In recent decades, crises such as natural disasters, armed
conflicts and epidemics have disrupted education around
the world. For example, in 2005, Hurricane Katrina in the
US destroyed 110 of the 126 public schools in New Orleans.
In the past decade at least 2.8 million Syrian children have
been out of school for some period, and in 2013 the Ebola
epidemic in West Africa saw 5 million children out of school.

We plotted the kernel density learning curves for the 2015
study scores and a (hypothetical) reduced learning average
across the distribution. We then plotted the kernel density
curves for the fee-paying and no-fee schools and the
reduced learning averages for each.

School closures affect students, teachers and families
and have far-reaching economic and social effects. This is
especially so for fragile education systems and the negative
effects will be more severe for disadvantaged learners and
their families.
We see from previous health emergencies that the impact
on education is likely to be most devastating in countries
with low learning outcomes and high dropout rates. South
Africa has low and socially graded learning outcomes.
The 2016 Progress in International Reading Literacy Study
showed that only one in four South African Grade 4 learners
could read with meaning. The 2015 Trends in International
Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) found that most
Grade 9 learners were yet to achieve a minimum level of
competency in mathematics and science.
In response to COVID-19 school closures and adherence
to social distancing, UNESCO and many governments and
agencies have recommended the use of distance learning,
open educational applications and online learning to reduce
disruption to education.

In June 2020, after a two-month COVID-19
lockdown, South Africa’s schools started
reopening in a phased approach. However,
with the pandemic heading for a peak at
the end of July, the government announced
a further four-week postponement of
most learners’ return. The learning losses
resulting from this disrupted teaching
will disproportionately affect the most
disadvantaged learners, risking a deepening
of inequality in the country. This is an updated
version of an article by Vijay Reddy, Crain
Soudien and Lolita Winnaar, which first
appeared in The Conversation.
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Richer households are better placed to sustain learning
through online learning strategies, although with a great
deal of effort and challenges for teachers and parents. In
poorer households many children don’t have a desk, books,
internet connectivity, a computer, or parents who can
take the role of home schooling. The disparity in access to
digital devices and connectivity between rich and poor is
immense.

We applied the learning curve scenario methodology
developed by the World Bank to the South African TIMSS
data to illustrate the patterns of expected learning losses
over the next few months due to school closures and
disruptions.

Possible education outcomes

We expect higher learning losses in no-fee schools. While
we don’t know the exact value of the learning losses, these
graphs illustrate that learning loss patterns will be different
for learners in different school types.
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The impact of school closures on
education outcomes in South Africa

Despite the best efforts of the government, schools and
parents there will be learning losses for almost everybody
and worsened educational outcomes for the poor.
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y mid-April about 1.725 billion students globally had
been affected by the closure of schools and highereducation institutions in response to the coronavirus
pandemic. According to the UNESCO Monitoring Report,
192 countries had implemented nationwide closures,
affecting about 99% of the world’s student population. In
the 1980s during apartheid many South Africans saw school
boycotts bring schooling to sporadic halts — but the scale
and complexity of what has been happening during the
COVID-19 lockdown is entirely new territory.
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For learners in no-fee schools, only one out of five learners
has a computer, and only half of them have an internet
connection at home. For learners in fee-paying schools,
around half have a computer and three-quarters an internet
connection. Access to cell phones is higher, with close to
80% of learners having their own. One-third of learners
in no-fee schools and just over half of those in fee-paying
schools have parents with a post-secondary education.
This differentiation in social capital and resources means a
differentiated set of learning experiences at home.

In graph A, the solid line shows South African learners’
mathematics achievement. The dotted line shows the
impact of learning losses on the learner achievement
profile. Graph B shows the expected learning graphs for
current achievement and expected reduced achievement in
no-fee and fee-paying schools.

While it is necessary to institute educational programmes
during this period, these will not replace regular school.

We use the cut-off score of 300 to show the numbers of
poorly achieving learners. The shaded portions in these

Source: Provided by the authors
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graphs show the increased proportion of
learners with very low achievement scores.
The existing data show a larger proportion
of learners in no-fee schools obtaining
scores below the 300-point cut-off,
compared to learners in fee-paying schools.
Our findings underscore the fact that
disasters amplify existing structural
inequalities in society and worsen
inequalities through an unequal recovery
process.

Going forward

Parental and family support is important
during this period. Parents and family
must consciously and deliberately support
children in completing a few hours of
school work every day. An HSRC study on
early educational environments found that
close to one-third of parents reported that
they read books to their children and played
with them using the alphabet, number toys
and word games.

Anxiety about
schools reopening:

Half of them reported that they wrote
numbers, watched educational TV and sang
songs with their children. The patterns
are different for learners in fee and no-fee
schools — but home-educational activities
are happening and parents must be
supported and encouraged to continue
with them.

Enhancing the voice of teachers, parents
and learners through photovoice

It is also important to start preparing for the
recovery period when schools reopen. The
curriculum must be simplified, targeting
areas where learning loss will be most
consequential for the following years. In
the recovery phase, schools should arrange
for additional lessons using the expertise
of ex-teachers and university students from
the community. While the short-term goal
is to modify the curriculum, in the longer
term the conceptual gaps have to be filled
to ensure that children are not left behind in
their schooling.
The sad and uncomfortable truth is that
for South Africa — with low and unequal
achievement scores — the longer that
social distancing is in place, the bigger the
learning losses for learners, especially the
most disadvantaged, thereby deepening
inequalities.

csoudien@hsrc.ac.za

With research showing that
South African children are already
not achieving minimum levels
of competency in subjects like
mathematics, the disruption caused
by the COVID-19 pandemic may
make it even harder for them to
catch up.

lwinnaar@hsrc.ac.za
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“Do elbow greeting”

The state of disaster
announced on 15 March
saw South African schools
close more than a week
before the country went
into a hard lockdown to curb
the spread of COVID-19.
Schools reopened for some
grades in June with the
intent to phase in other
grades in July and August.
With a technique called
photovoice, South Africans
shared their concerns
with HSRC researchers
through photographs and
social media messages.
By Candice Groenewald,
Thobeka Ntini and Mafanato
Maluleka.

D

uring the COVID-19 lockdown,
the HSRC embarked on a study
to understand how children,
teenagers and adults experienced the
nationwide lockdown in South Africa
and how their lives were impacted by
the pandemic.
The researchers used a technique
called photovoice, where participants
were asked to document their
experiences of the lockdown
using photos, voice notes and text
messages via WhatsApp. In this way,
the researchers were able to capture
the participants’ personal stories
and experiences while maintaining
physical distancing to protect all
parties from getting infected.
The researchers asked teachers,
parents and learners how they felt
about the reopening of schools.
Noticeably, most participants,
regardless of age, expressed
increased anxiety related to children
returning to schools, where they
could “get infected” and spread the
virus. Specific concerns included

overcrowded classrooms, young
children’s perceived inability to
maintain social distancing, and the
availability of adequate sanitation
products at schools.
A female teacher from a public
school said:
“My fears and concerns [are] around
the issue of sanitisation and the
safety in terms of wearing masks ...
especially the protection for us as
educators [...] Right now, we don’t
have extra classrooms ... where will
these learners be accommodated
with the 1:20 [teacher to learner ratio]
that would be mandatory? In [some]
classes we have 35 learners for the
same grade and others have over 40
learners. We do not have sufficient
classrooms. How are they going to
split those learners? Where are they
going to learn? […] My worry [is]
whether they would have enough
resources [such as] masks and the
sanitisers and how we would practise
social distancing?”
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