participants 

between 14 and 18 years old, which is the official 

school age for secondary education, were included 

(DBE, RSA, 2018). Those whose school attendance 

status was undetermined or who had already 

completed Grade 12 (secondary education) or any 

equivalent national qualification framework level 

(National Qualifications Framework Level 4) were 

excluded. 

 
Data Analysis 

For this study, which was to identify the factors 

associated with school attendance among 

secondary school-aged learners, the dependent 

variable was school attendance. The independent 

variables included learners’ individual-level 

characteristics like gender, age, racial group, 

orphanhood status, and place of residence. 

Additionally, the learner’s household variables 

were the gender of the head of the household, 

household size, monthly household income, and the 

highest level of education of the head of the 

household. Using sample weights, descriptive 

analysis was carried out to show the distribution of 

the learner’s characteristics. Cross-tabulation was 

used to indicate the variation between school 

attendance and learners’ individual and household 

characteristics. A Chi-square test was used to 

measure the association between school attendance 

and the learners’ characteristics and household 

characteristics. A multiple logistic regression 

analysis was carried out to determine the impact of 

variables influencing school attendance. Results 

were interpreted using 5% as the level of 

significance (p < 0.05). The data were analysed 

using the IBM Statistical Package for the Social 

Sciences (SPSS) Version 28 software. 

 
Results 
Descriptive Analysis 

Table 1 shows the percentage distribution of the 

learners and household characteristics. The total 

weighted sample was 4,530,560, of which 50.5% 
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(n = 2,289,544) were male and 49.5% 

(n = 2,241,016) female. The majority of the 

learners were between 14 and 16 years old. The 

data show that Black learners accounted for 85.6% 

(n = 3,878,475), while Coloured, White, and 

Indian/Asian learners accounted for 8.2% 

(n = 373,036), 4.8% (n = 218,093), and 1.3% 

(n = 60,955) respectively. More learners lost their 

fathers (n = 712,428) than those who lost their 

mothers (n = 327,420). Those living in urban areas 

were 2,579,856, and accounted for 56.9% of all the 

learners. The data indicate further that 2,303,197 of 

the learner’s households were headed by women 

(50.8%). Most of the secondary school learners’ 

households consisted of four to six household 

members (49.3%; n = 2,235,785). The monthly 

household income of 1.5% (n = 68,704) of 

secondary school learners was below R501. Over a 

million heads of learners’ households (26.5%; n = 

1,202,140) did not hold at least a primary 

education. The overall level of school attendance 

for secondary school learners was 93.5% (n = 

4,233,855). 

 

Table 1 Descriptive analysis showing percentage distribution 

Variable 

Frequency (%) 

n = 4,530,560 

Gender  

Male 2,289,544 (50.5) 

Female 2,241,016 (49.5) 

Age  

14 years 1,014,005 (22.4) 

15 years 1,007,341 (22.2) 

16 years 942,284 (20.8) 

17 years 860,134 (19.0) 

18 years 706,796 (15.6) 

Racial group  

African/Black 3,878,475 (85.6) 

Coloured 373,036 (8.2) 

Indian/Asian 60,955 (1.3) 

White 218,093 (4.8) 

Orphanhood status  

Non-orphan 3,114,775 (68.8) 

Maternal orphan 327,420 (7.2) 

Paternal orphan 712,428 (15.7) 

Double orphan 295,125 (6.5) 

Unspecified 80,812 (1.8) 

Place of residence  

Urban 2,579,856 (56.9) 

Rural 1,950,704 (43.1) 

Gender of household head  

Male 2,227,364 (49.2) 

Female 2,303,197 (50.8) 

Household size  

1–3 678,206 (15.0) 

4–6 2,235,785 (49.3) 

7–9 1,027,828 (22.7) 

10 and above 588,742 (13.0) 

Household monthly income  

R1–R500 68,704 (1.5) 

R501–R2,500 579,501 (12.8) 

R2,501–R6,000 593,682 (13.1) 

R6,001–R16,000 643,365 (14.2) 

R16,001 and above 573,746 (12.7) 

Unspecified 2,071,562 (45.7) 

Household head highest level of education  

No schooling/incomplete primary 1,202,140 (26.5) 

At least primary 632,377 (14.0) 

At least lower secondary 1,162,957 (25.7) 

Upper secondary/Post-secondary non-tertiary 977,638 (21.6) 

Tertiary 430,406 (9.5) 

Unspecified 125,041 (2.8) 

Attending school  

Yes 4,233,855 (93.5) 

No 296,705 (6.5) 
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School Attendance by Learners’ Characteristics 

Table 2 displays the distribution between school 

attendance and learners’ characteristics and 

household characteristics. The study results 

indicate that there was a very narrow gap in the 

level of school attendance for boys and girls 

(93.6%, n = 2,143,590; and 93.3%, n = 2,090,265) 

respectively. The Chi-square test indicates that 

school attendance is associated with gender. This 

means that school attendance differed significantly 

between boys and girls (χ2 = 229.302; p < 0.001). 

For the age of learners, secondary school 

attendance was fairly the same for learners aged 14 

and 15 years (97.4%, n = 987,916; and 97.7% n = 

984,317 respectively), yet school attendance 

declined among learners aged 18 years with 82% 

(n = 581,496) attending. The Chi-square results 

reveal an association between the age of learners 

and school attendance (χ2 = 202638.201; 

p < 0.001). This means that school attendance 

decreases significantly as learners advance in age. 

Considering the racial group, the findings reveal 

that Coloured learners had the lowest level of 

school attendance (84.4%; n = 314,733), while 

White learners had the highest level of school 

attendance (96.7%; n = 210,816). The Chi-square 

test indicates that there was a significant 

relationship between the racial group and school 

attendance for the learners (χ2 = 57439.676; 

p < 0.001). This implies that the racial group of 

learners affects school attendance. There was a 

significant association between orphanhood status 

and school attendance (χ2 = 15757.540; p < 0.001). 

Learners who had lost one or both parents had 

lower levels of school attendance. Further results 

indicated that the level of school attendance for 

learners residing in urban areas was not much 

different from that of their counterparts in rural 

areas (93.5%, n = 2,411,619; and 93.4%, 

n = 1,822,237 respectively). There was an 

association between learners’ place of residence 

and school attendance (χ2 = 7.561; p < 0.006), 

which implies that learners’ school attendance 

depends on whether they live in rural or urban 

areas. Furthermore, learners in households headed 

by females had a significantly higher level of 

school attendance than those in households headed 

by males (94.2%, n = 2,170,324; and 92.6%, 

n = 2,063,531 respectively). In this regard, the 

Chi-square test indicates that there was a 

significant relationship between the gender of 

learners’ household heads and school attendance 

(χ2 = 4656.502; p < 0.001). Hence it shows that 

learners from female-headed households attended 

school more than those from male-headed 

households. Further findings indicate that school 

attendance among learners decreased significantly 

as household size increased, as shown by the 

Chi-square test (χ2 = 24919.306; p < 0.001). This 

means that learners are more likely to attend school 

when the household is smaller. This implies that 

the educational needs of learners are better 

provided for when the household consists of fewer 

members. This study also shows that learners from 

households with a monthly income of R500 and 

less had the lowest level of school attendance 

(87.6%; n = 60,189), while learners from 

households with a higher income of R16,001 and 

above (94.8%; n = 543,986) had the highest level 

of school attendance. When households do not have 

a decent income, they will not be able to provide 

financial support to their household members, 

which in turn affects the school attendance of the 

household members. Hence, the Chi-square test 

indicates a significant relationship between 

households’ income and school attendance 

(χ2 = 9237.800; p < 0.001) of learners from those 

households. Furthermore, the study reveals that 

when learners’ household heads had attained 

tertiary education, school attendance peaked at 

98.3% (n = 422,899), while for those with little or 

no schooling it was at 89.5%, (n = 1,075,836). The 

Chi-square test indicates a significant relationship 

between school attendance and the level of 

education for the heads of the learners’ households 

(χ2 = 71888.223; p < 0.001). This means that 

learners from a well-educated background attend 

school more than those from a less-educated 

background. 
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Table 2 The distribution between learners’ characteristics and school attendance 

Variable Attending school (%) 

Not attending school 

(%) 

Chi-square 

(χ2) p 

Gender     

Male 2,143,590 (93.6) 145,955 (6.4) 229.302 < 0.001 

Female 2,090,265 (93.3) 150,750 (6.7)   

Age     

14 years 987,916 (97.4) 26,089 (2.6) 202638.201 < 0.001 

15 years 984,317 (97.7) 23,025 (2.3)   

16 years 885,842 (94.0) 56,442 (6.0)   

17 years 794,285 (92.3) 65,849 (7.7)   

18 years 581,496 (82.3) 125,301 (17.7)   

Racial group     

African/Black 3,649,556 (94.1) 228,919 (5.9) 57439.676 < 0.001 

Coloured 314,733 (84.4) 58,303 (15.6)   

Indian/Asian 58,750 (96.4) 2,205 (3.6)   

White 210,816 (96.7) 7,278 (3.3)   

Orphanhood status     

Non-orphan 2,937,538 (94.3) 177,237 (5.7) 15757.540 < 0.001 

Maternal orphan 302,697 (92.4) 24,724 (7.6)   

Paternal orphan 651,275 (91.4) 61,153 (8.6)   

Double orphan 265,258 (89.9) 29,867 (10.1)   

Unspecified 77,088 (95.4) 3,724 (4.6)   

Place of residence     

Urban 2,411,619 (93.5) 168,237 (6.5) 7.561 < 0.006 

Rural 1,822,237 (93.4) 128,468 (6.6)   

Gender of the head of the household     

Male 2,063,531 (92.6) 163,833 (7.4) 4656.502 < 0.001 

Female 2,170,324 (94.2) 132,872 (5.8)   

Household size     

1–3 635,950 (93.8) 42,256 (6.2) 24919.306 < 0.001 

4–6 2,125,404 (95.1) 110,380 (4.9)   

7–9 939,825 (91.4) 88,002 (8.6)   

10 and above 532,676 (90.5) 56,066 (9.5)   

Household monthly income     

R1–R500 60,189 (87.6) 8,515 (12.4) 9237.800 < 0.001 

R501–R2,500 532,624 (91.9) 46,877 (8.1)   

R2,501–R6,000 561,033 (94.5) 32,649 (5.5)   

R6,001–R16,000 604,175 (93.9) 39,190 (6.1)   

R16,001 and above 543,986 (94.8) 29,761 (5.2)   

Unspecified 1,931,849 (93.3) 139,713 (6.7)   

Highest level of education of the head 

of the household 

    

No schooling/incomplete primary 1,075,836 (89.5) 126,303 (10.5) 71888.223 < 0.001 

At least primary 593,588 (93.9) 38,789 (6.1)   

At least lower secondary 1,080,593 (92.9) 82,364 (7.1)   

Upper secondary/Post-secondary 

non-tertiary 

949,035 (97.1) 28,604 (2.9)   

Tertiary 422,899 (98.3) 7,507 (1.7)   

Unspecified 111,904 (89.5) 13,137 (10.5)   

 

Factors Associated with School Attendance of 
Secondary School Learners 

Table 3 indicates that the gender of the learners did 

not have a great effect on the level of attendance 

because the odds were approximately 1 

(OR = 0.922; p < 0.001) after adjusting for other 

study variables. Hence, being a female learner did 

not lead to much reduction in school attendance. 

The odds of attending school reduced by 88% for 

all learners aged 18 years, compared with those 

aged 14 (OR = 0.123; p < 0.001). This means that 

the learners were less interested in schooling as 

they became older. Thus, age is an important factor 

regarding school attendance among secondary 

school-aged learners. Coloured learners were 73% 

less likely to attend school when compared with 

Black learners. When compared with Black 

learners, White learners were 29% less likely to 

attend school, while Indian/Asian learners were 1.1 

times more likely to attend school. Even though 

double orphans and maternal orphans were less 

likely to attend school, paternal orphans had the 

lowest odds of attending school (OR = 0.633; 

p < 0.001) when compared to non-orphans. This 

implies that losing a father is more detrimental to 

learners’ schooling status. Although significant, 

rural residence did not have much influence on 

learners’ school attendance (OR = 1.070; 
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p < 0.001). Compared with learners from 

male-headed households, learners in female-headed 

households had a 1.6 times increased chance of 

attending school (OR = 1.551; p < 0.001). 

Compared to male-headed households, more 

learners from female-headed households favoured 

school attendance. Households of more than nine 

members resulted in a 20% reduction in the odds of 

schooling when compared with households with 

fewer than four members (OR = 0.804; p < 0.001), 

which means that a large household is detrimental 

to school attendance for learners. Learners from 

households with an income above R16,000 were 

more than twice likely to attend school in 

comparison with their counterparts from 

households with a monthly income of not more 

than R500. Hence, low household income is a 

factor discouraging school attendance among 

learners in secondary school. Generally, the odds of 

attending school were 4.1 times higher for learners 

of which the heads of the households had 

completed upper secondary/post-secondary 

education compared to those with little or no 

schooling. When the heads of the households held 

tertiary qualifications, the chance of learners from 

those household was 7.6 times higher compared 

with learners from household where the head of the 

household had no primary education. This means 

that the attainment of higher educational 

qualifications by heads of households resulted in a 

higher level of school attendance by learners from 

those households. 
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Table 3 Logistic regression analysis of school attendance 
Variable B Wald p Exp(B) 

Gender     

Male - - - - 

Female -0.081 405.926 < 0.001 0.922 

Age  149036.766 < 0.001  

14 years - - - - 

15 years 0.105 128.834 < 0.001 1.111 

16 years -0.944 14808.190 < 0.001 0.389 

17 years -1.139 22300.497 < 0.001 0.320 

18 years -2.094 85223.124 < 0.001 0.123 

Racial group  49519.097 < 0.001  

African/Black - - - - 

Coloured -1.311 48761.452 < 0.001 0.270 

Indian/Asian 0.120 27.350 < 0.001 1.127 

White -0.342 651.497 < 0.001 0.710 

Orphanhood status  8066.632 < 0.001  

Non-orphan - - - - 

Maternal orphan -0.124 271.152 < 0.001 0.884 

Paternal orphan -0.457 7155.831 < 0.001 0.633 

Double orphan -0.316 1982.754 < 0.001 0.729 

Unspecified 0.045 6.694 < 0.001 1.046 

Place of residence     

Urban - - - - 

Rural 0.068 225.611 < 0.001 1.070 

Gender of the head of the household     

Male - - - - 

Female 0.439 10170.403 < 0.001 1.551 

Household size  10642.31 < 0.001  

1–3 - - - - 

4–6 0.312 2499.673 < 0.001 1.366 

7–9 -0.097 215.928 < 0.001 0.908 

10 and above -0.219 896.305 < 0.001 0.804 

Household monthly income  8273.11 < 0.001  

 R1–R500 - - - - 

 R501–R2,500 0.738 3039.211 < 0.001 2.093 

 R2,501–R6,000 1.048 5805.878 < 0.001 2.851 

 R6,001–R16,000 1.080 6241.466 < 0.001 2.945 

 R16,001 and above 0.734 2604.731 < 0.001 2.083 

 Unspecified 0.855 4501.457 < 0.001 2.350 

Highest education of household head  53064.61 < 0.001  

 No schooling/incomplete primary - - - - 

 At least primary 0.735 13073.702 < 0.001 2.086 

 At least lower secondary  0.455 7622.788 < 0.001 1.577 

 Upper secondary/post-secondary non-tertiary  1.420 36398.860 < 0.001 4.138 

 Tertiary 2.034 23148.248 < 0.001 7.643 

Unspecified 0.170 262.638 < 0.001 1.171 

Note. The reference category is the first. 

 

Discussion 

The key objective of this study was to assess the 

individual and household factors associated with 

school attendance of learners from 14 to 18 years 

old in South Africa. A quantitative approach was 

employed in this study. The 2019 GHS secondary 

data were used and the SPSS Version 28 software 

was used to analyse the data. Cross-tabulation and 

a Chi-square test were used to measure the 

relationship between school attendance and gender, 

age, racial group, orphanhood status, place of 

residence, gender of the head of the household, 

household size, monthly income of the household, 

and level of education of the head of the household. 

Furthermore, logistic regression was used to 

measure the factors affecting school attendance 

among secondary school learners. 

This study reveals that age is key in 

determining whether people attend school in South 

Africa. At the age of 16, school attendance begins 

to decline appreciably, which is not surprising 

because compulsory schooling ends at 15 years 

(DBE, RSA, 2018). Increasing the age for 

compulsory schooling to 18 years may help to 

improve secondary school attendance levels in 

South Africa. Grade repetition in South Africa is 

remarkably higher in upper secondary school 

grades which encourages dropping-out tendencies 

and jeopardises school attendance. The National 

Policy Pertaining to the Progression and Promotion 
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(NPPPR) was implemented to promote learners 

automatically when they have previously repeated 

– even if they did not meet the minimum learning 

requirement for promotion (Mogale & Modipane, 

2021). With this in place, the expected outcome is 

to have sustained high school attendance at all 

grades but most of these promoted learners felt 

inadequate and frustrated, which made them more 

inclined to drop out (Khobe & Mukuna, 2023). 

Hence, ensuring that learners enter school at the 

appropriate age and transit progressively through 

each grade level after achieving the required 

learning competence is critical. Those who may not 

do well in general education can explore technical 

and vocational education. More investment should 

be made to make technical and vocational 

education more attractive for adolescents and 

youths. Going through technical and vocational 

education should equip people with in-demand 

skills suitable for the current labour market. 

Additionally, the quality of teaching and learning 

should be improved at the upper-secondary level. 

Unlike in other African countries like Nigeria, 

Uganda, Zimbabwe, and Niger where many more 

boys than girls attend school, being female does not 

deter girls from attending school in South Africa 

(Evans et al., 2019; Kazeem et al., 2010; Roby et 

al., 2016; Zimbabwe National Statistical Agency, 

2021). In the African countries mentioned above, 

child marriage and highly entrenched patriarchal 

cultural practices that perceive female education as 

less important than male education are responsible 

for such discrepancies. The prevalence of child 

marriage is as low as 4% in South Africa 

(UNICEF, 2022). This challenge does not seem to 

have a consequential effect on school attendance 

based on gender. An equal level of school 

participation for boys and girls secures a future of 

gender equality for South Africa. 

A study on school enrolment in South Africa 

has shown racial gaps in school attendance where 

Black and Coloured children had poorer 

educational outcomes compared to other racial 

groups (Heaton et al., 2014). The racial divide in 

school attendance and the disadvantage of 

Coloured learners were also established in this 

study. This points to the fact that the inequalities 

that existed during the apartheid regime still apply. 

The chances for social mobility and alteration of 

this structure are very narrow. The assertions of the 

family socialisation theory are confirmed in this 

paper as previously disadvantaged families 

(Coloureds) transfer educational disadvantage to 

their children. Further research directions can 

explore the circumstances surrounding Coloured 

households to gain more understanding of why they 

have lower participation levels in secondary 

education. Government agencies or non-

governmental organisations should prioritise 

intervention for the Coloured racial group. 

This study shows that orphanhood adversely 

affects the level of schooling as was observed in 

other studies (Case & Ardington, 2006; Evans & 

Miguel, 2007; Kazeem & Jensen, 2017). It can thus 

be said that family relatives or non-relatives who 

assume parental responsibilities over orphans are 

not able to make the same commitment toward the 

education of orphans as their biological parents 

would. Despite the introduction of the NNSSF and 

the Regulations Relating to the Exemption of 

Parents for Payment of School Fees in Public 

Schools, which gives orphans and other children 

with financial constraints exemption from paying 

fees, orphans in the country are still behind in 

school attendance. This should inform the need to 

provide adequate support for orphans in their 

educational pursuits. Support can be given to cater 

for uniforms, books, and other educational 

materials. 

Unlike in other African countries (Nigeria, 

Morroco, Tanzania), living in a rural environment 

does not have a great effect on the level of school 

attendance in South Africa. School attendance in 

rural places is negatively affected by poor 

infrastructure and cultural practices that restrict 

female education (Joyce-Gibbons et al., 2018; 

Kazeem et al., 2010; Smits & Huisman, 2013). 

However, in South Africa, rural residence does not 

have a big negative impact on schooling among 

secondary-school-aged learners. This may be one 

of the benefits of the NNSSF which allows for poor 

rural schools to be funded equitably so that an 

equality of school participation is maintained with 

that of urban schools. This is remarkable progress 

towards the pursuit of equality in South African 

society. 

This study shows that learners from large 

households were more unlikely to attend school 

compared with their counterparts in small 

households. This shows that for large households 

the resources to support the education of 

school-aged members are overstretched. Providing 

support for learners from poor and large 

households will be an important approach to 

tackling this challenge. According to the report 

from the General Household Survey, most 

respondents claimed that a lack of money for fees 

was the reason why learners were no longer 

attending school (DBE, RSA, 2018). Even with the 

provision for a fee exemption for parents with 

financial constraints, the results still affirm that 

household income that informs the affordability of 

fees is associated with school attendance. The 

difference in the level of school attendance 

between learners based on their household income 

shows that poverty hinders schooling. However, 

when the burden of tuition fees is removed for poor 

households, it does not eliminate non-attendance. 

The postulation of the household production 

framework comes to bear as the desire to satisfy 
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other needs takes precedence over education. 

Therefore, reducing the level of poverty will 

improve school attendance. Conditional cash 

transfers directed towards economically 

disadvantaged households, dependent on consistent 

school attendance, have been demonstrated to 

improve schooling (Petrosino et al., 2012). This can 

also be implemented in South Africa. While 

ensuring that all learners from poor households 

benefit from the no-fee policy, addressing learners 

with poor academic performance is also crucial. 

This study demonstrates that educating a generation 

confers an educational benefit to the next 

generation. The family socialisation theory agrees 

with this phenomenon as learners from households 

with poorly educated heads were not attending 

school as much as those with well-educated 

household heads. About 27% of the heads of 

households did not have a primary education, 

which is worrisome. When heads of households are 

educated, the chances that children will attend 

school are increased. There is a need to strengthen 

the Adult Basic Education and Training System to 

reach uneducated adults. 

 
Conclusion and Recommendation 

The aim with this study was to investigate the 

individual and household factors associated with 

school attendance among secondary school-aged 

learners in South Africa. The study revealed that 

about a quarter of all the learners’ heads of 

households had not completed primary education. 

Age as an individual-level characteristic and 

educational attainment of learners’ heads of 

households as household-level characteristic were 

the most important factors associated with school 

attendance in this study. In the South African 

population, gender and urban/rural place of 

residence do not have a great effect on school 

attendance. Learners belonging to the Coloured 

racial group were the most disadvantaged with 

regard to school attendance. School attendance 

levels decrease as adolescents grow older 

(UNESCO, 2020). The educational background of 

a learner is also an inspiring factor for school 

attendance. Taking measures to ensure that learners 

start attending school on time and transit 

progressively through higher grades is 

recommended. Learners from poor backgrounds, 

large households, orphans, and Coloureds should 

be provided with additional educational support. 

Mobilising resources to ensure that the current 

population of learners attend and complete school 

will bring about future rewards. 
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